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Strength, Gallantry, and Other Useless Bits

by Ogiwara Saki (荻原咲)

illustrated by jellomix

“HONOURABLE MOTHER, HOW COULD YOU?” Wan Lee shrieked. “YOU HAVE TAINTED MY INNOCENCE WITH YOUR CARNAL SINS!”

“Oh please,” his mother said from the other side of the webcam. “Get a grip on yourself.” She looked to Shou Yan as if he could put some sense in her son, but Shou Yan ducked his head and pretended to find his math homework extremely entertaining, never mind that he hated calculus and hated their calculus teacher even more. Auntie Lu tsked and said to Wan Lee, “You’re treating your shield brother properly, right? Poor Shou Yan looks overworked! There are bags underneath his eyes!”

Wan Lee huffed. “Those are not bags under his eyes, Ma Ma. It’s just the awkward lighting. See?” He tried to grab Shou Yan’s chin and yank him towards the webcam, but Shou Yan placed both hands on Wan Lee’s chest and shoved him backwards.

“I’m not your mannequin,” he said, and Wan Lee and his mother blinked huge doe eyes at him, a pair of innocent menaces. “I’m busy,” Shou Yan added somewhat plaintively, and felt the tightness in his chest ease only when Wan Lee and Auntie Lu turned away from him and resumed arguing about Auntie Lu’s new boyfriend, a teller at the local bank that Wan Lee was taking an exceptional dislike to, despite never having met him. It was the principle of the matter, Wan Lee assured his mother. She was, like, ancient and ancient people had no right dating. Auntie Lu laughed and laughed and then told her son to scamper off and find a nice boy of his own.

Wan Lee pouted. “Don’t start on that again. I’m trying.” He threw himself onto his bed, crushing his collection of cute pom pom hats and packaged envelopes he was using to mail his old Takeshi Kaneshiro CDs off on eBay.

“How hard can it be to find a boyfriend at an all boys’ school? There are public showers, aren’t there? Don’t think your mother doesn’t know about homoeroticism,” Auntie Lu accused, and Wan Lee buried his head into a fat pom pom and groaned.

Calculus, Shou Yan thought, was perhaps not so bad after all. He wasn’t sure if he was relieved or further annoyed when there was scratching at the door and Wan Lee’s roommate stumbled in. Qin Song smelled like booze and looked like a runway model. There was no way anybody would naturally drape his tall, lanky body over Wan Lee’s chair and smile at the camera with the force of a thousand supernovas. Such a faker, Shou Yan thought, and resisted the urge to jab Qin Song in the ass with his pencil. “Qin Song!” Auntie Lu squealed, and Qin Song flashed her a two finger salute, the smarmy bastard.

“I hear you and your shield brother are doing very well in the Lantern Blossom duels,” Auntie Lu said. “Ranked number one in the school!”

Qin Song shrugged. “Thanks to Feng.”

“You are too modest.”

Qin Song? Modest? Shou Yan bit back a snort. This was the guy who once stripped to his briefs in the middle of the cafeteria because Wan Lee had dared him to. Poor Auntie Lu. There was no accounting for taste. Headmaster Zhang had made a huge mistake when he paired Shou Yan with Wan Lee as shield brothers, and Qin Song and Feng. Wan Lee and Qin Song were perfect for each other, and Shou Yan would have gladly worked with Feng, who was a quiet, intelligent sort of guy who had probably never tried to stuff his mouth with crickets to see how many he could hold. Shou Yan had nearly busted a vein trying to figure that one out. Why crickets? Why after dinner?

:::

Shou Yan still kept the brochure advertising the Jing Fei Academy for Young Men in his drawers. An exercise in masochism, probably. He used to love that brochure with its martial colours and its photos of determined young men lined up in rows, which was only creepy after Shou Yan got older and learned about totalitarianism and bad haircuts. He used to sleep with the brochure under his pillow and scheme in preparation of the day when he too would be invited to follow after his brother’s footsteps and become a Lantern Blossom duelist. The brochure waxed poetic about faithful shield brothers, the Trophy of Strength and Gallantry, and the Lake of Youthful Transformation, and Shou Yan had believed it all until he actually arrived at Jing Fei and saw that his shield brother was hyperactive Wan Lee, the Trophy of Strength and Gallantry was missing its handles, and the Lake of Youthful Transformation was a blue mat in the gym that smelled of sweat and hormones.

The first day of school, Headmaster Zhang had assembled all the new boys and gave them a speech about Jing Fei’s illustrious history. The school was founded by the famous poet-warrior Pu Lian, who had lost his his sworn shield brother Jing Fei to a treacherous arrow shot by the Demon King of Confusion. “Honourable Pu Lian’s greatest hope,” Headmaster Zhang had declaimed with tears bubbling in his eyes while Shou Yan looked on uncomfortably, “was to pass on Jing Fei’s code of brotherhood to the next generation of bright minds in the United Provinces of China. It was Honourable Pu Lian who created the Lantern Blossom duels so that Jing Fei’s successors could strive towards DISCIPLINE and GLORY.”

People shouted a lot at Jing Fei, usually with sparkles. It took a while for Shou Yan to stop jumping at it, and even longer for him to stop wanting to slam the shouter against the wall and tell him to shut the hell up. Guidance Counselor Tan had explained to him in very small words that he probably had anger management issues, which, okay, Shou Yan wasn’t going to deny. People made him angry. So what? The dumbass duelists at Jing Fei would make any normal person angry.

The Lake of Youthful Transformation might have been the most disappointing piece of advertisement ever, but Shou Yan didn’t mind it so much when he and Wan Lee were wiping another team out on it. It felt good to be angry then. Guys backed away from Shou Yan in duels because they thought he was seriously unhinged — the rumour was he had actually bit Qin Song once — and then they were distracted when quick-fingered Wan Lee swept in and stole their lantern blossom from them.

Like this team now. Shou Yan bared his teeth at Lan Yi, who still had most of his baby fat and whose Adam’s apple jumped and dropped like an amusement park tower. Lan Yi’s shield brother, Gong, was aiming a flurry of punches at Wan Lee, but Wan Lee ducked them all and then swept out a leg, snagging Gong off balance and sending him crashing to the floor. Lan Yi swirled around when he heard, and then Shou Yan took him down too, grabbing the lantern blossom trinket that hung from his right hip. “Ow! Ow! Ease off!” Lan Yi yelped, and Shou Yan rolled his eyes.

Referee Wang lifted the blue flag. “Victory goes to Hua Wan Lee and Xiang Shou Yan!”

Wan Lee slicked his sweaty bangs back and grinned. He held out his hand for Shou Yan to slap and protested when Shou Yan only did it half-heartedly. “Come on, we won. Aren’t you happy?”

Shou Yan looked at Gong and Lan Yi, picking themselves up and groaning about their bruises. “Why would I be happy about beating a bunch of weaklings?” he scoffed, looking straight at Gong, with whom he was far from friends.

“Fuck you,” Gong said. “You’re not that good. Wan Lee did most of the work. You just stood around and waited for him to tire us out.”

Shou Yan saw steam behind his eyes. He took a step towards Gong, but Wan Lee grabbed his shirt and held him back. “Don’t get us suspended again,” he said, and Shou Yan had to mentally weigh the satisfaction of pounding Gong’s face into mush against getting to proceed to the next round of duels. It was a tough choice but finally he squared his shoulders and stepped back. Proceeding to the next round of duels meant he could skip calculus class.

Not far away, Referee Gu yelled, “Victory goes to Cai Feng and Yun Qin Song!”

Everyone looked as Qin Song flashed his two finger salute, his captured lantern blossom dangling from his elegant digits. Wan Lee beamed and bounded over to wish his roommate congratulations. Gong said to Shou Yan, “You’re never going to be as good as Feng and Qin Song. You’re just the carp in the pond dreaming about being the moon.”

Who knew Gong paid attention in literature class?

:::

As the weather cooled, Wan Lee wore his pom pom hats with pride, and he also wore five layers of clothing as they trudged across the courtyard from one class to another. Every few steps he would slap his cheeks, and Shou Yan finally gave in after the sixth slap and asked him what the hell he was doing. “I’m keeping the blood in my face, duh,” Wan Lee said. “I’ve got to have proper circulation or I’ll get sick.” If Wan Lee was to be believed, coming down with the cold was a disaster worse than Headmaster Zhang’s experiments with the glitter gun. His room was fortress stocked with tissues, pills, and hot water bottles. If he so much as sniffled, he would beg Shou Yan to cancel their next Lantern Blossom duel and say, with a straight face, “My body is a temple and the temple is too delicate to fight today.”

Wan Lee might have been on the skinny side and imagined himself a Tang dynasty princess but he was not delicate. Shou Yan had seen him put his fist through wood before. He had seen him take a kick to the jaw that should have knocked him out, but he got up and won the fight. Wan Lee’s grandfather was a master of the northern styles of wushu, and he had taken young Wan Lee under his wing as some kind of martial arts prodigy. Wan Lee was at Jing Fei on a scholarship. Shou Yan heard that Headmaster Zhang actually begged him to come.

Shou Yan, on the other hand, had no formal training and if the sneers of guys like Gong were right, had only been invited to Jing Fei on account of his brother, who had won the Trophy of Strength and Gallantry ten years ago. His stomach rolled when he thought about it. You’re not that good. Wan Lee did most of the work.

“TURTLE!” Wan Lee shouted.

“What?” Shou Yan bleated.

“Just exercising my throat. Master Bian’s Do It Yourself Guide to Good Health says that in order to avoid a sore throat…”

“I don’t want to hear what Master Bian said. Master Bian is a scam.”

Wan Lee looked offended. “Just because you’re a hard-nosed cynic who doesn’t believe in anything doesn’t mean you have to laugh at me.”

Shou Yan kicked a rock. “You’re such an easy target.”

“That’s mean,” Wan Lee said and slapped his own face; first the right cheek and then the left. “I think I’m coming down with a headache.”

“Then stop hitting yourself, idiot.”

“Yes, a headache,” Wan Lee said dreamily. “Maybe I’ll have to bail out on this afternoon. My hair is stringy. I should wash it.”

Shou Yan stared. “Oh come on.” Wan Lee started ambling away in the wrong direction. They were going to be late for class. Shou Yan didn’t care. He followed his shield brother across the courtyard, stamping his weight in the piles of autumn leaves. “Come on, you can’t do to this me. Wan Lee! Wan Lee!”

When they finally made it to history class, Teacher Mu made them write out extra lines in their notebooks and Qin Song fluttered his eyelashes. “Wan Lee! Wan Lee! Don’t leave me!” he panted, and Shou Yan blushed hot and furious. He timed it so that Teacher Mu wasn’t looking and then he leaned across the aisle and hissed in Qin Song’s ear.

“You just wait. I’m going to beat your whoring ass black and blue.”

“Are you going to lick it better afterwards?” Qin Song asked. “Or is that something you only do for Wan Lee?”

Shou Yan slammed the base of his palm into Qin Song’s forehead. Qin Song’s neck snapped backwards but he had a high tolerance for pain and quick reflexes; he wouldn’t be on the top ranked Lantern Blossom team if he didn’t. He swung around in his chair like a Hong Kong action hero and Shou Yan stood up abruptly, ready for whatever Qin Song could dish. Except that in a school full of fighters, the teachers were no slouches themselves, and Teacher Mu was a former wing chun champion. He blocked both Shou Yan and Qin Song and then ordered them to the headmaster’s office.

Being anywhere near Headmaster Zhang was like being in hell. A particularly exuberant, garish, I-hope-your-eardrums-have-insurance hell. “I AM VERY DISAPPOINTED IN YOU, BOYS,” he lectured. “YOU HAVE FAILED TO LIVE UP TO THE CODE OF BROTHERHOOD. NOW WE MUST EMBRACE EACH OTHER IN MANLY FORGIVENESS.”

“What? No way,” said Shou Yan.

But Headmaster Zhang was imperious, the spirit of Pu Lian burning behind his rheumatic eyes. It was the same look he gave creditors when they came to the school with their long list of bills. They always left dazed and sometimes a bit itchy. “WELL, WHAT ARE YOU WAITING FOR,” Headmaster Zhang boomed, and Shou Yan tried to remove his mind the way you were supposed to do when you were being tortured. He squeezed Qin Song’s abdomen once and quickly let go. Qin Song was smirking. He was probably getting his kinky joys out of this. Everybody knew about Qin Song and his inappropriate boners. Goddammit.

:::

It was an open secret that Wan Lee and Qin Song were doing it. You only had to walk past their door at certain times and you’d hear a barely choked off moan or a murmur of Qin Song’s rough dirty talk. Neither of them admitted to it but in public they shared winks, nudges, and a totally absurd concept of body space. Shou Yan had heard even the teachers talking about it. But at the end of the day, while no one at Jing Fei was a stranger to a furtive handjob, being gay wasn’t exactly something you talked about. Shou Yan didn’t know if Wan Lee or Qin Song were gay anyway, or just really, really opportunistic. All boys boarding schools had a different set of rules than the outside world, or so Shou Yan had always been told.

Wan Lee’s mother definitely thought he was gay if their soul-scarring webcam chats were any indication, and Wan Lee loved to play it up, but maybe it was just that. A performance. Just like how Wan Lee liked to act the fragile blossom who had to be protected from the evil, evil rhinovirus. He would get up and walk out of the room if Shou Yan coughed, that was how dramatic he was (and he had actually pitched a fit during an exam once, but Shou Yan would rather not remember that particular incident and how Headmaster Zhang had held an assembly the next semester talking about RESPONSIBILITY and THE SOUL OF A WARRIOR).

Aside from Qin Song and his obnoxious teasing, nobody ever thought Shou Yan was gay. Idiots.

He was on his way after dinner to ask Wan Lee to train when he heard Wan Lee’s distinctive giggle, followed by Qin Song’s murmur. Shou Yan looked at his watch. 7:30. They were sure getting a head start tonight, he thought, and tried to quell the disappointment of not being able to train with his shield brother. They had a match in a few days against Chan and Cheng, who were first tier duelists like them and actually a bit of a threat.

Shou Yan turned around and saw Feng coming up the hall, his backpack slung over his shoulder and his collar peeled back. “It’s no use. They’re going at it,” Shou Yan informed him. Feng silently raised his eyebrows. He was a short, stocky guy with muscles like he worked on a farm during their breaks, except that Feng was part of the Cai family of tech magnates and had probably never smelled a farm in his entire life. Shou Yan typically couldn’t bear guys like him to whom everything came easily. Not only was Feng rich and a first tier duelist, he topped the class rosters in exams. He would have been perfect fodder for the photo dartboard of smug douchebags Shou Yan was going to make one day, except that he was surprisingly tight-lipped about his achievements. If anyone complimented him, he looked uncomfortable and shrugged them off, which was refreshing in a school of high wire competition and rabid egos.

“I think I’ll wait,” Feng said in his quiet baritone. “It shouldn’t take long anyway.”

“Ha,” said Shou Yan. “No kidding.” He cocked his head and watched Feng remove two heavy-duty textbooks from his backpack. He didn’t recognize them. “What are those for?”

“I’m taking a few courses at Hong Liu.”

“Shit. If you’re taking college courses, then why are you still hanging around at Jing Fei?” Shou Yan asked. “You should get out of this madhouse as fast as you can. Unless you want the Trophy.” He bet that was it. Feng and Qin Song made a good run at the Trophy last year, except Feng had twisted his ankle during the round of twenty and they had to withdraw. This was their last year at Jing Fei. Their last chance to win the only prize that mattered.

But Feng surprised him by saying, “I don’t care about the Trophy.”

“Then–”

“But Qin Song does.”

“Qin Song’s an asshole,” Shou Yan said bluntly, just as the bed started to creak. “I bet you were supposed to train tonight. I bet he runs off on you all the fucking time. My advice? Don’t worry about his feelings. If you’ve got the credits and you want to leave, then do it. It’s your life.”

“I imagine Wan Lee isn’t the most reliable of shield brothers either,” Feng said mildly. “But maybe you’re right. I’m still thinking about it.”

:::

The school year started in September and so did the preliminary rounds of the Lantern Blossom duels. Headmaster Zhang claimed that the matchups were randomized by his computer, but everybody knew that he wrote them out himself, pitting certain teams against each other for maximum drama. Have a twin brother? A bitter enemy? A close friend? You could be sure to face them in the preliminaries at least once. Shou Yan was lucky in that respect. His only real friend was his roommate Zhao, and Zhao cared more about Starcraft than whether he and his shield brother advanced in the Lantern Blossom duels.

Twenty matches in the preliminaries. Two points for a win, one point for a stalemate, and zero points for a loss. A first tier team had to have at least thirty points in their last year, a second tier team twenty, and third tier team ten, and anything less than that was the dregs. Shou Yan had been in the dregs once, during his second year at Jing Fei when he and Wan Lee had that huge argument about tactics and Shou Yan put in a request for a new shield brother. He got Bing Han, a first year, and that was when Shou Yan realized that even if Wan Lee was annoying and prissy and had some loose interpretations of a good strategy, he was still Wan Lee, which meant he was a badass motherfucker in a duel who sometimes knew exactly what Shou Yan wanted even before Shou Yan did.

Those were the moments that made it worth it. When Wan Lee held his stance and took on all comers while Shou Yan looked for an opening to steal the lantern blossom — it made up for the ruined math notes and the impromptu birthday parties in Shou Yan’s room without his permission and the treks to the village to buy whatever medicine Wan Lee thought he needed to keep from dying horribly young.

(And Bing Han wasn’t doing so badly with his new shield brother, so it was a good thing they switched back in third year. Shou Yan wasn’t sure he could stand being flat on his back with his shield brother too preoccupied to defend him again).

This year was going to be a good year, Shou Yan felt. He was in the best shape of his entire life and Wan Lee had learned some new moves from his grandfather, and people were already predicting that they’d rack up enough points to be first tier again coming out of the preliminaries. Most of the old guard were injured or graduated, and it wasn’t looking like Feng was going to stick around for much longer. Shou Yan saw them arguing on the way to etiquette class. Qin Song was towering over Feng and Feng had his arms crossed stonily, only half paying attention to whatever Qin Song was saying.

“Oh,” said Wan Lee, and it sounded like he felt sorry for them.

“If they break up, that’s a good thing,” Shou Yan said and refused to feel any guilt for putting the seed of doubt in Feng’s mind.

Wan Lee had a hickey on his neck that showed when his scarf started to unravel. Shou Yan pulled the scarf back up and Wan Lee flashed him a smile of thanks, his slender, girlish fingers curling over the edges of his textbooks. Wan Lee had freckles on both of his cheeks and a small curved scar at the corner of his mouth where he’d gotten roughed up in Guangzhou, where his mother lived. Wan Lee never told Shou Yan what had happened and Shou Yan never asked. That too was part of being shield brothers, just as Wan Lee never asked Shou Yan about his complicated feelings towards his brilliant older brother, whose photo still hung in the Magnificence Hall with all the other Trophy winners of the past. Shou Yan’s brother worked for the government now and ran top secret jobs that had him traveling the world and sleeping with beauty queens. Shou Yan hated him a bit for that. The globe-trotting and hot sex, that was, not specifically the beauty queens (unless they had penises).

Qin Song showed up at their table during lunch, and Shou Yan glaring at him wasn’t subtle enough of a go away signal. “That damn Feng,” Qin Song said, slamming his tray down. His congealed goop slipped over the edge of his bowl and onto his napkins.

“He’s not really leaving, is he?” Wan Lee asked, swirling his chopsticks in his fried noodles.

“I have no idea.” Qin Song tossed his head and smouldered. Every queer boy in the cafeteria stared, but not Shou Yan. “It’s all because he’s a virgin.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?” Shou Yan asked.

“His parents are having him marry some girl in Hunan once he graduates. The reason he wants to leave has got nothing to do with fancy college courses. He just wants to get laid.” Qin Song’s voice turned nasty. “And it’s not like he’s going to find anyone who’ll fuck him without a ring on her finger and his money in her bank.” Shou Yan had never heard Qin Song sound this angry before, but that was what happened when you thought you had a chance at the Trophy and then your shield brother bailed out on you. Shou Yan felt the faintest twinge of sympathy, which he shoved down with taro juice.

“Whatever,” Shou Yan said. He tried to catch Wan Lee’s eye but Wan Lee was frowning at Qin Song.

“Feng’s a good guy. I’d do him,” he said, and Qin Song laughed.

“Seriously? He’s got that ugly nose and he breaks out in a rash whenever there’s rain.”

“I think it’s cute,” Wan Lee said at the same time Shou Yan said, “Oh god, you guys, shut up.”

:::

Chan and Cheng were a tough fight. Shou Yan saw Chan at the gym lifting weights all the time and his punch was like running face first into a block of industrial cement. Cheng was trained in classical wushu, southern style, and he carried his team’s lantern blossom close to his body, near impossible to snatch without him pivoting and lashing back. There weren’t a lot of rules about what could happen in a Lantern Blossom duel other than no weapons allowed. Pu Lian, Shou Yan thought, must have hated teenagers.

After Chan’s fist met his face, blood flowed from his nose to his mouth. He licked it up though with his tongue. Some guys stopped fighting the moment they saw their own blood. They called the referee over and gave in. But blood wasn’t new to Shou Yan, not since he used to roughhouse with his brother in Yinchuan, and he’d never decided if his brother was either respectful or cruel for not going easy on him. He taught Shou Yan never to hold back. Sure, Shou Yan had a reputation now for being too rough and too dirty, for clawing eyes and pulling hair if he had to, but he won, didn’t he? Either he took the pain while Wan Lee swooped in to steal the lantern blossom, or Wan Lee distracted their opponents with his flourishing kicks and quick jabs as Shou Yan snuck up and knocked out the blossom-bearer.

He lunged for Chan. Chan was a big guy but he didn’t have a lot of balance, and Shou Yan tackled him to the Lake of Youthful Transformation. Cheng tried to help his shield brother but he had Wan Lee to fend off first.

Shou Yan could nearly see the glint in Wan Lee’s eyes as he narrowed in for the kill. There was real joy in it, a streak of feral desire. Qin Song liked to joke that Wan Lee wasn’t born to his parents; he’d been found wandering the woods, naked and living with wolves, and it took seven years for him to be weaned to civilization. You could see why gullible first year boys believed it when they faced Wan Lee like this.

Wan Lee’s arm swept out —

— and Cheng fell.

When he was down, Wan Lee swiftly straddled his hips and tore the lantern blossom from its regulation cord.

Referee Gu lifted the blue flag.

It was their eighteenth duel of the preliminaries. Wan Lee walked over and helped Shou Yan and Chan up. He smacked Chan on the back, friendly like, but Chan just grunted and stumbled away. “Hey, how many points do we have now?” Wan Lee wanted to know. Shou Yan counted on his fingers.

“Exactly thirty,” he said.

Wan Lee pumped his first. “First tier! Woohoo! We’re going to make the round of forty for sure.”

“Never doubted that,” Shou Yan said. He wiped his arm across his aching nose. It wasn’t broken, probably, and the bleeding was slowing down too, enough that it took a while for Wan Lee to notice anything was wrong. All things considered, Wan Lee wasn’t exactly perceptive right after a victory where he was more likely to try and hump the vending machines than stop and think about what had happened. But when he finally did see the drying blood, he dragged Shou Yan directly to the nurse’s office.

“Stop fussing over me. It’s not a big deal,” Shou Yan scowled, but he didn’t pry Wan Lee’s grip from his sleeve.

“Blood loss means loss of qi,” Wan Lee said disapprovingly, but then they turned the corner and heard the reverberations of “BOYS, WHAT A VICTORY. THE SPIRIT OF JING FEI WAS SURELY SMILING DOWN ON YOU THEN” and were delayed.

:::

So, about furtive handjobs.

Well, there’d only been the one, and Shou Yan blamed it on Wan Lee’s mother. If it wasn’t for her, the annual First Years’ Shield Brothers Bonding Retreat (With Bonus Bean Paste Cakes) would have been exposed for the death hazard it was. But Auntie Lu, in a remarkable move of political finesse, convinced the other members of the parental board that it was, in fact, perfectly alright for the school to send their fourteen year old sons into the woods with nothing more than a matchbox and a few packets of dried meat to build relationships between the newly minted shield brothers. Shou Yan hated nature and he hated his bubbly new sword brother more, so the idea of spending a week roughing it with Wan Lee gave him hives.

This was how he knew it was a filthy lie that Wan Lee had been raised by wolves, because if he had, he’d know better than to tear into their food rations on the first day and leave them dwindling and bad-tempered for the rest of the week. If he’d been raised by wolves, he’d also know how to hunt, for the woods had small game and Shou Yan had a knife. Instead Wan Lee had spread his blankets on the ground, turned his belly up to the sun, and dozed off.

By the third day Shou Yan had had enough of his laziness, so he took his boot to Wan Lee’s side, nudging him awake. “The sun’s setting. Go get some firewood,” he ordered.

“TURTLE!” Wan Lee yelled.

Shou Yan exploded. “What the hell is wrong with you? Seriously! I’m this close to punching you, shield brother or not!”

“No, really, there’s a turtle over there.” Wan Lee pointed at the lake shore.

“That’s not a turtle,” Shou Yan said. “That’s a blob of green leafiness.”

“With a shell.”

“That is not a–” he began to say but Wan Lee was already striding to the green blob in question. “Don’t pick it up!” Shou Yan said, but Wan Lee ignored him and gently peeled the blob off the rocks. It moved and little legs poked out of the center. A dopey grin melted over Wan Lee’s face.

“You’re not taking it back as a pet,” Shou Yan said, while thinking he’s exactly the kind of guy who would want to take it home as a pet.

“Of course not,” Wan Lee said, offended. “It’s a wild animal. My roommate wouldn’t like it anyway.” He put the turtle back on the ground and gave it a careful nudge, still smiling like a kid with a present.

“You like animals, huh?” Shou Yan asked. It was useful to know the likes and dislikes of your shield brother.

“I used to live above a pet shop. They let me help out sometimes.”

“Really? Hard to imagine,” Shou Yan said snidely. But Wan Lee bounced on his toes and stretched, looking like he was finally waking up. He had large eyes and very long lashes, which Shou Yan supposed were attractive, if you were into that sort of thing.

“I’ll get the firewood,” Wan Lee offered brightly.

“You loser, don’t act like you’re doing me a favour,” Shou Yan grumbled. But he felt a lot more charitable when Wan Lee returned in record time with an armful of twigs and branches, and not only did he arrange them in the fire pit, but he also started the fire, a task that had been giving Shou Yan a lot of trouble the last few days. The two of them settled around the fire with sweaters layered onto sweaters, and they shared a packet of fish jerky that was so salty that Shou Yan’s tongue burned. But he ate his entire portion and some of Wan Lee’s too. Wan Lee didn’t complain.

“I like it out here,” he said.

“Oh sweet lords of the republic, why?” Shou Yan asked. “We’re cold, miserable, and hungry.”

Wan Lee said, quietly, “I’ve had it worse.”

That shut Shou Yan up. Wan Lee wasn’t short — when Shou Yan sized him up, he’d found that they were the exact same height despite Wan Lee’s deceptive slenderness — but he had a way of holding his knees to his chest and curling up that made him seem small. And, Shou Yan thought, vulnerable. So he said, awkward in the way only fourteen-year-old boys who think they are men can be, “We’ll kick some ass this year, yeah?”

“Qin Song says–”

“Who the hell is Qin Song?”

“Oh. Uh, my roommate.” Wan Lee fidgeted with the unraveling threads of his sleeve. “He says there are a lot of tough students in this year’s incoming class. Maybe the best in decades. A lot of legacies.”

“I know,” Shou Yan said. “I’m…I’m a legacy.”

“Really?” Wan Lee asked. “Who’s the lucky veteran in your family?”

“My brother.”

“And your last name is Xiang…” Wan Lee thought about it for a moment, and Shou Yan felt his stomach drop. Here it was, the inevitable fawning. Wan Lee didn’t disappoint. He jumped to his feet, startling Shou Yan into toppling over. “OH MY GOD, IS YOUR BROTHER XIANG SHOU ZHONG, ONE OF THE GREAT CHAMPIONS?”

“Why are you shouting?”

“THAT IS SO EXCITING. MY GRANDFATHER SAYS THAT XIANG SHOU ZHONG IS ONE OF THE PROUDEST ACHIEVEMENTS OF JING FEI ACADEMY. I SHOULD ASPIRE TO BE JUST LIKE HIM.”

“Ugh, no,” said Shou Yan. “You don’t want to be anything like my brother. And calm down, will you? Jeez.” He grabbed Wan Lee by the ankle and pulled him down.

“Sorry,” Wan Lee said. “I’m like that sometimes.”

“Great,” said Shou Yan.

“But I’m really honoured to be partnered with someone related to the Honourable Xiang Shou Zhong,” Wan Lee said, and his eyes, oh no, they were shining. This was the magical power of Shou Yan’s older brother, the beast who had ravaged the Lake of Youthful Transformation. Shou Yan felt a little sick in his throat.

“Let’s go to sleep,” he said, and he spread his sleeping bag out flat and tidy, hoping by some mechanism of ritual that the neatness and tidiness of his bag would make up for whatever critters were surely crawling on the ground. He slid into his sleeping bag quickly and zipped himself up securely. He closed his eyes and turned off his brain. He never had a problem with falling asleep, so he was fully expecting to drift off into merciful unconsciousness when Wan Lee suddenly spoke.

“Hey,” he said softly.

Shou Yan ignored him and kept focusing on the merciful unconsciousness.

“Hey,” Wan Lee said again. “Are you awake?”

I wish I weren’t, Shou Yan thought.

“I’m horny,” Wan Lee whispered, and Shou Yan resisted the urge to bang his head against the hard, cold ground and let his brains leak out until he died. “Do you want a blowjob?” Wan Lee added.

“…what?” Shou Yan blurted. This was not mercy.

“A blowjob. You know, I put my mouth on your dick and I suck it a bit.”

“I know what a blowjob is!” Shou Yan said, nearly hyperventilating. “But you can’t give me a blowjob! We’re in the middle of the woods! We’ve only known each other for a few weeks!” He thought about protesting the genders too for appearance’s sake but if Wan Lee was going to be his shield brother for the next four years, he was bound to find out about Shou Yan’s queerness one way or another. Besides, it wasn’t like he was being particularly homophobic right now, god.

“Wow,” said Wan Lee, impressed. “I’ve never seen anyone who hated blowjobs that badly. Okay, okay, if you don’t want one, I’m not going to make you. What about a handjob?”

“A handjob?” he echoed. Shou Yan’s head felt woolly and all this talk about sex was making his body heat up. No one had ever offered to touch him before. Wan Lee wasn’t offering the romantic interlude of the century, not the way Shou Yan sometimes fantasized about being approached, complete with flowery vision, gently falling rain, and 1920s Hong Kong in the background. But nevertheless, he was offering, and Shou Yan had never, he had never —

He licked his lips, and Wan Lee smiled.

It was probably the best and worst decision Shou Yan could ever make. He let Wan Lee crawl out of his sleeping bag and join his. The sound of the zipper being pulled down was painfully loud in the quiet night, and Shou Yan shuddered when Wan Lee’s slender fingers reached into his track pants and found his cock. “You’re already hard,” Wan Lee said delightedly, and Shou Yan moaned embarrassingly in response because that was a hand on him that wasn’t his own, warm and tight and practiced. Wan Lee jacked him off in a steady rhythm, smiling down on him all the while like a youthful Buddha, and Shou Yan’s insides felt like scrambled eggs as he jerked his hips and came.

Wan Lee’s face was within reach, and Shou Yan experienced the electric urge to kiss him. He leaned up jerkily, balancing his loose weight on his elbows, but Wan Lee turned his face away. “Hey,” he said again. “It’s okay. You don’t have to. I was glad to do it for Xiang Shou Zhong’s brother.”

Summer turned to winter, fast. Shou Yan thought, Never again. He made sure the rest of the camping trip was quiet and uneventful. Wan Lee offered lurid sexual favours twice more but each time Shou Yan looked at him coldly until he stopped. When they finally got to return to civilization and showers, Shou Yan kissed the walls loudly, said “I’ll see you around” to Wan Lee, and then proceeded to avoid him until their first official Lantern Blossom duel.

:::

That was three years ago. They never mentioned it again and Shou Yan did his best to never think about it again, except that sometimes, when he was lying in bed with his roommate snoring and his dick in his hand, it was hard not to reflect over his one and only sexual experience. He usually tried to wipe out Wan Lee’s face in the memory. He pretended it was someone else, some new blockbuster actor with pouty lips and a beckoning smile. It worked ninety percent of the time, barring the once when Shou Yan had accidentally gasped Wan Lee’s name out loud. That had been a level of awkwardness approaching nuclear levels and Shou Yan had been forced to invent a fantasy figure named Kan Lee just to explain to his roommate.

Zhao still liked to mention it. “How about that Kan Lee?” he’d ask when he got bored of shooting orcs in his game, and Shou Yan would pitch a pillow at his fat head, snarling, “Kan Lee is fine. Go back to your stupid MMORPG.”

One time, Zhao mentioned it when Wan Lee was over discussing leg exercises. “Seen Kan Lee in your dreams lately?” he asked innocently.

Shou Yan went very stiff. Wan Lee, all curiosity, asked, “Who’s Kan Lee?”

“Some actor Shou Yan is into. Like, really into.” Zhao smirked, the filthy traitor. Shou Yan was going to unplug his computer when he was in the middle of an unsaved game, just wait and see.

He said as much out loud.

“No, seriously, who’s Kan Lee? I’ve never heard of them before and I follow all the celebrity gossip on the internet ever,” Wan Lee said. “Is this an indie actor? Are you still in your indie phase?”

“It’s not a phase,” Shou Yan said hotly. “It’s a genuine appreciation for underground Chinese cinema and stop laughing, you guys. I’ll kill you.”



“You say that over and over again, but it never works. I’m way faster than you,” Wan Lee replied, grinning. “At least until you develop laser eyes.”

“I wish,” said Shou Yan. “But that’d probably be against Lantern Blossom rules.”

“We could be sneaky about it. You could laser eye our opponent and then I’d punch them once or twice, and the referee would never know!” Wan Lee cackled. “It’s brilliant! Go tell your super secret agent brother right now!”

“Zzzzzt,” Shou Yan said and it meant to be all sardonic and cynical, but then he looked at Wan Lee’s brilliant smile and felt anything but. It wasn’t fair, he thought. It wasn’t fair that he would get the most eccentric boy in school as his shield brother, the boy who went around offering blowjobs like they were gum packets, the boy who hoarded cough drops and wet towel wipes and built them into mountains, that boy, and still manage to fall for him. Goddamn hormones.

But still, Shou Yan was good at bearing heavy things. He could bear being the great Shou Zhong’s less talented brother; he could bear carrying a torch for the hyperactive and thoroughly frustrating Wan Lee. They were only a few months away from graduation. No matter how well they did in their quest for the Trophy, at the end of it Shou Yan could go off to university and never have to see Wan Lee again. They could become polite email buddies and when Wan Lee finally married Qin Song — it wasn’t legal yet but if Shou Zhong’s vague remarks at the last family dinner were any indicator, that was about to change — Shou Yan could send them a wok at the wedding. Or something. He had it all planned out.

:::

What he didn’t have planned out was Gong waiting for him outside literature class and saying, “It’s pretty certain that Cai Feng is going to graduate early.”

“Yeah?” Shou Yan asked, still thinking about his answer to question three on their test and wondering if he’d mixed up the generals’ names in the San Guo Yan Yi. When Gong put his hand on the wall, too close to Shou Yan’s shoulder, Shou Yan stared him until he relented. No one at Jing Fei had quite the ‘fuck you’ stare that he did.

“What do you think Qin Song will do when Feng leaves?” Gong asked.

“Sorry, I must have missed the memo. When did we become friends again?”

“You’re an ass, Shou Yan.”

“And you suck at duelling,” he said.

“I’m not in as much trouble as you are,” Gong replied, and Shou Yan smacked himself mentally for ever thinking he was cute during second year. In his own defense, he’d been feverish and stumbling to the infirmary where Gong volunteered, and he probably would’ve considered anybody who gave him drugs at that point as hot as goddamn Tony Leung. Gong continued, “If Feng leaves, Qin Song isn’t just going to drop out of the duels, you know. He’s going to look for a new partner.”

Not a big surprise, thought Shou Yan. Partner switching after the preliminaries was rare but perfectly legal thanks to a loophole in the founding document of the school that no headmaster had overturned — it was pretty hard to go against the rules of Pu Lian and not be stoned for it. However, the rules stipulated that once you were in the round of forty, your new partner had to be another duelist that had made it into the round of forty. Generally the loophole was exploited by duelists whose partners had gotten injured. Qin Song had used it himself that year Feng sprained his ankle, though his new partner hadn’t been up to his standard and they got knocked out in the round of twelve.

Then suddenly the implication of Gong’s words hit him like a roundhouse kick.

“You are so full of shit,” he snapped. “Wan Lee wouldn’t switch out on me.”

“He and Qin Song are best friends,” Gong pointed out, and Shou Yan’s fingers curled into a fist. He didn’t punch Gong though. Jing Fei had strict rules about violence outside the Lantern Blossom duels, stricter than other schools he’d been to because of the very nature of its students.

“That doesn’t mean anything important,” Shou Yan said.

Gong was unrepentant. “Just passing along the news. I’m not the only one who’s saying it, buddy.” He paused and almost clapped Shou Yan on the back, but Shou Yan moved out of the way. “Hey, I’m not trying to be mean. I promise. I honestly thought you should get a head’s up.”

Shou Yan waited until Gong strolled away before making a face. He didn’t normally say things like “oh, they’re so jealous” because it seemed kind of cocky even by his standards, but this was a perfect moment if any. He stood there for a moment, his backpack heavy on the base of his spine, his breath pushed to evenness. He let his anger wash through him the way Guidance Counselor Tan told him to when he’d written on his psychological report, Shou Yan has a lot of passion and sometimes he doesn’t know where to direct it. Gong wasn’t worth getting furious over, At Jing Fei, he’d learned to pick his fights, so to speak.

He ducked into the washroom between lit class and music class. There were three boys smoking by the sink. He barely glanced at them; they were permanent fixtures of the washroom scene. No matter how many times Headmaster Zhang threatened to install smoke alarms, he never did. Men in China were inveterate smokers. Except when Shou Yan was on his way out, stopping only to wash his hands, he realized that one of the boys was Feng.

“Uh,” Feng said and lowered his cigarette guiltily.

“Hey,” Shou Yan said without inflection.

Feng stubbed out his cigarette and grabbed his backpack from the floor. “Class is going to start soon. I’d better go. Oh yeah,” he added, pausing by the door. “Wan Lee was looking for you earlier. He said he has something important to tell you.”

“Important?” Shou Yan echoed.

“Don’t know more than that, sorry. He and I aren’t really friends. Qin Song might know more.” Feng offered a small smile and then disappeared with the flimsy swinging door.

Shou Yan dried his hands on the sides of his uniform. Then he glanced at the two smokers, who were staring at him curiously now, and scowled. “Nothing to look at here, you prima donnas,” he said and banged out in the direction of his music class. He would see Wan Lee during their fifth period training session. He tried to put it out of mind until then and was only partially successful, mostly thanks to the racket of his music partner’s drums that drove out all coherent thought, including the question of Gong being right after all. Shou Yan was sort of thankful for the drums. Sort of.

He was the first to arrive at the practice gym. He changed and started stretching on the mats due south, which he and Wan Lee had conquered on their first day as partners because of the lucky feng shui connotations. He waited for Wan Lee, feeling like there was a peach pit in his stomach but also feeling like he was being a flaky fool about this whole thing. This was exactly what Gong wanted him to fear. In reality, the important news Wan Lee wanted to tell him was probably some new herbal supplement he’d started taking. Or some drama he’d started mainlining last night and could not stop obsessing over. Hell, if Shou Yan’s memory was correct, the last time Wan Lee had announced important news, it was that he wanted Shou Yan’s opinion on whether blue or black was a better colour on him for the mixer with the local town girls. A possessor of good judgement, Wan Lee was not.

He kept his posture casual when Wan Lee finally showed up. It was apparent that Wan Lee was nervous. His shoulders hunched like an old man’s and he was worrying his lip between his teeth. “What’s up?” Shou Yan asked him. “Feng said you had news for me?”

“Um,” said Wan Lee. “I changed my mind. It’s not important after all.”

“Dude, black or blue,” Shou Yan said.

Wan Lee laughed. It sounded tinny. “Well, we’ve decided that blue is a better colour on me! Especially if I’m going to streak my hair.” Shou Yan felt it was his duty to scoff at this part. Wan Lee was always promising to streak his hair some outrageous colour and then not having the nerve to do it.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Shou Yan asked.

“Yes,” said Wan Lee. Then he cleared his throat noisily and said it again, more certain. “Yes.”

“‘Cause Feng said–”

“Feng’s got a lot on his mind, don’t you think?” Wan Lee interrupted. He dropped his backpack and joined Shou Yan in his stretches. They knew each other well enough by now to have a routine — when Shou Yan sat down and started reaching for his toes, Wan Lee crawled behind him and put pressure on his back. Shou Yan’s bones groaned with the pressure, but he let Wan Lee guide him even further until his head was between his thighs and he was saying, “Okay. Your turn.”

Observing Wan Lee’s flexibility was dangerous to Shou Yan’s peace of mind, but Shou Yan had practice in developing the type of temporary amnesia that would allow him to forget just how far Wan Lee could reach or what helpful positions he could contort his body into. Through a windfall in the genetic lottery, Wan Lee was double-jointed in just about every major limb in his body. People were always telling him to join the circus. When they were being clean-minded, that was; when they weren’t, they suggested something else entirely.

There was probably something deeply, deeply wrong with you when your head spun fantasies of you and your shield brother in an era of wuxia elegance, where you were a noble hero with a tragic past, and your shield brother was a beautiful courtesan who waited faithfully for you after every exploit. Wan Lee would look stunning sitting under a plum tree, playing the qin and mourning the end of the seasons. He would be gorgeously sad and melancholy, except when Shou Yan visited him, during which he would smile so bright as to rival the moon. He would take Shou Yan’s hand and lead him to an upper room of the brothel where he would disrobe and then hold Shou Yan’s battle-scarred body close to his and sigh about how even though he plied his charms for hundreds of other men, they didn’t count; it was Shou Yan who mattered, only Shou Yan. Oh yeah, and Qin Song had trouble getting it up and drooled when he came — that was an integral aspect of most of Shou Yan’s fantasies.

Thank every god and bodhisattva that the mind-reading technology Shou Yan’s brother was always promising was still light years away from being developed.

“Your face is all red and shiny,” Wan Lee noted as they practiced their throws.

“It’s just hot in here. Did someone forget to turn on the A/C?” Shou Yan lied. “Oof,” he said when Wan Lee flipped him onto his back hard.

Wan Lee smirked from above him. His nervous mood seemed to be dissipating in pieces every time he ground Shou Yan under his heel, which was…okay, Shou Yan could live with the bruising of his pride if it made Wan Lee happy. They worked through their usual throws, kicks, and punches. Then they ran through a mock Lantern Blossom duel where Wan Lee hooked the lantern blossom to his hip and Shou Yan tried to get it. He failed about sixty percent of the time — eighty percent, he thought privately, if Wan Lee was being serious, which he usually wasn’t during training — but today was one of his good days. He tackled Wan Lee to the mat and Wan Lee giggled.

“Giggling is not the appropriate response,” Shou Yan said sternly.

“Your hair is in my face. It tickles,” Wan Lee said. “You should cut your bangs. I can do it for free.” He reached up to bat Shou Yan’s bangs away, and his knuckles grazed Shou Yan’s cheek. Shou Yan swallowed and quickly scrambled up to a safe distance, the lantern blossom sweaty in his palm.

“I’m not letting you anywhere near my face with scissors,” Shou Yan said.

“Whatever. I cut Qin Song’s bangs for him and he likes it fine.”

“Yeah, well, Qin Song likes everything you do, it seems,” Shou Yan snapped, the very mention of Qin Song a physical reverberation through his body.

Wan Lee looked at him oddly. Then the final bell rang and he stood up. As they headed to the changing room and Shou Yan turned his back on Wan Lee to switch into less sweaty clothes, he heard Wan Lee mumble, “So that thing I was going to tell you?”

“Yeah?” Shou Yan asked tensely. He shoved his dirty shirt into his bag and ignored the throb of his elbow where he’d landed funny.

“I’ll tell you later,” Wan Lee promised.

“Why can’t you tell me now?” Shou Yan turned around in time to see Wan Lee duck his head and hide behind his own generous fringe of bangs. Wan Lee was rolling up his socks and lacing his shoes, and his every movement was careful and ritualized. Shou Yan hated it sometimes, how Wan Lee couldn’t ever step outside his own boundaries. This wasn’t fair, he knew, because he had plenty of boundaries of his own — how he’d never told Wan Lee that he was gay, not in any certain terms, how he’d never let Wan Lee catch onto an inkling of his feelings — but fair was a funny word when you went to a school that valued every time you punched another boy in the face. The students of Jing Fei Academy were messed up, no two doubts about it. It wasn’t a school your parents sent you to if they thought you were right in the head. More like they wanted to get rid of you.

“I just don’t want to, okay?” Wan Lee finally said, and he sounded angry in a way that he rarely was. It was the frission of anger in his voice that he normally reserved for phone calls with his dad. So Shou Yan dropped it. He pasted on a smile and cuffed Wan Lee on the shoulder all manly like.

“Peace?” he asked.

“You can’t just say peace every time you annoy me and expect me to forgive you,” Wan Lee complained, but the corner of his mouth was already tugging upwards as if magnetized.

“All the evidence points to the contrary,” Shou Yan said because he was an ass.

“That’s because I’m ridiculously easy,” Wan Lee replied, and it was hard to argue with that logic. Shou Yan said so out loud and Wan Lee punched him in the arm, adding to the collection of bruises Shou Yan nursed each and every night. Then they knocked shoulders again companionably, which was their habit after a good sparring session, and if Shou Yan’s were a bit too cavalier and Wan Lee’s too stiff, neither of them mentioned it. Even though Shou Yan’s tongue itched with questions.

It didn’t matter what Headmaster Zhang said. Being seventeen, red-blooded, and fit-bodied was way overrated, he thought. He crashed into bed after practice, grunted a hello to Zhao — who grunted back while staring mesmerized at the beautiful attack sequence on his computer — and put on his headphones to listen to Eason Chan until dinner. Cantopop would soothe all ills. That was what it was made for.

:::

December arrived in a puff of cold and dead leaves, and they finished the preliminaries as the third ranked pair, which was pretty much what Shou Yan had aimed for. Qin Song and Feng were number one, and Deng and Huang were number two — the usual pattern and a familiar sight on the announcement boards outside the gym. But by now everyone was buzzing about Feng’s premature graduation and while Feng himself was tight-lipped about it, all the duelists looked at the list and mentally ranked themselves one spot higher. If Feng left, Qin Song was done for. There was no way he could find a new partner good enough to take him to the top, especially during this surprisingly injury-free season.

After the preliminaries, they had two months, give or take, of break time before the round of forty began. This had been ordained by Pu Lian so that the duelists could focus on their academic mid-terms and also have most of January or February off for Chinese New Year, whenever it fell on the lunar calendar. Shou Yan had mixed feelings about the long wait between preliminaries and the round of forty. He appreciated it as much as anybody because it gave him a chance to catch up on his missed class readings and to get over various bruised body parts, but sometimes he got restless. Having the time to think about how well he and Wan Lee would do on the next round was worse than actually going out and getting the job done.

Plus there were endless psychological games between the duelists who’d made the round of forty, and every year at least one boy went home crying and humiliated with lipstick smeared on his butt cheeks.

The boys of Jing Fei were GALLANT and NOBLE, as advertised, but they were also fierce.

Shou Yan kept most of his important belongings locked up in a box under his bed. He also had the good fortune — though it didn’t always appear that way — of having a roommate who hadn’t make the round of forty and who holed himself up in their room, making endless love to his graphics card. Zhao was weirdly obsessive and often badly groomed, but he was a good friend and a loyal watchdog of precious belongings.

Into that box went Shou Yan’s formal clothes, his rarely used prayer mat, his mother’s recipe for no-pork dumpling fillings, his limited edition CDs and DVDs — including his collection of Zhang Yimou’s complete works, both the banned and the unbanned films — and the handful of condoms and the bottle of lube that he kept, just in case.

Midterms were mildly stressful; they were excuse enough to occasionally take shots from the bottle of vodka he and Zhao kept in their closet. Shou Yan knew he was aces at all the humanities, but the sciences tripped him up sometimes if he didn’t spend enough time memorizing the arcane details of the Krebs Cycle. His favourite recourse for when his eyes were rolling out of his head was to track down Wan Lee and bully him into explaining. Wan Lee’s best subject was biology, followed closely by chemistry and physics. He admitted to Shou Yan once that his childhood dream was to be an astronaut, but the problem was that he didn’t have 20/20 vision and feared laser eye surgery more than he feared death.

Most of the time during mid-term season, Shou Yan would wander over to Wan Lee’s room in Wing 3B and find him and Qin Song sprawled over their beds flipping through their textbooks while sharing a bag of shrimp chips (mid-term season was also a good time to indulge in foods you’d never eat when you were supposed to be staying in shape). Wan Lee always seemed happy to have Shou Yan over and would scoot to the left on his bed to make room for him. Qin Song always seemed sort of amused but indulgent. If Shou Yan was going to be honest, Qin Song wasn’t bad company when studying and could be counted on to turn any difficult academic concept into a song and dance routine that would send Wan Lee into peals of laughter and crack a smile from Shou Yan.

For instance, right now he was performing a classic scene of Chinese literature. To pelvic thrusts.

“And then Zhuge Liang and Zhou Yu–” Thrust thrust thrust.

“Oh my god!” said Wan Lee, hands clasped over his mouth to keep from squeaking and not very successfully at that. “You’re evil!”

“Darling, I’m a revisionist,” Qin Song said, striking a pose that proved yet again why he would have been better off on the runways of Milan than hanging around making a nuisance of Shou Yan’s life.

There was a quiet knock on the door. Qin Song made a dismissive noise. “Only one person that could be,” he said, and Shou Yan would have asked who, except Qin Song strode over and flung open the door, answering his question in all of three seconds. “Ah Feng, how kind of you to show up. Late,” Qin Song drawled.

“I ran into someone who needed my help with a math question,” Feng said.

“And it’s your duty to save the entire goddamn school, I know, I know.” Qin Song flopped back onto his bed. Both Shou Yan and Wan Lee watched interestedly — though for different reasons — as Feng picked his way inside the room and sat at Qin Song’s desk, rolling the chair backwards to fit his bulky body. He placed his textbooks neatly on his lap and waited for a cue, but Qin Song didn’t address him for the next five minutes. The reason for their discord was obvious, but it was actually jarring to see them like this. Qin Song and Feng were known to be close friends as well as superb shield brothers. Their personalities were different, yes, but Shou Yan had heard them compared to fire and earth, as natural and complementary. All shield brothers inevitably had friction, but he didn’t remember ever seeing these two argue until now. Feng was usually content to let Qin Song have his way in everything, it was known.

Wan Lee had a mischievous expression on his face. It was cute, Shou Yan thought. It made him look like a fox, but it also boded for bad choices and he stared at Wan Lee, trying to express through his glare how much he wished Wan Lee wouldn’t say whatever he was about to say. But unlike the legendary partnership of Qin Song and Feng, Shou Yan had never had much control over Wan Lee.

“So,” Wan Lee asked Feng, “have you applied for early graduation?”

Qin Song actually snarled. Shou Yan could only imagine the hate sex that was going to result from this conversation when they were alone again.

“I haven’t filed the paperwork yet,” Feng replied, and his eyes darted to Qin Song, who looked away.

Awkward, Shou Yan thought.

“And what about your fiancé?” Wan Lee continued.

…really awkward, Shou Yan thought.

But Feng smiled and it was a wonder what it did to his otherwise plain face. He looked happy for the first time in…well, Shou Yan wasn’t sure he’d ever seen stoic Feng truly, expressively happy before. “She’s a first year engineering student at Huda. She’s really smart. It’s kind of intimidating.”

“If she’s so smart and talented and still can’t get married on her own, then she must be pig snout ugly,” Qin Song said.

“Shut up,” Feng said coldly.

“I guess you’re a perfect match then,” Qin Song added, and wow, there was bitter and then there was bitter. Shou Yan twisted uncomfortably, and he was dismayed to see that Wan Lee was watching Feng and Qin Song insult each other as if it was a high stakes badminton game.

“You always go back to that, don’t you?” Feng said. “Do my looks bother you that much?”

“Tch,” Qin Song said, and finally, finally, Wan Lee stepped in between his boyfriend and his boyfriend’s shield brother to assert some civility.

“Do you guys think Huang and Deng will do that combo attack of theirs again?” he asked.

“I hope not,” Shou Yan said. “It’s so predictable.”

“But it’s effective,” Feng pointed out, opening the floor to more arguing, but this kind Shou Yan didn’t mind. Talking about strategy and other duelists was much safer than talking about resentment and jealousy and whatever else was floating in the air at Jing Fei this season. But he couldn’t entirely erase Qin Song’s cruel frustration and Wan Lee’s barely hidden amusement; it was a game that he didn’t know how to play. Until it occurred to him that Wan Lee was egging Qin Song and Feng’s breakup for his own personal reasons, and it was that realization that made Shou Yan turn over in bed that night and breathe a curse into his fist.

:::

“You’re a paranoid motherfucker, you know that?” Zhao asked as Shou Yan paced their room, his hands buried in the mess of his bed head. “Why would Wan Lee break up a partnership as good as yours?”

“What would you know?” Shou Yan said. “All you do is play Starcraft.”

“I’m half Korean,” Zhao said. “It’s, like, genetic.”

Shou Yan laughed under his breath. Then he said, “I may be good but Qin Song is better. If he teams up with Qin Song, they’ll get the Trophy for sure. None of us will stand a chance.” He thought of Wan Lee’s feral movements matched with Qin Song’s long, elegant reach. He shuddered.

“But he’d lose your friendship,” Zhao said. “I can’t see Wan Lee stabbing you in the back like that. I know you two aren’t always buddy buddy but you guys seem to get along, you know? You have your own rituals and in-jokes and everything.”

“He and Qin Song fuck,” Shou Yan said harshly.

“Okay, I did not know that. Huh. That explains a lot, come to think of it.” Zhao paused for a minute to destroy some poor rival on Starcraft. “Man, this school is so queer. First you, then Wan Lee and Qin Song. And don’t bother denying it. I found your yaoi collection within a week of moving in.”

“You are such a snoop,” Shou Yan said.

“It was a good read,” said Zhao.

“I’m never talking to you again,” Shou Yan said.

“You’re so melodramatic,” Zhao sighed. “Just talk to Wan Lee. Ask him point blank if he wants to switch shield brothers. I don’t see what’s so damn hard about it. He’s always spouting off what’s on his mind anyway. I bet he’ll tell you the truth right away.”

“No, he hates talking about anything serious. He clams right up. You have to take the long route about if you want anything meaningful from him,” Shou Yan said. “Trust me. You don’t know him as well as I do.”

“Exactly.” Zhao narrowed his eyes and spoke again, wisdom from the mouths of computer geeks. “Or maybe the problem is you don’t know him as well as you think you do. I mean, it took you three weeks to even remember my name. You’re not exactly good with people, dude.”

:::

Wan Lee kept on conceiving new ways to push Qin Song and Feng into corners. When his eighteenth birthday came around in early January — Shou Yan still had trouble believing sometimes that Wan Lee was older than him, was older than nearly all of them in fact — he twirled his finger in the air and said, “You know what I want? What I really, really want? Which, by the way, reminds me of that Spice Girls song.”

“I’m afraid to ask,” Shou Yan said dryly.

“I want a match between you, me, Feng, and Qin Song,” he said.

“Just wait for the round of forty then.”

“No, like right now. Unofficially.” Wan Lee grinned. “And I want to mix up the teams. I want it to be you and Feng versus me and Qin Song.”

It would have been nicely appropriate at that moment to say Shou Yan’s blood went cold, but that was more likely due to the wind storm blowing in their faces. He started walking at a brisker pace but Wan Lee trailed him relentlessly. “What, you don’t think it’s a good idea?” he asked. “You’ve never wondered what it’d be like with a different shield brother?”

“It’s your birthday,” Shou Yan said. “Do whatever you want.” He had his own gift prepared for Wan Lee but now he wasn’t so sure if Wan Lee would even want it. It embarrassed him to think of Wan Lee rejecting it somehow; it made it not worth the risk. Instead he wrapped up his favourite Shungiku Nakamura manga, tied a sloppy bow on it, and passed it over to Wan Lee during breakfast. Wan Lee professed his love for it, but then Qin Song laid his gift on the table and it was the latest edition of Master Bian’s health guide, which made Wan Lee’s jaw drop because apparently the new edition wasn’t even out in stores yet. Qin Song had a relative who worked in publishing. Douchebag.

Even Feng had something better for Wan Lee. He brought over a small potted plant and offered it. “I grow these in my room,” he said, sounding almost shy.

“It’s true,” Qin Song said. “It’s a fucking jungle in there.”

Great, thought Shou Yan. His other friends give him the gift of good health and nature. I give him porn.

 

Together they gave him a fight. It was a testament to how much they all loved Wan Lee that they showed up. Qin Song looked impatient to get it over with and Feng definitely wasn’t happy to be there, even though he was polite enough to put up the vaguest semblance of mild interest. “Sorry about this,” Shou Yan murmured to him when they were in the changing rooms.

“I figure anything to make Qin Song less angry at me,” Feng admitted.

Shou Yan glanced over to where Wan Lee and Qin Song were huddling by their lockers. They weren’t paying them any attention. So Shou Yan ducked his head and said, more quietly, “Yes or no, are you going to graduate early? I know you must get tired of everybody asking it, but it matters to me.”

“Yeah. I’ve heard about Wan Lee.” Feng pushed his fingers through the laces of his sneakers. “The deadline for my application is the end of mid-terms. Right now I honestly don’t know. My classes are boring and I don’t care that much about the Trophy. But I don’t want to hurt Qin Song.”

“He seems fine with hurting you,” Shou Yan pointed out.

“So he’s a dick. I’ve known that for years.” Feng zipped up his gym bag. “Sorry I can’t tell you anything more than that. But for the record, what I heard about Wan Lee? I don’t think it’s true.”

“I know he wasn’t raised by wolves,” Shou Yan said crossly but smiled all the same, and Feng offered him a brotherly smile in return. The brotherhood of the unwanted duelists, that was.

The four of them had the Lake of Youthful Transformation to themselves. There’d been other duelists practicing on it this Sunday morning, but they moved aside for what promised to be a spectacle. Shou Yan didn’t enjoy the thought of having other students witness what was sure to be humiliation and bad feelings all around, but he pretended they didn’t exist as he hooked the lantern blossom to his hip and exchanged a nod with Feng. Wan Lee and Qin Song were whispering to each other, probably discussing strategy. Shou Yan spread his feet apart in an earthy stance and said to Feng, “Don’t let those fluff-brained pretty boys get near me.”

“I won’t,” said Feng.

And then someone blew a whistle that made Shou Yan’s ears pop, and holy shit, that was Wan Lee coming right for him. Shou Yan was no stranger to sparring with Wan Lee, however, and he knew Wan Lee tended to aim high so he started blocking his face. But Wan Lee broke form by kicking low, and it was only thanks to the adrenaline reflexes powering Shou Yan’s body that he dodged it. Wan Lee jumped after him, aiming another kick in the air. Shou Yan grabbed his ankle and used his own momentum to throw him over his shoulder.

Wan Lee hit the mats with a thud, but he wasted no time scrambling to his feet and raising his fists. Shou Yan raised his own. If Wan Lee wanted a fist fight, fine. Shou Yan had a mean right hook.

They circled each other.

Clock-wise.

Then counter-clockwise.

Meanwhile, Feng and Qin Song were lunging at each other in quick, brutal movements. Feng kept reaching for the lantern blossom on Qin Song and Qin Song kept on dancing away, but Feng was patient. He knew how to wait out his opponent’s stamina. Between him and Qin Song, he was the better duelist. Shou Yan had no doubt that Feng would eventually snatch Qin Song’s lantern blossom — it was more a matter of whether he could do it before Wan Lee got to Shou Yan.

Because while Shou Yan could hold off Wan Lee for now, he knew he wouldn’t be able to keep it up. Wan Lee was one of those people who fed on energy and peaked mid-fight. He was actually at his weakest and slowest in the beginning. Shou Yan could see the origins of a smile curling Wan Lee’s mouth. The pure competitive joy of it. After fights, he probably went to his room and wanked off on it and it was that unbidden image sliding into his head — coupled with Wan Lee’s bare throat and light sheen of sweat — that made Shou Yan lose his focus and stumble.

Wan Lee went in for the grab.

Feng tackled him.

This was the fight everybody wanted to see. Wan Lee versus Feng, the two best duelists in the school. Feng pressed his elbow to Wan Lee’s chest, holding him down with his greater weight while shouting at Shou Yan to go. Shou Yan yanked his attention to Qin Song. He darted out, but Qin Song slammed the flat of his wrist into Shou Yan’s jaw.

Shou Yan kicked him in the balls.

“Fuck!” Qin Song yelled, and his pain galvanized Wan Lee into kneeing Feng and escaping from beneath him. Feng tried to take him down again but Wan Lee punched him in the neck, causing Feng to gasp and wheeze. Then Wan Lee was heading for Shou Yan again, and when they met, his fist rammed into Shou Yan’s eye. He wasn’t smiling anymore, and as pain flared through Shou Yan’s optical nerves, he hated Wan Lee a bit for it. For setting up this whole fight, for pitting them against each other, for so casually being able to punch Shou Yan until he bled when Shou Yan wasn’t so sure he could do the same to Wan Lee.


[image: ]Illustration by jellomix



Except, as it turned out, he could. Anger made him punch back. He was more fury than good aim, but the ferocity of his punches must have surprised Wan Lee — who was a hypocrite at the end of the day — because Wan Lee staggered into a punch that he normally would have dodged. Shou Yan felt the impact of skin on bone, and he felt sick.

Wan Lee’s mouth was a grim line, no longer smiling. He swept his leg under Shou Yan to topple him, and then he punched Shou Yan again. When he wasn’t satisfied the first time, he punched him twice. Shou Yan’s vision blurred.

“Uh, guys,” said Qin Song.

“Break them up,” Feng ordered, and he grabbed Wan Lee while Qin Song pulled Shou Yan. They didn’t separate easily. Wan Lee was hissing and Shou Yan was so furious that his jaw bone was grinding. He shoved at Qin Song, but Qin Song held him tight.

“Chill,” Qin Song said.

Shou Yan looked over at Wan Lee, who was struggling against Feng, and he said, “What the hell is wrong with you, you goddamn psychopath?”

Like magic, Wan Lee stopped trying to bite Feng’s nose off. He whipped around to stare at Shou Yan, wide-eyed, and then something happened that made Shou Yan’s chest squeeze. Wan Lee’s wide-eyed expression slowly dimmed and closed off, and his expression flattened from rage into cool disinterest. He stepped away from Feng and touched the rapidly colouring bruise on his cheek.

Shou Yan’s head throbbed. “I think I have a concussion,” he announced.

Qin Song scowled at Wan Lee. “Happy birthday.”

Wan Lee shrugged. “I enjoyed it.”

:::

In the infirmary, after a blessed ice pack and some salve, Shou Yan’s anger softened. “I’m sorry,” he said to Wan Lee, who was sitting on the bed beside him, playing with a stress bandage on his ankle. “I shouldn’t have said you were a psychopath. You aren’t.”

“Things would be easier if I was,” Wan Lee said. Shou Yan remembered what Wan Lee had told him about his father that time they went into town and got drunk during second year. He chewed his lip.

“Peace?”

Wan Lee looked at him hollowly. “Sure.”

It wasn’t exactly a glowing expression of forgiveness, but it was better than nothing. “I bet we scared Qin Song and Feng real good, didn’t we?” Shou Yan said, trying to crack a joke. “They’ll be terrified of us when it’s their turn to duel us for real. Qin Song might even wet his underwear, you think?”

“What do you have against Qin Song?”

“Nothing,” Shou Yan said.

Wan Lee scoffed. “I’m flaky but I’m not stupid. You’ve never liked Qin Song.”

“Fine, I don’t like him,” Shou Yan said. “It’s just one of those things, okay? Our personalities are different and we like different things, so there’s no reason we should get along. I don’t hate him with a burning passion, if that’s what you want to hear. I just find him annoying.”

Wan Lee’s mouth thinned even further, if that was possible. “He reminds you of your brother,” he accused, and Shou Yan recoiled. “Hah,” Wan Lee said. “Sometimes I forget I’m not the only one in this partnership who’s got issues.”

“Fuck you,” Shou Yan said. “You want to be shield brothers with Qin Song? Be my guest.”

“What?” Wan Lee asked sharply. He slid off his bed and trotted over to Shou Yan’s. The nurse was off filing forms in her office; she’d told them to lay low and recuperate. Having Wan Lee suddenly in his space was not helpful. Shou Yan could hear the uneven rhythm of Wan Lee’s breathing. If he concentrated, he thought he could even hear Wan Lee’s heartbeat. “Why would I want Qin Song as a shield brother when I’ve already got one? Are you planning on graduating early too?”

“You know I can’t.”

“But you want to.”

“No,” Shou Yan said. “But Feng does. And Qin Song will want to partner with you after that. Come on. Don’t make me lay it all out when you know exactly what I’m talking about.”

“I HAVE NO CLUE,” Wan Lee yelled.

Shou Yan clapped his hand over Wan Lee’s mouth as the nurse popped around the corner and asked if everything was all right. “It’s fine,” Shou Yan said, smiling painfully. His innocent look had never been very innocent, but the nurse was harried from overwork at a school where everybody needed her attention, so she accepted their excuse. She returned to her office.

“I have no freaking clue what you’re talking about,” Wan Lee said again.

This was excruciating, but Shou Yan’s brother had taught him to never back down from the hard fights. “We split up during second year. You told me you could find a hundred boys to replace me with a snap of your fingers,” he said.

“That was second year. We were idiots then and I was trying to make you angry,” Wan Lee said. He crawled onto the bed beside Shou Yan and was close enough to touch, but Shou Yan kept his hands to himself. “You’re still an idiot if you think I’m going to run off with Qin Song.”

“He’s a better duelist than me.”

“Our styles are incompatible. Didn’t you see us fight? We each did our own thing. We couldn’t work together at all.”

“And you’re dating,” Shou Yan finished.

Wan Lee was silent. Which made sense. There was no good reply to that. But then he sighed, pressed his shoulder to Shou Yan’s, and said, “Yeah, we screw. But it doesn’t mean anything. Qin Song is…okay, you can’t tell anyone I told you this, but the truth is, Qin Song is so madly in love with Feng that he can’t see straight. It’s hilariously awful. He, like, sits around and broods about his deep feelings. How can I not offer him a blowjob to take his mind off it?”

Like you offered me when we first met, Shou Yan thought. “But you keep trying to break him and Feng up,” he said, as stubborn about it as a worker ant.

“If they get angry at each other, maybe they’ll be more honest. That’s all it is. So stop being so insecure,” Wan Lee said. He tilted his head up and his mouth was thin no longer. He was smiling slightly. Then, to Shou Yan’s great astonishment, he brokered the distance between them and kissed him. His mouth was dry and he was bleeding from a cut on his lip that made the kiss taste coppery and slippery, and only in Jing Fei Academy was that perfectly normal. Or so Shou Yan supposed because he’d never been kissed before, never wanted to kiss anybody but Wan Lee, and now Wan Lee’s fingers were digging into his biceps and he was pressing even closer, making small noises under his breath that fired up the cells in Shou Yan’s brain and other body parts.

Wan Lee scrambled to his knees so he could better straddle Shou Yan, and then he was pressing Shou Yan backwards so that they were lying on the bed kissing sloppily, Wan Lee’s bangs mixing with Shou Yan’s so that it was hard to see anything — the world collapsed to sweat and blood and skin.

Nurse Lau cleared her throat. “Boys, I think it’s wonderful that you’re giving into your hormones and all that, but this is a hospital. Save it for your rooms, yes?”

Shou Yan blushed so hard that he hoped it didn’t become permanent. They shuffled obediently and awkwardly back to the dorms. Wan Lee’s room was first up, and when they were at the door Wan Lee stopped and looked at Shou Yan expectantly. But this was all new to Shou Yan, new and terrifying, and for all the dramas and manga and love songs he kept close to his chest, he didn’t know what to say. He wanted to say something romantic, but Wan Lee had never given any indication of being a romantic, not with the way he’d just mocked Qin Song. So he shuffled his feet and said, “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” Wan Lee said. Shou Yan looked for disappointment but found none. “See you tomorrow.”

:::

Mid-term season passed. Shou Yan did well on everything except biology, but he didn’t care. After high school he was planning on studying media, maybe film production, and he didn’t need a good biology mark to do that. He didn’t see much of Wan Lee during exams and he tried not to think about him either. It was better that they were taking some time off from each other to regroup after the confusion that’d been the last few months. But in his unguarded moments, when he was pulling out his hair over some ridiculous question on microbiology, when he was brushing his teeth, when he was going for a morning jog, he thought about him. And then he was conflicted with the desire to run up to Wan Lee’s room and drag him in a blow-your-mind-out kiss that Shou Yan had been sort of discreetly practicing with his hairbrush. Or run screaming off a cliff. Either one, really.

After exams, he went home for the holidays. Yinchuan was as dry as ever, and Shou Yan woke on most mornings to stare out his window at the red-patterned stones of his family’s apartment courtyard, watching his neighbours get on their bikes and motorbikes and pedal off to work. The mosque down the street sounded the call to prayer, and he joined his parents on the prayer mats facing Mecca, though religiosity in his family, he felt, was more for show and guilt. When he had dropped out of Qur’an school at age thirteen, neither of his parents had complained too much.

But it was good to be home. To patter around the tiles in slippers, to watch dramas with his father — with whom he manfully leaked a tear or two during the sad scenes with the inevitable heartbreak and betrayal and secret incest –, to help his mother fold dumplings and boil yuan xiao, to scowl at his brother when Shou Zhong made his grand appearance and introduced his supermodel fiancé, all Prada purses and glittery tied earrings.

“I wish I was an only child,” Shou Yan grumbled while serving them tea.

Shou Zhong beamed at him with his perfectly straight white teeth. “You’re a terrible liar, Little Brother. I can see right through you.” He accepted the cup with the arrogance of a Qin dynasty emperor and added, “How’s Wan Lee by the way? I saw him in the Beijing airport on my way home.”

“Why would he be in Beijing?” Shou Yan asked. “He lives in the south.”

“Isn’t his dad’s trial about to enter another appeal?”

Shou Yan didn’t reply.

“It’s useless. They’re going to execute him,” Shou Zhong said matter-of-factly. “He raped two girls. UPC law does not forgive, nor should it. Frankly, I’m surprised Wan Lee never changed his last name to avoid the shame.”

Still Shou Yan said nothing.

Chinese New Year was its usual whirlwind maelstrom of relatives, eating, and fireworks. All of his parents’ Hui friends came over and they offered more prayers and then played board games, shrieking in laughter while Shou Yan sat on the couch with a book. One of Shou Yan’s middle school friends called and asked him to the arcade, but he could tell it was just courtesy so he made up an excuse and said he was busy.

“Okay,” said his former friend and laughed nervously. “Hey, how’s school? Still getting a fine education in beating people up?”

“Pretty much,” Shou Yan replied. And then, because nothing in his life was what it used to be, not since that first day he arrived at Jing Fei Academy and thought well, I hope this goes well, he added, “What do you do when someone you like kisses you and then you can’t tell if they’re serious or not, because they do that sort of thing to everyone? Like, they’re kind of slutty and messed up, but you can’t help but hope that maybe with you it’s different.”

“Um,” his friend said. “It was good talking to you.”

:::

February was characterized by the shock of having to attend class again after so much freedom, and of the high tensions that surrounded the beginning of the round of forty. Everybody was preoccupied with something. Feng returned to school, much to the annoyance of every duelist who wasn’t named Qin Song. Qin Song looked ready to break out the flower petals and now that Shou Yan was clued in, he saw the way Qin Song stared at the back of Feng’s head during class. Or how, when Qin Song was flirting the shit out of an underclassman, his eyes kept drifting to Feng to see how he was reacting. Wan Lee was right. It was awfully hilarious.

“I said hilariously awful,” Wan Lee said. “That’s different.”

The break had left Wan Lee with bags under his eyes, a shortness to his words, and a tendency to receive phone calls in the middle of the night that ended up with him screaming obscenities to the mysterious caller on the other end who was presumably his father or his father’s lawyer. Qin Song showed up on Shou Yan’s doorstep one night, clutching his pillow, and said, “Switch rooms with me. I’m begging you.”

Shou Yan switched rooms, and then he brewed some pu’erh tea for Wan Lee and left it on his desk. When he checked his email, he saw there was a letter from Auntie Lu asking about her son. Shou Yan thought for a long time before he typed a cheerful reply and assured Auntie Lu that he was making sure Wan Lee taking good care of himself. Which was only the truth. He left out the part where Wan Lee woke him up in the middle of the night and said, “Let’s get smashingly drunk right now.” And they proceeded to do just that, raiding Qin Song’s supply of liquor until there was not a drop left.

“It’s easy to destroy things,” Wan Lee said. He got giggly and philosophical when he was drunk. “Not so easy to build. And OH MY GOD IS THAT A TURTLE ON THE WINDOWSILL OR AM I JUST HALLUCINATING?”

“You’re just hallucinating,” Shou Yan said, and dreamily wrapped an arm around Wan Lee when Wan Lee crawled into his bed. Wan Lee’s nose was wet, as if he’d been crying, but he burrowed his head in the crook of Shou Yan’s arm. Shou Yan smiled at him dazedly, and they fell asleep like that, tight against each other. It was a lot more embarrassing in the morning when there was erections involved, but they were late for class and seriously hung over, so Wan Lee didn’t seem to notice that anything was poking his leg at all. In the madness of trying to get ready, Wan Lee put on Shou Yan’s pants and Shou Yan put on Wan Lee’s cardigan. And Qin Song smirked at them both when he saw.

Feng smiled at them in the hall. “I told you he wasn’t going to leave you,” he said quietly to Shou Yan.

Shou Yan rolled his eyes. “What would you know? You don’t even see what’s in front of you.”

Feng looked confused. Shou Yan filed it as a personal triumph. One day when Feng took over his family’s company and was raking in millions, he’d always be able to point at the TV and say to his hypothetical children, “You see that man there? He’s not as perceptive as he thinks.” That sentiment would warm his otherwise miserable pay check in his otherwise dreary desk job. Shou Yan was looking forward to it already.

“Are you talking about Qin Song?” Feng asked. “Is he still mad at me? But I came back. I did what he wanted me to.”

Shou Yan feared for the future of Feng’s company.

:::

“Iron pills?”

“Check.”

“Gingko biloba?”

“Check.”

“Master Bian’s Ten Strength Tonic of Exellence?”

“You know it’s just sugar water–”

Wan Lee held out his hand. Shou Yan passed him the damned tonic. “Check.”

“Then let’s a-go-go.”

“I don’t think the sunglasses are necessary. We’re indoors.”

“Really? They’re too much?” Wan Lee took them off. “The feather boa too?”

“We’re trying to steal Leung and Leung’s lantern blossom. Not blind them with sparkle.”

“Sometimes,” Wan Lee said sadly, “I forget the difference.”

:::

Say what one would about the Lantern Blossom duels, and much had been said about them over the years, but at their very best they could take Shou Yan’s mind away from all his wandering questions and focus it on a single goal. Better yet, a shared goal. He never felt more in tune with Wan Lee than he did when they were standing on the Lake of Youthful Transformation, their feet bare against the neon blue. Wan Lee was smiling again, frightening the poor first year across from him, and Shou Yan didn’t need to ask to know what he was thinking. Wan Lee made a signal behind his back — you go for the lantern blossom bearer, I’ll take care of this one.

Poor first years. They were lucky enough to make the round of forty in their first try at the Trophy, but they didn’t know what hit them. Ah well. They had three more years of trying, whereas for Shou Yan and Wan Lee, this was their last. There was no room for mistakes or silly miscommunication errors if Shou Yan wanted to touch the same gold trophy that his brother hoisted above his head in a thousand family photos.

Qin Song sauntered past them. “Not bad, but you’ve got to watch your reaction times. I think they’re actually getting slower.”

“Go suck Feng’s dick,” Shou Yan said cheerfully.

Qin Song glared at Wan Lee. “You told him?”

“Oops,” Wan Lee said.

They made it easily out of the round of forty. Then there was a two week reprieve for everybody to nurse their battered bodies and steel themselves for the round of twenty, where the notorious hard fighting happened. The round of twenty was where you saw the first broken bones, dislocated jaws, and the like. It was where Feng took his game-ruining fall last year, and Shou Yan could see Feng and Qin Song creating wild strategies about how to avoid repeating that same mistake. As far as Shou Yan was concerned, there was no strategy that could keep you from an injury except to stay alert and be careful. But both Feng and Qin Song were planners, and hey, it was hard to critique the style of the number one ranked pair in the school.

They were matched up once in the round of twenty. Feng and Wan Lee were the lantern blossom bearers, and Wan Lee was positively giddy. “I haven’t faced off against Qin Song at all this year, not really,” he said, and Shou Yan privately thought that maybe stupid Qin Song had his uses after all. He would not be opposed to seeing Wan Lee smack Qin Song down, was all he was saying.

Both Wan Lee and Qin Song were known to be fast, and in the round of twenty they were blitzing. Shou Yan let Wan Lee take care of it as he focused his attention on Feng. Shou Yan had been watching Feng carefully and he knew that Feng’s one big weakness was that he was not fast, so Shou Yan started weaving and bobbing, hoping to confuse Feng.

Feng tried to tackle him, but Shou Yan avoided it. If Feng tackled you, you were almost for sure a goner — he had a lot of muscle power to hold you down.

So Shou Yan stomped on his foot.

Feng backhanded him so hard that Shou Yan heard his nose bridge crack. His nose had already taken a beating many times this year, and this was one time too many. The pain dazzled like a festival lion dance, bright and loud, and he stumbled backwards, his eyes watering in pinpricks. There was blood, copious amounts of it, and he saw through his compromised vision that Referee Gu was raising his white flag. “Don’t,” he groaned, cupping his hands around his nose and feeling them become wet with blood. Wan Lee understood him immediately.

“We’re not forfeiting,” he said.

“I think you should. It looks bad,” Qin Song said.

“No, just give us a minute. We’re allowed a minute,” Wan Lee replied. Referee Gu nodded and started the watch. Wan Lee knelt in front of Shou Yan and gently pried his hands away. “Qin Song is right. That does look bad,” he said with an edge of nervousness in his voice. Wan Lee hated the sight of blood. “Can you breathe?”

“Y-yeah,” Shou Yan gulped. “We’re not going to stop here. If we forfeit, that’s a negative point, and if we don’t do well in our next duel, we might be out of the running for the round of eight.” His head felt buoyant like that time he was curious about what would happen if he stopped eating for three days; his one and only voluntary science experiment. He grabbed Wan Lee’s arm for balance. “You’re going to have to go after Feng and get his lantern blossom. I’ll…I’ll try to keep Qin Song off you. Sorry. It’s going to be hard.”

There was a reason why most duelists separated the duties of lantern blossom bearer and pursuer. But instead of looking apprehensive at the massive amount of pressure he was taking on, Wan Lee smiled and kissed Shou Yan’s cheek. A brief peck, ghostly in appearance and disappearance. “You’ve been a good friend to me. Incredibly grouchy but a good friend all the same.”

“What,” said Shou Yan.

“Don’t worry,” Wan Lee said. “This time it’s my turn to be the hero.”

“Time’s up!” Referee Gu said.

“We’re not going to go easy on you,” Qin Song warned. “We want the Trophy too.”

“I know,” Wan Lee said. Then he settled into an opening stance that Shou Yan had never seen before: elongated, menacing, smiling. Feng raised his eyebrows in silent consideration. Qin Song tossed his head, beautifully arrogant, but there was an anticipatory smile on his mouth that matched Wan Lee’s. Wan Lee stretched out his arms and curled his fingers like chicken claws, and then he was running straight for Feng with Qin Song trying to block him. Shou Yan stumbled into the fray, jamming his fists into Qin Song’s stomach. He heard Wan Lee laugh out loud as he did a back flip, a freaking back flip like he was using wire fu, off the lake and past Feng’s reach.

Five minutes later, the duel was over. Feng’s lantern blossom was dangling from Wan Lee’s pinkie.

“Shit,” Qin Song said, and that was about the gist of it. That was all that needed to be said.

Feng sidled over to Shou Yan. “I didn’t mean to hit you so hard.”

The bleeding had slowed down to a trickle but Shou Yan’s entire face was a messy smear of red. He shrugged. “I’ll get over it,” he said, though his nose had clogged up by this point so it sounded more like “I’b gub ober it.”

In the infirmary, Nurse Lau set his nose straight again and then prescribed him some pain medicine. “Your face will have some swelling,” she warned. “Don’t put too much pressure on it. That means no making out with your boyfriend.”

“Yay,” said Shou Yan.

Wan Lee beamed and didn’t correct her. “Come on, all your stuff is still in my room,” he said, and Shou Yan let Wan Lee lead him back to the dorms. When they arrived at Wan Lee’s room, however, they could hear Feng and Qin Song arguing behind the door. It was about their mistakes in the duel, and both of them sounded fairly high-tempered about it. Feng was actually raising his voice and everything. Shou Yan felt sorry for them. It wasn’t their fault Wan Lee was a super robot warrior.

“My room then,” Shou Yan said. He expected to find Zhao inside, but to his surprise there was a note on the door that said: went out with friends to town (maybe I’ll get lucky???).

“You know, it’s almost a perfect setup,” Wan Lee said conversationally, sitting on Shou Yan’s bed and crossing his ankles.

“What’d you mean?” Shou Yan said.

“Your roommate is gone, we’ve just won an exciting duel against the top seeds, and I’m desperate to have sex with you. It’s just a shame we can’t kiss because of your nose.”

“S-s-sex?” Shou Yan stammered and managed to lock the door before Wan Lee started taking off his shirt and slipping out of his pants. He did it all so casually and shamelessly that Shou Yan’s mind immediately flashed to porn films, and he had to grab the doorknob to keep his legs from shaking. Wan Lee wriggled out of his boxers and then there he was, naked, his cock curving up to his stomach and his eyes gleaming. He had the tightest, most perfect ass Shou Yan had ever seen.

“You don’t have to take off your clothes if you don’t want to,” Wan Lee offered. “I kind of like it when I’m naked and being fucked by someone who’s fully dressed.”

His sly smile was too much. Shou Yan lurched towards the bed like a dying traveler and Wan Lee opened his arms to receive him. He brushed his mouth against Shou Yan’s throat, against his chin, and delicately, softly against his cheekbones. Shou Yan closed his eyes and cleared his throat. He tried to speak as clearly as possible through his blocked passages. “I want this to mean something.” Then he turned his face in the other direction and burned with humiliation. He waited.

Wan Lee took his hand and kissed each of his fingertips. “Yeah,” he said when he was done and Shou Yan was melting into the mattress. “I also want to give you that blowjob you turned down.”

“Okay,” Shou Yan said and he lifted his hips so that Wan Lee could remove his pants. He knew that he was still blushing. He doubted he would ever stop this time, not when Wan Lee was grinning at him like that, like a perfect lecher. Heat pooled from his neck to his spine, and when Wan Lee teasingly stripped him of his underwear, heat spread to his hips and his groin.

“Spread your legs,” Wan Lee said, and Shou Yan moaned and did it. He experienced a moment of painful self-consciousness — he’d seen Qin Song’s dick in the changing rooms before so he knew his own wasn’t nearly as big — but Wan Lee touched his mouth to the tip lovingly and all of Shou Yan’s inhibitions flew out the window. He jerked upwards in blatant suggestion.

Wan Lee cackled in laughter, not a graceful sound at all, but he knew exactly what Shou Yan meant and he wasn’t — as whispers around the school confirmed — a tease. So he bent his head, opened his mouth, and went to town.

Shou Yan didn’t like to think that he whimpered. For his first sexual experience, he wasn’t being particularly manly what with the stammering and the blushing. But he definitely heard the whimper escape from his mouth, and then he squeezed his eyes shut as Wan Lee’s tongue traced the vein on the underside of his cock and slid upwards, wet and purposeful. Shou Yan pushed without rhythm and Wan Lee took it for about half a minute — and half a minute was all Shou Yan felt that he could last — before gripping Shou Yan’s hips and holding him down.

The feeling of Wan Lee’s strong hands on his hips, Wan Lee’s mouth on his dick, Wan Lee’s lashes tingling against the skin of Shou Yan’s thighs — Shou Yan’s brain performed dazzling feat of acrobatics as he came.

Wan Lee removed his mouth at the last instant, and squirts of come hit him on the cheek. “Shit, sorry,” Shou Yan panted, but Wan Lee chased it with his finger. He brought it to his mouth and sucked.

Shou Yan was a little disgusted but mostly awed. He watched as Wan Lee reached under the bed and rummaged into the box Shou Yan kept there, emerging finally with the lube. Shou Yan didn’t even ask how Wan Lee knew the box had been there and what was inside. It didn’t seem important at this point. He watched as Wan Lee flipped open the bottle in what was surely the sexiest sound of plastic in the entire universe. Wan Lee dribbled some of the lube onto his fingers. A few drops fell to the bedspread. Shou Yan crawled forward and said, “Can I?”

Wan Lee was flushed and breathless. I did that, Shou Yan thought with a jolt. I did that to him.

“You can do whatever you want,” Wan Lee said. So Shou Yan wrapped a tentative hand around Wan Lee’s cock and pulled. Wan Lee swallowed hard. “Um, only if you’re sure–”

“Shut up, you freak, I’m sure,” Shou Yan said, twisting his wrist. Wan Lee’s lips parted in a happy oval and Shou Yan couldn’t resist. He leaned forward and licked the corner of his mouth. His nose bumped Wan Lee’s cheek and a fresh wave of pain leaped over him, but it made Wan Lee grab Shou Yan’s shoulders tightly, pulling their bodies so close that Shou Yan’s thought processes stuttered out from the nakedness and the heat. Then Wan Lee pulled too hard, greedy bastard, and they fell backwards onto the bed, Shou Yan on top of Wan Lee, still trying to jerk him off.

He would have been happy like that. He would have been ecstatic. But Wan Lee let go of him eventually and before Shou Yan could protest, he slicked his fingers with lube again and reached behind him. “I stand by what I said before,” Wan Lee said. “I want you to fuck me.”

“I can see you standing, that’s for sure,” Shou Yan said, and as good as this whole thing was going — all right, better than good, amazing, wonderful, brilliant, etcetera — it was a relief to be able to laugh and have Wan Lee laugh back. This wasn’t just a torrid one night stand. They were friends. They were hopefully still going to be friends in the morning.

And while Shou Yan was thinking something soppy about friendship, Wan Lee turned around, got on all fours, and offered his ass.

“Um,” Shou Yan said, his mouth going dry.

“Don’t tell me I have to give you an instruction manual,” Wan Lee said.

“No, I think I can figure it out.” Shou Yan moved over to Wan Lee and marveled at the heat of his palms on Wan Lee’s back. Wan Lee shivered and made an impatient motion with his hips, so Shou Yan, summoning the last two of his functional brain cells, used the lube on himself and wrestled with a condom. He had some difficulties, but when he was done, he took a steadying breath and started pushing himself inside. Wan Lee groaned deep in his throat and dropped his head to his chest as Shou Yan went further, slowly, filling him up.

Shou Yan’s ears buzzed. Everything in the room had been reduced to a quiet roar, broken only by the sound of Wan Lee’s breathing. Shou Yan touched the nape of his neck gently, and then reached around to slide a finger over Wan Lee’s mouth. Wan Lee started sucking it, and Shou Yan took that as the cue that Wan Lee was ready. So he started to rock, first carefully and then growing bolder as Wan Lee urged him on.

He was a Lantern Blossom duelist, used to rhythm and pulse, but his rhythm was questionable and his pulse was jumping wildly. He ghosted a kiss over the birth mark on Wan Lee’s back as a counterpoint to a long, shaky thrust that had Wan Lee writhing. Shou Yan knew he couldn’t compare to a gorgeous playboy like Qin Song, who’d probably done half the school and made the other half beg for the honour, and he hoped that Wan Lee’s reactions weren’t exaggerated for his sake. But then he went at him from a different angle, trying something new, and Wan Lee choked out an incomprehensible name.

“What is it?” Shou Yan asked.

Wan Lee cleared his throat, shuddered again as Shou Yan drove into him clumsily, and said, “Please, please.” Then he started to fuck back, meeting Shou Yan’s every lunge, shoving himself onto Shou Yan’s cock with a desperate eagerness that made Shou Yan choke out some incomprehensible noises of his own. It was only because he’d already had an orgasm that he could hold on like this, but even so it was a tough battle. He felt like he was down to his last ounce of control when Wan Lee screamed and came apart.

Shou Yan followed him in a helpless rush.

:::

Wan Lee was a cuddler. No one was surprised by this information. He wrapped his limbs around Shou Yan’s and stuffed his head into the crook of Shou Yan’s neck. Fittingly enough, it made him look like a turtle. Shou Yan spared a worry as to whether Zhao would come back any time soon, but then he decided that it didn’t matter. Zhao could crash at someone else’s room for once; he owed him that much for all his obnoxious comments.

They had a very pleasant jizz-covered nap. When they woke, Wan Lee stretched and beamed. Shou Yan tried not to let any awkwardness show on his face when he said, “We should probably swing by your room and grab you new clothes.”

“Mmm, too much work,” Wan Lee said. “We could just fuck instead.”

“That sounds good,” Shou Yan replied.

After the second round of fucking, followed by cuddling, Shou Yan pulled his blanket over them and they slept until morning. He woke briefly in the middle of the night when he heard a rustling sound, but he fell back asleep right away and didn’t realize what it was until he discovered Zhao’s note that said: Like I said! This school is really, really queer. Congratulations, buddy!

“What is that?” Wan Lee mumbled sleepily, coming over to drape himself over Shou Yan. He giggled when he saw and said, “Zhao’s so right. But hey, let’s go take a shower. And then we can spend the rest of the day reading my new copy of Master Bian.”

“Ugh, no,” Shou Yan said. “Some things I am not prepared to to do, even for love.”

Wan Lee cocked his head. Shou Yan’s stomach dropped.

“I mean,” he said.

“You’re such a romantic,” Wan Lee said, smiling. But his hands were on Shou Yan’s forearms and his mouth was in Shou Yan’s hair, and that was cue enough for round three.

They managed to make it down to the cafeteria for lunch. Zhao was sitting with his gaming friends but he threw Shou Yan a smirk, so Shou Yan made a rude gesture in return. Qin Song and Feng were waiting at their usual table. At first Shou Yan didn’t pay either of them much attention because hello, there was Wan Lee to stare at, but when Wan Lee made an amused sound, Shou Yan looked. Then he saw how mussed both Qin Song and Feng looked, how sheepish Feng was, how smug and satisfied Qin Song.

“I see you’ve settled your differences,” Wan Lee said innocently.

“I spent the entire night divesting Feng of his pesky virginity,” Qin Song declared, and Feng groaned and put his hand over his eyes.

Zhao caught Shou Yan’s attention. Really, really queer, he mouthed.

“But what about your fiancé?” Shou Yan asked.

“We’ll see,” Feng said quietly. He had always been the wisest of the four of them and he was right again this time. They were going to graduate soon, going to leave Jing Fei Academy and do whatever it was they wanted to do with their lives. Nothing was certain. Shou Yan glanced over at Wan Lee, who was teasing Qin Song so mercilessly that Qin Song was actually blushing. Shou Yan smiled crookedly and spooned his soup.

Whatever. They were duelists. Headmaster Zhang had a point when he talked about the unpredictability of matches, the sheer fright and joy of it. They’d manage.

:::

Because Shou Yan was a romantic, he waited until his nose healed and he and Wan Lee had their first proper kiss before he rustled through his desk and handed Wan Lee the envelope he’d been meaning to give to him all along. “This was supposed to be your birthday gift before I, uh, chickened out,” he said, watching Wan Lee toy with the envelope curiously.

“Is it tickets to a strip club?” Wan Lee asked.

“What? No.”

“Is it a fake I.D so we can go to a strip club?”

“No.”

“Is it Qin Song’s kidney?”

“Just open it,” Shou Yan snapped. Wan Lee did and into his hands fell a sheaf of printed papers. “I did a bunch of research on laser eye surgery and clinics,” he said. “There are some coupons here, some scientific guides so you know exactly what happens, some recommendations for patients, and, uh, I promise I’ll go with you and hold your hand.”

Wan Lee looked at him.

“I think you’d make a great astronaut,” Shou Yan finished before Wan Lee threw himself at him, tackling him to the floor and initiating what was, what, round twenty-seven? Shou Yan could no longer keep track.

:::

In the end, they didn’t win the Trophy of Strength and Gallantry. They made it to the finals where they faced Feng and Qin Song, and they had a good shot at it, but Feng punched Shou Yan again — “Sorry,” he said without meaning at all — and Qin Song broke Wan Lee’s fingers. Afterwards, when everybody had been patched up and Wan Lee had been assured that he was not going to die because he’d accidentally ingested some of Qin Song’s blood, they sneaked to the roof of the school and took shots out of the Trophy.

“It sucks that we didn’t win,” Shou Yan muttered, eying the way Feng and Qin Song were falling over each other trying to do a proper Viennese waltz.

Wan Lee’s head was in his lap. He was staring peacefully at the stars. “It’s okay,” he said. “We’re good at other things too. And did you really want to be just like your brother?”

“I guess not,” Shou Yan said.

“My dad’s trial is next month,” Wan Lee said.

“I know,” Shou Yan said. “You want me to come with?”

“Yeah,” Wan Lee said. He looked up at Shou Yan with his mischievous eyes. “That reminds me. You know that important news I was going to tell you and didn’t?”

Shou Yan nodded.

“So you can’t hold it against me that I chickened out too.”

“What were you going to say?” Shou Yan asked, carding his fingers through Wan Lee’s hair.

Wan Lee beamed. “I was going to tell you that I love you.”

Shou Yan’s fingers slowed. He had to work against a sudden lump in his throat. “Well, that’s good,” he said. “Because I was totally expecting rides on your spaceship. Don’t think you can wriggle out of that. You’ll have to name it the Lantern Blossom and paint Pu Lian’s face all over it.”

“Baby, you can ride my spaceship any time you want,” Wan Lee replied.


No Hero Manual Included

by Ogiwara Saki (荻原咲)

The problem in most fairy tales is real estate. I’m being serious here. The story of the Three Little Pigs? Real estate problem. Goldilocks? Real estate. Little Red Riding Hood? Clearly, the only reason why an elderly woman would live alone in the woods is because all the good spots in town were taken. The problem of housing and location drives us as deep as food and sex, and I knew this well because my humble little musical instrument shop happened to be across the street from Hero’s Square, where all the returning heroes paraded around after their victories, drawing crowds and vendors and chubby-cheeked babies.

I knew immediately when renting the property that it’d be trouble. I’d tried to ask for a shop on South Street instead, or even tucked in the corner of the Nook where burly men with very large knobby clubs tended to patrol. Anything other than Hero’s Square. But nope, this was the only property available that met my specifications, and I was told I should have been glad for it. It was prime real estate.

With a prime view of the square as the Queen’s Hero returned home.

My assistant Annette smiled as she looked out the window. She was behind the counter, balancing her elbows on the wood as she watched the Queen’s Hero ride into the square on his black stallion. I wanted to tell Annette to get back to work, but the truth was she was so efficient there wasn’t any work. We were both just lingering around, staring dreamily. Me at the dust motes on the floor, Annette at the bulging muscles of the Queen’s Hero.

“What do you think it would feel like to cup those muscles in your hands?” Annette asked. “To have them holding you down as he thrusts into you over and over again? Do you believe that rumour about him and Snow White?”

I choked and accidentally stomped my foot. The dust motes flew away. “Annette,” I said, “I am going to pretend I never heard you say that.” Then I added, viciously, “Snow White could do better than him.”

She swirled to look at me. “Clean your mouth with soap, sonny.”

“I’m your boss,” I endeavored to complain.

“That’s no reason to speak ill of the Queen’s Hero,” Annette said, and she was laughing at me now, I could tell. So I gave her my sharpest, brightest smile, the one that I turned on indecisive customers who waffled between buying the lute with fifteen strings or the one with twenty-four.

“Think about it,” I said reasonably. “The man spends all his time roaming the countryside fighting dragons and saving princesses. He has no other life. He must be so, so boring behind those straight white teeth.”

“Actually,” Annette said, “I heard he plays competitive chess in his spare time.”

“That is a lie,” I said. “A filthy, filthy lie.”

We were both distracted by a sudden cheer from the square. A lady in pastel pink fainted because she was unable to handle the glory. The Queen’s Hero stopped and dismounted. He slipped a hand under her and picked her up. The crowd went wild, and the entire first row of onlookers rushed forward for autographs.

“Amazing,” said Annette.

“I’ll be in the back room,” I said.

“Does that mean you’re not going to the party being thrown for his victory tonight?” she asked. “It’s in Fox Scratch Square. Everybody’s invited. Princesses and paupers alike.”

“I think I have to cut my nails tonight,” I replied.

“There’s going to be free ale,” she said.

“Damn,” I said.

:::

I comforted myself with the knowledge that it was going to be such a huge party that surely the entire city would turn up, and therefore there would be no reason for me and the Queen’s Hero to ever cross paths. I told Annette this and she laughed at me once more before taking me upstairs to my room, riffling through my wardrobe, and throwing my blue doublet at me, saying, “Wear this. It suits you best.”

I eyed the doublet like it was a piece of meat about to grow maggots. “I haven’t worn this for years,” I said. “The last time I wore this, I was an evil sorcerer.”

“Um, excuse me,” said Annette. “You were an evil sorcerer’s apprentice. Not the same thing.”

“I regret telling you anything at all,” I said grandly.

“Besides, you’re reformed now and so are your clothes,” she said. “Piper, are you sulking? Are you actually sulking? I’ve seen you dazzle customers so hard that they would have bought pianofortes with tentacles coming out of them! How can a party distress you so much?”

I picked at the doublet and didn’t answer her. It was true; if you went a party and looked for the guy tumbling over the barrels, too drunk to do anything but sing at the top of his lungs and earnestly shake everyone’s hand like he was the High Priest of Fairy, that was me. I met Annette for the first time that way, when I accidentally mistook her for a keg of beer and fixed my lips to her throat in an attempt to suck her dry. Annette, being the paragon of patience that she was, did not proceed to punch me in the balls and leave me on the ground trembling. Instead she shook me off, introduced herself, and dumped water over my head so that I could be properly sober when I offered her employment. Thank you, Annette.

It was because I loved her dearly, and also because she wanted to use me to make the local baker jealous, that I put on the doublet and went with her to the party at Fox Scratch Square. I was right. It was huge and it was packed, and I zeroed in immediately on the free ale. Annette tried to grab me by the collar and whisper “down, boy” in my ear, but she was no match for a formerly evil sorcerer and a minor slipping spell that had me sliding through the crowd and towards blessed alcoholic amnesia.

I was happily tipsy and on my way towards being ecstatically drunk when I heard the excitement through the crowd that announced the Queen’s Hero’s arrival.

“I hope he ditched the horse,” I told one of my companions, who was lying beneath the barrel and grinning up at me. “The horse is really rather tacky.”

Luckily, my companion appreciated my brilliance. “Horse! Tack! Great joke, buddy!” he bellowed.

“I know!” I said. Or rather, I yelled it at the top of my lungs, and at that moment there was a shuffle in the crowd. A tall man with an astoundingly large hat stepped aside, and I got a view of the Queen’s Hero. He was mind-bogglingly handsome like all the other celebrated heroes of yore. The sad truth of the matter is that you don’t get to be popular without being handsome, even if you’ve single-wrestled tens of hundreds of trolls like old Cricket down at the tavern. The Queen’s Hero had thick blond hair, a lush bow of a mouth, blue eyes that crinkled when he smiled, and abs that you could grate goat cheese on.

Oops. Did I just say abs? I meant, uh, teeth. He had very flat and hard…teeth. The Queen’s Hero, like most members of the royal retinue, generally went about clothed. So there was no way I would know the condition of his abs! Right!

Goldilocks take it, I was drunk.

And yelling at the top of my lungs, apparently, because just as Tall Hat Man stepped aside and I looked at the hero, the hero looked back.

I yelped. Then I toppled off the barrels. My body made an inelegant sprawl as it hit the ground, and I banged my elbow against the dirt. There was a shout, and when I opened my eyes I saw that the Queen’s Hero was at my side, helping me up. Oh no, I thought. No, no, no, go away. I think I said that out loud, but the hero’s eyes were a study in gentle concern as he examined the rip at my sleeve.

“Are you all right?” he asked me, his breath hot in my ear, sending my booze-drenched veins jumping against my heart.

The fall had knocked some sense back into me, but I pretended to be thoroughly, thoroughly confused as I put my hands against his chest and shoved him backwards. “What’s going on? Who am I?” I blabbered, and some people in the crowd laughed while others who knew me from other debaucheries rolled their eyes. “I’ve got to go!” I shrieked, climbing to my feet and stumbling away as fast as I could in the opposite direction, pushing through other revelers like they were cards.

I didn’t know if he would come after me.

He didn’t.

Except sometimes we have the tendency to forget that heroes can be tricky. Cleverness and subterfuge are the weapons of the villain, of Snow White’s stepmother, of the wolf hiding in Grandma’s nightgown. But heroes can surprise you too, and I was surprised by one of my very own when I was lurching my way home at the crack of dawn, Annette having gone off with her baker friend. Friend, she called him, as if I couldn’t see his hand sliding down, down, down, where no friend’s hand should be. I was still drunk but mostly listless, and I was fumbling with the key to my shop when the Queen’s Hero swooped down and put his hand on my shoulder.

I like to think that I did not scream. Former evil sorcerers were not screamers.

But I probably did.

“Mirror on the wall!” I screeched, backing away from him and reflexively shooting a hex. The spell was supposed to turn him into a frog, but I missed and the flowerpot on the ledge next door turned into a biscuit. I never claimed that I had been a good evil sorcerer, all right. Stop mocking me.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “You’re supposed to be at your party, or did you not notice the big banner that had your name all over it! The cake too!”

“Um,” said the Queen’s Hero, shuffling his large, shapely feet. “I didn’t think you would be there. At the party.”

“What, I’m not allowed to go to parties anymore?” I scoffed.

“No! That’s not what I mean,” he said. “I just didn’t think you would be there. At my party.”

I waved my hand airily, nearly poking my eye out in the process. “You slayed the Dragon of Westermere. How is that not an excuse to party? Congratulations, by the way. I’m sure it was a very exciting battle. Lots of heaving chests and swords of righteousness, that sort of thing.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Piper,” he said.

Two could play this game. “Henry,” I said.

He looked at the sign hanging above us. “This is your shop, right?” he asked. “You’re the owner?”

“Yes,” I said, drawing the syllable out. “I am a fine purveyor of musical instruments, catering both to the amateur musician and the professional. Whether you want a lute for thirty silvers or a hand-made harp that will cost thousands, we at Piper’s Pipes are glad to service you.”

“And all of your customers survive the experience?”

“Most do,” I replied sweetly. “I play them quite tenderly. There are rarely complaints.” I saw him blush. Then I shouldered my way past him into the shop. He hesitated, clearly wondering if he was allowed to follow me inside my private property. I have to admit, watching him trying to struggle between his base instincts and his chivalrous training made me grin. “It’s good to see you again, Henry,” I said. “And now I must bid you adieu.” I closed the door on his face. Me, Piper of Piper’s Pipes, scrawny nobody, slightly shit sorcerer. I closed the door on Henry’s face.

Wait.

Henry’s face.

There was a poster of Henry’s face pinned to the back of the door. I stared at it in blank confusion, so I opened the door a crack. Henry was still standing there, looking constipated and dense and utterly gorgeous. I closed the door. I looked at the poster. Constipated and dense and utterly gorgeous; that was about right.

“Annette!” I screamed. “I’m going to get you for this!”

I tried to blast the poster off the door. It turned into an octopus.

:::

I think I’ve been going about this story all wrong. I didn’t even start it with ‘once upon a time’, which in the Royal City was cause for treason. We all knew our stories, our eligible princesses, our evil dragons, our dashing heroes. It was as ingrained in us as the numbers on a businessman’s ledger. So I’ve been naughty. I’m like that a lot.

Let me try again. I’ll be good. My parole officer will weep diamonds, and I won’t even try to steal them and sell them on the black market.

Once upon a time.

There was a boy on a farm. Are you surprised? I’m sure you must think me quite the city sophisticate, what with the drunkenness and yelling and running around trying to grab a surprisingly sneaky octopus. But no, there was a boy on a farm, the youngest of eight siblings. He had a happy family and even though he was skinny and runty, he helped out the best he could, usually by staying in the house with his mother and stirring the pots on his stove. It was obvious from a young age that the boy wasn’t like the others. He would chase butterflies, stare at clouds for hours, and attempt to make conversation with the coat rack. No one was surprised when the boy turned out to like other boys; rather they all rolled their eyes and went back to talking about cow reproductive cycles.

They were surprised, however, when it turned out he had magic.

“Is being one minority not enough for my son?” his mother had raged when a black-clad sorcerer had paid a visit to their farm and demanded to take him away.

“He needs to learn to control his powers,” said the sorcerer, and as if to prove his point it suddenly started raining inside the house. “He’ll be a menace if he doesn’t.”

It was actually quite a reasonable argument, and it wasn’t the fault of the boys’ parents that they didn’t recognize the sorcerer as being part of the league of evil sorcerers. There was a handbook to help with these things, but the boy’s father had used the handbook for kindling one year. So they packed the boy with food and clothes, and they sent him off to be apprenticed to the sorcerer in his high castle above the sea.

“Do you know why I picked you?” the evil sorcerer asked the boy during their first day of lessons. “You are hardly the only boy with some magical talent in the Eight Kingdoms. You’re hardly even the most… adept.” He eyed the butterflies crowning the boy’s head and winced. “I picked you because of the prophecy.”

Ah yes, the prophecy.

It had been uttered by the Mirror of St. Claire, by the talking prophetess in the glass, who had divined that one day the King of the Land of Snow would be brought down and his dynasty ended by a boy piper. In response, the king had banished all the pipers in his land, especially the young ones, and he forbade all pipe music within his borders. This was the cause of some dismay, but was generally considered more decent than the king who had banished spindles. At least you could get by with other instruments. You couldn’t really spin cloth or make clothes without spindles.

“But I,” said the evil sorcerer, “have realized that it is not a boy who happens to be a piper who will be the key to his downfall. It will be a boy who bears the name of piper, and that boy is you.”

“I don’t really want to be the downfall of kingdoms,” the boy replied sadly.

“Nonsense,” said the evil sorcerer, and that was that. That was the next seven years of his life spent learning magic, proper villain etiquette, and show tunes. Despite the exciting lessons and the tendency of shrubbery to explode in flames, the boy’s heart was never truly into this enterprise. So when the troops finally rallied against the evil sorcerer and the Queen’s Hero came to duel, the boy, now a man, did not put as much effort into the fight as he strictly could have.

In trying to summon a bolt of lightning to strike the hero if not dead, then at least temporarily incapacitated, he accidentally bound them together. They discovered this when he tried to take more than five steps away from the hero and felt a force snap them back, banging their heads together.

That ended the fight fairly quickly, as the royal sorcerers rushed forward and attempted to undo the spell. Meanwhile, the evil sorcerer fled in the background. But apparently the sorcerer’s apprentice had a knack for binding spells, and his was so tight that it was decided he and the hero must travel to the Witch of the Woods for help.

So they traveled.

For five months, constantly waylaid by side quests, vengeful elves, and a singing teapot. The former sorcerer’s apprentice and the Queen’s Hero, side by side, the most absurd duo in the world. The best and worst experience of my life.

:::

Here were a list of adjectives to describe Henry:

Handsome

Brave

Talented

Famous

Totally, blisteringly awkward

It was almost disturbing how socially awkward a man who spent most of his time in the public eye could be. There was a reason why the vast majority of Henry’s public appearances were limited to him riding his stupid horse, smiling, and shaking hands. That was because if he actually opened his mouth, his adoring fans would see just how much of a smooth operator he was not. I had found it vaguely adorable during the first few months of our forced travel. Now I just found it annoying as he entered my shop the next morning and immediately banged his head on the wall.

“Ugh, why is that there?” he said.

“The wall?” I asked, smiling through my pounding hangover. “Presumably for structural support. So that the roof doesn’t fall down on us.”

“I know that,” Henry said. “I just…oh! Is that an octopus on the counter?”

“I’m calling him Leroy,” I said.

“After your father.”

“My father’s name is Jack,” I said.

“Oh,” he said. “I could have sworn it was Leroy.”

“I think I know my own father’s name,” I replied.

And then because I could not take a second more of this ridiculous exchange, I asked, in my shopkeeper’s voice, “What can I do for you, sir? Are you looking to purchase an instrument? I have a new shipment of drums from Antika that you might find pleasing.”

“Yes, drums,” Henry said. “I like drums.”

I waited, not so patiently.

“Ah!” said Henry. “But I’m not here for drums.”

“No?” I asked.

“I’m here because… well, you know Snow White, don’t you? Er, not personally, I imagine, because she lives so far away and is a princess.”

“Are you saying that I don’t have the means to travel?” I asked, my voice airy and poisonous. “Or that it’s beyond my worth to make the acquaintance of princesses?” Sometimes, I admit, I enjoyed seeing Henry squirm. And squirm he did, so beautifully, with his shoulders hunched up to his ears and his eyes so blue that they looked like the stained glass imprints of Bell Tower Castle.

“Her wedding is in a month,” Henry said. “I’m invited. Because of the whole… kissing her when she was in the glass coffin business. Did I ever mention that I’m glad she decided she didn’t want to marry me in the end? The man she chose is so much better for her, and a prince at that. I think that’s great!” I gave him my most withering look, so he bumbled onwards to say, “In any case, I need to give her a wedding gift and I know she likes music, so I thought I might commission a harp from you. Ladies like harps, don’t they?”

Annette walked out from the back room, stared, and then walked back.

I tried not to contain my astonishment and glee. On one hand, yes, this was Henry and he would probably break the harp on the way to the Land of Snow because he got distracted by a wailing maiden or some other such nonsense. But to have an instrument that I had made gracing the milk pale hands of Snow White herself! I tried not to swoon. I tried very hard not to swoon. Business at my little shop was decent. I made enough to pay Annette, live comfortably, and still order the rounds at the tavern every Market Eve. But fame! I may have no longer been an evil sorcerer — sorry, evil sorcerer’s apprentice — but I still twitched at the prospect of fame.

I turned towards Henry. I batted a languid eye. Butterflies did not come and roost in my hair but it was a damn near miss. “Pay me up front and I’ll do anything you want,” I said.

He gaped at me.

“Damn it, not like that!” I said. “Now get out!”

:::

He returned the next day when I was tuning a customer’s fiddle. I saw him linger at the entrance of the shop with his hands stuffed into his pockets, and it was Annette who finally took pity on him and invited him inside. I purposefully did not look at either of them until I was finished with little Susie Thimble, who was ten years old and played her fiddle so beautifully that I knew she was going to be either a musician for the history books or a dread sorceress. Her mother smiled at me when I was done, and then turned around and said, “Is that…?”

“Yes,” I said. I raised my voice to Henry. “It’s only been one day. Even fairies can’t make you a harp that quickly.”

“I know,” Henry said. He gave Susie and Mrs. Thimble a clean bow and then strode up to the counter where a plank of wood was all that separated us. I leaned back reflexively and busied myself with sorting the boxes of reeds on the shelves behind me. A busy shopkeeper and all that. “I just wanted to ask about its colour. I forgot to mention yesterday but Snow really likes white. With accents of red.”

“Consider me stunned,” I said. “And duly noted. The harp will be so snow white and blood red that if she ever needs to, she can hide behind it and camouflage. Excellent during military takeovers, you know.”

Henry gave me the fish eye. He leaned closer and lowered his voice. I saw Annette take an interest, though when I glanced at her, she quickly went back to sweeping the floorboards. “I didn’t mean actually make it magic,” Henry said, and I thought it was sort of dear and hopeless that he thought my being a sorcerer was a secret that he needed to keep. “Not like that. The other spells you talked about, the ones that will make the harp unbreakable, those are good. But no, ah, eccentricities, all right? Snow is a friend.”

“And that’s why you felt the need to lean down and plant a wet one on her lips when you thought she was dead,” I said brightly. “Because that’s just what friends do, engage in casual necrophilia.”

“I hate you sometimes,” Henry complained. “You’re the only person who doesn’t think–”

“Aside from the Sea Witch’s hired thugs,” I interrupted, because it was a common fact that the Sea Witch’s giant anemones had been chasing Henry for years.

“Aside from the Sea Witch’s hired thugs,” Henry repeated dutifully, “you’re the only person who doesn’t like what I do. What’s so bad about it, Piper? I save people, don’t I?” In anyone else I would have sneered at such a drippy line, but that was the problem with Henry. He was so bloody earnest that he thought irony was an adjective to describe the taste of his sword when he licked it. So I sighed.

“What you do is fantastic,” I said, “but you’re the Queen’s Hero. Surely you don’t need me to tell you that?”

Henry smiled slightly. Then he pointed to the shelves. “What’s that?”

“There’s a label. Read it yourself.”

“Piper.”

“It’s a lyre,” I said. “It’s similar to a harp. It comes from the Pelagia Islands.”

“And that?”

It was my turn to give him the fish eye. “That’s my pipe. You’ve seen it a million times before.”

“That’s your pipe? Really?” Henry peered closer. “It looks so different when it’s…not covered in mud.” He raised his hands in armistice before I could dig into him. “It’s been a while, is what I mean. Two years almost?”

Two years and three months and fifteen days, but I wasn’t self-loathing enough to say it out loud.

He smiled at me again. A softer smile, one that didn’t pinch his lips the way it did sometimes in the portraits of him that were sold down by the docks. “I’ve always meant to ask if you’re all right. Living like this, I mean. I know it’s not what you’re used to,” he said. The moment he finished, however, I felt a pressure stretch in my chest like an invisible barb. It wasn’t true. If Henry had really meant to ask after me, he could have done it a lot sooner than two years, three months, and fifteen days. I lived and worked right across from Hero’s Square, for crying out loud. It wouldn’t have been difficult for him to come and visit after one of his grand homecomings. Difficult was scaling a mountain. Difficult was feeling a pea under a pancake stack of mattresses. Difficult was figuring out which was the cat and which was the master. Difficult was not popping across the street and saying hello to a man you’d traveled half the continent with.

Henry cocked his head at me. He was socially awkward but not socially obtuse; he could tell something was wrong. But I pushed it back in, down to the place where I kept the remains of my magic, and I said, “What else did you want to ask me?”

:::

I sketched out the harp. I didn’t use the good paper, just the spare rolls of butcher paper Annette brought me from her home, but it was good enough. I pressed the nub of my pencil to the paper and I stroked out a series of lines, curving them against the 45 degree beam where the harpist would place her shoulder. There were variations on the shape that I could have chosen, but for a princess I knew that it would need to be a classical concert harp, as conservative and as beautiful as they came. To that effect, I kept out the many curlicues and designs that I might otherwise have put in, the flamboyant touches that characterized a harp from Piper’s Pipes. It was still noticeably my design — light, playful, brilliant if I might be allowed to claim that — but more subdued. A Piper dressed for formal company rather than the cabaret stage.

After I finished the initial sketch, I placed it in front of me and stared at it for a long time. I sat in my room above the shop, straining my eyes with the smudge of oil that I’d used for light. Then I made a few changes to the sketch. I always did this, as I was rarely satisfied the first time. I removed the red accents from the base of the harp and put them near the top, so that they could contrast against the harpist’s skin. I slimmed the base so that it could look more delicate, and then conversely I hardened the lines of the crossbar because delicate didn’t mean soft, and a princess who could survive in the woods and make her own life among dwarfs was a princess to be reckoned with.

Then I thought about the wood I would use to make the harp, the gut I would use to make the strings, the metal of the pins, and the mechanism of the pedals. I thought about it until I was dizzy with happiness, and then I smoothed my thumb over my drawing and I thought about magic.

A harp like this deserved some magic. The spells I had mentioned to Henry were the basic set of spells that I included in all my high-end commissioned instruments: the spells to ward against breaking, the spells to ward against cold, the spells to ward against an out of tune twang. I was admittedly a mediocre sorcerer, and Leroy swimming in a bowl on the ground was ample evidence of how often I mixed up my spells and made it rain porridge instead of money. But there were two areas of magic I was good at: binding spells and fine instruments. And they had each brought me the best of what I had in my life. At least, that was what I used to think.

Instruments are a lot easier to understand than people. You love them, they love you back.

:::

“How are you here again?” I asked.

Henry rocked on his heels sheepishly. “I forgot one more request. I need you to inscribe a message from me on the harp. A tasteful message!” he added when he saw my grimace. “I was thinking about it last night, and I decided on this: May your years together be music.”

“That’s lovely,” Annette said.

“Thank you,” Henry told her, his voice rising in good cheer.

“Absolutely not,” I said. “I’ll go and drown myself in a river before I write anything like that on a harp that I’ve made.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Just write a letter to go with it, if you want to say it so badly.”

Henry frowned. Annette did too.

Then Henry said, “All right. You’re the expert. I defer to your judgment.”

I resisted the urge to cackle evilly. If there’s one thing that I’ve discovered, it’s that nothing reveals your morally dubious roots as much as an evil cackle. I couldn’t help it sometimes; after all the years the evil sorcerer had spent training me on the proper etiquette of the cackle, forcing me to practice it over and over again until it thrummed with the right malice, it was difficult not to use it. Technically I suppose it was all right because there was only Henry and Annette in the shop, and both of them had heard the cackle before. But I resisted. For the principle of it.

“Oh, look at the way Piper’s twisting up his face. He’s trying not to cackle,” Annette said.

“You don’t need to hide anything from us,” Henry said gently. “We respect you for who you are.”

“You’re among friends!” Annette chimed, and I turned my back on both of those bastards, but not quickly enough to avoid seeing Annette lean towards Henry in laughter and him sliding a hand on her back to keep her balance. Henry was such a gentleman, and I bet Annette didn’t mind it either, the feel of a hero’s warm, strong palm holding her upright. It was a good thing that a customer walked in just then, and I had the opportunity to turn back around and dial up the charm, being as glittering as I knew I could be. So that by the end of it, the customer — who had only come in to ask for directions, oops — didn’t know who to look at more: Henry the Queen’s Hero or Piper the charismatic shopkeeper, and that was just the way I liked it.

What I didn’t like: Henry’s eyes on me the whole while, knowing.

Or Annette sidling up to me afterward and saying, “You’re being quite obvious, you know. And Henry is very cute. I thought he would be much more obnoxious in person, but he has the most adorable stutter when he’s flustered.”

“What are you suggesting?” I asked, walking over to the door and flipping the wooden sign from open to closed. The sun was setting outside and I could see the bruised shadows that were starting to stripe over Hero’s Square.

Annette cocked her hip. “Well, butterfly boy–”

“Because I have rules,” I said. “I don’t cackle in public, I don’t wear purple and yellow together, I don’t drink from the public fountain, and I don’t swoon after heroes. Besides, darling, you’ve never met his father and his grandfather. If you did, you’d know that he’s going to go horribly bald one day.” I spread my palms and shrugged smoothly. “What can you do? I have standards.”

:::

The next few days, I worked on the harp. I went to the usual dealers and purchased what wood, gut, metal, and assortment that I could get with the money Henry had given me. It was gratifying to know that a hero actually got paid in currency other than virtue and kisses, because I wanted the best in materials, and the best was what I got. Even if it meant a shouting match with Thomas the Tinkerer over whether morningwood or eveningwood was more flexible, a conversation that I considered a success because I managed to keep a straight face throughout. It didn’t matter anyway because Thomas saw me as the son he never had, except swishier, and he gave me boughs of both types of wood, which was what I wanted in the first place.

I set up my materials in the back room of my shop, where I stayed for the next few days, appearing in the front only to help Annette if she had questions or if there was a particularly tricky customer. Annette by now was learning how to tune and fix instruments on her own, so she didn’t need me to constantly monitor her. When I’d first started teaching Annette, I’d had the usual bout of anxiety, filled mostly with visions of me wearing lots of black and becoming my own ex-mentor. But Annette was a better student than I ever was, and she puttered about the shop whistling in between jobs.

Henry didn’t show up for a week. I found out from Cricket at the tavern that he’d been called to handle a pesky infestation of fire-breathing rats in a town north of the Glimmering Banks. “That sounds awfully familiar,” I said, bent over my flagon protectively. In fact, this was a lie. The town was called Hamelin and I knew it very well.

But Cricket seemed happy to go into the story for me, and if Cricket was happy, he tipped the barkeep extra, which made the barkeep happy. And if the barkeep is happy in a tavern, all’s well with the world.

So I let Cricket launch into the whole tale. Town of Hamelin, blah blah, huge rat problem, blah blah, mysterious piper, blah blah, piping away the children, blah blah. I didn’t have the heart to tell Cricket that it’d been a mistake. When I’d cast the spell to summon kids, it was because Henry at the time had confessed to never eating goat before, and I was bound and determined to correct his ignorant ways. When I was growing up, goat was all the rage in my family. I was only trying to share a part of my childhood with Henry. How was I supposed to know that kids in Hamelin was slang for children? I’m not a damn linguist.

“And then, as the piper was about to lead the children into the underworld–”

I smiled at Cricket and took a deep, deep swallow of my drink.

“–out came the Queen’s Hero with his shield and broadsword, and he cried, ‘Foul miscreant, that you would do such deeds of evil against such innocent lambs!'”

Goats, not lambs, remember. And the only foul miscreant at the time had been Henry himself for tumbling off Rapunzel’s tower while wrestling with the witch, breaking his arm in the process and losing his coin purse. Thus forcing me to be our money maker for the next three weeks of our travels. I had suggested selling my nubile young body, just to see his horrified expression and chivalrous reflexes kick in. But in the end even a mediocre sorcerer has ways of feeding him and his lug of a hero companion, and the goats that Hamelin eventually gave us fetched a neat price at the next marketplace we wandered into.

I realized my polite smile of interest was turning dopey.

“Uh, this is the sad part,” Cricket said. “Even though the Queen’s Hero defeated the evil piper — no insult to you, my friend, for sharing that name –, the children were never seen again.”

Not true! Just a tourist gimmick. But I made the appropriate sad face and Cricket pounded me on the back in sympathy. “Wait a minute,” I said. “You said this story happened in the past. Are the rats back then?”

“Back and bigger than ever,” Cricket said knowledgeably.

I tried to digest that. Probably it was just Hamelin being pouty that their reputation as the town of missing children wasn’t drawing in enough money. However, if Cricket was right and Henry had really set out to investigate, it might be deeper than that. Henry wouldn’t go to Hamelin unless he thought there was something serious; he didn’t have the time to waste on frivolities. But thinking about it made my brain slosh around in my head. What did I care, I thought haughtily. My time in Hamelin was over. I got rid of the first bout of rats and I returned the children. What more could anyone ask of me?

“There’s one last part to the story,” Cricket said. “Sometimes still, when the night is dark and the wind is right, the people of the town can still hear the piper playing, his song a twisted vine of anger and defeat.”

“Indeed,” I drawled.

:::

I realized there might be something to this whole Hamelin business when Annette threw a letter at my head and said, “The post man brought this for you.”

“Really?” I perked up. Our post man, Jack — formerly of bean stalk fame — had the roundest, most luscious behind in the entire Royal City. It was too bad that he was happily shacked up with the Goose Girl. I had missed my chance there.

“It smells,” Annette complained. I stopped sanding the harp and, after wiping my dusty hands on my pants, lifted the envelope to my nose. She was right. It had the distinct whiff of droppings, which made my stomach flip over because I knew who this was from. There was only one person I knew who constantly carried with him the whiff of rat droppings.

The Other Piper.

Remember the prophecy? Well, there’s one more detail I should have mentioned. After it turned out that I wasn’t the wizard of awe and might that my ex-mentor had hoped I would be, he decided that he had made a mistake. He didn’t kick me out, oh no. He had too much pride for that. But he went and scoured the world for another boy named Piper, and voila, Other Piper. Five years my junior, five times my size, and five times more likely to chase me around the castle trying to punch my kidneys out. Not the best years of my life.

As far as I knew, the Other Piper was still the apple of our mentor’s eye and still doing his evil bidding. He sent me the occasional indecipherable letter when whimsy struck him, or the occasional mysterious apple core or piece of a woman’s corset. I never knew what to do with any of it, so I kept them in a drawer under my bed. It’d occurred to me to hand them over to a proper sorcerer who could then run a tracking spell, but I never did this for two reasons. One, the Other Piper was actually a brilliant sorcerer and could probably fend off any tracking spell cast on him. Two, it wasn’t like he and our mentor were inconspicuous. They had returned to living in a big honking castle by the sea. Anyone could find it. No one dared.

I’d entertained fantasies of storming that castle and hexing them both to oblivion, but more likely my spells would just turn the curtains paisley. Which was awful. I hated paisley.

So I opened the letter from the Other Piper.


Dear P,

I hope you sell bells. Wedding bells, that is!

Boss says he misses you. Just passing the message along.

xxx

(please choke on a fish bone and die)



“I had the chance to push him down the stairs,” I said. “Why oh why didn’t I take it?”

Annette overheard me. “Because deep down, you know you’re a hero too.”

I laughed outright.

“A sidekick at the very least,” she said. “Or one of those crafty talking animals. Don’t object. You know it’s true!”

“I’m going back to work on the harp,” I announced, and I threw the letter onto the counter and tried not to think about it too much. I would have to ask Henry when he got back. Who knew when that would be, even.

:::

Two days later, as it turned out. I was in the back room and Henry had apparently gotten over his shyness about standing outside the door until invited in, either that or Annette had gotten presumptuous, because he walked into the back room as I was taking a break from the harp to play my pipe.

I didn’t play my pipe often anymore. Not for any melodramatic reasons. Not because it reminded me of my questionable past or made me fear for the peril of my soul, or whatever hogwash the Marquis de Carabas liked to spout when he visited me in the spring with his creepy cat. I didn’t play because I was too busy most of the time, what with trying to earn an honest living, and sometimes after spending all day with music, I needed a break. But today I felt like making music, and so I was playing a simple little melody about encouraging vegetables to grow fat and juicy that my mother had taught me. That was when Henry walked in.

“Oh,” he said.

I lowered the pipe.

“Please, don’t,” Henry said hoarsely. His voice sounded strange, like he’d caught a cold except Henry was one of those hardy he-male types whose bodies simply did not understand the meaning of disease. Broken bones were heroic. Runny noses and dry coughs were not. “I miss your music,” he added in that strange voice, and I flinched.

“No you don’t,” I said. “Remember all those times my pipe accidentally lured in gadflies and roaches? You said you never realized how dangerous music could be until you met me.”

“That’s true,” Henry said. “But you’re forgetting that I also said–”

That was the moment the sea anemones broke into the shop.

:::

Henry unsheathed his sword in a line of glittering steel, and I felt my traitorous knees go a bit wobbly. My hands clenched the counter until my knuckles were flour white, and it was a mixture of fear — because let no one tell you that giant sea anemones aren’t frightening, they totally are — and desire. Annette stood beside me with her broom at the ready, and I had no doubt that she could take on anyone who dared approach us because in her youth Annette had been the terror of the high seas, giving up piracy only to come home and look after her ailing mother. And I forget where I am going with this.

Oh yes. Henry’s sword.

He unsheathed it and swung it at the first giant anemone, cutting it in half before he did a neat pivot and took down the second. There was a high-pitched screechy sound from the third as it lunged its spindly body towards Henry. Henry dodged and sliced through it coolly.

Not many people ever got to see him in action. Most of the time they hid while he slayed the dragon or tamed the wild beast, and they returned when he was done and wiping the blood off his sword. But thanks to the binding spell, I had been forced to spend a great deal of time trailing him as he sliced, cut, and proved himself near invincible. I knew as much about swordsmanship as could fill Thumbelina’s teacup but even I could recognize that Henry’s was a talent that came only once a generation. They said that when he was born, in a cabin in the woods, all the animals came and knelt for him in recognition of their ultimate predator.

In my opinion, that story was total poppycock. But it didn’t conceal the truth of Henry’s prowess, because prowess he had in spades, and I remembered the way he used to hold my wrists down as he slid into me and groaned in my ear, all the while we–

I yelped as an anemone got too close to comfort, but Annette bashed it with her broomstick before Henry stuck his sword in it. And then the anemones were taken care of, the Sea Witch was thwarted for yet another day, and I realized that pieces of my shelves were lying in ruins all over the floor. “My shop!” I yelled. “Look what you did to my shop! There’s goo all over the floor!”

Henry whirled around on me. Sweat stuck his bangs to his forehead and his eyes blazed like the djinni in the lamp. “What do you mean, what the hell did I do your shop? I just saved your life! Again!”

“Excuse me, sweetheart, Annette and I could have taken care of it on our own,” I said. “And they wouldn’t have attacked at all if it weren’t for you!” I saw the lyre in pieces and I wanted to weep.

“You are really…” Henry choked on his words. “You are really a fucking piece of work, Piper.”

I went cold. For one prolonged moment, I went perfectly cold. My body felt like that time when I was still an apprentice and I had to climb into the Snow Queen’s castle to steal a lock of her hair for a spell. My palms went numb and my head went clear, and then I blinked and the moment was over. The lyre was still broken but Henry was looking at me with real anger darkening the shades of blue in his eyes. Henry never got angry at me.

“I’m sorry,” I said at last. “Thank you for saving us.”

Henry took a step towards me but I took a step back. “Can I borrow your broom, Annette?” I asked. “We’ve got to close the shop for the day, of course, and get to cleaning this mess.”

Annette handed me the broom wordlessly.

“I can pay for the damage,” Henry said. “I can go to the Pelagia Islands and get you another lyre. I can get you ten of them if you’d like.”

“Don’t be absurd,” I said slowly. “The anemones did most of the damage anyway. It wasn’t you.”

“Why do I always feel worse when you act nice?” Henry said. He bit down on his lip. Then his eyes lit up. “I know! You can come with me to Snow White’s wedding. I need to bring company and this way you can see the look on her face when we give her the harp. Not to mention all the networking opportunities. Everybody will be begging you to make harps for them when we’re done.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Annette said, and I gazed at them, both so decent and hardworking that it hurt. It took my mind briefly off the damage and the unmistakable smell of anemone goo, which, like rat droppings were the Other Piper’s signature, was quickly becoming Henry’s.

“Sure,” I said. “Let’s go to the wedding.”

:::

When I finished the harp, I allowed myself an evil cackle. Come on, some occasions were worth it, and the finished harp was my masterpiece, a beautiful swan of white and red, its strings fanning out like wings. My magic lived within each knot and peg. Annette whistled when she saw it and then she hugged me. “Have I ever told you that I’m glad I met you?” she asked. I snuggled my head into her shoulder and said that no, she should tell me more often.

Instead she used my vulnerability to pry, tricksy lady that she was. “You and Henry used to screw, right?”

Repeatedly and creatively, in every position imaginable. On the road, in the inns, behind the screens. It was like we couldn’t get enough of each other. At first I’d thought it was a side effect of the binding spell, but when the Witch of the Woods broke the spell with a snap of her fingers, I looked at Henry and all I felt was a crushing sense of despair that it was over.

To Annette I said, “Help me load it into the cart. Henry will be here with the horses any minute.”

I should have thought before I spoke. Henry showed up an hour later leading his stallion with the cart hitched on. Just the one horse. When he realized his mistake, he went red. “Um. I forgot. Because we used to–”

“Because the binding spell made it easier to share a horse, yes, I know,” I said.

“Let me go back and get another,” he offered, but I cut him off.

“I’m a big boy,” I said. “I’ll survive.”

Which I did. We put the wrapped harp on the cart, along with my bags, and then I climbed onto the stallion behind Henry. I slid my arms around his flat chest, and I smelled his familiar musk of leather, oil, and anemone goo. Annette waved, so I blew her a kiss and reminded her to take care of Leroy before Henry urged his stallion forward. Then we were off on yet another journey. May I add that I had just as much trouble trying to stop my boner from poking Henry in the back as I did the first time around, which only convinced me that life is cruel and goes in circles. But I hadn’t left the city since because I wasn’t sure I’d be allowed back. I realized how much I had missed when the wind whipped my face and a butterfly landed on my nose.

We made camp after we crossed the river. Henry actually put his hands on my hips and lifted me off the horse. I couldn’t bring myself to mind. Henry was watching me with a canny expression, and I was wary of him when he got like this; when he let his brains overpower his muscles, he was even more fearsome. I went and started the fire while Henry spread out our blankets. When I looked up, he smiled at me and said, “Brings back a lot of memories, doesn’t it?”

For some reason, maybe because I had always been the most inappropriate boy in all the land, I said, “Yeah, I remember how you used to climb over me on top of those blankets and fuck me until I couldn’t stand.”

“That’s… not what I was referring to,” Henry said, twitching.

“Oh?” I asked politely.

“Do… do you still think about it though?”

“What, your references?” I drawled.

“You know what I mean,” Henry said, starting to sound frustrated. He ran his hands through his glorious blond hair. “But you’re going to make me say it, aren’t you? Fine. Sex. When we had sex.”

“Do I still think about when we had sex?” I mused, though inside my heart was jumping leapfrog. “Does it really matter? We finished that journey. You dropped me off at the citizen registration office and you said ‘see you around.'” It had taken all of my self-control not to whip a hex at his jaunty wave and departure, but he didn’t need to know how close he’d been to turning into a decorative souvenir.

“Is that all you wanted to ask?” I said when the silence had stretched on too long.

“Not really,” Henry admitted, “but we’re tired and we’ve got a long day of travel tomorrow. Sleep. We should get some sleep.” He stretched out on his blankets and removed his boots. Classic avoidance technique, I thought, but I followed suit, wriggling out of my dirty socks and undoing the ribbon at the knot of my hair. Henry made a sound, but I laid down and closed my eyes. I’d thought it would be distracting to sleep this close to Henry again, when I could hear the anxious rustle of his breath and remember how his arms once felt around me, but I was wrong. I fell asleep easily.

:::

Traveling with Henry was never boring. Sure, the conversational opportunities were limited when we had villains and victims jumping out at us from every roseberry bush, but I could have had conversation anywhere. I could have gone down to the tavern and talked my tongue off with Cricket if I’d wanted to. Only with Henry could I get the second round of the sea anemones, the strangely amorous trees, and the old woman who sat at the gap in the road with her walking stick balanced on her knee.

“Three riddles, kind sirs, and then you shall pass,” she said.

I’d never come across this before, though I’d heard of it. Henry, who was an old pro at roadside surprises, simply nodded and dismounted. He helped me off. Again. I swear the old woman smirked at us before she straightened her face back into its mysterious expression.

“The first riddle,” she said. “What goes around and around the wood, but never gets to the wood?”

“This one is easy,” I grinned. “The bark of a tree.”

“Correct, young man,” she said, shifting the balance of the walking stick to her thighs. “The second riddle is this: what is put on the table and cut, but never eaten?”

Henry opened his mouth, but I interrupted him. “A deck of cards,” I said. I was beginning to enjoy this. When I was an apprentice, riddles were part of my daily education. My master had wanted to keep my wits sharp; that was the one thing I knew he didn’t like about the Other Piper, that the Other Piper was… well, let’s be generous and say that he wasn’t the best shuffled deck of cards on the table.

The woman smiled. “I see you will have no problems getting by me,” she said. “Very well. As a courtesy, the third riddle: what is as round as a dishpan, as deep as a tub, and still the oceans could not fill it up?”

I laughed. “Henry’s head,” I answered immediately, and Henry scowled at me.

“Thanks,” he said.

But the old woman’s expression clouded over. “That is incorrect. You shall not pass.”

I held up my hands. “It was just a joke. I didn’t mean anything by it,” I protested. “Here, here, I’ll give you the real answer!” However, she was already rising from the stump that she was sitting on, and I saw that her walking stick had turned into a witch’s staff. Henry unsheathed his sword, but the woman spoke and the sky crackled with lightning. “Oh balls,” I muttered under my breath, and who knew that people took riddles this seriously? Henry was grabbing my wrist and pulling me towards him for safety, but then the old woman swung her staff and that was that. Lesson of the day: we should have gone the long way around.

:::

We woke up in a pit. My back ached something awful and I was lying on a bed of dead leaves with my limbs sprawled every which way. My head had the good fortune to be pillowed on Henry’s stomach, and I heard the deep vibration of his groan as he came to consciousness at the same time I did. He shifted his body into sitting position, dislodging my head. I blinked and looked up at the intense glimmer of sky that intruded where the hole met the rim of the earth. “It was just a joke,” I said. “Just a joke.”

“It’s the first rule of travel,” Henry said irritably. “When you meet an old woman with a staff who asks you riddles, you don’t joke. It’s practically written in the rule book!”

“What rule book?” I scoffed. “The one they gave you at Hero Academy?”

“For the last time, there’s no such thing as Hero Academy,” Henry said, and I refused to believe him because heroes didn’t get as polished and as trained as Henry without higher education. No one should be able to stride manfully across windy moors and have their hair artfully tousled while claiming no prior practice. But this was a debate we’d been having since the second day we met, so I let it go and rolled over onto my belly.

“By the way,” Henry continued, because being at the bottom of a pit was apparently loosening his tongue like a bottle of good aged wine. “I’m not stupid. I could have answered those riddles too. It’s not just you’re the brains and I’m the brawn. It’s not as simple as that.”

I peered up at him. Looking at Henry was a good way to avoid thinking about the imminent problem of being thrown to the bottom of a hole where we didn’t even know what magics were involved or what the old woman had intended. “I know you’re not stupid,” I said, syrupy. “You play competitive chess with the Queen’s chief strategy officer, okay. You don’t have to prove it to me. I just like riddles. And I don’t like you getting all the fun.”

“You’re out of your mind if you think this is fun,” Henry said.

“I don’t know,” I smirked. “You seemed to enjoy helping that princess climb that tree to find her golden ball. I’m sure looking up her skirt had no appeal.”

Henry sputtered. “I did not… why would I even… I think you of all people would know that I have very little interest in women. In that way.” He stood up and brushed the leaves off his pants. “Why are we even talking about this again? We should be on our way out.”

I waved my hand lazily. “Got rope?”

“Better,” said Henry. “I have a sorcerer.”

I was afraid he was going to say that. As I’m sure everybody has come to realize by now, my precision with object-oriented spells was nearly non-existent. I told Henry so. I reminded him of that time two years ago when I’d tried to summon a dog whistle and summoned a pianoforte instead, and it had almost landed on his head and knocked him out. But Henry gave me the same look that he must give the up and coming heroes who went to him for advice, the look that said, I know you’re capable so stop being such a slacker.

It was a very good look. I withered under it. “I’ll try my best,” I said, unwinding my pipe from the small packet that I kept in my coat. The old woman had been kind enough, or forgetful enough, not to take it from me. I put the pipe to my mouth, positioned my fingers, and I focused my mind on my one objective. Rope, rope, rope, I thought, and then I played a note and felt the magic throb inside of me.

“Well, it’s a rope,” Henry said when I was done. “But it’s the flimsiest rope I’ve ever seen.”

“Don’t complain. If it’s in the family of long, twisty things, that’s the best you can ask of me,” I said. “You’re just lucky I didn’t end up summoning a snake.”

Henry sighed. “I suppose I don’t deserve to be called a hero if I don’t take risks.” He picked up the coil of rope, which looked perfectly adequate to me, and he said, “Can you attach the end of the rope to the top of the hole? Using magic, I mean. I don’t expect you to climb up and do it, because if you did, that would defeat the entire purpose of this venture. I mean.” He shook his head. “I’ll just stop talking now.”

“Okay,” I said agreeably, and binding things to other things was my specialty so I made the end of the rope stick to a tree that was hovering by the hole. It was easy. I felt rather proud of myself.

Henry tugged on the rope, muttered a prayer — how obnoxious, I thought, because I still didn’t know what he was talking about when he said it was flimsy — and started climbing.

Ah, okay. So that’s what he meant.

The rope trembled under his weight, and I started biting my nails as I watched him progress. The rope stretched and bent and parts of it started to fray. I began slithering around, arranging the leaves in a soft pile so that Henry could have a cushion when he fell. It was the least I could do. But he strained and pushed and proved his hero’s worth when he made his way up to the top and swung himself over the edge of the hole. I breathed in relief. Then I panicked. “Wait, now you expect me to climb the rope?” I asked. “I’m not athletic at all!”

“Unless you can manage to magically transport yourself out of the hole, then yeah. I don’t see what choice you have,” Henry said, the useless lout.

“I wish I was Merlin. I wish I was Merlin,” I said. I swallowed the lump of salt in my throat. I’d just seen Henry shimmy up the rope, so I knew it could be done. But parts of the rope looked awfully thin now, like they were about to unravel, and I hated heights. One of the reasons why I had been so happy to leave the evil sorcerer and travel with Henry — not that I had had a choice at the time, binding spell and all, but in retrospect — was because the castle had been on a hill, and I had hated walking that path every day and looking down at the endless drop. I stood there anxiously, sweat dripping down my collar, and then Henry leaned over. His expression was tender.

“I won’t let you fall,” he said.

“Sweetheart, what exactly can you do about it?” I snapped.

“If you can’t make it, I’ll come back down and carry you up,” Henry said. “I promise.”

“Why can’t you do that now?” I said. “I don’t know if I’ve ever told you this but I rather like being carried in your strong, capable arms.”

“Piper,” he said. “You’ve got to try.”

And sometimes Henry was just too good at what he did, because I did try. I closed my eyes and evened out my breath, reminding myself that even a less than superb sorcerer was still a sorcerer, and I’d already prepared the cushiony leaves in advance. So I wrapped my hands around the rope and I pulled myself up. It was difficult. My arms immediately felt like they were burning, and the rope cut into my soft palms. I gasped. But Henry said my name, and I listened to his voice as I edged myself just a little bit further. Then a bit more. And a bit more. I let my mind go deep into my magic, and I thought of all the difficult tasks the evil sorcerer had once made me do: count all the grains of sand on the beach, bring him a unicorn horn, iron his wrinkled pants. In contrast, this was nothing.

Henry grabbed me when I was in sight and hauled me over. “You did good,” he said, burying his face in my hair. “I’m so proud of you. You did good.”

“Of course I did good,” I said imperiously, though my hands were still shaking. “Now where’s that old woman? I’m going to flood her house with so many vengeful octopuses, you can’t even fathom it.”

“Sieve,” Henry said.

“What?”

“The answer to her last riddle. What is as round as a dishpan, as deep as a tub, and still the oceans could not fill it up? It’s a sieve.”

“So it is,” I said.

“I’d rather not go on a revenge spree,” Henry said. “We’re on our way to a wedding. It wouldn’t feel right.”

I seethed. So he grabbed my hand and put his thumb in the middle of my palm, where it felt like a burning brand. How was he always so warm? He must have had a furnace for a heart. He was always so warm. Henry looked deep in my eyes. “Please, Piper, let’s just move on,” he said, and I looked at the hole, and then the sky, and then at his meaningful expression. The magic deflated within me. I sagged with the effort. Then I nodded.

:::

Not all of our adventures on the road were quite so dramatic. As we approached the Glimmering Banks, we ran into our old friend Theodore.

“Ribbit!” he said. “Hey guys, it’s me!”

“Theodore!” I said, scrambling off the horse. I bent down to scoop him up from the dust of the road. “What are you doing here? I thought you’d become a prince again!” He was wet and slimy in my hands, but he wriggled happily.

“Nah, I’m going through a divorce,” Theodore said.

“That’s too bad,” I sympathized.

“It’s all right. We weren’t working out for each other,” he replied. “But hey, what do you know. No more kissing means no more human body, so I’m a frog again!”

“I’m always willing to kiss you,” I said.

“And I’m sure you’re a great kisser,” Theodore said. “I hear stories about your kissing skill from here to the Purple Sea. But I kind of need it to be a lady. Just the way the spell runs, unfortunately.” He ribbited. “Hi Henry. Glad to see you too.”

“Hi,” Henry said cautiously. I suppose when I’d called Theodore our friend, I was exaggerating a tad. Henry had never quite liked Theodore for whatever unknown reason. I suspected Henry had a deep-seated prejudice against amphibians, because Theodore was delightful. Always a riot at the pubs.

“So!” Theodore continued. “I’m glad you two came along because I was needing a ride to Hamelin.”

“What’s your business at Hamelin?” I asked.

“The ladies, of course!” Theodore said. “The kissing! The romance!”

I wrinkled my nose. “Just a warning, Theo. They’re not exactly brimming with joy over at Hamelin.”

“Just because you’ve been burned by the town doesn’t mean I will,” Theodore said optimistically. He jumped into my coat pocket. “Let’s ride, boys!”

Henry rolled his eyes. “You’re welcome, Theo.”

Traveling with Theodore was different than just traveling with Henry. With Henry and me, we were mostly quiet as we rode. Every now and then Henry would make some asinine comment on the weather, or the state of his boots, but I mostly ignored him and entertained myself with fantasies about how Snow White was going to raise me above all the instrument makers in the land when she saw my harp. It was a good fantasy. I especially liked the bit at the end where the entire court knelt and kissed my feet, proclaiming my genius.

With Theodore around, it was hard to withdraw into my head because Theodore always pulled me out. He liked to chat, but the thing was, he was actually good at chatting. He told us stories about his divorce, about his kingdom up north, about the baker and the baker’s wife he’d run into at his last town, and how he had wriggled into the baker’s underpants and gave him a fright. Henry frowned at the mischief, but I laughed and stroked Theodore absently. At night he crawled into my blankets with me and curled his webbed feet right over my heart.

Henry always looked like he wanted to say something about that. I silently dared him to. But when he spoke, all he said was, “It looks like it’s going to rain.”

“Yep,” I said. “That it is.”

“I’m going to do my sword exercises over in that clearing,” he said.

“Duly noted,” I replied.

“Call me if you need anything.”

“I will,” I said, and off he went with his sword and his thighs and his perfect ass.

It would be easier, I thought, if Theodore liked men. Because if he liked men, he would probably like me; he’d told me before that if I had a bosom, I’d be exactly his type. If I imagined a relationship with Theodore, I could see how simple it’d be. He could abdicate his throne, which he’d never cared much about anyway, and come to live with me above the music shop. We would talk a lot, laugh a lot, and go down to the tavern every Market Eve to drink merrily and gossip about our neighbours. At night, he would curl up against me with his hand right over my heart. It would be so easy and so good.

Nothing was easy with Henry. If there was anything at all to begin with, which I doubted, because ‘see you around’ weren’t exactly the parting words of an epic romance.

I wished I could have had embarrassing wet dreams about Theodore. Theodore in his human body, that was, because I wasn’t really into the whole frog thing. But Theodore as a prince, with his shock of red hair and his charming freckles and his laughing, open mouth. I liked redheads. I liked freckles. I could enjoy such a dream.

Instead I dreamed about Henry. About his palm resting on my stomach as he worked his mouth between my legs, drawing my prick deep inside and lavishing attention to it with his tongue. I don’t know where Henry learned to suck cock, but I suspect Hero Academy had advanced courses on the subject because the first time in real life that Henry had gone down on me, I had screamed. He was so good at it, so talented and detail-oriented, running his tongue up the veins of my prick, tightening his cheeks to create deeper pressure, bobbing his head in the most fluid, musical rhythm that I could imagine. In my dream we were lying in the open field, on top of a checkered blanket, and I was staring up at the sky until it hurt. My legs were spread wide, and Henry was taking me in so filthily. I stuffed my fist into my mouth to keep from making a sound, but then he lifted his head and said, “I want to hear you.”

I came with a wail, the sound escaping from between the ridges of my fist, and Henry drank me in.

I woke from the dream with a mangled gasp. Theodore stirred beside me and opened one froggy eye. He flicked his gaze down at the wetness spreading in my pants. “Aw, don’t be embarrassed, Pipes,” he said. “It happens to the best of us. I bet even Henry gets the nighttime jollies.”

“Shhhh,” I hissed. I looked over at Henry’s side of the campfire, but he was still asleep with his hand curled protectively around the hilt of his sword. I thought about that hand and how it had once gripped my hips to keep me in place as he ate me out. I shuddered and climbed out of my blankets in search of a wiping cloth.

:::

We reached Hamelin in good time. There was a sign above the town gates: Help Us Find Our Children (Donkey Rides Half Price!).

“This is truly the happiest place on earth,” I said. “Now direct me towards the bar and let’s be done with it.”

“Agreed,” said Theodore, but Henry shook his head.

“I was here recently. They’ve been having problems with giant rats again,” he said.

“Did you get rid of them?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Then I don’t see the problem,” I said. Being in Hamelin again was making me morose, as the last time I was here the townspeople had chased me out with pitchforks and bleating goats. “Come on, Theo. Let’s find you some lovely, willing ladies to kiss you back into manhood, and then we’ll get the hell out of here.” I rummaged through my bags and pulled out my cloak with the heavy hood. “I’ll wear this just in case people recognize me. I think they’re still touchy about the kids incident, though why should they be? I made them into a legend.”

“Gratitude is so hard to find these days,” Theodore agreed, while Henry looked at us as if he wanted dearly to throw us over a cliff. But he followed us anyway as we headed for the main square, a gloomy place with only a handful of townsfolk who had set up stalls selling pieces of iron and string and apples. I borrowed an empty crate from one of them, upturned it, and put Theodore on top. Then I started drumming the wood.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” I shouted. “Boys and girls! What I have for you today is a wonder!”

I got a few curious glances, so I plunged onwards.

“Look at my friend here! He may seem an ordinary frog, but in actuality he is a prince of a foreign land, blessed with riches! In trying to save a drowning girl, he was cursed by an evil sorcerer to forever take the form of a frog, unless a fair maiden realizes the purity of his heart and kisses him with love so true!”

“Pssst,” Theodore said. “Knock it off with the love so true bit. Ladies don’t like it when you’re that intense.”

“Love so true, or a heart that is true!” I corrected. “Who in Hamelin can match that description? Who in Hamelin can release this prince from his torturous spell?”

Silence.

Henry snickered.

So I made him pay for it. “Today we are having a special offer!” I said with a dramatic flourish. “Kiss the fair prince and in turn you may receive a kiss from the Queen’s Hero, who longs for nothing more than his friend to be released from the shackles of the evil sorcerer’s ways!”

Henry turned white.

“Come on, pal,” Theodore pleaded. “Just a closed-mouthed kiss. Totally chaste. Do it for me.”

“I don’t even like you,” Henry protested.

“Then do it for Piper,” Theodore said, and I smiled winningly.

“And what Piper really wants is for me to go around kissing fair maidens?” Henry asked pointedly. “I wasn’t aware Piper had such strong opinions on what I do with my mouth.” As he spoke, my smirk started slipping. He sounded wounded and I was regretting my decision already.

“Never mind,” I said. “No kisses from the Queen’s Hero.”

“Aw, man,” Theodore said. “I’m never going to turn back into a human at this rate.”

Henry patted him on the back. Of course, his hand was so large and Theodore was so small that he made Theodore shake with every pat, so he stopped. “One day you’ll find a nice girl who doesn’t mind the taste of slime,” Henry said. “There’s someone out there for everyone.”

“In the meantime, there’s cheap beer,” I said. I pointed at the pub across the square. “Fellas, today it’s on me.”

:::

When I was properly souped up and that passed for courage, I leaned over the counter and put my hand on Henry’s thigh. “Hello,” I said, and he looked at me with his big clear eyes. He smiled slightly, his lips pressed over his teeth.

“Hello,” he said. “Piper, you’re drunk.”

“Am I?” I asked flirtily. “I’d like to think of it as being in a higher plane of existence! You know, what they preach at the Temple of the Golden Egg. Have you ever been there? The Temple of the Golden Egg?”

“Yes,” he said. “The Queen likes to visit.”

“And you’re friends with the Queen of the Land of Bells. Our queen. I never forget,” I said. I stuck my finger into my mouth to suck out the last bit of salt, and then I ran it over his cheek. Henry went very still. “If you’re friends with the Queen and Snow White and all those important people, why do you hang out with us? Me, Annette, Theo…we’re nobodies.”

“Hey!” Theodore said. “I’m a prince!”

“A technicality,” I said.

“I’ll technicality you!” Theodore said, trying to jump from the stool at me, but he fell off and tumbled to the floor. We ignored him, and I patted Henry’s thigh companionably. He was still very quiet and immobile, like he had turned into a piece of stone in a sorcerer’s garden, but maybe that made it easier for me to say what I wanted to say.

“I’m sorry I treat you badly sometimes,” I said. “I’m sorry I can act like you’re just a hunk of meat. I know what that’s like. Believe me. I know. I’m a bastard.”

“Yeah, sometimes you are,” Henry said. He peered at me and smiled again. “Then again, sometimes so am I.”

“Like when?” I demanded.

“Like…” He lowered his voice and brought our faces close together. I could feel the thrilling tickle of his breath, thick with alcohol. I wasn’t the only one drunk, though with Henry it was hard to tell because he didn’t get rowdy when he was drunk. Rather, he slowed down so that everything was precise and purposeful. I had never understood that. “I didn’t forget to bring two horses. I meant it,” he confessed.

I stared at him.

“So there you go,” Henry said.

I sensed that this was potentially an important moment in a series of important moments, but my head was compromised with butterfly liquor and my hand was still stroking his thigh. So all I could do was gape and then say, somewhat coquettishly, “It must be so hard to be a hero all the time.”

Henry bumped our foreheads together gently. His smile had broadened a shade fuller and richer. Then he stood up suddenly and grabbed my hand. “It’s so stuffy in here,” he announced. “Let’s go outside.”

“I don’t want to go outside,” I said, but Henry was already tugging me off the stool.

“Bye guys, don’t leave town without me!” Theodore said. I swiveled to give him a response but Henry chose that precise moment to scoop me into his arms, princess style. I squealed in surprise, flinging my arms around his neck for balance, and he laughed as he bounded up the stairs and then down again on the other side, bringing us into the cool Hamelin night.

“What are you doing?” I wanted to know. He didn’t answer me. His arms tightened around the backs of my legs as he carried me through the square and past the twisty roads of the houses, the roads I had once walked as I charmed away rats and children. After a while I stopped trying to figure out his destination and instead I let myself enjoy the ride. We were in the north, so nighttime was chilly on my heated cheeks. I could smell the tang of Henry’s sweat. He was still smiling, his face lit up with smooth moonlight, and I remembered how much of a wreck I had been, seeing him walk away from me that first time.

He stopped when we reached the lake, the same lake where I’d reversed the spell and sent the children home. The nostalgia factor was beginning to confuse me, was making me wonder if this was past or present. He let me down carefully, and then he started taking off his shirt.

“What?” I asked stupidly.

“Cast a warmth spell on us and let’s go swimming,” Henry said, and he was half naked in the moonlight now, with a grin that could melt cities.

I tilted my head. “I’m so drunk, I’m having trouble understanding this,” I said, but Henry reached out his hands and fiddled with the hem of my cloak. His hands slipped upwards and he started undoing the silver deer clasp, sliding the cloak off my shoulders. “No, really, what’s going on?” I whined as the pads of Henry’s fingers brushed the skin of my arm and every hair prickled to attention.

“Stop thinking about it,” Henry said. “You think too much.”

“Excuse me, who got us past the riddles?” I said.

“We didn’t get past the riddles,” Henry reminded me. “We were thrown into a pit.”

“Oh yeah,” I said. I let Henry trail his fingers over the sensitive hollow of my throat, where he kissed me. So softly, so briefly; the moment his lips left my throat, I wondered if I had imagined it all. As anyone can tell you, I was ace when it came to the imagination department. Henry smiled at me crookedly, and then he let go of me and was striding towards the water. I allowed myself a moment of silent wonder before I shucked off my shirt and followed him.

:::

We were all much more relaxed in the morning. We booked a room in the inn and we spent most of the morning lazing around eating kippers and eggs while Theodore tried to convince us that he’d gotten lucky last night, though his still being a frog pointed otherwise. “I’m serious!” he said. “She picked me up and put me right in her bosom, and then she took me to her house where she told me her husband was on a business trip!”

“Yeah, yeah, dream on,” I said, spearing my kipper and sharing a smile with Henry. My head ached and I was rather blurry on the details of last night, though I did remember floating lazily in the cold water and then splashing Henry and trying to dunk him under. It’d been a good night. Hamelin, as it turned out, did have its charms when it wasn’t being infested with giant rats and psychotic villagers.

I stretched out on my bed and curled my toes. Henry watched my movements with heavy-lidded eyes, and I knew that something was different between us now, though I couldn’t say what that was. He’d kissed my throat last night, if I had not imagined that, but nothing else. We hadn’t kissed again, and even after we’d finished swimming and returned to the inn where I’d shaken so hard with cold that he crawled into my bed to warm me up, it’d been chaste. Which was bizarre to me, because when it came to Henry, I wasn’t used to chaste. If we’d woken up naked with me sprawled over his chest, I might have known what to do. Waking up fully clothed with him innocently tucked beside me left me floundering.

I tried not to think about it. Especially as Theodore finished his story and the innkeeper came to knock on our door. I threw my cloak on for proper disguise when I answered the door. The innkeeper said to me, “Sir, a letter came for you last night.”

“Thank you,” I said. I took the letter and I closed the door behind him.

“Who could that be from?” Theodore wondered, but I smelled the rat droppings and I sighed. Opening the letter, I saw that there weren’t any words inside, just a doodle of the Other Piper sticking me with pins. At least, I assumed that the badly drawn lump of flesh was supposed to be me, and the crowning, obnoxious equally badly drawn lump of flesh was him.

“The Other Piper is up to something. I think he’s going to try and cause havoc at Snow White’s wedding,” I said. “I should have told you before, Henry, but I guess it slipped my mind up until now.”

“It’s all right,” he said. “I already suspected that he’s on the move.”

“How?”

“Giant rats returning to Hamelin?” he said. “It has his style written all over it.”

“Right, he does like his rats,” I replied. “It’s sort of a specialty of his master’s, I’m afraid to say. We shouldn’t worry too much though. The Other Piper might be a great sorcerer but he’s a dimwit. His idea of a devious plan is to make everyone itch in their pants. Hardly red alert worthy.” I paused. “It’s only if his master gets involved that we should start packing our swords, but that’s not going to happen until the conditions of the prophecy are met.”

“Prophecy?” Theodore asked.

“A bunch of mumbo jumbo about the alignment of the moon, pipers, and the size of hoop skirts at court,” I said. “Trust me. He’s biding his time, but it won’t happen for a while. What I imagine is going to happen is that the Other Piper will show up at the wedding, probably in disguise. We can deal with him then.” I grinned. “Maybe Snow White will even give us a reward. You know, for keeping her wedding villain free.”

“No,” Henry said, and both Theodore and I immediately started complaining, but Henry put on his stoic hero face and kept saying no until time came to leave Hamelin and continue the journey. You had to admire him for his patience. That man had patience in spades. As we piled our things back onto the cart and he put the bridle on his stallion, he looked at me thoughtfully. My pulse went tight and fierce in response. He was waiting for something, I could tell, but come to think of it, so was I.

:::

Snow White’s castle was an architectural marvel, a labyrinth of towers so delicate and spindly that I didn’t know how it stayed together if it wasn’t magic. “Hmmph,” said Theodore as we rode through the main gate, “my castle is better.” But this was obviously a jealous lie, and Henry turned around and beamed like this was what he had waited to show us all along. The castle guards bowed without exception when they saw him, and when we announced our arrival to the herald at the door, the herald went in search of the princess without putting us in his handy dandy leather bound appointment book. That was power, I thought. That was real power right there, when you didn’t have to be in the appointment book.

Snow White kissed Henry on both cheeks when she came to greet us. “I’m glad you made the journey safely,” she said. “I’ve heard rumours, so I was worried.” Her voice was huskier than I had expected, but it only improved on her already extraordinary beauty. Her eyes were dark against the perfection of her skin. Henry had saved this woman, I recalled. Or rather, he had woken her up, and I could imagine it right now: her eyelashes fluttering as his lips moved over her mouth, his arms braced over the sides of her glass coffin, his muscles straining.

“Ugh,” I said, and Henry elbowed me in the gut. “Oof.”

“This is Prince Theodore of the Land of the Setting Sun,” Henry said, pointing at Theodore.

“Ah, Prince Theodore. I’ve always wanted to meet you,” Snow White replied, and Theodore ribbited in such excitement that it echoed through the halls. We all knew he was already scheming to have her kiss him, and I made a mental note to tell him that it was a nice dream but totally not going to happen.

“And this is Piper,” Henry said.

“Piper,” Snow White repeated, and then she did something odd. She threw her head back and laughed. I was not exactly happy with that. I may not have been a prince or a hero; however, I didn’t deserve derision either. Snow White shook my hand, her skin cool and majestic in my grasp, and she said, “This is the Piper that you’re so in love with, Henry? The one that got away?”

“Eh?” I said, dropping her hand like the proverbial hot potato. I hoped no one was going to guillotine me for improper etiquette with the princess’ body, but that was just an afterthought.

“What… what…” Henry sputtered. He flailed his hands in a jazzy motion that I’d never seen him do before.

“Pretty much,” said Theodore. “You can see what I had to put up with.”

Snow White grinned at all of us. She picked up the train of her hoop skirt — which I noted was still a size too small to fit the conditions of the prophecy — and said, “Come. I’ll show you all your rooms.”

I had to forcibly restrain myself from leaping head first onto the bed she showed me and humping it to completion, because damn that was a fine bed. I wasn’t used to nice things. I was a farmer’s son, and then the apprentice of an evil and financially austere sorcerer, and finally a lowly businessman who blew most of his money on drinks. The hedonist in me took in the lavish bed and then supplied an image of me on it, rolling around, and the optimist in me supplied an image of Henry joining me on that bed, Henry of the golden thighs and the crooked smile.

“I’m glad you like it,” said Snow White.

“Ah yes,” I said, remembering that I had company. “Thank you, your highness. I love it.”

“You’ll be rooming beside the Count of Carlisle,” she said. “I think he’s in right now. Why don’t I introduce you two? I hear he is also a passionate lover of music.” She brought me over to the next door and knocked on it with her fist. When it opened, I expected to see a flash count whose clothes I could mimic and whose habits I could mock. Instead a young man with a broad face and grey eyes opened the door, and he smiled when he saw me.

“Hello Piper,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for you to arrive. You sure took your sweet time about it.”

“Oh, you two have already met?” Snow White asked.

“A long time ago,” I replied, and a part of me was glad because this meant I didn’t have to search the entire wedding party for the Other Piper. I had already found him.

:::

I let myself have half an hour to frolic on the bed, and then I went in search of Henry. His room was in other wing, and as I gathered it was his permanent room in the castle, as he was a friend of the princess’ and a constant visitor. I tried not to think too much about the implications of Henry’s intimate friendship with Snow White. I knew that he wasn’t into women in that way, but still, it was freaking Snow White; even I wanted to tap that, just a bit. When I reached Henry’s room, I threw open the door without warning, and it was a sign of how little Henry had changed because he still didn’t lock his doors behind him. He’d never had an evil sorcerer mentor to drill that particular paranoia into his head.

“Henry!” I said. “I found him!” Then I paused because Henry’s hand was hovering a razor over his legs. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t know you were shaving,” I said sweetly. I looked over at the packages on the dresser. “Or waxing,” I said. “I’ll, ah, come back later.”

Henry’s face was red. “No, stay,” he said.

“There’s nothing to be embarrassed about,” I said. “I do realize that you don’t come by your smooth hairless legs naturally.”

“Oh, just shut up,” Henry said. He put the razor down and rolled his pants over his bare legs, which was a shame because every eligible maiden and otherwise inclined bachelor at home would have wanted a glimpse of those legs. “So what were you saying? You found the Other Piper?”

“He’s next door to me masquerading as the Count of Carlisle,” I announced. “I think he has an illusion spell on him, one that’s fooling Snow White.”

“What should we do then?” Henry said.

“I was thinking we — or, let’s be honest, you — should go over to his room right now and whack him over the head,” I suggested helpfully. “Then we can put him in chains and enjoy the rest of this wedding.”

“I do like that idea,” said Henry. “But won’t he be expecting us — I mean, me — now? Since he knows that we’re onto him.”

“Please, are you kidding me? The Other Piper is such a showman, he probably won’t make a move until he knows that we’re watching him,” I said.

“All right,” Henry said, picking up his sword and his shield. I had that tingling sensation again, the one I used to have when we were bound together, for better or worse. I removed my pipe from where I always kept it on me. Even though I really meant for Henry to scare the living daylights out of the Other Piper, as he was the one with the talents in that regard, I wasn’t going to let him go without backup either. So we marched — him with his weapons and me with mine — to the Count of Carlisle’s room. Henry objected to kicking down the door when no one answered, but I managed to convince him otherwise, and to tell him that it didn’t matter. He was so beloved that no one would care if he kicked down the entire west wing. So, he kicked down the door, but the room was empty.

What a disappointment, I thought. Henry took it better and shrugged. “There’s a masquerade ball tonight. Everybody is going to be there. We’ll find him then,” he said, and I was forced to settle for that.

:::

Okay, that was a bit of a lie. I loved parties. There was no settling involved. The prospect of beating the Other Piper and doing it in a beautiful black domino and a frock coat with scarlet trim was happy-making beyond description. I was standing in front of my mirror and adjusting the angle of my lapels when there was an awkward knock on the door that could only be Henry. I went and unlocked the door, and yep, it was Henry all right, resplendent in a peacock blue mask of his own with feathers and gems that prickled around his eyes like stars. “Are you ready?” he asked me. I patted my pocket where my pipe rested, and I grinned at him with my wolfish teeth.

Theodore was bouncing on the stairs. I thought about letting him ride in my pocket as well, but then a lovely woman in a dress of ice silk came and swept him away. I whistled in admiration. So Theodore wasn’t all talk; he really did have a way with the ladies. Who knew. He might even be a man again by the end of the masquerade ball. I wished my friend all the best and moved on.

Snow White and her prince held court at the centre of the ball. I knew even then we could get close to them if we wanted to; Henry could pull those strings. But I wasn’t here tonight for her, and Henry seemed perfectly content at my side rather than at the hostess’, so we stood by the towering display of wines and kept an eye out for the Other Piper.

“We could dance,” Henry suggested after a while, and I lifted my face up to his. We weren’t the only pair of men at the ball. There were duets of women as well, and other configurations that I honestly hadn’t expected at a royal party. But as Henry had informed me earlier, the court of Snow White was one of the freest in the Eight Kingdoms, which was why he liked it here. Why he would risk life and limb for her to take the throne from her stepmother up further north.

“We could,” I said. “I’d like that.”

I would have held my hand out for him to take; I would have let him lead me onto the dance floor without a catty remark, except then there was the sudden strain of a pipe over the rest of the orchestra, and my entire body froze. I knew what this was. Pipes were forbidden in the Land of Snow. Even me just carrying one in my coat was a risk. If that did not make the pipe music immediately noteworthy, I also recognized that particular lilt, heavy with magic. I had been trained in this spell, though I’d never taken to it because lust magic wasn’t my forte. To be honest, it wasn’t the Other Piper’s forte either, but clearly he had practiced because the spell was perfect, and I knew it was perfect because my body froze and then was reborn, alive and burning, and my prick hardened inside my pants. I gasped and gripped Henry’s hand as desire sliced through me, blade sharp. I looked up at him and saw the way he was clenching his jaw. I looked beyond him and noticed the confused silence that had overtaken the entire room.

And then, and then…

I don’t need to explain what an orgy is, do I?

I knew better, but I didn’t want to. I took off my mask and then I took off his. He let me. I regarded him for one long second, the breath before the chaos. Then I threw myself at Henry and kissed him like I had been dreaming of it for years, which was true, and he kissed me back just the same, and I didn’t know if that was true, but I stopped wondering as I bit down on his lip and listened to him groan. Around us, other couples and trios and groups larger than that were doing the same, and I could hear the wet sounds of desire fill the room; I could see, in the corner of my eye, Snow White and her prince rubbing against each other desperately. Then I couldn’t see them anymore because Henry was filling my entire vision, and he was kissing me so hard that I was sure I would bruise. I wanted it. I bucked my hips against his and said, “There’s an alcove in the corner. We can get there before anyone else.” He nodded.

It wasn’t elegant. With me and Henry, it rarely was. Once we got to the alcove, there was a convenient curtain attached and I pulled it behind us with more force than was strictly necessary before I pushed Henry against the wall and tried to climb his entire body. His torso was the rope and his mouth was the sky; I kept on reaching for it, hungry, kissing him and tonguing him until his hands gripped my hips and pushed me aside.

“Piper,” he said, and he sounded like he was in pain. His pupils were blown and his cheeks were red. Sweat beaded on his forehead so I licked it for him, my tongue a languid swoop over his drum tight skin. “Piper, I don’t think… I don’t think I can wait,” he said helplessly.

“Me neither,” I said, and this was going to be the shortest reunion sex ever. The next time, we would do it properly. If there was a next time, even. Then I would spread him on my beautiful new bed and ride him so slowly and meaningfully that he would beg me for it. Not this time. This time, I slid my mouth over his mouth, and then his jaw, and then his neck, and then his shoulders as I fiddled with the buttons of his coat, those damn tricky buttons that kept confusing my fingers until Henry brought those fingers to his mouth and licked them, one by one.

“I want to fuck you,” he said breathlessly. “Can I fuck you?”

“What do you think I’m trying to do?” I said, and he laughed as he got with the program and slithered out of his coat. I did the same with mine, and then I was opening the flap of his breeches and palming his long, hardy cock, growing dizzy already at the prospect of having it inside me again. Henry was nuzzling my neck and leaving little bites and bruises as I took his cock in hand and gave it a few jerks. He groaned when I dug my nail slightly into its tip. “Does that hurt?” I asked pleasantly. He thrust against me and shuddered.

I got to my knees. Henry wasn’t the only champion cocksucker in the room. I shifted to a comfortable position and eyed his cock with appreciation before I took it into my mouth and started sucking. No warning, no little games of press and pull; just his cock filling my mouth and making me want. Henry seemed to grow even larger on my tongue, and I groaned with pleasure as I took it in. He started moving his hips against me, little increments at first, but longer and deeper when he saw that I wasn’t complaining. I sucked in his rhythm enthusiastically, my blood hot with magic and truth.

Then I was rising and kicking off the remains of my pants. There was a miniature bottle inside my pocket, tucked next to my pipe; I uncapped it and squeezed small amounts of oil over my fingers. “I can’t believe you had that with you,” Henry said, and I grinned at him wickedly before reaching down and inserting two slick fingers into my ass. Henry’s eyes narrowed and I leaned over to kiss him again as I pumped those fingers within me, squelching the liquid generously inside. I made myself moan when my fingers brushed a pleasurable spot. Henry growled and said, “Let me.”

His fingers were thick and nubby. I ground myself against them.

“You are such a fucking piece of work,” Henry said, awed. He kissed me openly and deeply, and I ran my tongue around the inside of his mouth. “You are so fucking beautiful,” he confessed when we pulled apart, whispering it to the left of my ear like it was a secret I wasn’t meant to know. That was the last thing I heard before he turned me around and pushed his cock inside of me so deep that I had to stand on my toes.

I pressed my cheek against the wall and panted as Henry started thrusting. He wasn’t kind. He wasn’t gentle. His hands were vises on my hips as he worked me hard and good, his cock pumping into me with all the muscular strength that he was capable of. It was amazing; I saw sparks behind my eyes as he angled himself properly and started hitting my deep spot, making my legs shake. I would have fallen over if not for him, but he kept me steady and receptive, like I had no choice but to take him again and again, except that I did. This was what I wanted, and his teeth scraped the sweat on my neck as he rode me furiously.

“Please,” I gasped. “Please.” I didn’t even know what I was asking for. One of Henry’s hands let go of me and wrapped around my cock, and the feel of his callouses made me whine at the same time his prick bottomed in me again. “I can take more,” I said as he started jerking me off. My entire body felt stretched and filled, like a balloon on a hot summer day. “I can take more, please.”
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