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​ Dress
Code



by Hyakunichisou 13 (百日草 十三)

See
this piece’s entry on the Shousetsu Bang*Bang wiki.

“Have you seen that
bullshit?” Moira demanded, appearing around Russell’s cubicle wall
like a highly caffeinated Valkyrie swooping in, venti coffee cup in
hand, to bless or condemn the living.

Russell surfaced from
his project planning spreadsheet as if from under layers of
insulating blankets. “Uh, any particular bullshit?”

“The thing from
HR.”

He clicked over to
his email and scrolled down through a few messages he should take a
look at and a lot of threads he’d been pointlessly included in. He
found the one from HR and glanced at the subject line; he was
already wincing as he took it in. “Hoo boy.”

“Do they know what
decade it is?”

“Wow, Katrina’s going
to really hate the thing about tattoos.”

“Do they know what
century it is?”

“Conservative,
check. Well-groomed, check. Ooh, dressy. I think we
should start a new bingo game, corporate email edition.”

“Wait until you get
to the bottom,” Moira said grimly.

Russell reached the
chart labelled Men and Women. “Oh. Oh, no. They
really did not think this through, did they? Ha, I like how HR is
making very clear that this isn’t their idea, it’s coming from the
new CEO, don’t sue them.”

“They’d better
hope no one sues them. Gendered dress codes are
bullshit.”

“Right. But not
necessarily illegal.” Russell flinched as she turned her glare on
him. “I agree with you! It’s just that I read a thing online!”

She folded her arms.
“I am submitting a written response.”

“Cool. Count me
in.”

“Yeah, you better
believe it. Otherwise, look forward to dropping a fortune on ties,
because that glow-in-the-dark thing you drag out every Halloween
isn’t going to fly.”

“I own ties,” he
murmured to her retreating back, which today was clad in a jacket
of extremely large green and purple plaid, and went back to his
spreadsheet.

~*~

“How about the
cilantro pancakes?” Russell asked, putting down the specials menu.
“And the ginger-fried asparagus, so we don’t have to listen to
Katrina complain about the cilantro.”

“I forgot, she told
me she probably won’t make it. It’s either her night school night,
or that tattoo artist from Osaka is in town, I forget which.”

“Did Ardash say
anything? He’s usually here by now.”

“No idea where he is.
You know, I’m pretty sure he has a secret girlfriend.”

Russell barely missed
inhaling cider. “Are you serious?”

“Yes, I’m serious.”
Moira frowned at him. “He’s employed, can talk about something
other than work, and has good personal hygiene. You don’t think he
could have a girlfriend?”

“No, yes, I mean,
Ardash is a great guy, of course he could have a girlfriend. In
theory. It’s just that he…I never thought…I always figured…” He
threw up his hands. “He doesn’t exactly ping my gaydar, but I never
thought he was, you know. Straight.”

“Don’t say that word
out loud,” Moira stage-whispered. “Anyway, I saw him with a woman
at the farmers’ market last weekend, and their body language was
definitely date-ish.”

“Okay, well. Consider
my horizons broadened. Should we say something? Do you think
they’re at the meet-the-friends stage yet?”

“He hasn’t told us
anything yet. I think we should give him some space.”

The waitress paused
at their booth to take their order. Moira gave it, and drained the
last mouthful of her beer. “Speaking of which, Lew knows he’s
always welcome at Tuesday nights, right?”

“For sure. I don’t
think it’s his kind of thing, and he’s busy with his writing most
nights. Oh, but I asked him if he wanted to come to Pride with us,
and he didn’t say I’d rather put flaming needles through my
eyeballs, so I’m optimistic. How about Daphne? She seemed to
enjoy it that one time she came.”

“I think she sees it
as more of a you-and-me thing than a me-and-her thing. Anyway, her
schedule’s all over the place.”

“But she’s coming
with us to Pride, right? At least to the march.”

“Yeah, yeah, sure.
Listen, did you see that reply HR sent to my email?”

Their next round
arrived. Russell, who had a one-drink max on a work night, took a
sip of house-made root beer. “Thorough boilerplate.”

“Thank you for
your valuable feedback, my ass.” Moira rapped her
napkin-wrapped bundle of cutlery against the table, making it
jangle. “You know that’s corporate-speak for LOL, go
away.”

“We could talk to
Wynne, send it up the org chart.”

Moira pursed her
lips. They’d been reporting to Wynne for four months now, and she
seemed solid enough from what Russell had seen, but there hadn’t
been a really hairy situation to make her show her true colours yet
either. “No, we’ve tried words. We need to take concrete
action.”

The waitress arrived
with two steaming plates. Russell folded one of the cilantro
pancakes and dunked the edge carefully in ginger soy sauce. “Do you
think we’re at that stage yet? I mean, it was just an email.
Remember when they tried to impose the ten-minute-break rule the
same week the elevators were being serviced? Or the
no-internet-for-personal-use-ever thing? It’s just upper management
rattling our chains. Two weeks from now, no one’ll even remember
the thing.”

“Russell.”
Moira poked the back of his hand with her fork and steamrolled over
his ow! of protest. “This isn’t just about us. Okay, we’ve
been working here forever–“

“Five years,” Russell
said, then quickly recalculated. “Six. Seven? Seven and a half,
holy shit.”

“And we know what
corporate baloney looks like. But this isn’t just some pointlessly
stupid rule about how to format your TPS report. This is about them
telling us what they think men and women should look like, and
saying that anyone who doesn’t fit into those boxes or wants to
colour outside the lines doesn’t belong. We have an opportunity
here to use our privilege–and I’m including the privilege of it not
being personal for either of us–and stop this garbage before it
blows up on someone it really matters to.”

Russell nodded
slowly. “Okay. Okay, I get you. What did you have in mind?”

~*~

A puff of someone’s
lingering perfume and a muffled burst of electric guitar drifted
into Russell’s condo as he opened the front door for Clement. “Let
me take that. Wow, how much did you bring?”

“I didn’t know what
you were after, and you are not getting me into Fabricland on a
Saturday afternoon.” Clement surrendered the two tote bags and
carried his sewing machine case over to the dining room table.

“I assume that would
be bad.”

“Honey, those weekend
warriors will cut you over the last yard of velvet ribbon.” Clement
unsnapped the top of the rigid case and lifted it off.

Russell put the tote
bags on the table. “Just so we’re clear, I’m not up for velvet
ribbon.”

“Of course not, it’s
almost June. I brought you a cotton print and a solid colour
linen-look blend.”

Someone knocked on
the door. Russell opened it to let Moira in. “Start the coffee, I
have Cakehole doughnuts!” she announced, brushing past Russell and
placing the flat white box she carried on the kitchen island. She
took off her jean jacket and tossed it over the arm of the couch,
where it landed with a clack like a gnashing of teeth; the entire
back was an armour of political buttons. Given Toronto weather,
Moira only wore it for a couple of weeks in the spring and fall,
which was probably just as well, because it must have weighed a
couple of kilos.

“Moira!” Clement came
over to wrap long arms around her. “I haven’t seen you in an age,
girl.”

“I know, winter
sucked, I basically hibernated. Thanks so much for coming over to
help us out with this. I hope we didn’t make you miss the
sportsball.”

“Nah, today’s a night
game.”

Russell lifted the
lid of the box to reveal six glossy rounds of deep-fried goodness,
decoratively iced in pastel stripes and plaids. He took a deep,
sugar-perfumed breath, mouth filling with water. Given the medical
history of the men in his family, he tried to keep fried foods to
Tuesday nights and parties, but Cakehole’s limited Saturday
doughnut production runs were the stuff of legend.

“Ground rules,”
Clement said. “The doughnuts and coffee stay here” –he made
a circle over the counter with his finger as if dowsing for
sucrose– “and fittings take place over there. Nobody gets
sticky fingers on my fabric.”

“Believe him,”
Russell said, getting his coffee grinder down from the cupboard.
“You don’t want to get on the wrong side of Wardrobe.”

“Noted. So what do
you have in mind for Russell?”

“Come over and I’ll
show you.”

By the time the
coffee had been pressed and poured into a thermos to stay hot, the
dining room table was a topography of folded fabric and paper
envelopes. Russell–after carefully washing his hands–approached
with a sense of nostalgia. It had been a lot of years since he’d
fallen asleep to the stutter of Clement’s sewing machine five feet
away in their narrow dorm room.

Clement pushed two
envelopes towards him. On one was a coloured line drawing of an
extremely svelte blonde woman in a sleeveless shift; on the other,
her brunette twin wore a simple dress with a gathered skirt. She
put him in mind of a Fifties housewife doing the dishes in
heels.

“If you like the
shift, we can do either fabric,” Clement said, “but if you want the
fuller skirt, it has to be the print, because there’s not enough of
the linen. I bought most of my stash with my nieces in mind.”

Russell pursed his
lips. The skirt looked girlier to him, but there was something
about the sleek shift that captured his attention. He’d never
aspired to sophistication, but that smooth line promised polish and
grace in a way that unexpectedly appealed to him. Anyway, the
flowery print reminded him of his aunt’s couch.

“This one,” he said,
“in the plain yellow.”

Clement looked at
Moira, who grinned and shook her head. “You got me.”

“What?” Russell
asked.

“Moira put her money
on the Laura Ashley look.”

“Is that an insult?
Are you insulting me?”

“Dude, I’ve seen your
hometown. If you were a girl you’d have had worn blouses with
puffed sleeves.”

“Uh-huh. At least I
owned clothing without skulls on it.”

“Ooh, meow.”

“Arms up,” said
Clement, measuring tape in hand. He wrapped it around Russell’s
chest and scribbled a notation in a notebook that was thick with
pinned-in fabric swatches and bits of paper.

Moira contemplated
the doughnuts. “Dibs on the strawberry one,” said Russell, who had
a weakness for pink-flavoured things.

“Yeah, I know, I got
that one for you.” She bit into a green doughnut spotted with white
polka dots, scattering hardened bits of icing onto the counter.

“How much are you
stuffing?” Clement asked.

“Aren’t we judgy
today,” Russell said. “Only one, max. Moira, you’re taking the rest
home, right?”

Clement gave him a
remarkably restrained roll of the eyes. “Not the doughnuts. B cup?
C cup?”

“No cup. This is a
boy dress, not a girl dress.”

“Woman,” Moira said,
licking a tab of icing off her fingers.

“Hold this.” As
directed, Russell brought his hand up to hold the measuring tape at
his shoulder; Clement ran the other edge down to his knee. “Are you
wearing heels?”

“No,” Russell said
firmly.

“It would complete
the look,” said Moira.

“Thank you, Tim Gunn.
I am not wrecking my feet or my budget on high heels.”

“Above or below the
knee?”

Russell looked down
to where Clement’s dark fingers were drawing two imaginary lines,
one on each leg, against his grey sweatpants. “I have no idea.”

“I’ll go just below
the knee. Wear your black dress shoes with white ankle socks. Good
white ones, not sweat socks.”

“Retro. I like it.”
Moira poured herself a mugful of coffee.

Clement straightened.
His hands pressed the tape across the back of Russell’s shoulders.
“Short sleeves or sleeveless?”

“God, I don’t know. I
don’t know these things. What do you think?”

“If you go sleeveless
you have to shave,” Moira said.

“Boy dress,” he
reminded her.

“Boy, girl, both,
neither, I don’t care, dude, no one wants to see your hairy pits in
the office.”

“She’s not wrong.”
Clement drummed his fingers against his notebook. “If you go with
sleeveless I can get it done this afternoon. You can wear a light
cardigan over top.”

“Yes! Thrift store
road trip!” Moira yelled.

Clement eased a sheaf
of tissue paper out of its envelope and began unfolding it as
though it were fragile and precious. “Go have your doughnut. I have
to think; this pattern has darts.”

Russell warmed up his
half-full cup of coffee and grabbed the pink doughnut. On the first
bite, the icing crumbled and then melted in his mouth; the dough
itself was as light as a down pillow. He closed his eyes in
bliss.

“What have you got
planned for the rest of the weekend?” Moira asked.

“Lew’s coming over
later today. Tomorrow’s pretty open. Oh, speaking of weekends….” He
reached past her to pull the Pride schedule out of the alternative
weekly paper. “We should do some planning before everybody gets
booked up.”

“Again with the
Pride,” Moira said. “You are a walking cliché, have I told you
that?”

“Cliché nothing. It’s
June! The sun’s out but it’s not so hot that everybody’s ready to
drop! It’s one of the two months of the year when sane people
voluntarily go outside! I’d go to it if it was the International
Paint Drying Festival.” He flipped forward through ten glossy pages
of sponsors’ ads hectic with rainbows.

“Mm-hm, and those all
international painters in tank tops and shorts would have nothing
to do with it.” She fluttered her eyelashes innocently at him over
the rim of her mug.

“Fine, point, but
also I just like it. Everybody’s in a good mood. Come on, there
must be something here you’d be into.”

“I’m doing the
Rainbow Run 10K,” Clement said from the floor, where he had lain
cloth and paper down and was sticking pins into things with
heedless speed. “You better come and cheer for me. It’s been years
since I’ve run that far and I’m probably going to die.”

“See, there,” Russell
said, “watching Clement puke on the finish line, that is the kind
of programming content I’m looking for. Oh, look, they’re doing a
nightclub thing at the aquarium again. You came with me to that a
couple of years ago, didn’t you?”

Moira was fiddling
with her phone. “Did I?”

“That was Scott and
me,” Clement said, “and as I recall, you certainly had a good
time.”

Russell smiled
fondly. He’d met a couple from Nebraska–Iowa?–somewhere in the vast
middle of the States–and they’d danced together under gently
morphing coloured lights while the stingrays glided past, then
ended the night in a hotel room bed with a pillow top so deep
Russell felt simultaneously a little turned on and relaxed just
remembering it.

“There’s a
demonstration at Queen’s Park….”

“That’s not really
part of Pride, that’s just how we live now.”

“The Blue Jays
Rainbow Day is June sixth,” Clement said, wielding a fearsomely
large pair of scissors. “Let me know if you want to come. Scott’s
getting tickets.”

“I don’t know if I’m
free that day.”

“Oh! This! The Doggie
March!” Russell wiggled the page in front of her. “Wall-to-wall
pugs and golden retrievers wearing rainbow bandanas. How can we not
go to that?”

“It’s just a pet food
marketing thing or…” Moira took the double-page photo spread of
last year’s march from him. “I think that poodle goes to my dog
park.”

“Okay, Russ,” Clement
said, “get over here and strip.”

“The jokes write
themselves,” Moira muttered.

Russell slid out of
his T-shirt and sweats, and stood in his boxer briefs where Clement
pointed. Clement lowered fabric over his head like a tabard and
stared to smooth and pin.

“There,” Clement said
a few minutes later. “Walk around a little, sit down, swing your
arms. Does it bind anywhere? How does it feel?”

Mindful of the pins,
Russell paced to the couch. “Oh my god,” he said. He twirled
in slow motion, arms held out. “This is the single most comfortable
piece of clothing I have ever worn.” The linen hung from his
shoulders so that he could barely feel it on his body; cool air
swirled against his thighs and up his bare sides. “Moira,
seriously, this is beyond awesome, why don’t you dress like this
all the time?”

“Because I prefer a
less cisnormative gender presentation,” Moira said, “and also
because in the summer the office is a fucking meat locker.”

A knock sounded from
the door. Russell walked over and opened it to reveal Lew, in a
vintage short-sleeved plaid shirt and charcoal pants. Lew stepped
into the condo and leaned forward to give Russell a quick kiss,
then gave him a once-over with a faint smile on his face. “‘Rose
goes in the front, big guy,'” he quoted.

“TMI,” sang
Moira.

“Hey, Lew.” Clement
was dashing thread through a maze of hooks on his sewing machine.
“Russ, if you’re happy with the fit, I can start sewing.”

“Yeah, it’s good.”
Russell reached down and started to pull the dress up as though it
were a sweatshirt. “Ow,” he said, freezing in an awkward hunch as
tiny, sharp bits of metal threatened to pierce his skin in at least
three different places.

“Not like that,”
Clement said hastily.

Together they managed
to extract him from the dress, and Clement took it over to his
machine. Russell got back into his T-shirt and sweatpants, which
now felt a little restricting.

“Doughnuts,” Moira
said, giving the box a shove in Lew’s direction.

He peered into it.
“I’ll split one, if anyone’s interested.”

“Have at it.” Russell
handed him a knife, followed by a plate and a coffee mug. “We were
just making plans for Pride. Do you want to come to the parade with
us?”

Lew’s mouth was full
of his first bite of chocolate mint doughnut. He made a muffled
sound and titled his head back and forth.

“It’s possible,”
Moira said, “that Lew thinks the modern iteration of Pride is a
conformist bid for mainstream acceptance bankrolled by large
corporations that were happy to ignore our community’s needs until
they decided it was socially acceptable to take our money.”

“That’s a lot of big
words, person who works for a large corporation,” Russell said,
without heat. “Look, I know what Pride started as, and I know we’ve
still got a long way to go. But the shittier the world gets, the
more I also want to stick a rainbow temporary tattoo on my
forehead and dance with my people. I’m pretty sure I can do
both.”

“‘I don’t want a
revolution I can’t dance to,'” Lew said.

“Yes! So are you
coming with me?”

Lew turned to wash
his sticky fingers at the sink. “It’s a lot of people in one
place.”

“That’s another
thing! You can’t have a million people downtown without paying for
some porta-potties and what-not.” Russell flicked the top of the
doughnut box down as emphasis. Moira pushed it back up again and
contemplated the contents.

“Do you mind if I
think about it?” Lew asked.

“Yeah, no problem,”
Russell said, giving in and taking the other half of the chocolate
mint doughnut. “Clement, what should Moira wear next week?”

“Me? Pants and a
jacket, as per usual.”

“Oh, no, no, no, no,
no. Nuh-uh.” Russell shook the half-doughnut at her. “You have to
dress like a guy. That means a guy suit and a regular tie.”

“Maybe I should
borrow one of yours,” Moira said, with considerable snark.

“Suit, no, you
wouldn’t fit. Tie, yes. Hold on.” Russell ducked into his bedroom
and considered his tie selection. He almost brought out the plain
navy blue one, but took an iota of pity on Moira and chose a grey
one with narrow maroon and white stripes instead.

“Give me a break,”
Moira said, when she saw it.

“The dress code says
conservative.”

“I don’t have any
suit it will even go with.”

“Thrift store road
trip,” he reminded her.

“Ugh. Fine.” She
rolled the tie up and tossed it toward her jean jacket; it unfurled
in the air and landed across the jacket like a discarded sash.

Clement cleared his
throat. They turned to see him holding up the pale yellow sheath by
its shoulders.

“It’s gorgeous,”
Russell said.

“Machine wash cold on
gentle, hang to dry, warm iron with a damp press cloth.” Clement
folded the dress carefully over the back of one of the dining room
chairs.

Russell made a face.
“Iron?”

“Nobody said glamour
was easy.”

“Thank you so much. I
owe you, dude.”

Clement leaned down
to unplug his sewing machine. “Consider it my contribution to the
cause. And you better have left me a doughnut.”

“I’ve got to get
going,” Moira said, as Russell poured Clement the last of the
coffee and got him a plate. “You want me to leave the rest of
these?”

“God, no, get them
out of my house,” Russell said.

“Any takers?
Lew?”

“No, thanks, I’m
good.”

“This one will be
more than enough,” Clement said, eyeing the caramel-drizzled pastry
on his plate with mingled lust and regret.

She snorted. “Since
when, Mister What-Even-Are-Calories?”

“Since I’m in
training, honey. Anyway, I’m old, my system can’t take junk
food anymore.” He took a bite and shook his head even as his
eyelids fluttered in bliss.

“Right, then. All the
more for me and Daphne. See you tomorrow, Russell.”

While Clement ate,
they chatted a bit about work for a bit, and then Russell helped
Clement pack up his sewing machine and supplies. “Thanks again. Say
hi to Scott for me.”

“Let me know how it
goes. Now go hang that dress up before it wrinkles.”

Russell closed the
door behind him and obediently got a coat hanger from his closet.
He slid the dress onto it, and turned to find Lew watching him with
a faint smile.

Russell raised his
eyebrows and cocked his hip out. “Like what you see?”

“Yes, but it’s also
fun to listen to you with your friends.”

“Yeah, they’re not
bad. Are you sure it’s not this?” He bent his elbow to let the
linen drape against his body. “I could put it back on.”

“Up to you.”

“Eh. I’ve worn a
skirt or two in my time, what red-blooded theatre kid hasn’t, but
it’s not really my thing.”

Lew followed him into
the bedroom. “You’re really wearing that to work?”

“That’s the plan.” He
hung the dress beside his two suits.

“Are you worried
about anyone’s reaction at all?”

Russell crowded up
into Lew’s space and kissed him. “One, history has shown that if
they want to lay someone off, they’ll lay someone off, and
corporate conformity and loyalty and productivity mean dick-all.
Two…” He slid his arms around Lew’s waist. “HR has to know that if
they try to fire me for this, I’ll sue the conservatively tailored
pants off them.”

One of Lew’s hands
settled at the back of Russell’s neck. He kissed Russell in turn,
then deepened the kiss until Russell hummed enjoyment into his
mouth.

“There are two words
in that sentence I’m particularly interested in at the moment,” Lew
said, his free hand trailing down to Russell’s waist.

“Conservatively
tailored?” Russell said brightly, and jumped as Lew snapped the
elastic on his sweatpants. “Corporate conformity?”

“Pants. Off.”

“If you insist.”
Russell wriggled out of them, and kicked them off and away. His
hands went to Lew’s belt, which he fumbled open as Lew kissed him
again. He unbuttoned and unzipped Lew and pushed his trousers down.
Lew bent down to step out of them and place them on the chair in
the corner. When he was upright again, he ran his hands under
Russell’s T-shirt, rucking it up to expose bare skin. Russell
lifted his arms, but Lew didn’t pull the shirt over his head.
Instead, he took a step back.

“Why don’t you sit
down,” Lew said, unbuttoning his own shirt. Russell yanked the top
sheet and summer blanket to the foot of the bed. He piled up the
pillows and sat propped up against the headboard.

Because Lew tended to
be quiet, a lot of people thought he was shy. Russell had too,
initially. Circumstances had revealed that Lew was not shy at all,
certainly not in bed. He had a sly imagination and a willingness to
be verbal, and a lot of the time, he ended up running the show. It
was a situation with which Russell, usually happy to take the
initiative, was very much on board.

Lew took his time,
looking at Russell as he undressed. He let the shirt slide down his
arms and then dropped it over the back of the chair. He took off
his undershirt and his socks. In his boxers, he took the few steps
to the corner of the bed, and stood there looking down at Russell.
He smiled, and his gaze ran from Russell’s face and down his chest,
settling on where his erection stretched out the cotton jersey of
his underwear.

Russell stroked his
thumb up the hard ridge his cock made. Sparks of anticipation
fizzed down his legs and up his chest. “You look fantastic,” Lew
said affectionately, and wrapped his hand around Russell’s bare
ankle.

Russell flattened his
palms against the bottom sheet to ground himself. “Yeah? What are
you going to do about it?”

“I was thinking of
sucking your cock. Questions? Comments?”

A surge of need
shivered up Russell’s spine. “Fuck. Yes.”

“Hand me a
condom?”

Because they weren’t
exclusive–at least Russell wasn’t–their activities were on the
safer end of safer sex. Russell leaned over to the bedside table
and slid open the drawer. He grabbed the suspiciously light condom
box and– “Well, crap.” He emptied the single condom out onto the
bed and looked at it sadly.

Lew held out his
hand. Russell picked up the condom and put it on the bedside table.
“No, I’m going to be a good host. That one’s for you.”

Lew’s fingertips
brushed up and down the skin of Russell’s shin. “What do you feel
like doing, then?”

Russell tilted his
head back against the pillow. “Surprise me.”

Lew studied him. “I
like this view. I think I’d like to watch you make yourself
come.”

Russell drew in a
sharp breath. They’d done this before, and it was always
unreasonably hot.

“Move over,” Lew
said, nudging Russell’s leg. Russell made room, and Lew sat on the
end of the bed. “Put your hand over your cock.”

So it was going to be
Russell taking direction. No objection here. He moulded his palm
around his erection, and licked his bottom lip a little
showily.

“Put your other hand
between your legs,” Lew said. “Rub yourself the way you like.”

Russell let his legs
fall farther apart and pressed two fingers between his ass and his
balls, gasping a little at the ripple of pleasure.

“Now stroke your cock
a little.” Russell tried, through it was awkward through the cloth,
which now had a dark wet spot where the grey cotton clung to the
tip of his cock.

“Could you come like
that?” Lew asked.

“Maybe. Probably.”
Russell huffed a breath. “I’d rather not, actually.”

“Understood. Pull
down your underwear a little. No, don’t take them off. Pull them
back up–there’s good.” Lew shifted in place, his arousal clearly
evident. “Pull your T-shirt up, good, just on that side.”

Russell obeyed. His
briefs rested just below the crease of his thighs, a firm line
against his skin; his T-shirt was bunched up at his breastbone. He
wasn’t naked, but he was bared. He could feel himself getting
harder as Lew looked at him.

“You are unbelievably
hot,” Lew said, and cupped his hand against his own erection.

“I believe it,
because I feel like I’m about to burst into flame,” Russell
said, squirming against the need to get his hands on himself.

Lew laughed, a little
breathlessly. “Go on then, jerk yourself off, do it while I watch
you.”

“Oh fuck yes.”
Russell wrapped his hand around his cock in the most efficient grip
he knew and began to stroke. His skin felt electrified, all hair
standing on end; the sensations of the elastic of his underwear
restraining his thighs and the cool air on his exposed chest were
keen as ice.

He arched his back a
little and saw Lew swallow. Russell smiled to himself. He clutched
his free hand in his T-shirt and moaned, then shivered as that bit
of theatricality drove him closer to the edge. Lew’s eyes were
riveted on him. Russell moved faster, thrusting into the tunnel of
his hand. He was still just barely at the point when he could have
slowed it all down, but he didn’t want to; being caught up in this
helpless rush added its own thrill.

He locked eyes with
Lew. “I’m going to come,” he said, and heard Lew’s answering gasp
as orgasm overwhelmed him.

He opened his eyes as
the pulse slowed and faded. Lew was still sitting in the same
place, watching him, breathing through his mouth, his hand still
holding himself but not moving with intent. His eyes were a little
glazed, and Russell decided that they didn’t have time to get to a
blowjob today. He knew what Lew liked, and knew that Lew needed
words or eye contact to make it good for him when he came, which
was going to be sooner rather than later.

He rummaged in the
bedside table drawer and located the bottle of lube, snapped the
lid open and squirted some into his palm. Then he scooted down the
bed to Lew, wrapped his dry hand around the back of Lew’s neck, and
kissed him. Lew returned it with enthusiasm just this side of
desperation.

“I’m going to make
you come,” Russell said in a low voice, “the same way I did for
myself.” Lew made a sound in the back of his throat. Russell moved
his hand to pull the waistband of Lew’s boxers out, and thrust his
other hand inside to slick up his cock. Lew exhaled; his hands
tightened on Russell’s shoulders.

It didn’t take long,
Lew panting with each stroke, groans rising as he neared orgasm and
then crescendoing in a long cry as he tipped over.

Lew leaned against
Russell until his shudders stopped. He pulled away with a sigh and
stood up to shuck his boxers, then flopped down onto the bed.
Russell wiped his hand with some kleenex and stripped out of what
was left of his clothes, then rolled over beside Lew and threw one
leg and arm over him.

“That was pretty
hot,” he muttered into Lew’s shoulder.

“It was.”

Russell stretched
lazily. “Weren’t we going to go see a thing this afternoon?”

“Mm-hm. Art
thing.”

“What do you say to a
nap and then dinner?”

“Mmm.” Lew’s hand
came up to lie over Russell’s on his chest. Russell smiled and
drifted off.

~*~

The next day’s thrift
store road trip–well, short bus ride–was successful. Russell bought
a light green cardigan that he hypothesized would go with the
dress, and Moira found a grey suit that would need the legs taken
up about a foot but disguised her curves. Afterwards, they wandered
along the street. Bloordale was a neighbourhood that was
transitioning from used appliance stores and dive bars into indie
designer pop-ups and hipster dive bars. They got coffees and sat on
the church pew outside the cafe, watching black-clad Portuguese
grandmothers and spandex-clad joggers pursue their individual
Sunday morning devotions.

“Hey. Isn’t that–”
Moira said, at the same time as Russell’s attention snagged on a
familiar-looking figure on the corner across the street. Ardash and
a tall, dark-skinned guy were standing there, a little closer than
was casual, matching coffee cups in hand.

“He doesn’t live
around here, does he?”

“No, he’s in the east
end.”

The guy leaned closer
and said something. Ardash nodded, and the guy kissed him in a way
that said it wasn’t their first. They backed a few steps away from
one another. The guy said something else, and smiled. Then he
turned and walked in one direction, and Ardash went the other.

“Huh.” Russell sipped
his coffee in contemplation.

“That is not who I
saw him with before.” Moira worried at the cardboard sleeve around
her cup. “Maybe you’re right, we should ask him about it. Let him
know that we’ll support him, whatever he’s going through.”

“He hasn’t mentioned
it to us,” Russell reminded her, with a twinge of hurt that he
acknowledged and then ignored. “He’ll tell us when he’s ready.
Let’s just let him work it out.”

“I guess.” She took a
sip of coffee. “I really do want to know that he’s okay and knows
we’ve got his back, but am I a bad person if I’m also super
curious?”

“You and me both,”
Russell admitted. “I did ask him on Friday if he was going to
Pride, and he said sure, like he does every year. But he’s never
brought a date or left with anybody as far as I know.”

“All right, I’m
bailing before you drag the program out again.” She drained her cup
and stood up, dabbing sweat off her upper lip with the back of her
hand. “See you tomorrow. It’s going to be a hot one.”

~*~

As Russell stepped
out of his condo building on Monday morning, the humid air
coalesced over his bare arms and shins. Standing in the rush hour
press of the streetcar was like being trapped in a dry cleaner bag.
He was glad he was carrying rather than wearing his cardigan. If
anyone looked up to from their text bubbles and exploding jewels to
give a second glance to the guy in the dress, he didn’t notice.

When he pushed open
the glass door to the lobby of the office building, cool air zipped
along his exposed skin as though his nerves had been iced. The
hairs on his arms rose. It was heaven.

He did slip the
cardigan on while waiting for the elevator, mindful of Moira’s
dictate. When he got to his floor, Samantha, the receptionist, was
on the phone and didn’t respond to his wave. As he passed the copy
room, Russell said, “Hi, Kofi,” but Kofi replied without looking
up, one hand holding the ink cartridge at arm’s length and the
other tugging a smeared piece of paper out of the printer. Murmurs
and the sound of keyboard strokes rose from the cubicles he passed,
but no one popped their head into the corridor. A little
disappointed, Russell gained his desk and stowed his bag under it.
He logged in and got to work.

After a while, he
felt eyes on him and looked up. Katrina was standing in the
doorway. “Moira told me about your thing,” she said. “Up, up, let
me take a look.” Russell stood, raising his arms and doing a
three-sixty. She pursed her lips. “You need to accessorize.”

“So I hear, but
there’s quite the learning curve,” said Russell, who had spent the
previous evening going down an Instagram rabbit hole.

Katrina contemplated
the complex tangle of gold chains and pendants that hung down her
front; on days like today, when she wore a long-sleeved blouse that
concealed her tattoos, she went in for baroque decoration of other
kinds. She picked one out of the thicket, drew its chain over her
head and held it out to him. Russell took it–a lustrous teardrop
pendant with a subdued rainbow sheen–and dropped it over his
head.

“Mother-of-pearl,”
Katrina said. She gave the surface of the pendant a few polishing
strokes with the cuff of her blouse. “There. Very inoffensive.”

“Uh, thanks?”

She quirked him a
grin. “When you get an LBD, come see me and we can step up your
game.”

At ten, Russell heard
a loud sigh. Ardash, arms folded, was leaning against the cubicle
wall and shaking his head. “I miss one Tuesday.”

In the middle of
Russell’s explanation, Moira appeared, her expression subdued. In
the grey suit, she looked as though she were wearing a uniform
borrowed from someone else.

“I need caffeine.
Keep up or stay here,” she said, and stalked towards the
elevators.

Russell stood up,
remembered that he had no damn pockets, and retrieved his wallet
from his bag. “How’ve you been?”

“Good. Is Lew coming
with us?”

“No, he’s in
corporate training all day.”

They walked towards
where Moira was jabbing the elevator button. “Is it weird that I
think she looks stranger than you do?” Ardash asked.

“I know, right?”
Seeing Moira in that bland shade was disconcerting, like The
Wizard of Oz turning back to black and white.

In the elevator,
Russell regarded himself in the mirrored wall opposite, a column of
pale skin and pale cloth with Katrina’s pendant a talisman of
pearly silver glowing against his chest. He looked like himself,
but way fancier. “Nobody’s said anything.”

“Patricia asked if I
wasn’t feeling well.” Moira scowled.

Russell and Ardash
exchanged looks. “It’s in a good cause,” Russell ventured.

“I know, I
know.” The elevator bell dinged, and she stalked ahead of
them to the coffee shop, where she ordered something with whipped
cream and drizzle and a flavour shot, and drank most of it on the
way back upstairs.

Russell had a meeting
with Wynne scheduled for eleven. She was on the phone when he
paused in the doorway to her office; she glanced up, did a discreet
double take with only her eyes, and waved him into the chair on the
other side of her desk while she extricated herself from the
call.

“Ru–” she started,
hanging up the phone. “Pardon me. Are you going by a different name
now?”

“No, it’s still
Russell, he, him. This is about the dress code.”

“The dress code?”

“It’s the
twenty-first century. Gendered clothing requirements are, uh,
inappropriate.” He  narrowly avoided using Moira’s pithier
term.

“Yes, I agree. I’d be
happy to bring it up at the next managers’ meeting, if you’d
like.”

“Would you? That
would be great.” Moira might champion resistance, but there was
something to be said for working within the system as well. And he
suspected that a Black woman who wore her hair as a crown of braids
probably had some experience with bullshit corporate dress
codes.

“Consider it done,”
she said, with definite anticipation. “So, about the Winston
contract…”

~*~

“Is it only fucking
Tuesday?” Moira said morosely, trailing a roasted baby carrot
through a puddle of hoisin dipping sauce without enthusiasm.

Russell looked at her
with concern. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her
drooping so badly. “Are you sure you’re not coming down with
something?”

“I’m fine. It’s just
that boring is not my colour.” She gestured broadly with the
carrot. “I had to borrow a white shirt from Daphne! This morning a
guy in the subway had the same tie as me! I feel like a fucking
plastic widget robot!”

“Shit, watch it,”
Russell said, as two droplets of sauce landed on his chest. He
grabbed a fresh napkin, dipped it in his water glass, and dabbed at
the dark dots.

“So? If it gets dirty
you won’t have to wear it any more.”

“Are you kidding me?
We’re in the middle of a heat wave. This thing is terrific.”
Russell remoistened his napkin, blurring the sauce to beige. “Have
you heard anything else from HR?”

“Bupkiss. You?”

“No.”

“Anybody give you any
grief?”

“No. Though a guy
definitely checked me out on the streetcar this morning.”

Moira huffed and
folded her arms. “You are having way too much fun with this.”

“Eh, why not?” Nobody
had ever accused him of not enjoying attention. “But look, if
you’re really hating it, you can bail if you need to. I won’t
judge.”

Her eyes narrowed.
“Hell, no. No, I am wearing this bland-ass suit until we get
action, even if it does make me look like the Ghost of Christmas
Past.”

~*~

“We have a usual spot
on Yonge,” he explained to Lew at lunch on Wednesday. “Don’t forget
to wear a hat. And bring water. And maybe a bag for all the free
condoms and shit that gets thrown around.”

Lew swallowed a bite
of his falafel. After a full morning of being subjected to
PowerPoint presentations in a darkened room, he’d insisted they get
out into natural light, and they had scored a stone bench in the
courtyard tucked into the centre of the block of office towers.
“You’re really into this.”

“It’s fun,”
Russell said, for maybe the hundredth time that week.

Lew poked a
precarious chunk of fuchsia pickled turnip back into his wrap. “All
right, I’ll come.”

“Awesome.” Russell
grinned and shifted a little closer to Lew, deeper into the meager
shade of the small-leafed urban bushes. He’d taken off his cardigan
in the heat, and he could feel the tender tops of his shoulders,
still pallid from the winter, beginning to roast under the noon
sun.

“Is that Moira?” Lew
asked, pointing at the visible slice of sidewalk with the end of
the falafel. “Did she say she was going to join us?”

“No…” Russell knew
she was in today because she’d copied him on an email, but she
hadn’t shown up for coffee break. She was carrying one of the
cartons from the Thai take-out place down the street. The grey suit
hung, if possible, even more awkwardly on her solid frame than it
had the day before, but she wasn’t wearing a tie, and her shirt was
the blue of water under a clear sky.

“Is that shirt
regulation?” Lew asked, following Russell’s train of thought.

“That is not what I
would call a conservative colour.” Russell watched Moira disappear
behind a concrete pillar.

“How long are you
going to keep this up?”

“The rest of the
week?” The dress was still an excellent garment to wear in a
Toronto summer, but he’d washed it and hung it to dry the night
before, and been less than thrilled to have to get up early in the
morning to iron it. The two tiny spots of sauce were still there,
though faded and hidden under the string of chunky turquoise beads
Katrina had dropped on his desk at half past nine.

“Do you think it’s
having any effect?”

“Who knows.” Russell
licked a bit of tahini thoughtfully off the side of one finger, and
balled up his empty sheet of foil. “I think Moira’s kind of
spooked, though.” He’d have to figure out something to do about
that.

All afternoon,
whenever he got up to go to the printer or had spare time waiting
for a search to churn through, he thought about it. The answer came
during another sauna-like commute home, as he watched a woman in a
dress printed with hydrangeas the size of a picture book outpace
the streetcar, and when he finally walked through his front door,
the first thing he did was dig the slim box out from the top shelf
in his closet and pop it into his bag.

He tried all day
Thursday to corner Moira, but she messaged him that she was too
busy for coffee break in the morning, and later, just before noon,
that something had come up and she couldn’t make lunch. He caught a
glimpse of her early in the afternoon, still in the suit but
wearing a scarlet shirt that he recognized–it had a recurring black
pattern that, on close inspection, revealed itself to be tiny Death
Stars–but she scurried down the hall with her head down. He was
pretty sure she’d seen him.

“She’s avoiding me,”
he said to Lew on Friday morning break as they loitered around the
coffee shop counter with the rest of the pre-caffeinated office
drones.

“That doesn’t sound
like her.”

“You’re telling
me.”

A barista deposited
two cups with Ross scribbled on the side. “I assume those aren’t
both for you,” Lew said, as Russell fitted lids over his cherry
cheesecake lattes with whip and rose sprinkles.

“No, but desperate
times call for an excess of sugar.”

He approached Moira’s
lair with stealth and guile, coming the long way around and peeking
from a coworker’s vacant cubicle to be sure she was in. She was at
her desk, shaking her head at a chain of purple IM bubbles. He
circled back through the warren and approached the usual way,
offering in hand.

“Just a se–” she
said, then looked up at him. Her eyes widened.

She was still wearing
the grey pants. The matching jacket was tossed over a stack of
reports on the other end of her desk with all the care it deserved.
The jacket she was actually wearing was one of her favourites, the
body faced with scraps of antique doilies and lace over midnight
black. Her shirt was the colour of ripe Niagara cherries.

“Russ, I…” Her gaze
sidled guiltily sideways, to the heap of discarded cloth and paper.
“I had…it was…”

“Relax. I get
it.”

“I thought it would
be…I didn’t mean to…oh, crap,” she finished weakly.

“I brought you
something. Two somethings.” Russell set the cups down on the edge
of her desk and and fished in his bag.

“I tried,” Moira
said. “I really tried. It was just so weird and blah and gross. I
couldn’t even concentrate half the time, all I could think of was
how I felt like some alien pod person, and you’ve been so great,
wearing that thing all week, and I’m sorry, I just–“

“Moira McCarthy-Tan,”
Russell said sternly, “I’m not doing anything that makes me
miserable, and you shouldn’t either. That’s not how this
works.”

She slumped. “But it
was my idea, and–” She broke off as Russell held out the narrow box
to her. “What’s that?”

“I had this lying
around and thought it might help. Your solution is better, but you
might like it anyway.”

She took the box,
pulled off the top and looked inside. “Oh, wow.” She pulled out the
tie. It was printed with huge, white Georgia O’Keefe-esque trumpet
flowers.

“I know you’re not
normally into ties, so no pressure.”

“No, this is awesome.
I think it actually goes with my jacket.” She draped the tie around
her neck and considered it. Then her attention was caught by
something on the bottom of the box. She picked up the
poinsettia-shaped tag and looked at him quizzically.

“Yeah, it’s a regift.
Not everybody in my family knows what to get The Gay Cousin.”

“Aw, thank you,
slightly homophobic family member.” She stood up. “Thanks, Russell.
Seriously. I’m sorry for being weird.”

“Eh, you’re the good
kind of weird.” He opened his arms, and she snuggled into them. He
rested his chin on the top of her head. She gave him a hard squeeze
and let go.

“And you
brought me fancy coffee. You are the best work husband.”

“I try.” Russell
picked up his own cup. “I have to get to a meeting, but come out to
lunch, okay?”

She smiled, looking
happier than she had for days. “For sure.”

~*~

The email came at the
very tail end of Friday, when Russell was scraping the dregs of his
to-do list pretending to look for something to occupy his last
twenty minutes. He read it twice, and headed over to Moira’s
desk.

She met him halfway,
grinning. “Did you see it?”

“I saw it!” He
returned her exuberant high-five, narrowly missing a tall man
loosening his tie one-handed as he made a beeline for the
elevators. “Whoops, sorry, Jagmeet.” They stepped sideways into the
copy room doorway, out of the way of the single-minded stream of
office workers heading out into their weekends.

“Okay, working within
the system sometimes gets results,” Moira conceded, as though they
had been wrangling about it all week.

“And you know what? I
didn’t get any hassle at all. Not one thing. Toronto is awesome. My
coworkers are awesome.”

Katrina crossed the
corridor and crowded into the doorway, nudging them further into
the pocket-sized room. “In fact–well, maybe you don’t want to
know.”

“I always want
to know,” Russell said, mildly affronted.

“I heard this from no
one, and no one heard it from me,” Katrina said, and they all
leaned their heads together as she lowered her voice. “Someone
complained to HR.”

“So we weren’t the
only ones,” Moira said in triumph.

“No, someone
complained about Russell’s outfit. They thought it was
unprofessional.”

“What?” His outrage
was real this time. “This outfit is professional as hell. I have
accessories.” The printer behind him hummed to life as if in
support.

“Don’t worry, they
were Spoken To. Then there was an emergency meeting of senior
management this morning, and they agreed that the new dress code
was contrary to the corporate value of championing an inclusive
workplace.”

“That happened at the
speed of light,” Moira said suspiciously.

“Which means,”
Russell said, “that someone in HR had already drafted that email
and stuck it in their back pocket.”

“Objections had been
raised internally about the new dress code, but they were not fully
acted upon until a wider spectrum of input had been submitted,”
Katrina intoned, wielding the corporate passive voice like a
skilled tailor with scissors.

“Eh, it worked out.”
Russell stretched. “It’s Friday, all my projects are on schedule,
and it’s going to be a great weekend. Who’s coming with me to watch
the parade on Sunday?”

“Oh my god,
fine,” Moira said. She folded her arms. “But only if you
wear that dress.”

“Done.” The forecast
was predicting a cloudless day, and the parade route was an urban
oven of concrete, asphalt, and reflecting glass. “But I’m ditching
the cardigan.”

“I’ll bring the
bucket of sunscreen,” Lew said in the doorway. “Pass me those
print-outs, would someone, please?”

Russell gathered the
collated stack from the copier and handed it over. “Are you about
ready to go?”

“Yes, just let me
drop these off and get my bag.”

“Date night,” Moira
crooned under her breath as Lew headed for his desk.

“Like you and Daphne
aren’t going to Netflix and chill.”

Katrina sighed, a
little wistfully. “Enjoy. See you Sunday.”

“Is Ardash still
coming with us?” Moira asked, stepping backwards against the
shelves of many-hued paper to let Katrina pass.

“As far as I
know.”

“I wonder if he’ll
bring anybody. Assuming he has anybody to bring.”

“I guess we’ll find
out.” From the doorway, Russell could see Lew’s head and shoulders
above the wall of cubicles, moving towards him. “Say hi to Daphne
for me. I’ll see you Sunday.”

~*~

Sunday dawned
rose-gold. Not that Russell saw the dawn, or anything even remotely
near it; he’d had an eventful and entirely satisfactory night,
first at a club and then in someone else’s Airbnb, and it was past
ten when he finally levered himself out of bed with the promise of
a shower and a vat of coffee.

By twelve, he was
planted in his customary spot on the Yonge Street curb, using a
copy of the alt weekly as a cushion. The sheath shape of the dress,
which he’d washed the afternoon before but not bothered to iron,
suggested a ladylike, knees-together sitting posture; Russell,
whose feet were firmly on the asphalt, had anticipated the problem
and worn a ridiculous pair of boxers decorated with rubber duckies,
which anyone who wanted a peek at his panties was welcome to
enjoy.

“Hey,” Lew said,
squeezing between the tall woman in the metre-wide rainbow wig and
the guys wearing short shorts and little else. He handed Russell a
cardboard cup and a paper bag, and lowered himself to the curb.

“Oh, wow, a toasted
bagel and an iced coffee. You are the best.” Russell leaned forward
to give Lew a quick kiss.

Lew looked across the
street, to where a toddler and an adult in matching rainbow-striped
onesies were dancing to the tinny beat coming out of a smartphone.
“I feel either over- or under-dressed.” He indicated his dark pants
and vintage red bowling shirt with pink hibiscus blossoms cascading
down a front panel.

“You’re good.
Literally anything goes today. If it makes you feel better, you’re
probably going to end up covered in glitter at some point.”

They sipped their
iced coffees and watched the crowd for a while. The street had been
closed for hours already, and a block party was in swing. Or
possibly several dozen morphing block parties, ranging from the
conga line of tank-topped bodybuilders to the gender-bent
cosplayers posing for selfies.

“Hi,” Ardash said,
appearing in front of them.

“Hey, you made it!”
Russell squinted up at him.

“Yeah. Yeah, I did.”
Ardash stuck his hands into the pockets of his chinos, which he was
wearing with a light grey T-shirt wrapped with horizontal stripes
of black, dark grey, white, and purple.

“Nice shirt.”

“Thanks.”

“Do you want to talk
about it?”

“Nope.”

“Cool.”

Ardash sighed. “Look,
I always assumed I was a late developer, or busy, or something. But
I’ve been doing some field testing, and you know what? I don’t
actually want to date. I don’t want to get laid, I don’t want to
get married, I just want to hang out with my friends and then go
home and watch movies with my cat. It turns out there’s a name for
that.”

Russell raised his
cup as though making a toast. “Awesome.”

“Yeah, super awesome
to figure it out at thirty-three.”

“Figure out what?
Excellent T-shirt, Ardz.” Katrina was wearing enormous sunglasses,
a broad straw hat, and a black jersey tank dress, from the armholes
and hem of which her tattoos twined like scraps of lace.

“There isn’t a
timetable,” Lew said to Ardash.

“I guess. Anyway, a
lot of things are making sense, in retrospect.” He took a gulp from
the bottle of water he was carrying.

“That’s a look,”
Russell said, pointing to Katrina’s one striped thigh-high
stocking.

“Didn’t want to get
my new ink sunburned.” Katrina rolled her stocking down carefully
to reveal a still-puffy recent tattoo: a vine bearing gears
morphing into flowers, trailing up the outside of her left
shin.

“That’s gorgeous,”
Moira said, crowding up behind Russell’s back to get a closer
look.

Russell twisted
around to look at her and, beside her, Daphne, icicle-cool in a
white dress. “You made it.”

“I said I would,”
Moira said, a little grumpily. “Hey, Ardash, I like your
shirt.”

“Not to sound
ungrateful,” Ardash said, dark cheeks a little flushed, “but we can
stop talking about my shirt at any time.”

“We could talk about
Moira’s,” Russell said. Moira thrust her hands into the back
pockets of her baggy shorts, stretching the rainbow-hued Fully
Automated Luxury Gay Space Communism decal on the front of her
T-shirt. “Amazing how they managed to get all your values into one
logo.”

“Shut up.” She
laughed and kneed his shoulder.

Clement and Scott
dropped by on their way to join Clement’s brother and
sister-in-law, who were camped further up Yonge with her sister,
her sister’s wife, and her sister’s wife’s boyfriend. “How’s the
dress?” asked Clement, who had run ten kilometres the previous day
and had not, in fact, died.

“Perfect. Performed
exactly to specifications. Thank you, again. You helped score a
point for the good side.”

Clement regarded him
speculatively. “I saw some cotton poplins on sale the other day.
They would make a nice shirt dress, if you’re thinking of branching
out.”

Russell smoothed the
fabric over his bent knees. “I think I’m ready to go back to my
regular, boring guy wardrobe. Though I admit, I will miss the
breeze.”

“You need to get a
utility kilt,” Lew said. “Breezy, and has pockets.”

Russell turned to
give him an appreciative look. “That is not a bad idea at all.”

Scott looked up the
street towards an increasing sound of cheering. “Gotta go. I think
it’s starting.”

The street slowly
cleared as the grand marshall’s car inched towards them. Dancing
before it was a squad of people in pleated cheerleader skirts,
handing out rainbow flags. The parade unrolled behind it: floats
blasting all genres of music and featuring every style of costume
and undress; a phalanx of city councillors waving behind a banner;
a group of two-spirited people, drumming and singing, wearing
rainbow-striped T-shirts with the four-colour medicine wheel
superimposed. A bearded man in a flouncy acid-green dress broke
from a squad of historical reenactors to give Russell a wink and a
lollipop. Cardboard fans, candies, condoms, and every other
conceivable small item that could be thrown into the crowd were
thrown. Lew, as well as everyone else, did end up wearing
glitter.

“Someone looks like
they’re enjoying themselves,” Russell said, twisting around to
watch as Moira and Daphne, laughing, brushed glitter out of each
other’s hair.

“Okay, I admit it,”
Moira said, “this is a lot more fun than I expected. This” –she
rotated her wrist, encompassing everything– “is kind of a
blast.”

“You talk like you’ve
never been to Pride before.”

Moira sighed heavily.
“Dude, I have never been to Pride before.”

“What? Sure you
have.”

“No, I haven’t.”
Moira brandished a thumb in his face. “There was the year I got
food poisoning the day of the Dyke March.” A finger. “The year I
got dumped the week before.” More fingers. “The year my aunt died.
The couple years I was in Calgary and didn’t know anybody. The year
my neighbour had that kitchen fire and I had to move on short
notice. There was always something, and it was never anything good,
and then it became a Thing, you know?”

“Aww.” Russell rubbed
her calf consolingly. “But we broke the curse this year,
right?”

A rainbow lei sailed
out of the air and smacked Moira lightly on the face before
tumbling to the pavement.

“That looks like a
yes to me,” Daphne said, bending down to pick it up. Russell
handed it to her, and she dropped it over Moira’s head.

“That was total
coincidence,” Moira said, without conviction. She wasn’t even
trying to suppress her smile.

It was hard, at the
end, to be sure where the parade finished and the spectators
started. The last float had barely passed when the audience surged
into the street.

Russell stood up, and
felt Lew, standing too, grab a fold of his dress. “Don’t want to
get separated,” Lew said in his ear.

In response, Russell
threaded his fingers through Lew’s. Linked together, they stepped
off the curb and into the kaleidoscope of T-shirts and turbans and
leather jackets and leather harnesses and chinos and sneakers and
tutus and wild wigs, the crowd around them bright with a thousand
more colours than there were in any rainbow, all of them vibrant
under the sun.
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Riaag wasn’t certain
what sort of person you’d have to be to try and restrain a
potentially dangerous stranger with shitty, half-rotten rope, but
that was certainly the sort of person who was overseeing his
escort. Having ripped a great many things apart in his time—his
deed name of Bough-Breaker had become increasingly apt over the
years—he had little doubt he could have shredded his bonds with
barely any effort; as the current step of his grand plan required
him to get inside unfamiliar territory without raising the
hue and cry of every single warrior encamped there, he instead
opted to keep his mouth shut and his head down. For as big a man as
he was, Riaag had a lot of experience with being inconspicuous. It
gave him plenty of time to think.

At the top of his
mind was the concept of words. Whatever tongue his captors insisted
on speaking was nothing like anything in his broad and varied
lexicon. Like most orcs, Riaag had an ear for speech and a tongue
for mimicry, being able to pick up a handful of useful words and
phrases with minimal effort. Being a herald by trade meant he
needed to be able to communicate with strangers in as clear a
manner as possible, so above and beyond his natural ability his was
a brain stuffed with language upon dialect upon affectation, and
yet not so much as a single syllable matched anything he’d heard
before. It made sense that people this far south spoke differently,
of course, since all you needed for a new language to spring up was
two thinking people who wanted to convey ideas without pointing at
things. The problem was how they spoke. Every sound felt
like it was in an arbitrary place, with minimal unification of
syllabary, tone, or word order. Entire sentences somehow sounded
only part ways finished. Over half an hour of being escorted by
some very chatty guards had exposed Riaag to quite a bit of mystery
language and the fact he’d yet to puzzle out any meaning not
conveyed purely by tone of voice grated on him far worse than the
bonds around his wrists.

Sometimes one of the
throng of guards walking with him would say something as they gave
him a nudge with the tip of their spear. As so far all the spears
were in similar condition as the rope, this never hurt very much;
Riaag still made a great show of it each time a chunk of dull metal
prodded him in the side. He might not understand what they said
when they goaded him, but Riaag had far too much personal
experience with the mean little laughs that sometimes accompanied
the jabbing. If his expression turned darker than strictly
necessary, hopefully it just made his performance that much more
verisimilitudinous. He reminded himself to bide his time as he
committed each pairing of face and deed to memory. Lore-keepers
like Riaag trained tirelessly to recall events of historical and
cultural import with precision. Turning that skill towards holding
grudges was easy.

He tried not to
wonder what they thought of him, though based on the lazily fearful
glances he caught some of them stealing he suspected they assumed
things of him. Riaag had a great deal of experience in letting
people assume things about him of variable veracity. He was a big
man in just about any dimension one could name, with broad
shoulders and a fat belly set upon a frame that towered over most
of his already tall kind, and over the years he’d come to realize
that if one were very large but didn’t make an equally large amount
of noise, people tended to start underestimating. Being unable to
get the gist of what people tried to say to him beyond a vague
sense of frustration or anger meant he stayed quiet, which itself
meant that strangers more likely than not saw him as a lumbering
oaf. Riaag could play the part of the oaf very well.

The inglorious march
led from the woods where they’d first found him to the borders of
the settlement he’d been scouting as part of his current mission.
Riaag had never actually been in a town before (one city, one
village, and plenty of strongholds, yes, but not a town as he’d
heard it defined) and this one was not doing the concept any
favors. The whole place was dirty. It wasn’t dirty the way a
mining town was dirty, or even the way a shepherd who’d had to
wrestle a wayward nanny in the mud was dirty, but a sort of
ongoing, bone-deep neglect that implied whoever lived there simply
didn’t give a shit about what became of their shit. Garbage
littered the muddy thoroughfares. There wasn’t a lot of
embellishment to go around, either, be it painted, carved, or
worked directly into the buildings’ composition, furthering that
peculiar sense of structural dispassion; Riaag had personally
helped build outhouses that had a greater sense of style than most
anything he saw. Whatever this place called itself, it was a morass
of filth, decay, and questionable understanding of soap.

An exception to the
rule was the gleaming tower that rose impossibly tall and
improbably smooth from the town’s center. It was dazzling white and
shone like a well-kept tusk, adorned not with carvings but with
subtle differences in the texture of its stone that made it shimmer
in the winter sun like a length of patterned silk. Its majesty
consequentially made the rude little buildings surrounding it look
that much worse off. The town had surely been built all around the
tower, perhaps to house whatever throngs of workers it had taken to
raise something to enormous, yet Riaag couldn’t quite shake the
feeling that part of the reason the tower looked as lovely as it
did was to shame its neighbors below. Something about the place
oozed presence. Rivers could have gods, and so could hills, and if
Riaag hadn’t come out all this way in search of the monster the
Usoans called a wizard he could have believed that somewhere
inside the spire was a capricious Tower God that laughed at having
a girdle of squalor all about Their heavily-hallowed feet. It would
hardly be the weirdest thing he’d encountered during his
travels.

The procession
navigated the streets with minimal loss of boots and ultimately
arrived at a large, boxy edifice that loomed at the tower’s base.
This, unlike everything else in town that wasn’t tall and spindly,
actually bore some amount of ornamentation, and rather
conspicuously, with carved beasts that leered from the rooftop and
mosaic tilework that spread across the walls in a monsoon of color.
The building as a whole was surrounded on all sides by ironwork as
elaborate as it was pointy. What caught Riaag’s attention more than
its décor was how it felt like the only structure in the whole of
the settlement—again, save for the tower—that was actually
clean. Given the milieu of very bad smells he had already
experienced this carried the same sense of impending relief as
spying a distant shade tree at the height of a summer’s day. As the
guards hustled him through the great double doors he hoped for an
immediate future that didn’t leave a nasty film on his skin.

Inside was grander
than out, and had he been a few years younger he might have been
quite impressed at the worked marble, shimmering tapestries, and
proliferation of gem-studded golden knick-knacks cluttering up the
place. The modern Riaag had slept in palaces that, while made from
more commonplace materials, were vastly more tasteful in design,
and therefore he simply found himself annoyed at the excess. Just
because he’d been kept as a diplomatic hostage at the time didn’t
mean he hadn’t appreciated what the island palace of the River
People had done with the woodwork. Trying to compare this place to
the Palace of Concordance itself was just demeaning to everyone
involved. As an obligate nomad until relatively recently Riaag was
surprised to find he already had so many opinions about tacky-ass
architecture.

If the guards had
similar thoughts on gilded lilies they showed no sign of them,
instead wrangling Riaag towards what looked to be a throne room at
the end of the entrance hall. The skull of something large and
toothy leered down at him as the doors opened; it was fastened to a
sort of decorative housing set high into the wall, and if Riaag had
to guess what it was he would’ve said it had been assembled from a
few different animals to create a more impressive-looking chimera.
A throne-bearing dais sat beneath it. The throne proper was a
massive mess of gold, velvet, and faceted gems, with a little
carpet leading from the chamber threshold all the way up to the
steps ascending the dais to reach it; a suite of braziers sat cold
at either side of the throne, the lip of each encircled by
sharpened metal spikes forged by some asshole who clearly didn’t
think too hard about how difficult putting spikes on things all
willy-nilly made life for everyone else. The same asshole had given
a similar treatment to the fanciful metal candle holder (what was
the term he’d heard used for those before? chandelier?) that
hung from the ceiling. If the unknown decorator had simply kept
with the horned skull motif said braziers also bore Riaag might
have accepted it. As it was, he couldn’t stop worrying over whether
or not people gouged themselves on the damn things when simply
trying to stoke their fires.

A skald such as
himself was well-versed in all manner of story and song, so when
the lights blazed to life with no brand-bearing attendants nearby
Riaag couldn’t find it in himself to be surprised by such a
dramatic gesture. When a cloud of black and purple shadow bubbled
up from the ground to solidify into a robed figure Riaag was more
concerned than awed. Lights gleamed in the trophy skull’s sockets
as the figure took a seat in the throne, their flames churning with
strange colors mirrored by those of the braziers and chandelier
alike, and a similar nimbus settled around the robed figure’s cowl.
The guards took this as the signal to haul on Riaag’s fetters. He
collapsed theatrically to his knees, careful not to let his weight
fall at such an angle that he risked spraining anything; an injury
so early in the game could be disastrous. Only the fall of his
long, dark hair across his face concealed his reaction when one of
the crew spoke in a tongue Riaag actually recognized.

“My lord, we do bring
the intruder,” said the speaker. It was nothing like the language
the guards had used while they’d escorted Riaag, nor one he could
name off the top of his head. Their accent was strange. He’d
probably heard it from some merchants; it was a safe enough bet,
given how far from home some merchants could find themselves, and
this awful place had to be far from home for just about everyone.
It felt critical to not to let on that he could tell what was being
said.

“Have you, now?”
asked the robed figure. They sat still as one of the grotesques
outside. None of their skin showed, being either kept beneath a set
of velvet gloves, hidden by their robe, or concealed within the
deep shadows beneath their hood. The halo of lights did nothing to
reveal their features. Their accent was different from the
leader’s, Riaag noted, and their words less stilted. Perhaps they
were a more fluent speaker. Either way, their voice was higher than
he’d expected while still having enough force behind it to make his
sinuses hum.

“A scout did spot him
in the far trees. They say he hid a wolfskin under a stone. We saw
it not.”

Riaag had not been in
possession of any furs not already worked into winter clothing at
the time of his capture, so it took him a moment to realize that
“hiding a wolfskin” could refer to him putting away his armor
before a charm against perception could be properly set over the
hiding spot. The coat of metal scales he wore into battle was
difficult to mistake for anything else, but his helmet was made
from the skull and pelt of an avatar of Wolf Wolfself, and since
wolves as a rule tended not to grow to such a grand size it made
enough sense that it’d been mistaken for something else. Did
whatever scout had seen him then remember where the cache was? How
well did that kind of charm work if someone saw what you were
hiding before you set it? He tried not to think about what they
might do to such a prized possession if they knew how much it meant
to him.

The robed figure
remained motionless. “Why mention this to me, Toadspit?”

Toadspit? Riaag had
yet to meet anyone with a name like that before; if it had been a
Rhoanish deed name there’d be enough subtle inflection to recognize
them as one Toad-Spit, which off the top of his head he would
assume meant they a cook with an amphibian specialty, or possibly
someone who’d had some memorably great misfortune while
expectorating. He could see a toxin-master using such a name, too.
Surely there was a good reason for it. Toadspit themselves seemed
to have other things on their mind: “He speaks not in words. We
think maybe there is a spell inside his ears, and the wolfskin is a
part. His Majesty—”

“His Majesty will
hear about it once there’s anything to hear about,” snapped the
robed figure.

Toadspit quailed.
“Forgive me, my lord seneschal.” Riaag didn’t hear that word used
very much, no matter the language used, though it was nice having
some sort of title to give to the mysterious throne-sitter. The way
they were talking, it seemed that they and the mysterious lord of
the tower were two different people, which made things more
complicated. “We did capture him and bring him here as was decree.
He did struggle somely. Mostly he is docile. Why is he not fierce
like the others that go untalking, my lord? Is he really an
orc?”

The seneschal hummed
in thought. They shifted their weight, causing their robes to
distort just so; Riaag recognized the shuffle of someone crossing
one leg up over another beneath draped fabric, the sort of thing
he’d seen his oathbound do countless times back home. He wasn’t
sure if an angry reception or a curious one was more dangerous.

“You say he doesn’t
talk despite clearly being civilized?”

Toadspit nodded. “He
has no Orcspeak. First of our kind I have met who does lack
it.”

What in the absolute
fuck was “Orcspeak”? That was like claiming all River People spoke
Riverpeoplish, something that was patently untrue to anyone who’d
met River People from more than a single village. More concerning
was the way that Toadspit enunciated our implied that the
person beneath those robes was not another orc. Riaag’s skin
prickled. He’d known coming in that this was supposedly a place
where orcs and other blood-kinds lived harmoniously, but save for
the seneschal he’d yet to see anyone whose skin wasn’t obviously
some shade of green. Who, exactly, was sitting on that throne?

“No Orcspeak, ah? How
very interesting.” A bead of sweat rolled down the back of Riaag’s
neck as the seneschal swung their head his way. He didn’t like how
he could feel their eyes roam across him like questing fingers from
beneath that heavy cowl. “Looking at how big he is, he might be an
orc-blooded lycanthrope,” they said.

“A man-wolf?” asked
Toadspit.

“It would make
sense,” said the seneschal. “Look at how big he is, all bearded,
scarred, and hairy. His teeth are snaggled like an animal’s, too.
Definitely not enough clothes on for how cold it is this time of
year. But that wouldn’t be a problem for him if he could just
sprout a coat of fur, would it?”

“It might not, my
lord.”

Riaag chose not to
mention that he usually wore more layers than he was at the moment
in weather like this and that the main reason he wasn’t shivering
himself to death was because of the thick layer of fat he had on
most parts of his body. Wearing his nicest winter coat
(specifically, the one with the fluffy rabbit-fur lining and all
the pretty bird embroidery along the hemming) into a hostile
situation had seemed like a bad idea at the time, since who knew
what indignities they’d inflict upon his wardrobe; once his
half-frozen fingers had started crying out for mittens during the
trip out of the woods he’d started to question his original line of
thinking. Ugly as the throne room was, at least he felt like he was
starting to thaw.

“Whatever he is, my
lord, we do know he is an outsider, and no outsiders come so far
this way without the blessing of the tower unless they do carry
strangeness inside them. A man-wolf is a strangeness, yes.”

“I’m glad you agree.”
The seneschal gestured at the strip of exposed green skin where
Riaag’s layers had loosened from all the manhandling. “You see the
scar on his shoulder? Only a changing beast would get so large as
to leave such a thing. Clearly he’s fought with his own kind
before.”

It was hard to keep
quiet. Riaag wanted very badly to clear the air, to let them know
he was no shapeshifter of any sort, thank you very much, but that
he was Chosen of Wolf, marked by Wolf Wolfself’s own fangs as a
champion, and of course it was a big-ass scar, avatars of
the Great Animals didn’t dick around when they wanted you to prove
yourself in single combat. He’d won that fight and made the
avatar’s earthly remains into soup as well as his prized helm. He
could speak at length about what it meant to his people and what it
meant to himself, especially given his ignoble origins, and of what
Wolf meant to him and his, and of how his heart leapt with delight
that a being so grand would find him so worthy, and a great many
other subjects that held his passions. Instead he let Toadspit prod
him in the face some more.

“He does stay quiet
more than I’d expect,” Toadspit said, likely half to himself.

“Even a raging beast
can be quiet in the dead of the snow season, though all should flee
its cave come the spring,” said the seneschal. Where had Riaag
heard that proverb before? Maybe there was a clue to the nature of
who, or what, he was dealing with if he could just place the
source.

“Oh,” said Toadspit.
“Have we served His Majesty’s will, then?” Riaag, determined to
prove how non-lycanthropic he was in nature, refused the urge to
snap at the finger they kept mashing into his cheek. He tried
pretending he was babysitting a particularly fussy charge who
needed to burn off some energy by playing with his beard. It
helped, slightly.

The seneschal
shrugged. “Perhaps. Congratulations on taking him alive. I
understand that’s not an easy feat with his kind.”

Toadspit gave Riaag
another poke before straightening up, one hand on the jagged blade
tucked into their grease-stained sash. “Is he to now be a pet for
His Majesty, or is it finer if we do cut his throat to be done and
finished?”

Riaag forced himself
not to tense up. If he tensed they’d know he understood them, and
if they knew he understood them then they’d start asking questions
about what he was doing there, and whatever plans they had for him
now would be nothing compared to what they might do if he blew his
cover. If he let himself be killed before anything else could be
done, what would they do without him back home? He covered his
worry by growling a bit and tugging his ropes from side to side,
earning another few spear-nudges for his trouble. Nobody seemed to
pay him more mind than that.

“The first one, for
now,” said the seneschal. Riaag tried not to let his relief show,
either. “The old ones are starting to wear out their
welcome. His Majesty does not like to be bored.”

Toadspit nodded
crisply. “Where do we put him?”

“Lock him up in one
of the holding cells. I’ll inspect him myself and figure out the
rest from there.” The seneschal gestured casually with one of their
maroon-clad hands. “Be sure to put a food dish in with him. I’m
sure His Majesty wouldn’t approve of me being savaged by something
you forgot to feed, hm?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“You’re dismissed,
Toadspit,” said the seneschal, who proceeded to vanish in another
vortex of whirling darkness. The braziers, chandelier, and the
lights in the trophy skull’s eyes went with them.

Toadspit and company
barked at each other in the tongue they’d used before, presumably
Orcspeak. Knowing its name did not help its sounds make any more
sense in Riaag’s head; it was like there was some grand key element
required to understand its sounds and syllables that was completely
lacking from his own experience, and without that piece he’d never
complete the puzzle no matter how hard he tried. Having his knack
for words taken from him was more upsetting than he expected.

After hauling Riaag
to his feet—which he was convinced they would not have been able to
do if he hadn’t gone along with it, as none of them seemed to know
how to make the best use of their strength or mass—the guards led
him down a hallway and up a flight of stairs to a room half taken
up by an iron-barred cell. The ironwork matched the fencing
outside. A padded chair stood on the unlocked side of the cell
bars, presumably anticipating the posterior of the seneschal or
some other future interrogator, while the cell itself was furnished
with a simple cot. There were no manacles or any other forms of
restraint that Riaag could see, nor did anyone try to put new ones
on him. Instead he found himself shoved through the cell door,
still bound hand and foot in the terrible rope. Once they’d brought
down a bowl of water and a bowl of something that may or may not
have been porridge, most of the guards were happy to leave him to
his fate. Toadspit stayed behind the others to look Riaag in the
eye and say a lot of words that still meant nothing. Riaag focused
on sampling the bland porridge instead of frustrating himself over
trying and failing to translate what he was being told; he reminded
himself that just internalizing what he heard would make it easier
to understand the language in the future. Eventually Toadspit tired
of their monologue and left, the hallway door’s bolt closing behind
them with a clack. Riaag was alone.

He casually snapped
his bonds and took a moment to review his general well-being. Save
for a few bruises from overenthusiastic spear-pokes he was
unharmed, and save for giving him some dubious food and questioning
whether he should be taken out back and murdered the locals had yet
to really do much to him in terms of antagonism. Despite
being above ground the air was curiously stale; stale was better
than stinking, which was the state of the rest of the town beneath
the tower, so Riaag considered this a welcome trade. His cell was
cool, dry, big enough to pace around in, and the little cot in the
corner would be better than sleeping on the floor, even if he broke
it as soon as he sat down. There was no obvious pot or bucket for
relieving himself, though, which was concerning. He was not about
to use his water bowl! Maybe he’d need to make something suitable
himself, such as from wood scavenged from a broken cot. It’d give
him something to do with his hands if nothing else. There were
certainly worse ways to be taken captive.

More than anything
else Riaag couldn’t shake the feeling of wrongness that hung heavy
in the air like moisture on a humid summer’s day. He couldn’t
describe it in words that made sense. The air tasted too loud,
maybe, or the sounds were too sharp; it felt like everything was
tinged with bits of delirium, as though he was not quite over a
bout of drinking too much with a high fever. It had been faint at
first, growing in intensity the closer he came to the tower. It
pressed in against him but couldn’t get at him. Every time
things seemed right on the cusp of turning serious the amulet
wrapped around his left bicep would sizzle with cold, which would
both snap him back to reality and wave away the unseen miasma like
so many flies. Had the others here succumbed to that same weird
feeling? Was that what this Orcspeak thing was? Riaag was not eager
to find out the answer for himself.

The sensation rippled
over him again like a terrible tide. Once more Riaag felt like his
soul was dizzy, and once more his amulet eased him back to reality
in its wake. He would need to be careful. He didn’t know if the
seneschal was the cause, or the mysterious His Majesty, or
something else, but Riaag was certain of one thing, and one thing
only.

This was definitely
the work of the wizard.

§

Over the next hour
spent in his cell Riaag was relieved to find the water they’d given
him was fresh, and while there was so little flavor to the porridge
he suspected it was making him forget how past meals had
tasted it at least had the decency to be filling without making him
feel sick and greasy. The room was lit by torch sconces on the
walls adorned with the same annoying spikes as the downstairs
braziers; they didn’t smell like tallow or pitch, so who knew what
was in them, but their light was remarkably warm and cheery given
his surroundings. His cot groaned in complaint the first time he
sat on it but otherwise held. It was a comfortably boring
environment. Riaag figured he could probably last for quite some
time in such a place, as even with no chores to do or bandits to
murder the ever-living shit out of he could keep himself occupied
with the contents of his active imagination. He’d always been good
at waiting.

Of significance was
the room’s sole window. It was tall, narrow, and set with
criss-crossing bars whose overcomplicated design matched the
cell’s, and even if it hadn’t been barred it was so small Riaag
would have needed to dismantle a good deal of the wall around it to
fit his shoulders through. The bars were neither so close together
nor decorated that he couldn’t see out of them, which meant he
could gather some reconnaissance in the dead time between then and
whenever the seneschal felt like returning.

He couldn’t see the
tower from that vantage, which had to mean it had to be somewhere
behind him, which was unfortunate as it would’ve been useful if he
could figure out where and how people entered and left that
majestic eyesore of a thing. Instead he had a view of the buildings
below, which was significant in and of itself. Riaag being who he
was, he suspected his knowledge of the local citizenry would be
much more useful to the sort of investigation he planned to do than
whatever he’d glean from a direct eyeline to their master.

It was some time in
the afternoon, though the sky was so cloudy he couldn’t easily
place the position of the sun, and as people bustled through the
muddy passages between buildings Riaag started to pick out trends
among the locals. Nobody here wore clan patterns, he noted, nor did
he see any children below the age of adolescence; the few times he
saw more than two people walking in the same direction they were
always armed. If people sang they did so where he couldn’t hear it,
and if people played they did so well out of sight. He couldn’t
spot any animals not already prepped for slaughter. It was as
though orcs were the only thing that actually lived in town.

That last one was of
particular concern. He’d seen plenty of wildlife on the trek out to
the forest beyond the tower, and up until he’d met his escort and
permitted them to haul him from the trees there had been the
occasional twitter of a bird or chitter of insects that hadn’t yet
succumbed to torpor. Riaag hadn’t had any trouble hunting to
stretch out the food he’d packed for his trip this far south. Here,
though? He hadn’t seen so much as a single dog the entire time, and
while the mud paths were thick with footprints none of them looked
to be from food animals. There hadn’t been any fields or paddocks
on the outskirts of the place. How did so many people have enough
to eat in the dead of winter?

Also of concern was
how…ramshackle the place felt. The orcs of the valley tended
not to build permanent structures that weren’t strongholds, and
said strongholds were heavily skewed towards groups making their
own little camps within their walls when they weren’t incorporated
into existing cave systems, but there was still rhyme and reason to
them no matter how infrequently they bothered to put a roof on
anything. Here there were no right angles. This was not to say that
everything was made from pleasingly organic curves, either, but
that it was all dashed together haphazardly from whatever materials
happened to be convenient, like a bivouac pressed into extended
service. Nothing looked like it was maintained regularly, with bad
patch jobs and stacked-up scrap taking the place of involved
repairs. It was just as dirty from above as it had been on ground
level.

Riaag couldn’t tell
where people actually cleaned their clothes, cooked their meals,
practiced their trades, or did much of anything other than existing
and maybe marching around with an axe in hand. Save for more
useless spikes on things and the odd animal skin pulled across gaps
there wasn’t so much as a lick of decorative paint anywhere. He
might’ve understood this sort of thing from a military
encampment—not approved of, but at least
understood—but to Riaag’s knowledge the town beneath the
tower had been there for years, long enough for whatever went on
there to catch the attention of foreign interests like the ones
who’d first brought it to his own. Not that the place did a good
job of being a military hub, either, as there were no
fortifications to speak of nor anywhere for warriors to practice
their skills. There weren’t even any trophies piked up for visitors
to admire! Riaag allowed that maybe all the important places were
kept somewhere the window couldn’t see; even if everything he saw
was housing, he still couldn’t figure out how such a rag-tag clump
of shoddy architecture kept itself running in the condition that it
was.

The wind picked up
and blew the smell of the settlement into his face. Riaag’s eyes
stung with the reek of stale piss and untended middens for several
unpleasant seconds before he heard the torch sconces crackle loudly
behind him, the sound heralding a breeze that pushed the stink back
out. He looked around in surprise. Had it been some sort of trick?
There was nobody else in the room to fan the smells away, nor did
the sconces still smell like anything. They smelled like less than
nothing, actually, and while he had merely suspected the porridge
had stolen the tastes off his tongue here was proof that there was
some strangeness knitted into the sconces’ fires that removed scent
entirely. It sounded like a good idea until he realized he couldn’t
smell himself on his clothes anymore. He couldn’t smell his
oathbound on his clothes anymore, either. That realization
hit him hardest of all.

What sort of person
didn’t want to smell their band nearby when they rested for the
day? What criminal ran from the familiar scents of family? Riaag
had expected to be able to nose at his tunic to remind himself of
past cuddles if he ever felt lonely during his mission. Now that
chance was gone. People who passed him by would no longer catch the
ghost of someone else lingering on him, couldn’t notice the subtle
notes of incense and oracle-smoke that a man of Riaag’s occupation
typically did not accrue naturally. For all intents and purposes
the torches had erased his connection to Sarouth White-Hair,
mostly-mortal avatar of Agritakh the Hill God, god-speaker,
stronghold-founder, field-sower, peace-broker, ghost-sender,
oath-swearer, immensely frustrating person, and the man Riaag loved
above all else. Now more than ever he had nothing to his name.

He recognized the
signs of his thoughts beginning to tangle and willed himself calm.
Perhaps the erasure was a temporary thing, done only in reaction to
the weather outside. Perhaps once he left the building and returned
to the foul streets he’d find those oathbound traces returning.
Even if the scent was gone for good, that didn’t mean Sarouth had
stopped loving him back; when planning how to approach the
situation Sarouth had even explicitly stated he expected there to
be many lies looped about both their shoulders before their work
was done, and claiming he had no one was a lie of the highest
order. It wasn’t like he couldn’t get his oathbound’s smell on him
again once they reunited. Riaag still had memories of Sarouth’s
brilliant, small-tusked smile safely tucked away in his heart,
nestled among thoughts of the sweet sound of Sarouth’s voice and
the way Sarouth’s soft hand with its fine and tidy claws would cup
his cheek in fondness. Riaag was doing important work. He had
survived far worse. He would get through this or die trying, and no
matter what happened Sarouth would be proud of him.

Oh, Sarouth.
Wonderful, obnoxious, danger-prone Sarouth. It took a certain kind
of personality to talk back against a god, especially when you were
their own fleshly incarnation, and he had rarely stayed from
unleashing that stubborn, hot-headed nature of his on other people
when the time came or tempers flared. He would’ve fought the sun
itself if he thought it’d make a point. If the ground shook when he
walked then it was not just because the earth underfoot heeded his
beck and call. A person like that had no choice but to pack
up his oathbound and head out from home when peril came a-knocking,
and so he and Riaag had ridden out to this strange place with a
slew of scores to settle. One just didn’t make a stronghold’s
allies disappear and expect to get away with it! Riaag hated every
minute they’d spent on this side of the river and sometimes it felt
like only his oath of love and loyalty kept him from kicking out
the window, finding his awful horse wherever it was hitched, and
riding back home to apologize to everyone. It was a good thing that
he was on his almost tenth year straight of being hopelessly
smitten or things might have gone badly.

Smitten was
perhaps too dismissive a way to describe the way Riaag felt towards
Agritakh’s chosen prophet. His was an affection that ran deep and
furiously, sown in a field of devotion and awe. It was Riaag who
had first witnessed the greater truth of Sarouth’s divinity, Riaag
who hurled himself into the fray time and time again to keep
Sarouth’s holy blood from spattering the ground before its time,
Riaag who sang his praises and cooked his meals and vainly insisted
he please put some damned socks on in colder weather to keep
the bite at bay. Riaag did all this and more, and would do so until
he no longer drew breath; his love had a strong back, and so he
would carry the weight of the world if it meant gracing Sarouth
with even a sliver of added comfort. If he could no longer walk in
Sarouth’s shadow as herald, champion, and friend, he would scarcely
be himself anymore. So it had been since Sarouth first pulled his
broken body from the dust all those seasons ago.

That, too, wasn’t
quite all of it, since it made Riaag sound more enthralled than
oathbound. The sounds of joy were just as much a part of their
lives as the crash of a weapon against his shield. They would joke
together, groom one another, and play games together, the latter
ranging from simple riddles and wordplay all the way up to involved
things with dice and tiles. Sarouth’s sense of humor was absolutely
abominable, where he regularly laughed at his own jokes, and if
called on it would only laugh harder. Riaag had come to find it
endearing. Something about knowing all the flaws of Agritakh’s
chosen Faaroug—a title that often went unused for generations,
something no right-thinking god-speaker would choose for themselves
without the Hill God forcing their hand—made it that much easier to
love him. Sarouth was an instrument of godly change who couldn’t
cook, couldn’t sing, and snored like an avalanche, and it was hard
to imagine him as anything else.

With the days subtly
growing longer since the passing of the solstice it had been a
cold, dark trip to the tower, and yet Sarouth had made even the
most bitter nights a little warmer just by being himself. That
warmth had been vital. Sometimes, after sundown, Riaag had fallen
into despair, his usually-iron will faltering as he yet again
imagined some new dreadful end that awaited them in the
wizard‘s lair. Sarouth rode out those bleak hours with him.
Riaag’s childhood had taught him a lot about how to weep silently,
if not necessarily how to hold back his tears in the first place,
but Sarouth was only troubled by his constant crying out of genuine
sympathy. If Riaag had a reason, then Sarouth would comfort him or
give him space as needed, and if there was no reason to be found,
then Sarouth would see if Riaag’s amulet needed replacing again.
That Sarouth still saw him as strong and brave in spite of it all
was just one of many miracles to his name.

Riaag strained his
ears to see if he could pick out any hints of laughter drifting
through the town, proof that others out there had their own special
people who enriched their lives. He caught snatches of Orcspeak of
varying inflection. Both joy and sorrow alike were kept behind
closed doors, it seemed, assuming they weren’t entirely alien
emotions. What a miserable way to live if that was so! Riaag still
held out hope that there was some secret way that these people
expressed themselves, one that they could hide safely inside their
dirty homes to share with one another. Riaag was a private person,
himself, and judging others for not wanting the world to know what
they held in their hearts would be quite a hypocrisy coming from
him. He still wished he could somehow confront his younger self and
say how much better everything would be if he would only realize he
was, indeed, worthy of someone else’s love. Even in a quiet place
where everything smelled wrong it was no less true.

He fidgeted. The
worst part of his current uncertain situation was the impending
threat of boredom. If he had any guarantee of his privacy he
could’ve passed a little time wandering through the hallways of his
mind to see what scenarios he found; long years of self-imposed
celibacy had done wonders for his fantasy life, and just because he
had full access to his favorite person these days (current
incarceration notwithstanding) didn’t mean he didn’t still
sometimes daydream about long, elaborate encounters dripping with
romance, passion, and probably a little pre-come. That was probably
not the best subject matter to dwell upon when a mysterious
stranger was due to appear at some unknown time in the near future!
Instead Riaag guided his thoughts towards chaster plots, ones
featuring a different kind of teamwork and fewer love bites. This
sort of thinking was nice in its own way, after all. It wasn’t like
it was difficult to build a foundation around the wonder that was
his oathbound.

What would he do if
Sarouth was there? It would’ve been part of the plan, of course, so
they’d no doubt had to be very clever to end up in the same cell,
being dangerous alone and ferociously so when paired.
Perhaps their captors would assume them to be part of a larger
man-wolf pack, assuming man-wolves ran in those. They’d wait until
nightfall. Sarouth would wait for Riaag’s signal before commanding
the stones to make way for his passage, which they would, since his
word carried the Hill God’s own will behind it, and with the
outside wall suitably dismantled Riaag would clamber down first
before holding out his arms to catch Sarouth. Sarouth being
Sarouth, he’d likely jump down to land daintily next to Riaag while
wearing a big, ridiculous grin. He’d likely have a quip of some
sort to go with it. Inappropriate quips were another of those
annoying idiosyncrasies of his that Riaag had grown to love. They’d
be stealthy as rats in the long grass as they slipped towards the
tower, which would have a door even bigger and stupider-looking
than the one adorning Riaag’s current locale, so to avoid detection
they’d need to go around the side to find a servants’ portal of
some sort. Once inside they’d need to raid the first armory they
found, as while improvisation was well and good this was a
wizard‘s turf on which they trod, so they’d need to evade
the guards while scouting out the lay of the—

The latch on the
hallway door clacked behind him. Keeping his cock in his trousers
had definitely been the right idea. Riaag kept his attention
focused on the people going to and fro in the mud below, as that
seemed more in character for a man-wolf than startling at every
little noise, and only turned around when he heard something ring
against the bars of his cell like a striker against a bell. He
sniffed at the air to find it still lifelessly empty. With boldness
he definitely didn’t feel on the inside, Riaag turned to meet
whoever had come to visit.

The seneschal, it
turned out, was not any easier to make out up close than at a
distance, as their gloves concealed their skin far up into their
sleeves and the depths of their hood were impossibly dark, which
was a touch disconcerting when paired with their absolute lack of
scent. They carried a slender wand of silvery material, not unlike
the bright metal the River People preferred, and had presumably
used it to get his attention. Riaag grunted noncommittally. His
amulet wasn’t yet ablaze so this was unlikely to be a ghost or a
heretic before him. With those two taken out of the equation, what
all was left?

They spoke to him in
that same nonsense language the guards had used. Riaag tilted his
head and knitted his brow in genuine confusion; the syllables still
didn’t make any sense. His face-pulling got a frustrated groan out
of them. That, he decided, was the most relatable sight he’d seen
in hours.

“I know you’re not
really an animal,” they said, this time in the more intelligible of
the unfamiliar tongues he’d heard that day. “Your eyes are too
clear for it and you know how to put pants on. You don’t understand
Orcspeak, though, which is a problem. Orcs are meant to understand
it by nature. You’re clearly an orc, and yet here we are.

“I wonder, though: Do
you know what I’m saying to you now?”

Riaag paused, then
nodded once in affirmation.

“Fascinating,” said
the seneschal. They sat in the fancy chair with one leg up across
the other, or at least that’s how their robes made it look. Once
again, the more comfortable they made themselves the more concerned
Riaag became. “Now, let’s see if you’re responding to more than
just the sound of my voice. Can you tell me how much is two plus
two?”

Riaag held up four
fingers.

The seneschal hummed
in approval. “Capable of sums, are you? Well then, can you give me
the total of twelve sets of seven, plus twenty-seven more, minus
fourteen less?”

Riaag glanced down at
his fingers, glanced back at the seneschal incredulously, then
wrenched off a vestigial part of the cot to carefully scratch out
ninety-seven tally marks with one of his claws before he flipped
the wood back around for inspection.

“Very clever!
Never would have guessed it from one of your lot. Now for a harder
question: Why aren’t you talking?”

Riaag shrugged. “I do
not know this language well,” he said. It was a true enough
statement. Riaag tended not to consider himself fluent in anything
until he could properly bend it to his varied whims of wordplay. A
good herald understood the importance of nuance when dealing with
unfamiliar phrasing.

The seneschal
laughed. Somewhere up in their vocal range echoed the shrill call
of a cricket, which only reminded Riaag of how few bugs he’d heard
lately. It gave their voice a sort of ethereal vibration not unlike
someone throat singing. “Now we’re actually getting
somewhere! Please don’t sell yourself short, either, compared to
mumblers like Toadspit all you have is a slight drawl.” Only a
slight one? Riaag would need to work on that. “I don’t suppose you
feel like telling me what you’re doing out here all alone with no
weapons? Orcs that come all this way usually think to bring them.
You things are always itching for a fight and it’s surprising to
see one who isn’t. I thought violence kept you alive.”

He wasn’t sure how to
take that sort of talk. On the one hand, his axe was hidden back in
the woods along with his armor, his shield, lots of warm blankets,
and the three purified bandit skulls he usually wore on his belt as
trophies. Riaag loved that axe whether it was splitting logs or
splitting heads and spent rather a lot of time keeping its edge
honed. Not bringing it across the river was tantamount to
surrender; that its baldric didn’t hang at his hip kept making him
feel naked, even though he’d been in plenty of situations before
where he’d willingly left it behind to keep from giving anyone the
wrong impression. On the other hand, just because he didn’t have
any steel on him didn’t mean he was unarmed. Keeping his hair
brushed and his beard oiled didn’t mean he’d forgotten how to use
his claws, nor did fancy grooming impair his ability to throw a
punch. People never expected a man as fat as he was to be faster
than they were, either, and his grappling record skewed
overwhelmingly in his favor. On yet a third hand, which the
seneschal may well have had under all that fabric, what were they
getting at by saying his blood-kind were violent? It sounded like a
casual insult. He had his aggressive urges, same as anyone else,
but even the gentlest souls had those, and part of growing up was
figuring out proper ways to sublimate that scrappy scavenger’s
instinct into more useful tasks or properly negotiated play-fights.
Riaag didn’t mope around his tent back home when there weren’t any
new bandits to pulp. The stronghold wall would get new corpses to
pike up in its own time; until then there were always countless
chores to do. He tried and failed to fathom someone who shied away
from down time.

This was a lot of
complex ideas at once, so Riaag boiled it down as best he could. “I
can fight. I choose not to.”

“Is that so?”

Riaag nodded.

“So am I to believe
you just happened to find your way out here, to His Majesty’s own
lands, underequipped and without any companions to take up the
slack, in this time of year and in this weather, yet clearly
neither starving nor succumbing to the cold? And you’re simply
‘choosing not to’ defend yourself in spite of everything? Don’t
insult me, you bear of a boar. Just because I’m more civilized than
you doesn’t mean I don’t understand the basic requirements of
living off the land.”

He’d prepared for
someone to notice the thin spots in his story. Riaag’s face fell
and he looked at the floor with his most stoically lonesome
expression. “I was with others. Not anymore. I miss the
fire, and cooking nice things for the camp,” he said, letting his
genuine longing for Sarouth (and maybe, just maybe, the horrible
horses) add a bit of extra credibility to his practiced tone of
not-quite-restrained sorrow. That he was homesick instead of
disowned was not a detail he needed to clarify. “I want to wear a
warm coat again,” he added, since that was also true.

The seneschal might
or might not have bought his answer; he still couldn’t read their
body language very well. They didn’t push the question, however,
instead opting to change the subject. “You’ll notice you aren’t
cold in here, by His Majesty’s grace.”

Riaag nodded and
adjusted his clothes where they hadn’t quite covered up his
shoulder scar again. His extremities were grateful to be out of the
icy wind. He could’ve done with a few more layers and a quilt (or
oathbound) to round things out, as the cell was not exactly warm,
but he figured he could last indefinitely, if not fully
comfortably, in the dry cavern-coolness of the cell. That they’d
managed it without obvious fires or hidden hot springs really was
quite something.

“The food and water
are also gifts from him to you. You’ll never have need of either so
long as you’re a welcome guest. His Majesty is very
thoughtful in caring for his orcs.”

His orcs? Was
the wizard a warlord of sorts as well as a spinner of
mystical nightmares? Was that talk of Riaag being a pet more
literal than he’d first assumed? Thoughts of the stink that clung
to the dreary town exterior came to mind again, as did the way the
sconce flames had banished every hint of smell whatsoever. If the
wizard was bothered by the filth, why did he let things get
so bad in the first place? Did it have anything to do with the
peculiar feeling that his amulet fought to keep at bay? Riaag was
learning a lot of new information that had yet to make much sense
when lined up side-by-side.

As if sensing Riaag
was thinking about it the unknown unnatural sensation started
ramping up again, and this time it brought a wave of queasiness
with it that forced Riaag to sit down with his head in one hand. It
felt like his entire body was tense as a harp string in want of a
plectrum. He wondered if the food they’d given him was poisoned.
Amulets could help with toxins in the blood if they were made for
it; Riaag’s was designed solely to ease toxins in the soul, so it
wouldn’t be much help here. The unseen wrongness built to a
crescendo before he felt the familiar flare-up against his skin, at
which the feeling broke like a wave against the shore of a
storm-churned lake and slithered back into the corners of reality
from whence it came, taking the unbidden tension with it. Riaag
shuddered miserably as the last hints of metaphorical foam sizzled
away. The nausea took longer to pass. When he was able to look up
again without vertigo he found the seneschal had scooted their
chair closer to study him.

“How very
interesting,” they said. “That’s not something I’ve seen
before.”

Did they mean the
activation of his amulet? Or did they mean the sensation itself?
Maybe they didn’t know the latter was happening. Maybe they were
immune to it. Maybe everyone was, and Riaag was having to
deal with a demon that chose to torment him and him alone. Asking
more specific questions didn’t seem wise. “My stomach felt wrong,”
he said, instead. “I ate the porridge. Was it bad?” The seneschal
had to be shown he would be forthcoming with answers without too
much prompting. Properly gathering information when he couldn’t
rely on just standing in the background with his ears open to
gossip meant getting people to want to say things to him in the
first place. His was a different kind of stealth than that of a
hunter or forest-walker; years of work as a drudge had given Riaag
quite a lot of experience with hiding in plain sight.

The seneschal
shrugged. “His Majesty doesn’t make a habit of poisoning people
without telling me. You probably just aren’t used to what’s in it,
since it’s not full of goat guts or rotten marrow or whatever it is
you things eat when left to your own devices.” The thought of a
big, oven-hot pie stuffed with well-aged offal and just the right
mix of seasonings, vegetables, and carrion ripened to delectable
softness made Riaag’s mouth water. How long had it been since he’d
crunched into a good pork bone at suppertime? Too long, that was
for sure. The seneschal’s tone implied there was something gross
about tucking into ripe meat, which definitely ruled out them being
an orc under there. The urge to clean the land by filling their
bellies was just as powerful and natural an orcish instinct as
picking fights for fun. It was a scavenger thing. Even if they’d
turned his back on their ancestors’ diet they would have at least
understood the cloying call of a carcass.

“Is there a place to
cook here? I can help make food,” said Riaag, still imagining all
the lovely ways he could prepare a flank of horsemeat. His hands
itched to return to the kitchen even if, given the state of the
rest of the place, he would probably need to spend several hours
cleaning it first.

“You’re a guest of
His Majesty,” said the seneschal.

Riaag raised his
eyebrows. “Guests do not cook?”

“His Majesty does not
want for meals, and so by his grace neither does anyone else.
Maintaining the facilities for such would just make for wasted
effort.”

“Are cleaning clothes
also wasted effort?” asked Riaag, unable to hide his disapproval.
“I want to wash things, too, but maybe His Majesty does not have
dirt cling to him. It would be a good trick if so.” This earned him
a long, presumably thoughtful look from the seneschal as they
twiddled with the silvery wand they carried. Riaag, still seated in
case the nausea returned, squared his shoulders with a snort. He
could and would suffer many an indignity in the name of the mission
but unwashed underclothes was not one of them.

“You are
interesting,” said the seneschal after a long pause.

Riaag kept his back
as straight as he was able. It was time to make the conversation a
little more involved. “You keep saying ‘interesting, interesting.’
I say nothing interesting. You have seen orcs before, so you know
what we are like. Why am I a surprise when I want to do useful
things?”

“I’m interested
because you’re interesting,” the seneschal replied, their words so
profoundly circular Riaag knew he’d have to try that pattern out
himself in the future. “You no doubt recall that His Majesty is
always looking for new pets, and you seem…better suited to taking
care of them than our current arrangement. I have too many duties
to look after them all myself and could use the assistance. What do
you say to that?”

With the possible
exception of knowing how to ride a horse—not a common skill among
the Rhoanish, given that horses were usually raised for food in the
valley—Riaag would hardly consider himself a beastmaster, but if
the wizard‘s pets were kept in conditions anything like
those outside then he could not in good conscience leave the poor
creatures to wallow in their own mess. Even if there wasn’t a
single cake of soap in town (though surely there had to be, these
were civilized people they were talking about) there was plenty of
burnable wood and scrap fat to make a crude batch of it. He’d feed
them and clean their cages and make their lives a little more
comfortable as long as he still drew breath. These poor creatures
(whatever they were) clearly needed a loving touch. More
importantly, caring for the lord of the tower’s pets meant Riaag
had a higher chance of getting into useful places without anyone
making a fuss about it, which meant he’d learn much more than he
ever would simply sitting on his ass in a cell. Espionage and
caretaking, all in one package! Sarouth would be so
proud.

“I would like to help
the pets,” Riaag said.

The seneschal
chuckled. “Good for you. We have a rather fussy one you’ll be
looking at tomorrow. I’ll tell Toadspit he’ll need to escort you,
so do as he says and don’t make trouble. We’ll decide what to do
with you after seeing how you handle your first simple task.” They
stood up, smoothed out their robes, and turned to leave.

Riaag still had no
idea how to refer to the seneschal, so he opted for just making a
purposeful “Ay?” to try and catch their attention. This worked.

“What?”

He pointed. “What
does the silver thing do?”

“This?” asked the
seneschal with a twirl of their wand. They chuckled again, this
time less pleasantly than before. Riaag fought not to wince when
they pointed it at him. “It’s in case you make trouble. I suggest
not learning how it does that.”

The bars between them
felt like they came just a little more into focus for Riaag. He was
clever, yes, and had let himself be taken into custody willingly,
yes, and was likely a mere few feats of drudgery away from being
able to sneak into some inner sanctum or another; none of these
changed the fact that he was still very much a prisoner and it was
the seneschal (and their unseen master) who called the shots. He
watched the wand as it passed from hand to gloved hand before the
seneschal tucked it up one voluminous sleeve. He could have sworn
he heard the air hum in the wand’s argent wake. The seneschal
waited a beat more, likely to see if Riaag had anything more to
say, and when he remained quiet they spun on their heel and locked
up behind themselves. Riaag was once again left alone with his
thoughts.

Maybe the seneschal
had honest intentions. Maybe they were making the best of a bad
situation. Riaag had grown up learning to spot which smiles hid
venom behind them, though, and the hard-earned knowledge of who to
avoid and who he had to distract to keep other children safe kept
whispering not to trust them. The guards who’d taken him at
spearpoint had worn their nastiness on the outside and let it
bubble up with every laugh and insult. The seneschal, however, had
a more subtle streak of cruelty that comprehensively permeated what
they did like a few drops of aniseed oil in bread dough, that
unkindness reflected in everything from the casual way they
belittled his entire blood-kind all the way up to practically
daring him to see what the silver wand could do to troublemakers.
They clearly knew something Riaag did not and seemed downright
eager to see what he’d do when pushed. When Riaag was much younger
he’d known another of his unloved band made a habit of throwing
beetles together to make them fight, solely for the sake of
watching the poor things suffer; the seneschal’s manner struck him
as uncannily similar. Riaag could handle being a beetle for a
while. He was good at being patient. He would watch, and he would
wait, and if the situation called for it he wouldn’t hesitate to
wring the first cowl-covered neck he found.

§

Riaag must have dozed
off at some point because the next thing he knew he was lying on
the cot in the dark with fresh food and water in the little bowls
they’d given him. The porridge still didn’t taste like anything.
The air didn’t smell like anything, either, and he frowned. If he
couldn’t catch his own scent, how would he know his attempts at
hygiene with his water dish were doing anything? Just because the
rest of town lived in simply inhumane conditions didn’t mean he was
about to give up. Maybe he could be the good example they clearly
needed. It seemed to work well enough back home, so why not
here?

He stared out the
window at the night sky. One day down, who knew how many to go?
Somewhere out there Sarouth waited beneath that same moon; on a
night as cloudy as this he was unlikely to be counting the stars,
though Riaag could still imagine the clicking of Sarouth’s abacus
as he tallied the heavens in the name of a god that no more could
see them. Even in the dimmest of moonlight Sarouth’s hair would
shine like snow as he worked. The moon itself was a lot higher in
the sky than Riaag expected. With horror he realized he’d missed
his sundown prayers; he scrubbed his face as best he could,
finger-combed his mane until it felt a little smoother than before,
swished out his mouth with water, and settled into a proper
position of reverence.

The floor tiles felt
weird on his face as he pressed it to the ground. You were supposed
to pray in contact with the earth, and there were some schools of
thought that felt that if there was even so much as a layer of wood
or carpet between yourself and Agritakh’s sacred surface then it
didn’t count. Sarouth argued against this. The point is that
we’re showing Him our faces, he had said during a debate over
whether it counted if you prayed on a boat. The action and the
intent matters more than the specifics. It’s not like He’ll think
you’ve renounced Him because you needed to sleep in an Usoan
stilt-leg house for a night. It made enough sense to Riaag.
Even if he hadn’t had that conversation he would’ve still strove to
show his face to Agritakh with love and gratitude. How couldn’t he?
Sarouth had cleaned Riaag’s cheeks of the paint they made the
unclean wear, and even before that the Hill God had still answered
the prayers of a sad little thing born unwanted and untouchable by
sending His very avatar to deliver him; Riaag had found much of
himself challenged over the years, rightly or wrongly, but his
piety had always been as steady as the highland rocks
themselves.

Oh He who thirsts but not
for water

Oh He who hungers but not
for food

I have walked this day above
You

I have lived a life that
knows goodness and joy

And cherished the world that
thrives by Your sacrifice

He always started
with something traditional. Those customs the Rhoanish gladly kept
were important to strengthen the new ones that replaced the old,
hurtful ones. Others in the valley heard that the stronghold of
Naar Rhoan tended fields and got all sorts of weird ideas about
what all actually went on there. They ate bread made from the
grasses of the ground, that was true, and it had felt a
little weird at first to not roam in time with the wheel of the
seasons, but it wasn’t like either of those were a slippery slope
towards breaking the kinslaying taboo. You’d think people would
realize that with a dedicated Agritakh-ruhd running the place in
His name there would be more focus on proper blood
offerings, not less.
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