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	CHAPTER ONE

The elven king sees trouble on the horizon, closing in.

Siangu woke in the dark of night and couldn’t tell that anything more dire than a stiffness in his shoulder had woken him. As he rolled over, though, taking pressure off the aching joint, an awareness impinged upon his drowsy consciousness. This was something he always sensed, but in the daylight hours, he was able to drown it out with busyness and companionship. When people were speaking to him, requiring his attention, he need not ask himself such questions as: what will come of this?

Now, in the dark and stillness late at night, it was harder not to dwell upon the presences he sensed. Out there still, but closing in.

Groaning, he shifted to the side. Into the warm penumbra of another body, smelling of comfort and heavy with slumber. Siangu stretched out along his lover’s back, wrapping an arm around him and burying his face in the auburn hair pooled at Arosenna’s nape. Why could all of life not be so simple?

He should have known it was a risky move; being loved was the proverbial double-edged sword, in his limited experience. It was true of the young elf who shared his bed, and now they had arrived at a place where they understood that they were friends and cared about each other as people and equals, it was true as well of Senteriol: the people who loved you saw you. They tended not to let you hide behind easy lies regarding matters such as how you felt or whether you could really cope. He had learned it with a vengeance by then.

So he wasn’t surprised when Aro came awake at once with a tiny gasp. His voice went from groggy to alert in the length of a sentence. “Siangu? Has something gone wrong?” Even his posture, so languid seconds earlier, had tensed with readiness. He was probably more concerned about nightmares than nighttime trespassers, but he would be ready to tackle either on Siangu’s behalf if necessary. He had once thrown himself in front of a group of soldiers and demanded he be arrested in Siangu’s stead; when it came to his wellbeing, this elf was courage itself.

“I—It’s… May I please not talk about it?”

Arosenna rolled over, making no effort to move out of the circle of his clutching arms. A hand came to rest alongside one cheek, cupping him tenderly. “It’s hard to know how to answer. Is this something I need to know?”

He bowed his head until it rested on the upper plane of Aro’s chest, face pressed against his skin and breathing in the scent of him. Now he had already disturbed his lover’s rest, he burrowed an arm under his back so he could hold him hard. Only once he had armored himself in this elf’s love did he force himself to address the labor that was this conversation. “Yes and no. You’re going to find out whether I tell you or not. It’s going to impact you, and that being so, it would be disrespectful not to warn you in advance. Give you time to settle it in your mind before it becomes your new reality. But I just… I would like to…”

“It’s only just now struck you that this is something you need to explain, you were hoping you could avoid dealing with it. You want a little time to order your thoughts. Come to terms with whatever this is in your own head before you make me party to it.”

He nodded against the muscles of Aro’s chest.

“I can accept that.”

He was overwhelmed by this generous gesture. By the experience of being understood, such that he need not even explain himself, which was something he may not have been able to do. It was several minutes before he remembered how to speak. “You’re so good to me.”

They lay like that for a while, just existing in this space where he felt safe. Aro gave him time to adjust to the dynamic, find his feet and catch his breath. Then the younger elf shifted against him. It wasn’t impatient – it wasn’t accompanied by a quiet sigh – but one of the hands on his back slid from the center down onto the hollow at its base, just above the swell of his buttocks. 

Siangu picked up his head, nosing against the hinge of his jaw. “What are you thinking, my pet?”

“I think you know what I’m thinking.” Rich amusement in his voice: he was no longer the bewildered virgin he had been a few months ago, and he had never been bashful about expressing his lust. Just ignorant, which he had been at pains to remedy. 

“Are you sure? I will have you up early for lessons tomorrow…”

“Will you, though? It seems to me you are very likely to cancel class tomorrow so that you can sleep late, then take me out to breakfast so we can have a conversation.”

He made a face, invisible in the darkness. Arosenna sensed its presence anyway and combed a hand tenderly through his hair. “It’s a lot to cope with,” he said cajolingly. “Don’t you deserve a reward for facing up to it?”

This made him chuckle, and he sat up on his elbows. He grazed his mouth across Aro’s cheek until he found the succulent pads of his lips, plump and soft, already pursing hungrily. Siangu had been aroused since the moment he felt Aro’s hand move on his back, and he pushed himself up with greater urgency. He deepened the kiss, sliding his tongue between Aro’s lips. 

Whimpering, Aro slung an arm around the back of his neck. He rolled underneath him, the other hand still splayed across his lower back and holding him close. It startled him a little when the arm around his neck uncoiled just as swiftly. The elf beneath him shifted, trying to lean to the side without moving out from under him. He heard the wooden rattle of the drawer in the bedside table sliding open, then slamming closed: it seemed his lover was impatient tonight, but Siangu saw no cause to quarrel with him. It was quite late, and they couldn’t stay up all night having sex. Not all the time.

The back of a hand tapped against his ribs pointedly, and he lifted himself up enough that they were no longer pressed against each other. The moment it had room, the hand traced down his abdomen. Found his phallus and wrapped around it, encasing him in warmth, along with a greasy sensation. The hand slid up and down, fingers curling around his head.  

He slid a hand under Aro’s butt, squeezing that thick muscle. The elf surprised him again by sitting up, braced on one straight arm, but Siangu could guess what he was after. He laid down on his back, and the younger man climbed onto him the moment he went still. Aro wasn’t a controlling person in life or in bed, but he knew now what he wanted and that Siangu would be glad to give it to him. He settled cautiously on Siangu’s hips, splayed hand braced on his breast. 

“I need you.” The hand had found his cock again and tugged on him. “I need you.”

Siangu took him by the hips and shifted him slightly, moving him back. Then he fit his member to the yielding mouth of Aro’s hole. He lifted his hips slowly, carefully, but Aro was having none of it: with a quiet cry, he thrust himself down, sitting on the dick. He moaned, and goosebumps spread across Siangu’s skin. The satiny heat inside him was pleasant, but it could never hold a candle to his passion.

 He couldn’t see much in this abyssal chamber, lit only by the dim blue glow of his nightlights, but he could see the elf’s silhouette against the winking tapestry that was the ceiling. The sexy curve of his back as he stuck his ass back, inviting Siangu to lift up into him. He gripped Aro’s buttocks in both hands so the soft flesh squeezed between his fingers, pressing his pelvis up into the underside of his lover’s thighs. 

Aro rocked against him, begging him to go faster. Siangu braced his feet, thrusting his hips up, and Aro splayed one hand across the muscles of his chest, gripping his bicep with the other. He threw his head back, then bowed it so his long hair tickled Siangu’s chilled flesh, moist with sweat, nerves buzzing at every stimulus. “I wish I could see you,” he gasped.

Siangu opened his mouth to say ‘I wish I could see you too’ and realized that would be foolish. He had more subtle ways to illuminate this chamber than to get up and kindle lamps: his nightlights swelled, so that the room was more than sable textures. He could see Aro as more than a graceful shape, the blue light picking out the swell of small muscles on his chest, the rungs of shadow that were his ribs, the gentle curve of his cheeks. He moved in concert with the hips rising into him, head raised so his hot eyes could fix on Siangu’s face. 

“May I…?” He slid a hand around Aro’s hip onto his thigh. 

“I…” It was all he said, as if something had distracted him.

Siangu had thought he had permission, so he tickled his fingers up the underside of the younger man’s cock. “Oh, gods,” Aro moaned. “No, it’s too—”

That was as far as he got. He slammed himself onto the hips he had been riding, wet spatters landing on Siangu’s stomach. He uttered a series of choking gasps as he gulped down air around his ecstasy. The sound of his pleasure undid Siangu, and he released, groaning. Crushing Aro’s butt onto his crotch while hot wires ran from the base of his spine into his cock.

Then Aro collapsed onto his chest, resting his sweaty brow against the hollow of his neck. A hand combed through his hair before gripping him at the nape. They lay still for a minute, then Aro lifted off of him, letting Siangu’s softening member slide out of him. As he shifted his weight to the side, he said, “Remember.”

“Mm?”

“Tomorrow, when you wake up before me like usual. You’re going to cancel class and come back to bed to get some extra rest. Build up your strength so you’re at your best and feel ready to tell me something. That’s okay, it’s how people work. Feeling stuff and sharing things, sometimes just the bare minimum of showing up is as much as anyone can ask, and no one expects for it not to be difficult.”

Siangu let out a quivering sigh as he opened his arms, inviting Arosenna back into his embrace. Aro dragged the blankets with him, and he shuddered as warmth enveloped him, reminded that it was cold and he was naked. The elf lay down on his chest, moving his head around while he found just the right place. Siangu gripped him by one shoulder, clasped the arm stretched across his waist, and commanded the nightlights to dim. He was wary of the onus that had been placed on him but was grateful he wouldn’t have to face it by himself.

Although he did still miss those first few weeks after they released him from his prison, when everyone pretended his past didn’t exist. 

 




CHAPTER TWO

Dragons, or sorcerers who look like them, invade the school.

The next morning, they wound up eating breakfast in bed. Arosenna woke to the soft sound of tapping at the door and was unsurprised to find his lover already awake, lying on his back atop the covers fully dressed; he was almost always the first to rouse. He might have been up for a while, although he wasn’t wearing his boots or his sword. The fact that the latter lay on the bed beside him didn’t necessarily mean he had gone further than downstairs: he reached for the thing automatically every time he quit the room.

All of this was in character. What he had not known to expect was that, when Siangu called out an invitation, it should be his Nefali who entered. He moved carefully, maneuvering the door open around the laden tray he carried in both hands. It was breakfast, Arosenna saw, two plates, two sets of silverware, a stack of toast and a covered bowl that must hold enough food for them both. This was a first, and he observed the calm but somber expression on the man’s face as he carried it to the bed. 

The tray, he set on the covers between them. He flicked a look at his former king, and their eyes met. No words were spoken, but Arosenna was convinced that thoughts had been exchanged. Why waste breath when they had known one another better than anyone else for centuries? He received nothing more than a pat on the head, then his father left. 

He didn’t understand what it meant until Siangu drew a shuddering breath and pushed himself erect: Arosenna could sense his reluctance like a cold mist on the air, moist and uncomfortable. They had agreed to have a conversation, and he was frankly shocked when he realized his father knew exactly what this was about and why Siangu was upset by it. Siangu had been up and gone downstairs and leveled with him about what was happening; it might be he had anticipated it. He almost certainly already knew every particular of this dire truth Arosenna was still waiting to learn.

He had brought breakfast up as a kindness, so the man need not face other people or venture outside their home while he wrestled to cope with talking about whatever had distressed him. Arosenna still struggled to come to terms with the idea that the two of them had trusted one another more than anyone; it recast everything he thought he knew about them, so that every time he saw them together, it felt like a revelation.

“I can sense other elves,” the former king began without preamble as he passed a plate of toast to Arosenna.

“Sense us,” he repeated neutrally, selecting a slice of toast liberally buttered. When it came to taking care of the people he loved, his father didn’t do stingy. The simplicity of the gesture could not make it less heartfelt or welcome. 

“Enough to get an idea of direction, proximity, and whether the person in question is in life-threatening danger.”

“In keeping with your nature as our custodian.” He kept his eyes down and his tone bland, letting Siangu decide how to present this to him. 

“So I—So it was explained to me.” He hadn’t touched his own plate, plucking nervously at the bedding. “It’s not really more developed. I can sense other elves. Where they are.”

The silence that ensued was weighty out of all proportion to what had been revealed. Arosenna raised his toast to his mouth but set it down without taking another bite of it. “You were awake last night, in the middle of the night, because you were worrying about this.”

Siangu’s anguished eyes traced back and forth across the coverlet. He never managed to explain himself. 

“Siangu?” He took the man by the wrist. “What do you feel?”

“People are…”

“Are they coming here?” he asked gently.

His lover gave one short nod. 

“How many people are we talking about?”

Siangu shook his head, silver hair dancing. “I’m not sure yet. Everyone is too far away, so they stack on top of one another. But some are…”

“Definitely closing in.”

One curt nod.

“Come to talk to you, now word has begun to spread that our people’s king is back in his world. Do you know why?”

The man shook his head miserably, lips pressed together until they turned white. 

“Is there something in particular you’re afraid they’ll want to say?”

Siangu shook his head again, but this time, the words burst forth as if compelled. “Which horrifying option is even worse? That they want to accuse me of villainy because I was their king and ruled over them? Or demand I be their king again?”

“I’m so sorry. That must weigh on you.” Arosenna took his closer hand, lacing their fingers together. With his free hand, he picked up his discarded toast. “When they show up, we’ll just have to hear what they have to say and react from there. Past hearing them out, I can’t see that we owe them anything: you don’t belong to them anymore, you belong to your family. You’re a private citizen who owns a business and pays taxes like normal people.” Becoming a semi-ordinary person was still a work in progress, but that didn’t give total strangers a right to disrupt the life he was trying to build.

The man nodded but kept his eyes down, and his face was tight. It was pretty clear he hadn’t been reassured and still saw an axe from the corners of his eyes. Convinced the blow was coming and that it would bite deep. Arosenna watched him for a minute, asking himself whether he wanted to push, before deciding that he better not. Fear was hard to reason with, and at a certain point, trying to persuade him he was wrong was going to feel like quarreling with him. Like he was in trouble for being afraid and Arosenna wasn’t on his side unless and until he mended his ways. By feeling differently, no less, as if he had control over it. 

“Does this mean I have to go to class after all?” he asked instead, allowing a note of petulance to be audible. He didn’t like his lessons, which both of them knew, but he did it more than anything to lighten the mood. Get the attention and conversation on him and his weaknesses.

Siangu’s eyes flicked up, seeking his face. There was no doubt that he was startled; he had expected there to be more conversation. Searching questions asked, about the facts, and how he felt about them. He was still tense, but his expression thawed somewhat, letting through a glint of mischief. “No, my pet. I informed Senteriol that we would need the day.”

“If there’s no hurry, eat your breakfast.”

He bobbed his head and put his attention on the tray, but Arosenna could tell he wasn’t hungry and didn’t pester him to eat more than a single slice of toast. He had an appetite after last night’s lovemaking – to say nothing of the ongoing torment that was his awful sword lessons – and ate all the delicious eggs and tomatoes his Nefali had prepared while Siangu sipped at a cup of tea. 

Once the meal was done, he pushed the tray down to the foot of the bed. Then he laid down on his back and spread his arms, inviting Siangu to lie down with him. The elf stretched out on one side and put an arm around his waist, resting his cheek tentatively on Arosenna’s shoulder. He had never held the man like this before, and it struck him now that he should have. He sank his fingers into the hair at Siangu’s temple, combing it back from his face. Tucking it carefully behind his ear. Then he did it again, hoping the repetitive gesture would be sedative. They stayed that way for a while; at one point, Siangu’s breathing grew heavy, weight leaning into him trustingly. It wasn’t hard to guess that he’d had a tough time going back to sleep the night before and was worn out from worrying. 

Arosenna continued to stroke the elf’s hair until he stirred several minutes later. Then he said quietly, “It’s going to be okay. We’ll figure this out together as a family.”

A hand found the side of his neck and gripped. Then he pushed himself up on an elbow, resting his brow against Arosenna’s so his silver hair fell down and curtained them both. He didn’t speak, breath warming Arosenna’s cheek. 

“Would you like to go for a walk?” Arosenna suggested after a minute. “I could use some air.”

“Of course, my pet. That sounds lovely.”

He almost certainly didn’t mean it, but both of them could stand to get out and stretch their legs. It wasn’t clear at this point whether the man would be ready to eat dinner with the rest or would need more private time for the two of them while he came to terms with his fear and the fact that it was now known to Arosenna. He had shared it, which made it harder to ignore. They might wind up spending most of the day in this room and eat a dinner they scrounged from the pantry while everyone else went out to eat to give them privacy. 

Siangu got up after a minute, planting a kiss on his brow before he pushed himself onto his hands and knees. Then he crawled back to make space for Arosenna to sit up. He sat on the bed with one leg curled beneath him while he watched Arosenna dress, and he seemed slightly calmer than he had been. When Arosenna sat to put on his shoes, Siangu stood and buckled his sword around his hips. Arosenna marveled that putting on a belt could be provocative, but everything this elf did was either a turn-on or heart-rending. Like he was just more than other people. 

He stood, and the man came to join him at the door. He looked pained. It made Arosenna’s heart twist, and he threw himself on his lover, reminded that he had recently been angry at him. Caused him suffering deliberately because of it. It had been cruel, and he could never be glad for what he had done, but it had proved a valuable learning experience. People always told him he was kind, superlatively concerned with the feelings of others. He had allowed their praise to blind him to the ugly truth that he was just as capable as anyone of thinking only of himself when he got invested in a grievance and lost perspective. 

He could get so caught up in his own nonsense he went out of his way to bring pain to the person he most loved in pursuit of it.

Siangu had sensed the mood. “Aro?”

It might not be true that he was more afraid after recent events than he had ever been; the suffering he endured had left terrible scars all over him, his mind and heart if not the smooth perfection of his flesh. And he was so out of his depth in the modern world, he tended to take nothing for granted. But Arosenna had never betrayed him before, and now he had. 

“It’s nothing. It’s something,” he corrected himself at once because it had been a silly thing to say. “I’m just very—Thinking of something. Caught up in it. How much I love you, that is.”

This man knew him as well as he had ever known himself, and his thick brows furrowed. His deep voice throbbed with empathy. “Will you never be done with paying penance?”

“I shouldn’t be. I hurt you, I’ll never forgive myself.”

“Aro…”

“Please don’t ask me to love you less than you deserve. I don’t want to quarrel with you.”

Siangu still looked nervous, but a tiny smile curled his lips. Arosenna loved that smile; it was as sexy to him as this man’s dick. This one was shy rather than mischievous, but Aro loved it all the same. “I will not ask you to. I may be many things, but I hope a fool was never one of them.”

He twined his arms around the man’s neck and brought their mouths together, softly at first. A low hum thrummed in his throat when arms came around his back, holding him. A hand slid down to clasp his hip, reminding him of other times the man took him by the hips. And fucked his brains out, not to put too fine a point on it. He was thinking maybe they didn’t need to take this walk after all, they could easily get some exercise right here. He was pretty sure Siangu was thinking something similar, but it wasn’t to be: downstairs, someone knocked on the door with a force that conveyed urgency. This person was either mad or in a desperate hurry.

Siangu pulled back just enough to liberate his lips. Then he groaned, closing his eyes and resting his brow against Arosenna’s. “Can we not go a month…?” He was too generous to be embittered, and his tone was wistful. 

They could hear several pairs of footsteps below, one pace sedate, the others rushed. Arosenna didn’t need to be able to see the scene to know that the former belonged to his Nefali, the others to his fellow students. Nothing flustered the man who raised him, nothing other than the return of the king he had betrayed, who later turned out to have been his best friend. He had hardly batted an eye when he was kidnapped by a titan. An agitated party at the door wasn’t going to strike him as interesting.

Voices echoed up from below, and Arosenna felt Siangu tense as if this meant something to him. He pulled back so he could see the man’s face, take in his expression. It was stiff, eyes flicking, a rigidity to his jaw that spoke to irritation.

A few months ago, Arosenna would have been upset. He would have tried to convince his lover to ignore whatever was happening because he didn’t want to share the man with his own history. That had been wrongheaded and self-defeating, not to mention despicable and selfish, and today, he said, “Should we go investigate?”

Siangu consented, and Arosenna moved back to give him space while he slipped on a pair of boots, knee-high caramel suede that clung to his shapely legs. He watched the man cinch the laces, taking note with interest of his demeanor: he couldn’t tell that the elf was concerned, let alone perturbed. His motions were curt, reinforcing the impression that he was annoyed.

Together, they quit the room, and they’d only reached the head of the stairs leading down when he noticed it had gone silent below. People had heard them coming and weren’t bothering to discuss the situation: they were waiting for the king. Arosenna’s instinct was to assume this meant these were the very elves they had only just discussed, but that didn’t make sense. It didn’t seem likely Siangu already knew what exactly was going on before he had ever laid eyes on it, but he had an inkling, and it vexed him. He wasn’t scared to learn. It was basically the opposite of the situation he had confessed to over breakfast.

Their room lay on the third story, and it took a minute to get down to the ground floor. Arosenna hadn’t heard people move from the foyer deeper into the building, into one of the sitting rooms, and his stomach twisted when it struck him: this wasn’t a friend. Whatever brought them here, his Nefali wasn’t inclined to be welcoming. 

They found the others in the foyer, lined up along the walls to watch. There was a hint of tension on the air, but Arosenna sensed that it was personal and also mannered. A result of personalities that chafed, not in danger of escalating. 

The person facing off against his Nefali looked to be a human and looked like a contemporary, but there was just something off about him. He had pale skin and red hair, hair that was a bright burnt umber Arosenna hadn’t seen elsewhere. His eyes were a pretty brown, nothing unnatural about them, and he didn’t appear to have fangs or horns or any other visibly uncommon feature. His clothing was fine – trousers of dark brown, loose, tucked into shin-high boots of supple black leather, a burgundy coat – but it wasn’t anything extravagant and he wasn’t wearing jewelry. He stood with his hands sunk into his pockets, shoulders slouched insouciantly, and he wasn’t intimidated. He knew exactly who these people were, but it didn’t worry him.

“I understand you’re going by a new name these days?” he drawled when Siangu entered the room.

“Cayheer,” Siangu said in response. His tone was cool but not hostile; Arosenna couldn’t tell that he had negative feelings about this person as such. What he was getting off the man, he would translate as ‘now this?’ 

The fellow’s dark eyes shifted onto him, and he stood up straight, hands falling to hang limp at his sides. “The way this youth walks at your side, sopesha, one might wonder if he is special to you.”

Arosenna stopped when a hand landed on his waist, and he stood still while it moved onto his stomach, fingers spreading as they claimed him. The man came to stand at his back, close enough for their clothes to brush against each other’s. “Correct.”

Their visitor was concussed, but it wasn’t them that he found interesting: his gaze was fixed on his own thoughts, eyes glassy, and Arosenna could sense his astonishment as if the man had him by the shoulders and was shaking him. “Truly,” he murmured, “one is never so old one might not learn new ways. Such as…” His eyes flicked up. “The few rumors we have heard are astonishing. You have abdicated your throne and are now running a business that teaches young people to be heroes in your place?”

“This is the case,” Arosenna’s parent said for both of them.

“Fascinating.” There was no doubt that he meant it, and he was brisk as he stepped forward, voice breathy with eagerness. Eagerness to be gone in pursuit of his own thoughts, it seemed. He went to one knee in the center of the room, bracing a splayed hand on the floor and bowing his head. “I am here to affirm the accord between yourself and my lord.”

“I am not king anymore,” Siangu said through his teeth.

“I heard. I do not mean to challenge your right to make decisions about your own life. Nonetheless.” The stranger straightened. “Here you are, alive and well against all expectations. Your aspirations may have changed, but it seems unlikely the same is true of your abilities, let alone your character. My lord first became aware of your return when he sensed the titans stirring. It was his understanding that Doas had been terrorizing mortals in the region, and you forced it to retreat?”

Siangu said nothing, smoldering disapprovingly.

The visitor shrugged, unperturbed by his brooding manner. Arosenna was pretty sure they knew one another of old, not by report but through experience; he felt no fear, not because Siangu couldn’t hurt him, but because he knew him as a person. “My lord did not know all the circumstances when he sent me forth to treat with you, but I’m sure he has no desire to complain about your new career or demand you climb back onto a thrown that has come to chafe at you. The fact remains: you swore each other oaths long ago. Guarantees of good-conduct and promises of support, should aid be asked for. He wished to convey to you, at the earliest possible moment, that he holds true to those accords.”

The former king didn’t answer immediately, and Arosenna didn’t need to see his face to feel the way he wrestled with it. Nothing about this overture was offensive – it wasn’t even undesirable – but it was a facet of a more complicated world the elf who had been called Gilpetor Valetharin had hoped to leave behind in company with that name. The messenger just watched him think, face expressionless.

“There are few people I have ever known,” Siangu said after a minute, jaw stiff, “whom I hold in higher esteem. I no longer have a throne to sit upon or a people to command, so I can no longer style our concord an alliance. But you may tell your lord on my behalf that I consider him a friend, and that is a bond I regard with every bit the same degree of seriousness.”

The stranger bowed his head. “It is no more than he would ask. Thank you for setting his mind at ease.” His sardonic gaze flicked onto Arosenna’s Nefali, and it was pretty clear they too knew each other, but he didn’t greet him personally the way the titans had. He barely spared a glance for the rest of them before letting himself out. Arosenna had no idea why he had been banging at the door as if the street outside was on fire, if not because he was simply rude and hadn’t thought how the people inside might take it. His errand had not been an urgent one.

It was only as he opened the front door, letting in a gust of bitter cold, that Arosenna saw what it was that had struck him as uncanny: the man wore nothing more insulating than a long-sleeved tunic of robust high-quality wool. Not a hat or mittens or even a cloak. He had come here from somewhere, somewhere that didn’t seem likely to be right across the street, and an ordinary person would have tossed on a coat to cross the street anyway at this time of year. They had arrived at that ambivalent fourth month of the calendar where it was sufficiently bright and sunny that the mind was convinced it should be spring but the weather stubbornly refused to fall in.

Their visitor hadn’t closed the door behind him but hadn’t thrown it wide, so that he was eclipsed as he stepped outside. Arosenna heard a whooshing noise he couldn’t explain, and while he stood there getting up to speed on the fact that titillating mysteries were playing out right in front of him, Yukusha had leapt forward with an angry cry. The others were on his heels in a jostling mob, door flung wide behind them, and Arosenna could see enough of the street to see that the stranger wasn’t present. A massive shadow passed across his friends.

He saw heads snap up, eyes go wide. Mat shouted, “What the hell?” From the city beyond, he heard startled screams: their household wasn’t alone in their amazement. By the sound of it, half of Umelin had seen whatever they had seen. 

For another minute, they stood out on the street, staring at the sky and letting in the cold. Then they charged right back in, just as urgent, and presented themselves before the older elves. It was Sheshen who thought to shut the door, but Eresh voiced their question: “Dragons are real?”

“That depends on what you mean,” Siangu began. He checked. “Actually, no it doesn’t: the answer is yes either way. But—”

“Let us not stand here discussing it in the freezing cold,” their father interjected. “Who walks out a door in the dead of winter without closing it?”

It seemed as if relocating the conversation on account of the temperature had been what Siangu meant to suggest as well; he turned away without finishing his thought, setting off down the hall. Work was ongoing to the building and would be for months, but they had installed heat in the communal areas as soon as the kitchen was finished, and a fire blazed in the new hearth of their sitting room. 

The space arrived at hominess backhandedly, which was true of the hero-academy generally. Although the materials that made up the walls and floor had been changed by means of magic, fine hardwoods and elegant stone could only do so much to alter the fact that the building was a utilitarian box. They had removed interior walls to create larger spaces, but they were all rectangular. The windows few and narrow. 

Into this bland grid, furniture from the castle had been inserted. Grandiose pieces designed by artisans content to sink three centuries into doing something just right, meant to compliment other works of similar artistry in a room the size of a house with an artificial stream flowing through the middle. Cramming it all in here atop rugs in endless colors gave the building a backhandedly homey feel Arosenna enjoyed. But there was no denying it was eccentric. 

The living room was big, a sofa, loveseat, and three armchairs giving people places to sit. The hearth was broad, thick rugs layered across the cherrywood floor. The upholstery didn’t match, one piece to the next or the furniture to the rugs that had been spread across the floor. He wasn’t sure why some fastidious soul – his father, to point that fine a point on it – had not long since lost patience with the visual cacophony and changed it, but he liked how messy it was. It spoke to patience. Patience and receptiveness. 

When the former king took a seat in his favorite chair, Arosenna chose to settle on the rug at his feet where he could lean back against his legs. He didn’t want to distract the man, not even with himself, until he heard a more complete answer to the question. The fact that he cared more about this elf and their relationship than other things did not mean he did not find dragons very interesting.

“There are dragons,” Siangu said as the others piled up on the couch and comfy chairs or on the rug. He’d placed a slight stress on the word, but his eyes were distant as he sought the right way to explain. “They are animals, but also people and magical beings. They are capable of speech, they form societies. They’re also dreadfully shy. Our visitor, on the other hand, is the lieutenant of a mighty sorcerer whom we were accustomed to refer to at times as dragon because he sometimes assumes the shape.”

“Of a dragon,” Yukusha repeated, voice flat with incredulity.

“Yes.”

“With magic?”

“Yes and no. He has altered his being to make it possible, and only those who commit to be his followers are similarly gifted for several reasons. Toward the top of the list, the destruction they could cause if they chose. They’re quite a lot bigger than the naturally-occurring beasts.”

“What are these people?” Nethune asked. His eyes were tight with interest, and he leaned forward on his seat.

“Insufferable,” Arosenna’s Nefali said under his breath. 

Siangu glanced at him but didn’t comment; he had been aware that there was tension. What Arosenna couldn’t tell without extra information was whether his parent was onto something and these people were their friends purely because Siangu was bad at drawing lines with people. Or whether this was more akin to his grievance with the moon: he did not like for his king/ best friend to confide in or take guidance from anyone but him. The way Siangu had spoken of this sorcerer, as a friend and someone he considered admirable, you could see how this might look like a rival to Arosenna’s parent. 

What the Sesaluair chose to say was, “As for Esokarr and Cayheer, they are an anomaly. At a guess, bred by supernatural actors who didn’t stick around to claim them or raise them. They appear to be human at a glance but—”

“They actually know you from back in the day,” Mat suggested. “They’re thousands of years old, too, immortals masquerading as people.”

“People who are immortal, at any rate.” Siangu made an understated gesture with one hand. “‘Masquerade’ implies that they go out of their way to hide their natures, when in fact, they go out of their way to hide, period. Even shier than the creatures they resemble, in my experience.”

Arosenna thought to tip his head back, and sure enough, the man’s eyes were seeking his, demeanor flinching. Afraid he would get in trouble again for having a past his lover hadn’t been party to. He dealt the man a warm smile, showing he wasn’t upset. And he privately vowed to ask after some stories about this mystery friend as soon as they had a minute to themselves. Prove that he accepted the relationship and wasn’t mad about it. 

It was pretty clear, though, that they weren’t going on their walk – or going anywhere – until the others had asked all their questions about dragons and sorcerers who looked like them.

 




CHAPTER THREE

A glimpse of the near future, which bears a strong resemblance to a house on fire.

They had been informed over breakfast by Eresh’s parent that lessons had been canceled, but their teacher wasn’t present to give them an explanation as to why this was the case. Eresh was curious, but the arrival of the dragon-sorcerer distracted him. Siangu and Aro bailed after lunch, but this was a lively household filled with people and he hadn’t been the only one keen to get some training in after they ate. He didn’t remember there was a question wanting answering until his father turned up in the late afternoon in the gymnasium where he was practicing with Sheshen to inform him they would be going out for dinner. 

They had been working on their magic and weren’t sweaty and disheveled, so they followed him into the building next door at once and forward to the foyer. They found Nethune, Mat, and Yukusha up front putting on their cold-weather things; the radala had chosen to nap away his afternoon while the human who was a fellow student went to visit friends elsewhere in the city. Nethune had spent the day in his office pursuing scholarly mysteries. But it made sense to reconvene for dinner, which they almost always ate together as a family. 

It startled everyone when Eresh’s Nefali went for the door while it was still just the six of them. “What’s going on?” he asked.

“Assuming it’s our business,” Yukusha added. It was like him to go out of his way to defend Siangu at a time when the man wasn’t even present to be impacted by their interest.

The older elf sighed heavily. “Whether or not it ought to be, you are going to become aware of this. I don’t suppose there’s a compelling reason to keep you in the dark an extra week or two simply because neither of us wish to speak of it.”

They piled out onto the street, watching him in suspense while he locked the door behind them. “Well?” Sheshen said once he was pocketing the key.

“I said we might as well bring you abreast of a development. I never said anything about explaining the godawful situation before I’ve had a drink.”

It was a solemn group that made its way along Umelin’s streets that evening. At this time of year, there was still light in the sky, and the wind wasn’t quite as icy as it had been. Down by the docks, there was no room for greenery in any season to liven up the dreary buildings, but having a yard wouldn’t have helped: it was too early by several weeks for even the boldest plants to put up shoots. 

The others had been sobered by his parent’s declaration, but Eresh was currently more interested in his father himself than what he had to tell them. He could not recall that he had ever once heard the man make a joke like that about alcohol. There was nothing untoward about it – Eresh had probably said something similar a time or two himself – it just wasn’t in character. 

Correction: it hadn’t been. The man hadn’t been himself for months, not the himself who raised Eresh and Arosenna. It was visible in little things like this, as subtle as they were remarkable. For the whole of Eresh’s life, there had been a rigidity to his parent that he hadn’t even noticed until it was suddenly no longer there. He had assumed that this was the man’s character – abstemious, uptight, serious – and he was slowly learning better.

There was no question this transformation had something to do with his king. So far as Eresh could tell, the change came about during the conflict with the titans: the man went running out the door without donning his cloak when he heard Siangu was in danger, and the next time they saw him, he had been different. As if a weight was lifted. 

As if he had been paying penance for something for centuries and the sentence had finally been served, releasing him into the world. He was relaxed in a way he never used to be, and the way he interacted with Siangu had undergone a stunning shift, from distant formality to an easy camaraderie Eresh regarded with a measure of envy. He’d seen them joke around a time or two back at the beginning, but it had been exceedingly tense; it hadn’t just been him that wasn’t sure whether they thought their words were funny or aggressive. They hadn’t known themselves, and you could sense it. 

Now? They sometimes casually referenced their past and laughed about it, and it was clear they didn’t give a shit that no one else got the joke. The two of them hadn’t just spent time together back in the day, which would have startled him in itself: he was coming to realize they’d had fun. Many adventures, they had gone on together. It surprised him even more than those nights when his father opted not to come home with them and turned up the next morning looking breezy while the rest of them tried to throw together breakfast.

They knew bad news was waiting in the wings, so it shocked no one when he led them to the brothel. It wasn’t even clear he was in the lead: it was probably all of their instincts. Even Nethune, who hadn’t been one of them during the meat of their early tribulations, had been dragged here enough by then that it was basically second-nature. 

They entered to a chorus of greetings from those few other regulars who came here in the early evening. The place was still mostly empty, and most of the staff were upstairs eating privately or getting ready for work. While the rest of them trouped to their table against the rear wall, Eresh’s Nefali stopped to accept a kiss on the cheek from the proprietor and ask after Bart, who wasn’t on the door like he should have been. Eresh had never seen the burly woman occupying Bart’s stool.

His parent was only a step behind them, and as he pulled out a chair, he told them, “His mother is ill, he’s taking a few nights so he can stay over at her place and lend a hand.”

Everyone nodded appreciation for the update, and by then, Tisar was there to take their drink orders. The silence they left in their wake was tense, but no one asked again. Not until they came back with a heavy tray, passing around a beer or glass of wine to everyone but Nethune, who had ordered one of his usual sticky, too-sweet cocktails. Eresh wouldn’t have minded licking it off his lips, but the two of them were still a work in progress.

Once they were alone, Eresh’s father took a long pull of his beer. Then he set it down and cupped it with both hands, eyes fixed on its contents. “Siangu can sense us. Fellow elves.”

“Can he read minds?” Eresh demanded.

“It’s nothing so intrusive. Just a vague sense of where we are. It was a trait he shared with many of the Sesaluair.”

Eresh frowned, trading a look with his friends. He found the fact itself disturbing, although much less so than he would have several months ago, back when the man who called himself Siangu was more a concept to him than a person. His father was almost certainly upset, however, about something else; he had lived the Old Way, and it felt natural to him. Even those parts he had decided he didn’t like.  

“You said this was something we’re going to become aware of…” Mat reminded him, seeming puzzled.

“People are coming here, aren’t they?” Everyone but Eresh’s parent looked at Nethune, amazed. The scholar ignored them, fishing from his drink a piece of fruit speared on a tiny stick and twisting it pensively. “I would have come running when I heard of him, assuming I could have afforded it. Just for the chance to talk to him. And that’s a scenario where I don’t know him, let alone feel as if we owe one another anything. His own people…?”

The older man heaved a gusty sigh. 

“To what end?” Sheshen asked uneasily. Like Eresh and Arosenna, she was too young to remember anything about the old way of things back when their people evidently ruled the world, some benevolent, some tyrants. She too would find that impossible to imagine.

“Probably as many reasons as there are people.” Very little had the power to rattle this man, but he looked bleak. “Some will be convinced he is still king and will want to offer themselves in service to him. Some will simply wish to be close to him. There will doubtless be those who demand the right to chop off my head for my crimes.” He closed his eyes and rubbed them like he was tired, and Eresh wondered if he had lost sleep worrying about this.

Their food showed up at this point, and there was a period of silence while everyone dressed their meal with extra salt or seasoning from the caddy on the table. Took a few bites to blunt their hunger. It surprised him a bit when his father went back to the subject; he was still adjusting to a world where this man was candid with him about Big Important Stuff that Mattered. Six months ago, he hadn’t been, so perfectly that they hadn’t know the world contained any Big Important Stuff that implicated them.

“It’s different for you young people. You are finding your own places in the world. For elves of our generation…” He trailed off, taking a drink. “We have been in limbo for centuries. No longer who we were but unsure who we are as an alternative. I’m not sure it was even guilt that held us in suspense: we weren’t complete. We needed the last of our people to come back and take his place among us before we could make a decision and move forward.”

“You think it’s mostly older people who are coming here,” Eresh suggested. “Elves of your generation. Some of whom are still going to be convinced Siangu is their king—”

“Which he’ll deny,” Yukusha interjected.

Eresh didn’t bother to complain or even roll his eyes. It was hard not to love their mentor, and he didn’t put a lot of effort into trying these days. Most of his grievances with the man had truly been grievances with himself, and Siangu was teaching him to be a braver, better person who didn’t have to worry so self-consciously about all the flaws and uncertainties that had used to give him agony. “That still leaves the question ‘what next’ for hundreds or thousands of people who you say have been in limbo, waiting to make really meaningful decisions about their lives for centuries.”

“They’re all coming here.” It seemed to be a question, but Mat’s voice was flat, eyes fixed on the center of the table.

“Yes.”

“Oh my god.”

When he never elaborated, Yukusha reached around Sheshen and poked him. 

It made the human jump, and he sat up straight, eyes panning across them. A grin flirted with his lips, but his face was coated in sickly sweat, like he couldn’t decide if he was appalled or entertained. “Our city is about to be invaded by hundreds of elves, and not relatable people like you guys who are only a couple centuries old. We’re talking people like them.” He nodded at Eresh’s father. “People who struggle with the notion that anyone other than their king could possibly have a right to give them commands, and only intermittently feel compelled to pay lip service to other people’s conceptions of justice or governance.”

“Oh, my,” Nethune said quietly.

“It’s going to be a fucking housefire.” Sheshen sounded awed.

Mat hid his face in his hands and laughed hysterically. Yukusha held still, fork halfway to his mouth, eyes out of focus. Doubtless riveted by memories of the toxic vendetta a mere two men had managed to rip open between their household and the local authorities on the first day of their relocation an hour or two after finishing their breakfasts. Yes, it was going to be a housefire. In a circus. Where everyone was drunk and had a weapon. 

Eresh’s father, however, took a sip of beer composedly. There was even a hint of humor in his face, as if their horror had entertained him. “Yes, I’ve come to realize I was wrong to claim the world as you have known it might not survive our king’s return: it’s going to have to cope with all of us.”

 




CHAPTER FOUR

A series of duels between Eresh and Yukusha. 

By the time Yukusha went downstairs in search of breakfast the next day, a legion of arrogant, ancient, anarchic elves had not yet turned up at the stoop. There was no reason not to go on with life as normal until it happened, and Siangu must have come to the same conclusion: he was downstairs drinking a cup of tea while he chatted with his contemporary. Yukusha knew both of them were unhappy about having to face their peers, those who hadn’t been killed in their civil war however many hundreds of years ago. They didn’t want to have a conversation about everything that had happened and what came next. But they greeted him pleasantly and asked after his rest.
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