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 For everyone still healing. Things will get better. 










  
  
Prologue




It was not yet dawn. The bone-chilling winds that made Moonridge’s winters so infamously harsh screamed across the sea ice of Aurora’s harbor like a host of vengeful dead. Even tucked away inside her study, shielded by the fabled impregnable walls of Aurora’s palace and layers of furs, Ilendra could feel their icy bite. She should be in bed at this hour, waiting for the sun to rise and blunt the edge of winter’s chill. Instead, she sat in a hard-backed chair designed more for its regal appearance than its comfort, burning through precious firewood and candles as she pored over the contents of the most recent missive to reach her desk. 

As Moonridge’s reigning Matriarch, she would be within her rights to leave the matter until morning and see to it that the courier responsible for disturbing her rest received a sharp reprimand for rousing her at this hour. But she had assumed a letter delivered in the dead of night by a goblin courier who had no business traveling so far into elven lands deserved her immediate attention. She had assumed correctly.  

The courier’s letter was almost unnecessary. The red braid it contained was a message in itself. Ilendra eyed the length of hair coiled around her hand as though it were a viper poised to strike. It shone in the firelight like blood welling from a fresh wound. A fitting comparison, when she took the severed braid’s meaning into account. A meaning that she understood all too well.

Betrayal. 

The image of her father as she’d last seen him surfaced, unwelcome and unbidden, from the depths of her mind. Anguish shining in his violet eyes like unshed tears as he dragged a razor across his throat, washing away any questions surrounding the legitimacy of Ilendra’s ascension to Moonridge’s throne with the rushing torrent of his lifeblood. Ten years later, Ilendra could still hear the soft gurgle of his dying breath as his features went slack and his eyes grew vacant. The soft thud of his body crumpling almost gracefully to the floor, as composed in death as he’d been in life. Exactly as an elven Patriarch should be. And exactly as Ilendra strove to conduct herself as Moonridge’s new Matriarch.

Sparing the life of her father’s lover, Moranthus, had been a mistake. In the wake of her father’s death, his declaration of loyalty to her had seemed genuine. But it had been an act of foolish weakness to believe such loyalty could last when Ilendra was responsible for the death of a man he’d been so utterly infatuated with. The moment Ilendra set him to a task of any real significance—his long-awaited chance to escape the shame of his unseemly involvement with a man above his station—Moranthus had turned on her, reducing years of immaculate planning to a smoldering ruin of folly.

A light, hesitant knock sounded on the door. Avalanche, the hulking ice bear who served Ilendra as a symbol of office, loyal mount, and steadfast companion, raised his head off his front paws and yawned. He tilted his head in curiosity as he regarded the source of the noise from his vantage point beside the ornamental fireplace at Ilendra’s back. His glossy, white coat glimmered like fresh snow in the firelight, interrupted only by the ink blots of his eyes, nose, and paws. Beneath that soft fur was a beast strong enough to kill a grown elf with a single swipe of his paw, each foot tipped with finger-long claws and jaws lined with dagger-sharp teeth. With such a stalwart guardian by her side, Ilendra hardly had need of the two frostguards posted outside her door, standing still as living statues in their slate-gray plate armor, their faces rendered expressionless by the blank visors of their helmets.

“Enter,” Ilendra called out, her voice clear and sharp. She ran a hand over her jet-black hair, woven into an eleven-strand Matriarch’s braid. As usual, not a single hair was out of place. She allowed herself a small hum of satisfaction at the knowledge. Unlike her fool half-brothers, she hadn’t been lucky enough to inherit her father’s royal-white hair—and, much to the chagrin of her advisors, had refused to have her hair powdered or magicked white to conform to her people’s expectations of what a Matriarch should look like—but at least she knew how to conduct herself with proper decorum. And speaking of fool half-brothers…

The door to her study swung open on well-oiled hinges. Corendin, the younger of their late father’s legitimate sons, stepped into Ilendra’s study, gray eyes still bleary from sleep. Still, there was no denying the concern Ilendra saw reflected in them, or the way his dusky lavender skin looked a touch paler than usual. Receiving a summons from his Matriarch at such an early hour and with so little notice had unnerved him. 

And he had wasted little time tending to his appearance before answering her. He wore his ice-white hair draped over his shoulder in a loose, dismal attempt at the nine-strand nobleman’s braid that he was lucky to still be wearing. His elder brother, Vandorys, was living a life of exile in the goblin territories after refusing to accept Ilendra as his new Matriarch. Corendin’s more biddable temperament had spared him from sharing his brother’s fate. 

Avalanche sniffed at the air as Corendin approached Ilendra’s desk, the beginnings of a growl rumbling in his chest. Corendin tensed at the sight of him and breathed a visible sigh of relief when Avalanche rested his head on his paws with a satisfied huff a moment later. 

Corendin knelt before Ilendra, head respectfully inclined as he asked, “What is required of me, Matriarch?” His voice was low and soft but filled the room as effectively as if he had shouted all the same—almost an exact match for the way their father had spoken. The similarity never failed to send a chill down Ilendra’s spine. “I hope my actions have not displeased you.”

“They have not.” Ilendra fought to keep her exasperation at his groveling from showing as she spoke. It troubled her to see Corendin still so fearful of her a full decade after her ascension and his brother’s exile. A part of her wanted nothing more than to embrace him as the sibling he had always been to her and reassure him that she bore him no ill will. But to make such assurances was to undermine her own authority and diminish the gravity of his brother’s refusal to accept his new place in the hierarchy of Moonridge’s nobility. Surely, he understood that. “You may rise. A matter has been brought to my attention on which I would seek your counsel.” And a source of comfort in the wake of such an unexpected betrayal, though she could not say so aloud. 

Corendin rose, eyebrows raised in a mix of surprise and curiosity as he regarded her with eyes that, for the first time in the last decade, were neither guarded nor wary. “Of course, Ilen—” He caught himself, pretending to clear his throat before he continued. “—Matriarch. How may I be of assistance?”

Ilendra shifted her gaze to her study’s door, shut tight behind Corendin by her frostguards the moment his feet had passed its threshold. It was thick enough to prevent her voice from reaching her frostguards’ ears, so long as she did not shout. And her frostguards were disciplined enough not to spread news of her conversations to unworthy ears even if they did overhear her. This was as close to a chance to speak freely as she could get as Moonridge’s Matriarch. “‘Ilendra’ is more than adequate in this context.”

“Very well, Ilendra.” A ghost of a smile lightened Corendin’s features. “If I may ask, why is it that this matter caused you to seek my counsel? Surely your advisors are better suited to such a task?”

Because her advisors would question why she had involved Moranthus in the matter instead of leaving it in the more trustworthy and capable hands of her frostguards. Why she had promised her father’s disgraced and unsuitable lover a pardon she had no intention of granting him as a reward for completing a mission she’d expected him to fail. And she was not yet ready to face their scorn and judgmental stares. 

“Because it is, to a certain degree, a family matter.” And Corendin was the only family she had left. Her mother had not spoken to her since her father’s death, justifying herself by claiming she lacked the mental fortitude to abide the presence of the woman responsible for the death of the man she had loved. Even if that woman was her own daughter. 

“I see. Has there been news of Vandorys, then?” Corendin’s expression looked almost hopeful. Ilendra chose not to hold it against him for the moment.

“No, and for that, we should count ourselves grateful. This matter concerns Moranthus.”

Corendin’s eyes drifted to the braided length of red hair still wound around Ilendra’s hand. “You’ve exiled him?”

“He chose exile for himself as the penalty for an act of treason.” 

“Are you certain? That seems unlike him.” Corendin’s brow furrowed. He doubted her. Of course he did. He hadn’t shared Ilendra’s distaste for their father’s base-born lover, even going so far as to attempt to intercede on Moranthus’s behalf ten years ago, when Ilendra had sentenced him to half-exile. 

It wasn’t his mother who had been disgraced by their father’s decision to set her aside for a piece of trash he’d plucked out of the gutter, after all. It wasn’t his future that had been rendered uncertain by their father’s decision to sever the bond that served as his only public means of including his illegitimate daughter in his family line. It wasn’t him who’d been forced to stage a coup against his beloved father in order to preserve his suddenly precarious political standing and forcefully lay claim to a throne that should have been freely given to him. 

“If you don’t believe me, you are welcome to consider the matter for yourself. It seems he was bought or coerced into assisting Warlord Gralnag, successor to Knurlath of the goblin clan Stoneheart, in backing out of an agreement between his predecessor and myself.” Ilendra pushed the letter that had accompanied the braid across her desk toward Corendin. She had no further need for it; she had all but memorized its contents. It read:


Matriarch Ilendra,

You should know that Warlord Knurlath is dead. And by now, you probably don’t need me to tell you that the deal you had with him is off. It’s nothing personal. I just know better than to trust you to deal fairly with Clan Stoneheart after you backed out of your father’s treaty. Consider this my way of returning the favor.

Prince Orthenn and his company are on their way back to Dawn’s Gate to tell their king about your kidnapping scheme. You might want to do something about that soon. As for the frostguards you sent to collect your hostage, they’re safe in my dungeon. For now. If you want them returned, just say the word and we can start talking costs. The ransom you sent for Orthenn is a good start, but seeing as there are four of them and only one of him, I’d say they’re worth a bit more.

I’ve also sent you a small gift. One of your frostguards—the big one with the nasty temper—seemed to think it was important to get this into your hands. Told me what it means too. Maybe think twice before sending your people on fool’s errands again. It doesn’t look like it’s working out for you.

I’m looking forward to your response. Truly.

Regards,

Warlord Gralnag of Clan Stoneheart



Corendin gingerly picked up the letter and scanned its contents, eyes widening as he neared the bottom of the page. “You intended to make a hostage of a prince of Dawn’s Gate.”

“His ransom was to be a swath of farmland south of the Wintersbreath. Imagine what that would have meant for our people.”

Corendin nodded his understanding. “The first expansion of elven lands in centuries. Our grandfather’s legacy reborn.”

“Exactly. It was within my grasp. If Clan Stoneheart had just delivered the boy as promised…” Ilendra paused, wincing at how close her tone had come to whining. “It matters not. I should have expected this, striking bargains with goblins. Their politics are too mercurial for them to make worthy allies. I’ve said as much myself in the past.”

“What do you expect will happen when news of this reaches Dawn’s Gate?”

Loss of trade. Demands for reparations. Increased human patrols along Dawn’s Gate’s northern border. Skirmishes when their paths crossed with Moonridge’s elven soldiers. War, if Dawn’s Gate’s king was particularly unforgiving. Civil unrest. Rebellion. “Nothing, so long as this unfortunate turn of events can be salvaged before matters spiral out of hand. Moonridge and Dawn’s Gate have both benefitted from the peaceful years of our father’s reign. King Raeburn of Dawn’s Gate will not be eager to cast that aside. That will work to our advantage.”  

“And how do you intend to salvage this?”

“That remains to be decided. I had hoped you might offer some insight on the matter before I bring it to the attention of my advisors this afternoon. What course of action would you pursue if you were to find yourself in my position?” Ilendra’s true, unasked question hung heavily in the air between them: What would their father have done?

Corendin was silent for a moment, a thoughtful expression on his face, before he replied, “I would distance myself from my involvement in the prince’s kidnapping, assuming there was sufficient doubt surrounding my motivations for me to do so without insulting the king’s intelligence. And I would reassure the king of my commitment to a lasting peace between our people. Unless peace is not what you desire?”

“Of course I would prefer to have peace.” Until such a time as Moonridge’s odds of winning an open war with Dawn’s Gate were more favorable, at least. But there was no need to inform Corendin of that distinction.

“Then my counsel may be of some use to you. I am glad to hear it.” Corendin’s face broke into a warm smile. “I would also offer some gesture of goodwill to assuage any lingering doubts the king may have as to my intentions. As a means of giving him something other than this unfortunate business with his son to consider when he thinks of Moonridge and its people.”

“You propose a sound course of action. I may well decide to follow it.” Ilendra felt the beginnings of a smile forming on her own face as the first inklings of a plan stirred in her mind. Perhaps she could still twist this unfortunate turn of events to her advantage. “Tell me: when was the last time Moonridge sent a delegation to Dawn’s Gate’s court?”

“Not since the late years of our father’s reign.”

“Then such a visit is long overdue, is it not? I would hardly be a worthy Matriarch if I allowed such an oversight to go uncorrected.”

“You give yourself too little credit, Ilendra.” Corendin inclined his head toward Ilendra’s hand, her fingers still clenched around Moranthus’s severed braid. “If I may ask, what do you intend to do about him?”

“Nothing.” Ilendra cast a last, baleful glance at Moranthus’s braid, then flung it into the fireplace behind her. Exile was a fate worse than death, after all. Moranthus would realize that soon enough, and when he did, Ilendra would have her vengeance for his betrayal ten times over. “Why should I waste precious resources exacting punishment on a man who is already dead to me?”








  
  
One




The Kingstone jutted abruptly out of Dawn’s Gate’s central plains, a wide, flat tower of rock in a rolling sea of grass tinted sparkling white by winter’s frost. Even glimpsing it from a hilltop a day’s ride away, Moranthus could make out the great stair carved into the Kingstone’s sides, winding upward to the castle presiding over the Kingstone’s namesake city. Plumes of smoke curled over Kingstone’s walls from the innumerable shops and houses behind them, rising into the crisp blue sky like puffs of frosted breath in the wind. Outside the city walls, scattered farms dotted the landscape for miles in every direction. 

Atop the Kingstone, castle towers scraped against the sky, a testament to the power and wealth of Dawn’s Gate’s king. The castle’s central tower, home to Dawn’s Gate’s royal family, loomed high above the rest, the gold leaf that covered its roof almost glowing in the pale winter sun. Its highest floors offered its residents a clear view of their richest farmlands and the loyal human subjects that worked them, no doubt. Like snowhawks circling above a bustling warren of rabbits.

Moranthus couldn’t help but marvel at the sheer spectacle of it all. Truly, he’d never seen anything like it in the 192 years he’d spent roaming across his native Moonridge. But in spite of its opulence and grandiosity, Kingstone wasn’t beautiful. Not like Aurora, with its palace built on the sea cliffs overlooking its harbor and the lower city crowded around it, walls protecting only what the vast North Sea couldn’t. 

And its location was well worth the bitter winters and cool summers that came with it. The aurora that had given Moonridge’s capital its name illuminated the city in shades of pink, green, and violet at night, reflected like a rainbow by the sleet-slick gray stone the city was built from. Even its lowest slums were freshened by the sea’s salty tang, Moonridge’s harsh winds giving the air itself a sense of life that Dawn’s Gate’s more temperate climate could never hope to replicate. But Kingstone was Moranthus’s home now, and what it lacked in beauty, it made up for with infinitely better company.

A smile warmed the dull purple skin of his cheeks at the sound of Gerrick tramping up the hill behind him. Gerrick’s heavy boots crunched the frozen grass beneath his feet, and his breath came in harsh, heavy puffs. Moranthus turned to face him when he reached the hill’s crest, far more entranced by his well-sculpted features than the spectacle of Kingstone. This was, after all, what he’d left Moonridge and Aurora behind for. And Gerrick put them both to shame.

He stood half a head shorter than Moranthus, but he was tall for a human, and broadly built. The shape of his body was obscured by the mail hauberk and orange-edged green tabard he wore, but Moranthus knew from experience that the bulk underneath it came from the hard-won muscle and sinew of a soldier’s life, not the softness typical of guards stationed under a noble’s command. His sandy-blond hair was tousled by the winter breeze, and a matching, bristly beard covered the lower half of his face. The corners of his mouth were upturned in a rare smile, erasing the worry lines that the troubles of his life had prematurely etched into his brow.

Gerrick’s erect posture and imposing physical presence made it easy to mistake him for nobility. Which, Moranthus supposed, was the entire point of him being stationed under Prince Orthenn’s command as Orthenn’s body double. To the casual observer, the two were almost indistinguishable from each other. And Gerrick’s even-tempered demeanor and noble bearing had been enough to convince Moranthus that Gerrick, not Orthenn, was Dawn’s Gate’s true prince when they’d first met. Moranthus knew Gerrick didn’t have a single drop of noble blood in him now, but that didn’t lessen his worth in Moranthus’s eyes. In Gerrick, he’d found a prize far more valuable than a prince’s ransom.

“What do you think?” Gerrick asked once he’d had a chance to catch his breath. His ice-blue eyes had a boyish, hopeful look that made Moranthus’s heart skip a beat.

“Of Kingstone?” Moranthus shrugged. “It’s no Aurora, but I suppose it’ll do.”

“Oh.” Gerrick’s face fell, and Moranthus felt a twinge of guilt. The man was too sincere for his own good; Moranthus knew that. It wasn’t fair of Moranthus to tease him like this.

Gerrick took Moranthus’s hand in both of his. “I’m sorry. I know it isn’t home for you. I just thought… I hope one day it will be.”

Moranthus shook his head, pulling his hand free of Gerrick’s to wrap his arms around Gerrick and pull him close. “Don’t apologize for this. It’s perfect. You’re perfect. I’m just making an ass of myself.”

Gerrick pulled back from Moranthus, a relieved look on his face and a hint of frustration in his voice as he said, “That is what you do best.”

“I know. And I’m sorry.” Moranthus leaned down and captured Gerrick’s lips in a brief kiss. “I’m happy to be here, really. I’d be happy wherever you are. I’d rather have a single day here with you than a lifetime in Aurora.”

Gerrick’s face reddened. “That’s…that’s good. I mean, it’s nice that you think so. I mean…” He let out a frustrated sigh. “Thank you. I’m glad you’re here. With me.”

Moranthus wondered if Gerrick would always be so easily flustered or if he’d grow out of this once he’d gotten used to being with Moranthus. To being with another man, when he’d spent his entire adult life feigning an attraction to women. Moranthus couldn’t begin to imagine what spending so much time in such a deep state of self-denial must be like. He wished someone had come into Gerrick’s life to help him out of it sooner. 

Charming as Gerrick’s blushing and tendency to trip over his own tongue were, Moranthus hoped he’d find more confidence in himself one day. He was a good man; he deserved to be comfortable with what he was. And he’d need to be comfortable with what he was when a man openly taking an interest in other men could still be cause for scorn and ridicule in Dawn’s Gate. Humans didn’t have the same acceptance for same-gender pairings as elves did. That acceptance was one of the things Moranthus expected he’d miss the most about his homeland.

Moranthus let his arms fall into a loose circle around Gerrick’s waist. “It’s certainly nice of you to thank me, but I’m the one who should be grateful. You stopped me from making the biggest mistake of my life, and you’ve given me a chance at a new one. That’s no small thing.”

“You’re the only reason I came home alive. That’s no small thing either.” Gerrick cupped Moranthus’s face with his hand and ran his forefinger over the outline of Moranthus’s pointed ear. “Let me be grateful.”

Moranthus sighed contentedly and leaned into Gerrick’s hand. Brushing his lips against the underside of Gerrick’s wrist, he replied, “I suppose I can allow it, so long as you plan to make a habit of this.”

Gerrick tried to cover it with a cough, but Moranthus heard the way his breath caught in his throat. “I…think I can manage that.” He lowered his hand and gently eased out of Moranthus’s embrace. “But this isn’t the time. We should get back to camp. We have a long way to travel today, and we’ve stayed here too long already.”

“Fair enough. I’d certainly prefer not to spend another night on the road if we can avoid it.” Moranthus caught Gerrick’s hand in his own and gave it a light squeeze before letting him go. “Lead the way.”

    
  When they returned to the small, frosty hillock that housed Orthenn’s camp, it looked as though someone had kicked over an anthill. The contents of the camp were in disarray, as though Orthenn’s men had started packing them but stopped halfway through, and the number of its occupants had doubled. Orthenn’s company numbered eleven men. Now the camp was filled with more than twenty, half of them mounted and wearing polished plate armor that stood in sharp contrast to the travel-worn chainmail and stained tabards of Orthenn’s company.

Orthenn stood at the far edge of camp, arguing with a man sitting astride an armored horse. His breastplate was painted with Dawn’s Gate’s emblem: a black tree standing against an orange sun. He must be the new arrivals’ leader.

Moranthus cast a glance at Gerrick, hoping for reassurance. But Gerrick’s face had paled and his posture was rigid. 

“Captain Randall’s here.” Gerrick let out a long sigh. “Did they have to send him?”

“You know these men?” Moranthus asked.

“They’re part of Dawn’s Gate’s royal guard. Captain Randall is their leader. He and Orthenn…don’t get along.”

Before Moranthus could ask what they should do, Gerrick continued, “We should see what this is about. Hopefully things stay civil.”

Moranthus followed Gerrick across the camp. He stayed close to Gerrick’s side, wary of the hostile looks Captain Randall’s soldiers aimed at him. The novelty of him being purple and pointy-earred had long since worn off for Orthenn’s company, but it had these newcomers’ full attention. And unlike Orthenn’s company, their captain hadn’t ordered them to accept Moranthus as one of their own. Better to keep his distance.

From the snippets of their conversation Moranthus could hear, Orthenn and Randall were arguing over the circumstances of Orthenn’s return. Something about breaking protocol and not having enough time to prepare a proper welcome. And not having enough protection on the road, which—seeing as Orthenn had recently been kidnapped and imprisoned in a goblin dungeon—wasn’t an unreasonable concern.

“Of course, your father will be delighted by your return, my prince. But surely you could have given some notice?” Randall asked. His auburn hair had begun to gray at the temples, and his handsome—if haughty—features were set in a stern expression that added years to his appearance. A sword hung from his hip, and a lance rested securely in its bucket on his saddle.

“What did you expect me to do? Send one of my men ahead as a messenger and spend the next week sitting on a hill with the rest of my company while you planned a celebration?” Orthenn retorted, as harsh and commanding as always. Yet another reminder that his resemblance to Gerrick was only skin-deep. “My men have been on the road for weeks. They want to go home to their families, not stand idle in a field.”

“This isn’t about what they want. It’s…” Randall’s gaze drifted to Moranthus and Gerrick, and his voice trailed off. “What is that your double’s just dragged in?”

Orthenn’s brow furrowed when he turned to find Moranthus and Gerrick approaching him. “A friend of Dawn’s Gate. He’s with my company,” he replied, turning his attention back to Randall.

Randall cast a disdainful glance at Moranthus’s frayed shirtsleeves and battered leather jerkin. “Why is a member of your company not in uniform?”

“He’s a recent addition. And not a permanent one. He’s just with us until my father finds a place for him.”

Randall raised his eyebrows. “You intended to bring this elf, unannounced and unsecured, before your father?” He cast a knowing glance at Moranthus. “And an exiled elf, at that. Who knows what crimes he’s committed?”

Moranthus raised a self-conscious hand to his wind-swept mop of short, red hair, trying to smooth it into presentability. He caught himself missing the long braid that, in Moonridge, had served as his entire identity. It was a marker of everything he was and all he’d accomplished in his life. Without it, he was nothing and no one in the eyes of any elf who saw him. No one in Orthenn’s company seemed to care, and Gerrick seemed quite enamored with his newly shortened hair. But if Captain Randall was anything to go by, that might not be the case with every human he met. His stomach turned at the thought.

“Him being with my company is the reason he’s exiled,” Orthenn said. “Father knows about him. I sent him a letter from the first town we passed through on our way home. It should have explained everything.”

“Perhaps if you’d made more effort to announce your arrival, your father would have informed me. But I’ve heard nothing of this…elf.” Randall said the word as though it was an insult. “I cannot allow him to enter Kingstone freely, let alone your father’s palace. I have no choice but to take him into my custody until I can be sure of his intentions.”

Orthenn said through gritted teeth, “The elf is with me. I’m willing to vouch for him. That should be proof enough of his intentions.”

“The elf also has a name,” Moranthus interjected. “And would greatly appreciate it if we could all start using it.”

Gerrick gave Moranthus a horrified look. As though it would be better for Moranthus to stand in silence as Orthenn and Randall discussed him like he wasn’t even there. And maybe it would, but Moranthus didn’t share Gerrick’s accommodating nature. He’d sat through too much of this nonsense already.

Orthenn shot Moranthus a glare that promised trouble down the road. Moranthus pretended not to notice.

Randall looked down at Moranthus, head slightly tilted. “And what would that name be?”

“Moranthus. Formerly a Moonridge duskblade, and now a loyal servant of your king. Assuming he’ll have me.” Moranthus gave Randall a strained smile. “And I assure you, if I had any intention of harming any member of your royal family, I’d have turned on Orthenn long before now.”

“He makes a valid point,” Orthenn muttered. “You’d do well to acknowledge it.”

Randall’s expression darkened. “Well then, Moranthus, as of this moment, you are under arrest, by my authority as captain of the royal guard. As a courtesy to Prince Orthenn, you will be brought before the king instead of being jailed and interrogated. So long as my patience is not tested any further.”

Moranthus’s blood froze in his veins. 

“You can’t do this!” Orthenn snarled. “You have no authority—”

“Please reconsider, Captain,” Gerrick stepped between Randall and Moranthus. “Moranthus hasn’t done anything to deserve this. Don’t be so quick to judge him.”

“You’re questioning a superior officer’s orders? I never thought I’d see the day.” Randall regarded Gerrick with cold interest. “My decision stands. But as I said, the elf will be brought before the king as soon as can be arranged. Unless you object, he will be placed under your watch until then. My men will doubtless be pleased to know that I don’t expect any of them to ride double with him. Does that ease your concerns?”

Gerrick nodded. “Thank you.”

Orthenn glared at them both, seething at being interrupted and ignored. But he kept mercifully silent.

“Then I leave him in your care. See to it that he is bound and disarmed.” Randall gave Gerrick a hard look. “If you show him any lenience in this, I will know.”

“Yes, Captain.” Gerrick bowed his head, a faint blush coloring his cheeks.

Moranthus breathed an internal sigh of relief. He would’ve much preferred not to enter Kingstone as a prisoner of the crown, but if he was to be a prisoner, he couldn’t have asked for a better jailor than Gerrick. He’d be gentle and more than fair in his handling of Moranthus. More importantly, he’d keep Moranthus out of reach of anyone who wouldn’t be fair and gentle in their handling of him.

Gerrick’s movements were hesitant and apologetic as he bound Moranthus’s hands.

“It’s all right,” Moranthus murmured, wishing he were in a position to wrap his arms around Gerrick and offer him some comfort. He settled for leaning against Gerrick instead. “We’ll have this sorted out before you know it.”

“We shouldn’t need to sort this out in the first place,” Gerrick hissed.

“I know. This is my fault. I should’ve kept my mouth shut.”

Gerrick frowned and shot a meaningful glare at Orthenn’s back, then refocused his attention on securing Moranthus’s bindings. 








  
  
Two




The throne room of Kingstone’s castle always instilled a sense of awe in Gerrick. Its marble floors were polished to a mirror-like shine. Vast stone pillars, each carved with a scene from Dawn’s Gate’s history, supported a vaulted ceiling painted to resemble a summer sky dusted with clouds. There were no windows in its tapestry-laden walls, but the room was well lit by numerous torches, as well as an enormous chandelier suspended from the ceiling. Over a dozen guards stood against the walls, each wearing a gleaming suit of polished plate armor. 

Gerrick’s footsteps echoed as he approached the throne. Orthenn walked ahead of him, eyes fixed straight ahead as though he was unaware of the finery surrounding them. Moranthus kept himself at Gerrick’s side, so close their shoulders almost touched. His keen, yellow eyes moved constantly, like he was trying to keep the entire throne room in his sight at once, his hands twitching in their bindings. Gerrick wished he could reach out and touch him. Tousle that luxuriously soft mop of hair and offer him some reassurance. Even just speak to him as a lover, instead of a sword-brother and jailor. But the watchful eyes of the guardsmen lining the walls and Captain Randall at his back kept him detached and silent.  

At the center of the room sat an immense throne on a raised dais. The throne was carved from a single piece of polished oak, said to have come from a great tree that once grew at the center of the Kingstone—in the exact place where the throne room now stood, according to legend. The throne’s legs and back were coated in gold leaf, and rich brocade cushions covered its seat. 

On the throne sat King Raeburn, Orthenn’s father. His hair was still blond in places, but most of it had faded to a silvery gray. A golden circlet sat on his brow, and a short, well-trimmed beard covered his chin. In spite of his age, he sat rigid and upright on his throne. His stony face, etched with deep wrinkles around his mouth and on his brow, looked like an older, wiser version of Orthenn’s. Or Gerrick’s, though the thought was a strange one. But behind his cold, unreadable expression, his blue eyes were kind. He was a firm man, but fair. Gerrick knew that from experience.

The first time Gerrick had seen this room, he’d been six years younger. He’d just finished his training as a soldier in Dawn’s Gate’s army and had received a summons from the king on the eve of his graduation ceremony. Gerrick had entered the throne room expecting punishment for some unintentional crime and received an offer to serve as Orthenn’s body double instead.

One of the officers in charge of training new recruits—Gerrick had never found out who—had noticed Gerrick’s resemblance to Orthenn, the king’s youngest son, and informed his father. Coupled with Gerrick’s consistent performance near the top of his class, the resemblance made him uniquely qualified for the position. He’d considered the king’s offer for less than a minute before politely refusing.

He’d begun training as a soldier because he wanted to protect Dawn’s Gate and its people, not because he wanted riches or glory. Guarding a prince was prestigious work, but it wasn’t his heart’s calling. And a regular soldier’s stipend seemed like more than enough coin to support himself, without the risk of a would-be assassin sliding a knife between his ribs to get to Orthenn. The king had graciously accepted Gerrick’s refusal, and Gerrick had assumed that was the last they’d see of each other.

Less than a week later, Gerrick learned that he’d fathered a child with a woman he hadn’t seen in over a year. A woman who’d died and left their child in his care. His stipend wasn’t nearly enough to provide for him, his daughter, and a nurse to care for her during the long months he’d be spending away from home. And he wanted to be more to his infant daughter than an unfamiliar face who kept her fed and housed but deprived her of the love and care she truly needed. So, Gerrick had returned to the castle, expecting to be turned away, only to receive the same offer a second time. An offer he’d gratefully accepted and never looked back.

Gerrick knelt when he reached the base of the dais. Moranthus awkwardly did the same beside him, struggling to keep his balance with his hands tied behind his back. Orthenn remained standing but bowed his head in a gesture of respect.

Captain Randall dropped into a sweeping bow. “Your Majesty. I am delighted to announce the safe return of your son and his company. As requested, I have brought Prince Orthenn, his double, and his elven companion before you.”

“I can see that, Randall,” the king replied in a rich, deep voice that sounded like a river rolling down a mountain. “I haven’t gone blind quite yet.”

“My apologies, Your Majesty. I did not mean to imply—”

“Oh, stop it. You’re a fine guard, but you’ve no sense of humor. This post will be the death of you if you don’t learn to relax.” The king tutted. “But tell me: Why is my son’s elven friend bound like this? Surely, he isn’t a threat to us here. Cut the poor child free before he topples over. This is a disgrace.”

“Of course, Your Majesty. I was overly cautious. I can see that now.” Randall drew his sword and severed the ropes binding Moranthus’s hands.

“Now, that’s better. Captain Randall, you are dismissed.”

“Yes, Majesty.” With another bow, Randall turned on his heel and strode out of the throne room. 

Gerrick was happy to see him go. Moranthus was safe now. He felt like he could finally breathe again.

When the doors had shut behind Randall, the king looked down at Gerrick and Moranthus, a warm smile brightening his face. “Now rise, both of you. This is a joyous occasion, not a criminal sentencing. There’s no need for either of you to look so grim.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” Gerrick rose. Without thinking, he reached down and helped Moranthus to his feet. 

The king raised an eyebrow at them but said nothing.

“Father,” Orthenn said in a low voice that nonetheless seemed to fill the entire room. Gerrick still hadn’t mastered that manner of speaking. It was difficult to practice in the confines of his modest home. “I am happy to find you in good health.”

“If you truly cared for my well-being, my son, you would not worry me so. And the toll this business has taken on your mother… Count yourself lucky Anselm has accompanied her to the coast—in your place and neglecting his own duties as heir to do so—to visit Eldred and your new nephew, for she would have far sterner words for you than I on this matter.” The king shook his head. “Our youngest child, taken prisoner by goblins! This should not happen, Orthenn. What would our neighbors have thought, had you not been rescued, and had I been forced to ransom you home?”

Orthenn kept his eyes fixed on the floor.

“It would have dishonored our family for years. Not to mention the burden on our treasury.” The king’s expression softened. He stood and held out his arms. “But it did not come to that. And for that, I shall be forever grateful. Come to me, my son. Embrace your father. I have missed you terribly.”

Orthenn stiffly climbed the dais and stepped into his father’s arms. “I missed you, too, Father.”

The king held Orthenn close for a moment, then let him go. As Orthenn descended the dais, he returned to his seat on the throne. “Now, then. I would very much like to hear why you have brought your double and this elf before me this day. It promises to be quite the story.”

“It is,” Orthenn replied. “They can explain better than I can.”

“You have nothing to say about your company’s detainment by a goblin raiding party?”

“And subsequent rescue,” Orthenn said in an insistent tone. “With the elf’s help. And I don’t. I told you all I can in my letter.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Gerrick saw Moranthus twitch at being called “the elf,” but he kept quiet. Gerrick could have kissed him for that. Moranthus had every right to feel insulted, but this wasn’t the time or place to make an issue of it.

The king gestured to Moranthus and Gerrick, an exasperated look in his eyes. “Well, then. My son did send me a letter informing me of the events surrounding his rescue and kidnapping, but I am unclear on their exact details. As he seems reluctant to discuss the matter further, perhaps you would be so kind as to enlighten me?”

“We can,” Gerrick replied.

Moranthus nodded his agreement.

“Very good. Thank you, Gerrick. And…” The king turned to Moranthus. “I do believe I have yet to ask your name. You must think me horribly rude. Please, introduce yourself.”

“Moranthus,” Moranthus replied. “Thank you for asking, Your Majesty.”

“You are most welcome, Moranthus. Now tell me: Is it true that you were sent by your Matriarch to kidnap my son?” The king gave him a stern look.

Moranthus didn’t so much as flinch. “Yes. I was under the impression my actions were intended as a rescue mission rather than a kidnapping, but…yes.”

“And is it true that you forcefully removed Gerrick from my son’s camp under the impression he was my son?”

“Yes. Gerrick is…very convincing. He performed his duties admirably.”

The king let out a small chuckle. “That is good to hear, but irrelevant to my question. How did you discover that my son’s double was, in fact, a double? That is a difficult distinction to make, considering how…admirably he performs his duties.”

Gerrick tensed. Moranthus only found out because Gerrick had told him in an attempt to appeal to Moranthus’s better nature. It was what had saved Orthenn in the end. But it was also a breach of the oath he’d sworn to protect Orthenn as his body double.

“I carried a glowstone—those are magical stones enchanted to show a specific person’s location—and when I checked it two days down the road, it showed that Orthenn was miles away. I figured the rest out from there.”

Gerrick gaped at him. Moranthus shouldn’t be lying to take responsibility for his mistakes. He had more to fear from the king’s displeasure than Gerrick did.

“Do you object to his recollection of events, Gerrick?” the king asked.

Gerrick shifted uncomfortably. “Partially. The glowstone confirmed it, but he only suspected I wasn’t Orthenn because I told him. He seemed to be acting with good intentions. But it wasn’t my place to judge him. I broke my oath. And I’ll face any punishment you see fit for that.”

The king gave him a dismissive wave. “There’s no need to be so dire. Your judgment was correct, and it brought my son home. Your oath remains intact, dear boy.” He turned his attention back to Moranthus, a disappointed look in his eyes. “Now. Your omission of details to protect Gerrick was a noble one and, I am certain, well-intentioned. But I will have no further dishonesty in my throne room. Speak the full truth from this point forward, or I’ll have to start doubting my son’s and Gerrick’s judgment of you. Do I make myself clear?”

“Clear as a spring-fed stream, Your Majesty,” Moranthus replied. “You have my word: no more omissions.”

The king’s expression softened. “I am glad to hear it. I assume your initial motivation in pursuing my son’s goblin kidnappers was to recapture him on behalf of your Matriarch. But upon liberating him, you instead brought him home to me. What inspired this change?”

Moranthus jerked his thumb toward Gerrick. “He did.”

The king blinked at him. “Would you care to elaborate on that?”

Gerrick’s breath caught in his throat. He knew the king was going to find out about them eventually, but not like this. It was the truth, but he doubted it would help Moranthus win the king’s trust. He hoped Moranthus knew what he was doing.

“He treated me with respect while we traveled together, even though I was loyal to Moonridge and had attempted to kidnap your son. He also saved my life when a bear attacked us in the Ghostwood. My plan for returning your son to my Matriarch hinged on exchanging Gerrick’s life for his freedom. When we reached the goblin stronghold where your son was being held, I realized I couldn’t go through with it. Gerrick was worth more than my Matriarch’s opinion of me. I…have come to care for him. Deeply.”

“Have you, now?” The king’s expression was unreadable. “Judging by the look on Gerrick’s face, I’d say he cares similarly for you. But that’s none of my concern. Just see to it that you don’t distract the boy from his work.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Moranthus replied.

Gerrick kept his gaze fixed on his feet, his face burning with embarrassment.

“But you rescued my son without sacrificing Gerrick, did you not?” The king continued his line of questioning as though the most recent exchange hadn’t happened. “How did that come about?”

“When we reached the stronghold, Warlord Knurlath was dead. His successor, Warlord Gralnag, disagreed with his predecessor’s alliance with my Matriarch. Gerrick and I struck a bargain with him to let Orthenn go free in exchange for us helping him subdue a group of my Matriarch’s frostguards. We upheld our end of the bargain, and he upheld his.”

The king turned to Orthenn. “Do you agree with his summation of these events?”

“Yes, Father,” Orthenn replied.

The king nodded, then shifted his gaze to Gerrick. “And can you confirm that they are both being honest with me?”

“I can,” Gerrick said. 

“Then I have no more questions. Thank you for helping me settle this matter.” The king aimed a sharp look at Orthenn. “It wasn’t so difficult after all, was it, my son?”

“It wasn’t, Father.”

“Indeed. Which brings me to a less happy matter. I counseled you against taking on this scouting mission, did I not?”

“You suggested I leave it to another company.” Orthenn hung his head. “One without direct ties to our nobility, to prevent our enemies from seizing valuable hostages.”

“And had you heeded my counsel, we would not be standing here now. This was a powerful lesson. I hope you’ve learned from it.” The king’s expression and voice were like stone. “But to help it better sink in, I am also stripping you of your command until further notice. Aldous will lead the company in your place, and you will be confined to Kingstone and its surrounding lands until such I time as I can feel safe sending you afield again. When you have proven to me that you can exercise better judgment, your command will be returned to you. Is that fair?”

“More than fair, Father.” Orthenn’s voice cracked. “I’ll inform Aldous at once.”

The king gave him a sad smile. “I love you, my son. Never forget that.”

Orthenn cleared his throat. “Am I dismissed?”

“You are. All of you. Go now and enjoy a well-deserved rest.”

With a sharp nod, Orthenn turned and left, shouldering past Gerrick.

“That’s it, then? I’m free to go?” Moranthus asked, a startled look in his eyes.

The king considered the question for a moment before replying, “Intentionally or otherwise, you did attempt to commit grave crimes against my son and country. Such actions are not to be taken lightly. However, in light of your instrumental role in rescuing my son from your Matriarch’s schemes—at great personal risk, by the sound of it—I am willing to overlook your past transgressions. Your life in Dawn’s Gate begins as a clean slate. Use it to prove that I have judged your character correctly.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Moranthus replied. “If there’s ever a way I can be of service, I’ll be more than happy to—”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” The king waved him off. “Now go. This meeting has left me with much to consider.”

Gerrick bowed, then followed Orthenn to the door, Moranthus trailing behind him.

    
  The throne room’s doors shut heavily behind them. Gerrick was grateful to find the hall outside almost empty. A green brocade rug covered its floor, and wooden benches lined its bare stone walls. Orthenn’s entire company had accompanied them into the castle, but now Aldous sat alone. Captain Randall must have dismissed the rest of the group when he left the throne room. If anyone had advance warning of the king’s plan to demote Orthenn, it would be him. It might even have been his idea.

Gerrick wasn’t sure whether Aldous was asleep or awake. He’d leaned back against a wall and shut his eyes. His long, graying mustache moved with the deep pattern of his breathing, and his posture was perfectly relaxed. Gerrick wished he could be so calm.

Without opening his eyes, Aldous asked, “What happened in there?”

Neither Moranthus nor Orthenn offered an answer. Gerrick guessed it was up to him to explain.

“Until further notice, you’re captain of Orthenn’s company,” he said.

Aldous’s eyes flew open at that. “What?”

“You heard him,” Orthenn replied.

Aldous got to his feet. “This won’t last forever, Orthenn. I’m sure your father just wants to—”

“Don’t patronize me. I know exactly what my father intends.” Orthenn turned and stormed off down the hall.

“Never mind, then.” Aldous shook his head. “This’ll be an adventure when we all get back to work.”

As a distraction, Gerrick nudged Aldous with his elbow. “Do you have any orders for us, Captain?”

“No. We’re all on leave for at least a week. Probably longer.” Aldous ran a hand over his mustache, a tired look in his eyes. “I don’t know about you two, but I’m going looking for a meal, a bath, and a bed. It’s been quite the day.”

Gerrick’s heart sank. “You aren’t going home tonight?” Daisy was staying with Aldous’s family. If Aldous wasn’t going home, then neither was he.

Aldous shook his head. “It’s getting late already; we wouldn’t get to my house until long after dark. And if I wake the baby after my wife’s gotten him to bed for the night, neither of them is likely to let me hear the end of it. It’s better to wait for morning.”

“I know.” Still, the thought of spending another night away from his daughter was almost too much to bear. 

“Don’t give me that sad-puppy look.” Aldous tousled Gerrick’s hair. “This is better for you too. You have some introductions to make, don’t you? You’ll want your daughter awake and in good spirits for that.”

Gerrick sighed but nodded.

Moranthus snaked an arm around his waist, pulled him close, and gently butted his head against Gerrick’s. Gerrick slumped against him, letting Moranthus’s comforting warmth seep into his bones. Aldous was right, and he was too tired to argue.

“I could use a bath and a hot meal,” he relented. Daisy had lasted months without him already. One more night wouldn’t hurt her. 

    
  At this hour, finding food and a bath almost wasn’t worth the effort it cost. Gerrick was swaying on his feet by the time he ushered Moranthus into his room and shut the door behind them. As Orthenn’s body double, he was the only member of Orthenn’s company with permanent lodgings in the palace.

The room was small by the nobility’s standards, but well-appointed. It had its own fireplace, and the fire crackling inside it filled the room with just enough light to see by. Its floors were polished wood, and the simple cloth hangings on its stone walls muffled any sounds he made. Large windows, already shuttered for the night, were set into its far wall. Fresh linens covered the bed. A chest of drawers flanked it on one side, with a washbasin on the other, and a cushioned bench sat across from the fireplace at its foot. Usually, all this felt like a waste. But he couldn’t be more grateful for it tonight.

Gerrick was also grateful that Aldous had declined his offer to share his room and elected to sleep in the castle barracks instead. He hadn’t had a moment alone with Moranthus since this morning, and it felt like a lifetime ago.

Moranthus let out a long, low whistle as he surveyed the room. “This is all yours?”

Gerrick nodded. He felt a flutter in his chest at having Moranthus here with him. This was the first time he’d had a guest in his room.

“And you don’t live here permanently?”

“It doesn’t feel like mine,” Gerrick replied. This room belonged to Orthenn’s family, not him. He preferred spending his wages on a home in the city to living under another man’s roof. “And living in the city is better for Daisy. It’s easy to take her places, and she’s allowed to play with the other children there.”

Moranthus stood quiet for a moment, like Gerrick’s answer had surprised him. “You wouldn’t want to raise a common-born child in a castle, would you?” He shrugged. “Still, it seems a shame to let a room like this go to waste.”

“We aren’t wasting it tonight.”

Moranthus’s gaze met Gerrick’s and lingered there. A corner of his mouth twitched in the beginnings of a smirk. “I suppose we aren’t, are we?” With a small huff of breath that might have been a laugh, he chucked Gerrick under the chin and strode over to the bed.

Gerrick tried not to stare while Moranthus stripped down to his smallclothes. He wasn’t sure if he felt relieved or disappointed when Moranthus kept those on as he threw back the blankets and settled himself on the bed.

“You’re allowed to look, you know,” Moranthus said, a warm smile on his face. He leaned back against the headboard and stretched himself out, like he wanted to give Gerrick a better view.

Gerrick swallowed thickly. “I… I know,” he replied. He wanted to look Moranthus in the eye. But he was distracted by the lines of Moranthus’s lithe body, purple skin still flushed from the bath and almost glowing in the firelight.

“Unless you’d like to do more than just look?” Moranthus patted the space on the bed next to him.

Gerrick blushed. He hadn’t known how to respond without making a fool of himself the first time Moranthus made this offer. This time wasn’t any different. “I could…do more. Now would be a good time. It might be a while before we’re alone like this again.”

“Do you actually want to, or are you just saying that because you think it’s what I want?” Moranthus’s voice was quiet. Like he wasn’t quite sure of himself. As though a man like him had anything to be unsure about.

Gerrick crossed the room and sat beside Moranthus on the bed. He leaned in close to Moranthus, cupping Moranthus’s face in his hands, and kissed him. “I want to,” he said as he pulled away. “How could I not? You’re beautiful.”

Moranthus smiled up at him, eyes shining like gold in the firelight. “How do you want me, then?” He slid a warm hand under Gerrick’s shirt and pressed his palm against Gerrick’s lower belly, stroking the skin just above the waistband of his trousers with long, archer-callused fingers.

Gerrick gasped. Involuntarily, his hips jerked forward, his cock stirring in the suddenly restrictive confines of his trousers. Gerrick could hardly think while Moranthus was doing that. How did Moranthus expect him to talk? 

“I… C-could we…” Gerrick took a deep breath, then tried again. “Could we do what we did the first time?”

Moranthus’s fingers began toying with his belt. “You want to fuck me?”

Gerrick flinched. “Do you have to say it like that?”

“We can call it something else if that makes you more comfortable.” Moranthus’s hand stilled. “Can I ask why?”

Gerrick nodded. After a silence that was probably too long, he replied, “It… sounds dirty when you call it that.” Like what they had was shameful. Better kept behind closed doors. Like Gerrick had been right to keep this part of himself repressed for so many years.

“Do you think it’s dirty?”

“It’s not. I know it isn’t. Just….”

Moranthus looked up at him expectantly, waiting for him to finish his answer. He was patient, like he always was. Gerrick wished that made it easier to put his feelings into words.

“Other people think it’s dirty. They’re wrong, I know, but it bothers me. I don’t want them to be right. I don’t want to look at this the same way they do.”

“Then we won’t.” Moranthus pushed himself into a sitting position and wrapped an arm around Gerrick’s shoulders. “What should we call it instead?”

Gerrick let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding in. “How is this so easy for you?”

“I’ve had a lot more practice. That’s all.” Moranthus put a hand on Gerrick’s chin and turned Gerrick to face him. Gently kissed him. “It’ll get easier. I promise.”

Gerrick melted into Moranthus’s touch. Chased his lips when he pulled away. Touching Moranthus was never hard, at least. He just didn’t know how to talk about it.

With a breathy laugh, Moranthus rested his forehead against Gerrick’s. “So. Did you want to…take me? Make love to me? Some other turn of phrase I’m not familiar with?”

Gerrick took a deep breath. Tried to pull his thoughts together enough for a coherent response. “Maybe the first one?”

“All right.” Moranthus smirked. He wrapped his other arm around Gerrick, lay back, and expertly pulled Gerrick down on top of him. In a low, husky voice, he said, “Take me.”

The words lit a fire in Gerrick’s belly. He didn’t waste any time getting Moranthus out of his smallclothes. Pulled his shirt off over his head while Moranthus helped him out of his trousers. Drank in the sight of Moranthus lying naked beneath him, flushed and already half hard.

Moranthus was beautiful. There was no other word for it. It was his easy smile. His silky-soft hair. His lithe, firm body, sculpted and scarred by decades of hard fights and harder living. And the way his golden eyes locked on to Gerrick’s, dark and wanting. Gerrick leaned in and kissed him—hard—faintly wondering how he’d denied himself this for so long.

Moranthus already seemed to know just how to touch him. When to move, and when to be still. And he never lost patience with Gerrick’s lack of experience. Didn’t try to rush him through reacquainting himself with Moranthus’s body—with the act of being with a man like this—after weeks of limited contact. Brushed off any missteps with a laugh and a gentle nudge in the right direction.

And he was more than encouraging when the initial awkwardness had passed. Responded to every caress with a gasp, or moan, or a cry of Gerrick’s name…with nails digging into his back, and a press of his lips or brush of his tongue against Gerrick’s heated skin. 

Moranthus writhed beneath Gerrick as Gerrick readied him to take his cock. Rolled his hips up to meet each thrust, eyes screwed shut and mouth hanging open. Wrapped his legs around Gerrick’s waist and pulled him deeper—closer—when Gerrick finished inside him. Arched into Gerrick’s touch with soft, pleasured cries as Gerrick wrapped a hand around his cock and stroked him to his own completion.

Then clung to Gerrick like a burr after they pulled apart and cleaned up, head pillowed on Gerrick’s chest and one hand lazily toying with the coarse hair that covered it. Gerrick held him close, kept still and silent by a warm tightness in his chest. Moranthus’s fascination with his chest hair was so casual and innocent, compared to his earlier handling of Gerrick. But that touch seemed more intimate than anything else they’d done that night. Brought them closer together than they were when Gerrick was inside him.

Moranthus seemed so comfortable and sure of himself. Like it had never occurred to him to be ashamed of what he was, or who he shared his bed with. Probably because he never had felt that way, living in Moonridge.

As Moranthus’s hand stilled and his breathing deepened, Gerrick couldn’t stop himself from asking, “What was it like, being with your Patriarch?”

For a long moment, Moranthus didn’t answer. Gerrick thought he’d fallen asleep until, without opening his eyes, he murmured, “You stand up to him just fine in bed if that’s what you’re asking.”

Gerrick blushed, grateful Moranthus couldn’t see him. “That’s not what I meant.”

“Oh?” Moranthus cracked his eyes open.

“I was wondering what it was like when you weren’t…in bed. When you were just…together.”

Moranthus opened his eyes the rest of the way and propped himself up on his elbow. His expression was unreadable. “There wasn’t a lot of that, to be perfectly honest. Things stayed mostly behind closed doors with him. I was never home much, and he had his reputation to consider.”

Gerrick blinked at him. “I thought liking men wasn’t anything to be ashamed of in Moonridge.”

“It isn’t. His reasons were…more complicated than that.” With a deep sigh, Moranthus rolled onto his back, arms crossed behind his head. Almost as though he was lost for words. “It was a matter of status more than anything else. I’m about as common as you can get—my mother was a washerwoman, my father was a bard… Skies, I was running with a gang of thieves when he took me into his service. I should never have risen as far as I did.”

Gerrick’s eyebrows raised at that piece of information. It was hard to imagine Moranthus as a thief. Harder still to imagine him having such an ordinary childhood. But that was a conversation for another time.

“And Ryllorin was Moonridge’s Patriarch,” Moranthus continued. He didn’t seem to have noticed Gerrick’s reaction. “Being his lover was a position of honor. Giving that position to someone like me was…somewhat of an insult to the rest of the nobility, so he usually kept me at arm’s length when we were in public. I assume he didn’t want to rub their noses in it any more than he needed to.”

Moranthus didn’t say that that had hurt him. He didn’t need to. The sudden tension in his posture and the way he was avoiding eye contact said enough.

Gerrick’s face flushed hot with anger on Moranthus’s behalf. Then with shame at his own actions earlier that day and how they’d probably reminded Moranthus of his former lover’s disregard for him. Moranthus deserved better than being kept at arm’s length and behind closed doors. Gerrick needed to be better for him. To try harder. To remember that he wasn’t the only one with painful memories to overcome.

Gerrick gathered Moranthus into his arms and held him close. “I’m sorry,” he said. For Moranthus’s deceased former lover. And for himself. “That wasn’t fair to you.”

“Don’t trouble yourself over it. That’s all in the past now, and it had nothing to do with you.” Moranthus sighed and pressed a kiss to Gerrick’s temple. “But I appreciate the sentiment. You’re a good man. I’m lucky to have you.”

Moranthus was wrong. Gerrick was the lucky one. But Gerrick didn’t want to dampen their spirits any further by disagreeing with him. 

“I’m glad you think so,” Gerrick murmured, stroking Moranthus’s hair until his eyes drifted shut and his breathing slowed with sleep. Gerrick’s distracted thoughts kept him awake longer. But Moranthus’s warm presence at his side was comforting and impossible to ignore. Soon, Gerrick was dragged into sleep with him, still holding Moranthus in his arms. 
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