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Bear-y Christmas, Here’s to Many More

by Kimyō Tabibito (奇妙 旅人)

A fire crackled away in the hearth as Dylan dragged the futon from the frame down to the scuffed hardwood floor. Tonight, his goal for the evening was to be as close to the fireplace as possible without setting anyone on fire, which he figured was romantic. Okay, he was aware a futon mattress on the floor wasn’t really romantic, but the fire was, and it was the thought that counts.

Dylan started to hum a mashup of Christmas music, working out some better lyrics in his head before he started to sing obscene versions of his favorites. He flipped on the Christmas tree lights, and the ones around the mantle, leaving the room glowing.

They’d spent the day with their last seasonal obligation, a huge – overwhelmingly so – dinner and gift exchange down on his family farm. Steven and Jonah’s families didn’t want too much to do with either of them, so Dylan’s mother was bound and determined to make up for what she deemed an “appalling lack of love and compassion.” This, as far as Dylan could tell, meant stuffing both of them full of food and sending the grandchildren to climb all over them. The fact that they were a triad didn’t seem to faze her; siblings, cousins, and other family members who weren’t accepting of any of her children simply weren’t invited.

Christmas was, hands down, his favorite holiday. The bright lights and food, visiting friends and family in endless rounds of holiday parties – Dylan was in his element among all the chaos, but fuck, it was time for a little break. Also, the presents that they didn’t want to unwrap in front of his family.

And fucking. It was 100% time for a whole lot of fucking now they all had plenty of recovery time. Dylan hoped that none of them would be able to move by the time the next few days were over.

Both he and Steven had more free time with school being out for the winter break, and with the city courts being closed for the holiday, Jonah had time as well. So, they had a week just for the three of them before life bubbled back up and sucked them back into the daily grind.

“Doff we now our gay apparel,” he sang as he shrugged out of his sweater. It paid to be prepared for what was about to happen tonight, and he felt getting a head start on the nudity aspect was just polite. He ran a hand up his stomach, lightly combing at his chest hair.

“Hey, I’m the official chest-hair-fondler in this relationship.” Jonah came out of the bedroom with his arms piled with blankets and pillows and set about creating a nest on the mattress.

“You’re not doing a very good job of it. Those pillows are not my chest.” That earned Dylan a pillow to the face. But it was fine, it gave him the perfect excuse to tackle Jonah down onto the futon and pin the his slight frame to the mattress.

“I’ll have to fix that immediately,” Jonah said in mock solemnity. Clever fingers slid along Dylan’s sides, teasing at the hair and worming his hands between their bodies to keep petting. Dylan, for his part, tried to distract Jonah with a line of open mouthed kisses along his throat. He’d never get enough of touching and kissing – or being touched – if he lived to be 100. He let the last kiss turned into a sharp bite to leave a vivid mark.

“Don’t you dare start after our boy without me, Dylan Saule!” Steven peered around the doorjamb from the kitchen. Dylan groaned as his husband chided him, but snuck in one more kiss before rolling off Jonah.

“Keep it in your pants for five more minutes, for my sake at the very least. Honestly.” Steven threw up his hands in the exaggerated way that made Dylan want to go and wrap him up in his arms and kiss him until Steven was moaning instead of huffing. It was criminally unfair that he could not properly kiss both men at the same time.

Dylan ran his hand down his beard in a thoughtful gesture as Jonah wiggled until he was upright. “I’ll make him behave,” he said with his best innocent Catholic-schoolboy face.

“Bullshit.” Steven drew the world out. “He’ll be balls-deep in your ass by the time I’m done with the hot chocolate. Then there will be no fresh cookies for either one of you. I will eat them all myself.” Steven ran his hands down over an ample stomach, as if to prove his point.

It was Dylan’s turn to huff, although Steven spoke true enough. He figured after ten years together, he was a little bit predictable – maybe a lot – but it was a comfortable kind of predictable. His huff shifted into a little chuckle, and he turned Jonah about to kiss the pout off his lips.

“Behave.” Steven’s hands settled on his hips as he gave them his best disapproving look.

Dylan crossed his heart and flashed his fingers up. “Scout’s honor.” But he didn’t pull back too far from Jonah’s lips.

“Neither of you know what the word behave means,” Steven grumbled. “I shouldn’t hold my breath that you two old dogs will learn it now.” He ducked back into the kitchen and Dylan took the chance to admire his ass as he walked away. Maybe if he was lucky he’d be balls-deep in Steven tonight, too.

His unfolding fantasy was interrupted when Jonah spoke. “Does warming me up count as misbehaving? And did he just call me old?” His delicate nose wrinkled up and Dylan had to kiss the lines away.

It was cute how Jonah fussed about his age; he was just shy of thirty-five and was extremely self-conscious of being old enough not to count as a twink anymore. But he didn’t have anything to worry about when it came to Dylan and Steven, who were both pushing fifty.

Age had jack shit to do with how much Dylan loved Jonah. If plural marriage were legal, Dylan would have been dragging him down to the altar with Steven and putting a fucking ring on it, so to speak. He and Steven had stumbled over Jonah in a crowded club six years before. By the time they’d made it off the dance floor, Dylan had been infatuated with him. They hadn’t made it home before his hands got into Jonah’s pants.

But in his own defense, Jonah had had his hands in Steven’s pants before they’d even left the dance floor. Christmas Eve together had turned into Christmas morning before they’d reluctantly dropped Jonah off at his apartment to head off to the family’s holiday. But numbers had been exchanged, and Dylan had been coaxing him into phone sex as Steven had driven them home Christmas night.

Jonah had just integrated into their lives until suddenly they were buying a California king bed and moving the boy into their home the following Christmas when his new roommates had turned out to be assholes. Ah, such wonderful memories of Christmas past.

“You can be seventy-five and still be our twink, babe,” Dylan promised, working on the lines at the corner of his mouth.

“Ugh, no.” Jonah looked horrified. So Dylan had to keep kissing him to distract him from the idea of being seventy-five. Dylan nipped at his lower lip – sticking out in another pout – and pulled Jonah up to straddle his lap.

“You’ll be sexy no matter how old you get,” Dylan promised, working his hands down under the worn flannel of Jonah’s sleep pants. He cupped his ass in his hands and squeezed. “You’ve got the sweetest bubble butt and I’m not going to get tired of that.”

Jonah made a pleased little grunt and started to rub slowly against Dylan. “But I’ll have wrinkles.”

“Don’t care. I’ll still tap this ass.” He leered and Jonah laughed, slapping his hands lightly against Dylan’s chest.

“Mmphm.” Jonah made a disgruntled sound in the back off his throat that trailed off into a moan as Dylan slid a thumb against his hole. Dylan’s mouth found Jonah’s again, cutting off any further sounds. He nuzzled Jonah’s cheek, letting his beard scrape against skin as he kissed up to his temple and then nuzzling into the soft brown curls of his hair.

“Love you,” Jonah mumbled against Dylan’s chest as he found Dylan’s nipple rings and toyed with them. Jonah rocking his hips up against his thigh made Dylan’s cock start to take an active interest in these proceedings.

Steven’s admonishment was forgotten. Or, more accurately, ignored.

“Love you, too,” Dylan whispered against skin. He kept circling his finger against Jonah’s ass, sliding down to tease the piercings trailing up his perineum, flicking the rings back and forth until Jonah was shuddering and steadily rocking into his hip.

“I knew you two would be busy when I got back.” Steven sighed dramatically and sat the steaming mugs of hot cocoa down on the floor near the fire.

“I’m not balls deep into him,” Dylan protested as he used his free arm to reach out and pull Steven close to them. “Just warmin’ him up a bit.” Dylan tried to sound like he was completely innocent.

“Incorrigible sex fiend.” Steven leaned up to kissed Dylan, and – if Jonah’s gasp and shudder meant anything – cup their boy’s cock in his palm. Dylan shifted and, yep, Steven’s hand was stroking worn flannel gently over Jonah’s shaft. When Dylan pressed closer, Steven’s hand drifted and gave him a little squeeze, too.

Jonah hissed and closed his eyes at the touch. “We all qualify as sex fiends.”

“You aren’t lying.” Steven laughed and drew his hand up to cup Jonah’s chin, lifting his head up and kissing him slow and tender.

Dylan wasn’t ever going to get tired of how pretty that looked: Jonah’s soft lips parting under Steven’s, the little flashes of tongue, and the low moans they both made. Dylan groaned and let them kiss as he kept teasing Jonah, finger stroking along his taint, teasing the ladder again. It drew a few higher-pitched gasps and Dylan kept toying with the rings as Jonah tried to splay his legs open wider and still kiss Steven.

When Jonah almost lost his balance, Steven pulled away from the kiss. Dylan leaned down to steal one of his own, Steven’s lips slick and pink and fucking made to be kissed by him forever and ever.

Jonah slid his hand under Steven’s shirt. “God, you feel so good, but why do you have so many clothes on?” Jonah stroked the springy fuzz, curling his fingers into the hair and feeling the give of soft skin under the touch. Dylan, unable to resist being left out, let his hands join Jonah’s, sliding up Steven’s chest and tweaking the rings through his nipples.

“Our cocoa is going to get cold,” Steven half-heartedly protested out, a little hitch catching his voice, lips curling up into a lazy smile.

“We own a microwave” Jonah pointed out as Dylan worked to tug Steven’s shirt off. “Ngh, you have the best belly, all furry and soft.” Jonah slithered off Dylan’s lap to kiss the curve of skin and lick down toward the top of his fly, nuzzling against coarse black hair. “Why are you not in pjs like the rest of us?” He demanded.

“Clothing is fuckin’ offensive, that’s what it is,” Dylan said as he watched Jonah attack Steven’s fly, pushing him back to tug his pants off.

“Happy? I’m just in my boxers now.” He wrapped Jonah up into his arms, holding him tight.

“Still not naked.” Jonah squirmed as he tried for Steven’s boxers but Steven rolled and picked up a cup, holding it in front of him like a shield, grinning over at the two

Steven sipped at a mug of cocoa for a few moments, ignoring them “No. This is my home-fucking-made cocoa. I’m going to drink it while it’s hot. You two fiends can just wait.”

“Well, if you’re gonna be that way….” Dylan shifted over to Steven and waited for him to take a drink before kissing him, licking the chocolate from his mouth. Dylan tangled his fingers in the back of his hair and pulled Steven’s head back. His lips were so warm, marshmallow-sweet, and perfect. Cocoa spilled up against both of them. Jonah, not to be left out, started it lick it off Steven’s chest.

“Fuck, you taste good.” Dylan was breathless as he pulled back, grinning like a fool.

“Of course I do — may I repeat, home-fucking-made hot chocolate!” Steven picked up his cup again and held it to Jonah’s lips to let him sip. Jonah made a happy little food moan and drank. “Now,” Steven pulled the cup back, “kiss it off his lips.”

Dylan obeyed with pleasure and Jonah tilted his head back and Dylan kissed him, sweeping his tongue into his mouth and tasting chocolate and – oh, fuck, he was so hot.

Jonah managed to crawl back into Dylan’s lap and offered the mug up for him to drink. The three of them tangled together on the futon, trading sips from the mugs and licking the taste of chocolate from mouths and skin.

The rest of the clothing was stripped away and Dylan pushed Jonah down onto the mattress, deliberately spilling cocoa over his nipples and licking it off. Steven “helped” by dripping a bit more onto him, making Jonah hiss and squirm under the attention. Dylan paid careful attention to licking each drop up, his tongue flicking over the little barbells though Jonah’s nipples.

Steven sat the mug aside and laid his hands on Jonah’s shoulders to keep him still as Dylan kept up the onslaught. He was slow and patient, catching Jonah’s nipples between his teeth and flicking the barbells, tugging them up with sharp little jerks and then soothing the ache away with gentle passes from his tongue.

Dylan bit down behind a barbell and tugged hard until Jonah let out a strangled little cry. He’d lost track of the cocoa, but he decided he didn’t fucking care if it ended up spilled over the futon. Jonah’s squirming under his mouth was a hell of a lot more interesting.

“Wicked, evil, horrible men,” Jonah panted. Out of the corner of his eye, Dylan could see Steven petting the shell of their boy’s ear, teasing shudders out of him.

“Don’t worry, babe.” Dylan brought his hand up and cupped Jonah’s cock, teasing the underside of his cockhead with this thumb. “We’ll fuck you nice and long before the fire burns low.”

“Better.” Jonah’s voice was soft and distracted, but he reached up and stroked his fingers through curls of hair on Dylan’s stomach and then upward. His fingers sought Dylan’s nipples, stroking the thick salt-and-ginger of his chest hair. “More better.” His grin was triumphant as he pinched and Dylan growled low in his throat.

“More better? I’m pretty sure grammar doesn’t work that way.” Steven nudged Jonah upright and pressed up behind him and letting his beard tease the skin on the back of Jonah’s neck. Jonah giggled and moaned at the same time until they were both laughing.

“Shhh,” Jonah twisted around to lay a finger against Steven’s lips. “Do not talk about grammar in bed. It is so not sexy.”

“I dunno, someone might be gettin’ off on it somewhere?” Dylan offered.

“No. Grammar. Talk.” Jonah put out a long-suffering sigh.

“I think he wants us to put our mouths toward better use,” Steven suggested.

“Please!” Jonah wiggled between the two men until he was facing Steven so he could nuzzle into his beard as if he were a cat.

“Well, we can do that.” Dylan, in his ever-humble opinion, had a flair of perverted genius on how he wanted to get their mouths on Jonah. “Darlin’, you should lay down so we can use our mouths on Jonah.”

“You’ve got something wicked planned.” But Steven laughed and laid out on his back.

“Well, yeah. I do wicked best,” Dylan snorted in his response and manhandled Jonah so that he was straddling Steven’s shoulders.

“Oh god.” Awareness dawned on Jonah’s face and Dylan smirked. It was a pretty sight to watch Steven run his finger against the guiche ladder and teasing the rings and letting them make Jonah’s skin hypersensitive, to watch Jonah go tense and moan under the touch.

Steven gripped Jonah’s hips and pulled him down ever so slightly before sliding his fingers to his ass and holding his cheeks open. Dylan, always ready to to be helpful in bed, reached for a pillow and carefully tucked it under Steven’s head.

“Lube is just to your right.” Dylan grinned and left the bottle in easy reach. “You two are too fuckin’ hot.” Steven didn’t answer, just flicked his tongue over Jonah’s hole, making him squirm and gasp in all the best ways.

It was seconds before Jonah’s eyes closed in a blissed-out expression as Steven licked and teased. When Jonah started to writhe, Steven reached up to grip his hips hard to hold him in place. Dylan grinned, there’d be bruises by the morning.

Jonah’s cock twitched and bobbed, precome gathering at the head. His muscles were tense under warm brown skin, all lean and wiry. Leaving voyeurism behind, Dylan dropped down in front of Jonah, reaching to take his slim dick in his mouth and laving his tongue over the head until his boy was gasping and fisting his hands tight in Dylan’s hair.

“Papa bear…” There was a hint of a whine in Jonah’s voice and Dylan knew they were well on their way to winding him up tight when he used that nickname.

“Just enjoy it, babe.” He grinned up at Jonah before taking his cock back into his mouth. Jonah fit perfectly in his mouth. Dylan fucking loved how he felt over his tongue, just nudging into the back of his throat. He swallowed and Jonah fisted his hands tight in his hair, trying to thrust forward. Steven’s hands kept him in place and Jonah let out an adorable little snarl.

Really, there wasn’t much Dylan didn’t find perfect or adorable about Jonah. He hummed around Jonah’s cock, letting his tongue roll along the head, teasing his slit and licking away his precome.

Jonah let out a guttural little moan that Dylan assumed meant that Steven was fucking him with his tongue and/or fingers. So Dylan swallowed him down again, until Jonah was pushing hard to push him away.

“Stopstopstop,” he chanted. Both men let off instantly and Jonah trembled on his knees, clutching hard at Dylan.

“What’s wrong, babe?” Dylan asked, taking Jonah’s hands from his hair and kissing each one, looking up at him, concern furrowing his brow.

“Don’t wanna come like this,” he panted, smiling at Dylan. He dipped down and pressed a soft kiss to Dylan’s lips, fingers stroking at his beard. Dylan smiled as Jonah tried to sooth him with the pets. “It’s okay, papa bear, I’m fine.” Dylan relaxed and kissed him back, pulling him onto his lap and letting Steven sit up and press up against Jonah’s back.

“I’m certain our boy wants to come with one of us buried in his ass.” Steven bit at Jonah’s shoulder, sucking a bruise to the surface. Dylan took the opportunity to leave a matching one on the right side.

“Yeah. Oh, yeah.” Jonah moaned and rolled his head back, exposing his neck. Dylan nuzzled, his beard scraping over tender skin and making Jonah moan. “And god, give me more hickeys, I don’t have to worry about hiding them at work.”

“With pleasure,” Steven laughed, and then let his teeth sink into Jonah’s offered throat. Dylan and Steven drew gasps and keening whines from their boy as the bit and licked along his neck, leaving dark bruises and marks against his skin.

But it didn’t last long.

“Fuck me,” he whispered into Dylan’s neck. “Papa bear, fuck me.”

“How ready did you get him?” Dylan smiled at Steven as he stroked his fingers down to press against him, figuring it out himself.

“Enough that he can take it with a little ache.” Steven’s grin was audible. “Stretch him open nice and wide and I’ll fuck him after you.”

Jonah keened and wrapped himself around Dylan so all he’d need to do was lower himself right onto Dylan’s dick. His hands pulled lightly at Dylan’s fuzz, finding his nipples, pinching, and tugging as he rubbed against his chest.

Dylan batted his hands away and caught Jonah’s hands behind his own back, holding them tight in his hands.

“Get the cock ring, love,” Dylan told Steven. “Or he’s going to come before we get too far.” Jonah whined but made no protest as Steven snapped the thick leather around the base of his cock. Dylan held Jonah’s hips as Steven slicked lube over his hand and took a few quick passes over Dylan’s cock.

“Go on, let him take you,” Steven said as he pressed the head of Dylan’s dick against Jonah’s ass, helping guide their boy down.

“Fuck, yeah, so hot, babe.” Dylan groaned and rocked up, knowing that Jonah hadn’t been prepped for it to be quite painless… and knowing that he loved every second of that ache and stretch. Jonah just whined in the back of his throat as he clutched at Dylan’s shoulders as he sank down onto his dick by slow inches.

Steven leaned forward to kiss Dylan over Jonah’s shoulder, pressing flush against Jonah’s back. The three of them rocked together slowly, all hands and kisses and touches. Steven slipped a hand around and played with the barbells through Jonah’s nipples and then slid to tug at the rings in Dylan’s, alternating until Dylan was almost dizzy with sensation and Jonah was shaking and trying to get more.

“It’s a pity we can’t fuck him both at the same time.” Dylan said as he pulled back from Jonah’s mouth, leaving his lips swollen and flushed. Much to Dylan’s dismay, they just weren’t athletic enough to pull off double penetration. Last time they’d tried, Steven ended up pulling a muscle in his thigh and Jonah had been laughing to hard to help. There may have been a doctor’s visit involved for the pulled muscle.

Jonah managed to push himself up over Dylan so he could ride him faster, getting more wound up over the talk of taking both men. His fingers digging into Dylan’s shoulder hurt, but it was completely worth the bite. It lasted for only a few seconds before Steven fumbled for the bottle of lube and stroked a slick finger against Jonah’s ass.

“I knew I married you for a reason.” Dylan flashed a smile at Steven as he slid his finger in Jonah along side of Dylan’s cock.

“Because I’m a pervert?”

“Mm-hm… Fuck, you two feel amazing.” Dylan stopped trying to have a conversation and focused on how perfect it felt to thrust up into Jonah’s ass, the press of Steven’s fingers as he nailed Jonah with his fingers.

“Ngh…” Steven worked in a second finger and curled them as Dylan rolled his hips up in a sharp thrust. “Oh my fuck. Fuck. </i>Fuck</i>.” Jonah tried to move but was too trapped between the two men to do much.

“Doin’ that, babe.”

Jonah’s nails scored down Dylan’s side as he let his head fall back against Steven’s shoulder and Dylan took that as an opening to leave more marks along Jonah’s skin, letting a bruise blossom on his collar bone.

Dylan was almost ready to hit his peak when Jonah started to beg to come, his words half-incoherent as he pleaded.

“Wait for it,” Steven whispered against Jonah’s earlobe, kissing behind his ear before he pulled back, easing his fingers away.

Dylan took the opportunity to push Jonah flat onto his back and slammed forward into him. He was aware of Steven playing his hands over his back and sides, but focused on the cries and whimpers Jonah kept making as Dylan moved deep and hard. It was a matter of a few more erratic thrusts before he was coming, teeth sinking into the skin of Jonah’s shoulder.

In a clumsy post-orgasm haze he pulled back, smiling as Jonah let out a soft keening sound. “Your turn, love.” Dylan allowed himself a lazy kiss with Steven as Jonah started to make protests of being ignored and needing to come.

Dylan assumed that Jonah had enough when he reached out and took hold of Steven’s wrist and pulled the bigger man over his body. “Kiss after I come.”

“If you insist–”

“I absolutely fucking do!”

Dylan, still in that orgasmic bliss, started to giggle as Steven and Jonah bickered and Steven teased and denied. Stretching out, he just watched as Jonah tried to appeal to him for relief.

“Nope.” He shook his head. “It’s Steven’s turn, his rules.” He gave his husband and his boy a rather adoring look, for all that Jonah was giving him a rather put-out glare.

Steven maneuvered Jonah onto his hands and knees. “You are the singularly most impatient partner.” He punctuated his words with a swat to Jonah’s ass. Jonah just stuck his ass up in the air and giggled.

As Steven cut off Jonah’s giggles by finally giving Jonah what he wanted so badly. Dylan’s cock gave a halfhearted twitch but stayed soft. He missed being young and having a recovery period of minutes, damnit.

Steven was gentle with Jonah, dialing back on the hard thrusts to move slow and careful. He was always so much better at keeping Jonah on edge than Dylan. Dylan knew he always wanted to push harder, faster, make Jonah take more; Jonah was always willing to take it. Steven leveled the two of them out, bless him.

Dylan knew it wasn’t possible to love anyone more than he loved Jonah and Steven.

Unable to keep watching, he moved to kiss Jonah, feeling the vibration of his moans and whimpers against his mouth. Jonah melted and Dylan found he was half-supporting him.

“Please?” Jonah whimpered.

Steven reached around and unsnapped the ring around the base of his cock. “Go on,” he whispered, voice hoarse. Dylan slid his hand under Jonah and gave his cock a few quick strokes before the boy was coming, mewling little sounds falling from his lips.

He heard Steven groan and pulled him forward – keeping a hand on Jonah – to kiss him over his back. They managed to collapse in a messy and slick pile of limbs, trading kisses, soft words, and even softer touches.

“Gonna ache tomorrow,” Jonah grumped as he snuggled into Steven’s chest.

“We’ll let you sit on cushions and wait on you hand and foot, babe,” Dylan promised as he sandwiched Jonah. He felt warm and blissed and wished he could wrap that feeling around both of his partners…before he realized they were both in that same space with him.

“Fuckin’ love you two.”

“Eloquent as always,” Steven said as he returned the goofy smile Dylan gave him.

“‘Of course, come on, let’s get cleaned up, reheat that cocoa, and give our twink his Christmas present.”

Jonah groaned. “I’m not moving to the bathroom unless someone carries me. And I love presents.”

“We’ll come to you, babe, don’t worry. Wet wipes and towels, I’ll even make sure they are warm.” He kissed Jonah’s forehead. “Deck the halls with of lots o’ lube,” Dylan sang as he went off for some towels and wet wipes as Steven vanished into the kitchen. “Doff we now our gay apparel. Tis the season for a threesome.”

He met up with Steven in the hallway and pulled him into the kiss. “I am so ready for this,” he said, words muffled as he refused to pull back from Steven’s lips.

“Then let’s not leave him waiting while we make out in the hallway.” He nudged Dylan out to the living room, following with reheated cocoa and cookies.

And most importantly: a small grey velvet box.

Dylan was all jitters now that the afterglow had faded, and he was gently cleaning Jonah off and laying a folded towel over the wet spot (but it was totally worth the cleaning he’d be doing tomorrow). He couldn’t shake the feeling that Jonah might think this was stupid and meaningless, but the symbolism was important to him.

All clean, Steven pulled Jonah up onto his lap. “So we’ve got a different Christmas present for you this year.”

“I rather noticed I wasn’t going to the piercers this year.” The guiche ladder was last year’s Christmas present, the nipple barbells the year before, and a tongue stud from the first Christmas together.

“We decided to go for something bigger.” Dylan fumbled for the jewelry box

“And while it isn’t particularly legal, we’re old men and like a bit of tradition,” Steven chimed in as Dylan popped the lid open, showing a smooth gold band with three small diamond chips set into the gold.

Dylan’s nerves got the best of him when Jonah didn’t say anything.

“It’s maybe something you’d call pretty heteronormative…”

“Oh shut up, oh my god, Papa bear! Steven!” Jonah’s lips moved like he was trying to speak, but was completely unable to get anything else out for several moments. Dylan and Steven were just as speechless “Yes? Yes? I mean. Yes?”

In a awkward flailing tumble of limbs the three of them tried to wrap themselves around each other. Steven and Dylan both tried to kiss Jonah at the same time and somehow the hot cocoa Steven had reheated spilled across the floor – not that anyone noticed.

“Love you both,” Jonah gasped when the kissing finally stopped and the ring managed to get onto his finger.

“Merry Christmas,” Dylan said as he beamed down at Jonah, pure adoration and love.

“Here’s to many more?” Jonah grinned back.

“Many, many more,” Steven agreed.

–
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The King of Eternal Flame

by kiyala (樹夜蘭)
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The flames of the Phoenix King’s rebirth always seem to burn that much brighter when there is corruption afoot. They are no different to the naked eye, but the Wolf Knight knows better to take things at face value, and knows the king better than others.

The Phoenix King burns for a year every century and the knight has seen his king do this more times than he cares to count. A year is a long time to be without a king, but theirs is powerful and his magic does not replenish easily. Still, a year is a year, and that is plenty of time for would-be usurpers to put their plans into motion.

The Wolf Knight has known the Phoenix King since they were boys. Since their titles were nothing but distant ideas, when they were too busy learning and growing to care about how the world around them turned. Summers have turned to winters and decades into centuries. The Wolf Knight is no stranger to the ideas that spring forth in the king’s absence, and he is no stranger to putting an end to them. The king might be powerful but his knight is a knife in the dark, a watchful eye, a shield for when the king is weakest.

The Phoenix Fire is due to burn itself out by sunset and the king is set to return. The Wolf Knight has one target remaining, too clever to be caught, too noble to be touched. So he waits, and watches as the Phoenix Fire dies down from a conflagration to gentle flames. When the time comes, he changes into his ceremonial armour and hopes, as he always does, that this rebirth will be easier than the last.



«·»

To say that the Wolf Knight has been looking forward to this moment would be an understatement. The entirety of the kingdom misses its king while he is away, but none misses him the way that his knight does. The sun doesn’t seem to burn quite as brightly when rivalled by the Phoenix Fire. The nights seem colder, the air more stagnant. The world continues to spin without the king, people continue about their business, but it’s difficult to shake the feeling that they’re all waiting for something, waiting for his return, waiting for the next rebirth and the subtle changes that it will bring with it.

The path to the Phoenix King’s chambers is a long, winding one that goes through the royal gardens and past three guarded gates. The guards on duty salute the Wolf Knight as he passes, their backs straight, their eyes bright with the same excitement that is thrumming throughout the entire kingdom. The Wolf Knight smiles, nodding his thanks as the last gate is opened for him and he finds himself in the Phoenix King’s personal courtyard.

Few people are allowed here and fewer still when the king is burning. His chambers are sealed from the inside and while Phoenix Fire does not burn the building itself down, it leaves the doors far too hot for anybody else to touch. It’s all that the Wolf Knight can do to stand here and wait, but the flames are dying down now and he knows that there isn’t long to go.

He’s the first of the king’s inner circle that arrives and he takes his position directly in front of the door, his hand resting on the pommel of his sword. The rest of the Phoenix King’s advisors arrive in a group, nodding in greeting to the Wolf Knight as they take their positions around him. To his right is Lady Fox, chief advisor to the king, and the most ruthless political genius the Wolf Knight has had the pleasure of knowing. They smile at each other in greeting, before turning to the door of the king’s chambers in unison.

“You seem eager,” Lady Fox muses, her tone light with humour.

“Can you blame me?” the Wolf Knight stands a little straighter as the flames die down completely. “…I hope he’s cut his hair shorter this time. Just once.”

Lady Fox laughs softly, but falls silent as the door slowly slides open. The Wolf Knight can feel his breath catch in his throat as the Phoenix King steps into the sun. He’s as beautiful as ever and of course, his hair is as long as ever, falling down his back and nearly brushing the ground as he walks. The Wolf Knight sighs to himself, and can hear Lady Fox’s soft chuckle beside him.

“My Lords and Ladies,” the Phoenix King greets with a smile, looking at each and every one of them. “It’s good to see you again.”

“As it’s good to see you,” the Wolf Knight speaks up.

They’ve done this more times than they can count and their reunion always goes the same way. It starts as a small smile on the Phoenix King’s lips that grows, blossoming into a soft laugh, into his arms around his knight, their foreheads pressed against each other.

This time, however, the Phoenix King’s smile is different. There’s warmth there, the Wolf Knight can see that much, but it’s not the kind that he is used to seeing. It’s the same warm smile that the king gives to everyone else, and in an instant, the Wolf Knight realises what has happened.

Beside him, Lady Fox sucks in a sharp breath, turning to look at him from the corner of her eye. She’s clearly come to the same realisation, but there’s nothing that can be done about it now. Each and every time the Phoenix King is reborn, he returns missing bits and pieces of information, which is why he’s met by his advisors. They fill in the gaps in his memory and make sure hat he’s caught up on what has happened in his absence as well. Sometimes he forgets certain policies or strategies; sometimes he forgets people.

On the rare occasion, he’ll remember the person, but won’t remember his relationship with them. The Wolf Knight supposes that it had to happen eventually.

“Shall we relocate?” the Phoenix King asks, because he hates formalities and much prefers the sky well in the middle of his building over the courtyard at the front. “You can tell me everything I’ve missed.”

He turns and leads the way inside, and Lady Fox immediately falls into step with the Wolf Knight. “What are you going to do?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?” she frowns at him. “He’s forgotten, Wolf.”

“I know that. It’s fine, Fox. Leave it.”

She doesn’t look happy about it. Not on the way inside, and not throughout the entire meeting. It’s a short one because the king is still tired, but she frowns at the Wolf Knight when the king isn’t looking. She doesn’t say anything and neither do any of the other advisors, because all it takes is one sharp look from the Wolf Knight to remind them that it isn’t their place.

“Wolf pup,” the king calls as the others begin to leave, and it makes the knight’s heart catch in his throat for a moment, hoping against hope that somehow, his memories have returned a little late this time around. “Stay back. I want to speak with you.”

Lady Fox gives him a hopeful look on her way out, shutting the door behind her as she’s the last to leave.

“I don’t remember you being so distant,” the king mutters, folding his arms across his chest. If he didn’t look so regal, he would look petulant. “Here I assumed that being best friends since childhood, you would at least hug me in greeting.”

The Wolf Knight laughs, the disappointment burning through him like wildfire. “Of course. My apologies, my lord.”

“My lord,” the king repeats, sounding insulted.

“Fussy little songbird, aren’t you?” they embrace each other and even this feels different, as if a layer of their relationship has been stripped away and replaced by a pale copy. “I missed you. I truly did.”

He still misses the king. His king. That, however, he knows to keep to himself.



«·»

The sky well is the Phoenix King’s favourite part of the entire building because it’s where he burns. He spends his entire year there, cocooned in his flames. He is the reason that the kingdom is so prosperous, its subjects so long-lived. His magic is what keeps everything going and that is why he burns himself out, why he replenishes and returns. The Phoenix King is always at his most powerful just after a rebirth but it’s easy to forget that when he takes no pains to hide just how tired he is.

“Surely I can just sleep out here,” he murmurs as his eyes droop. “I’ve spent the last year right here anyway.”

“You’ll appreciate your bed more,” the Wolf Knight tells him, taking his elbow and guiding him inside. He guides the way to the king’s bedroom and he feels a pang of loss when he looks around the room, more familiar to him than his own chambers.

“Do you permit me to talk freely?” the Wolf Knight asks as he draws the doors shut behind them.

“Does the pup need permission?” the king smiles. “Must I say speak before you do?”

The knight’s lips twist into a frown, but its effect is lost when his back is turned. He takes a breath and reminds himself of the situation he’s in. As if he could possibly forget.

“Things aren’t as they seem,” he says, turning to the face the king. He stays where he is, while the king sits at the edge of his soft bed. “There are people who plot when you’re gone. People who I cannot stop, who see me as nothing as your dog. People in your inner circle who will use your trust in them against you. You should be careful of who you give that trust to.”

The king’s eyes narrow. “I give you my trust, don’t I? How am I to know that you aren’t the one with designs for my throne?”

The Wolf Knight stares at him, blinking with surprise. “I’m sorry…?”

“You could be very clever, trying to throw me off your trail and distract me with others.” The king laughs. “Which would be interesting, I suppose.”

“I serve you.”

“As do the rest of my people,” the king points out. “Clearly, that doesn’t stop them.”

“I’m your knight.” The Wolf Knight frowns with confusion. “I’m your knight. I’m yours. What would a dog do with a throne, with no master to occupy it?”

The Phoenix King clicks his tongue, getting up and reaching for his knight. “Come, now…”

The knight barely resists the urge to knock his hand away, opting to step back instead. “These are your options. You can trust me and, should I be treacherous, overpower me and reestablish your ownership of the throne. Or you can go in blind and not see which direction the dagger comes from until it’s already in your back.”

“Overpower you?”

“We all know that you are the most powerful being in this land. You could bring anyone to their knees in an instant.” The Wolf Knight kneels. “You can assert your dominance and reclaim what is yours before your enemies even think to try and resist it. Should it come to that.”

“Do you believe it will?” the king asks, stepping closer to his knight. He reaches out, fingers trailing feather-light over a soft cheek. The knight’s breath hitches so quietly that it’s barely audible.

“I believe in preparing for all contingencies,” the knight replies evenly. “Including the one in which you don’t trust me.”

“Stand,” the king murmurs, and smiles when the knight does. “Good boy. I’ll trust you for now, and hope that it’s not misplaced.”

The Wolf Knight nods in appreciation. “That’s all I ask for.”

“Is it?”

The knight’s lips twist into a frown and this time, it’s for the king to see. “One can always ask for more, but expecting to receive it is a different matter. This is enough. Good evening, my lord. I’m glad that you’ve returned.”
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It’s difficult business, avoiding the king while also being his general, war advisor and best friend, but the Wolf Knight is determined. The time that they spend in court is formal in a way that he knows the Phoenix King hates, but is necessary all the same. The time they spend outside of court feels like some strange charade, where the Wolf Knight pretends to be nothing more than what the king expects of him, while not fully knowing exactly what that is. He doesn’t know what parts of their relationship the king remembers and what parts he doesn’t and he needs to learn as he goes. Luckily for him, he’s always been good at picking things up quickly.

It’s painful, though, in a way that he’d never really expected in the past, in those moments when he would consider the possibility of this happening to him. He isn’t sure whether he’d prefer for the Phoenix King to forget their friendship entirely, because then at least it would be easier to avoid spending time with him. Lady Fox continues to try and convince the Wolf Knight that he needs to talk to the king and explain the situation, but the very thought is terrifying.

Besides, he has more important things that he needs to focus on at the moment. He needs to keep his eye on the potential traitor and he doesn’t want to give away their identity before the Phoenix King figures it out for himself. He knows from experience that his king has good instincts. It won’t take him long, especially now that he knows that there is something he needs to watch out for, and it will be much easier to convince him to take action if he’s come to the conclusion himself, rather than being told.

Even in his time alone, the Wolf Knight can’t quite stray too far from his king. His personal chambers are closest to the king’s, just by the entrance to the royal gardens. He sits by the pond there, far enough from the Phoenix King’s own rooms that he won’t be seen. He takes his erhu sometimes, sliding the bow across the strings, his fingers dancing to muscle memory, playing the same song that he always does when he sits here, the notes hanging in the air, slow to dissipate.

When they do, the Wolf Knight hears applause, and turns around to find the Phoenix King standing there.

“That was lovely. I don’t remember hearing it before.”

The Wolf Knight smiles to cover the tightening in his chest that he always feels when he finds another gap in the Phoenix King’s memory. “I composed it.”

“I absolutely love it,” the king smiles. “It’s almost as if… no, never mind.”

“I composed it for you, songbird,” the knight says softly. “If it’s almost as if it was written to be everything that you loved, that’s because it was.”

“Oh.” The king’s smile widens and it’s like the welcoming flame of a hearth, drawing the Wolf Knight in. “Thank you.”

The song was composed and played for the Phoenix King over three centuries ago. It’s been his favourite song for all that time. Instead of mentioning any of this, the Wolf Knight simply bows his head. “You’re welcome.”

“I was looking for you,” the king says after a moment, “because there was something I wanted to talk to you about. Perhaps not out here, though.”

“My rooms are just nearby.” Standing, the Wolf Knight gathers his erhu and bow, leading the way.

Most of the time, the Wolf Knight’s quarters barely get any use. He uses them for a year, in between centuries while the Phoenix Fire burns, then returns to his place beside his king. It’s comfortable but sparsely decorated, with no personal effects.

The king waits until the door is shut, then takes a breath. “I remembered something.”

“Did you?” By now, the Wolf Knight knows better than to hope.

“I remember that you keep a scroll while I am burning,” the king says. “A record of all that has happened in the past year. I never charged you with this, but you do it anyway. Because you know that I trust you more than I trust anybody else.”

“Ever the loyal dog,” the knight says with a smile that feels a little forced, opening his cupboard and sliding a secret panel to the side, withdrawing the scroll. He holds it out to the king, frowning when he doesn’t take it.

“I shouldn’t be remembering things now,” the king chews on his lip. “This isn’t how it works. You told me that I’ve remembered everything. You said you reminded me of everything that was missing.”

The Wolf Knight doesn’t reply, and the king frowns.

“You didn’t say that though, did you? Not in those words. You let me believe that there was nothing missing. What are you keeping to yourself? I know that it has to be about you, because otherwise someone else would have told me. And here I thought that I could trust you the most—”

“My lord…” the Wolf Knight begins.

“I’ve told you to stop calling me that,” the Phoenix King snaps. “I hate it. I hate the way it sounds wrong, coming from you.”

At the knight’s silence, the king’s eyes widen in realisation.

“Oh. But that’s because it’s not what you called me at all, is it? You called me by something else, and that’s why it sounds so wrong on your tongue. Tell me, what did you call me before? What did you call me that I’ve forgotten?”

“No.” The Wolf Knight shakes his head. “We’re not doing this.”

“We are. Tell me, pup. Please.”

Rubbing his hand over his face, the Wolf Knight sighs heavily, suddenly feeling weary. “I called you beloved. I called you husband.”

“…Oh.”

“Are you satisfied now?” the Wolf Knight laughs bitterly. “No, of course not. I’ll leave you with your regrets while I deal with mine.”

“Wolf pup,” the king calls, reaching out, but the knight is already shaking his head and leaving.
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The Wolf Knight wanders for as long as he possibly can, just so that it means he doesn’t have to return back to his quarters. Lady Fox takes pity on him, letting him stay and fret in silence as they drink their way through a pot of tea. She doesn’t ask for details and he doesn’t volunteer them, but she’s more than happy to let him sit in silence.

Finally, the Wolf Knight takes a deep breath and says, “He realised that he was missing a memory. He came to me and asked directly. I can lie by omission but I have never been able to lie to his face.”

“So what did you tell him?” Lady Fox asks. “What did you say that brings you here to hide, rather than being with him so you can talk properly?”

“I told him that I was his husband,” the Wolf Knight sighs. “Then I left, because I didn’t want to be there and watch as he tried and failed to remember.”

“You know what you have to do, then,” she tells him. “You’re here because you’re stalling.”

“Sharp as ever.” The Wolf Knight buries his face in his hands and sits there. “I’m not going to force him into something he doesn’t remember. In this incarnation, we are best friends. Perhaps that’s all he wants to be.”

“You would play the role of best friend for an entire century, wouldn’t you?” Lady Fox asks with quiet amazement.

The Wolf Knight shrugs. “What other choice do I have? Being his husband means knowing that this was always a possibility. I’ve always been prepared for it.”

“Being prepared for it is nothing compared to reality though, is it?”

The Wolf Knight turns to find Lord Hare in the doorway. He’s one of the advisors working under Lady Fox and he smiles apologetically before turning to her. “Forgive the interruption, but I have the reports you’ve requested.”

“We’re meeting with the king later,” Lady Fox explains to the knight. “We had a brief meeting with him earlier to catch him up on important matters. We decided to let him rest for a while before boring him with the rest.”

The Wolf Knight chuckles. “A wise decision. Even then, he might not have the attention span for it.”

“And you’ve just given him plenty more to think about,” Lady Fox points out with a small smile.

“My lady?” Lord Hare asks curiously. By immortal standards, he is young, having served under Lady Fox for only two centuries. He was promising at first but he’s since begun to stagnate, no longer coming up with new ideas that impress his superiors. It’s a problem frequently experienced by advisors that come from noble blood; they’ve grown used to being treated with respect and struggle with having to earn it.

“Come now my dear, you’re much more observant than that. You know that the king-consort has run into somewhat of a problem at the moment.”

“I’ve told you not to call me that,” the Wolf Knight growls. “I have a title and that’s not it. Especially not now.”

“Do you no longer have claim to the title now that the king has forgotten you?” Lord Hare asks curiously and it would raise the knight’s hackles if Lady Fox didn’t beat him to it.

“Silence, Hare. If you cannot think before you speak, you will not speak at all.” Her gaze is sharp and Lord Hare looks away immediately, bowing his head. “The king has not forgotten his husband. This is a mere obstacle in their path, and a small one at that.”

“I’ll leave you to go through your reports,” the Wolf Knight says, getting to his feet. He’s avoided his quarters for long enough; the king must have left by now.

“I’ll speak with you later,” Lady Fox replies, giving him a warm smile. Her expression slips into something much colder when she looks at Lord Hare. “I’ll make sure to have words with my subordinate before I let him in front of the king.”

When the Wolf Knight returns to his quarters, the king is still there. He has his head resting in his hands as he pores over the scroll, the events of the previous year meticulously recorded against the dates. He’s frowning as he looks up at the knight.

“I haven’t been told everything.”

“I know that,” the knight replies softly, sitting at the opposite side of the table.

“Do you trust Lady Fox?”

“She is my closest friend, besides you.”

“Should you trust her?” The Phoenix King frowns. “It’s her responsibility to make sure I am given all the information I need. She hasn’t done that, this time.”

“Is she the only one who is charged with that responsibility?” The knight shrugs. “She tasks different people with different kinds of information.”

“You aren’t going to tell me who it is.”

“You’re clever enough, songbird. You work it out.”

The king’s frown deepens. “You have information about trade agreements here that I haven’t been told about. Who is in charge of trade?”

The Wolf Knight rests his chin in his hand as he looks at his king. “You know the answer to that.”

“And what do I do about it?”

The Wolf Knight smiles. “In most situations, you’d release the hounds. Hound, I suppose. But you know that I’m powerless here.”

“You’re my husband,” the king points out.

“I’m powerless here,” the knight replies, more forcefully this time.

“Are we not going to talk about this?”

“You have more important things that need your attention right now,” the Wolf Knight replies. “Let’s thwart those who plot against you and perhaps then we can talk.”

“I’m going to hold you to that,” the Phoenix King says seriously, and his knight knows better than to argue.
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The Wolf Knight has a quiet night alone, as the king is in a meeting with Lady Fox and the rest of the advisors. He’d been invited to join, but he knows that there’s no reason for him to be there and if he can avoid having to be in the king’s presence, he will.

Still, he can’t say he’s particularly surprised when his loneliness creeps up on him, twisting its way around his heart and squeezing. He knows he hasn’t been alone for the past year because he’s had the company of Lady Fox, his soldiers and all of his other friends. They’re still there and he’s still happy to spend time with them but his mornings and nights have always been spent with his king. Being without him now feels strange and unpleasant and the Wolf Knight doesn’t know if this is something that he’ll ever get used to, or if he wants to get used to it at all. He doesn’t know if he’ll have a choice, or if this is a memory that the Phoenix King will never get back. He doesn’t know what he’ll do then, and as much as he values preparing for every situation, this is not one he wants to dwell on.

The moon is high in the sky when the Wolf Knight hears a knock on his door, followed by the sound of it sliding open. He looks up from the scout reports he’s reading to find the king standing there, dressed in his night robe with his hair hanging loose around him.

“You should be asleep,” the Wolf Knight says. “You look exhausted.”

“I’m not exhausted, I’m bored. That meeting felt like it lasted forever. I couldn’t stand it, being fed lie after lie about our trade routes. I nearly said something, but that’s not how I want to expose the liar. Can I sit?”

“Do you need to ask?”

The king frowns. “I’m not asking you as the king. I’m asking you as—a friend, who desperately needs someone I know I can trust.”

With a sigh, the Wolf Knight reaches out his hand. “Come here, songbird.”

He doesn’t quite know why he’s surprised when the Phoenix King actually takes it, but he starts all the same.

The king frowns, slowly letting go of the knight’s hand. “I’m sorry, should I have not…?”

“Just sit down,” the knight says, irritated with himself. He’s meant to be playing whatever role the king requires of him, whether that be friend or husband or general or strategist. He isn’t meant to be getting caught up in his own emotions.

“We’re going to talk about this,” the king decides.

“No we’re not.”

“We are,” the king says firmly. “We need to. You say it’s not as important as other matters, but it is. To me and to you as well. You’re my best friend and… more than just that, I suppose. Whether I remember it or not.”

“I’m not going to hold you to anything that you can’t remember,” the Wolf Knight tells him, matching the king’s firm tone. “I don’t expect you to force yourself to fit a role when it’s not who you are right now. The last thing I want is to make you feel uncomfortable.”

“And what about you?” the king asks, frowning. “I don’t want you to be uncomfortable either.”

“I’ve always known that this could happen.” Perhaps if the Wolf Knight repeats it enough times, it will make this entire situation stop hurting so much. “I don’t mind whether I am your husband, your friend, or just another general. I serve you, and that is my purpose.”

“You’re a liar,” the king says, anger creeping into his tone.

“I don’t lie to you,” the knight replies. “I can’t.”

“This isn’t enough for you. This is hurting you, and I want to make that stop.”

“You aren’t obligated to love me, songbird.”

“But I do.” The Phoenix King grips his knight’s shoulders tightly. “Don’t you understand that? I do love you. I love you with all my heart and I don’t know how I love you. I saw you after my rebirth and I remembered being close with you. I remembered loving you. I didn’t remember you loving me back, or anything else that might have followed.”

“I love you,” the Wolf Knight whispers, covering the king’s hands with his own, pulling them off his shoulders and grasping them tightly. “I love you more than anything in this world, but this isn’t something I can talk about right now. I have a plan for how to reestablish our original trade routes…”

With a heavy sigh, the Phoenix King withdraws his hands from the Wolf Knight’s grip and nods. “All right. Tell me about it.”
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There’s a significant amount of damage that can be done in a year, especially by someone determined to undermine the kingdom. Thankfully, with the Phoenix King returned, the first steps to repairing it are fairly easy.

The Wolf Knight sets out with his best men, securing the roads that were once the vital trade channels for the kingdom. The bandits that have claimed the roads balk at the sight of the Wolf Knight and those who aren’t frightened by his presence are frozen in their tracks at the sight of his armour.

His ceremonial armour is mostly for decoration and while he prefers his usual armour, dark and easy to move in, he cannot deny that his current armour, for its added weight and showiness, does have its intended effect. It’s a deep red, with a picture of a phoenix covering his chest, marking him not only as the king’s personal knight, but warning others that he is protected by the Phoenix King’s magic.

A few of them try and fight anyway, because this road is the main route to the agricultural district. Having access to the farmland and the crop already growing is a quick way to rise to power and the Wolf Knight wonders if that was the reason for this particular route’s being cut off. The kingdom’s food stores are full enough to last them another few years, but with traitors this close to the king, it would have been far too easy to have gone without noticing until it was much too late.

“We sent letters for help,” one of the farmers says, once the Wolf Knight dispatches of the bandits that had taken over a large plot of land with rice fields. “We knew that the Phoenix King was burning, that our messages must have been blocked.”

The Wolf Knight looks at the farmer and his family, at how gaunt they are from being overworked and underfed by the bandits. He should have set out to help them much sooner, consequences be damned, but he keeps that to himself, accepting their thanks with a stiff nod and giving them a personal letter of apology from the Phoenix King in exchange.

The farmers and merchants are happy to resume business, their relief clear on their faces when the Wolf Knight leaves one of his best soldiers with each of them for protection, until the trade routes are properly in use once again and the bandits are driven out permanently.

When the Wolf Knight returns to the royal grounds, he goes to his quarters to find the king waiting for him. There’s a smug grin tugging at the king’s lips and his eyes are bright with excitement. He waits until the Wolf Knight has pulled his helmet off and then closes the distance between them with a tight hug.

“I missed you while you were gone.”

“I was only away for three days,” the Wolf Knight murmurs, even as he hugs the king in return.

“It felt like far too long. I thought of you in every spare moment I had. I missed you.”

With a small smile the knight pulls back, even though he keeps his hands on the king’s sides. “I missed you too.”

They stand there for what feels like an eternity, watching each other, neither of them moving until the Phoenix King finally takes a deep breath and steps forward once again. When they’re chest to chest, the Wolf Knight remembers that he’s slightly taller, even though the king always seems much bigger with all his power and majesty.

“Phoenix…” the Wolf Knight says uncertainly, before he’s hushed by a finger resting against his lips.

“I’ve been hoping I would remember,” the king murmurs, wrapping his arm around his knight’s shoulders. “I hoped that one day I would wake up and think, oh yes, I can’t believe I’ve forgotten all of this, but that hasn’t happened. I asked Lady Fox how long we’ve been married for.”

“Phoenix,” the Wolf Knight says again, a little frustrated this time.

“Six centuries, Wolf. Six centuries of knowing that you love me just as I love you. I feel as if I’ve been robbed.”

“You’ll remember,” the Wolf Knight murmurs. “Next time…”

“I am not waiting another century. I love you. I knew it when we were planning to reestablish the trade routes together. I felt it every moment over the past three days as I waited for you to come back to me. I’m sorry that you have to go through this all over again, but—”

“I love you too,” Wolf interrupts. “I don’t mind doing this again with you. I’m happy to. I love you, Phoenix, and I’m yours.”

“As I’m yours,” Phoenix replies with a smile and Wolf has to kiss him then, lips firm against each other, his hands cupping Phoenix’s face.

Phoenix’s hands go to Wolf’s hair, tugging it out of its knot. In turn, Wolf takes a handful of Phoenix’s hair and tugs gently, making him gasp sharply into their kiss. Wolf chuckles, pressing kisses along Phoenix’s jaw, and tugs a little harder.

This time, Phoenix moans softly, tipping his head back. Wolf takes the opportunity to kiss down the column of Phoenix’s neck, until he reaches the collar of Phoenix’s shirt. He hesitates for a moment, but Phoenix is already shrugging out of his jacket.

“Wait,” Wolf murmurs, taking hold of Phoenix’s wrists.

“I want this,” Phoenix tells him. “I’m certain, Wolf, I swear.”

“I’m glad to know it,” Wolf replies. “It’s just that… well, your bed will be bigger for us both.”

“Oh,” Phoenix breathes and in the next instant, they’re in his chambers, the door shut.

“Impatient,” Wolf says with a quiet laugh.

Phoenix doesn’t deny it, kissing Wolf hungrily again and fumbling with the fastenings on his armour. Wolf helps him, then undoes Phoenix’s clothes with the same practiced ease as his own. They step closer to each other again and Wolf gathers Phoenix’s hair into his hand, pulling it out of the way as he guides them both towards the bed.

“Your hair is ridiculous,” Wolf mutters, watching it fan out beside them the moment he lets go of it.

“You like it,” Phoenix grins up at him. “I know you do.”

Wolf silences him with a kiss that quickly turns heated, their hands roaming each other’s bodies. Phoenix bites his lip as Wolf’s fingers trail across his stomach and navel, deliberately avoiding his cock.

“Are you always such a tease?”

“Not always.” Bending, Wolf kisses Phoenix’s nipple and then sucks on it, making him arch off the bed.

“You’re terrible.” Burying his fingers in Wolf’s hair to keep him where he is, Phoenix shivers with pleasure. “So—ah, so terrible. Don’t stop.”

With a low laugh, Wolf rocks his hips slowly and deliberately. Phoenix gasps at the slide of their cocks against each other, mimicking the movement much more urgently. He growls in frustration when Wolf holds his hips still, struggling against his grip.

“Shh now, or you’ll have us both coming far too quickly.” Wolf smiles when Phoenix stills immediately.

“Are you going to fuck me?” Phoenix asks, and he sounds just as breathless and excited as he did the first time they ever did this, so many years ago that Wolf has lost count. He smiles when Wolf nods, kissing him hard. Their tongues slide against each other slowly, making them both shiver as they wrap themselves around each other. He hums contently as they pull apart for breath, grinning up at Wolf. “Good pup.”

“A pup, am I?” Wolf asks, laughing quietly. He grabs Phoenix by the hips, turning him over onto his front, earning a surprised yelp.

“Wolf, what are you—” Phoenix falls silent when he feels Wolf kissing down his back.

“On your knees,” Wolf murmurs, and Phoenix scrambles to obey, his face still pressed into the mattress. “Good.”

Phoenix must know what’s coming, because he’s trembling with anticipation, whispering please under his breath so quietly that Wolf can barely hear it.

Wolf spreads him open, rubbing his thumb over the exposed skin until Phoenix whines impatiently. He chuckles, leaning in, sucking marks onto the backs of Phoenix’s thighs as he works his way up. He pauses for a moment, letting the anticipation build and it’s worth it for the way Phoenix whines again, louder this time, at the feeling of the flat of Wolf’s tongue against his entrance.

As always, Phoenix is impatient. His fingers dig into the mattress as Wolf licks into him, fucking him with sharp, shallow thrusts of his tongue but soon, it’s no longer enough. He whines, spreading his knees a little wider. “More, oh, Wolf, oh, I need more.”

“More?” Wolf pulls away, satisfied to see the way Phoenix’s cock hangs heavily, hard and flushed and leaking all over the sheets.

“Don’t stop,” Phoenix cries, jerking with surprise as Wolf sinks his teeth into the flesh of his arse. “Don’t make me pull rank, because I will.”

“You’ll command me to eat you out?” Wolf chuckles, rubbing his thumb over Phoenix’s entrance again. “I’d like to see you try.”

“Just you watch me.” Phoenix’s breath catches in his throat as Wolf leans over him, retrieving the pot of oil from his bedside table and slicking his fingers with it. “Oh, are you going to—?”

“Shh.” Wolf circles his index around Phoenix’s entrance before slowly pushing it in. “You’ll have to be patient with me, beloved.”

Phoenix clearly has other plans, but then Wolf has two fingers in him, curving and seeking out his prostate, and any hope of coherency quickly disappears. He stutters through three different demands for Wolf to hurry up, all of them ignored as Wolf massages his prostate slowly.

“Please,” Phoenix sobs, “Wolf, please, please.”

“What do you want, beloved?” Wolf asks, leaning over to whisper into his ear. “I thought you were going to pull rank on me.”

“I command you—ah, ahh, fuck. Fuck me, Wolf, please.”

Wolf has already slicked his cock and he withdraws his fingers so he can thrust in gently, little at a time until he’s bottomed out and Phoenix is trembling around him, forehead pressed against the mattress.

“I’m going to move,” Wolf murmurs and Phoenix nods eagerly. His grip on the bedsheets tightens as Wolf fucks him gently, his thrusts slow and careful. He watches Phoenix closely and predictably, it doesn’t take long for him to want more. This time, Wolf indulges him, picking up his pace. Phoenix moans, thrusting back against him, pushing himself up onto his hands and knees for better leverage.

Reaching around him, Wolf wraps his fingers around Phoenix’s cock, stroking it in time to their thrusts. Phoenix moans louder, then louder still as he gets closer to coming. Wolf knows the telltale signs, the way his breath hitches, the way his fingers dig into the mattress.

“Are you going to sing for me?” he murmurs, “I know you are. Let me hear you, gorgeous. I want to know how much you like it.”

Phoenix does, coming hard with a breathy moan. He tightens around Wolf and that’s all he needs to follow suit, gasping breathlessly as he presses his face to the nape of Phoenix’s neck. They stay where they are for a long moment, before Wolf slowly pulls away. Phoenix collapses onto the bed, rolling onto his side with a blissful smile that makes Wolf laugh, lying down beside him and drawing him into a lingering kiss.

“I know we must have done this before, more times than we can count,” Phoenix murmurs, taking Wolf’s hand into his own. “It’s strange, knowing that while also feeling like this was our first time together.”

Bringing their joined hands to his lips, Wolf kisses them. “We have a century to make up for all the times you don’t remember.”

Grinning, Phoenix presses their lips together. “And I definitely plan on making up for it.”

“Go to sleep,” Wolf chuckles as he sits up. “I’ll clean us up and join you.”

“Or,” Phoenix murmurs, casting a spell that has them cleaned immediately. “You don’t need to leave bed at all.”

“Or that,” Wolf concedes, happy to let Phoenix pull him back into his arms as sleep claims them both.



«·»

It’s some point in the middle of the night when Wolf wakes with a start. Phoenix slumbers on beside him, his hair like black ink spilling all over the sheets. He looks peaceful and the sight makes Wolf’s chest swell with fondness before a sound from outside captures his attention once again.

He looks around the dark room, cursing the fact that he doesn’t have his sword with him. He shifts slightly, so that he’s between the door and Phoenix’s sleeping form.

“Puppy?” Phoenix asks sleepily as he wakes.

Wolf hushes him with a hand on his arm, and that’s enough to have Phoenix sitting up. Wolf takes his hand and with his thumb, traces a word onto Phoenix’s palm; company.

With his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Wolf can see the realisation flicker across Phoenix’s face as he realises just what this means. Wolf might be the strategic type to lay in wait and avoid playing his hand too soon. Phoenix, on the other hand, has never been subtle. He gets to his feet, the lamps around the room flickering into life with enchanted flames. He picks up his robe and ties it around himself, and Wolf barely has enough time to do the same before Phoenix gestures at the door, making it slide open.

On the other side of it, carrying a short dagger, is Lord Hare, frozen on the spot.

“My dear Hare,” Phoenix says brightly. “You know how I love social visits.”

Lord Hare glances over at Wolf, frowning before looking back at Phoenix. “Remembered your dog, have you?”

“As much as I appreciate you visiting,” Phoenix says, ignoring him entirely, “I do feel the need to point out the late hour. If you’d arrived a little earlier, it might have been awkward for all three of us. A little later and that would have been preferable, I think. Sometime after sunrise?”

“I won’t have you ignore me—”

“That’s a lovely little dagger you have there. My love, don’t you think his dagger is wonderfully made?”

Wolf takes his cue, stepping forward and taking the dagger from Lord Hare’s hand. He suspects, with the lack of resistance, that Lord Hare’s being frozen in place isn’t entirely up to him. He examines it; there’s more decoration than functionality to it and he snorts dismissively, putting it aside.

“My love,” Phoenix calls to him again. “Fetch Lady Fox for me, would you? Apologise to her for the late hour but tell her it’s important. By foot, please, so I might have some time to speak with Lord Hare.”

“Enjoy that,” Wolf murmurs, shouldering past Lord Hare on his way out.

Behind him, the flames from the lamps burn brighter. The Phoenix King is not the kind of man that most would want to anger. Beneath his sweet smiles and calm disposition, there is the fierce power that has enabled him to rule for so many centuries without any real challenge. Lord Hare has never seen him in his full glory. The fool has no idea what he’s gotten himself into.

Lady Fox is irritable when woken, but sobers immediately when she hears that the king has summoned her. From her quarters, there’s a grove of trees between her building and the Phoenix King’s. By now, the flames from his chamber are burning so brightly that the trees are bordered with a faint orange glow.

Cursing under her breath, Lady Fox picks up her pace. “He’s angry.”

“Not at you. There was an attempt made on his life. Or there would have been, if we hadn’t caught the assassin before they could make their attempt.”

“We,” Lady Fox repeats, grinning at Wolf. “I’m glad to hear that.”

“That might be your only good news tonight,” Wolf mutters as they reach the Phoenix King’s chambers. “Be warned.”

“Good early morning, Lady Fox,” the Phoenix King greets cheerfully, and his tone is at complete odds with the aura of sheer power that emanates from him. “I’m sorry to say you’re going to need a new advisor to oversee our commerce.”

“Hare,” she snarls when she sees him, on his knees beside the Phoenix King.

“He tried to cripple the kingdom and undermine our power,” Phoenix sighs. “His commerce reports were a lie, which I only discovered thanks to my knight’s watchful eye in my absence.”

“Were they, now?” Lady Fox asks, walking towards Hare with anger burning in her eyes.

“I did it for you,” he says desperately. “I wanted to please you. You’re the chief advisor, you run the kingdom in the Phoenix King’s absence. You should have the throne and I could be your—”

She cuts him off with a sharp bark of laughter. “Spare me.”

“I wanted to please you,” Hare repeats with a pathetic look.

“You failed,” she replies. “My lord, are you particularly attached to punishing the traitor yourself?”

The Phoenix King smiles. “Foxes hunt little rabbits, don’t they? He’s all yours, my dear. Enjoy.”

With a snap of his fingers, the Phoenix King releases Hare from his magical binding. Without a second thought, Hare runs into the cover of the trees. Lady Fox hangs back just long enough to bow to the king before giving chase.

“He has no hope of surviving,” Wolf muses. “Fox is brutal. Especially when she’s angry.”

“I’m glad she took care of that for me,” Phoenix replies, taking Wolf’s hand and leading him back inside. “I have a gorgeous partner I want to return to bed with.”

“What a shame you’ll have to make do with me,” Wolf says, laughing when Phoenix pouts at him.

“I love you,” Phoenix tells him, when they’re lying beside each other once again.

“If I hadn’t been here with you tonight—” Wolf begins, but Phoenix shakes his head.

“If you hadn’t been here, I would have taken care of the situation myself. Perhaps with much more fire and bloodshed, but I suppose that has its own appeal.”

Wolf smiles, wrapping his arm around Phoenix and pulling him close. “True. Luckily for you, none of that was necessary because you have the most well-trained guard dog at your disposal.”

“I could argue about the well-trained part of that,” Phoenix murmurs, “but I agree. I am very lucky to have him.”

Resting their foreheads against each other, Wolf smiles. “Just as he’s incredibly lucky to have you.”

–
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Picture this, Terrence always wanted to say afterwards, except he had no one to say it to. Guneet might’ve known — hell, Guneet couldn’t have possibly missed it, the way Terrence had slunk back to their flat smelling of sex and alcohol and Eli’s cologne. She could’ve asked, but she didn’t, but if she had, Terrence would have scowled and told her this:

Picture this, Terrence would have said. It was a party thrown by some asshole Georgetown trust fund inbreds to celebrate them graduating law school, and he only showed up because Eli was drunk and texting him, saying that he should come. Eli never asked for Terrence’s company when he was sober, Terrence would explain, and Terrence was kind of an idiot, so he went to this stupid party where Eli greeted him tipsy and giggly and full-moon happy, handing Terrence beers and telling him that he was a real lawyer now, which didn’t impress Terrence at all, which made Eli cranky. Cranky enough to crawl into Terrence’s lap and start making out with him.

Picture this, Terrence would’ve told Guneet. Eli was drunk and Terrence was horny, and he’d never seen Eli like this, Eli who he argued with all the time during waking hours. Terrence was a twenty-two-year-old upstart gay dude from the wrong side of the hood no matter what the tag on his clothes said, with this blond Adonis trying to get into his pants who would never otherwise give him light of day. So he gave in, heart pounding nervously in his throat, and he and Eli had sex on top of a bed covered with jackets, Eli coming hot and gasping in Terrence’s hand, back arching and toes curling.

They fell asleep afterwards, Terrence would explain. But Eli wasn’t there when he woke up. When they ran into each other again, sober, at a gathering of D.C. Linguists, Eli was perfectly tucked into his cashmere sweater and slacks, and he was avoiding eye contact. They never talked about that night again.

That’s what happened, Terrence would say if Guneet had ever asked. He’d felt angry, then pathetic, and finally resigned because other shit was happening in his already over-complicated life, metaphysical shit even more important than sulking about a drunken one-night fuck.

[image: ]

:::

The root of all magic, he remembered Guneet saying one time as she showed him the Dictionary of Shining Words, is love.

:::

(The root of all magic, Terrence thought, is the combined weight of everything you leave behind).

:::

Well, fuck. Seven years older and wiser meant waking up at five a.m. to a grey D.C. morning. When his alarm buzzed, all Terrence wanted was to shove his head back under the pillows until he drowned in sleep. It was too cold for that, though. The heating in his apartment was a no-go because they hadn’t paid their utility bill. Had maybe not paid it for one, two, three months in a row. He could feel the January chill bite at his toes like a yappy dog.

“Fuuuuuuuuck,” he said out loud to the ceiling.

The ceiling gave approximately zero fucks about his misery.

Terrence made himself get up. As was his routine nearly every morning for the past four years, he made himself get up even though his body was a sluggish piece of dead weight and his eyes were scratchy with morning weariness. He’d worked last night cleaning schools until eleven p.m. and then he had missed his bus and shuddered in the cold for over an hour, trying to wait out the next one. He squinted at the bus schedule on his fridge just to be sure he had this morning’s times right — yeah, okay, he thought, he had about twenty minutes before he had to get out the door.

Twenty minutes was barely enough time to shower, shave, pull on his 7-Eleven uniform, and poke through his fridge for something moderately edible. Christ, he really needed to clean out the fridge. It was starting to actively disgust him, and there was nothing to eat anyway, not even anything he could filch from his roommate Alfonso because the stupid lug only ever drank he-man protein shakes.

He banged on Alfonso’s door as he passed, just to be a dick.

“What the fuck, Ter!” Alfonso shouted, his voice custardy with sleep.

“Morning sunshine, dickface!” Terrence said, and then he threw on his parka and left. The snow covering the sidewalk outside his building was the hard, crunchy kind, and it sounded like stepping on cereal.

His phone buzzed with a text from Alfonso. u kno i’m ur landlord so gunna kill u.

Terrence texted back. technically your aunt is my landlord. technically technically the city of washington d.c. is my landlord, bitch.

The bus was pulling up at the stop when Alfonso replied. u talk like ur white.

On the bus it was quiet, not a lot of people. This early in the morning you wouldn’t be getting the polo shirt-and-slacks 9-to-5 flock. You’d be getting the early birds, the dead-eyed poor folk nodding off against the window before they lurched into wakefulness and scrambled off the bus to get to their job at the recycling plant, Walmart, the delivery depot, whatever place would have them. Terrence had tried to find a job closer to the public housing apartment he and Alfonso shared in Knox Hill, but good luck with that — no one was hiring these days so it wasn’t like choosing from a box of chocolates. He’d ended up snagging part-time hours in a 7-Eleven in Anacostia.

The customers were all right. He could deal with rude people if he had to. But his coworkers, in particular the manager’s nephew, were lazy assholes. Terrence always got stuck working with the manager’s nephew on shifts, meaning Terrence manned the cash register and stocked the shelves while this idiot nineteen-year-old read Playboy pretending to fix the Slurpee machine. You’d think the guy would get tired of glossy plastic tits after a while, but nope. He tried to show Terrence a couple of times, which was a mistake on his part because Terrence might look like a shifty black dude whose picture could be shown on Fox News as a representation of black guys everywhere, but he was also a queer who liked dick and Broadway musicals, so sorry buddy, no tits for him.

Not that Terrence said this out loud. He was as dumb as tofu in a lot of ways but he was at least smart enough to keep his mouth shut. He didn’t talk much to either the customers or Mr. Titty. He kept mostly to himself, ignored any questions about his personal life — “hey, you got a girlfriend?” Mr. Titty asked, rubbing his crotch — and when his shift was over, he bought a chicken salad sandwich, ate it, and caught the bus to Garfield Elementary School where he changed out of his 7-Eleven clothes into custodial threads. He had a cleaning shift from three to nine weekdays.

He liked his janitor job a lot better than the 7-Eleven one, even if he had to work both to make a living wage. Cleaning the school, though, it was peaceful. He wasn’t the day janitor, so by the time he showed up school was already out. The teachers lingering around in their workrooms ignored him, so he could get into a rhythm, slipping on his headphones and mopping floors to the beats of ’90s East Coast hip hop.

Snow was falling again, soft and thick like popcorn, when he headed out to the bus stop. He checked his phone and saw two messages. One was from Alfonso swearing to god that he taught a Kardashian in his spin class that day — Terrence snorted — and the other was from —

Terrence’s breath caught between his teeth like a fishbone.

Elijah Levinson said, I want to talk to you.

Terrence’s thumbs twitched against his screen for a minute or two.

Suck my dick, he finally typed. He pressed send and watched the message swish into view.

:::

He turned off his phone so he didn’t have to see Eli’s reply. When he got back to his apartment he kicked his shoes off and collapsed into bed in his Washington Wizards hoodie and jeans. He looked around his room — small, cramped, with some empty pizza boxes and bottles of beer on the floor — and pictured how different Eli’s room would be. Bastard probably slept on sheets with an obscene threadcount and had a maid to clean out any mess he might make. Terrence didn’t have to try hard to picture it, as he had seen it in person once or twice.

Back then. In his long and illustrious past. When he wasn’t working two jobs to the bone to make ends meet. Back then when Terrence had had his own apartment, a car, an expensive suit, a fucking organic CSA delivered to his door every weekend. God, he had probably been the world’s biggest douche. It hadn’t helped that he’d been a young man come into money after a childhood of no money whatsoever what with a deadbeat dad and a mom who was, among other things, a cocaine addict.

Full circle, baby, he thought. He was living back to his roots now. Isn’t that what over-eager white people always said? No consumer bullshit — super helpful when you could barely afford consumer bullshit anyway.

Terrence burrowed deeper into his bed. Stop it, he thought to himself. The point wasn’t to be bitter. No one had made his choices but him. He’d walked out of his own free will because — well, among other things, he was afraid it would turn him into a monster.

Guneet hadn’t died for him to become a monster.

He had an old photo of her in his wallet. It made him smile every time he looked at it, him an awkward teen with his baggy pants that hung low enough to show the rim of his boxers, and Guneet a middle-aged Indian lady in a bright green sari and arms full of costume jewelry. They were standing on Capitol Hill together and he had his own arms wrapped around Guneet like she was his mother, his teacher, his best friend.

She’d found him on the street when he was fourteen. He’d been running with some gang guys then, and he’d whipped out a gun on her and demanded her wallet, just to show his older friends the balls he had. In broad daylight, mugging some Indian bitch. Guneet had clucked her tongue and handed over her wallet wordlessly, as well as her diamond earrings. But then that night she’d stalked Terrence to the flat where he was hiding out and scared the shit out of him by appearing in his room like an apparition.

Terrence never did drugs, even in his gang days, didn’t want to end up like his mama, but he’d seriously freaked out and wondered if he was tripping. Because Guneet had simply flickered into existence in front of him. One moment he’d been lying on his bed with his hand on his dick trying not to think about his buddy Darren and how the muscles on Darren’s arms flexed when he lifted something heavy, and then Guneet was there staring at him in obvious amusement.

“Fuck, was that magic?” he’d asked, wonder percolating in his voice. He’d been so amazed that he’d forgotten to tuck his dick back into his boxers and it was just hanging out like a piece of corndog.

And Guneet had smiled and said, “Yes, would you like to learn some?”

:::

“Some guy came round asking for you,” Alfonso said.

Terrence had just gotten home. His hands still smelled like bleach from cleaning the toilets at Garfield. He’d washed them with soap twice, but it didn’t really help, so now he’d given up and was eating BBQ chips while watching clips of the latest Wizards game.

“What sorta guy?” Terrence asked. He was pretty sure he didn’t owe anyone money, not at this moment at least, though sometimes friends from his past, guys he’d hung out with on the street, tried to pretend like he did. They’d never been happy that he’d up and left them with Guneet. Terrence could handle them, though. While he wasn’t Mr. Muscles like Alfonso, he wasn’t the scrawny brat he’d used to be either, and his reflexes were fast and precise. Not someone to be overlooked in a fight.

Plus he was a motherfucking wizard. Or at least he used to be.

“What you smiling about?” Alfonso asked suspiciously, leaning against the fridge with his arms crossed. “You never got anyone over. Do you even got friends?”

“I got you,” Terrence said mildly.

“No homo, homo,” Alfonso grinned.

“Fuck you,” Terrence said.

“You wanna piece of this ass,” Alfonso said, turning around and smacking his cheeks. “You want it baaaaaaad.”

“I bet your ass smells like day-old sewer ’cause you never bother to wipe it,” Terrence said. “And who the hell is this guy anyway?”

Alfonso immediately sobered up. “Shit was real. You done something fucked up. You must’ve ’cause this guy be serious business — tall white dude, blond hair gelled up six ways to Sunday, real expensive coat. Like he stepped outta a Gucci ad or something. And he had some kinda hearing problem? I had to talk right into his face for him to get me.”

“He’s deaf,” Terrence said.

“Oh man. Well he was asking about you and I said you were at work, and he said where, so I told him.”

Terrence turned around to face Alfonso. “You told him where I work? What the hell for?”

“Duh, ’cause you got no friends,” Alfonso said. “And he seemed real interested in being your friend.” A smirk slid into his face. “What, did you have sex with him or something? Is he one of your gay-ass boytoys?”

Terrence shrugged. “We had sex once. Years ago.”

“For real, yo? Way to go! Guy was hot. You know, if you’re into taking it up the ass.” Alfonso squinted at Terrence and looked him up and down, which totally wasn’t fair because Terrence was in his boxers balancing a bowl of chips on his stomach — not exactly prime beefcake material. “Yeah, he’s totally out of your league,” Alfonso decided. “You should call him. Then make sweet, sweet love all day.”

It was a sign of maturity, Terrence thought, that he could think about Eli and sex and not want to punch something until his knuckles bruised violet. “Sure, I’ll get right on that,” he said. “Now c’mon, sit the fuck down, you dumbass, and watch TV with me.” While he waited for Alfonso to finally stop dicking around and join him, he glanced at his phone. There was a new message from Eli.

Very mature. You’re just going to ignore me for the rest of your life?

That’s the game plan, Terrence thought, and threw the phone aside.

:::

It was a fucking awful game plan. If Terrence really sat down and thought about it, he would know it for the shit plan it was because Eli was a) a perfectionist and b) a Linguist. A capital L Linguist, able to manipulate the shape of space and matter as he saw fit, so it was no real challenge for him to show up in the middle of Terrence wiping down the grime from the school oven. The doors were all locked from the outside and Terrence was the only person in the building, but suddenly there was Eli watching him curiously by the swinging double kitchen doors. Terrence stuck his head out of the oven and said, in his flattest tones, “What’d ya want?”

Eli frowned a little. Terrence made sure to look him right in the face so Eli could read his lips, and repeated himself while signing at the same time. “What’d ya want?”

“I want you to actually give me a straight answer,” Eli replied.

“Why?” Terrence said. He knew he must be a mess with green-black grime on his hands and in his hair. Figured he’d run into Eli at his sloppiest — what else was new? On the other hand, Eli really did look like he could be modeling for a magazine ad with his blond hair, stupidly elfin bone structure, and his effortlessly well-made clothes. He was wearing a pale calfskin Burberry coat that made Terrence want to run his fingers through it, fingerless black leather gloves, and a silver band on his left hand that made Terrence itch to steal it.

“Look,” Eli said. “I wouldn’t have found you if I didn’t actually need your help. You’re not quite my favourite person in the world either.”

“I’m not your favourite person?” Terrence shot back while signing. “Yo, homeboy. I’m not the one who’s a spoiled whitebread lawyer.”

“I’m Jewish,” Eli said.

“All the same to me,” Terrence said because he knew it’d annoy him. “Why the fuck would I help you? Did Penhale send you to ask? I’m not a Linguist anymore. Whatever rich couple wants you to go to their house and do some razzle dazzle tricks from the Dictionary, I’m not your guy.” He gestured at the oven and the rags. “This is what I do now. Suck it up, princess.”

He wasn’t sure Eli caught all that. Terrence was talking and signing at the same time via contact signing, using Pidgin Signed English to translate his vocal speech into signs as best he could. What he was signing wasn’t an exact match for what he was saying out loud, but Eli seemed to catch the gist of it, and what Terrence missed in the pidgin signs Eli tended to get through lip reading. It was not uncommon for Linguists to go deaf. There were several in the D.C. circles, so both Eli and Terrence had long years of experience with this particular method of communication before they’d had to use it with each other.

He could have just used ASL too, but Eli, who had lost his hearing in an accident three years ago when he was twenty-nine — the same age Terrence was now — had internalized English as his first language and tended to prefer lip-reading and contact signing with very Englishy grammar and syntax over pure ASL. When Eli talked, it was always in vocalized English, and he almost never used signs when talking to a hearing person.

Eli said out loud, “It’s not me or Penhale that needs you. The government of the United States of America needs you.”

Terrence burst out laughing.

“What?” Eli shot back.

“I can’t believe you said that with a straight face,” Terrence said. “The government needs me? What, they can’t fuck shit up on their own?”

“This is strictly confidential, you understand,” Eli said. They were completely alone in the school but even if someone else had waltzed in through the locked doors, Eli would probably know. He’d always been proficient at the Shining Words that allowed you to sense things, even when you couldn’t see them, and Terrence had heard him mutter a Shining Word when he entered the room. “The State of the Union address is scheduled for the first week of February,” Eli said. “We’ve received a threat.”

“Aren’t there always threats?” Terrence said. “Hire some extra security guards.”

“We’ve received a Linguist threat.”

“So?” Terrence said. “The government has Linguists like you and Penhale on retainer when you’re not off being a lawyer. What’d you need me for?”

Eli looked unhappy. “It’s not a threat David and I can handle alone. David is just one Linguist and I’m…” his unhappiness deepened, “I’m not the Linguist I used to be. Not after the accident.” There was a time, when he was younger and brattier, that Terrence would have been over the fucking moon to hear Eli admit his own weaknesses. Eli was the most competitive person he knew; he’d never seen Terrence as his equal in anything. But his confession didn’t bring anything like joy to Terrence now. Instead Terrence felt flat and hollow like a razed treeline.

“You’re the only other Linguist that I trust,” Eli continued. “I know we’ve… had our differences, but I do trust you, Ter.”

Their differences, Terrence thought, and remembered the sweat on Eli’s throat where Terrence had once placed a row of kisses, the wetness of his mouth where Terrence had bitten his bottom lip, made him gasp. He tried to push that memory away.

Eli had clearly forgotten it. “It’s paid work,” he said, looking at Terrence’s janitor shirt. “You’d be given a government contract. You’d be a special consultant with all the privileges that brings.”

“I dunno, they’re keeping me in diamonds and roses pretty good here,” Terrence drawled, signing with slow languid amusement.

“Pardon?”

“I said—”

“Never mind, I can guess what you said,” Eli interrupted. “Look, this isn’t the usual black-hat Linguists making trouble because they can. It’s not even the usual shit talk of people saying how we have our Shining Words, our magic, so why do we need to be contained by mundane laws? Linguists say that all the time. But this past year, there have been actual attacks against governments in France and Thailand. All hushed up, of course, blamed on normal terrorist cells, but it’s Linguist work.” He ran his hand with the silver ring through his hair. “David and I think, with this threat we got last week, that our president could be next.”

Terrence made a noncommittal sound. Eli couldn’t hear it but the bored expression on Terrence’s face was just as effective. Colour flushed into his face. “It’s your country that needs you. Are you really going to turn your back on it?”

“Yo, I like the good ‘ol US of A as much as anyone,” Terrence said. “But you remember? I’m not a Linguist anymore. I don’t do that shit these days. It’s gonna take more than bald eagles and apple pie to change my mind.” He eyed the oven. It was going to take some industrial solvent to get those black marks out of the insides, and then he was going to have to make sure it was all washed clean — the last thing he wanted was for kids to get sick because of him.

Eli’s voice made him glance over again. Eli was clearly struggling with something, awkwardness slowing his vowels down. “This isn’t because of anything between us, is it?”

Terrence said nothing.

“Because I know I haven’t been that great to you in the past. I was a total asshole, actually,” Eli said. “Now, you were just as bad…”

“Yeah?” Terrence said.

“Come on, don’t play dumb,” Eli said. “You wanted to surpass me in learning the Shining Words just as much as I wanted to beat you.” He leaned forward. “But I don’t care about that bullshit anymore. I don’t need to be competitive with you, Ter, you’ve won.”

Terrence’s hands tightened around the rags. “It ain’t a competition,” he said roughly. “You may have lost your hearing and that sucks, but people died ’cause of us. ‘Cause of me,” he amended. The truth was, Eli had nothing to do with Guneet’s death, hadn’t even been there. That rested entirely on Terrence’s shoulders. He recalled the sweetness, the peaches-and-cream joy with which she had told him that she knew magic, but it was that very magic that had killed her in the end.

“Eli,” he said, speaking and signing very very slowly. “I don’t use those powers anymore. I mean it. I’m done.”

“I’m not asking you to come back as the way you were before,” Eli replied, eyes hooded. “You don’t need to use any Shining Words or powers — only, help us. Be a consultant. Use your eyes and ears and knowledge instead. Guneet taught you so much.”

“But not how to clean a fucking oven,” Terrence said. “Which is kinda what I need to do most right now, okay?”

(It was always the mundane things that were the hardest, every time).

:::

The things Guneet had taught him:

1. How to be a Linguist

2. How to hear the music of the spheres, the sounds that made things happen, made rocks move and glass melt, made invisible things visible and secret things found. How to recreate those primordial, supernatural sounds into something the human vocal chords could utter as Shining Words

3. How to read the Dictionary of Shining Words, the great compendium that was the work of Linguists throughout the ages, constantly added to and amended as new Shining Words were discovered

4. How to use his powers to climb out of his hood and into something better, into circles where rich, influential people respected him, feared him, hired him for his skills

But never, Terrence thought, how to be a good person. Guneet had always assumed he would just know, which was a lot to ask of a troubled, angry son of a crackwhore who’d suddenly had goddamn superpowers at his fingertips. Terrence had had no idea how to be a good person then — but he was trying now, trying so fucking hard.

Working at 7-Eleven, cleaning the school at night, going home and crashing on his bed, paying his taxes on time, being quiet and respectable and boring, those were good things for him. Terrence liked those things, even if he had bags under his eyes the size of pizza pockets. No one was a harder worker than he was, and as a whole it was better that he was applying his work ethic into modest living instead of memorizing Shining Words from the Dictionary and wielding a power whose reach he didn’t understand.

He could still hear the Shining Words everywhere, little pieces of sound that vibrated with the language of the spheres. Sometimes he caught the fragments in the sound of a bird’s wing flapping or in the unexpected burst of a man on the bus’ wild sneeze. But mostly he heard them in music. There was no specific type of music that could claim supremacy; he could hear morsels in anything from classical operas to his favourite hip hop — certain patterns and rhythms that unknowingly echoed the Linguists’ spells, the sound of the Words in Nas singing about his dying mother.

The Shining Words made Terrence shiver like a methhead taking a shot. To be so close to them, feeling their vibrations bending the air to their will, would never stop affecting him. Guneet had opened his ears and mind too far to go back. But hearing them in the wilds was different from speaking them himself, which he would never do again.

Apparently he would also never say the words “you can get two bottles for a $2.99 combo” either. Which was a lot more mundane but from the perspective of paying his bills and buying groceries, just as devastating.

There wasn’t any point in telling his 7-Eleven manager that Duncan, aka Mr. Titty, had been the one stealing from the store. That he’d been overcharging customers for their gum and bottles of Coke, picking out easy targets like new immigrants who’d never work up the courage to object otherwise. Terrence had noticed it early on and told Duncan off — “you’re a fucking dickhead piece of trash” had been his exact words — but he couldn’t stand over Duncan every other second to eagle-eye his transactions, and in the end Duncan was the manager’s nephew, which meant he only had to do his ain’t-I-cute song and dance before Terrence was getting the boot.

“Are you for fucking real?” he said. Duncan shrugged apologetically.

“Hey man,” he said, “nice meeting you.”

Terrence stuck his hands in his parka pockets and calculated what he had left in his bank account. The number wasn’t making him do the dance of the sugar plum fairy. He walked down the street to the bus stop, waited for a while, realized the bus was going to be late, and ducked into another convenience store to buy a chocolate bar. He probably shouldn’t be spending his money on chocolate bars at this point but goddamn he wanted a Snickers. It helped him think as he unwrapped it and stuffed it into his mouth.

He still had time before his evening janitor’s shift so he took the bus to the closest library branch and used their computers to browse Craigslist. Since Terrence hated working retail more than he hated the gunk that no-doubt existed on Duncan’s balls, he looked at some security gigs instead. Stand around and watch video cameras for some empty building at night? He could do that. It would suck having to work a second night job but the solitude of it appealed to Terrence.

He kind of didn’t like people very much, was the thing.

Alfonso was sprawled on the couch playing GTA V when Terrence went home to change for his custodian job. “You looked wrecked, man,” he said.

“I’m just tired,” Terrence said. He swiped his hand over his face. “Don’t worry about it. Was a rough day, that’s all. Wake up tomorrow and I’m gonna be fine.”

:::

He got a job as a night security guard at a high-end commercial tower lined of banks and insurance company offices as well as two tech startups. Three nights in, someone was pointing a gun at his face.

“Whoa,” Terrence said, “chill out, what the fuck you doing that for?”

“Shut up,” the guy said. “Give me your money.”

Terrence thought about what to do. This guy was six-four and looked like a small bull. A small, nervous bull, probably a first-time mugging, maybe the kind that Terrence could talk down, but also the nerves made it more likely that he’d do something stupid like shoot his gun if he got spooked. Terrence didn’t like guns. Terrence, like any healthy individual with two brain cells in his head, was actively afraid of guns.

“Y’know, this is a dumb idea,” Terrence said slowly. “Listen to me, buddy. You’re young, right? Eighteen? Nineteen? What you holding up strangers for?” He pointed to the ceiling. “A building like this got hidden cameras everywhere. And these rich white people who own this tower, they’ll make sure to hunt you down. This ain’t like the hood where justice goes to die. This place has money. They care about their losses.”

“I told you to shut the fuck up!” the guy said loudly, eyes swirling pale in his sockets like marbles. “I’m not robbing the tower, am I? I’m robbing you.”

“Would it help if I said I don’t wanna be robbed?” Terrence asked.

“Give. Me. Your fucking money.”

The gun swung around. Terrence swallowed. “Okay, relax,” he said. He reached into his pocket and handed over his wallet. “Can I — can I at least take this picture out first?”

“Fine, whatever, just hurry the fuck up,” the guy said. So Terrence removed the picture of him and Guneet and also his credit card. He hoped the guy was too jittery to notice. He handed the rest of it over.

He listened to the sound of the guy’s footsteps against marble tiles as he ran off. They were heavy and uneven. Terrence thought of a Shining Word that would have made the mugger slow down, and another Shining Word that would have frozen him in place. For a moment the hunger was itchy against the insides of his throat — he could feel his vocal chords stretch in eager anticipation. But Terrence made himself stop, sit down, and wait the rest of the night out.

He tried to get his bosses at the tower to reimburse the contents of his wallet. He didn’t normally like to make a fuss over himself, preferring instead to just slink off into the wallpaper when things didn’t work out his way, but he needed that money returned. Badly. Not so lucky for him, they decided that a security guard who could get mugged so easily — and they had it all on camera — wasn’t worth paying even minimum wage for.

Back to Craiglist.

A week later he got another job at a construction site. Terrence knew shit-all about construction and building things — he’d always been better, on the whole, at destruction— but he was in good physical shape and could run back and forth handing boards and tools to the guys who knew more than he did. The cold was as dry as fuck when working outside in January, and during his breaks he drank thermos after thermos of cheap coffee.

Then he fell. Like a dumbass who couldn’t keep track of where his feet were going, he fell down a ladder off a second floor framework. The air got knocked out of his lungs with the force of a basketball going flat in a matter of seconds. His hammer and nails spilled out of his toolbelt and tumbled down. Pain shot up his leg. He gasped and blacked out.

When he woke up, he was in a hospital room and there was a girl sitting by his bed.

“Uh, what?” he said thickly. His tongue felt like a giant Fruit Rollup inside his mouth.

He was pretty sure he had never met her before. Not that Terrence was a magical memory wizard who never forgot a face, but in general he didn’t know a lot of teenage girls, which was a shame because he actually liked them a lot. They were better than teenage boys, that was for damn sure. This girl was short and curvy wearing a jean jacket and her hair dyed candy floss pink. She was reading a Marvel comic — he squinted. The Young Avengers.

She noticed him awake. “Oh excellent,” she said. “Eli is going to be so happy that you’re not dead.”

Fuck. Of course Eli had sent her. Terrence immediately tried to crawl out of the bed and slither into the vents, because the thought of Eli being nearby waiting to see him in his injured, dumbass glory gave him a fucking headache. But the girl blocked the door and said, “Don’t be a runner. You had a concussion. Plus you tore a ligament in your leg or something.”

“It hurts,” Terrence agreed, “but there’s no way I can afford the hospital bills, or any of this–” he indicated the room, “so I’m gonna run before they start billing me up my ass.”

“Eli’s–”

“I would rather punch a kitten,” Terrence said, “than let Eli pay for any of this.”

“God, you have such a stick up your ass,” the girl said. “I totally thought Eli was making that up, but he was right. Chill the fuck out, dude. We’re only trying to help.”

“I don’t need any help,” Terrence said and hated the way that sounded, that he’d even tried to justify his reactions to this girl he didn’t know. “Where’s my stuff? I wanna go home.”

“I’m Cass Mendoza, by the way,” the girl said. “Eli talks about you all the time.”

A horrible thought occurred to Terrence. He was almost 100% certain that Eli was as queer as a fish in a barrel but Eli always did have an almost pathological need to be normal, including the time up to his early twenties where he refused to even admit he was gay, so…

“Uh,” Terrence said, “you know that just ’cause your teen years are confusing doesn’t mean you have to hook up with dirty old men, right? I’m pretty sure there’s an after-school special about that. And there are, uh, organizations and stuff to help you work through your–”

“Gross!” Cass said, catching his meaning. “Eli’s my dad!”

“What.”

“He’s my—”

I’m dead, Terrence thought. The fall must’ve killed me and this is some weird-ass version of heaven. Or, let’s be fair, hell. Just because he’d been trying to repent for his mistakes the last several years didn’t mean he’d balanced the karmic scales just yet.

“Okay,” he said, sitting back down on the bed and ignoring the pain in his leg. “Try that on me one more time. Slowly, ’cause I’m not very smart. Eli must’ve told you that too. Never finished high school and all. You said…”

“Eli’s my dad,” she repeated.

“Shit,” Terrence said, “Eli, you stupid fuck, what have you done now.”

:::

“She’s my adopted daughter, actually,” Eli said.

“Huh, that’s marginally better than the idea of you knocking up some poor girl during a bout of awful high school sex,” Terrence said. He was back in the hospital bed, sitting up, but at the same time slouching against the headboard, scowling, acting none too graceful about it. Eli and Cass were sitting beside him, Eli having just come from the courtroom where he’d been defending a case.

“It’s cold in here,” Cass complained, using the same style of talking out loud with clear lip movements and accompanying contact signing that Terrence did. “I’m gonna heat it up.” She said a Warmth Word and suddenly it became several degrees warmer.

Terrence gave Eli the most unimpressed face he could muster. “You teaching her the Shining Words?”

“She’s really good at it,” Eli said, and smiled. The pride in that smile blinded Terrence a bit. Eli looked… genuinely, overwhelmingly happy. Something caught in Terrence’s chest. He’d always thought of Eli as this figure from his past frozen in a bubble — that when Terrence had left his old Linguist life behind, somehow Eli too would simply grind to a halt. He had ready-made categories for Eli in his head — Linguist, Fancy Lawyer, Old Money Georgetown Grad, Hot Guy Who Knows His Hotness and Uses It Against Other People. He’d been forced to add Deaf to that category too in the past few years, but he’d never let himself think much of it, that Eli’s life could bend and warp even when Terrence was no longer around to watch it.

“Eli says you’re a really good Linguist too,” Cass piped up. “I wanted to meet you from the first time he told me about you, but he said you probably wouldn’t be into that.”

“You’re his daughter,” Terrence said. “It’s kinda a big deal. I would’ve wanted to meet you. Hell, I would’ve wanted to know about you.”

“How was I supposed to know that?” Eli said. “You haven’t wanted anything to do with me for a very long time.”

“Argh,” Terrence said. “You could’ve at least sent a text about it, okay? ‘Hi Terrence, daughter acquired, teaching her the Shining Words, see ya.'”

Cass snorted.

“Well now you’ve met her,” Eli said irritably. “Cassandra, this is Terrence Wilson, an old Linguist colleague of mine. Terrence, this is Cassandra Mendoza. I adopted her last year after I caught her trying to steal my car.”

“Dude,” Terrence said approvingly at Cass.

“Right?” she smiled. “I was trying to do it using Shining Words too.”

Terrence’s approval stopped right there.

“Cassandra grew up a lot like you,” Eli told Terrence. “She even found a Linguist mentor who took her off the streets, but hers wasn’t anything like Guneet and he later aban— I mean,” he correct, “he disappeared from her life.”

“He fucking abandoned me, you can come right out and say it,” Cass said.

“Either way,” Eli said, “after I notified the authorities about her attempted car theft–”

“What’d you mean, attempted?” Cass interrupted, fingers flying through the contact signs. “I totally got away with your car!”

“After the authorities were notified,” Eli said, “I realized it would be a bad idea to leave her to the mercy of the juvenile offenders system. Partly because the system needs a lot of work and isn’t in the best interest of any young person—”

“Yadda yadda,” Cass said, rolling her eyes, “here he goes sounding like a PSA. Isn’t Eli the biggest bore in the world?”

“But for a fifteen-year-old who has already received some training in Shining Words, it would have been doubly disastrous,” Eli said. “It’d be like leaving a fire unattended. So long story short, I took her home, said she could stay with me until we figured something out, and then she never left.”

Cass smiled. Eli smiled back at her. The affection between them was so bright it could be seen from fucking Mars.

Terrence realized the rat gnawing at his belly was named jealousy. And that to be jealous when Eli had done the heroic thing, the good thing, the right thing, the very thing Guneet had once done for Terrence — minus the official adoption part, but that was just mumbo-jumbo paperwork anyway — to be jealous after all that meant Terrence was an even worse person than he suspected.

“What does Penhale think about all this?” he said.

Eli shrugged at the mention of his mentor, which was surprising considering Eli worshipped the sun and moon out of Penhale’s ass. “David and Cassandra have their differences in personality,” he said.

“He’s even more of a boring old geezer than Eli,” Cass interrupted.

“But David admires Cassandra’s talent,” Eli said. “He agrees at the very least that since someone’s already been teaching her how to be a Linguist, someone else should at least teach her responsibility and control.” He said the last part gingerly, his mouth tilting in a rueful smile because between himself and Terrence, neither of them could talk with any real authority about a Linguist’s responsibility and control.

Eli had lost his hearing, after all, attempting to speak the Resurrection Word, a Shining Word so dangerous that the Grand Council had chosen to leave it out of their Dictionary entirely. Penhale had taught him to never mess with Shining Words of that power, as no Linguist since the days of the Old Masters had ever successfully spoken the Resurrection Word for a human life. Yet Eli had ignored Penhale for the first time in his otherwise very obedient existence. He’d tried to bring back someone he loved, but in the process he spoke the Word incorrectly, causing the wayward force of the magic to blast through his head and his ears.

He’d had the courtesy to text Terrence about that at least. I think I messed up, was what he had said, and Terrence had gone to him.

At the time it’d been little over a year since Guneet’s death and Terrence had been a fucking mess of his own, and he’d still hated Eli for — well, everything, including that one night they spent together — but he had recognized that this was something he had to do as a decent human being. He’d gone to Eli in the hospital, had watched him sleep, and when Eli woke they’d talked by writing back and forth on a notepad while Terrence stared at the swollen tear-streaked bags beneath Eli’s eyes. On the notepad Terrence wrote tiny, pathetic words, like I’m sorry, man, it sucks, life goes on.

He wondered if Eli even remembered Terrence’s visit. He’d been pretty loopy on grief and drugs and Terrence had thrown out the notepad on his way out of the hospital.

Terrence frowned. He turned to Cass. “So what Shining Words do you know?”

She grinned. Her hands made the signs. “All the first-tier Words, most of the second. I can string sentences together and conjugate–”

“She can barely conjugate,” Eli corrected, slipping into his schoolteacher voice. Terrence had definitely been on the receiving end of that voice once or twice. “Her sentences are still of the single subject and object variety. When she heated this room, she could only use the base Word without being able to add additional Shining Words for specific temperatures, duration, or space.”

“Duh, if I had a better mentor…” Cass teased.

Eli’s face went blank. Terrence could see it like a computer screen whiting out. Ouch, he thought, and Cass didn’t even seem to realize the hurt of her words, still smiling obliviously. If a Linguist went deaf — and there were many who did as an occupational hazard of messing with strange magic — it meant the end of mastery. Terrence couldn’t think of a single high-level Linguist who couldn’t hear the Shining Words that he or she spoke, not when the very craft depended on understanding sounds, on having a good ear. Eli was probably just running the Words on memory and instinct right now.
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