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Forever Closing

by Hinata Yamimoto

In retrospect, I guess it would be kind of hard to get it on when your grandmother’s ghost is watching.

The first time Ethan kissed me, it was after he’d forcefully exorcised a particularly nasty ghost from an old hospital. He doesn’t usually like to do it like that, but she had been hurting the other ghosts, and he hates seeing anything in pain. I helped him off the floor. He was shaky, but calm, and just before he bent down to close the gap between us, he glanced to the side and said, “Excuse me, but would you mind looking away for a moment?”

It was the sweetest thing I had ever heard.

Seven months later, it was starting to feel a little less sweet.

I lay on the bed, bare ass to the world, arm stretched out on the rapidly cooling spot next to me where Ethan had been. That was right before he had yelped, then bolted. I made a fist and thumped his pillow several times, and when that wasn’t enough, I stuck out both middle fingers and flipped off any ghosts remaining in the room.

I debated taking care of myself, decided I wasn’t really up for it anymore, tugged on a pair of loose sweatpants, and went off in search of my boyfriend.

He wasn’t hard to find—all I had to do was follow the sound of a polite, one-sided argument, and there he was, sitting on the couch, talking to an empty rocking chair.

“Look, Grandma, you can’t just…” He waved a hand in the air. “It wasn’t a ‘ruckus,’ we were just…”

I snagged an orange from the fruit bowl on the counter and sat down beside him. I squeezed his knee, and he gave me a sheepish look and mouthed the word ‘sorry.’

“No, I’m not going to…that’s really not…fine.” Ethan hid his eyes with his hand and said, “Mark: Grandma says you have a ‘very cute tush.'”

“Thanks, Grandma Rose,” I said, and winked at the rocking chair. It was always a good idea to make nice with the in-laws, and technically she had given us this apartment, so we owed her. As far as ghosts went, she was one of the better ones—she tended to stay by the tv so long as we kept the game show channel on, and I could usually tell where she was by following the scent of cookies and menthol cough drops.

“Grandma, I understand that you like to know what’s going on, but I don’t think it’s too much to ask for some privacy when we….” Ethan began to blush, starting at the base of his neck and spreading up to the roots of his spiky black hair. His hands flapped through the air even worse; he never could keep still.

I finished peeling my orange and offered him a ‘sorry you have to talk to your grandma about your sex life’ slice in solidarity. He took it and went back to negotiating with the ghost of his grandma. I took out my laptop and went back to work on my latest client’s website. I had the feeling we weren’t going to be getting anywhere for a while.

* * *

Okay, here’s the thing about ghosts: they’re used to not being seen, they get bored, and they’re everywhere. Everywhere. The average house? Five or six ghosts. The room you’re sitting in? Yeah, there’s probably a ghost reading this story over your shoulder.

Hello, ghost. Stop that. That is rude.

Some of them have unfinished business they need to accomplish before they pass on. Some of them had unfinished business that they never got around to. Some of them just didn’t feel like passing on after they did finish their business. Most don’t know why they’re still here, and are just passing the time until they figure it out.

They do this by doing what probably most of us would do if we were invisible, undetectable, and unable to be held accountable. Mainly, they watch people. The more interesting the people’s activities, the better, if you know what I mean.

No really, ghost. Rude.

* * *

We had an appointment the next day—one of his, I had nothing until early afternoon, so we got ready together. This mainly consisted of his rolling about in bed, holding a conversation with me and whomever else was floating around, and maybe running a brush through his hair and throwing on some clean clothes.

I, on the other hand, require a button-down, tie, pair of thick-rimmed glasses, an ultra-swank fedora, and half a ton of product to transform me from an eternally baby-faced cherub to a smart, artistic-yet-sensible hipster you’d totally trust with your company’s design.

He doesn’t even need gel to keep his hair spiky. It’s really not fair.

The apartment was way uptown, so it took us about forty minutes on the subway to get there. Ethan’s knees bounced the entire time, and he kept covering his mouth with his hand and looking away.

I leaned over to him and whispered, “Care to share something with the class?”

He shook his head and grinned. “They’re trying to have a rap-off. It’s…really bad,” he whispered back.

I bumped my shoulder into his. “Well, tell me if they get any good zingers.”

The townhouse was a pretty, terraced, yellow building that looked like they had taken a normal house from the suburbs and squeezed it until it could fit in the tiny space the city allowed. We rang the doorbell, and a woman opened the door. She looked young, maybe a couple years younger than me, so I estimated she was about twenty-five. Her hair was pushed back in a big puff with a hairband, and her blouse was decorated with a string of pearls and a white stain on her shoulder. I leaned over a little and spotted a little yellow blanket hanging from the staircase railing. Of course.

“Hello!” I said, offering my hand and giving her my biggest cheery grin. “We’re with Forever Closing. We hear you’ve been having trouble with your house?”

“Ah…yes?” she said, taking my hand. I’m never what people expect. They contact a ghost investigator and expect someone who dresses in a priest’s robes, or smells like incense and peyote, or has circles under their eyes and the occasional twitch. They don’t expect clean-cut, sane and efficient me.

Ethan used to get so many more doors shut in his face before he met me.

“Great! You must be Mrs. Stone, right? I’m Mark Soderberg; we talked on the phone.” I gently pushed my way through the door. I removed my hat, as a gentleman should. She motioned us towards the couch. “This is Ethan. He’s the one who can help.”

“Maria. Nice to meet you,” the woman said.

Ethan shook her hand and said, “Nice to meet you,” but he looked at her only while they shook hands. After that, he was back to scanning the room. From the look on his face, it was a busy one.

“Would you like something to drink?” she asked, her hands flexing like she was desperate to do something with them.

“Thank you, that’d be nice.” I sat on the couch, tugging Ethan down beside me. He sat as still as he could, knees bouncing up and down.

Maria put down a tray of iced tea and glasses on the coffee table, then sat across from us. She picked up a napkin and started twisting it back and forth. I folded my hands and leaned forward. “So. You say you’ve been having trouble with things moving around?”

“I…I think so, yes.”

“And you don’t think it’s anyone else doing it when you’re not looking? No family members or children or pets?” I asked, doing my best to be as business-like and non judgemental as possible.

She shook her head. “My husband thought it was me, and I thought it was him, and…”

I laughed. “Yes, that’s usually how it goes. I imagine you had one or two arguments about it before you decided to call us, am I right?”

She smiled genuinely for the first time, and her hands momentarily stopped twisting the napkin. “You could say that.”

I rolled my eyes good naturedly. “Happens all the time. So, specifically, what seems to be the problem?”

“My son’s toys. Any time we leave him alone or go to sleep, he always has his blocks in piles around his crib.” She started twisting the napkin again, tighter and tighter. Little flecks of paper dotted the table. “Even when we go out and leave him here with my mother, there are blocks all over the floor when we get back. He’s staying with her today. I just–I can’t–”

“And you’re sure your son isn’t doing this?” I asked.

She looked down at her lap. “He’s only five months old.”

“And this has been going on for…”

“About four months now.”

I nodded professionally. “That makes sense. In most cases, ghosts don’t become active on their own–there’s usually some big event to kick it off, and a new baby in the house can definitely stir things up.” I gave Ethan a look. “You think you’ve got enough info to work on?”

“Yeah,” he said, and stood up.

I looked back at Maria. “Okay, what Ethan’s going to do is walk around, talk to whomever is here, and see if he can either get them to pass on or come to some other agreement so you won’t have any problems with the blocks again. This usually takes under an hour, depending on what the problem is. That sound good?”

I tried to be as matter-of-fact about it as possible, like a car mechanic. Look under the hood, check the spark plugs, talk to ghosts, see if we can get this engine working again. No big deal.

“O-okay,” Maria said.

“Excuse me,” Ethan said to the empty air. “Do any of you know who is moving the blocks around? I’d appreciate the help.” He paused. “Thank you, sir. I’ll go talk to him.”

“My son’s room is–” Maria started to say, but Ethan had already located the correct room and opened the door.

Ethan leaned over, hands on his knees, and smiled gently. “Hey there. My name’s Ethan. Do you mind if I come in and talk with you a little?” He must have received confirmation, because he went in and closed the door behind him.

Maria looked at me wide-eyed.

“Sorry. When there are ghosts around, he sometimes forgets about the living people in the room.” I shrugged, pulled out my laptop, and settled down on the couch. “It shouldn’t be long–it looks like he’s friendly, and kids are easier.”

“I see,” she said. I opened one of the projects I was working on and started fiddling with the code. “What do you do?”

“Hm?”

She waved at the door Ethan had gone into. “He talks to ghosts….”

“Oh! I design websites and do search engine optimization. I even designed Forever Closing’s website!” I turned my laptop so she could see what I was working on. “Someone’s got to make a regular paycheck. Half the time Ethan’s so distracted he forgets to ask for payment, and the other half, the clients stop payment on their cheques because they think we’re scamming them. Therefore, I have to work a normal job.”

She clucked her tongue. “It sounds tough.”

“Nah, not really. Though there was this client who really really wanted me to code in a cheering noise every time a customer added something to their basket… You meant Ethan, didn’t you?”

She laughed at me. It was a nice sound, almost normal. It made you forget what Ethan was doing behind the closed door.

I shrugged again and turned my laptop back towards me. “He’d do it either way. Hey, do you have wifi?”

“What?”

“Never mind.”

I fiddled around with the coding for a while. After about forty minutes I got up and poked my head in the door. Ethan was kneeling on the floor, a green plastic block in his hand. There was a large tower of blocks built next to the crib. I rapped my knuckles on the doorframe when he didn’t notice me.

“I need to get going in a few minutes or I’m going to be late. Are you almost done?”

Ethan paused in his building. “Nearly ready. Could you give us about five minutes, then both of you come in here?”

“Can do,” I said.

Ethan turned back to his tower. “Sorry, where did you say this one should go?” he asked the empty room as I shut the door.

“Five minutes,” I reported to Maria.

“And then it’ll be gone?” she asked.

“With any luck. Us being there should help.” I shut down my computer and started packing my things. “I’ve got to get going either way. Got a big meeting with a pain-in-the-neck client in an hour.”

“Oh. What are we supposed to do?”

“I don’t know. Probably just be a witness. I think it makes it easier. It’s different every time.” I finished packing up my things and slung my satchel over my shoulder.

“Ready?” I called out.

Ethan swung the door open. He looked at Maria, eyes bright. It was probably the first time he looked at her without distractions. “Could you come in?” he asked.

She walked hesitantly into the room. I followed. The tower looked complete–or, at least, it looked like all the blocks had been used.

“Maria, this is Jaime,” Ethan said, motioning to an empty space by the tower. His hand was low–I estimated the ghost to be at knee height at the most. “Jaime, this is Mrs. Stone.”

Ethan paused. Maria was silent. “Jaime says ‘hello,'” he prompted.

I poked her in the back. She jumped, and looked back at me. I nodded pointedly at the empty space and waggled my eyebrows a bit. “H-hello, Jaime,” she said. Ethan smiled at her in approval.

“Jaime says he’s been here for many years. He died in one of the neighboring houses a long time ago, when he was three years old.” He paused. “Sorry. Almost four,” he corrected.

“Oh,” Maria said, her fingers pressing against her lips.

“Jaime is very good at building towers,” Ethan continued. He looked down and to the side, putting a hand out. “Yes, super good. Careful now.” He looked back at Maria. “He said he wants to show Omar how to build a super-good tower.”

“Is that what he’s doing?” Maria asked.

Ethan knelt on the ground, looking at the tiny empty space. “Now, Jaime. Omar is too young to build towers right now. But his mommy knows what a super-good tower looks like now, so she can teach him to build it when he’s old enough.” He turned back to Maria. “Is that okay?”

She nodded.

“Do you promise to show Omar how to build super-good, super-big block towers when he gets older?” he pressed.

Maria nodded again. “Yes. Yes, I promise.” Her voice was hoarse but strong.

“Is that okay with you, Jaime?” Ethan asked.

He took a step back. I reached out and put a hand on Maria’s shoulder, both to reassure and to make sure she stayed in place. The room’s temperature rose for a moment, like a sudden splash of sunlight on a cloudy day. There was a small flash of green light, and I could almost see the outline of a smiling child’s face.

The tower fell over, raining blocks onto the ground.

“Is that it?” Maria asked.

“Jaime’s gone,” Ethan confirmed. “You shouldn’t have any trouble with the blocks anymore.”

“Oh, thank goodness,” Maria said, visibly relaxing. She sagged against the door, like a marionette whose strings had gone slack.

Ethan stared at the fallen tower and the empty space on the floor. He looked up at me. His eyes were dry, his hands were still and calm. God, he was amazing. I gave him a questioning look, opening my arms in the universal ‘want a hug?’ signal. He gave me a sad smile and shook his head.

“Well, that about wraps it up here!” I said as brightly as I could. I took Maria’s hand and shook it professionally. “Very nice to do business here, hope everything stays good with you.”

“Thank you,” she said automatically.

“We’ll just take our payment and be off,” I said. Maria reached in her purse and got out her checkbook.

“Actually–” Ethan said, and I nearly groaned. “There are a few more here I’d like to speak with. No extra charge, of course,” he assured Maria.

I rolled my eyes. “Fine,” I said, placing my fedora back onto my head. “I’ve got to go. You going to be okay?”

Ethan nodded, but his eyes were already far away, focusing on all the people none of us could see.

“All right. I’ll see you back home.” I grabbed his hand and gave it a quick squeeze.

Maria finished writing the cheque and passed it to me. I leaned into her, saying in a low voice, “Make sure he doesn’t stay too long. He has a bad habit of not knowing when to stop sometimes.” I had a thought, and added, “And if you decide to stop payment on the cheque, can you please send me an angry email first? Bounced cheque fees are a bitch.”

* * *

Here’s another thing about ghosts: they need some sort of closure to pass over, but it’s not necessarily the same thing that made them stay in the first place. Jaime didn’t stay behind because of his deep, abiding love for block towers. He probably just missed his family or didn’t understand what death meant.

But give him a big event–for instance, a new baby in the house. Something to wake him up a little, make him active enough that he could influence the world in some way. Then give him a closure event–a connection to the world, a promise, some proof that he’s made things different than how they were before.

That’s all they really need, and Ethan is very good at giving them what they need.

* * *

The meeting with my client went about as well as expected, and I somehow got through most of it without going on a rant about how, no, I don’t care how fun and youthful your product is, Comic Sans is not an appropriate font type for anything outside of lemonade stands and deliberately shitty memes.

I got home before Ethan did, and I headed directly for the shower. The room was already steamy and I’d lost track of time by the time I heard the apartment door open. I heard him say hello to a few people, so I called, “I’m in the shower!” just in case he couldn’t hear over the hypothetical noise the ghosts were making.

The door to the bathroom opened. I peeked my head out from the curtain. “Everything okay?” I asked.

“I’m fine,” he said, obviously not fine. I sighed and stepped out of the shower, grabbing a towel off the shelf. I gave myself a really quick towel-down, tucked the wet towel around my waist, reached forward and gave Ethan a hug.

He melted against me, hugging me back, burying his face in my neck. His hands were cold on my back, but his hands were always cold, and that’s just a thing you have to get used to when you’re with Ethan. I squeezed tighter, feeling the muscles in his back start to relax. “Tough day?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he mumbled into my shoulder.

“Want to hear about my asshole client?” I asked.

“Maybe later,” he said.

“Want to hear a list of reasons why American Psycho is objectively better than Night of the Living Dead?” I asked.

“Fuck you,” he mumbled, but I could feel his smile. I turned my head and gave his cheek a quick kiss. He kissed my shoulder in return, then peppered my neck with little kisses just to hear me laugh. I ran my hands up his back and gripped them firmly in his hair, tugging his head into the right position so I could give him a proper kiss.

Kissing Ethan is wonderful. He’s just tall enough that I get a real kick pushing him around, but not so tall that my neck gets sore. It’s one of the few times he can take all of that jittery energy and zero it in on just one thing, and being under that kind of intense focus is amazing. He pressed in on me, and I pressed back, pulling harder on his hair, getting as much contact as I could. His hands drifted down my back, thumbs hooking into the top of the towel, and I shivered when he lightly scratched his nails across my waist.

I shivered again, a little harder.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, just…” I waved a hand at my towel. “Kinda cold and wet and naked here.”

“Sorry,” he said, trailing kisses from the corner of my mouth, across my jaw, to the back of my ear in a way that didn’t seem very sorry at all. “I should let you get back to your shower, huh?”

“Yeah,” I said regretfully. I shivered again, and wrapped my arms around myself. He turned and headed for the bathroom door. I could see the wet imprints on his shirt from where my hands had gripped. He paused with his hand on the doorknob.

“I could join you?” he offered.

My eyes lit up. I may have jumped up and down a few times and clapped my hands. “Oh heck yes!”

I turned around and let the towel drop, casting a sultry look over my shoulder. I wiggled my eyebrows a few times, then gratefully jumped back into the wonderfully warm spray. I sighed and closed my eyes as I leaned back into it, letting the warm water slide through my hair.

I heard the curtain pull back, felt a cold breeze for a second, and when I opened my eyes, there was a naked boyfriend in my shower. He stood there awkwardly, right hand gripping his left wrist while his fingers fidgeted.

“Come here,” I said, grabbing his hips and steering him around so his back was in the spray. I figured he’d appreciate getting warmed up since he’s always a human icicle. Since he was a little taller than me, it had the nice side effect of blocking the spray from hitting my face.

I leaned up into him and kissed him again. He ran his hands down my back and gave a hum of approval at how slick and slippery the shower had made me. I returned the favor, sliding my hands up his thighs until I reached a good, nicely-shaped handhold. I gave it a complimentary squeeze, and I could feel him laugh into the kiss.

I used my grip to pull him in closer, groaning as my cock rubbed against his belly. I could feel him waking up against me. His kisses became sloppier and more desperate.

I twisted in place, leaning him against the shower wall. I placed one hand behind his head, cushioning him from the cold tile. I used the resulting leverage to slide a thigh between his legs, rubbing up and down against his cock.

He moaned and tossed his head back, baring his neck. I took that as a cue and dove in, nipping it sharply with my teeth. I slid down a little to suck on one of his nipples and got a full blast of the shower’s spray in my face.

I sputtered and wiped my eyes with my free hand. When I could see again, I looked up to find him laughing at me. “Oh, shut up,” I told him, and he pulled me in for another kiss. He gripped my hips and gave a little thrust. I thrust back at him, starting to build a rhythm, sliding over slick, wet skin.

I reached a hand between us and curled my fingers around him. I heard him gasp, panting harder, and his body arched off the wall. He reached a hand out to me, curling around my cheek and brushing a wet clump of hair out of my eyes. His gaze shifted slightly above me and to the right.

“What the holy fuck, Captain!” Ethan shouted, flailing madly. His arms flapped at his sides, one of them banging into the shower head in a way that had to hurt. He barely managed to stay upright, and almost knocked me over as well. “Get out! What are you–get out! Out! Out of the shower! Shower is off limits!”

He shoved back the shower curtain and grabbed a towel and his bathrobe as he rushed out the door, yelling all the while. “No, it’s not okay! I don’t care if you–no, Captain, this is non-negotiable!”

“So,” I said to the now-crooked shower head. “That just happened.”

I stayed in the shower until Ethan’s yelling died down and, frankly, I was getting a little pruney. When I finally shut the water off and dried myself with our last dry towel, Ethan had settled into a good sulk on the bed.

“Hey,” I said, sitting down beside him. He was in a bathrobe; I was in my pajama bottoms. I bumped one of his bare feet with my own.

“Sorry,” he said.

“It’s okay.”

“No it’s not.”

I bumped him again. “I had a pretty good idea what I was in for, dating you.”

His shoulders slumped. “Yeah, still…”

I leaned over and kissed his ear. “I don’t mind.” He gave me a look. “Okay, I mind, but I can deal.”

“You shouldn’t have to.” He looked up at the ceiling. His fingers tapped a random rhythm on the covers. “It doesn’t bother you? That they’re always watching?”

“Nah.” He looked at me in surprise, so I kissed him on the jawline, just because he was cute. “Well, the way I figure it, every time I’ve had sex, I’ve had this big ghost audience watching me, right? So what’s one more show?”

He huffed a laugh. “I guess you’ve got a point. Still, I imagine it must be nice not to actively see them watching you.”

“Mm,” I agreed, and kissed him on the jaw, the neck, pulled back his robe so I could kiss his collarbone and…now that was an interesting idea. I tugged at the fuzzy sash holding his bathrobe together. The knot fell out.

“Trust me?” I asked. He gave me a look that said that the answer to that was obvious. “Okay then. Hold still.” I pulled the sash out of the loops and held it up to his face. A moment later he caught on to what I was doing and, thankfully, his main reaction was mild amusement. I tied the sash firmly over his eyes, effectively blinding him.

“There. Voyeuristic ghosts taken care of,” I announced. He shook his head, but he was smiling and didn’t try to remove the makeshift blindfold. I leaned in to taste his smile, just keep kissing it and kissing it until he was out of breath and his fingers stilled.

I moved down and kissed his neck, feeling his pulse racing. It appeared that the blindfold had a secondary use as well. I’d definitely need to keep it in mind for the future. I bit down on the thick muscle of his neck and felt him gasp. I trailed my hands across his chest, pausing long enough to tweak one of his nipples, then reached into his warm robe and pressed hard into the muscles at the base of his back. He groaned even louder.

I wondered if I should be insulted that a little back massage got a bigger reaction than my licking his neck, but, well, he had a stressful job, so I shouldn’t blame him for being tense. I could see something else start to stand up and take attention, so I was definitely doing something right.

I shifted to straddle his lap so I could get a better angle, both hands tucking into his robe to rub at his back. I licked my way up his neck and then quickly ducked around to bite his opposite ear.

He jumped in surprise, and from that angle I could actually see the hairs at the base of his neck stand on end.

Well.

This was interesting.

I backed away, not touching him, but staying close enough that he could feel the breath from my lips. I trailed down his neck, over his collarbone, and hovered over his left nipple. I could see him pushing out his chest, trying to get closer. I darted in quickly and gave his right nipple a hard lick. He jumped again, hands clenching the sheets.

I moved down, breathing hot circles on his chest, his belly, passing just close enough to his erection to feel the heat of it against my cheek. I tilted around it and sucked at his inner thigh, hard enough to leave a little red mark when my lips parted.

I curved around the other way and nibbled at his hip bone, letting my hair brush lightly across his cock. His hands clenched tighter on the sheets, his breath coming unevenly.

I debated teasing him a little more, but it had been a long day and we’d been worked up for a long while now. I leaned in and slowly, slowly, closed my lips over the head of his penis. He let out a great moan as I sucked at it, pressing the flat of my tongue against his slit and enjoying the strange, salty taste. I sucked again and opened the back of my mouth, ready to go deeper.

“Oh God no!” Ethan yelled in horror, tearing away from me and diving for the sheets, impromptu blindfold falling away. Moments later, he was completely under the sheets, curled up in a little ball. I honestly don’t know how he did that without scratching himself on my teeth.

I sighed and got up, heading to the old couch. “Grandma Rose?” I asked the empty air, which seemed to smell like cookies and cough drops. “Could you do me a favor and clear everyone but Ethan out of the bedroom for a minute?”

I went back to the bedroom and sat on the bed next to the lump of sheets that was Ethan. I put my hand on what was probably his back and rubbed it. I waited until I was pretty sure the Grandma smell had left the room.

“So,” I said. “Want to talk about it?”

“Sorry.” Ethan’s voice was muffled under the sheets. “It was Mattie.”

I winced. “The ten-year-old?”

“Yup.” He sighed. “Sorry. I was really enjoying it, and then,” his voice raised in pitch, “Whatcha doin’?”

I winced again.

“I’m just going to stay under here,” Ethan said wearily. “Forever.”

I patted him again and left him alone for awhile. By the time I came back, he was already asleep.

* * *

Here’s the thing about ghost populations.

It’s possible to convince most ghosts to move on. Ethan’s really good at that, especially with ghosts that are already ready to reach closure. It’s also possible to force a closure on a ghost that doesn’t want to pass—it’s hard and time-consuming and sometimes the high emotions involved in a closure can make a ghost actually dangerous. But it’s possible.

Theoretically, it’s possible that, with time and effort, Ethan could take an entire house filled with ghosts and make it a ghost-free zone.

For about five minutes.

Ghosts are like feral cats. If a house has the right conditions to attract ghosts and make them want to settle down, then ghosts will just naturally keep drifting there until they reach a certain population density, and there’s really no way to stop them.

Therefore, we treat them like feral cats. The wild, mean, or disruptive ones are shipped out, and we keep a small population of well-behaved, ‘neutered’ if you will, ghosts to discourage any new troublemakers from coming in.

We have half a dozen ghosts that wander in and out from time to time, but right now, our current ghost population consists of Ethan’s grandma Rose, Captain Horace, little Mathilda, Mrs. Johanssen, someone Ethan only refers to as ‘sir,’ and a little puppy named Ruggles. Yes, some animals apparently have ghosts, too. Trust me, I’ve already stopped trying to figure out the theological implications of that.

* * *

I woke up with Ethan wrapped around me like the heat-seeking leech he is. We were both buried under the sheets, and he had his nose pressed to my neck, his hands tucked into the band of my pants, and God damn, his feet were cold against my own. I don’t think he even does it on purpose; he just naturally zeroes in on the warmest thing in the room.

He pressed in a little closer, and I felt something warm rub against me.

Hello there. Good morning to you, too.

He rubbed against me again. That one felt a little more deliberate.

I rubbed back against him, just to test the waters, and I heard him gasp. I opened my eyes and saw that he was already looking at me, his eyes still heavy-lidded with sleep. “Morning,” I said quietly, and gave him a quick peck.

His hands closed more firmly on my hips. “Morning,” he repeated, voice rough, and he kissed me again, longer this time. I smiled into the kiss, enjoying it for what it was, lazy and sweet and full of not-quite-terrible morning breath on both our parts.

I worked my hips against him again, and I could feel him waking up, moving along with me, his kisses becoming more sloppy as our movements became more desperate. I suddenly got the wild inspiration that if we didn’t shake the sheets too much, didn’t make too much noise or do things to alert the ghosts in the apartment, we might actually be able to do things without their watching.

I ducked my head out of the sheets, just long enough to grab some lube from my side table and check the time on the clock. I had ten minutes until my alarm went off and I had to run to a morning meeting. That would be just enough time, I thought.

I tugged my pants down far enough to let my erection bob out. Ethan was already naked because, for a guy who’s perpetually freezing, he’s also good at being self-defeating (and, in this case, convenient).

I squirted out a handful of lube and wrapped my hand around both of us at once. Ethan hissed through his teeth, burying his face in my neck in an effort to keep quiet. We thrust against each other stupidly, erratically, perfectly. It was stifling and sloppy and wonderful and I was close, so close–

My cell rang.

We froze.

It was the special ring–the one for Forever Closing that meant someone was calling because they wanted Ethan to meet with a ghost. We looked at each other. His shoulders started to shake, and he made little hiccuping noises. For a moment I thought he was crying, until he got louder and I realized he was laughing, albeit a bit hysterically.

“We could let it go to voicemail?” he suggested, but I was already throwing an arm out of the sheets and grabbing my cellphone.

“Hello, Forever Closing, how can we help you?” I said crisply. The man on the other end started talking.

“Thank you,” Ethan whispered. I patted his head. It was still perfectly spiked, even after all that. Nothing is fair in life. Nothing.

“Yes, we do that,” I said to the man on the phone. I scootched out of bed and grabbed a notepad and pen off the side table. I started scribbling down the information. “Yes, yes, okay. Who are–huh, how about that? Tonight? Sure, sure.” I put my hand over the receiver and told Ethan, “Looks like we’re going back to your old high school tonight.”

* * *

It was dark when we got off the subway, and we were right on time for our 8:00 appointment. Schools are usually near a subway stop, and this one had its big, metal sign less than a block from the exit. I eyed the motto skeptically. “So…” I asked Ethan. “Were you an Exceptional Boy?” He slugged me in the shoulder.

An older man was waiting by the gate. I stuck out my hand and walked towards him. “Hello, I’m Mark Soderberg from Forever Closing. I hear–”

“Mr. Henderson!” Ethan shouted, and jogged forward. He skidded to a halt just in front of the man, fingers twitching at his sides. A moment later, Henderson opened his arms and Ethan was giving him a big hug. He jumped back. “I didn’t know it was you! How have you been? Still teaching AP?”

“I’m fine,” Henderson said. “I’m the vice principal now, so I’ve got a lot more work nowadays.”

“Really? That’s great!”

Henderson smiled affectionately and adjusted his bowtie. “And what have you been up to?”

Ethan looked shyly at the ground. “Oh, you know. Ghosts. I’ve also got this flash cartoon online about zombies. It’s not much, but it gets me some ads and merchandising, and between that and this, I’m doing pretty okay.”

“That’s wonderful,” Henderson said, and he sounded like he really meant it.

I cleared my throat. Ethan looked startled, as if he’d forgotten I was standing there. He took a step back and motioned me in. “Mark, this is Mr. Henderson, my old English teacher.”

I stuck my hand out and shook his hand. “Nice to meet you. Mark Soderberg, Ethan’s business partner.”

“Boyfriend,” Ethan blurted out, latching bravely onto my arm. I raised an eyebrow at him, trying to ignore how my heart was in my throat. “He’s, ah. Also my boyfriend.”

“That too,” I amended, and appreciated the way Ethan’s face was slowly turning red.

“Oh Ethan, I’m so happy for you,” Mr. Henderson said.

I coughed into my hand. “So, anyway. Ghosts!”

“That’s right,” Henderson said, leading us through the gates and into the building. “We’ve been having a funny problem the past few weeks. The blackboards in one of our music rooms keep getting strange writing on it. Sometimes it’s students’ names or initials, sometimes it’s strange characters from another language, sometimes it’s little pictures, like triangles and hearts. I’ve changed the lock on the door so I’m the only one with the key, and it still keeps happening. Sometimes it even happens during class, when the students aren’t looking. I was at my wits’ end and then…” He adjusted his bowtie again. “Well, then I remembered Ethan.”

Ethan stood tall. “Don’t worry, Mr. Henderson. I can take care of it.”

“I’m sure you can.” He passed Ethan a big ring of keys. “These will open any of the doors. I’ve left the music room unlocked. It’s the one at the end of the D-wing. Do you remember?”

“Yes, thanks.”

“I’ll be in my office if you need me. Good luck, you two.”

Henderson disappeared into the administration wing.

“So.” I motioned at Ethan. “Lead the way.”

He oriented himself in the front lobby, then turned and went down a hallway to the left. I followed.

“Are there a lot of ghosts here?” I asked.

“No, not really.” He scanned back and forth, but I could tell that he wasn’t focused on anything in particular. “Not many people die in schools, and I think even the tourist ghosts get tired of teenage drama after a couple of years.” He smiled. “The low ghost count was probably the thing I appreciated most about high school, now that I think about it.”

“So you’re saying that this is a good place to go if you don’t want the ghosts watching?” I asked, giving him a big cheese-eating grin. I wiggled my eyebrows at him for good measure. It took him a second to realize what I meant. I knew that because once he did, he deliberately knocked his shoulders into me, making me stumble. “Hey, it’s better than a hotel room, am I right?”

“That is true,” he admitted. Hotels rank only slightly below hospitals and former battle sites when it comes to ghost populations. Lots of people die in hotels, and there’s always a lot of interesting things for them to look at.

We came to a door with a little eighth-note symbol painted on it. “Here we go,” I said as he unlocked the door.

It was a pretty nice music room, all things considered. Piano in the corner, percussion on the other side, three rows of folding chairs in a semicircle, and a three-tiered choir stage opposite them. Much swankier than the public school I’d gone to.

Ethan walked slowly around the room, a little smile on his face.

“Spend a lot of time in here?” I asked.

He nodded. I wanted to press him on that, but he had reached the chalkboard and flipped it over.

On the chalkboard, sketched over the permanently painted music staffs, was a big picture of an umbrella. Written underneath it were the initials VD and AS, and there were hearts drawn all around it.

Ethan looked at the chalk drawings, scratching his chin. “I don’t get it,” he said.

I started snickering. I did.

Ethan rubbed at one of the chalk hearts, and jumped back from the board in surprise. “Oh! Hello there,” he said. Ghost located. “My name is Ethan. What’s yours?” He smiled at the board. “That’s nice. I have a cousin named Sarah. She’s a little younger than you. Are you the one drawing on the chalkboard?” He sat in a nearby folding chair. “No, no, of course I’m not mad. We were just wondering why you were here. I’m guessing you’re not a former student?” He laughed pleasantly, a little wrinkle of confusion on his forehead. He motioned me over.

“What’s a ‘fujoshi?'” he asked me quietly.

I had to dig my nails into my palm just to keep from laughing. I didn’t even get a chance to answer, because a moment later he was leaning back in his chair, away from the board, and asking me, “Who are Cloud and Zack?”

I patted him on the shoulder and backed away. “I think maybe I should give you two some ‘alone time’ to let her explain that,” I said, and beat a hasty retreat to the far side of the music room.

“Oh,” and, “Oh, I see,” and, “Is that so?” were all that Ethan could say for the next few minutes. I spent my time tapping out notes on the xylophone, because that is what you do when you have access to a xylophone and nobody to yell at you.

“And so, the two boys in the music class…” Ethan said, and leaned back again as the ghost apparently unleashed a torrent of feelings.

“Do you worry you might be embarrassing them?” Ethan asked, and I could actually feel the emotions of the ghost shift, like a light breeze that had been blowing around the room suddenly slowed.

Ethan laughed. “Yes, I think I know what it’s like, when two people seem perfect for each other but they never act on it.” He gave me a side glance, and I knew what he was thinking of—all that time we’d known each other, helped each other, and never managed to actually date each other. If someone had hit us a little earlier with a Clue Bat, maybe we would have spent the last two years, instead of just seven months, being cock-blocked by ghosts.

I think I had this one figured out. I think Ethan was close to being on the same page. “Hey, Ethan,” I interrupted. “I was wondering. Why did you say you spent a lot of time in here?”

Ethan blinked at me. He always did have trouble adjusting back to living people. “What do you mean?”

I tilted my head in thought. “Well, I know you can’t sing…”

“I was in the band,” he said, pointing to the right section of the band area. “The oboe.”

“I didn’t know that! You’ll have to play for me sometime!”

He ducked his head and actually blushed. Bingo. “I was pretty bad at it.”

“I’d still like to hear,” I insisted, then let it drop. “Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt. You two can go back to your conversation.”

My job here was done. I just had to hope that Ethan would pick up on what I had dropped. Judging by how the energy in the room picked back up, I could tell the ghost already had.

Ethan hunched over, back turned to me, whispering intensely to the ghost. I couldn’t make out what he was saying, but I caught the occasional “Really?” and “You think?” and he kept glancing furtively at me over his shoulder while I pretended to not notice it.

“Okay,” Ethan said, standing up and brushing off his pants. “Okay,” he repeated, like he was psyching himself up. He looked straight at me and said, “Mark, I have something I’ve wanted to say to you for a long time now.” He made a little gesture with his right hand, which in our code translated to ‘just go with it.‘

I looked up from the xylophone, adjusting my glasses, making sure my big blue eyes were blinking in cute bewilderment. “Yes?”

He walked towards me. “We’ve been working together for a while now…” he said.

“Yes?” I said more softly.

“And I was wondering…” He finally reached me.

“Shh….” I placed a finger on his lips, hushing him. “I feel the same way. I always have,” I said, my eyes fluttering shut, and I tilted my head up for a kiss.

It was a beautiful first kiss, much less awkward than our previous first kiss. Ethan was hesitant at first, lips just lightly brushing mine, and I leaned in to kiss him more firmly. His hand brushed my cheek, holding me firm, and I melted into his arms. It was a picture-perfect, artfully framed, masterpiece of a first kiss.

After like thirty seconds of that I got bored so I deepened the kiss—which, as you know, is romance-novel code for ‘adding tongue.’ I felt him jump a little in surprise, but he fell back into step fast enough, and hey, it was in the name of a good show. I mean ‘cause.’ In the name of a good cause. Speaking of that, I decided it would be a good idea to grab a handful—or rather, cup his rear, because that’s the classier romance novel way of putting it. It was a little sassy, but she seemed like the sort of ghost who liked a little sass.

I debated pushing him down onto the conductor’s platform—it was raised and covered in carpet, and wouldn’t be a bad thing to defile a little. I decided against it. There are rules in these things, and I know that ‘the taller one tops’ is practically inviolable.

So I spun around and pulled him down on top of me.

Problem solved. You’re welcome.

Ethan landed with a thud, catching himself before he crushed me with his weight, just like I knew he would. He gave me an exasperated look, but I just rolled my eyes and went right back to kissing him. He didn’t seem to mind after that.

I ran my hands down his sides and tucked my thumbs into his waistband, enjoying the feel of his hot, smooth skin over his sharp hipbones. I leaned my head back and let him attack my neck, licking and biting everywhere, and it felt so wonderful I didn’t care if he left any marks. Besides, that’s one of the reasons why I have an extensive scarf collection.

He bit me sharply, and I let out a little gasp. The next time he bit me, I arched my back and let out a moan worthy of a porn star. Perhaps that was a little too much, because he broke down snickering into the crook of my neck.

“Shut up, I’m making this look good,” I whispered in his ear. He just kept laughing at me, so I wrapped a leg around his knees and pulled him in tighter, blowing into his ear all the while. I felt his breath catch as we brushed against each other, and I ground up just to make sure he would stop laughing and pay attention to the more important things at hand.

He cupped my face in his hands and kissed me deeply, intensely, pushing back down on me until I was half-dizzy on kisses. I worked a knee between his legs and pushed back up, giving him something harder to grind against. Our hips worked together, pressure building, until I was starting to think that friction burns and the mess of coming in my pants would be totally worth it.

Ethan stopped. He looked me in the eyes, deadly serious, and for a moment all I could hear was our panting breaths. “Do you…” He looked away, biting his lip, giving a tiny smile. His lips were so kiss-flushed and puffy, it was adorable. “Do you want to–”

“Yes,” I said immediately, because whatever he was asking, yes. Hell yes.

His smile brightened, and my heart did that stupid little flippy thing it always does when he’s happy.

I reached up for his belt buckle, resisting the strong urge to tickle him along the way. It didn’t take much to get him free, though it took a bit more wiggling and tugging to get my skinny jeans pulled down low enough. He eventually got them free of at least one leg, which was good enough. He even tucked his coat under my hips to keep me from getting carpet burn because he is the best boyfriend.

He leaned down to kiss me again, sliding skin over skin, and while it was wonderful, I wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity for something more. I reached down into the side pouch of my messenger bag and fished around until I felt a crinkly cellophane package. I pulled out the most satisfying pre-Christmas package ever: a novelty gift bag of red and green condoms with peppermint-scented lube. Ho ho ho, I’m a terrible Jew.

I put the condoms aside for now and squirted out a big dollop of lube into Ethan’s hand. He looked back and forth between himself and me, like he couldn’t figure out which one of us it was meant for, so I took the pressure off and guided his hand to me, rubbing it over my skin. He looked a little surprised, but hey, everyone deserves to top now and then, am I right?

I slid a finger around in the lube until it was nice and slick, then crooked it up into myself. That wasn’t so bad, nothing I hadn’t experimented with before. I pushed it in and out, getting used to the feel. When Ethan’s eyes started to glaze over staring at me, I figured it was time for a little more participation. I only had patience for so many audience members at a time.

I removed my finger and grabbed his hand, which was still slick with lube. I brought him back to my ass and, giving him a little nod and a little push, convinced him to slide a finger into me. He whirled it around a little, gently, like he was trying to get the lay of the land.

He caught on quick, noticing when he hit a spot that made me bite my lip and prodding it for all he was worth. He made his way up to two fingers, stretching me out and working into me with his brilliant, quiet intensity, a little frown on his forehead as he concentrated on making me go crazy in just the right way.

He was on his way to a third finger when I caught his wrist, making him look back up at my face. I wiggled my eyebrows at him. “Not that it isn’t fantastic, but don’t you want to get a little more involved in this?” I glanced over to the side. He followed my gaze to the bag of brightly colored condoms.

He blushed mighty bright for someone who was up to his knuckles in me.

I opened the wrapper on one of the condoms–a bright green one, to match his eyes. I’m romantic like that.

I slid it onto him, rubbing the outside with the leftover lube on my hands. I looked back up at him. He was staring at his penis with a very strange look on his face. I curled up and whispered in his ear, “You okay?”

He nodded and firmed his hold on my hip, setting his mouth into a determined line. I’m betting he was momentarily overwhelmed by the condom. Although we’ve certainly tried stuff before, the difference between a penis and a penis-with-condom is that a penis with a condom on it is definitely Going Places.

I pulled my knees towards my chest, giving him a better angle. I guided him towards me and, with a low groan, he sunk into me. I paused for a moment while my toes curled and my body adjusted.

“Wow,” Ethan said.

“I know, right?” I said back, and he smiled at me. “Now’s the part where you move,” I pointed out.

“Oh! Right.”

He started moving.

He was hesitant at first, not really knowing how fast to move or what angle to hit. His slippery hand kept sliding off my thigh as he tried to get a better grip, and I was no help at all, just having fun being bounced around, rolling my head, arching my back, trying to work in a few good poses and moans in case the ghost girl was still watching.

He eventually hit a good rhythm, pounding into me hard and relentlessly, and I found I didn’t have time to goof off anymore. I just locked my ankles around his back, pushed up, and tried to give as good as I was getting. I grabbed at the sides of the podium, trying to get more leverage. I wished I could kiss him, but even I wasn’t that bendy, and on second thought, I didn’t want to do anything to break his beautiful rhythm.

His breath was ragged. He clutched at my thighs, his back curved into a bow, brows frowning, all of his concentration focused inwards.

“Go ahead,” I said. “God, yes, let me see you.”

He came inside me, eyes closed, blissed out in a way I’d never seen. I grabbed his hand and closed it around me. I was so close, it only took a few pumps before I followed him.

He collapsed next to me, giving me a silly, sloppy kiss like the sex-addled person he was.

“That was…” he began.

“Awesome?” I suggested.

“Yeah. We should definitely do that again sometime,” he said sleepily.

“Any time you want.” I yawned. “So. What did she think?” I asked, giving him a cheesy grin.

“She?”

“You know.” I nodded at the chalkboard. “Did she enjoy the show? Is she still here, or has she passed on already?”

“You…” Ethan started laughing at me. Wheezing, actually. There may have been a little bit of guffawing happening as well.

“What?”

“You think I…in front of…” He looked at me in shock. “You did! You actually think we did!” Okay, that was a guffaw.

“Ethan…”

“She disappeared a few seconds after we kissed. I thought you knew that, I–” He lost his last semblance of coherence, laughing so hard he rolled off the platform and hit the ground with a quiet “ow” before resuming his laughter.

I sat up, gathering my knees to my chest and poking absentmindedly at the small stain we’d gotten on my sweater. “Sorry. I just assumed you wouldn’t have risked it otherwise, with your old teacher just down the hall.”

All the color drained out of Ethan’s face. “Oh God, Mr. Henderson! I didn’t even think about that!”

Of course. Of course Ethan hadn’t.

It was my turn to laugh. I laughed as Ethan pulled on his pants, barely remembering to remove the condom before zipping up. I laughed as Ethan wrestled me back into my clothes. I laughed and laughed and laughed, at Ethan, at the ghosts, and at what a joy it was to be alive.

* * *

Here’s the thing about ghosts.

Honestly, I have no idea.

Sorry.
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Fard walked in the house, hung up his cloak and scarf by the door, and flopped face-down on the couch with such dramatic force that he felt a cord or two pop under his weight. Daanil didn’t even look up from his paper. “Went well, hm.” It was only a question by the most technical of definitions.

“I hate everything,” said Fard, though the sentiment was muffled through couch cushions that smelled like they’d had all manner of horrors spilled on them, which they had. They tasted even worse. He sat up. “I hate damned everything,” he said again, just in case it hadn’t come across the first time.

“Is that so,” said Daanil. Once upon a time Fard had mistaken Daanil’s unflappable tone for serenity, before he’d learned to recognize sarcasm for what it really was.

Fard blew a raspberry at the ceiling, then stopped when he saw the little drops of spittle fall back and dot his glasses; he tugged them off and wiped them with the tail of his shirt, shutting his eyes against the blurry world for the duration of the cleaning. “If I hear ‘don’t call us, we’ll call you’ one more time, I may scream and set the place on fire with my mind.”

“Because that will help you get the position for sure,” said Daanil, his nose still in the pages of the Gazette. Fard want to punch him right in his pencil-thin moustache, but Fard was too tired from depression, and besides, if Daanil got punched every time he deserved it, Fard and his six other housemates would never have any time left over for anything else.

After a minute of sitting quietly, Fard stood and resolved to let that little outburst be the end of his complaints. His status as the only member of the household without steady employment was no secret, and he didn’t want to give any of them another reason to trot out the ‘maybe you should have majored in something more useful’ line of argument again, especially when he knew they were right. “Anyway,” he said, smoothing his nicest pair of trousers as though he hadn’t just pitched a tantrum in them, “I’ll start dinner.”

“It’s Khay’s night,” Daanil said.

“Well, I’m not doing anything better,” Fard pointed out without snapping, a bit of control he was proud to have exerted, and he went off to the kitchen to see what he could make.

By the time Khay got home, still reeking of the blood and cleaning fluids that saturated the Royal Medical Academy’s teaching wards, Fard had already finished the rice and the vegetables and started the mutton, and when he saw how bone-weary Khay looked, Fard offered to finish the whole meal anyway. “You’re magnificent,” said Khay, giving Fard a little kiss on his cheek before going up to his room to clean up for the meal. That was the worst part about rooming with such nice, successful people: Fard couldn’t even work up a good hatred for any of them, even for Daanil on his grumpiest days. It wasn’t as though they’d gotten to where they were by undercutting or outperforming Fard; they weren’t even remotely interested in the positions Fard kept applying for. They’d just made better life choices.

He used the mess he’d made fixing dinner to excuse himself from the house meal, despite all the things the Masters said about eating together and learning from one another. After today’s failed interview, he wasn’t sure how many work stories he could stand. He made the water as hot as he could get it short of boiling and scrubbed the inside of the pots by hand and pretended the steam was what was bothering his eyes.

That evening, he took his midwakh pipe and a pillow up to the rooftop, where he sat and smoked and watched night fall over the city. The daylight lingered long into the evening on midsummer days like this, and the breeze off the sea was a nice remedy to the day’s heavy heat. If anything, it was a bit too much of a contrast, as he had to re-light the herb-and-tobacco mix in his pipe every time a strong gust carried the embers out of the chamber. Down in the temple compound, a line of novitiates carried candles across the square, shielding the flames with their hands and stopping to share fire every time someone’s light was puffed out. He took in a deep breath of smoke and let it out slowly, watching as the grey clouds plumed from his lips before being swept away in the twilight breeze.

He heard the roof door open behind him and was surprised to see Paqat struggle up through the trapdoor. “Need a hand?” Fard asked, setting his pipe down on the roof’s flat tile surface.

“No, no, I’ve got it,” said Paqat, who didn’t sound very sure of himself. He was a child’s play-ball of a man, almost wider than he was tall, and neither the ladder to the roof nor the square door in the stairwell’s ceiling had been designed for someone of his dimensions. Nonetheless, with one last determined grunt, he hauled himself all the way up to the roof and stood, dusting himself off. “Nice up here,” he said, looking around. The wind blew his rust-red curls into his face; he’d always explained that they were from his mother, who’d come from one of the cities in the far north, past the steppes, and Fard didn’t know whether to believe him or not, as he barely knew of his own parents or whether they’d come from. “I can see why you like it.”

“Want to sit?” asked Fard, scooting over until barely half his backside was still on the purple satin pillow.

“Love to,” said Paqat, who took the portion of the pillow offered him and put his hand on Fard’s thigh. “Sorry about the interview.”

That was the other reason he didn’t complain in front of his housemates. “Daanil told you?”

“He told me it didn’t go well.” Paqat shrugged and took the pipe as Fard offered it to him. “That’s all.”

“Well, that’s enough.” Fard sighed. “And that was it. I don’t have anything else lined up. Even guild offices are telling me they don’t have positions open for someone with my skill set, and that’s depressing, because they’ll hire anyone.”

Paqat took a deep drag and held the air in his mouth as he handed the pipe back to Fard. He wasn’t an ugly man at all — just this side of handsome, even, only on the same side occupied by everyone else in the household. His eyelashes were the same red as the hair on top of his head, almost the same wet-clay shade as the roof. “Well, that’s why I came up here to talk to you. I overheard the Head Librarian today, and he was talking about a job that sounded right up your alley.”

Fard was embarrassed at how fast his head snapped around to hear that. “A job? At the Library?”

“Oh, no.” Paqat shook his head. “A bit … more exotic.”

Fard politely didn’t point out that just about everything in the world was more exotic than the Central Library. “And…?” He traced circles with his fingers, urging Paqat onward.

Paqat took the pipe from Fard’s fingers and took another lungful of smoke before continuing. “He’d said he’d gotten a parcel today, a gift of a collection of books. Well, not a gift, really. A bequeathment, or whatever you call it when someone leaves it to you in a will.” Paqat was a sweet man, very tender-hearted, but his desire to inject drama into everything got tiring fast; Fard again gestured him onward. “All really old books — antiques, definitely, some amazing stuff. And he said the messenger who’d brought it had come from the White Palace.”

Fard — again, politely — did not laugh in Paqat’s face. “So what, he’s looking for someone to take them back for him?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” asked Paqat, though to Fard it was not. “It means Abias ar-Dal is dead.”

Fard was aware that his jaw had dropped almost to his chest, but for a moment couldn’t quite summon enough strength to get it back. “I thought he was supposed to be immortal.”

Paqat shrugged. “I don’t know! Maybe he’s just … gone somewhere and pretended to be dead. Or traveled into some realm where earthly possessions are meaningless. Whatever it is, he’s dead enough that they’ve executed his will and started splitting up all his possessions. And, if you think about it, he can’t have been that immortal, what with having a will and all.”

“So–” Fard put his hand on top of Paqat’s, making sure he had the other man’s full attention. “Why are you telling me this now?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Paqat asked again. “The Dragon King will need another illusionist!”

Fard let out a snort of air and fell back from where he was sitting, winding up splayed across the roof’s surface. The tile was still warm from the day and felt good against his bare scalp. “No.”

“Come on.” Paqat turned on the pillow so he and Fard were facing another again. “You’ve got the qualifications! The Head Librarian said Abias ar-Dal was an illusionist and a pyromancer. You’re an illusionist and a pyromancer!”

While it was sweet to have a friend who thought so much of him, Fard couldn’t really believe this discussion was happening at all, much less that his name was a part of it. “Thank you, Paqat. Thank you. I’m honestly flattered. Your faith in me warms my heart. Thank you.”

Paqat reached over and poked Fard in the gap of exposed skin between his shirt and pants. “I’m being serious!”

“As am I!” With a sigh, Fard draped an arm across his face. “You’re talking about the greatest illusionist ever. Not just top in his class or his master’s best apprentice. Ever. Maybe if I had a century’s worth of experience, or even a single job’s worth of experience, I might be able, maybe, in my most fanciful moments, to begin to entertain the idea of possibly submitting myself for consideration. And even then.”

With a sigh, Paqat took the pipe again and stuck it in the corner of his mouth so it puffed as he spoke. “Now, you’re definitely not going to get the position with that kind of negative thinking.”

That was easy for Paqat to say; he’d graduated with his position already lined up for him and loved everything about unhexing dusty old spellbooks and helping enchanters find the words and recipes they were looking for. Even the Library’s brown-and-cream robes, which Fard felt looked stodgy on anyone else, suited his round face and amazing hair. “…Well, has the Dragon King posted a bill of employment in the Great Hall yet?”

“No!” Paqat shook his head. “Which is why you’ve got an advantage. You,” he punctuated the word by poking Fard’s side again, and Fard tugged down his shirt so as no longer to provide an easy target, “can apply for the position before most people even know there’s a position to be applied for.”

Or more likely, Fard thought but didn’t say, it meant there was no position to be applied for, and any attempts to do so might attract the no-doubt-negative attention of a man about whom Fard knew exactly two things: he was powerful and he was reclusive. “Of course, you’re right,” Fard said; he wanted this conversation to be over so he could sulk about his future prospects in peace.

“So you’ll do it?” Paqat’s voice was bright.

“I’ll do it,” Fard lied as he reclaimed his pipe from Paqat. The embers had gone out again, so he touched the bits of leaf with his fingertip, whispering the fire in them to life. “Now, can we celebrate my decision with a bit of meditative silence?”

Paqat pressed his lips together and nodded, though his smile was nothing short of smug. Well, that was all right; Fard could say later that he’d sent a letter of inquiry and never heard anything back, and Paqat would have no reason not to believe him, and that would be the end of that. And maybe in the interim, Fard would find a position where the interview didn’t conclude with the words ‘don’t have quite the skill set we’re looking for’ or ‘need someone with a little more experience’ or the hollow promise of ‘we’ll keep your application on file’.

Right, Fard thought. He might have a better chance with the Dragon King.

~*~

The messenger arrived three days later and in the middle of dinner, so not one of the housemates missed the gilt envelope of a summons with Fard’s name on the front. Paqat tried to cover his extra-smug expression with a veneer of innocence, and Fard tried not to be so mad he ignited something on accident. But with the seven of them having seen the delivery, Fard couldn’t get out of opening the summons and reading it aloud, and once he’d made the contents known to everyone, he couldn’t get out of going. The address listed on the card was even only a block away from the Royal Medical Academy, which of course meant both Khay and Gathaz offered on the spot to escort him there on their collective way to work the next morning. The situation was the definition of unavoidable.

Thus, Fard found himself outside a palatial house in the richest district in town, standing in his best robes, trying not to throw up. He clenched his hands in his sleeves to keep them from shaking, but it mostly just made his sleeves shake. Gathaz put a hand on the small of Fard’s back and nudged him forward. “You’ll be fine,” he said, though the words came out strange through his half-twisted mouth; they’d been friends long enough that Fard could now understand him with no difficulty, though that hadn’t been true when they’d first met. “Just be yourself.”

Khay gave a gentle tug on wrap of cloth that encircled all of Fard’s head but his face. “Remember, they asked for you. So you already know they’re interested.”

“Right.” Fard nodded and waited for them to leave, and when they didn’t, he realized that there was no way they were going to let him hide behind one of the larger plants in the courtyard until nightfall. With a heavy heart, he trudged forward and pulled the cord by the door. He didn’t tug very hard, but the bell toll that followed was so mighty that he just about jumped out of his skin, and might very well have gone for cover in the foliage anyway had the door not opened a fraction of a second later, revealing a tall woman whose long limbs reminded Fard of nothing so much as of spiders. Fard hated spiders.

She peered at him through a small curtain of dangling silver beads that half-veiled her face and neck, and as the strands parted, he could see her eyes were shockingly blue. At first he thought she might be wearing a large headpiece of some sort, but on closer examination, it was only her long powder-white hair, piled up in intricate twists atop her head and cascading down her shoulders and back. She was, he supposed, probably very pretty. “Fard of House Hariima?” she asked, her voice voice a husky contralto.

Fard gave one last glance back over his shoulder to see if he could get away with lying, but Khay and Gathaz were there at the entrance, waving him on with great smiles on their faces. “Ah, yes,” said Fard, clearing his throat. “That would be — I mean — I would be that. Yes. You’re correct.”

Her expression moved not an inch. “Come in,” she said, gesturing with her long, spindly arms, and deprived of all other options, Fard stepped inside.

The architecture of the interior was ornate, but the place was unfurnished except for some heavy pillows on the floor. It must have been some sort of rental property, Fard figured, called into service to give them a private meeting place. He looked from the pillows back to the woman — and then stopped and really looked at her. It was impolite for a man of his status to stare at a woman as obviously high-class as she, but the more he did, the more he realized she wasn’t really a woman at all. “You’re an illusion,” he said, unable to keep the surprise from her voice.

“Very good,” she said. She gestured to a large burgundy pillow and sat on a gold fringed one herself. “That was your first test.” She sat like a man, with her ankles crossed and her knees apart, and her long, pale fingers curled around the bony curves of her knees.

“First?” Fard sat with as much grace as he could muster, which wasn’t a lot even at the best of times. He straightened his scarf around his forehead and neck before meeting her gaze again.

“Surely your other interviews have asked you to perform tests to prove your skills.”

Fard began some sentence that would have explained to her how, yes, it was fairly standard practice to have potential hires demonstrate their abilities on designated tasks, but no one ever called them ‘tests’. He didn’t get even to the first word, though, because the woman reached up and removed the veil of beads from her face. With it gone, there was no mistaking what she was — her features were soft, but too soft, as though someone had carved her out of wax and left her too close to the window on a warm day. She was solid, but she was fading. Most illusions, by the time they reached that stage of decline, could not even have held themselves upright, much less spoken or answered a door. He looked around the room, but the great room in which they sat was empty save the two of them. “No, I didn’t pass the first test.” When she looked at him without reply, he added, “You’re Abias ar-Dal’s illusion.”

Her melted mouth, pink in the center but lined with blue-black kohl, lifted into a quiet smile. “I am Mim. Abias ar-Dal conjured thirteen illusions strong enough to exist beyond his death. I am the last, and the last remaining.”

“You’re–” To create an illusion that could exist more than few spans away from the illusionist was a remarkable feat; to create one that could survive longer than the illusionist himself was unthinkable. However, the last thing Fard wanted was to tell the woman in front of him, the one who was considering him for a job, that she was impossible, so he folded his hands in his lap and let the matter drop. “So, should we discuss my qualifications, or…?”

Mim shook her head. “Between the first letter from your friend Paqat and a discussion with the Records-Master of House Hariima, your qualifications are known to us already. If they were not satisfactory, you would not be seated here now.”

“Oh,” said Fard. He felt equal parts betrayed and relieved, and decided to lean on the latter. “Well, then, what’s the next test?”

Mim reached one spindly hand into her robes and produced an amulet, a round circle of bright yellow stone set in pale gold. She held it out across the distance between them, and he took it from her; the stone was warm to the touch even as the gold around it felt like ice. He looked at it for a moment, then looked back up to her — and was astonished to see her face well-defined now, with a sharp, narrow bridge to her nose and high cheekbones. “That was it,” she said. “The position is yours. Should you agree to take it, please place the amulet beneath your clothes and against your skin, and do not take it off again.”

Intellectually, Fard knew that what seemed too good to be true rarely was. Under any other circumstances, he might very likely have said no on the spot to such a suspicious offer, and would have at least asked for some clarification — the pay, the hours, the duties, anything — before giving an answer. However, multiple failed interviews, crippling anxieties about his future, and the stress of seeing all his other housemates start successful careers had combined to form a weight on him so heavy that without a second thought, he placed the chain around his neck, pulled aside his head covering and undershirt, and hissed as the cold metal hit flesh. It met his body heat soon enough, though, and the stone sat in the middle of his chest, as warm as though someone had just taken it from an oven. “All right,” he said, giving her his most confident look and hoping it wasn’t as transparent as he felt it might be.

She didn’t nod back, but pulled herself instead to her feet and started for the door. He followed after her. “The coach is outside, and the driver will take you to your room to gather your possessions.” She opened the door and he stepped past her out into the midday sun. “We should reach the White Palace before nightfall.”

“When will I be coming back?” he asked, but by the time he turned back, the door swung open on its hinges and the rest of the house stood empty. For a moment, all he could do was stand there, holding his hand to his chest to feel the amulet beneath it, his one piece of evidence that he hadn’t dreamed the whole thing. It was warm even through his shirt, and heavy, far heavier than it had been in his hand. It seemed to pulse, even, though he knew that was only feeling his own heartbeat in his fingertips, and presently he dropped his hand to his side and turned to the black-lacquered cart waiting for him by the side of the road.

~*~

Everything he owned that was actually his and not just on loan from the House fit into a single shoulder-bag. Everyone was either at work or asleep, so he left a brief letter explaining that he’d gotten the job and would send word as soon as he could. Everything felt slowed down, as though he were moving underwater, or even in a dream. He supposed it just hadn’t all sunk in yet.

He dozed inside the coach, and though he was almost certain it never stopped, when he opened his eyes again, he was started to see Mim in the seat across from him. Startled, he pulled himself upright and tightened his scarf around his neck; the hood of his traveling cloak still covered the top of his head. “Sorry, sorry,” he said, dragging the back of his hand across his mouth and hoping against all odds he hadn’t drooled in his sleep. He had.

“We’re nearly there,” she said, her voice pleasant and unreadable. She was wearing a different dress now, one of the same deep burgundy as his cloak.

“Are we?” Perhaps he’d slept longer than he’d thought. He pulled back the curtain over the window and blinded by white; he shut his eyes to let them adjust before looking again, and realized when he did that what had burned out his eyes had been the late afternoon sunlight off the high mountain snow. When he exhaled, his warm breath frosted the window for a moment, then disappeared again. He squinted and could see remnants of the path they’d taken, a mud-brown line that cut through what must have been knee-high drifts outside. He pulled his cloak closer to him on instinct before he realized he wasn’t cold. “So … what happens next?”

“You will be escorted to His Majesty’s throne chamber upon your arrival. In advance of this, I have a letter for you.” She reached into the pocket of her dress and pulled out a bit of parchment, folded twice into a square.

He took it from her and unfolded it. The words inside were in ordinary blank ink, and though they had the slight palsied tremble of age to them, the flowing script was still clear:

To my successor–

By now Mim should have given you the amulet. The first thing you must say is Kthalya. You must say this three times.

I have bequeathed to others most of my library, but all those volumes can be replaced — assuming, of course, you do not possess copies of your own already. What is irreplaceable is now yours: my collection of personal works and notebooks spanning the five centuries of my employment here and the two before that, and the works of our predecessors. My secrets are now your secrets; use them well.

–Abias ar-Dal ar-Cathras, House of Tur, twelfth illusionist to the Dragon King, the White Palace

There was a line nearer to the bottom, in far less formal cramped print:

Take care of him. He needs you for more than this.

Fard folded the letter and put it in the breast pocket of his inner robe. “These are all the instructions I get?” He pushed his glasses back up his nose and sighed.

Mim nodded once. “You will be escorted to His Majesty’s throne chamber upon your arrival.”

“So you said.” Fard sighed. “I apologize. What can you tell me about my new employer?”

She looked at him with the same pleasant, flat expression he’d come to expect from her. “I have never met His Majesty.”

“You … haven’t?” That seemed odd to Fard, that she would be conducting his business absent any direct contact with him. “Well, all right, what was Abias ar-Dal like?”

“I have never met Abias ar-Dal,” Mim said, her hands still in her lap.

Fard frowned deep furrows between his brows. “You said, though, that you were conjured by him.”

“I was. And now I am conjured by you.” The coach gave a lurch sharp enough that Fard nearly slipped off the seat. “And now we are here.” She opened the door to the coach and stepped out into the afternoon light.

Fard followed her out, and was this time only snowblinded for a moment; he shaded his eyes from the glare with the hood of his cloak. Fresh snow crunched under his boots, though he’d left high summer heat only hours before. Mim set ahead of him and he followed her up a narrow stairway that led through two ornate wrought-iron gates. The high mountain air was thin, making Fard draw frequent breaths, and every exhale plumed into frost on the air. It must have been cold, but he felt a sweat come over him.

On the other side was a building that could have been nothing other than the White Palace. Carved out of what looked like marble, it towered high in such a way that Fard realized he’d seen it earlier, from afar, but mistaken it for a mountain peak. The whole face was decorated with intricate geometric carvings, the same sorts of swirling designs that had decorated the gates. It had to be a dozen stories high at its apex, and Fard couldn’t tell while standing before it how far back it stretched. Its construction must have been a undertaking so massive as to be unimaginable, assuming it had been done by human hands at all. Snow settled on all its high roofs and buttresses, which meant that every time a sharp gust of wind tore by, a sparkling mist blew with it that pelted Fard’s face with tiny crystals of ice.

A thought struck him as they climbed the great steps to the front door. “Mim,” he called, taking her arm to make sure she (who of course didn’t need to breathe) didn’t leave him, “was this place built by dragons?”

“Dragons are extinct creatures,” Mim answered, her face forward and her pace steady. “All reported dragon sightings for the last three thousand years have been either uncorroborated or can be otherwise explained.”

Fard picked up the hem of his robe as he ascended the last few steep steps; he didn’t want his new employer’s first impression of him to be of his falling on his face. “But before that.”

She placed her white-gloved hand on top of his. “I can only know what you tell me to know.”

That made as little sense to Fard as had her cryptic statement about how he had created her. He knew what was involved in conjuring an illusion, and though he could put aside modesty enough to acknowledge that he was in fact talented at the art, he was hardly talented enough to bypass the process, much less to do so without even being aware of it. Before he could think of how even to question this, though, the front door opened and a tall, fur-bundled man gave them a deep bow. “Master Fard,” he said. His face was barely visible in the gap between the white fluff of his collar and the white fluff of his hat. “Welcome here.”

Fard, who had never been called ‘master’ in his life, stomped the snow from his boots before stepping inside. “Ah, hello,” he said, looking around. The entryway was as white and ornate as the outside had been, but a great blaze raged in a fireplace that took up a quarter of the room’s far wall, making the polished marble seem warm instead of like ice itself.

The main door shut behind them, the fur-covered man took off his hat and unbuttoned the high collar of his coat, revealing quite a sight beneath: shockingly orange hair, cheeks and nose as red as apples, and skin elsewhere a pale pink dotted with a galaxy of little brown freckles. Yet for as strange as the man looked, Fard could tell he was at last in the presence of another human. “This man is Ewwa Ji, butler to this great house,” he said with another bow; he had a strange, pretty accent that made his speech sound like song. “May this man take Master Fard’s cloak?”

“Well … yes, all right.” Fard made sure the scarf across his head was secure before unfastening the cloak clasp at his throat. The heavy fabric fell back into the waiting arms of Ewwa Ji, who straightened it with a stiff jerk and placed it on the same rack by the door that supported his fur hat. “Nice to meet you.”

“Those who are here have awaited Master Fard’s arrival and meet now it with joy. Please, Master Fard will come this way.” Ewwa Ji indicated a door to the left of the fireplace and started off toward it, and Fard followed, trying not to gawk at the beauty of the palace like a tourist might. He was a professional, he was here to do a job, and if he had to break every bone in his own body doing that, then by the Goddess, he would. Mim stayed a step behind him here, just close enough to remain a flicker in the periphery of his vision, and though he knew she wasn’t real in the strictest sense of the word, her presence made him feel better for its familiarity.

They passed straight ahead through five rooms, each larger than the last, and each upholstered in a different shade and decorated with different stone inlaid in the marble. Great fires blazed in each of the rooms, though no one tended to them and Fard could not see what material it was they burned. His hands fisted again in the long sleeves of his robe, a terrible habit that he swore he’d try to break someday, but not right now. While Fard huffed with each step, Ewwa Ji moved with no extra effort; he must have been acclimated to the altitude. Once, he glanced back to make sure Mim was still with him, and when she met his gaze, she gave him the ghost of a smile.

At last they reached what must have been near the center of the palace, a small chamber still large enough that a hundred people might have fit inside with ease. At the middle of the room was a high ivory chair with what looked to be a body slumped in the center, though Fard could see as he looked closer that they were only empty robes arranged in the shape of a person. Ewwa Ji stopped at one side of the doors and Mim paused at the other, leaving Fard to step forward alone.

In the midst of the robes sat a crown, a high, thorny thing made of what looked to be bone, as branched and twisted as a high column of fire. Fard reached out his hand to touch it, feeling the cold smoothness of the material beneath his fingertips. Fit for a king, indeed. He looked back to Mim and Ewwa Ji, but neither gave him any hint as to how he was expected to proceed. In fact, he’d had only one instruction thus far. “Kthalya,” he said, figuring it was a long shot but not knowing what else to do. “Kthalya.” His voice rang off the bare walls and bounced back to him, startling him with its boldness. “Kthalya.”

“Knashtheth,” replied a voice from behind him, a rich, smoky bass, and Fard spun on his heel to see a third figure in the doorway now, a man whose hair and skin were as white as the marble around them, but whose eyes had the same bright glacial quality as Mim’s. “Why don’t you have a beard? Proper wizards have beards.”

Fard stood speechless as the man passed him. He was not a tall man, perhaps half a head shorter than Fard, and his face had the timeless quality that could on a mortal man have meant anywhere between twenty and sixty summers, though Fard did not for a moment believe ‘mortal’ applied here, at least not in the customary sense. His hair was pulled back from his face into a high knot and fell around his shoulders in thick, woolen locks, through which were threaded several stones and bits of silver. He didn’t so much as spare Fard a second glance as he crossed the room to the throne and took the crown; he placed it upon his head with no ceremony and threw the regal robe beneath around his shoulders with even less care.

“His Majesty,” said Ewwa Ji as the man seated himself where the robe had been, “this man would delight to present the Illusionist Fard of the Great House Hariima.”

“Hello,” said Fard. He started to bow, then stopped, realizing he had no idea what protocol was in this situation. “A pleasure to meet Your Majesty.”
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The king folded his arms; the sleeves were slit from the wrist up nearly to the shoulder, so that they draped by his sides while exposing his lean, well-muscled arms. He hadn’t bothered to fasten the robe, leaving his equally sculpted chest bare for all to see. “So?”

It took Fard an awkward moment before he realized the king was waiting for an answer to his previous question. “I’ve never felt the need for one, Your Majesty,” he answered, hoping that would suffice without getting into the true particulars of why he kept his face clean-shaven like a boy. “I’ve only had twenty-three summers.”

“Twenty-three?” One of the king’s eyebrows arched to a suspicious angle. “When Abias ar-Dal came to me, he’d seen two hundred and six.”

On any other day, challenged like that, Fard would have backed down, apologized, made excuses, shrunk back. But he was tired and hungry, and he’d been travelling all day, and since the sunrise that morning he’d had a bizarre interview, gotten a job offer, relocated himself at a moment’s notice, and consented to be carted up a mountain in a cart that smelled of mothballs — and his nigh-inexhaustible patience was at its limits. “If age and facial hair are Your Majesty’s only qualifications for the job, I’m sure some of the drunks in the city square would be suited better for the position.”

The king’s expression didn’t soften, but neither did it harden, and he unfolded his arms and stood. “Don’t remove the amulet under any circumstances. Don’t leave the palace grounds unless it’s on my order. There are no forbidden places to you here; you may go anywhere at any time, provide you do not cross the wall that marks the edge of the grounds. When I need you, I will call for you and you will come. What you do with your spare time is not my concern. Are we clear?”

Fard straightened himself to his full height, though the peak of the king’s crown still stretched higher than the top of Fard’s head. “Of course, Your Majesty,” he said, biting his tongue before any other remark could slip past. Ah, so this was why all the old folk tales warned against going to work for royalty.

“Good.” The king stepped close until they were nearly nose-to-nose, close enough that Fard could see no vapor escaped the king’s lips when he spoke. He tapped the center of Fard’s chest, hitting right where the amulet’s stone lay beneath Fard’s clothes. “Under any circumstances.”

“You were clear the first time,” said Fard, adding at the last moment, “Your Majesty.” If this was what the job was going to be like, if he was going to have to fight for every inch of it, then he had best get to fighting sooner rather than later. It wasn’t in his nature, but he was amenable to learning on the job.

With a snort, the king pulled his hand back and strode out of the room, the robe’s long hem dragging behind him. As he disappeared behind the far room’s heavy doors, Ewwa Ji turned to Fard and gave another deep bow. “If Master Fard would be pleased, this man will show the way to Master Fard’s quarters.”

Fard looked to Mim, who looked back at him with her usual inscrutable expression, leaving him wondering else what he’d expected from her. “Thank you,” said Fard, who was relieved when Ewwa Ji took him down a corridor that ran opposite to the direction in which the king had gone. He still knew very little about his job, but he’d already learned at least that he wanted as little contact with his employer as possible.

~*~

For the next four days, Fard didn’t see the king at all. He took his employer at his word, though, and proceeded to explore the palace at will, where he met two more actual, living humans: Sriti, who kept the kitchens, and Nonna, who kept everything else clean. Sriti was a plump, gruff older woman who shared no common language with Fard, which meant Ewwa Ji had to translate; after a few tortured exchanges, Fard got the impression that their shared tongue wasn’t Ewwa Ji’s first language either, but it worked well enough to convey basic information. Nonna looked to be all of ten years old and didn’t speak at all, but had a bright, expressive face and seemed to understand whatever Fard said to her. The three were nice for banishing basic loneliness, but not much for conversation.

Though snow covered the grounds outside and the other humans in the palace bundled up or lingered near fireplaces at all times, Fard found himself so prone to overheating that he wound up walking the bare stone floors and drafty corridors in nothing more than the light summer clothes he’d brought with him. He didn’t know if that was the amulet’s purpose, but it was a nice side effect; he’d always hated being cold.

Alas, for all the promise of exploration it had held, the palace was dull. There were guest rooms and ballrooms and dining rooms aplenty, but they all stood hollow with disuse, and after a while they all began to look the same. The most interesting room was the one adjacent to Fard’s sleeping quarters: a library that had once been Abias ar-Dal’s. Despite what of his collection had been bequeathed to others, volumes still packed the shelves and covered most bare, level surfaces. Fard picked one book at random, read two sentences, sighed, and put it back. This was all so far over his head he didn’t know where to start.

He was halfway through a chess game on the sunny back porch with Mim when he heard a voice from behind him: “She’s not real, you know.”

Fard’s eyebrow twitched. “I know,” he said, trying not to let show any annoyance at the suggestion that he, a trained illusionist, might still be confused on that matter. She might not have been the most creative conversationalist, and she was as terrible at chess as Fard himself, but they spoke the same language and her face was familiar, and that counted for a great deal. “She’s just stayed around; I have nothing to do with it. Is that a problem?” He slid a piece forward.

“Come with me,” said the king, ignoring the question. “We’re having guests tonight and I need you to prepare.”

“Guests?” Fard frowned as he stood. The palace as it stood now seemed ill-suited to hosting of any kind.

“Fourteen.” The king turned and headed back indoors, gesturing for Fard to follow him. His head and feet were both bare, though his robe today had a high collar and no gaps in the sleeves to show the skin beneath. “A special envoy from the Empress of Tyl. It’s mostly a formality — to renew treaties regarding mining rights, to celebrate my return — but we should still make an effort.”

Fard followed, keeping pace as best he could over the slick stone floors; for all their height difference, the king had a mighty stride. “Your return? Where have you been?”

“Here,” said the king, stepping into a large room with high windows. The only furniture was a small table on which sat an leather-bound book with gilded pages. “Forty. Twenty for waitstaff, twenty for pleasure. Our guests come from Tyl, so men and women, all young. I’ll be back to inspect them in two hours’ time.”

Fard felt as though the king had asked him to level a glacier with a spoon before lunchtime. One solid, convincing illusion was an effort in itself; maintaining ten at once had been the requirement for his graduation with honors; twenty would have tried the skills even of a practiced master; but forty? “Your Majesty, I don’t think–”

“Good,” said the king, turning to leave. “I hired you for tasks other than that.”

Fard very professionally waited until the king had left and closed the door before bursting into tears of frustration.

He allowed himself only five minutes’ worth of a tantrum, though, because if he gave up and died every time the universe defecated on him, he’d never get anything done. At the end of it, he picked himself up, straightened his tunic, pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose, and looked at the blank space in front of him, imagining it filled with forty people, five rows of eight. Breaking it down mathematically made it at least easier to think, if not easier to execute.

The book stood before him, and at this point, anything was worth a shot; he pulled open the cover and turn it to the first page. He expected to see Abias ar-Dal’s now-familiar script, but instead was met with the cramped, meticulous calligraphy of an author identified as Mayrat af-Qash — a woman’s name, which gave Fard pause, as he’d never heard of an Academy that accepted female students. Here behold the mysteries, read the archaic writing just beneath her name, and the secrets unto them for those who might succeed me in the service of the Dragon-King. Know that untrue hands which turn even one page more will surely wither and betray an unworthy mind.

Well, that was a warning that would have given anyone pause. Fard took a deep breath, grasped the edge of the paper between cautious fingers, and ferried it gingerly from left to right. His hands remained whole. He supposed that was a good sign.

As large as the book was, everything Fard needed for the task before him was in the first dozen pages, though they were so thick with her script that by the time he’d finished reading them through enough times to commit their contents to memory, the light through the window panes had shifted considerably with the sun’s passing movement. There was nothing for it but to get on with it, and if he was doomed to fail, at least there’d be no way to accuse him of not having tried. Following the book’s instructions, he changed his stance, putting his right hand flat over his chest just above the amulet and placing his left hand sideways, three fingers extended, just before his lips. It felt at the same time strange and familiar, and was certainly more comfortable than the upraised-arms conjuring stance the Academy taught. That settled, he read from the lines of ancient script copied and transliterated, then closed his eyes and began to work.

The process of conjuring an illusionary object was simple and intuitive, one easy step and one hard step: picture the desired object, then will it into existence. The objects weren’t real, and would fade away eventually if not banished by the conjurer first, but while they existed, they could be real enough to fool most casual observers. An amateur conjurer might be able to create a glass of wine that looked real but tasted of nothing; a more accomplished conjurer could replicate the taste, but no effort could make it quench the thirst of or intoxicate the drinker. Fard had chosen illusion as a discipline for largely selfish reasons, before anyone had taught him the First Flaw of Magic: no enchantment could ever be used on the person who cast it.

The first man appeared, a head taller than Fard and handsome. He had short, dark hair combed back from his face and the deep bronze skin Fard associated with men who worked in the sun, though he had none of the roughness to him of a laborer. He wore a plain burgundy servant’s uniform, a long, gold-embroidered tunic and loose pants, all of which seemed unobjectionable enough. As soon as the casting was done, the man turned to Fard and gave a deep, proper bow that Fard had not instructed him to do. That really was one hell of a book.

“Hello,” said Fard, giving an awkward little wave. “You are, ah, going to be my … my coordinator tonight, I suppose. Is that all right?”

“Of course, Master Fard.” The man bowed again, and when he straightened, not a hair was out of place. Any trained illusionist would have been able to see him for what he was, but even a suspicious layperson might not have given him a second glance. “Shall I go forth to perform my duties now or wait until you finish here?”

“Wait, please,” said Fard, who took up his stance again. He focused on his breathing and the words in his head until a second man appeared next to the first, looking similar but not the same; Fard wanted to create a uniform staff, not an identical one. This new man gave two bows, first to Fard, then to the first illusion. Keeping still, Fard brought a third, a fourth, and a fifth man into being next to them.

About this time, Fard began to wonder why his head didn’t hurt. The final exam for his program had nearly broken him by demanding his focus on so many things at once, and he’d taken a day’s bed rest to recover. Five illusive men of his own creation stood before him now, but he felt no more strain keeping them present than he did when he read a book. He thought one at a time about five women, dressed the same way, with their long black hair pulled up at the backs of their heads in tight, orderly buns. They might all have been siblings, or cousins at the very least, all beautiful but none extraordinary. With a little effort more on his part, ten more joined them, equal numbers male and female, until his twenty waitstaff stood before him in their neat dress, smiling at him from twenty individual faces. To call it incredible would have been an understatement. Even he wouldn’t have believed it had he not just done it himself.

He knew they would have waited without complaint until the end of the world for his instructions, but it still seemed rude to leave them like that. “You’ll be reporting to Ewwa Ji this evening,” he told them, though he suspected they knew that already. “Trust him and obey his orders without question. Understood?”

“Yes, Master Fard,” said twenty different mouths, out of which came twenty different voices. He was amazed at how little he had to think about each of them; in fact, he didn’t really have to think about them as individuals at all. He closed his eyes and concentrated hard for several seconds about something unrelated — a garden at the temple where he’d taken walks in his youth — and when he opened his eyes again, they were all still there, smiling, waiting.

Fard was glad, really, that the king hadn’t been so euphemistic as to declare the other twenty ‘for entertainment’, or something equally vague. They were for sex, or at least for looking at in a sexual way, which meant Fard would waste no time making sure they knew how to recite poetry or juggle. He knew from his time in the temple what was considered attractive, and so he thought on the faces and bodies he’d known in his adolescence, the ones who’d been the most popular and warranted the most attention. Theirs were the frames Fard mimicked here — not in exact copies, because that would have been unsettling for him, but the same general features. He tried for more variety here than he had with the waitstaff: these twenty ranged in height from petite to looming, in build from slight to sturdy, in skin and hair tone from fair to dark. All were fit and looked to be in their late teens, and all looked inviting in the sheer wine-red robes they had belted loosely at their waists. A smallish harem, perhaps, but one still fit for a king.

He took the time to pass by each of these one at a time, fine-tuning their hair, their makeup, their facial features with simple gestures. He didn’t need to lay hands on them to change them now, he found, but he did so anyway; he hadn’t realized how starved he’d been for contact until he’d put his hand to a green-eyed illusive woman’s cheek and felt her turn into the touch. She wasn’t real, but she was beautiful and warm, and that was, for the moment, enough.

Fard had his hands on the last man, coaxing an ebony beard from his cheeks, when he heard the doors behind him open and the sound of forty servants’ clothes shuffling as they all bowed. Fard stayed fixed on what he was doing, however; if the king wanted the job done right, then the king could damn well wait for it to get done. And if the man’s beard wound up being a little longer than Fard had first intended, well, who was to know?

At last, and with no small pride in having completed what had been until two hours previous an impossible task, Fard turned to face his employer. “Your Majesty,” he said, giving only a slight nod where a more formal bow might have gone. “I trust they’re to your liking.”

The king looked over the waitstaff first with a critical eye, scrutinizing them as they looked back at him with pleasant, untroubled expressions. “They look small,” he said with a frown as he tugged at the embroidered cuff of one woman’s shirt, smoothing out a wrinkle.

Fard blinked. “Small?”

“Small,” repeated the king. “Not very strong. They have to carry heavy trays and baggage.”

“They’ll be able to,” said Fard, feeling his pride shift quickly into defensiveness. An illusion’s strength had no correlation with appearance; they could have looked like children and still have been able to perform the tasks required of them.

The king tugged again at the servant’s sleeve, though it needed no more straightening. “They should be in white.”

“I can make that change,” said Fard, setting his jaw.

“I don’t know why you thought this would match. It doesn’t.” With a sigh, the king turned to the other half of Fard’s assignment before Fard could manage to change their outfits to white as well. At least they weren’t likely to be wearing theirs very long. “Why do they all look the same?”

Fard had been prepared for any number of criticisms about his creative work here, but he’d also been prepared for them to have been ones grounded in truth. “They don’t all look the same,” he said, risking the direct contradiction because he had obvious visual evidence on his side.

“They all look the same. Look at them. Barely any difference.” The king sighed again and shook his head. “It’s too late to change it now, and these emissaries will be too drunk to care when it does become an issue. But never do this again.”

“They don’t all look the same,” said Fard through clenched teeth. He wasn’t a prideful man, but neither would he stand for direct lies about his work.

The king turned on him with a withering glare, his full lips pulled tight into two white lines. “Don’t contradict me,” he said, his voice as cold and clear as the marble around them. “Not in public, not in private, not again, not ever. Two dozen summers and he thinks he knows the world better than someone who’s seen three thousand. When I tell you to make a change, you say yes and you have it done. Are we clear?”

Fard wished he were still wearing a long outer robe so he could have used the sleeves to hide how his hands had knotted into fists, not because he feared reprisal, but because he didn’t want to give the king the satisfaction of knowing how mad he’d made Fard. “Yes.” He spat out the word as though it tasted bitter.

“Yes?” echoed the king.

Fard bit his tongue hard to keep from saying anything except what finally came out: “Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Good.” The king straightened his spine and drew his long, corded hair away from his neck. “With me,” he said, addressing the servants. “You’ll be needed soon, and you,” he added, pointing to the pleasure company, “will debut near the end of the meal; someone will ring for you, and you’ll come.” Without waiting for a response of confirmation from any of them, the king strode out of the room, leading twenty human-like illusions following behind him in two neat lines; Fard barely managed to bleach the color from their uniforms before they were out of his sight.

With the king gone, Fard conjured up a chair just so he could seethe while sitting down. Though he hadn’t asked specifically for it, the burliest of the men he’d created came up behind him and began kneading his strong thumbs into Fard’s shoulders, while two of the women each took one of his hands and rubbed the muscles there. Fard let his chin drop against his chest. “Thank you,” he said.

“Of course,” one of the women answered. They didn’t offer to do any more than that, and he didn’t ask it of them, but after half an hour or so of their attentions, Fard was feeling better. He gave them each one last touch of individual attention, a preemptive strike against future criticism, then left for his quarters, intending to spend the evening in the library. The books, at least, wouldn’t yell at him.

~*~

When he woke again after nodding off while sitting at his reading-desk, face-down in one of Abias ar-Dal’s volumes, the sky outside his window had only the faintest hint of blue left to it. He was hungry, he realized, and for a moment he hoped Nonna might have brought him something for dinner, before remembering that she and Sriti were probably beyond busy keeping the kitchens going for their guests. He thought about calling for Mim or even conjuring another illusion to wait on him, but he’d had enough conjuring for one day. No, if he wanted something, he’d have to go get it himself.

Throwing a scarf around his head and throat, he stepped out into the hallway. Night gave the palace an eerie softness; it took the sunlight’s harsh glare from the marble and turned the wall and floors instead into pale ghosts, dreamlike enough that Fard had the wild idea that any step he took might give way. But his bare feet held him up all the way down the corridor, then down a staircase that led to the ground floor and the shortest way he knew of to get to the kitchens.

The banquet was loud enough to be heard from a fair distance, and from the noise of it, ‘banquet’ was too proper of a word for what was happening inside that large ballroom. Voices he didn’t recognize mingled with laughter from his own illusions, which sounded to be going strong despite his abandoning them for sleep — though, he thought with a stab of anger, he was certain that had all not gone well, he would have heard about it and at length.

As he rounded the corner to the kitchen area, he saw a woman from the waitstaff carrying an empty decanter of wine in her arms, and he flagged her down. She was beginning to soften at the edges, and he’d need to do something about that come morning, lest the fading begin to disturb the guests; for now, though, no untrained eye would have seen anything amiss. “Is everything all right?” he asked, taking the opportunity to tighten up a strand of hair that had fallen loose from her bun.

“Yes, Master Fard,” she replied with a bow. “Business has concluded successfully, the meal is nearing its conclusion, and the guests will soon retire to their rooms.”

Fard nodded, supposing all these things are good. “And the king. Did he give any of you a hard time?”

She shook her head. “No, Master Fard. His Majesty has been very pleasant and complimentary all evening.”

Now that was impossible to believe, but Fard supposed that was the problem with designing servants for whom politeness was a cardinal virtue. “Please let everyone know that if there are any problems with the evening, I need to be told about them in the morning. All right?” He gave her a stern look and she nodded. “All right. Go on, don’t keep the wine waiting.”

“Thank you, Master Fard,” she said, giving him one last bow before scurrying down to the cellars.

He stole some bread and sliced meats from a tray of food left over from the meal, and when he looked embarrassed as Sriti caught him in the act, she rolled her eyes and waved her hands until he took even more. Nonna brought him a platter of tiny cakes and made him take a few of those as well, then looked delighted when he rewarded her with a half-hug around her shoulders. She was so sweet that he wondered how on earth she could have come to be in a frozen place like this. He suspected at first that she might have been Sriti or Ewwa Ji’s child, or perhaps their child together, but where Ewwa Ji was freckled pink and Sriti darker even than Fard, Nonna had a milk-paleness to her, the kind where at the right angles, the blue veins beneath her skin stood out like rivers drawn on a map.

He didn’t like to think about how he’d been dedicated to the Fifth Temple when he’d been not much more than her age. It had seemed natural at the time — he’d had his height and voice change come on him early, and had felt indeed on the cusp of adulthood — but he barely felt old enough to the task now, much less a dozen years before. How would he have reacted if someone had chosen him to share a ritual then? Would he have cried, the way he’d seen some of his peers do? Would it have made a difference?

Fard shook his head. These were useless questions because they were ones he’d never have to answer. He’d reached adulthood without being called upon to share any ritual, and he’d subsequently been enrolled in the Academy, and that was that. And Nonna was here, far from dedication to any temple, which was its own kind of safe. At least, he hoped so.

With his kerchief of food tucked into his pocket, Fard set out of the kitchen, meaning to take the back way to return to his room and give the banquet hall a wide berth. He wanted little to do with the event and even less to be seen there. He was still mad, after all, though the pain of insult had faded from a rage into a simmering sulk. He was a good illusionist, and more than that, he’d managed to complete — with minimal warning — a task even his instructors at the Academy would have declared beyond the realm of possibility. He deserved at least some credit.

While he was caught up in being grouchy, however, his feet conspired with his curiosity, and the two got the better of him until he found himself standing by the side entrance to the banquet hall. There were no doors, but heavy velvet curtains hung over the room’s entryways, through which servants slipped in and out with no fuss. Fard caught the curtain as a man with a tray of ice cream passed by; he held it there for a full minute before curiosity got the better of him and he peeked in.

He’d never heard of Tyl before and therefore had no idea what to expect from its citizens or special envoys, but that didn’t stop him from being stopped cold by the scene before him: a dozen women were seated around the table, dressed in fine furs and heavy garments against the chill, laughing and swinging their cups around as raucously as Fard had ever seen any group of men behave. Men and women of the latter illusionary group stood and sat all around them, their clothes disheveled, if not removed entirely, and every time one of the women of Tyr touched them, they smiled and moaned as befit the situation. These women were not shy about displaying their desires in public, and Fard’s illusions were similarly bold about reciprocating, to the point where Fard believed that if the party did not break up to their own rooms soon, they might not bother going there at all.

Seated at the head of the table was the king, whose smile was wide but who did not laugh as the rest of them did. His high-collared robe had drifted away sometime in the evening, leaving his white chest bare, and his hair no longer knotted atop his head, but fell in its snakelike cords around his neck and chest. All the chairs were large and high-armed, hewn from some deep, dark wood, and across the king’s lap sat one of Fard’s men, one of the smallest-statured he’d conjured, naked. The man’s head rested on the curve of the king’s shoulder, his dark, thick curls a stark contrast to the king’s pale skin. He lay there quietly as the king stroked his back, his eyes shut, a blissful cat in its owner’s arms.

The king was beautiful. Fard had no trouble admitting that; he could recognize attractiveness in others for what it was, even when what it was was a lovely coating for something much less lovely beneath. The king was some statue come to life, someone’s idea of beauty that didn’t burden itself with the concerns of substance. That was all.

One of the women said something to the king in her own language, and he smiled and made some reply that had the entire table howling; one of the women proposed what seemed to be a toast, giving a brief and loud speech until everyone else cheered and drank, the king included. The deep red wine left a whisper of a stain across his lips, and the man in his lap sat up and kissed away whatever liquid might have been lingering there. Fard caught his own tongue in the middle of licking his lower lip, so he bit it to teach it a lesson about unconscious response.

“Master Fard?” A servant tapped him on his shoulder and he nearly jumped out of his skin, letting go of the curtain and falling back. With a full decanter of wine in her hands, she gave him a brief half-bow before pushing past the place he’d been standing a moment before, letting herself back in.

The curtains parted in her wake for only a fraction of a second, but in that instant he saw the king’s bright blue eyes pointed in his direction. Fard flattened himself against the far wall, then took off as fast as he could without actually running down the corridors back to his quarters.

After he’d had several minutes to sit on his bed and catch his breath, he kicked himself for being stupid. The king had told him he could go anywhere in the palace at any time, and though Fard hadn’t been invited to the dinner, neither had he been disinvited. His first-ever large group of illusions had been at work; he had ample reason to want to check on them. He had neither reason to be ashamed of being there nor cause to run.

The instructors at the Academy had warned students about this time and again: for people of their profession, terms of employment were often strange; arrangements could always be negotiated after an employee had acquired a certain amount of seniority; one should accept what was offered and only protest in cases of exploitation or truly intolerable conditions. And this wasn’t intolerable, it was just … not what he’d been expecting. At all. He curled up on his side and nibbled at his dinner, feeling an embarrassing wave of homesickness that he couldn’t beat back. He fell asleep with his clothes on and all the candles still lit.
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Despite his self-admonitions about how he had no need to feel any embarrassment about being seen — if he even had been seen at all — Fard kept to his rooms for the next few days, ready to be summoned but otherwise in no mood to chat. For two days, Nonna brought him meals and left them outside his door in little wrapped bundles, but on the third day of his self-imposed exile, after the customary knock to announce the meal’s arrival, Fard didn’t hear a little girl’s footsteps scurry away. “Come in,” he said, drawing up the hood of his cloak.

The door opened and Ewwa Ji stood on the other side, tray in hand. “Is the condition of Master Fard well?” he asked, stepping inside and setting the tray down on a low table.

“Yes, I’m fine, thank you,” Fard said, standing to meet his visitor; he suddenly felt self-conscious about the way the papers he’d brought over from Abias ar-Dal’s study had staged a hostile, messy takeover of most of the free surfaces in his bedroom. “I’m sorry. I’ve just been … reading.”

Ewwa Ji gave a nod of acknowledgment, though his face still seemed lined with worry. “These three people have been concerned for the condition of Master Fard. Miss Nonna brings Master Fard’s meals, which are taken into Master Fard’s room but do not emerge again.”

Fard glanced guiltily over to the stack of dirty dishes he’d let pile up by the side of his bed. “I’m sorry, I’ll bring them down to the kitchen later.”

“Master Fard has no need.” With a polite nod, Ewwa Ji went over and scooped up all the remnants in his arms, balancing them with an acrobat’s precision. “This man will make the return to Mistress Sriti’s kitchen.”

“You really shouldn’t have to–”

“This man’s job is,” said Ewwa Ji, his tone as polite and flat as it ever was. “If Master Fard leaves items outside the door, this man or Miss Nonna will make disposals as necessary.”

Realizing he was fighting a losing battle, Fard gave up and nodded. “Thank you, Ewwa Ji. I know this is a big job for you three, running the whole place like this. When are you going to start hiring?”

“Hiring?” The way Ewwa Ji echoed the word almost made Fard suspect he’d never heard it before. That seemed unlikely, however, as Fard had come to recognize Ewwa Ji’s strange speech as the result of some translation matrix spell that boosted a basic understanding of the language. Such enchantments tended to be excellent in terms of vocabulary, if hell on grammar.

“Well, if His Majesty,” Fard tried to keep the bite from his voice as he said the title, “was gone for a while, wherever he was, I can understand how he might have let a lot of the staff go, but now that he’s back, if there are going to be a lot more people coming, there’s going to be a lot more work to do.”

Ewwa Ji looked at him for a moment with a curious expression, leaving Fard wondering what he’d said wrong. When he spoke again, he had the clear air to his voice of a man explaining something he believed until that moment his conversation partner had known already. “Miss Nonna, Mistress Sriti, and this man came to this household the full moon following the winter solstice. These three met the thirteen illusions left by Master Abias ar-Dal. No living people served this house.”

This was more explanation than Fard had gotten out of anyone in a while, but it somehow made things make less sense. “Can you put all that down and stay for a minute?”

“Of course, Master Fard,” said Ewwa Ji without hesitation. With the same grace he’d shown earlier, he deposited the trays and plates in a pile on the floor, then sat in the sparse wooden chair on the other side of Fard’s desk. “This man has been without knowing that Master Fard has been without understanding of the situation before Master Fard’s arrival.”

“I … was not told a lot,” said Fard, making the understatement of the year. “So where did all the people who served you before go?”

Ewwa Ji folded his hands in his lap. “This man regrets not being clear. No living people served before these three arrived. Even before the time of Master Abias ar-Dal’s departure, following which no fires burned and His Majesty was unseen.”

“So you hadn’t met him either?”

“No, Master Fard.” Ewwa Ji shook his head. “This man has a letter of instruction from Master Abias ar-Dal and guidance from the twelve illusions that have gone and the one that remains. So is the case with Mistress Sriti and Miss Nonna. In this man’s knowing, His Majesty has not spoken to any of these three.”

Fard’s foolishness at having taken the job while knowing so little about it became more apparent every day, such that he cursed the bad decisions that had come of his desperation. He would have taken a hundred more interviews and charity support from his housemates before walking into this situation knowing what he did now. Leaving was hardly an option; he’d been here a week, and as bad as zero experience looked on a resume, it still looked better than a single aborted attempt at prestigious employment. “So why did you accept the job, if I may ask?”

Ewwa Ji’s face took on the same uncertain expression it had held earlier. “These three were gifts to His Majesty from three regents in His Majesty’s debt, on the occasion of the passing of Abias ar-Dal.”

The fact that such a possibility hadn’t even occurred to Fard shamed him terribly, and he sunk down deeper into the shadows of his cloak. “My apologies,” he mumbled, staring down at his papers and feeling like an ass.

“No apologies are necessary,” said Ewwa Ji, who looked at Fard for a long moment before his demeanor shifted — his stiff shoulders slackened a fraction, and a small smile lifted the corners of his mouth. “This man prefers this place to the former household to which this man was bound. This palace is a stillness made manifest. His Majesty does not speak to this man, but this man’s job is done and done well. Mistress Sriti and Miss Nonna feel the same. These three are bound now to this house, but this house is good. Cold, but good.” Ewwa Ji’s smile broadened even further. “And now Master Fard is here, fires burn everywhere.”

Fard pushed his glasses up his nose, a nervous gesture. “When we’re alone, you can just call me ‘Fard’. I understand when we’re in public there’s all kinds of protocol, but in private, you can drop the ‘Master’ part. I’ve never been a master to anyone before and I’m not really used to it. And I’m not your master, anyway.”

“This man will work to remember.” Ewwa Ji nodded. “Does M– Fard require anything else of this man?”

Fard was about to respond in the negative, but stopped, remembering something from earlier. “So .. before you came, this place had no human staff, right?” he asked; Ewwa Ji shook his head. “Was it run entirely by an illusionary staff?”

“That is the impression this man was given.”

“And would it help you to have one of your own? Not just a temporary one, called up for guests, but a permanent, longer-term solution?”

After a moment’s consideration, Ewwa Ji nodded again. “Should that be such a thing as Fard deems appropriate, this man would benefit from the extra help, as would Mistress Sriti and Miss Nonna.”

A month ago, he would have considered such a thing the equivalent of a healer’s promise to resurrect the long-dead; that it seemed even within the realm of possibility now was a testament to how much had changed so quickly. “I will see what I can do,” Fard said, gesturing to the books before him. “If the answer’s in here, I’ll do what I can with it. But no promises, all right?”

“This man is very pleased,” said Ewwa Ji, still wearing that honest smile. He was a strange-looking man, but the strangeness was handsome. “If Fard ever has need of anything, this man needs only to be asked.” He pushed back from his chair and stood.

“I will keep that in mind.” Fard stood in kind and extended his hand across the table, holding it palm-out. Though his face read confusion, Ewwa Ji did the same, and Fard took Ewwa Ji’s leather-gloved hand in his own, grasping him at the wrist in the manner of equals. “And I’ll try to see what I can do about making it warmer for you all.”

With a nod, Ewwa Ji let his hand drop, and he bent back down to pick up the trays. “Master Fard’s presence has done much for the heat. No extra effort should be spent on this. Some things eat warmth and give none in return.” Without further explanation, he made his way back out the room’s door, leaving Fard to wonder what precisely he’d meant by that. Anyone who’d walked barefoot across a marble terrace on a high summer day knew that stone was as capable of holding great heat as it was of locking in the chill, and snow would melt after enough time in the sun. Even cold iron turned soft and then liquid in the blacksmith’s forge. Pyromancers learned early in their studies that enough heat would change anything.

~*~

Making a whole staff was a daunting prospect, so Fard decided to start with one: a human illusion, meant to be permanent, regardless of how long he ignored it. He had no reason to expect that he was capable of this except that Mim was still around, haunting the palace but ready to come to him as soon as he called for her; he suspected her having been conjured first by Abias ar-Dal had a great deal to do with how she was still around, but he could no longer pretend he didn’t have something to do with it. She’d regained her form when he’d touched the stone, and she repeated whenever asked that she’d never met Abias ar-Dal and was of Fard’s making. That had to count for something.

The more Fard looked at the books in the study, the more he realized they were disordered in the extreme; either Abias ar-Dal had been a careless man or the remaining volumes had all been scattered when the bequeathments from his will had been parceled out, and from what Fard was learning of the man from his work, the latter seemed far more likely. He had Mayrat af-Qash’s volume at the ready, though, so it was what he read cover to cover, committing her techniques and secrets to memory until he was ready to give it a try.

The man he conjured came out looking more than a bit like Sriti, which had been unintentional, but once it had happened, Fard liked the connection; he was for her, after all. And since he was for Sriti, and not for the king, Fard had no qualms about dressing the man in a soft saffron robe that made Fard think of Sriti’s cooking and most assuredly did not match the white walls. “I need you to read this,” Fard said, handing the man a simple bilingual dictionary that Ewwa Ji had identified as being for the language of Sriti’s homeland. “Read this and learn it. Can you do that?”

“I can, Master Fard,” said the man, who remained standing as he turned the volume to the first page and began.

The next morning, Fard returned to the study to find the man still on his feet, only now nearing the last page. Fard poked at him a few times, but he appeared to have remained intact throughout the night, with not even the beginnings of the fade that happened around the edges of old illusions. Satisfied that he had at least the beginnings of a success on his hands, Fard led the man down to the kitchens.

He spent an embarrassingly long time trying to explain what was happening to a baffled Sriti before realizing that all he had to do was tell the man to translate. When the first words of her native tongue came out of the man’s mouth, Sriti’s dark eyes became as round as bowls and she clutched the edge of the high counter behind which she stood. She addressed the man, and he bowed and responded, then turned back to Fard. “How have you done this?” he asked, and Fard took a moment before realizing that the man was not speaking, but translating.

“Tell her it’s just … what I do,” said Fard, giving a little shrug. “Tell her that you’re hers. You are to listen to her and aid her as she commands. Listen to how she speaks and improve yourself. And she should probably give you a name, too, if she wants. Or not.”

The man turned back to Sriti and conveyed what Fard assumed was the same sentiment he’d expressed. He listened as Sriti and the man spoke to one another, understanding not a word but enjoying the sound of their speech. He’d never been any good with languages, but he loved listening to them all the same. At last, the man turned back. “Osmith, his name is Osmith,” he said. “What does he cost?”

“Cost?” Fard frowned at Sriti, then shook his head. “Oh, no. He costs nothing. You don’t–” He stuttered as Osmith began speaking over him, then soldiered forward, trying not to be distracted by the noise. “You don’t pay me for him, for any of this. This is my job. I want to make things better here for everyone. Anything you need, I want you to tell me.”

Sriti dabbed her apron to the corners of her eyes, then gripped Fard’s hands in her own sturdy ones. She spoke, and a moment later, Osmith translated: “May the gods bless you.”

There was a scuttling sound behind him, and they all turned to see Nonna walk in with cautious steps, a bundle of linens in her arms, half-lost inside the oversized coat that covered everything but her hands and her face. She gave Osmith a wary look. “Nonna, I’d like you to meet Osmith. He’s going to be helping out around here.” Fard gestured to Osmith, who made a deep bow to her. In reply, she gave as much of a curtsey as her clothes and burdens would allow.

All things considered, Fard felt this had gone exceptionally well.

Spending the next few days keeping an eye on Osmith taught Fard how much the kitchens really were the warm heart of the palace — literally so; they were several degrees hotter than any other rooms, so much so that Fard suspected Sriti just cooked even when there was no one to cook for in an effort to keep the fires warming the rooms. Sriti herself wore only a light wrapped dress and an apron as she cooked, Ewwa Ji hung his furs on a hook by the door when he entered, and whenever Nonna was helping out there, she wore only a simple A-frame tunic that left her pale arms and legs bare. They were so comfortable around one another that Fard felt like an intruder in their strange little family, but as he watched Osmith become Sriti’s shadow and voice, Fard found a certain comfort begin to settle around him: the peace of belonging.

Nonna was the last of the three to warm to him, and what it took in the end was not promises of his skills or gifts of his talent, but a book. He was sitting at one of the kitchen tables, listening as Sriti sang to herself and pounded out the dough for bread, when he became aware of a presence over his shoulder. Trying his best not to startle her, Fard leaned away and pushed the book closer to the side Nonna stood on.

“She can’t read,” said Osmith before Fard even realized that Sriti’s singing had turned into speech. “She wants to, though. She picks up books and boxes and whatever else has words, but she can’t read them. I want to teach her, but I can’t. I can’t read any language, yours or mine.”

“You want to read?” Fard asked her. She looked back at him with the frightened-rabbit stare of someone stopped in the market by a soldier, so Fard held up his hands and smiled. “It’s okay if you do. You can learn.”

Nonna’s eyes widened even further with the promise — then shook her head no, looking down at her feet. “It’s okay,” Fard repeated. He nudged the book closer to where she stood. “I was about your age when I was taught to read. That’s part of why I have these. They make reading easier.” He grabbed the bridge of his glasses and slid them off his face, then held them out for her to take.

She considered the offer for a moment before taking the wire arms in her pale fingers and placing them on her face. She opened her eyes wide, looking through the lenses, then shut them tight and shook her head, taking them off. Fard laughed as he took them back from her. “That’s because you have good eyes,” he said, holding the glasses in the palm of his hand. “When I was little, littler than you, I got sick. I got really sick, and lots of people thought I was going to die. And my parents and my two brothers died, but I didn’t. But the sickness did a lot of things to me, and one of the things it did was hurt my eyes.” Leaning closer to her, he put his fingertips against the soft skin beneath his eye and tugged gently down.

Nonna hesitated for a moment, but curiosity in the end won out, convincing her to lean in closer. Her mouth opened a little as she looked at what Fard himself had seen thousands of times in the mirror: tiny silver threads running horizontally across his cornea, pretty little scars. From a distance, the darkness of his eyes and the lenses of his glasses covered them, but close up, the damage was clear. Healers had spent hours stripping the cataracts away, layer upon layer, but some things were just too deep to fix. Even Khay, who was something of a prodigy at cosmetic reconstruction and who had done so much painstaking work elsewhere on Fard’s body, had taken one look into Fard’s eyes and refused to attempt any further correction; Fard’s vision would probably never get worse, had been Khay’s expert opinion, but it would definitely never get better.

[image: ]

At last, Fard sat back and slipped his glasses back on his face. “Where I come from, girls don’t usually go to school,” he told her. “They sometimes do, if they’re from good families, but not usually. But we’re not there, so if you want to learn….”

With a shy smile, Nonna nodded. “All right!” Fard smiled right back at her. “I think I saw a slate around here, so we can practice writing and sounds. I guess that’s the best way to start. I’ll be honest with you: I’ve never taught anybody to read before. But I’ve learned to read before, so that counts for something, right?” He gave her what he hoped was his most earnest grin and was gratified when she giggled a little in return.

Thus began the lessons, for which Fard was grateful to no end, as he hadn’t quite realized how starved he’d been for human contact until he’d had it again. Sure, it was a strange sort of human contact — Sriti’s thoughts came entirely from Osmith’s mouth, Ewwa Ji kept ‘Master’ in front of Fard’s name whenever anyone else was around, and despite how comfortable she’d become with him, Nonna still would (or could) not say a word — but the strangeness made Fard begin to feel at home. He’d always been someone on the margins of acceptable society, after all; why should his employment be any different? He set up a workspace in the kitchen’s warm heart and studied Abias ar-Dal’s volumes while Nonna did what few tasks her position demanded of her, then sat by her when she’d finished and helped her trace characters time and again onto a slate, making their sounds and hoping she understood. When the day was done and the sun had gone down, he cleaned things off the table and the four of them sat down to the evening meal, overseen by Osmith’s hungerless shadow.

They kept this up for a week, uninterrupted, until one afternoon a messenger arrived in a cart drawn by two hairy oxen. She was a messenger from the Grey Islands, Ewwa Ji explained, and she was come to announce that her king and queen would be arriving with their full retinue in two days’ time. Fard felt his heart sink, and as though on cue, he turned to see the king standing in the doorway behind him, his arms folded into his sleeves, his face unreadable.

~*~

“Perhaps if you could tell me in a bit more detail what you want–”

“You’re the illusionist. You’re supposed to already know.”

Slumped in the chair, Fard rubbed his temples; he was long, long past the point of caring whether or not he let his annoyance show. He’d spent a while in the process frustrated to the point of tears, then had moved on to being frustrated to the point of punching inanimate objects, and was now past frustration and just plain depressed. If he could have pulled up the hood of his cloak all the way and disappeared inside of it, he would have. “That’s like saying to a painter, paint this wall! and then being mad when he gets the color you never specified wrong.”

The king snorted and folded his arms across his chest, and Fard just sighed. First Fard had made too few servants. Then they’d all been wearing the wrong things. Then they’d all be wearing the wrong things again in a complete different way. Then they’d had something offensive about their accents. Then there had been too few female attendants. Then the new female attendants needed to be wearing something entirely different from what all the others were wearing. They they’d all needed to be wearing a different style of shoes. And all that had seemed like a walk in the park compared to putting together the pleasure company.

They stood before Fard and the king now, sixty of them in total, and bless them, they didn’t take Fard’s great failures personally. It was strange to think that a month ago, he would have gone down in the annals of the Academy for being able to make, let alone maintain, the two hundred individual anthropomorphic illusions that had joined the palace staff in the last twelve hours; now, he was being chastised for performing such a miracle, but not doing it well enough. Right now, all he wanted was a nap.

The king touched one of the women along the curve of her shoulder, then reached up and pulled out the comb that held up her long black hair. “Like that,” he said as the thick black strands fell down her shoulders and back.

Fard frowned; that was too easy. “You want them all to have their hair down?”

“No,” said the king, his tone exasperated.

Fard threw up his hands. “Then that demonstration was unhelpful!” He stood and snatched the lacquered comb from the king’s hand, then crushed it into nothingness inside his fist. It was a pointless gesture, but a satisfying one nonetheless.

The king gave him a scowl that was no doubt intended to be dangerous and intimidating, except that Fard had seen it so often over the past day that he was beginning to become immune. “Abias ar-Dal would have known what I meant.”

And there it was again, the king’s most frequent insulting comparison. “Oh, for the love of the Three Sisters,” Fard swore, irritated enough to tempt blasphemy, “once again: I am not Abias ar-Dal. If you wanted him, you should have either hired somebody more like him or found a way to keep him on your staff–”

The sharp set of the king’s jaw stopped Fard mid-sentence; he knew he’d scored a hit, and he immediately wished he hadn’t. “Or just … done something different,” Fard finished, trying to soften the end of his sentence into something that wasn’t likely to get his head bitten off — perhaps literally, as he still hadn’t figured out what the ‘dragon’ part of the Dragon King’s title had to do with anything. “Because I am reading and I am studying and I am doing the best I damn can, but if you want a mind-reader, wow, you’re looking for someone who majored in something I surely did not.”

After a moment of silence long enough to gauge that the king wasn’t going to dignify that with a response, Fard sighed and looked at the illusionary people before him. He literally did not know what was wrong with them: they were beautiful, they were well-dressed, and they had enough variety of features presumably to keep a multitude of tastes happy. He’d spent six years at the Temple, from the onset of his pubescence to his eighteenth summer, and during that time he’d seen countless devotees come and choose the partners and enact their rituals, and Fard knew exactly what kind of people the devotees always chose. The Temple’s permanent priesthood consisted of people who were known far and wide for their beauty and allurement; once, in the Central Market, he’d been ushered into a dark tent with scrolls and books that contained pictures of naked men and women for sale, several of whom had been the spitting images of the Temple staff Fard saw there every day. He knew what it was to look desirable, and that was how, with some variation, these illusory people looked. If the king wasn’t happy with that, it was for no rational reason Fard could determine.

Well, fine: if the king wasn’t going to be specific, specificity would become Fard’s job. “Do you think,” he began, after a moment’s consideration, “that there should be more men or women?”

“Women,” answered the king without hesitation. “The Grey Islands have a long artistic tradition of praising erotic love between women.”

“See, I’ve never been there, I wouldn’t know that,” said Fard, biting the inside of his cheek to keep the words from sounding as sharp as he felt. “And now I do. More women, all right. Younger or older?”

“Older. And younger. More extremes.” The king held up an index finger on each hand, then drew them apart to ends on an imaginary continuum.

Fard looked over the faces of the illusions there, all of whom he’d made with the twenty-summered look as he had. Age was variable; he could do that. He stood before a woman with thick chestnut hair and put his hands on either side of her face until lines had begun to form around the corners of her eyes and mouth, and wisps of white had begun to snake through her curls. “Better?” he asked, turning her to the king for approval.

The king looked her over for a long, tense minute before giving her a quick nod. “Better. Humans too often all look the same.”

There was much to be unpacked from the treasure chest of that comment, but Fard’s most immediate take from it was about the king’s definition of difference. Looking at the illusions now, he could see how someone could read sameness from their youthful features, how the ranges of color and shape Fard had thought sufficient were in fact far narrower than he had given them credit for being. He stepped in front of a man next to the now-different woman and placed one hand on his cheek and another on his belly; as Fard thought about his friend Paqat, the man grew stouter until his cheeks were plump and his soft belly peeked over the waistband of his pants. “And this?” Fard asked, feeling the anxiety knotting in his chest beginning to spring from hope, not fear.

“Much,” said the king, coming over to put his hands on the man’s chest; he placed his palms flat against the man’s freckled skin and the man shut his eyes with a pleased smile. He wasn’t feeling pleasure, of course — illusions didn’t feel pleasure, didn’t feel anything — but he knew how to mimic it well enough that Fard saw the barest hint of a smile tug at the corner of the king’s mouth in response. “A significant improvement,” said the king, who lingered a few seconds more before turning and heading toward the door. “More like that. Not all, but more.”

“Not all?” Fard asked in the vain hope of any more detail.

“But more,” the king repeated before vanishing.

Fard looked over the sixty faces that looked back at him, their expressions pleasant but blank, waiting on him for their cue. He was still frustrated and more than a bit exhausted, but it had been his first interaction with the king where he hadn’t come out of it feeling like a complete idiot, and considering the trajectory of the last year or so of his life, he was going to take a victory where he could get it. “You are so sorry right now that you do not have the capacity to understand irony,” he said to no one illusion in particular.

The aged woman bowed. “I’m have no doubt we are, Master Fard.”

~*~

Of all the things he couldn’t seem to get right, being unable to keep Mim from walking two paces behind him was driving him the battiest; he’d had to give up and take to giving her his arm so he wasn’t constantly speaking to the air and hoping she hadn’t evaporated, as she was sometimes wont to do. “Speaking at what is perceived to be an unnecessary volume. Interrupting a noblewoman when she is speaking. Consuming wine and meat in the same mouthful.”

Fard sighed as they made their way together down a flight of stairs. He’d told her to do the research, and she’d done just that. “Wonderful. Anything else that’s going to cause a diplomatic incident?”

“Again, it is considered rude to keep the crown of one’s head covered while one is indoors,” said Mim, whose facial expression did not change as Fard glared at her; Ewwa Ji had told them both that when he’d come to convey the king’s wishes that Fard be there with him when the Islanders arrived, none of which Fard had considered to qualify as good news. “But they are guests in your house, and you are not in theirs, and their regard of what is right and proper must take into account your customs as surely as you take into account theirs.”

“It’s not my house,” said Fard, tugging his scarf farther down his forehead. No illusionary garment he himself made would last past the moment he put it on, but Nonna had showed him to a great closet of fine robes and silks, hidden away in one the far wings of the house, and he had decided to commandeer them first and ask questions later.

“As you say.” Mim nodded, reaching up to tug back at where he’d pulled the scarf askew.

The nearly two hundred illusory staff he’d created stood at the ready, a blatant demonstration of wealth that Fard didn’t quite know how to interpret. Amidst them stood the king, who turned as Fard and Mim entered the great hall by the entryway. A long robe the same snow-white color as his skin covered his arms past his wrists and skimmed along the floor as he approached them; he was wearing a great, complicated silver necklace with flat, geometric panels that gleamed against his bare chest, and the intricate, branching designs engraved on them matched the great crown atop his head. “You’re late,” he said, speaking to Fard as though Mim were not even there.

Fard glanced around the room, which contained nothing but the two men and a full complement of imaginary people. “…For what?”

“Is that what you’re wearing?” The king looked Fard up and down, his gaze lingering on Fard’s scarf long enough to make Fard almost as self-conscious as he would have been without it, which was saying something.

“My apologies,” said Fard, trying not to grit his teeth too hard as he spoke, “but if Your Majesty would prefer I wear something else, Your Majesty would both have to specify what that something should be and provide me with a means of acquiring it. I can’t clothe myself from thin air.”

“I know that.” The king frowned and crossed his arms across his chest; the silver pieces of the necklace clanked together as he touched them. “It’s fine; you’re meant to be my wizard, after all. And not my illusionist, is that clear? Little conveniences, general spells, simple incantations only. If anyone asks, tell them of your facility for pyromancy, but stop there. Do you understand?”

Fard shook his head, no longer defiant but now honestly confused. Illusory magic was nothing to be ashamed of; it was one of the Thirteen Noble Disciplines of the Academy, and though it was the smallest of the thirteen, it had a distinguished history and several notable alumni. The fact that scholars of the other twelve disciplines called it the ‘worthless’ major when they thought no one else was listening was something Fard tried not to let bother him. “I’ll obey, but I don’t understand.”

The king sighed, but the expression on his face had lost all its former pique. “Suffice it to say,” he began to explain after a moment’s pause, “some things are best left unsaid.”

Whatever Fard might have said next was preempted by the sound of distant trumpets, heralds that echoed off the mountain peaks. Ewwa Ji, all but invisible against the wall in his great white furs, stiffened his spine to attention and opened the door, letting six footmen out the door before him; they would mind the chill far less than any human would. Though he himself was quite comfortable, Fard drew his robe tighter around his chest at the mere thought of what conditions must be like outside. He turned to look for Mim, but she had disappeared, which was no doubt for the best; the less he might have to explain, the more likely he might be to remain compliant to his employer’s demands.

When Fard turned back to await the arrival of their guests, he found the king’s blue eyes fixed on him, making him feel first like a piece of fruit being considered by a housewife at the market, then more like a fighter being sized up by his opponent. His instinct under such scrutiny was to shrink back, become small, feign invisibility — but he found himself standing his ground instead, meeting the king’s gaze with an equal stare. He’d told Mim this wasn’t his house, but in a way it was, and he was no ordinary member of its staff. Without his efforts, the coming guests would throw the door open wide to find a monarch who ruled over only a maze of empty rooms and three servants. The Dragon King’s legend preceded and no doubt protected him, as even Fard had known prior to taking the job only enough to make him fearful. But this king had no armies, no real staff, no arable land, no obvious exports — and, so far as Fard could tell, no dragons. He was the king of a high, cold house and the lifeless mountains that surrounded it, and what kind of a king was that?

“They’re not the most hospitable of people,” said the king, startling Fard with the way his voice cut the room’s heavy, expectant silence. He pushed the thick, woolen cords of his white hair from his shoulders, and Fard could see several silver hoops that pierced his ears from his lobes all the way up to the slightly pointed tips. He was a magical thing, possibly, maybe, but Fard had never heard of a monster or demon who had cause to employ a human in its service; more likely he’d begun his life as a normal person and had enough magical changes along the way to leave much of that humanity behind. “Six generations ago, the current queen’s ancestor swore he’d have my head mounted on his wall. Not metaphorically, either; he had a fondness for taxidermy I’ve never understood.”

“So you’re saying I shouldn’t be expecting to find his head on yours?” Fard asked, and was gratified when that won a quiet laugh from the king.

“No, the only bones here are my own,” said the king with a wry smile, turning away from Fard to face the door. “The dispute was settled without bloodshed, and he died old and frustrated in his bed without having conquered a single inch of anything of mine.”

Fard stepped closer to him, careful to keep a servant’s appropriate distance. “So … why have they come now?”

The king shrugged, though his voice had a patient tone to it that didn’t sound confused at all. “They’ve heard I’ve been away for some time — which I had been, of course, prior to your arrival.”

“Of course,” echoed Fard.

“So they’ve come to welcome me back, to size me up, to hope that my absence was the result of some debilitating catastrophe that has left me in a weakened condition, and to see how interested they are in adding my head — and all that comes with it — to their collection. In other words, politics as usual.”
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