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        A dark second chance romance

      

      

      Sanctum Book 1 • MXM • Romantic Suspense • Second Chance Romance • International Crime • Found Family • Interracial Romance • Trauma • Hurt/Comfort

      

      You wouldn’t touch me if you knew what I’ve done,” Sevastyan whispered.

      Ellisandre’s fingers trailed over Sevastyan’s skin, certain and steady. “I know what you’ve done.”

      “Impossible.”

      “You’ve ruined lives. You’ve crushed dreams. There are souls who wake screaming to the memory of your face. You’ve failed. Again and again.”

      Sevastyan shuddered. That was the Ellisandre he knew behind the mask. Honest to the edge of a blade. They had not so much found their way into him as cut their way in, bled him until there was room, and then set their throne up in the wreckage.

      Ten years ago, Ellisandre tore a hole through the Eurasian criminal underground and disappeared, presumed dead. Now that same underworld is reaching out again, threatening the lives and freedom of Ellisandre’s new chosen family, and bringing back someone they had lost: their lover and submissive, Sevastyan.

      Born into the fall of the Soviet Union, Sevastyan didn’t so much learn to survive as to persist. Restrained by a promise and shattered by the loss of Ellisandre, the criminal underworld dragged him under. Now, his greatest crime is also his greatest living love, the trafficked K-Pop trainee he rescued from fire and execution, Rei. But neither of them are free.

      Once the leader of a K-pop group about to debut, Rei is now a veteran slave with a scarred face. Masked and silent, he follows Sevastyan into the world’s most dangerous rooms, a breathing symbol of Sevastyan’s status. Now the same people who enslaved him are trying to sell his former group members. But Rei remembers everything, and from his knees, he owns the heart of an assassin.

      And Ellisandre was never going to be a footnote in the lives of others. They bathed the world in blood once, for righteousness. How much further will they go when they come to claim the man they lost and the slave he saved?

      This serial is a dark, modern MXM+ chosen family romance with strong non-con, dub-con, and consensual BDSM elements intended for mature audiences only. While Ellisandre, Sevastyan, and Rei are the central triad, this is a firmly polyamorous romance. There is no cheating.

      This is a standalone serial. It contains spoilers for Collin and Damian & Jun in The Residency Boys universe. Read those first if you want to avoid spoilers for those serials. Sanctum: Episode 1 starts roughly a week after Damian & Jun: Episode 1. The two serials run parallel, but neither has to be read to understand the other. Collin: Episodes 1-3 is the very first book if you wish to read the entire world chronologically.
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      If depictions of graphic sex between any configuration of genders is offensive to you or illegal in your region, please close this volume. The following pages contain sex, both consensual and non-consensual, between two or more individuals. There’s also a lot of violence and realistic, difficult representation of what trauma does to mental health, and how far we’ll go to care for those who matter to us.

      The following is either a buffet table of favorite tropes, or a warning label to be taken seriously. The gloves are off for this one. You decide.

      
        
          	
        second chance romance
      

      	
        massive kink for pagan mythology
      

      	
        master/slave (the non-con kind)
      

      	
        on page murder
      

      	
        parents who should  never have been allowed to have pets let alone children
      

      	
        non-con/dub-con (non-erotic, context of human trafficking)
      

      	
        consensual power exchange
      

      	
        blood play
      

      	
        knife play
      

      	
        guns where guns shouldn’t be put
      

      	
        love that heals
      

      	
        bondage
      

      	
        erotic humiliation
      

      	
        consensual non-monogamy
      

      	
        polyamory
      

      	
        sassy friends
      

      	
        lost souls
      

      	
        human trafficking
      

      	
        egregious hurt/comfort
      

      	
        disassociation
      

      	
        burn victim and depictions of fire in a dwelling
      

      	
        the grayest version of a knight in cracked armor
      

      	
        a main character whose pronouns have changed over time (I have done my best to keep it from being confusing!)
      

      	
        suicidal considerations
      

      	
        eating out
      

      	
        situations where there are no good choices
      

      	
        Do I need to say C-PTSD? Because no one is escaping that.
      

      

      

      There will be vengeance. There will be justice. There will be an HEA—hard won, but HEA—just not in this volume. This is a serial.
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      Main Characters:

      

      
        
          	
        Sevastyan Morozov
      
        	
        Sometimes addressed as Sevastyan Antonovich.
      

      	
        Other names/titles: Bal, Vast, Master.
      

      	
        Gender: male.
      

      	
        Orientation: bi/pan.
      

      

      

      	
        Ellisandre Sollunae
      
        	
        Gender: intersex.
      

      	
        Presentation: whatever they want.
      

      	
        Orientation: whoever they want.
      

      	
        Current pronouns: Current time: they/them, not overly concerned.
      

      	
        Previous pronouns: she/her, he/him.
      

      

      

      	
        Rei
      
        	
        Pronounced Ray.
      

      	
        Gender: male.
      

      	
        Orientation: probably bi, but why does it matter?
      

      

      

      

      

      

      Linda’s Menagerie:

      
        
          	
        Linda Reevesworth. Co-owner of a multi-billion-dollar conglomerate.
      

      	
        Alice Ryker, nineteen years old.
      

      	
        Ash, seventeen years old. Emancipated. Genius hacker.
      

      	
        Dana Reevesworth, nine years old. Linda’s aunt and also her ward. (It’s complicated).
      

      	
        Maribel. German Shepherd.
      

      

      

      

      The Residency

      
        
          	
        Richard Reevesworth. Co-owner and CEO of multi-billion-dollar conglomerate with his sister Linda.
      

      	
        Émeric Moreau. Frenchman, global HR consultant, artist, excellent cook. Married to Richard.
      

      	
        Collin Ryker. Twenty-four years old. American. College student and Richard’s assistant, as well as submissive to Richard and Émeric.
      

      	
        Damian Sathers. Lawyer. Richard’s protégé. Collin’s kink brother.
      

      	
        Gang Junseo. K-Pop idol. Leader of the K-Pop group 5N. Damian’s partner. Primal prey/submissive.
      

      

      

      5N (PentaNow)

      
        
          	
        Gang Junseo, leader.
      

      	
        Yoihei
      

      	
        Geun
      

      	
        Jaewoong
      

      	
        Su-jin
      

      

      

      

      Merchari

      
        
          	
        Alexi. Master slave owner, former Merchari director.
      

      	
        The Yadro. Headquarters of the Merchari in Eastern Russian mountains.
      

      	
        Anton. Sevastyan’s biological father.
      

      	
        Raska. Sevastyan’s biological mother.
      

      	
        Director 1: Ruel
      

      	
        Director 2: Yekta
      

      	
        Director 3: Bai Hui
      

      	
        Bak Sahyuk
      

      	
        Bak Gyeong. Merchari client.
      

      	
        Dirk
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Languages and Names

          

          *See end of book for Glossary*

        

      

    

    
      Part of the richness of this saga comes from the transnationalism of the characters involved. They speak multiple languages, and have competencies in more than one culture as a core part of their identities. To ground this story, I’ve included a few words in Mandarin, Japanese, Korean, French, and Russian in the text. Full translations are in the glossary. Most are readily understandable in context.

      Individuals are referred to with their names ordered as is traditional in their culture(s) of origin. For example, individuals from China, Japan, or Korea are referred to with their surname first and personal name second. Individuals of Russian origin will sometimes have, as a second name, the name of their father followed by a suffix, but also carry a surname that may be used on occasion. To demonstrate, Sevastyan Morozov is personal name first, surname second, but sometimes he will be referred to as Sevastyan Antonovich, as happens in Episode 2, as his father’s personal name is Anton.
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        Sevastyan

      

      

      January 2nd

      The air was cold. The Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures museum stood in a stone building at the end of the main quad. Salt, keeping the cement path from becoming a lane of ice, ground under Sevastyan’s boots. Almost no one was walking about. They wouldn’t be, not mid-morning on the second of January. Classes for the University of Chicago were not in session, and the professors, staff, and students who could be were hidden inside, away from the storm. All the fewer to see him pass or remember his face.

      He reached the doors of the Institute as they were unlocked, the sign in the front door just changed over to “Open”. The sleepy attendant waved him inside, and Sevastyan followed him up the short, enclosed stairway to the second set of front doors. Like many places in Chicago, the double entrance space was necessary for keeping the indoors warm during the winter. Sevastyan pulled off his coat and the attendant pointed him across the foyer  to a small side room with space to hang outer garments built into the back wall. He left his large outer layer but kept the thick beanie covering his hair, taking time to brush the snow off it while standing on the gray mats.

      The attendant yawned several times and blinked at him as he returned to the main space. “Donation only.” He waved to a box in front of the desk and a bit to the right. There was a QR code on the front for those who didn’t want to deposit cash through the slot in the top.

      “Thanks,” Sevastyan said. He shoved cash into the box.

      The first hall was accessed through a pair of heavy double doors. Wood and metal framed heavy glass that revealed what was coming. He pushed through, bypassing the rows of artifacts laid out in clear cases on either side. It was the massive figure at the end on which he was fixed.

      The end of the hall was open space. From three sides, heavy stone reliefs looked down from above, figures half freed from slabs of stone the size of city walls. The greatest stared down the hall, facing any who entered—a perfect Assyrian lamassu. A massively winged divine protector. The body was that of a bull and the head of an ancient Mesopotamian king, his beard coiled in rows on his bare breast. Armor wrapped his shoulders and the massive tail of lion arched out behind. Every line of the face was defined and his headdress rose up to the ceiling. Attending the lamassu on the left were war horses and armed men, and to the right, princes and their retinue.

      Sevastyan stared up at the lamassu’s implacable face. For all that Sevastyan was above average height and at the peak of physical fitness, the abs and arms on the figure eclipsed him completely. They were on the level of divinity, above what man had to offer, for all that man had chiseled them into being.

      Was it art? Yes. And yet art had not been the aim. Figures such as these had stared down upon travelers as they entered the realm of kings, hewn to invoke power, to quell thoughts of rebellion, and to ignite fear in the heart of an embryonic challenger. A divine protector.

      Sevastyan swallowed, keeping his back to the entrance. This was a risk. It was all a risk. But now that he was here—waiting—the danger was not what clawed at his throat and turned his skin slick with sweat.

      He wouldn’t turn to watch.

      He would wait.

      It was up to the one he was waiting for whether this winged creature would be the last vision of his life. Lamassu were meant to be protective figures, but not even these ancient spirits would protect him now.

      “Meet me at the gates of Assyria.”

      Sevastyan’s breath stilled. The voice had not changed. The tone, if anything, had matured, but it was still the same timbre that had brought him to his knees more than ten years before.

      He rotated slowly, hands laced together behind his back. “You came.”

      “You called.”

      Ellisandre had barely changed. The two of them stared at each other. He’d stalked them for years now, finding glimpses of them in the background of the tabloid and news coverage of Ellisandre’s employer. Ellisandre’s clothes were what he had come to expect: androgynous to the extreme, leaning towards avant-garde. Today they wore a brown suit with shoulder pads and oversized pants beneath a flat, maroon, wide-brimmed hat made of suede. Their jacket was buttoned in the center and a silk scarf of muted red, blue, and pink was tied around their throat. Their makeup was flawless, highlighting strong cheekbones and piercing gray eyes. Russet lips muted a mouth that should have looked too wide on such an angular face, but instead offset a sharp jaw and carved, alabaster neck. The rest of their form was lost beneath the bulk of the suit. Even their hands were gloved in leather the color of their lips.

      The speech he’d planned to make flew out of his thoughts. Instead, he looked into those gray eyes and said, “You let me think a terrible thing.”

      “I did.”

      No denial. How like Ellisandre. Blunt and obvious. Absolutely opaque. The opposite of Rei. Sevastyan looked away.

      Ellisandre moved to stand beside him, not shoulder to shoulder but close, so that they were absorbing the ancient guardian of the Assyrian gate as he had. Sevastyan turned back to stare at the stones with them.

      “It is good you called,” Ellisandre said.

      “Now or then?”

      “Yes.”
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        Ellisandre

      

      

      Ten Years Ago

      The phone pressed against her collarbone shook with an incoming call. There was no one left alive. The long-abandoned and recently embattled stone farmhouse and barns were silent, the yard littered with cars and motorbikes. Bodies lay between them. Bodies clogged the kitchen door. Bodies draped across the fence. She flipped the phone open, not speaking.

      The person on the other end spoke. “Tell me you’re alive.”

      Sevastyan. Bal. It was all Bal in Sevastyan’s voice right then. Mixed with bits of Vast. Her beautiful, tangled boy. Man. A man who was sometimes still a boy.

      Weren’t they all children beneath?

      She had to answer. Her eyes passed over the broken bodies. The broken walls. The grass swaying in the wind. The bright blue sky. “This isn’t living.” She’d done her task too well. This was the body of the criminal underworld fighting for its life, red blood cells spattered on the landscape, programmed for self-sacrifice. She was the virus taking them out. But what did that make Europe, no. . . the world . . Was that the body?

      Her metaphor was falling apart.

      Sevastyan’s breath came tight and sharp through the phone. “They’re going to flatten the place. They’ve lost too many trying to take you. Get out.”

      Her beautiful, loving boy, always risking more than he should. “Tell me they don’t know you called me.”

      “They don’t even know we’ve met.”

      Ellisandre stood and staggered out past the bodies. “It wasn’t supposed to be this way.” This would be over soon. But first, there was something she needed to do. “Bal.”

      “Yes?”

      “Remember what I told you in Berlin. No one has permission to kill you. No one but me.”

      “I remember.”

      “So if I’m dead, you’re not allowed to die.” Ellisandre laughed. It was simple. They might keep him from her, but as long as he followed that one rule, as long as her will was iron above him, he would survive.

      There was a roar of a plane in the distance. She narrowed her eyes, tracking its progress over the forest at the end of the pasture. “It’s good you called.” The broken bulletproof vest on her chest was restricting her breathing. She rubbed at her sternum with the heel of her palm. “I’m glad you’re not here.”

      He was doing that thing where he tried to not cry and utterly failed. If she could see him, his eyes would be red and his pale visage flushed. “I wish I was.”

      “You have something to live for, Vast. Prior claim, remember?”

      “And you have me. I thought you had me.”

      “They have you, for now. I’m not letting them have me too.”

      “What will you do? Why didn’t you call Europol? It didn’t have to be this way.”

      Ellisandre laughed again. Sevastyan wasn’t standing at a point on the road of life from which he could see what had her by the throat. There was no part of him that could. She had to do this. She’d cut the heart out of more than one of the beasts. She’d played the game on their own territory, on their terms, and done better. Judge. Jury. Executioner. This was the price. She was beyond the bounds of the law. It hadn’t started there, but it had gone there. No regrets, only grief. It didn’t look like she could live with what she’d done, but she could die with it, at peace.

      Blood pooled in her mouth. She choked, coughing and bending, staining the ground vermillion with tendrils of her life. “I’m going to die, Bal.”

      “I called so you wouldn’t.”

      Tears ran in tracks down Ellisandre’s cheeks. “Find me on the other side. Whether or not you survive. Any part of you. Find me. When the claims are gone. When I’m your only prior.”

      Coughs racked her battered ribs once again.

      “Elli.” Her name came out of his throat like he was the one about to perish. Perhaps that was the truth, the greatest truth. Perhaps you died with the ones you loved, time after time.

      She smiled through the tears pouring down her cheeks. This was their funeral, then. No music. No bells. No mourners. Only the two of them together, grieving each other, grieving themselves. A love story that had existed in secret, strangled for air. “Myths are meant to be rewritten. Goodbye, beloved.”

      The plane was almost there. It was time. The phone fell from her fingers.
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        Sevastyan

      

      

      Present

      Sevastyan and Ellisandre stood in silence before the lamassu. Sevastyan’s blood burned through his body. There were a dozen things he wanted to do, and none were appropriate for a clandestine meeting amidst ancient artifacts in a public space. He turned to the right, walking through more stone reliefs depicting ancient attendants of ancient kings. Ellisandre shadowed him. He stepped around a massive black pedestal that was once the base of a column from Tell Tayinat, a neo-Hittite city. Once there would have been a wooden column set upon its strong, wide surface, but the beauty and safety it had once supported had long since moldered. Nothing was safe. Everything ended, in time. Except stone. He should have been born a stone.

      He moved past the black column base, coming to the end of the hall, and turned right, finding himself face to face with a colossal statue of King Tutankhamun. The ancient pharaoh rose up above all the other artifacts, his colors dulled by time, like Sevastyan himself.

      He stopped and waved at the cases surrounding himself and Ellisandre. “Someday, someone will look at me through glass, like this. There’ll be a little plaque.” He made a gesture in front of himself as if he were framing a piece of writing with his fingers. “Recovered in Prague, considered to have been burned on the funeral pyre of a neo-European deity of war. Site abandoned early twenty-first century.”

      Ellisandre’s breath stopped. Sevastyan stared straight ahead. He couldn’t—wouldn’t look.

      “Which god?” Ellisandre’s voice was tight.

      “Does it matter if they have a name?”

      “Yes.”

      “Name withheld. This one took offerings in lebkuchen and Amaretto.”

      Ellisandre absorbed his words without flinching or looking. Then, when he said nothing else, they walked toward the colossal pharaoh. Sevastyan stayed where he was, feet pinned to the floor in anger.

      Ellisandre’s gloved hand flexed just beyond the hem of their brown sleeve. A slow curl of long fingers, a familiar order. Come.

      He closed his eyes, his chest already leaning forward, his feet still stuck to the floor. He’d known this would truly hurt. It was worse than he’d hoped.

      Wide brown eyes brimming with tears, hands curled in his shirt. Burn marks on a beautiful cheek.

      There was a reason he’d broken the silence and called out to the deity of war who had chosen death and rebirth over his service.

      He followed Ellisandre past the pharaoh toward the bodies and caskets of the dead, the mummies encased beyond, frozen in time. Except they had not been left in peace, in quiet. Their graves had been ripped open, their wrapped bodies laid out on display, each layer of their burials set out for all to see. “Who gave you the damned right?”

      Ellisandre turned their head ever so slightly toward him under the brim of their wide maroon hat. “You.”

      He looked away. Ten years had not taken away Ellisandre’s bluntness. Perhaps they had magnified it.

      Ellisandre studied a dark statue of a falcon, from the temple of the god Horus. “You didn’t come to worship at the feet of something dead. Speak.”

      “And if I had?”

      “You wouldn’t be angry.” Ellisandre met his gaze. “You’d be lost.”

      Sevastyan let Ellisandre see his nostrils flare, for just a moment.

      They tilted their head beneath the wide-brimmed hat. “No, I misspoke. You, Bal, are lost. But not the rest of you.”

      Sevastyan’s chest clenched. This was not how he wanted to hear that name again. It was precious. Sacred. Short for Baldhr, for everything that he had ceased to be when his god and goddess in one had gone down to Hel in a battle fit for the greatest of Valhalla.

      “You and me, Vast, the two of us betrayed Bal. But you . . .” Ellisandre turned away as if to study an explanation on the wall. “You and I both know I owned only part of you. For the rest, there was prior claim.”

      “I would have been there.”

      “Prior claim, Vast.” Ellisandre swept their chin back and forth in stately denial. “You had your oaths. And I made mine.”

      Speaking wasn’t bringing balm to the wounds that had been seeping for a decade.

      Ellisandre gazed at him, those gray eyes deep pools of calm above a battlefield of endings, an incarnation of the Morrigan. “You’re not free, Vast.”

      This was not land on which he could stand. He had to find some semblance of the road he’d planned to tread. He stared back at Ellisandre. “Nor you. Your friends shield something the Merchari mean to have.”

      Not something. Someone. A commodity to the Merchari. He didn’t have to close his eyes to smell the room and see Gang Junseo kneeling in all his madness amidst the ruin of an alcohol and blood drenched fate.

      At least Gang Junseo hadn’t been kneeling in fire. Not like Rei.
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        Sevastyan

      

      

      A week ago: December 27th, South Korea

      Sevastyan slammed the brakes on the four-wheeler. Snow was falling hard and the roads would be shut soon, if they hadn’t already closed behind him. Most people conjured neon metropolises in their minds when they summoned an image of South Korea, but there was a realm beyond the gleaming subways and towering Lotte shopping centers. Mountains. Ski slopes. Trees. Tracts of almost nothing. Places where the wealthy evildoer might go to be alone with their spoils.

      Sevastyan jumped out of his vehicle, adjusting his gloves. Depending on what he found, he wasn’t going to leave evidence of his passing. Not a print on a glass or a knob. This client had gone off script, and they were going to pay the fines for this stop. Sevastyan wasn’t a foot soldier who made casual emergency visits. He should have been halfway back to Russia by now, only hours away from Rei and their temporary headquarters on the island of Sakhalin off the eastern coast.

      Instead, he was here, doing something he wouldn’t want Rei to know about. Sevastyan’s lip pulled back in a snarl. He raked his eyes over the mountain lodge. Built in traditional hanok style, its half-circle roof tiles were laid down in orderly rows with circular end caps on the upturned edges. The walls were treated wood, no paint. To the right was a long wing surrounded by a wrap-around covered porch. There were lights on in that room but the rest of the visible windows were dark. An air of stillness hung over it all. Unnatural quiet. He knew this resort. The client would be in that wing and a handful of attendants would be waiting to be summoned from the basement at the other end of the building, where the service rooms were. All the better to not witness what might be taking place.

      If all the lights were off except for the entertainment wing, then preparations were finished.

      Pizdec. Damn. He’d come too late.

      Tire marks in the falling snow, partially filled in, revealed that several people had recently left. The few vehicles remaining looked like they were close attendants and security. Too bad the greatest security breach was the client himself.

      Sevastyan walked through the strip of ornamental garden and circled the wing. There were shadows inside, but no sound. It was too cold to smell anything. He was too late. By how much remained to be seen.

      He eased open the side door.

      A familiar man in his twenties knelt in a puddle of alcohol spreading across the wooden floor. In his hand was the broken neck of a green bottle. Half torn from his shoulders was a black hanbok, the cut modern, the fabric expensive. The front two panels, meant to be wrapped one over the other and tied closed, were torn apart, leaving his shoulders and chest on display. Chinese characters in black ink had been written down his ribs and smeared across his skin with bruising force. Blood from the young man’s nose and lip dripped down to stain the pool of spirits beneath his knees.

      Halfway across the room, the client in question, a prominent member of regional law enforcement, was sprawled out on his back, half of a wooden table resting on his chest. It looked like the corner had hit the center of his chest with force and the table had shattered. Closer to the kneeling young man, a larger man lay half on his face. What could be seen of his visage was a mass of broken glass and cuts. He wasn’t dead, but he wasn’t moving.

      Sevastyan was late–for a tableau vivant that should never have been set. He took it in, letting his heartbeat slow. His mission was to defuse, not to have to kill the merchandise.

      “It’s always the quiet ones,” he said.

      The young man spun on his knees, dropping the remnants of the bottle and grasping chopsticks from the mess of a dinner that had been strewn across the floor. They were Korean style: long, made of heavy metal, and deadly in the right hands. Like the hands of someone who had just used a glass bottle and a table to fell two men.

      Even bloodied and injured, Gang Junseo moved as beautifully in person as he did on screen. Like Rei. After all, they had gone through the same training.

      Sevastyan left his hands in his pockets, his shoulders relaxed. His heartbeat stayed slow. He breathed through his nose. “The ones raised by dogs. Timid to the hand that broke them, demon to any new master. Bak made one mistake with you.”

      “What was that?” The young man’s voice was hardly recognizable compared to his famous smooth tones. It was harsh now, guttural. Like he’d been choked.

      He was speaking, though. Not all would be capable. Most in his position were catatonic.

      “He didn’t teach you to submit to just anyone. He just made you afraid of him. But something was already in you. Your mother, maybe.” Sevastyan leaned against the doorway. He had to keep talking, had to bring this cornered predator back down to the realm of rational thought, or barring that, to something biddable. Right now he was dancing with a dragon, one that shouldn’t have been able to take out two men but had done so despite the odds. He took his eyes off the young man and checked the room again. “There are those who break, those who make you kill them because they will never bend the knee even as a lie, and there are those who break you if you try to break them.”

      And then there are the cowards and the hopeless. No reason to mention them now. Gang Junseo was neither. Had never been. Would never be.

      Junseo was breathing more regularly now. Blinking. Coming back, just a little. Sevastyan moved his hands slowly out of his pockets, showing empty palms. “I don’t normally make house calls, but I was the closest. You, Mr. Gang, are too hot to keep. Now this . . .” He gestured at the room at large, “Is a mess. But a smaller mess than what your lover is about to make. I see you’ve made erudite points.”

      Gang Junseo frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “Damian Sathers finds you more valuable than all the money his company makes in this region. In the last few hours, he’s already cost the city millions of won in policing expenses and agency overtime hours. And he’s communicated to some people, who communicated to those I work for, just how much further he is ready to go. He’s proven he’s capable. My job was to come here and tell the police chief to get his rocks off elsewhere and let you go. Obviously, you let yourself go.”

      “There’s still a household full of people,” Gang Junseo said.

      Rei had always said Gang Junseo was intelligent. Turned out he was observant as well.

      “Five,” Sevastyan said, making an educated guess. “The food service staff left already. So now we have a problem.” They had a lot of problems, but mentioning them one at a time was prudent. They were only just now getting to a place where he could trust Gang wasn’t going to deploy those chopsticks against him.

      It would have been simpler to put a bullet between those fiery eyes. His bosses would have approved. Dead K-pop stars didn’t testify.

      But he couldn’t do that and face Rei. His caged bird knew there was blood on Sevastyan’s hands and still came to his call. If it were Gang’s blood, though, Rei would never answer.

      Gang Junseo narrowed his eyes at Sevastyan. “What, exactly?”

      Ah, yes, the problem.

      “I’m not supposed to be here. You should have never seen me.” Sevastyan crouched down, making eye contact. Gang Junseo was injured, but how severely needed to be determined. “The police chief should have arranged to send you back in deniable fashion after I ordered him to. Perhaps even staged a police rescue, claiming that you were snatched by a rich, overzealous fan other than himself. But he left his meeting early just to get here, and I got here late. What you don’t have yet is any kind of evidence other than your own word.” Sevastyan reached into his pocket. “You should move.”

      “What?”

      Sevastyan waved his lighter. “I really don’t want to kill you, especially as I do think your champion will burn down the world for you . . .”And Rei would be gutted. “But there’s way too much going on here.” He flicked on the lighter.

      The young man scrambled to his feet. The outer hanbok robe slipped down over his shoulders, dragged back by the weight of the liquid it had absorbed. He pulled it off, letting it fall. Sevastyan dropped the lighter into the fabric. Cotton and alcohol. Perfect starter fuel.

      Flames shot up almost at once, hungry and hot. “Vodka burns so well.”

      “It was soju.”

      “And vodka,” Sevastyan said stubbornly. There was a bottle of vodka broken open on the floor. “The fire alarm will ring any moment. I suppose the foot soldiers will save them.”

      If they were alive. Which he would have to determine later.

      He got Gang Junseo outside, despite his bare feet. There was a set of keys lying on a desk on the way, and the logo matched one of the vehicles outside—perfect, a second vehicle. He swiped the keys. Behind him, Gang Junseo grabbed a blanket from the bed to wrap around his shoulders. In the parking area, Sevastyan offered Gang Junseo the keys.

      The young man was starting to shake. “I don’t know how to drive.”

      Sevastyan cursed in three languages in his head. It was one of the useful aspects of knowing so many. “Ah, well, that rather puts a wrench in things.”

      He was going to have to drive Gang somewhere without being seen himself. The clock was running out. He checked his watch. “We have forty-five more minutes to get you to Damian Sathers, and we are over two and a half hours away. Any ideas?”

      “Let me call him? Video call him?”

      “He’d be a fool to completely believe you.”

      “I have ways,” Junseo said.

      “And yet we don’t have a phone.” At least not one he was willing to link to this incident. He hadn’t gone undetected as a criminal actor in over thirty countries by being careless.

      “Steal one from the house?” Junseo suggested.

      They both looked back. Someone inside was running toward the fire, their movements casting shadows against the opaque screens of the windows. There was a fire alarm after all, if nearly silent. Sevastyan bit back another curse and jerked his head toward his own car.

      If he dumped Gang Junseo at the nearest sign of civilization, Gang could contact his lover himself and Sevastyan might get far enough away to not be linked to the fire.

      “You’re going to get me killed,” he told Junseo. The engine of the four-wheeler was still warm. It turned over immediately. He rolled out of the driveway until they were around the turn and then stepped on the gas as much as he dared.

      It was a dangerous drive and there was no time for caution. The weather was both a cover from being observed and a hazard. It was hard to even see around each turn. They slid more than once.

      Just under twenty minutes later, he pulled the four-wheeler into the closest driveway with human habitation that he remembered.

      “I’m told you’re a good man,” he said to Gang Junseo, glancing between his passenger and the driveway as they bounced over potholes in the gravel. “So I’m going to trust you to do whatever you can to contact your dog and call him off in the next . . .” He checked his watch. “Twenty-seven minutes.

      “I will.” Gang Junseo looked confused.

      “Good.” Sevastyan paused. Prior claim. Prior claim. Fuck it all. “And tell Collin his dad says good job.”

      Anton was going to kill him, even if he had said that. Sevastyan grimaced. “Don’t ask questions, just go.”

      Gang Junseo jumped out of the four-wheeler and hobbled toward the house. Sevastyan put the vehicle in reverse. It was going to take a minor miracle to get off this mountain and back to his safe house. The Yadro wouldn’t want him to fly back to Russia until they knew Damian Sathers wasn’t going to crash the local economy over a missing lover.

      Who said romance was dead?

      All his sympathy was with Damian Sathers, whoever he was. If Sevastyan could have crashed a local economy and saved his beloved, he would have—twice.
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      Present

      “Jun.” Ellisandre said the diminutive of Gang Junseo’s personal name with a level of familiarity that made it clear they’d already met. Of course they had. The Reevesworth circle in which Ellisandre stood was a close one, according to all accounts. And Gang Junseo’s lover, the infamous Damian Sathers, was Richard Reevesworth’s protégé. “They want Junseo.”

      Sevastyan dipped his chin in a confirmation, saying nothing. Let Ellisandre put together as much or little as they would.

      Ellisandre’s lips thinned. “They can’t have him.” They walked forward into a new hall dominated by the bust of a massive black bull, it’s head bent toward the entrance.

      And yet you let them have me.

      Damn Ellisandre and her respect for free will in a world that had none. Had they learned in the last decade of their new life that there were no free choices?

      Did they not remember that bulls were often used as sacrifices to the gods?

      Ellisandre’s gaze stayed straight ahead, a little steel entering their gaze. “The Merchari know better than to come for mine. They can be reminded again.”

      Sevastyan’s chest ached. Too many prior claims. Or perhaps just a few that had sunk too deep. The gospel of his father’s lips was ringing hollow. There was always going to be the underground, the mafia, the criminals. Perhaps Ellisandre had been right to die when she had, choosing her altar before another could select it for her. “There are new players on the block. The Merchari of today do not remember you. Not like the old ones.”

      “I’m not going back, Vast.” For the first time, Ellisandre sounded almost soft.

      “You won’t have to,” Sevastyan said. He swallowed. “They’ll be coming to you.” It wasn’t a threat. It was regret. Failure. His failure. In the end, he was going to be alone. Not good enough for anyone to stay for. Not good enough to make wrongs right.

      It was too much. He couldn’t make his mouth form the words he needed to say. He’d thought he would be been able to. But in the end, he was evil.

      If he couldn’t have his goddess, at least he would have his caged bird. Just a little longer.

      There were lies he could tell himself. Excuses. That’s all they were. If he told Ellisandre the truth, he would be alone. Gang Junseo would claim what was his. Damian Sathers would protect Gang Junseo. Ellisandre would wrap Sathers and Gang and the Reevesworth clan in their wings of war. He, Sevastyan, would be left in the cold once more, holding a phone, listening to explosions take his reason for existing.

      There was one long hall toward the foyer. He took it, almost blindly, moving past glass cases filled with pottery.

      He barely remembered turning toward the small side room to the left for his coat, desperate for the doors. Somewhere, beyond this place of hallowed remains, was a sky. A blue sky, saturated with color by the frozen air.
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      Ellisandre watched Sevastyan storm away like a man hunted. Ten years. He was as beautiful angry as he was calm. Was this going to be nothing more than a phantom dream? A visit from a ghost of the past?

      Prior claim. Sevastyan’s mission wasn’t complete. The Merchari’s continued existence was proof. What did it mean that he’d called for them to meet him here, at the gates of Assyria, beneath the lamassu, giant protectors of the ancient world, still half shrouded in secrets and myth?

      Ellisandre followed Sevastyan’s retreat from the hall. Their heartbeat pounded in their chest. The last time they had let Sevastyan go. His fate had been unchangeable then.

      Ten years could change a fate. Ten years could change everything. Or nothing at all.

      Ellisandre pushed through the heavy doors to the atrium. Sevastyan was just ahead, coming out of the side room with his coat.

      “Vast,” Ellisandre called.

      Sevastyan paused, one arm shoved into the sleeve, still in the middle of the foyer space, a stone staircase framing him from behind with roaring beast heads on either side, end-capping the railings.

      Ellisandre let the heavy doors to the exhibit hall close behind them. “You left something unsaid.”

      The academic at the counter by the door looked between the two of them. Sevastyan was frozen in place, face turned away. Ellisandre motioned to the attendant, nodding toward their own coat. The attendant retrieved it as Sevastyan moved toward the door. His palm trembled against the wood, but he didn’t push.

      Ellisandre pulled five twenties from their wallet and slapped them down on the counter. “I think there might be some pop cans left on one of the pharaohs in the exhibit hall,” they said to the attendant.

      The attendant looked between the two of them. “I’ll check it out. Thanks.” He hurried into the exhibit hall, leaving Ellisandre and Sevastyan alone.

      Ellisandre shrugged their long coat on over their suit.

      Sevastyan pressed his forehead to the exterior door. Then he turned.

      He still looked one step away from running. They—Ellisandre—had done this to him. She had done this to him. The one they had been before. The one who’d chosen to die.

      A soft part inside Ellisandre’s chest ached. There had been a time, however brief, when they had been his god and his goddess. When pronouns had been something they changed with their clothes and the pitch of their voice. All moments and identities that had ended in the ruins of that farm in eastern Europe, beneath a pile of bodies, and the crush of bombs.

      Sevastyan was a devastation. In his youth he had been a darling boy, gangly like a fawn, pale half-tousled curling waves of hair over longing eyes, hands too large for limbs that held promise of the man he would become. The becoming had come. Time had gifted him a strong jaw and high cheek bones, wide expanses across the eyes from his north asian heritage, and a slender, prominent nose. The softness had been hewn away. A streak of pale blond, almost white hair had pulled loose from his knitted beanie. There were ten years of questions and ten years of loneliness etched in his face.

      Was it age that had changed him, or a phone call?

      He turned fully, to face them. His eyes were shot through with torture—red with it, even. He hesitated. “I can’t,” he whispered. His voice cracked on those two syllables.

      Pain lanced across Ellisandre’s sternum. They would let it burn and ache to its fullest until it either became their new normal or burned itself out. “Tell me what you cannot, Vast.”

      His throat worked, and still he said nothing.

      “You came to say something else.”

      Those were actual tears in his eyes. It was good the attendant had departed. The tears of Sevastyan were private, for the two of them alone. As it had been.

      The memory was so clear—how he’d looked, kneeling in ropes, panting, wanting, and at peace. It would take so little to order the words out of his mouth, to have him on his knees once more. Ten years should have sown doubts, should have made the two of them shades of what they had once been to each other. Time had failed to degrade what existed. And yet there was missing knowledge. He might have someone else. But no, prior claim ruled that out. Sevastyan could have no other master, not while he served the oath. The power that had once flowed between them was still there, like a harp string strung between two souls, waiting to be plucked and stroked to life. Ellisandre stayed their hand and their tongue. They were his god and goddess. They would not be a cruel deity, acting without thought or foresight.

      Too much was unknown.

      Ellisandre reached for stable ground in the mundane. “You saved Gang Junseo.”

      Sevastyan’s arm came up as if to shield himself. “He was saving himself. I facilitated.”

      There was only one source from which Sevastyan would have gained knowledge of where Gang Junseo had been held prisoner—the criminals who had trafficked him. The Merchari were the most likely suspects. Ellisandre’s contacts in the shadow world agreed. Sevastyan’s appearance, then, and his message from a dead man, tied the past and present together. Whoever was behind the kidnapping of Gang Junseo in South Korea, then, was most likely also entangled in the disappearance of Collin’s father twelve years previous. Sevastyan wouldn’t have jumped criminal organizations if he still served his prior claim. Either the two criminal elements were aligned or they were one and the same.

      “You’re Merchari now. Your old organization was fully absorbed.”

      He nodded again, eyes as raw and frightened as before. He knew, intimately, what Ellisandre had been, what they likely still were.

      Ellisandre glided one foot across the floor, then their other, just a single pace closer. Sevastyan’s hand clenched on the door bar, knuckles white. He wouldn’t have survived this long without better control, so it was this moment, Ellisandre themselves, causing this.

      “You never stopped caring.” Ellisandre didn’t need confirmation. Sevastyan needed to know they knew.

      “Did you think I would?”

      “I left you,” Ellisandre said. He had the right to have ceased to care. They had given him reason. The living owed the dead nothing, unless they chose it.

      “Like Ragnarök." Sevastyan almost spat the reference, but he was still speaking the language they had shared.

      Ellisandre’s lips twitched towards a smile. Ragnarök. The Norse myth of the end of the world. Not quite properly applied, but they—Ellisandre—had died, in a sense, and come back, like the mythical Norse world. Sevastyan wasn’t a fool. He knew what he was saying. Ellisandre’s past self had been his world. They had left him behind in the maelstrom of destruction, leaving him un-reborn.

      Ellisandre’s mind moved at the speed of light behind their impassive face. Sevastyan loved them still. He knew of them. Where they were. Who they were with. Knew Gang Junseo was romantically entangled with a member of their chosen family. These were details that could only be gleaned by careful collection.

      So much was being left unsaid. A multitude of words that couldn’t be uttered in the here and now. Ellisandre reached for the mundane once more. “Thank you for returning Jun.”

      “There may be a price.” The muscles in Sevastyan’s jaw clenched.

      Ellisandre raised an eyebrow. It didn’t sound like he meant Jun would pay, or even Damian, Jun’s lover. Ellisandre’s voice curled in their throat, silent, a thousand questions all cut off by the look in his eye.

      Perhaps it was time the Merchari were eliminated. A second Ragnarök of Ellisandre’s own making. Ellisandre would drag Sevastyan through a womb of blood and bring him into the world of the living, a realm he had only watched but never touched.

      Their fingers curled slowly. If it were so simple, they would have done so already.

      Instead, they moved the battlefield. “Vast. My ropes have never touched another. I have never touched another.”

      He blinked fast and dropped his eyes. “I have.”

      Ellisandre’s breath caught, though they didn’t move.

      “I’m a fool.” Sevastyan shook himself and strode toward the outer doors. His feet were on the gray mat, his hand raised to push outward.

      “Stop.”

      His hand spasmed and ceased to move.

      Ellisandre ghosted over the floor to stand behind him. They lifted their hand and held it, just above his shoulder. “Tell me your safe word.”

      A muscle twitched above his lip, but his shoulders unfurled, a true release instead of the faux one of a moment before. “Kapusta.” It was the same word they’d used before. He even said it with the same distaste.

      “Tell me you’re not being watched.”

      “Why?”

      “You are coming to my dominion.”
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      It was a risk. If this went poorly, Ellisandre would have to find an entirely new bolthole and arrange to move everything. Not even Linda knew where this place was. It was just for them. With the arrival of a child in Linda’s and their lives, even more of their secrets had come to reside in this apartment, held under a corporation and three steps removed from their legal name.

      Ellisandre turned the key in the lock of the ordinary apartment door in one of Chicago’s old buildings, the kind with a dark carpet of indeterminate original color, stairs that creaked, and elevators that rattled and used collapsing grates in the lift instead of interior doors. The door opened on a six-foot-long hallway leading to a second door, this one a century more modern, made of steel, a keypad above the handle and retinal scanner where the peephole might have been. Ellisandre motioned Sevastyan to step into the hall and shut the ordinary door behind him. While they hadn’t arrived together or traveled together, only Ellisandre could bring him in.

      Ellisandre scanned their retina, entered the code, and then motioned Sevastyan forward. “I’m giving you access. Let it scan your face.”

      He looked at them with that same lost look that he’d worn since the doors of the museum, the one that said he did not comprehend Ellisandre’s actions.

      And what was there to comprehend? They both lived in a world of other people’s madness. Sanity was overvalued. It only allowed the mad to spot you as prey. The greatest veil of protection was the lunacy of Ellisandre’s exterior.

      With Sevastyan registered into the security system, Ellisandre led the way through the second door and into the apartment itself.

      “The Bolthole. You are the first to come here. Not even Linda knows of this place. Shoes off.” Ellisandre lifted their hat, revealing long, pure-white hair swept back from short sheared side fades. The lengths were held up with a leather clasp and shot through with tiny braids. They shrugged out of their coat, hanging it and the hat on an antique cast-iron coat stand near the entrance. Then they tugged their gloves from their fingers and offered Sevastyan their hand, nodding at his winter wear.

      Sevastyan glanced at Ellisandre’s eyes, dropped his gaze and reached up, pulling off his beanie. Pale, almost white hair fell loose over his shoulders. His fingers carded through it, making it fall smoothly. Ellisandre took the beanie from his fingers as he plucked open the buttons of his coat and slid the weight of it off his frame. Ellisandre hung it up, then took off their own boots. Sevastyan did the same, moving more slowly, eyes still on Ellisandre.

      Let him watch.

      Ellisandre moved to a small, round, cherrywood table balanced on a single carved pedestal in a style at least seventy years out of date. The surface was topped by a quilt of small, flowery squares sewn together without a pattern. Ellisandre unloaded their primary firearm, their secondary hand gun, two knives, two phones, and an emergency med kit onto the surface.

      “Tell me if you have new allergies.”

      “Coconut gives me indigestion.”

      Ellisandre nodded. They lit two sticks of incense and stuck the ends of the sticks into sand in a small bowl on the edge of the table. “Put anything I shouldn’t touch there.” They tapped their fingers on the table.

      Sevastyan approached slowly. He laid out his own weapons with lingering hesitation. Three phones, one of which was hidden on his leg, two handguns, brass knuckles, a small med kit with a tourniquet. A passport—American—which he was not.

      He met their eyes as he put it down, an almost stubborn set to his jaw.

      Ellisandre nodded toward the rest of the apartment. “This is my secret lair. Tell anyone else about it and I’ll whip you raw. The window is privacy glass, one way only. You can trust it.”

      Ellisandre motioned at the corner with windows on both sides. It was perfect for the mountain of plants sitting in front of it. They were all on automatic watering systems for the weeks that visiting was ill-advised or impossible. The plants hung from the ceiling or sat on planters that held most of them up to at least the base of the low-slung glass, the heights differentiated to mimic mountains and valleys. On the long side, opposite the coat stand, was a low couch, half submerged beneath knitted throws in a riot of natural colors and pillows to match. The battered wood floor was covered in rugs. Old landscape art in overwrought gilded frames of chipped gold and silver paint hung on the exposed brick walls.

      Ellisandre motioned through the arched doorway behind them, deeper into the apartment. “Kitchen in back. Emergency exit. Bathroom there.” They pointed to the door directly around the corner from the coat stand. Inside were relics from the seventies, fully functional but Pepto Bismol pink. People in previous decades were so much more imaginative. “There’s a bedroom. Weapon cache in the closet. Medical notions and equipment in the mahogany armoire—your presents are in the other one, the one with the white roses on the front.

      He blinked slowly.

      “You thought I wasn’t waiting for you. And I wasn’t—waiting. I prepared.”

      Sevastyan stared. He had that blank look that spoke of well-controlled shock. “Ten years.” He said the words as if it were a justification and a question all at once.

      Ellisandre held their chin high and dared him to challenge them.

      He swallowed.

      Sevastyan was more their lost boy now than he had been at nineteen and twenty. This might be a moment only, a flicker in the story between them, but he had given his safe word. He was still theirs.

      Somehow.

      Within all the entanglements.

      The secrecy.

      The prior claims.

      His need.

      Ellisandre left him in the sitting room and went into the bedroom. From inside the rose-detailed armoire, they pulled out an old trunk and carried it back into the living room. At the couch they knelt and opened the trunk. Fragrant smells of cedar and vanilla billowed out in a cloud. Colored cloth bags lay side by side within.

      Sevastyan drifted forward and knelt on Ellisandre’s left. He raised his hand above the contents of the trunk.

      “Nine bags.”

      “Each year I add one. This year’s is not yet chosen.”

      “What are they?”

      Ellisandre waved a hand in invitation.

      Sevastyan picked up the first bag by the nape, its heft stretching out the shape as he held it. It shimmered, the fabric the color of bleached linen with gold thread shot through the weave. Sevastyan opened the drawstring with careful fingers and emptied out two lengths of rope, both coiled and bound together in the center by their ends, making figure eights.

      Sevastyan studied them, his hands tight around the hemp. “Rope. You bought rope.”

      Ellisandre gave him the quiet in which to hear his own thoughts.

      He looked back at the trunk. “Is it all rope?”

      “All.” Ellisandre dragged the back of their fingers across the contents. Each bag matched the rope inside and each year was a different color. The first year had been the shimmery bleached linen, the second year an azure, the third year wine-colored burgundy, then a soft green, a pastel pink that would make Sevastyan look debauched with its pale lengths wrapped around his chest, framing his nipples. The sixth year was lilac with strands of deep purple mixed into the fiber. The seventh year was a natural hemp, almost camel hair in hue. The eighth year was black. One of the hardest years. The year they had most wanted to go find him and drag him out of the dark. Ellisandre fingered the final rope. It was orange, the same shade as the robes of monks in Vietnam. The year the ache had released into surrender.

      Sevastyan pressed the fibers between his fingers.

      Ellisandre watched. He had strong fingers, knuckles that protruded from the backs of his hands and tendons that visibly moved as his fingers felt along the lengths of hemp. Familiar hands, but different. He’d touched the rope like this before: curious, anxious, earnest. In Berlin, in that natal instance of binding him, neither of the two of them had been children, but adulthood, that nebulous state of social maturity, had yet eluded them. Together, they had been two bare souls clutching at something real, without guidance or harbor. Tying him in that moment had been a prayer, as if binding his limbs together could bind his blood to his body—could seal Ellisandre’s intentions to the future.

      Sevastyan’s fingers went to the cuffs of his sleeves. He undid them, one by one, then the buttons at the base of his throat and down the center line. The fabric slid from his shoulders. He let it fall to the rugs. There was a warm layer beneath the button-down. He pulled it off over his head. For a moment he looked down, holding the black cloth in his hands. Then he set it aside, putting both shirts on the couch beside the trunk. He turned on his knees so that he and Ellisandre were face to face.

      The scar was still there. It marked the first place Ellisandre had touched Sevastyan, if not with their skin, but by their act. Ellisandre raised their hand. Sevastyan held still as their fingertips touched the purple knot on his shoulder. The bullet had just missed shattering his collarbone. The tissue was softer now than it had been ten years ago. The color had faded. Unlike before, he was caring for it.

      Or someone else was.

      Ellisandre waved toward his thighs. “Show me.”

      He stood and undid his pants. There were two layers again. One did not live in Russia long without learning to dress in layers. He set his clothes aside, leaving only tight black boxers and black socks.

      Ellisandre dragged their fingers over the second scar, this one on his leg. Prior claim. If there had been no prior claim, this mark might not have been necessary. The memory of pulling the trigger was still an isolated moment encased in glass with colors sharper than that point in time had borne. Leaving him in the train car, wounded and alone, had been a dark door through which to travel.

      Sevastyan waited in silence. Ellisandre tapped his knee and he knelt. Like his face, his frame was no longer soft. The lengths of his limbs had filled out. His chest was broad and covered in muscle in the way that only came with age and discipline. Fine, light hair covered the plains on either side of his sternum in a way that had only been a whisper of a possibility when he was nineteen and twenty.

      Ellisandre took one of the first ropes and loosed the knot holding it coiled. They held out their palm. Sevastyan laid his wrist within it, the smooth, vein-filled side up. It would be soothing to bind him and never let go. He was giving them the opportunity. Each time he’d come to them, he had given them the power to take his freedom forever.

      They never had, and never would. Sevastyan was a golden eagle. To clip his wings would be to shred his beauty and make a mockery of his trust. And yet he continued to give them the choice, even now.

      Ten years. He couldn’t know, truly know, who they were.

      This wasn’t trust.

      Ellisandre absorbed the knowledge, guided it through their body, breathed in the pain of the knowing and passed it out their belly, through their chest, down their arms and out into their hands, releasing it from their palms.

      This was desperation.

      Memory.

      Heartbreak.

      Ellisandre stood and moved behind Sevastyan, still holding the wrist he had offered. Sevastyan’s breath caught and then his head fell forward.

      Tying his arms behind his back was simple. Ellisandre doubled the rope, working with dual strands to protect the nerves and tendons, creating wide lines of flat pressure. Rope should be an embrace, an extension of their hands on Sevastyan’s body. Single strands could turn into knifelike lines cutting into the skin. There were knives for that, if necessary. Knives were controlled. A blade would deliver exactly the punishment wanted. A single strand rope tie could break skin, damage nerves, and strain tendons, all without art or conscious intent. There was no room for such carelessness now. Not with their lost boy.

      Ellisandre worked the ropes flat, laying down second wraps of the hemp around his wrists and upper arms, checking the tension with their fingers as they went.

      It was meditation. Hours they had spent, alone, working through knots and patterns. It had been their solitary practice over the last decade. Wrapping the rope around a warm, breathing body was transcendent. A dance. Each shift, each breath, the flex of hands as muscle and bone bent, gave, or pushed back. Ellisandre drew the bonds with firmness. The art was in the freedom of the restriction. To create passage for breath while cutting off motion, to allow blood to flow while denying limbs the freedom turn.

      He was theirs. He was held. He was here.

      Sevastyan’s body relaxed into their control. With each twist and wrap, Ellisandre took a choice from him and his breath grew deeper. His head bent forward, absorbing the shift in his weight, accepting the posture into which he was being clasped by the pattern of the hemp.

      Ellisandre checked their boy’s fingers for circulation. He was as flexible now as he had been before. Behind his back, his hands easily cupped the opposite elbow on each side, his forearms pressed against each other perpendicular to his spine. It left his front bare and vulnerable. A choice. One he would recognize.

      Ellisandre caressed the double column tie keeping his forearms pressed together. Double strands of rope threaded through the vertical columns of his upper arms taking the stress off his shoulders by pulling them together behind his back.

      This will be long. Ellisandre took their time. His skin was a world of its own beneath their fingers. His body felt different now. Stronger. Older. There were small scars and a few larger. Spots where the sun had marked his fair skin. The freckle behind his right shoulder remained. Reading the depth of this history was not for the present. Ellisandre kept their fingers to the task and the task alone.

      Sevastyan could relax into the rope now without keeping his shoulders pulled back. Safe from the need to struggle, his wrists guarded safe from strain.

      Ellisandre tied a harness over his shoulders and around his chest, one that pulled his arms upward, spreading out the weight of holding them in place around his shoulders and chest. He couldn’t lower his arms, couldn’t pull his elbows forward, but neither would the weight of his immobile limbs rest on any one point.

      Ellisandre stepped back. The parchment rope shot through with gold thread looked beautiful against Sevastyan’s skin. The effect was beyond what they had anticipated. Ellisandre spread their hands over his shoulders, feeling the state of his muscles, listening to his breath. The skin between two points of the rope begged for a kiss.

      And yet too much was still unsaid.

      Too many things were unknown.

      The two of them no longer knew if their myths aligned.

      Was Bal still a living piece of Sevastyan’s soul? Had Sevastyan killed the light of Asgard in their beloved, leaving only Vast? Who else had been born with the death of his god and goddess? What piece of him had been forced into being as he heard the bombs fall and Ragnoräk end?
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