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Adrian wakes up as soon as his capsule unseals, the hiss of transpirating cryofluid loud in his ears; he tries to take a deep breath, reflexively, and gets a little shot of old-fashioned adrenaline when the mask's steady, slow supply of oxygen isn't enough to fill his lungs. He claws it off with fingers still half-numb from cold sleep and breathes in deeply, sitting up in his open capsule.
The entire platoon has been activated, which probably means they're due for a ground mission. Ship-to-ship maneuvers don't usually call for a lot of warm bodies.
Adrian hauls himself out of the capsule to start getting dressed; the sooner he's out of there and moving, the sooner his body can start remembering how to function at full capacity. He stretches, flexes, rolls his shoulders, trying to see if he can detect any differences in the way his body works. Nothing obvious presents itself, so most likely he had only routine maintenance from the medical staff, no new upgrades.
"Subcaptain's address in five minutes," the intercom system tells them, and from the next capsule over Simon starts cursing.
Simon Pollux, Adrian's podmate, is a skinny, snarling little bundle of nerves and venom who bitches about missions even when they're going right and bites like a bulldog when he comes. Adrian probably could have picked him up one-handed even before the muscle upgrades, but that doesn't mean Simon's helpless, not by any means. He was modded primarily for intel gathering, with fine-tuned senses and a jack for offloading memory snapshots, but he's still infantry. His marksmanship is first rate, and he's decent in close quarters, and he has never shied away from a kill that needed to be made.
His black hair is shorn close to his scalp right now, which means he probably did get upgraded during this sleep cycle. Hopefully, the new hardware won't be anything too difficult for him to get used to—his already sunny disposition takes a turn for the completely unbearable when he's trying to adjust to an upgrade that doesn't work the way he expects.
He catches Adrian watching him and smirks as he zips up his landing suit. "Come out of the deep freeze with a boner?"
Adrian rolls his eyes. "Don't you wish." he says, turning away and tying back his hair. He's not sure how anybody could come out of cryo that excited about anything; it always feels like it takes the best part of an hour before he's really functional again. And of course they get their mission briefings in the first ten minutes.
The platoon goes tromping out of the storage bay and down to the briefing room, where the 2-D screen comes on as soon as they're all assembled. Subcaptain can't be bothered to come down and address them personally, looks like.
"Third platoon, beta team," she says. Her smile on the video screen is larger than life and twice as nasty. "This is Subcaptain Szarka speaking. We have a surface mission, and you lucky bastards are up on the rotation."
That provokes a little grumbling; the subcaptain looks entirely too pleased about this, and everyone in the platoon is on their third or fourth thaw at least, long enough to know that when the officers are happy about something, it means all the grunts are fucked.
Szarka can't hear the bitching, of course; why would she need to get their input? "—colonization attempt from one of Earth's first extrasolar ventures," she's saying. The facets of her replacement eye sparkle. It makes her look particularly pleased about this mission. "Scanning has turned up traces of the colony's architecture, the atmosphere is still breathable, and temperatures are in life-supporting range. From up here, this planet looks like an invaluable resource. Your job is to hit the surface and find out why the first colony failed. Bring us back some good news! That's an order." She's still grinning when she shuts off transmission, leaving the details to lesser mortals.
"Is it just me, or do the officers really get shittier every time we thaw?" Simon asks.
"Just you," Adrian says. "Must have freezer burned your sense of optimism. Maybe you can get into sick bay for that and sit this one out."
Simon snorts, stubbornly not smiling. "I should be so fucking lucky," he says. "More likely they'd decide that was a change worth propagating across the corps, and I'd have to donate tissue for culturing."
"Don't sell yourself short," Adrian says, clapping him on the shoulder as they start toward the staging bay to gear up. "The best science in the empire still couldn't replicate your charming personality."
Simon shrugs his hand off and elbows Adrian in the side, but he's losing the fight to keep a straight face, so it's worth it.
They gear up: rifles, masks, rations, sample kits, Simon’s comm unit. Standard equipment for a first foray into potentially hazardous territory. No separate armor, because they don't have any indications that they'll be facing heavy combat, and even well-distributed body armor slows a soldier down. Their regular-issue landing suits have a thin armor padding layer that's enough for most missions. Adrian keeps an eye on Simon as they get their gear loaded and stashed, and he knows Simon's doing the same for him. They'll be relying on each other out there.
"Deploy time, people, pod up!" the sergeant in charge calls. Simon meets Adrian's eyes and nods once: he's ready, despite the bitching.
They slide into their landing pod, one of a dozen arranged in the staging bay, and buckle themselves in. Adrian closes his eyes and tries to pretend he's anywhere else. He wouldn't say he's claustrophobic, exactly—that'd be a hell of a flaw for a capsule grunt to get past the medical examiners—but he doesn't like closed spaces, and practice doesn't seem to be making it easier.
"Don't freak out on me, asshole," Simon tells him as the pod hatch closes.
"I'm fine," Adrian says too sharply. He's not a good liar and never has been.
Simon snorts. "Yeah, I know," he says. Their pod slides forward into launch alignment, and his hand finds Adrian's. It's hard to feel much through their gloves, but the pressure of his grip is comforting anyway.
Their pod launches with a roar of thrusters, and then for a few brief moments there's silence from outside, as they drift—not yet falling—through empty space between the Arbiter's orbit and the planet's outer atmosphere. Then, the hiss of particulate against the hull starts up, the sound building at almost the same rate that the planet's gravity catches hold of them.
Coming down never takes more than twenty minutes or so, and the pods are well-insulated enough that it doesn't even heat up much. Still, there's a fine layer of nervous sweat sticking Adrian's hair to the back of his neck by the time their pod comes crunching and skidding to a halt on the surface. He fights down the instinct to claw at the release lever immediately.
"Good to go?" Simon asks. He’s checking his mask, a set of quick, familiar gestures.
Adrian makes himself do the same. "The sooner the better," he says.
Simon nods. "Beta Twenty-Two, opening up," he says into their comm link. Then he hits the release lever.
Their masks start to fog up before the hatch has hissed all the way open. Adrian unbuckles his harness as quickly as he can and gets out of the damn pod, at least, waiting for the mask to clear. The planet's surface is warm, which is a nice change from the last mission they got dropped into; that one was a frosty, barren chunk of rock that wound up not even having enough mineral resources to make it worth the expense of the landing crew.
"Fuck this piece of shit," Simon says when he gets out of the pod. Through the haze on the inside of the mask Adrian can barely see him moving. "The air's breathable, isn't it?"
The comm unit squawks. "Beta Twenty-Two, we've lost life signs in one of your masks. Report."
"We're taking the fucking things off," Simon snaps. "They fog like hell. Can't do recon if we trip and fall in the first hole in the ground we wander into."
There's a return argument from the comm unit, but Adrian can't make out the words; he's busy stripping his own mask off and stowing it in the pod. "Yeah, of course we'll check in," Simon is saying as Adrian reaches out to take his mask, too. He makes rolling his eyes a full-body gesture. "None of Beta is green, so how about you sit back and let us do our fucking jobs?"
"Shifting to auxiliary monitors," the poor comms officer says. "Try not to lose your suit out there, too."
Simon visibly stifles a smile. "No promises," he says. "Beta Twenty-Two, out."
Adrian shakes his head. "You're going to get called up for discipline again," he says. "Are you trying to get yourself discharged?"
"Tch." Simon shrugs it off. "With the amount of hardware they've got under my skull, there's no way they'd get rid of me just for a little backtalk."
Adrian lets it go. When Simon gets cocky like this, no amount of being reasonable will remind him to be careful. "Okay," he says instead. "You want to get this show on the road?"
"Sure. Let's do this." Simon's eyes shutter from off-duty blue to scanning red, and he does a slow visual sweep of the area. Adrian waits for him to pick a direction: podmates are two-soldier teams, one outfitted for intelligence gathering and one outfitted for heavier combat and trail-breaking. Once Simon decides where they're headed, it will be Adrian's job to make sure they get there.
Now Simon nods, thumbing the switch on the comm unit on his shoulder. "Beta Twenty-Two, heading north from landing site," he says. A few of the other units in the platoon respond with their orientations, setting up the beginnings of a sweep net that will let them cover ground efficiently. Simon gestures forward, and they get moving.
The planet's surface looks like documentary video of old Earth, a clear patch cut into the dirt where their pod came down, but almost everything covered in plants otherwise. Tiny leafy things that flatten under their boots, tall spreading trees, thick vines that wind upward and drape between branches. The air is thick with moisture, and heavy with unfamiliar smells.
"Any signs of trouble?" Adrian asks as they head into the heavier forest. "I know we're not expecting human survivors, but anything else?"
"No signs yet," Simon answers. "I'm doing infrared passes, but not picking out anything that looks dangerous. We've got a lot of plants, and some moving heat sources that are likely small animals, but nothing substantial enough to look like a threat."
Adrian flicks a heat knife through a tangle of vines in front of them; the vines split neatly, dropping to either side. "Seems weird. Wouldn't they have brought some large-animal specimens, too, if this was supposed to be a colony? All the early colonizing expeditions did that stuff, trying to replicate Earth ecosystems."
"Eh." Simon shrugs. "I'm a scout, not an ecologist. Maybe the same thing that got the colonists got their animals. Maybe they had a war or something and they killed each other's livestock."
"Charming thought," Adrian mutters.
Simon hears him anyway. "It's why you keep me around," he says. "Bear east a little bit."
Adrian turns, picking out a path they can manage as the ground slopes upward. "Find something?"
"Maybe." One of the things that makes Simon a good recon guy is that he doesn't make a lot of assumptions about his inputs. "Might just be some rock formations that shear in regular shapes. But it could be what's left of architecture."
"How far?" Adrian asks. There's a narrow track winding up through the undergrowth, where the fallen leaves are more tightly packed and bare ground shows through in a few spots. It'll be easier going than cutting a straight path through the vegetation, so Adrian takes it.
"Fifteen hundred meters or so," Simon says, not moving yet. "Most of it up this grade."
Adrian glances back. "Hope you can keep up," he says with a quick smile. "It's too early for me to start carrying you."
"Tch," Simon spits, shouldering his way up to level with Adrian as they find their way up the trail. It's slow going, steep in a lot of places, slippery in others, and once they disrupt a den of some kind of small animals, furry gray bodies scattering into the underbrush.
Still, the work is helping; Adrian feels like he's finally all the way thawed out, his body doing what he tells it to, his strength entirely at his command. He hopes they'll be able to stay out of cryo for a while this time—maybe they'll find something important here and have to stick around to excavate or set up an outpost. They must be coming due for some conscious down time by now.
They're not quite to the peak of the hill they're climbing when Simon's comm unit squawks. "Beta Fifteen to all units," the intel specialist says, her voice just this side of panic. "We've had contact with hostiles. Human-sized, protean form, mottled coloring. Clinging tentacles with some kind of stingers, probably a neurotoxin."
Adrian and Simon hold still, listening. Adrian tries to look Simon in the eyes, even though the red filter means he can't really tell where Simon is focusing. Another voice over the comms: "Avoid or engage, Fifteen?"
"Avoid if possible," Fifteen answers. "Engage with distance attacks if you can pick them out. There's practically no heat signature—you'll have to find them by movement."
"How many?" Adrian prompts.
Simon nods. "How many did you run into?" he asks into the comm unit. "Any signs of cooperation?"
"We have two down," Fifteen says. "There might have been a third—it was chaos over here. Definitely coordinating their attacks."
"Shit," Simon mutters.
Someone else comes on with, "Thanks for the update. Good luck out there, Fifteen, everybody."
Simon takes a deep breath, squaring his shoulders. "Let's get going," he says. "There's our answer to what killed the colony, I guess. Alien tentacle chameleons."
"That's the sort of answer that makes a guy sorry he asked," Adrian says.
"Tell me about it." Simon turns his head slowly, scanning the forest again. They don't start moving until he nods, and even then, they take it slowly. Moving through territory with known hostile wildlife is a different game from exploring uninhabited terrain. Twice on the way to the top of the hill they have to stop while Simon watches the trees for any sign of movement. The hair on the back of Adrian's neck prickles with nerves.
When they reach the top of the ridge, they have to stop for a different reason: they've definitely found remains of the colony here. The terrain flattens, and the trees thin out, growing up between the shells of old concrete buildings—moss-covered and weathered, but still recognizable as human artifacts. Simon uncoils the cable from the comm unit and plugs it into the jack behind his ear.
"Beta Twenty-Two transmitting to Arbiter," he says. "We have visuals on some old architecture here. Sending images."
There's quiet for a minute, just the rustle of the forest around them, and then the comm unit returns, "Nice job, Twenty-Two. We're recording your transmission coordinates. See if you can get in closer and investigate the site. Any artifacts that identify the age of the colony or records of its history are first priority."
"Read you loud and clear." Simon reaches for his transmission jack. "We'll report again when we've gotten some data here." He unplugs and stows the cable, and then flashes Adrian the kind of smile that's just barely different from baring teeth. "After you, meat shield."
That deserves some kind of snappy comeback, but Adrian's too on edge to come up with one. He starts in toward the outlying buildings, moving slow, rifle at the ready. He hasn't missed the ugly, tense waiting state that settles over them on a hostile world, between engagements. It feels like his senses change, sharpening, his body coiled in a state of waiting-for-trouble. It must be worse for Simon—they actually built him to be twitchy and observant, where Adrian's just going on experience and shreds of primitive instinct.
The first buildings at the edge of the settlement are low, squat things: concrete block walls cracked and crumbling, not much in the way of windows. One of them used to have some kind of domed roof, but the material must have been less durable, because now there are rusted steel ribs arching over empty space, dripping with vines. The buildings are crumbling from the edges inward, concrete splitting and weathering, thick moss clinging to the northern walls. Almost everything is shades of green, covering up the old concrete gray. Occasionally a bird flits through the edge of Adrian's vision, a streak of bright color that makes him tense and spin, looking for danger.
"I really wish we had better equipment for sensing these things," he says after the third time.
"Fuck you," Simon answers, active red-lit eyes sweeping in Adrian's direction and then moving onward.
Shit. He's used to Simon's moods flipping, but that doesn't make it easier to handle. "That's not what I meant and you should damn well know it," Adrian says. He picks up speed, closing the distance between them. "There's nothing wrong with you."
Simon makes a snarling, dismissive noise. "Not what it sounded like," he says.
Now is not the time. Adrian stops anyway, grabbing Simon's narrow shoulder and spinning him around to meet his eyes. "Are we really having this conversation?" he asks. He watches the scanning light shutter off in Simon's eyes, cool bright blue replacing the red. "You really think you're just a piece of gear to me?"
"No, I just." Simon shrugs free of his hand, because Adrian isn't trying to hold on. "I'm a dick. You know that." He rubs the back of his head, wincing. "Not trying to make it worse."
"I know," Adrian says. He wants to pull Simon close again, wants to run his hands over the prickly close-shorn fuzz on Simon's scalp. The brass do treat them like pieces of gear, a lot of the time: lists of upgrades, specialized machines for exploration and peacekeeping. They need a little down time where they can treat each other like people for a while. "Come on, let's sweep this site and set up a defensible spot to overnight, okay?"
Simon nods. "Right," he says. His ocular sensors come back on and the tension level ratchets straight up his spine. "Behind you," he says quietly. "Moving slow, like it's stalking. It's coming across the roof of the building to your five o'clock."
"Got it." Adrian adjusts his grip on his rifle, takes two steps onward as if nothing has changed, and then turns and sinks into a firing crouch, swinging the gun up. He's firing before he's stopped to process what he's seeing: the hissing screech of the energy pulse rips the air, and it smells like burning plastic. The first shot misses, but the second makes the alien thrash, and as soon as it's moving fast it's impossible not to see it, the hulking, graceless slither of the main body and the thrashing motion of its limbs. Adrian pumps three more shots into it before it stops moving and slides off the edge of the building, spilling into a heap on the ground.
And Simon barks, "Down," sharp and urgent.
Adrian drops to the forest floor, rolling, as Simon fires into the space above him. Right. Coordinating their attacks. He pulls up as soon as he's clear, shooting at the second alien. It's a lot closer than the other one, way too close for comfort, but that means they're both frying it at short range. It thrashes briefly and collapses, and the air stinks of scorched meat. Organic compounds, notes the distant part of Adrian's brain that goes into observation mode while the rest of him gets drunk on adrenaline. Makes sense, given the makeup of the world itself, but good to know all the same.
"Any others?" he asks, scanning their surroundings as if he'll be the one to spot them.
"Looking," Simon says, rifle held at the ready, shoulders tight as he searches for more trouble. "Can't see any," he says after a tense moment of quiet. "That's no guarantee, though. They're fuckers."
"Yeah," Adrian agrees. "Maybe we can put in for that to be the species name."
Simon actually cracks a smile, which feels like more of a victory than killing a couple of semi-sentient aliens. "I'll second that if you bring it up to the xenobio goons," he says.
"Deal," Adrian says. He picks himself up off the dirt and goes to examine one of the bodies—not too closely, because you never know when something is just playing dead or when a last nerve spasm will kick you with bone-breaking force.
The things are pretty damn creepy up close. They have a few appendages that look like actual limbs, with obvious joints and grasping paws at the ends, but then they also have the tentacles, growing in pairs out of the main body. The skin looks hairless, as best he can tell, mostly a light sandstone brown with just enough greenish-gray mottling to make excellent camouflage in a wooded environment.
Dead leaves rustle and crunch as Simon comes over to take a look himself. "Changed my mind," he says. He prods the body with a stick. "I'm going to hold out for 'ugly fuckers.'" He pushes it over so they can take a look at the underside, where they find the creature's mouth, distended and slack, with surprisingly blunt teeth. "Vestigial eyes, here." Simon points with the end of the stick. "Really creepy. Almost human shaped."
"Thanks, I'm not going to be able to unsee that," Adrian says.
Simon nudges him with an elbow. "Gotta give you reasons to keep me around, right?"
Adrian nudges back—carefully; most of his mods went into making him stronger, and it wouldn't be too hard for him to knock a skinny little thing like Simon right over. "Yeah, if I ever start to worry that I'm running low on nightmare fuel, I know just the guy to talk to."
"I'll tell you bedtime stories any time," Simon answers. He hasn't looked up from the dead alien yet. The way he keeps shifting position, and then stopping, Adrian bets he's recording still images.
"You want to transmit those before we move on?" Adrian asks.
Simon shakes his head. "I don't know if it's the atmosphere down here or a loose wire in my connections or something, but that first upload was trying to give me a headache. I'd rather wait and send one batch when we've gotten this spot sorted for real."
"Okay." Adrian steps away from the carcass, and after a few more seconds Simon does, too. "Breaking and entering time."
They head down the overgrown path between the buildings, keeping their backs to the wall as much as possible. Every shifting shadow suggests a hostile alien. The first door they come to is metal, hinges rusted, paint peeling in strips to leave the alloy beneath vulnerable. Simon steps away from the wall, rifle at the ready, scanning the roof lines around them; Adrian steps up to the door itself.
The lever squeaks and sticks; no surprise, given the condition of the rest of this ruin. Adrian gives it a sharp tug and it snaps, brittle in his hands. He presses against the door, feeling the amount of give he has to work with, and looks at the spots where metal framing joins concrete. "I think I can get this damn thing off the hinges," he says. "Going to make a lot of noise, though."
"In case there's anything in the nearest kilometer that didn't hear our little dispute earlier?" Simon asks. "Go for it, I got you covered."
All of the ground crew carry a variety of tools strapped into their landing suits; the one Adrian takes off his belt now is a titanium-alloy multipurpose tool with a chisel's blunt wedge at one end and a rounded hammering weight at the other. He flips it around hammer-end first and smacks the weight into the concrete of the wall, just below the top hinge. Concrete cracks and splinters with a sharp sound of protest, and okay, maybe right now it would be helpful to have the mask; taking concrete chips in the eye wouldn't do anything to make this mission run more smoothly. But hopefully, this won't take long.
The whole building is in terrible shape, honestly. However many years of wind and rain and local seismic activity have taken their toll, and in the early attempts to settle new planets, people often favored quick construction techniques over lasting ones. Adrian knocks enough chips out of the concrete to give him room to shove the chisel end under the hinge so he can pry it free.
He can't remember anymore what it felt like before he was modified, whether the flex of muscle was the same sensation then as it is now; as far back as he can remember it's like this, augmented muscle fibers pulling against reinforced skeletal structure and the heat of exertion in his limbs. The pry bar shifts, grating against concrete, making metal ping and screech. The hinge's bolts only resist for a few seconds before they're scraping their way free of the disintegrating concrete, leaving the hinge hanging uselessly from the door. "Halfway there," Adrian says.
"Less talking, more defensible space," Simon says from behind him. "I swear we've still got company."
"Right." Adrian drops to his knees, making a few more focused strikes around the bottom hinge so he can pry that one loose, too. He's in the middle of digging under the hinge when Simon's rifle goes off. "Status," Adrian says flatly.
"Spooked it," Simon answers. The tension is audible in his voice. "Are we in yet?"


The second hinge comes loose, and now the door is only secured by its failed latch. "Almost," Adrian says. He gets up and pries the door outward with the chisel until he can get his weight behind it and shove. The thin metal of the door bends outward with a screech; inside the building is dark, stale air wafting out from the doorway. "Clear," Adrian says, "but we're going to need lights."
"We can do that." Simon slips past him into the dark and Adrian follows. The door sags mostly closed again when Adrian lets go of it, leaving only a thin line of light spilling into the room. They flip on their rifles' attached flashlights at almost the same instant.
It looks like the building was basically just one room—a dormitory, judging by the rows of bunks along the walls. They stand empty now, mattresses crumpled and sagging on the frames, some kind of synthetic material that didn't break down in the damp of this artificial cave. There's almost no sign of anything rotting or growing anywhere in the dorm, as they sweep their lights around to take it in. A little mossy stuff right around the door, but otherwise it looks like the two of them are the first to disturb this spot in a damn long time.
"So whatever got the colony," Adrian says, "it didn't get them in bed." Simon snickers, and then Adrian realizes what that sounded like. "Shut up, you."
"Hah. Make me," Simon says.
Adrian snorts. "What, right here?" he asks. They're on active mission duty on the ground in hostile territory. This enclosure seems relatively safe and they'd see trouble coming through the only available point of ingress, but that's theoretical, and there is definitely unfriendly alien life nearby. They don't honestly know their enemies' limits.
He can see Simon mentally running through a similar list and arriving at roughly the same conclusion: there are plenty of reasons not to. But screw them all. Simon slings his rifle around to his back, flashlight pointing at nothing on the floor. He takes a step closer. "I'll race you," he says.
Adrian shoves his rifle out of the way and Simon lunges for him. Their mouths meet with jarring, needy force, Simon's teeth scraping at his lip, both of them yanking at the seals on the other's landing suit. They've done stupid things like this enough times that they can get into each other's clothes about as quickly as their own. Simon's hand snakes into Adrian's half-open suit still gloved, curls cool and rough around his cock, and that little hint of discomfort is enough to make all of Adrian's nerves light up. He fumbles a glove off before he reaches for Simon's cock in turn—even if Simon did like it that rough, Adrian needs to be able to feel what he's doing to have any confidence that he's not going to use excessive force by accident.
Adrenaline's still the best aphrodisiac there ever was. Adrian's mostly hard when Simon first touches him, and completely hard by the time he gets Simon's cock in his hand, and the muffled low snarl Simon makes against his shoulder is a match for any dirty talk he's ever heard.
He pumps Simon's cock fast, hard, and Simon bites him right under the jaw, above the high collar of his suit. He's thrusting into Simon's hand, rubbing himself raw against the grips of Simon's glove, and it feels good enough to be awake and alert and alive that he doesn't even mind.
"More," he says his voice harsh and cracking, and Simon bites him again, sucking at his skin to turn the pain from sharp to aching. It'll leave a bruise. Simon's cock is leaking pre-come on his fingers at the top of each stroke. Little tremors run through Adrian, need gathering, tension building, his balls drawing tight. Simon's free hand snakes up to grab his ponytail and pull, and that's it, Adrian is groaning and shuddering, coming in his hand.
Simon makes a needy, frustrated sound and doesn't let go. "Faster," he says, a thin whine of frustration.
"I got you," Adrian promises, picking up his tempo, twisting his wrist at the top of each stroke. He can feel Simon trembling against him, clutching, pulling his hair almost too hard—and then there's the moment when he stops breathing entirely for a second or two, and the perfect moment after that when his come bathes Adrian's fingers, and he sags against Adrian in relief.
They pant for breath for a few seconds, leaning on each other, and then Simon is pulling away, fumbling for something in the dark. "Here." He presses a wad of tissues into Adrian's hand.
"Thanks." That wasn't enough, and Adrian's pretty sure Simon would agree, but it'll have to do for now. They can't really afford to take a substantial break together while they're still in the middle of site exploration; if they stop for long enough to raise any flags, they'll need to have something interesting to show for it.
He wipes up as best he can in the dark; neither of their lights do more than throw weird shadows around the room. "We're probably destroying some kind of fragile alien ecosystem leaving our trash here," Adrian says as Simon drops his wadded-up tissues on the floor.
Simon laughs. "Genocide by sperm," he says. "That's definitely the kind of legacy I want to leave behind."
"You would," Adrian says, smiling helplessly. "You're horrible." He drops his own contribution to ecological destruction, tucks back into his suit, and zips up.
"I try." Simon takes half a step toward him, and then hesitates, a wiry, hunched-shouldered silhouette in the dark. Adrian closes the other half of the distance for him and leans down into a kiss, licking his way into Simon's mouth. This is just about the only time Simon manages to kiss without making it a challenge, in those first few minutes after he's had the edge taken off with an orgasm. Sometimes Adrian wonders if he was always this prickly, or if it's something the medical crews built into him when they made him a scout. He's never asked; odds are pretty good Simon can't remember, and none of them really like to be reminded of the ways they've lost their past.
Simon's the first to pull away, like usual. "Let's clear out the rest of this dump," he says. "We've got a few hours before sundown."
"Maybe we can find the pristine ruins of an abandoned luxury hotel," Adrian says.
"With a cache of unopened, unspoiled liquor," Simon suggests.
"Right." Adrian swings his rifle around where it'll be useful again, and turns toward the door. "So now we have a clear mission objective. Let's get going."
It takes a second to adjust to the light outside, after the dark of the ruin. Simon shoves past him as Adrian hesitates. "Fucking stupid that they don't give you at least some light sensitivity upgrades for your eyes," he says.
Adrian manages to hold down the shudder. Nobody's ever conscious when they get upgraded; if something went wrong he'd never know. But the idea of having his eyes messed with is still a little uncomfortable. "Wouldn't want anybody to be too useful on his own, I guess," he says. There probably are policy reasons. They probably make sense to the brass who wrote them up, even. But probably there's no point in history where the things that make sense to the brass are actually what the grunts on the ground care about.
"Come on, let's get through the next one," Simon says. "You need me to hold your hand, or can you see yet?"
"I can stumble along in your wake just fine," Adrian says. "Let me know next time you need a door held for you."
The next building they investigate isn't fully sealed up like the dormitory was; at some point the concrete split in a long, jagged crack down the middle of one wall, and it's been crumbling in sections ever since. The jungle is in the process of reclaiming the interior through the breach, twining vines, fallen leaf-litter, and the rank, sharp smell of some kind of animal denning in the corners. It might have been a store house at some point, but by now it's nothing they can salvage without a full archaeological setup and soil analysis. Simon records more stills, but they don't linger.
The now-roofless one looks like it was a hangar, and still has a few rusted-through and grown-over hulks of ancient vehicles sitting in it. A nest of some kind of rodents flees as the two of them walk through, studying the remains. Adrian pries open the engine casings for the most complete-looking vehicles so Simon can record what the engines look like; the prevailing technology will give the guys upstairs at least some help in dating the colony.
Fourth time is apparently the charm. The building right at the center of the little compound is mostly intact, designed to be easy to defend, and when they manage to defeat the locks on one of the two doors, it turns out to have been a command center. There are electronic artifacts—communicators, stationary computing stations, what looks like some kind of laboratory for biological research. The lab is a mess, specimens turned to black rot, beakers and equipment fallen and broken on the floor. The computers fared somewhat better, though they're still not in good shape; there's moss growing on surfaces inside the building, and some of the machines are probably irrevocably damaged. Some of them might be salvageable, though, and if there's even one computer that they can extract any data from, it'll be an immense help in uncovering the colony's history.
Simon hooks up his communicator and starts uploading all the images he's captured since they arrived: the alien carcass, the buildings, the technology. Adrian sets up a permanent beacon so the second-stage team will be able to pinpoint this location quickly, half listening to Simon's conversation with the comms officer.
"We're not going to make a bigger find than this," Simon is saying when Adrian starts really paying attention. He sounds irritated. "This is a definite site of importance. Leaving this site to wander randomly into the jungle in search of some nebulous 'other discovery' is stupid."
"You are a scouting team, Twenty-Two," the officer on the other end answers. Different voice from last time—this one sounds bored, nasal and unpleasant. Like somebody who would benefit from a good punch in the face. "You aren't researchers. You've done what you can do at the current site. You should have another ninety-five minutes of search time before you lose the natural light."
"You useless fucking—"
"You are replaceable," Officer Douchebag says. "We all are. While you are on duty, you will follow orders and fulfill your function for the sake of the Arbiter and her mission. You will spend the next ninety-five minutes being useful, not sitting on a discovery you've already reported."
The communication goes silent abruptly—just long enough for Simon to take a breath. "That son of a bitch!" he snarls then, kicking the nearest desk. The computer on it wobbles, but doesn't fall. Simon looks about ready to grab the stupid thing and throw it.
Adrian gets to him first, gets both arms around him and holds him still. "Deep breaths. Deep breaths, Simon, come on."
Simon is a coil of tension in his arms, a snapping live wire. "You heard that, didn't you? Piece of shit radio jockey thinks he can just—"
"I heard him," Adrian interrupts, before that can go any further. He starts steering Simon toward the door; he can feel Simon trying to fight him over it, but it's not enough to make a difference. "He's an asshole. But we can't get to him from down here."
"Stop being so fucking reasonable," Simon growls. He tries bracing his heels against the floor, which slows Adrian down only because he's trying not to do Simon any injuries by mistake. When Simon realizes how ineffective resisting is, he goes limp instead. "You can't tell me you think this is acceptable."
Adrian sighs. "Of course not," he says. He drags Simon outside with him; the light's going red-gold this late in the afternoon, and the heat feels more comfortable than oppressive. "It doesn't make me happy either. I just don't know what we can do about it from here." He keeps one arm around Simon's middle, holding onto him so he can't go anywhere, and reaches up with the other to rub the black-velvet fuzz of his scalp. "That guy was an idiot. It was a stupid order. But you can't kick his ass from here, and if we fuck up the site, then we're the ones in trouble."
"Shut up. I know. I do." Simon leans into him, taking deep breaths that sound like conscious effort. "Ugh. Okay. I think I'm all right. I'm getting worse, aren't I?"
"Maybe," Adrian says. Simon's always been a little twitchy. "You think the new mods are messing with you?" It's always a problem that intel-modded soldiers have to keep an eye on; there's only so much you can mess with a guy's brain before he starts acting like something's gone wrong in there.
Simon exhales hard, lets his head fall so his forehead rests on Adrian's shoulder. "Maybe," he echoes. "God. Okay. I'm fine. Let's... whatever, let's get this stupid exploration done."
Adrian doesn't let go of him just yet. "Right. We'll just go for a nice walk in the woods, kill some time, and then come back here to overnight." Stupid orders or no, they're not going to pass up a chance to sleep in a defensible structure instead of out in the open; even the most pigheaded officer couldn't argue that they should.
"Yeah," Simon agrees. "Yeah, we can do that. Let's get going." He steps back, straightening up, and his eyes turn active red again. "We still haven't found that luxury hotel, after all. Maybe we'll get lucky if we just poke around a little more."
"There you go," Adrian says. It almost hurts to wish for a break like that, some days, but if it's helping Simon more than it hurts him right now, Adrian can go along with it. They have to be due for some leave. They just need to get through this one stupid mission—just need to last until the reinforcements show up to secure this site and any that the other recon teams turn up. They'll be fine.
Adrian brings his rifle up to ready, watching Simon scan the jungle around them. "Pretty sure it's a crap shoot, nothing much in any direction." Simon starts north, along the remains of the road through the colony outpost. "So hey, might as well just keep heading up this way, yeah?"
"Following your lead," Adrian says. They walk through the empty corridor between the last few buildings of the outpost; it looks like there was some attempt to put some paving in here, not enough to really last, but enough to make the greenery struggle instead of thrive, so they can blaze a trail through it without too much trouble.
That ends shortly after the last building does, and then they both switch to heat knives, cutting their way into the jungle in tandem. They move slowly, with Simon straining to track motion through the trees. The damn aliens couldn't be warm-blooded and easy to find. Not with their luck.
The slow setting of the sun makes the reddish light start to fade, coming more weakly through the trees, but the heat hasn't changed much—it's gone from outright sweltering to just hot, but it doesn't seem likely to cool down much further. Their landing suits are designed to wick away body moisture, but that doesn't help with the sweat trickling down Adrian's temples and sticking his hair to the back of his neck.
"Maybe we should break for food," Simon suggests eventually, stopping and poking at the yellow fruit hanging from one of the trees. "Turns out bodies have all kinds of stupid needs when you thaw them out."
"Don't eat the alien fruit," Adrian says.
Simon bursts out in startled laughter. "I seem that fucked up?"
"Specialist Pollux is showing signs of extended mission stress," Adrian says, as deadpan as he can manage.
"Specialist Lovasz can eat a dick," Simon says, unzipping one of his suit pockets and reaching for a ration bar.
Adrian grins. "Negative, unsecured area makes the maneuver inadvisable," he says.
"See, you're just coming up with more arguments for going back," Simon says through his first mouthful. He looks away, still scanning. "I'm just bitching now. Don't listen to me. I can hold it together through this."
"I know you can," Adrian says. He stifles the impulse to add something obnoxiously mushy. "I'm used to the bitching, though. I think I'd worry if you stopped."
Simon smiles, maybe almost like he means it. "Asshole," he says, with no venom in his voice at all.
They get through their rations and move on, and if Simon is thinking—the way Adrian is, despite himself—about the fact that field rations taste so fuck-awful boring that mystery alien fruit is still tempting, at least he doesn't try to put the idea into practice. They don't move much further away from the colony site, just circle around it in a slow-moving, undermanned, inefficient perimeter sweep. That isn't the way he'll want to describe it in their mission report, Adrian thinks. Maybe Simon's pessimism is rubbing off.
"Okay," Adrian says after a few more minutes of exploring, "we've followed our orders. Let's head back before it gets dark enough that I'm stumbling around half-blind."
"Don't have to ask me twice," Simon says. He stops in his tracks and pivots, starts cutting a path straight toward the colony. Adrian would say something about his sudden energy and enthusiasm, but honestly, it's hard to fault him. Getting out of the jungle and off-duty for the night sounds like a damn good idea.
Dusk is falling fast now; it's a good thing they didn't go any further out than they did. Already it's getting tricky to pick out details, and colors are starting to fade to the blue-gray of oncoming night. There's a quiet, high-pitched chirping whirr coming from all directions; it sounds almost mechanical, but Adrian thinks it's an insect noise. It doesn't do anything for his nerves, either way.
Maybe five minutes from the site and ten minutes from real dark, Simon snaps, "Cover!"
Adrian dives off the trail they've been clearing, rolling in the underbrush and dropping his heat knife so he can raise his rifle. An alien lands right in the middle of the space they've just vacated, solid limbs flexing to take the impact, tentacles whipping above its body. Adrian squeezes off a quick blast as he gets to his feet, and the alien makes a terrible howling noise. "How many?" Adrian calls.
"Three, at least!" Simon yells back. "Augh, you fuck!"
That sounds bad. The one Adrian shot isn't down yet, turning, grasping at him, and he shoots it again—a more solid hit this time, something that must hit vital spots. The thing stops in its tracks, shuddering and thrashing as its legs go out from under it.
Another one lands on his back and Adrian staggers. A tentacle wraps around his throat, squeezing hard, and he can hear the thing's harsh breathing over the roaring in his ears as he sees spots. He lets go of his gun and grabs the tentacle around his throat instead. He yanks it away from his throat, gets a more solid grip, and pulls, ducking his head so he can drag the thing over him and flip it. It tries to cling to him at first, but as the muscles in his shoulders come alive its grip falters, and then it's crashing to the forest floor in front of him. Tentacles thrash; behind him somewhere Simon's rifle barks.
Adrian takes one step closer and brings a boot heel down hard into the center of the thing's body. Something crunches and caves in, and all the flailing limbs lock up. Adrian takes the opportunity to sling his gun back around and pump a solid blast into the body.
He turns as soon as it falls limp. Simon's struggling with one, too close for a clear shot. It's bigger than he is, and he's fighting not to be pinned. Adrian rushes for them, and just as he gets into hand-to-hand range Simon gets his knife hand free, slashing upward with the orange blur of the heat knife. The alien howls, and the smell of scorching flesh fills the air. Adrian grabs it and pulls, dragging it off Simon. The red glow of Simon's eyes throws his expression into sharp relief, his bared teeth as he makes another sweep with the knife. He guts the thing; Adrian can feel the spasm as it starts to die.
"That all of them?" Adrian asks, dropping this one.
"Think so," Simon says. He presses a hand to his shoulder and winces. "For now. Let's get moving."
Adrian nods. "You good?"
"Been better, but I can move. Go."
They take off at double time, heading back to the colony in as close to a straight line as they can manage. If these things are intelligent, they won't try again unless they have higher numbers on their side. Anything that stalks in groups tends to have enough intelligence to learn from their mistakes when they’re taking on dangerous prey.
Simon is lagging behind by the time they break out of dense cover into the colony site. "Come on," Adrian says, "almost there."
"Fuck you," Simon answers, putting on a burst of speed to get ahead. He doesn't stumble until they're almost to the command center.
Adrian catches him, keeping him on his feet. "Where'd they get you, anyway?" His throat feels a little weird, tingling and half-numb, which he really hopes won't last long.
"Shoulder." Simon's still leaning on Adrian as they duck through the door and into the pure dark. His voice is tight. "Bit right through my suit, the piece of shit."
The hair stands up on the back of Adrian's neck. Bites are always bad news, and the idea that these things can tear through the landing suits' light armor is not encouraging in the least. "Hang in there while I get this door blocked," he says.
"I'm fine," Simon insists, which is obviously a lie, but if he can keep saying so, it's probably not too bad yet. Adrian clips his flashlight to the shoulder of his suit so he can see what he's doing, and hunts up some storage crates to block the door with. They're not quite as heavy as he'd like them to be, but they still take some effort to shift, so they'll probably at least slow down anything that wants to follow them inside.
While Adrian's busy, Simon has been rigging up a camp light, which throws weird shadows on the walls, but at least gives them enough illumination to see by. He starts to peel open his suit next, wincing as he pulls it away from his left shoulder.
Adrian kneels beside him. "Nasty," he says. "Hold still and let me clean that up."
Simon makes a horrible face. "No, I figured I'd thrash around some. Maybe go try to roll around in the bio lab."
If he's still bitching, he's not on death's door yet. "Someday you'll get hurt bad enough that you actually admit it sucks, and then I'll really worry about you," Adrian says. He's unpacking the tiny, compact first aid kit tucked into one of the pockets of his landing suit, tugging off his armored gloves and trading them for the thin nitrile ones in the first aid kit. "Here, let me give you something else to complain about."
The dim yellow light of their one lamp makes Simon's skin look golden, throws shadows under his collar bone. The alien's bite is a ragged tear across the top of his shoulder, skin flapping unpleasantly loose and bare red flesh exposed. It's bleeding slowly, and there are bruises shadowing the area around the torn skin. Adrian tears open a packet of antiseptic wipes and starts trying to clean up the mess. Simon's breathing turns shaky and harsh. His eyes are blue, dark, unfocused when Adrian glances up at his face.
"Come on, tell me how much it sucks," Adrian says gently.
Simon manages a flinching ghost of a smile. "Oh, are you the one who needs reassurance here?" he asks. "You're the worst meat shield."
Adrian winces. "Guilty as charged," he says. Still, even accusations are better than miserable silence. "I don't think this did any serious muscle damage, as far as I can tell. Give me just a minute to bind it up and we'll be set for now."
"Yeah." Simon closes his eyes, makes a visible effort to control his breathing. His chest rises, falls, slowly evening out. It isn't cold in here by any means, but he has goosebumps all the same. "I don't care what Lieutenant Fuckballs upstairs thinks, I'm not going out for more recon until I've gotten that actually fixed up."
"You won't get any arguments here," Adrian says. He packs gauze against the bite and starts to tape it down. "Those things are too dangerous to go out and expose yourself unnecessarily when you've got a handicap like this." He gets the bandage secured and sets down the tape, strips off one glove to rest his hand against Simon's bare stomach. "It's not quite a luxury hotel, but I think this is the best we're going to get for R&R in the short term."
Simon nods. "Give me one of those painkiller stickies," he says. "This is actually sort of uncomfortable." He's already reaching for the first aid kit as he asks, snagging two dermal patches himself and peeling them open to paste them on either side of the bandage. "Fucking aliens. Never happy to see us."
"Yeah, having them try to get frisky with all those tentacles would clearly have been better," Adrian says.
"Heh. Easy for you to say, when they didn't get any chunks out of you." The tension is starting to ease out of Simon's posture, at least. The painkillers are probably helping. He gives Adrian a sly, obnoxious little smirk. "Or have I been wrong this whole time about why you like me? You're here for the biting and you just put up with the sex?"
"I'm here for your boundless, life-affirming optimism," Adrian says. He strips off the other glove. "The biting and the sex are both fringe benefits."
"Yeah, I'm touched by your sincerity," Simon says, rolling his eyes. "That's my favorite part of this partnership."
"I can tell." Adrian smiles, and it probably looks sappy and too smitten, but he gets away with it.
Anything in the command center that would have been soft enough to be comfortable to sleep on was also soft enough to disintegrate after years of sitting in the warm, humid air, so they don't have much in the way of bedding. It's nowhere near the first time they've had to rough it, though; they'll manage. The sheets they can pack in with their suits are too thin to be padding, really just enough of a barrier to keep direct exposure to moisture or pathogens to a minimum. Adrian spreads them on the floor in one corner anyway, on the opposite side of the room from the door outside. They'll have at least a little warning if anything tries to get inside, and a few obstacles for a hypothetical invader to cross.
They both strip their landing suits down to waist level; it's warm in here, and warmer when they're bedding down together. Simon curls up against Adrian's side, head on Adrian's shoulder, thin and bony and finally, slowly relaxing. "Beacon's on," he says quietly, almost like he's just talking to himself. "And this is a good find. They'll come get us when it's light again, won't they."
"Yeah," Adrian says. "We'll have backup tomorrow." He wonders if any of the other teams have found anything comparable, whether the old colony was as small and outclassed as it seems from this lone outpost.
"You think they're going to want to stay here?" Simon asks. His breath is warm against Adrian's throat.
"Seems reasonable to me," Adrian says. "So, I mean, who knows. But this looks like a really valuable world. Organic life well established, a climate that's easily livable and the basics of an ecology already in place."
Simon nods. "And creepy dangerous aliens, but who's counting?" He pauses, huffs an irritated sigh. "No, you're right. I hope you're right."
Adrian strokes Simon's back absently, running his thumb over the ridges and valleys of ribs. "Wouldn't have thought you'd like it here, after the first impression it's made."
"Hah, yeah, I guess not," Simon says. His fingers twitch on Adrian’s chest, almost, but not quite, petting. "It's just... it'd be a really good excuse to be normal for a while. To be people who do shit in their down time, instead of going back in the freezer when we're not useful."
"Yeah, this is probably our best shot at that any time soon, huh." It sounds nice, honestly. Also like hard fucking work, if they have to keep patrolling to take care of those tentacle things and they don't have a better way of detecting them. But it'd be a life, with actual rhythms to it. "Let's hope they go with the reasonable thing, then."
Simon's quiet for long enough that Adrian starts to think he might have dropped off to sleep. Eventually, though, he says, "You ever think about how long you have left on your commission?"
"Same as you," Adrian says. "We came out of surgery and into the corps in the same batch." Simon gives him a little annoyed sigh. "Not really what you're asking?"
"Never mind," Simon says, too fast.
Adrian shakes his head. "You brought it up," he says. He feels something stitch low and nervous beneath his ribs, because he's pretty sure he does know where this is going now. "We're more than half done by now, I know that much. It's hard to keep track of the exact timing." He could probably still back out and not ask the real question. "You're thinking about what happens after?"
"I guess." Simon's voice is barely a whisper, and he's tense against Adrian's side. "Bad luck, right? Shouldn't plan on something you might not live to see. But I... wonder, sometimes."
"You'll live to see it," Adrian says. "I'm not going to let anything—" And then Simon kisses him before he can get any further, eyes closed, mouth rough against his. It's a desperate argument of a kiss, a demand for silence. Adrian closes his eyes and lets Simon kiss him quiet.
There's a hitch in Simon's breath when he pulls back. "No stupid promises, meat shield."
Adrian swallows hard. "Okay," he says. "No stupid promises. Get some sleep and feel better."
Simon kisses him again, this time so gentle it's almost unbearable. "Okay. Sleep well."


Fingers dig into Adrian's shoulder and the body next to him is trembling, rigid with tension. His eyes snap open and for a second he can't make sense of anything. Then things resolve into clarity and it turns from confusing to horrible. Simon's eyes are wide and staring, still blue, but glowing as if his implants are active. His lips are pulled back to bare his teeth in a terrible grimace.
"Simon," Adrian says sharply, sitting up and grabbing him by the shoulders. "Fuck, talk to me, what's going on?"
A tentacle curls over Simon's right shoulder and winds around Adrian's wrist.
"Holy fuck." Adrian yanks his hand back, and Simon flinches when he pulls free of the tentacle's grip.
"I don't feel right," Simon slurs, and curls forward into a defensive little ball. The tentacle Adrian just pulled free of is attached to him. There are half a dozen of them, slender, pale as his skin, sprouting in pairs from his back.
"Shit, no wonder," Adrian says. His heart pounds, and he tries to push back the adrenaline enough to be reasonable. "Hang in there, just—give me just a second." He scrambles up, glances over at the door—still blocked—and then goes for their positional beacon. He turns it from the steady gold rendezvous point signal to the screaming red emergency. Please, please let someone on the ship be paying enough attention to send them help.
Simon hasn't moved when he gets back to their corner. Well, hasn't moved except for the drifting exploration of the tentacles, but Adrian's not sure that really counts as him moving.
"Hold on, okay?" Adrian says. He kneels beside Simon and squeezes his shoulder; this time when a tentacle brushes his arm he doesn't pull away. "Talk to me, Simon. Tell me you're still in there. Tell me you're still you."
"Still me," Simon grits out. His eyes are still doing the blue glow and it's creepy as fuck, but at least he looks like he's focusing on Adrian's face. "They feel fucking weird and I—oh, god, fuck." The tentacle closes around Adrian's wrist and squeezes rhythmically.
It's probably the stupidest thing he could possibly do right now, but Adrian wants to hug him. "We've got help coming," Adrian says. "Try not to panic. And let me know if there's anything I can do."
Simon nods. He closes his eyes and the blue shines faintly through the lids. "I should be telling you to go away," he says miserably. "But I think if you let go I'm going to throw up." Another one of the... of his tentacles reaches for Adrian's arm.
"I'm not going anywhere," Adrian says. The second tentacle isn’t grasping; instead it traces aimless lines up and down his forearm. "Do you have—oh, hell, if it got your left shoulder, your comm unit's wrecked, isn't it?"
"Yeah, it's a pile of scrap," Simon says. He's reaching for Adrian with one hand now, too. "Can't tell them just how freaky things are getting down here."
The reasonable thing to do, the thing that any superior officer would insist on, would be to get the hell away from Simon and whatever fucked up alien mutation he's caught. Adrian gives himself a few seconds to think about his choices, and then sits down again, pulling Simon into his lap. "They know it's an emergency," he says. "They'll get here when they can. Just stick with me, okay? We'll make it through this."
Simon straddles Adrian's thighs and rests his forehead on Adrian's shoulder. "You're being such an idiot right now," he whispers. "Thank you."
"Yeah, well. Not like there was anything else I could do." When Adrian puts his hands on Simon's waist, thumbs hooked in his suit, the tentacles come to curl against his arms again. "You hurting? What do they feel like?"
"No, it—they don't really hurt." Simon's fingers dig into his ribs. "It feels weird as hell, like I'm... like my back is folding open, and I know that sounds fucking crazy. But yeah, it's just. Open and weird and I feel too hot all over, but it doesn't hurt."
Adrian turns his head, kisses Simon's temple, his cheek. "That's something, at least."
"Right," Simon says harshly. "I'm infected by something horrible and turning into some kind of alien monster, but it's fine because it doesn't hurt."
"I didn't say it was fine," Adrian snaps. "Of course it's not fine. But I'm—I'm still glad you're not hurting, okay?"
Simon nods, holding on tight enough that it feels like he's trying to leave bruises. "Yeah. I. I know you're trying to help, you big jerk. I do." His tentacles twine their way up Adrian's arms, pulsing rhythmically as they move, like the crawling of a snake. His voice drops to a whisper. "It's fucking terrifying, is all."
Adrian pulls him closer. It's a little awkward, but the tentacles shift and cooperate after only a few seconds of hesitation. "I believe it. Just stick with me, okay? We'll get you fixed up. You'll be okay." He strokes Simon's back, fingertips finding the spot where one of the tentacles emerges, and Simon shudders. Adrian goes still. "Bad?"
"Not... no. Weird, not bad. It all feels really soft, really... I don't know." Simon takes a slow, shaky breath. "You can keep going."
"Mmm." Adrian doesn't move. "Do you want me to?" Usually he's pretty willing to roll with Simon's cranky, half-deflected, half-denied demands, but these are pretty unusual circumstances. A little more direct communication wouldn't hurt. "Don't let me do anything that's going to make you feel worse."
Simon rolls his uninjured shoulder slowly, flexing muscles in his back. "You won't," he says. "You're way too much of a boy scout." One of the lowest pair of tentacles snakes forward and curls into the waistband of Adrian's suit. "Crap. Um. I'm not doing that on purpose."
Adrian looks down, watching the tentacle curl and grip the suit's fiber. "I believe it. It's been a while since you played that coy."
Simon sputters, not quite a real laugh, but closer to that than to panic. "You think I'd try to get in your pants right now?"
"It's not like it would be the first time we took a stupid opportunity, right?" Adrian says. The topmost pair of tentacles are attached somewhere around shoulder blade level, and one of them curls over to brush the side of his face. He holds still, even though that's incredibly weird, and because he's watching closely he sees the instant when Simon's eyelids flutter. "You still okay?"
"Maybe." Simon pauses. "Probably." He shakes his head. "I have practice, I guess, but this is still the weirdest sense upgrade I've ever had."
"They're sensitive." Adrian strokes the one he'd tried touching before, and watches the way Simon hisses out a low, shivery breath.
"You're trying to distract me from freaking out," Simon says. His tentacles coil tighter around Adrian's arms, squeezing; it would feel like a possessive gesture if it were more obvious he was doing it on purpose.
"Is it working?" Adrian asks. It looks like it's working, the way Simon's shoulders are less hunched up tight, the way his mouth is starting to go slack instead of being a tight line. The tentacle touching Adrian's face slips down over his jaw and the side of his neck, following the line of his collarbone out across his shoulder.
Simon looks him in the eyes. The blue glow is still there, faint rather than blazing now. "Sometimes I honestly think they must have engineered you to put up with me," he says.
Adrian nods. "I always figured they matched podmates based on our existing psych profiles when we enlist."
"Fuck them," Simon says. "Fuck everything outside this room. Tell me this is about you and me."
"I don't care what they did to start it," Adrian says. "I don't care what the psych profiles said or what the plan was. I'm here for you."
"That's." Simon swallows hard, closing his eyes again. "That's what I needed to know."
Adrian leans in to kiss him.
Simon might not be in control of the tentacles, but they're definitely responding to the same things he is; as his good arm wraps around Adrian's shoulders to hold on, the rest of the tentacles also twine forward to touch and stroke and explore. It's deeply weird, but it's so much better than having Simon tense with panic there's no comparison. Adrian swipes his tongue between Simon's lips, coaxing, and Simon opens up for him. The kiss is slow, more gentle than usual; Simon's distracted, Adrian realizes, when he pets the length of one tentacle and gets a full-body shiver in response.
And they don't feel bad, either; they're soft and oddly smooth, with a curl of flexing strength beneath the velvety skin. Adrian strokes them a little more, as much as he can get his hands free to move, and Simon makes a helpless moan into his mouth.
"Yes," Simon breathes against Adrian's lips. "Yes, they're sensitive as fuck. Yes, it's working as a distraction. Yes, you should keep doing that."
Adrian laughs softly, a little knot of tension beneath his ribs starting to ease. "And that's what I needed to know," he says. He goes back to the kiss, and he wonders if Simon is getting more control over the tentacles as he goes, because their grip is relaxing now, letting Adrian move—to touch them, to pull Simon closer, to hold on.
When one of Simon's top tentacles slides up far enough to stroke his face again, Adrian turns his head and licks it. "Oh, fuck," Simon groans. "You kinky son of a bitch. Again."
Adrian licks the tentacle again—the taste is reassuringly familiar, like Simon's skin; it even has the faint chemical trace from sweating out cryostasis into his landing suit—and it curls, doubling back, seeking. He parts his lips a little further and the tip slides into his mouth. He closes his mouth around it and sucks the way he would if it were Simon's cock, gently, tongue flattened against its length. It squirms in response, thickening and pressing deeper, and Adrian feels his own cock stir in response. He moans, rocking up against Simon's weight in his lap.
Simon's good arm slides up to tangle in his hair and pull. Adrian lets himself be dragged back without really fighting; there are times when struggling against that grip feels good, but right now their situation is a little too weird. It takes a minute before Simon can get the tentacle to completely withdraw from his mouth. "Are you really sure about this?" Simon asks when he's gotten Adrian's mouth free. "I can barely control these fucking things, and I—shit, we don't know how contagious this is, you shouldn't even be touching me right now, much less—"
"Don't," Adrian says. "Don't try to push me away now." He takes Simon's free hand in his. "If you're not comfortable or you don't want to, whatever, that's fine. But don't back off because you're trying to protect me from a choice I'm willing to make."
"You would fucking choose this?" Simon demands, glaring. Tentacles whip the air behind him, like they can express his frustration.
"I would choose to stay with you," Adrian says, meeting Simon’s eyes steadily. "You're my podmate, Simon. You're my partner." He squeezes Simon's fingers, just a little, careful of his strength. "The brass know we're here and they know we need help. We'll get to a doctor. If the doctors can cure you, then they can cure me if I've caught it from you. If they can't cure you," and this is the hard part to say, the part where it's a struggle not to look down, "then like hell I want them reassigning me to somebody else. I don't want to fight without you. I don't want to lose you."
Simon swallows hard, blinking too fast. "This is the stupidest way anyone has ever had this conversation," he says hoarsely.
Adrian smiles helplessly. "I know."
"Okay. Just so we have that clear." Simon kisses Adrian hard, closed-mouthed, like he's making a point. "I wouldn't want anyone else watching my back, either."
The doctors had better be able to fix him. Adrian leans in again for another kiss, letting his hands drop to Simon's waist. He tugs back the outer layer of the landing suit and starts teasing the zipper down, and Simon lets him, tentacles stroking and petting his skin, but not taking hold. Simon's cock isn't really hard yet, but it thickens when Adrian takes hold of it, stiffening in his hand. A few slow, steady pumps, and he's definitely getting into it, rocking his hips, biting Adrian's lower lip.
Adrian growls, squeezing Simon's cock, grinding up against his ass. Simon's tentacles are curling around him again, the lowest pair trying to burrow into his pants, and when one of them squirms into the hollow beside his hipbone he can't help a strangled laugh. Simon grins against his mouth. "Ticklish spot?"
"You know it is, you brat," Adrian says. He tugs at the open edge of Simon's suit. "Come on, time to get these off, right?"
They scramble out of the rest of their uniforms in an awkward tangle of elbows and flailing tentacles. Adrian's relieved to see that the rest of Simon appears to be in order: he has some spare parts attached, sure, but the rest of him is familiar, rangy lean muscle laid close over bone, every inch of him sleek and taut. He leans forward, reaching out to push Adrian down, and for a second he winces as if he’s forgotten to be careful of his bitten shoulder, but the expression fades fast, replaced by a demanding hunger that always makes Adrian's heart beat harder.
"How far are we taking this?" Simon asks, straddling Adrian's thighs and pressing down with his good hand right in the center of Adrian's chest: stay there.
The look Simon's giving him right now, the one that says I could eat you alive and still be hungry, has always been hell on Adrian's self-control. The glow in his eyes ought to be a warning sign and instead it just makes that worse. "No holding back," Adrian says. "I'm in your hands." He smiles. "And other things."
"You have no fucking sense at all," Simon says, smiling back. He sits back, pressing his good hand to his chest just beneath the bandages. "Going to want you to do the prep this time."
"I can do that." They both tend to requisition extra packets of the mild antibiotic ointment that goes in a basic first aid kit, and the supply team tends to ignore the rate at which they go through the stuff. Adrian digs a packet out of the pockets of his discarded suit and tears it open. "Which way?"
Simon shifts, sliding further up Adrian's body, planting his knees on either side of Adrian's ribs. "Open me up," he says.
"Right," Adrian breathes. "Okay." He slicks his fingers and reaches down, stroking the crack of Simon's ass. Simon's head falls forward, and he lets out a shaky breath, and his tentacles curl and extend, seeking. Adrian presses one finger in slowly and watches the ripple of reaction, up Simon's spine, outward through the length of all six tentacles. One of them wraps around his forearm, petting him as he starts to stroke Simon open. One of the others drops down to brush across his face, and he opens his mouth when it teases at his lips.
"Yes, fuck, you want it like that," Simon says, and he shudders when Adrian sucks the tentacle into his mouth. "More."
Adrian hums around the tentacle and pushes a second finger into the tight heat of Simon's ass. Simon shudders, and more of the tentacles reach for Adrian, tracing his thighs, pulsing, one of them brushing his cock in a teasing stroke. Adrian bucks toward the touch, but the tentacle retreats, and he moans in frustration.
Simon laughs shakily. "Still not completely in control of them, sorry," he says. "If I try to get too specific about what they're doing I wind up just flailing." He rolls his hips, pushing himself down hard onto Adrian's fingers. The tentacle in Adrian's mouth pulses in time, pushing almost deep enough to choke, and Adrian moans around it. "Yeah, okay, me, too, let's do this," Simon says, as if that was a coherent demand.
He rises carefully with a hand on Adrian’s shoulder for balance, not pulling out of Adrian's mouth; Adrian lets his fingers slip free and curls them around the base of his cock to steady it instead, and Simon rocks down to take him in. Adrian's thighs flex as he pushes up in turn, and Simon's ass is clutching hot around him, just slick enough, perfectly tight.
Simon's cursing as he pushes himself down, his voice a breathy, needy whisper, "Fuck," and, "yes," and, "god, your fucking cock, Adrian," and he's gorgeous like this, bandages and tentacles and all. The light of their tiny camp lantern casts sharp shadows, outlining the muscles of his chest, the hollow of his stomach; his eyes glow with fierce pride.
Adrian tries to reach for his cock, and Simon stops him with a tentacle capturing his wrist. Adrian raises an eyebrow and Simon gives him a crooked grin. "No holding back, you said." He leans forward, and the other middle tentacle coils around Adrian's other wrist. "So let's fucking do this all the way."
The other one of the top pair of tentacles curls down over Simon's shoulder to probe at Adrian's mouth. The first one was a fairly easy fit, but the second one pressing in beside it stretches Adrian's mouth wide, makes his jaw ache with effort and his cock ache with need. He squirms, miming a struggle without really trying to get away, and the glow in Simon's eyes flares bright as he squeezes Adrian's wrists.
"More," Simon says, and his tone of voice makes it sound like a warning, or like a heads up about mission conditions—he's not asking, that's for sure. He picks up the discarded lube packet and reaches back behind himself. Adrian figures out what he's doing just a second before one of the last two tentacles squirms into the crack of his ass, ointment-slick and seeking. So much for not having control over them.
Adrian tries to spread his legs, tries to relax into the writhing, strange touch. Simon moans as he moves, hips rolling helplessly, but his tentacles don't let up, gripping and squirming and that slicked one pressing slowly, inexorably into Adrian's ass. Adrian trembles, squeezing his eyes shut. The sheer sensory overload is hard to handle, with his cock buried in Simon's ass and Simon's tentacles filling him at both ends. He moans, arching his back, and Simon fills him deeper. The pair in his mouth piston in and out, sliding across his tongue, constantly moving, but still keeping his mouth constantly filled. The one up his ass pulses, writhing and thickening inside him.
"God, yes," Simon breathes, "you should fucking see what you look like right now—you should feel this, holy shit, you're amazing." His good hand wraps around Adrian's shoulder, and he rocks himself down on Adrian's cock, slow and hard, setting a pace for them both. Adrian pulls against the grip on his arms again, just to see if Simon wants to let him move, wants him to do any of the work at all here, and can't hold back the moan when the tentacles holding him just squeeze tighter. He opens his eyes and finds that Simon has curled the last tentacle around his own cock, pushing into its hold with every thrust of his hips.
Adrian moans, because damn, Simon should see what he looks like right now, too—this is unbelievable, this whole thing, unbelievable and dizzying and hot. Simon has always been the one to take the lead, the one to push things, but he's never had this kind of physical ability to back that up before. It's so hot it almost hurts, having Simon stuff him full and use his cock and hold him down, making him do nothing but accept this, surrender to it. Adrian chokes briefly when one of the tentacles in his mouth pushes too deep, but when it starts to pull back he moans a plea and it doesn't withdraw. He's trembling on edge, all his nerves scraped raw, and trying to hold out long enough for Simon to—
Simon's thighs clench tight against Adrian's sides, and he's gasping, "Fuck, fuck, yes, ah," and his tentacles tighten and thrash as his come splatters Adrian's chest. Adrian bucks under him as Simon's tentacles pulse in his mouth and his ass, perfect friction, and it's too much to take: he arches up and comes almost before Simon is through clenching down around him.
"God," Simon whispers, "oh, god," curling down across Adrian's chest. He's shaking. His tentacles' grip loosens, so Adrian pulls his hands free and wraps his arms around Simon's back. For a minute or so Adrian just pets Simon's back, stroking the knobs of his spine, slow and soothing. Slowly, like he's having trouble getting enough coordination, Simon pulls all his tentacles back.
Adrian works his jaw back and forth a few times to ease the soreness out of it, and then kisses Simon's temple gently. "Okay?"
Simon's still shaking. "It's really fucking weird, that's all," he says. "You were great, okay, so don't—don't worry about that. It's just, you know, feeling pleasure in body parts I'm not supposed to have, still a little creepy."
"Sorry," Adrian says, "I wasn't trying to—" Simon covers his mouth with one hand, and he shuts up.
"Don't apologize, asshole." Simon's tentacles are twining around Adrian's arms again, like it's a reflex. "You didn't do anything wrong, and it's better with you here than it would be without you, it's just still not okay, and that isn't your fault, but I can't make it stop being true."
Adrian hugs him a little tighter. "You don't have to," he says. "I'm not trying to fish for reassurance, okay? I don't want you trying to keep up some stupid front for me." His heart hurts. He pushes the feeling away as best he can. "Here, let me get us cleaned up."
Simon untangles all his appendages from Adrian's slowly, grimacing as if it's taking effort to get all of his parts to obey orders. Adrian retrieves more of their antiseptic wipes and wastes them on sex cleanup, clearing away ointment and smears of slowly drying come from both of their skin. The antiseptic prickles, chilly, as it evaporates from warm skin.
"Still the middle of the night out there, I'm pretty sure," Adrian says. He pulls the lower half of his suit back on—on a mission you never know when you'll get woken up straight into combat, and nobody wants to do that naked. Simon's doing likewise, slowly, his tentacles tugging at the pockets on his pants. "You think you can get back to sleep?"
"Going to try," Simon says. "Best way to make the morning get here sooner."
Adrian checks on the beacon one last time—still blinking, bright emergency red—and comes to lie down again. "Sounds good to me," he says. He pulls Simon close again, and after a minute of being tense, Simon relents, leaning into him. "We'll get help soon."
Simon doesn't answer, either to agree or to argue; a few minutes later, he seems to be asleep, limbs and tentacles both dead weight, his breath slow and even. Adrian dozes off next to him eventually, but it won't stick. He keeps jerking back awake, opening his eyes to check on Simon again, squinting in the dim light to try to see if his condition has changed. Waiting to be rescued is the hardest part of the job.


It must be hours later when Adrian hears noise from outside. He tugs his suit back up, stuffing his arms into the sleeves, zipping the front closed, and then he reaches for his rifle as he gets up. Simon twitches in his sleep, tentacles stirring, but he doesn't wake up. His face is filmed with sweat, and his breathing seems to have gotten shallower.
Adrian crosses to the door. He thinks he's hearing human voices. "This is Lovasz with Beta Twenty-Two. Tell me you've brought a medic station," he calls. Please let that be help.
"Sergeant Polzin, ground security," a woman's crisp alto answers, and Adrian sags with relief. "We have a medic team and we're establishing a perimeter."
"Best news I've heard since thawing, Sergeant," Adrian says. "I'll clear the door. We have an infection situation here. We'll need medical attention ASAP."
"Loud and clear," Polzin answers. "Come on out of there."
Adrian puts his gun down and starts clearing the obstructions from the door. There's a shifting, scraping sound from behind him, and a faint hiss. "Hang in there," he says, doing his best to project confidence. "We've got help now."
"Not a second too soon, either." Simon's steps are awkward, shuffling. "I don't feel good at all."
Adrian shifts the last of the storage crates out of the way and turns; Simon is swaying on his feet, his arms wrapped around himself. He starts to crumple and Adrian catches him, holding him up. "Come on. Let's go get help," Adrian says. Simon manages to get his good arm over Adrian's shoulders, and Adrian pulls open the door.
It's morning outside, the light faint golden and green, the air sticky and almost cool. Polzin's security team are setting up barricades and clearing vegetation around the ruins. Simon leans into Adrian's side; one of his tentacles trails up and tangles in Adrian's hair.
"Holy shit," Sergeant Polzin says. She's a stocky woman with the red-lit eyes of an intel specialist, looking Simon over as his tentacles cling to Adrian a little tighter. "That's one hell of an infection situation."
"Pollux got bitten by one of the local predators," Adrian says. "I've had enough fluid contact that I might be carrying it, too."
Polzin nods, her mouth set in a grim line. "Med shuttle is that way. Report to Doctor Marton and let her get to work on you. You have any suggestions for fighting those things apart from 'don't get bitten'?"
"That's the big one," Adrian says. "They're pack hunters and they seem to rely on stealth and camouflage, so clearing the area should help your guys out." He shifts his grip on Simon's waist. "If you can keep them at a distance, you're fine."
"Okay, get out of here," Polzin says. "We'll take care of the rest."
"Sir," Adrian says, and gets moving.
The med shuttle has set down at the edge of the old colony, and a few members of Polzin's team are working on clearing the ground around it. They give Adrian and Simon a wide berth. "Hey," Simon says quietly as Adrian takes the first step onto the shuttle gangplank. "Tell me it's going to be okay. Lie if you have to. I feel so gross right now."
"It's going to be okay," Adrian says. He wishes he felt more sure of it, but at least they have a chance now. The ship's doctors can do all kinds of ridiculous shit to them in the name of progress; they should be able to fix this, too, right? He turns his head and kisses Simon's temple, just for a second. "You'll be fine once the doctor's had a go at you."
"Okay." Simon leads his head on Adrian's shoulder. "I will. I'm not—I don't want to just leave you to your own devices either, you know. Somebody has to keep you from walking blind into stupid traps. That somebody is me."
Adrian squeezes him gently. "Right," he says. "So let's get this taken care of."
The shuttle door hisses open to admit them, and they step inside. It's a cool, brightly-lit space, with the aggressively filtered air and quiet mechanical hum of being shipboard. There are four patient capsules in the visible area, and a screened off sector at the far end from the door. Doctor Marton and two assistants are reviewing something on a monitor; all three of them look up when Adrian and Simon come in.
"You're the scouting team," Marton says as she stands up. She's tall and lean, her dark hair cut business short, her skin a little too white for comfort. "This way."
She steps past the screening partition and Adrian steers Simon in that direction. "Adrian Lovasz, combat," he says. "And Simon Pollux, intel."
There's an examining table behind the screen; Adrian helps Simon take a seat on the edge of it. "Tell me what happened," Marton says. She pulls on a pair of gloves.
"We had a couple encounters with native predators yesterday," Adrian says. "In the last one Pollux got bitten."
"That's here?" Marton asks, starting to peel back the tape over Simon's shoulder.
"Yeah," Simon says, and then winces. His tentacles shiver and stir, reaching for Marton. "Fuck, sorry, I'm losing my grip on them, it's a stupid reflex."
Adrian comes over and catches the topmost tentacles in his hands, coaxing them to come twine around his arms. "We cleaned up the injury as best we could and that seemed to be it at first. It was later that night that—"
"God, shut up, you're embarrassingly sloppy," Simon says. He tenses as Marton's fingers press beside the wound, tentacles clutching tighter around Adrian's arms. "Six hours between the bite and waking up with extra parts."
"Pain?" Marton asks.
"Not really. I can feel things with them and it's a little tender where they, um, start, but mostly they don't hurt." Simon drops his head as Marton turns him slowly to examine his back. "Mostly it feels like the way they move is instinctive. Holding, exploring, protecting."
Marton steps back and reaches for something on the little shelf beside the examining table. A syringe, looks like. "Hold still, please. We'll need samples for analysis."
Simon nods. "Holding still as best I can," he says. His tentacles try to crush Adrian's arms when the needle slides into his arm, but Adrian's built to withstand a lot more stress than that. His blood fills the little sample capsule, and then a second one, before Marton presses gauze to the site and slides the needle free. "Test meatball here, too."
"You've also been exposed?" Marton asks, raising an eyebrow.
"Not directly with a bite," Adrian says. "But I've had fluid contact with Pollux since then." He manages to more or less sound casual about it, despite the little twist to Marton's lips. It's not a secret that a lot of podmates get physical; none of them have anyone else they spend even remotely as much time with, so if they're even remotely compatible, it's their best chance at stress relief.
"Not the most well thought out decision," Marton says mildly.
Adrian bites his tongue; Simon apparently feels no such restraint. "Fucking easy for you to say," he snaps. "You don't get shoved back in the fridge any time you're between danger zones. If we had any guarantee of having better opportunities—"
"Easy," Adrian says, rubbing Simon's back between the middle pair of tentacles. It's kind of a relief to see Simon alert enough to complain, but snarling at doctors is no way to get treated well. "It's done. Don't let yourself get worked up like that."
Simon takes a deep breath and lets it out in an irritated sigh. "Next mission you have to let me take a turn being the reasonable one."
"Okay," Adrian says. He doesn't miss Marton's tiny amused smile.
"Just a few more samples, Specialist Pollux," Marton says. "Once your injury is taken care of, I promise to make your partner uncomfortable next."
Simon makes a tiny snorting sound, like he's trying not to laugh. "Okay, fair," he says. Adrian lets himself relax slightly. The brass might be incomprehensible assholes, but the support crew on the ground seem pretty solid.
Marton takes more tissue samples, a cheek swab and a tiny divot carved out of one writhing tentacle, and then cleans out the bite and patches it up. Simon is clearly fading by the time she's done, and the antibiotic injection she gives him puts him right under. She gets her assistants to settle him in one of the recovery capsules, while Adrian fidgets and tries not to get too agitated about the part where he'd rather be doing it himself.
"My turn?" Adrian asks when the doctor comes back. He unzips his suit and peels it down when Marton nods. He sits on the edge of the table, watches her change her gloves. "I... I almost hate to ask."
"Can we fix him?" Marton asks. Adrian nods. Marton busies herself taking stock of his vital signs. "I can't guarantee it, but I think we have decent odds." She checks his eyes, feels for swelling under his jaw, moves around behind him to examine his back. "There's research I'll need to do, and we'll have to get those samples analyzed, of course, but I think there's precedent recorded. There's an induced symbiote case I want to look up once you're settled." She presses points on either side of Adrian's spine. "Sensitive here at all?"
Adrian shakes his head. "No, feels normal, it's—ah." His back arches when she reaches a spot just above the bottom of his ribcage.
"Sensitive here, then," Marton says. "How long ago were you exposed to contagion from Pollux?"
"I don't keep time the way he does," Adrian says. "I... wait. Just a little while after I switched our beacon to the emergency setting."
"All right. We can confirm that time once you're settled." She moves on to the blood-drawing portion of the program. Adrian holds still, waiting out the little pain and the awkward sensation of the needle.
When she preps an injection for him—the same stuff she gave Simon, it looks like—he holds up a hand to stop her. "Is that going to put me under, too?" he asks.
Marton looks like she's considering whether to answer for a second. "Yes," she says. "Frankly you need it."
"Don't... don't let them stick us straight back in the freezer, okay?" he says. It's a selfish request, and he can't justify it, but he has to try. "We need that, too."
"I'll see what I can do," Marton says. "If I can justify it, I'll keep you out of stasis."
It's an honest answer, and probably the kindest honest answer he could hope for. Adrian nods, and lets her give him the injection. He's still moving under his own power when Marton leads him from the examining table out to the recovery capsules, but he's already slowing down. Marton and one of her assistants steer him into the capsule next to Simon's. Adrian slips under as he's reaching out to try to take Simon's hand in his.


There's a blur of time after that, a long stretch of lights and injections and meals that Adrian is only half-awake for. Whenever he's conscious enough to know which way is up, he looks for Simon; there's one awful point where Simon isn't in the capsule next to him, but he gets another injection before he can really panic about that, and the next time he wakes up Simon is where he belongs again, sleeping on his stomach, bandages wrapped around his back.
Eventually the medical fog clears, and Adrian gets a chance to really wake all the way up. He feels uneasy in his skin, but in the familiar way that suggests he's just restless from not moving enough. Simon is awake, too, wearing a loose hospital-issue shirt and watching him get his bearings. Simon's hair is growing out, short dark fluff in place of buzzed prickly scalp.
Adrian clears his throat. "Hope I didn't keep you waiting too long," he says.
"Just this once, I'll forgive you," Simon answers. He smiles, the expression so gentle and grateful that Adrian almost asks what happened to him. "You should eat," he says, "and then we both have to get dressed and go talk to the subcaptain."
"Are we shipboard again?" Adrian asks. There's a tray of food next to his capsule. He reaches for it. "Or did Szarka actually come down planetside?"
"Subcaptain Szarka is on the ground, breathing unfiltered planet-bound air like the rest of us," Simon says. He snickers at Adrian's look of surprise. "That's the face I made, too, when one of Polzin's kids stopped in here to give us the summons."
Adrian powers through the food as quickly as he can without making himself sick. "So we're..." no, that's getting his hopes up too much. "There's a chance they're setting up a permanent base here?"
"Sure sounds that way." Simon gets up and starts getting dressed; when he turns away, Adrian can see the shiny pink puckers of freshly grown skin on his back, where the tentacles formed. "If we're lucky, maybe we'll get to hear about their clever plan for handling the wildlife."
If they're really lucky—Adrian tries not to jinx them by finishing the thought. He pushes away the tray and climbs out of his capsule. He's been stuffed into a set of hospital pajamas, too, but that looks like a familiar uniform sitting on the bench at the capsule's foot. He reaches for it, but Simon intercepts him before he gets there, wrapping both arms around him and holding on.
"Hey," Adrian says, hugging back. "What's this about? I wasn't that bad off, was I?"
Simon doesn't let go. "I just want you to know, all that stupid crap we said to each other while I was delirious with tentacle fever or whatever?" He pauses, and Adrian holds his breath. "I meant all of it. So you damn well better have, too."
"I did," Adrian says. His ribs feel too tight. "I do." He leans down as Simon arches up, and their mouths meet for a hard, hungry kiss. His nerves light up with pleasure, his cock stirring, and when he presses deeper Simon lets him, teeth scraping his tongue, humming softly.
Still, Simon pulls back way too soon. "Summons," he says. "Pretty sure we don't want to be doing this when the subcaptain gets impatient and sends somebody to find out what's taking so long."
Adrian smiles and makes himself let go. "So you meant it about being the reasonable one next time, too," he says.
"Told you." Simon leans on his capsule and watches Adrian dress. "I meant all of it."
When they're both reasonably presentable, they set out for the subcaptain's command center. The site has transformed in the days they've been shut in the med shuttle; the perimeter that Polzin's team started is solidly fortified now, and all the paths between the buildings are clear. Subcaptain Szarka has set up a command center in the dormitory that Adrian and Simon uncovered on their exploration of the site, and the grunt on patrol gives them a quick salute as he lets them pass.
Inside the light is dim, compared to the bright sun outside, but it doesn't take long to adjust. Szarka has a communication terminal active, and appears to be talking with someone on board the Arbiter when they arrive. Doctor Marton is there with her, and so is another soldier Adrian doesn't recognize; his uniform says he's a lieutenant.
"Sir," Adrian says, as he and Simon salute. "Lovasz and Pollux, landing team Beta Twenty-Two, reporting."
"You're awake," Szarka says with a too-broad smile, turning away from her terminal. "Come in. We have plans for you."
Maybe this will be the one time in a hundred when that's good news. Stranger things must have happened. Adrian keeps his face carefully neutral as they come to attention in front of the desk Szarka has had installed.
"You've probably noticed we're putting some work into this old heap of rubble you found," Szarka says, which doesn't require a response, so Adrian and Simon just wait. "We've been reviewing all the data collected by the Beta squad, and it shows enough promise for us to set up a station here. We'll only be leaving enough personnel to keep a garrison for now, but Captain Alkaev has been in contact with the central bureau, and they'll be sending settlers on the next rotation of outbound ships." She paces on the other side of the desk, turning back to them with her upgraded eye shining. "For your part in the discoveries here, you are both promoted, and your commissions subjectively extended by—"
"Our reward is that we have to keep doing this for longer?" Simon interrupts, and then tacks on a perfunctory, "Sir."
"Subjectively longer, Specialist Pollux," Szarka says. She's still smiling, which could be good news or bad. "Objectively, by star date, you're getting out of your commission years early."
"We're... staying?" Adrian asks.
Szarka glances over at Marton. "The good doctor tells me she can't guarantee your stability in stasis anymore, after your experiences with the local symbiote."
"The odds of you relapsing here are extremely low," Marton cuts in, "but the symbiote might be disrupted if you went through another cryostasis cycle. My professional advice was that we reassign you from shipboard exploration to planet security, where your prior exposure could be an asset instead of a liability." That sounds completely logical, but she's giving Adrian a tiny smile as she says it, and he has to wonder—has she just pulled strings for them?
"So," Szarka says, "you'll be staying here. This is Lieutenant Nyilas, who will be in charge of the ground operations. You'll be reporting to him effective immediately. Any questions?"
For a minute they just stand there staring—Adrian can't vouch for Simon, but he's feeling a little stunned. Then Simon elbows him in the ribs. "Sorry, my partner's apparently a little slow on the uptake." Adrian can't remember the last time he heard Simon sound so happy. "Where do we start?"







It was a long ride from the king's seat in Eskermere to the wood-locked town of Orm; the wide trade roads through the lowlands and their far-flung net of lakes and rivers narrowed over mounting hills and were squeezed down to mere paths by the ocean of trees that lapped the edges of distant mountains. To the south and west of the king's city, the woods were younger: islands of ash and maple, pine and fir, and to the east the lakes gave way to marshland and the endless plains beyond. In those provinces a man could travel a week in any direction and stop to pay his respects at a different kith-shrine every night. To the north lay only the Oakensea, vast and ancient, a great sprawling tract of oak and aspen and birch that an unwary traveler might lose himself in forever.
That the entire great forest had only a single kith-shrine should have made strangers a common sight at the Quarter dances, or so Koster would have thought. Instead he caused a minor sensation as he stepped from the shadows of the path through the wood, having followed the torches of the celebrants and Senn Arvidson's laughing directions to the clearing at the shrine.
It wasn't a large turnout for a Quarter dance, even taking into account the chill of a spring balance-day. All the same, Orm wasn't a large town, far smaller than might be expected from the age and power of its guardian, and without visitors from the Oakensea's other towns or travelers from beyond its wide bounds, perhaps the sparseness of the crowd wasn't so surprising. He'd had a few of the dancers pointed out to him earlier that afternoon, but he'd been introduced to none; he'd ridden in late, had been collared almost immediately by his new captain and several other rangers, and had only escaped a more thorough rehashing of several weeks' news by the arrival of dusk. He didn't doubt that there'd be plenty of private celebrations that evening, but the gathering at the shrine should have been the best-attended, the dancers not nearly so predictable in their reasons for coming.
"Welcome, stranger," said the biggest man there—Rig the blacksmith, Senn had named him in passing—though he didn't sound at all certain of the welcome he offered. "Have you come to join the dancing?"
Not to join them as kith. Interesting.
Koster smiled. "Senn Arvidson showed me the way," he replied, neither agreeing nor denying. "I'm just in from Eskermere to take Brenna's place."
"You're the new ranger, then," Rig said, and suddenly there were smiles all around, the tense silence lifting all at once. "Must've ridden like there were wights on your tail; we weren't expecting you for another week."
"I have a good horse," he explained with a shrug, pretending not to notice when one of the young men brightened instantly. That one had the look of a horseman dressed up in his holiday finest, but the girl on his arm gave him a quick poke in the ribs to rope his attention back, and with a sheepish smile, the boy closed his mouth on the questions lighting up his eyes.
He'd heard music as he threaded his way up the moonlit path, pipes enthusiastically, but inexpertly, played, a fiddle wielded with a thankfully more practiced hand. Someone else brought out a little drum as he approached the kith-shrine, and together the players struck up a lively tune, but Koster noticed the stares that followed him, covert, but not unfriendly.
He didn't blame them for their curiosity or their wariness; if they expected trouble, Koster certainly looked the part. He was a big man, tall and long of limb, with a face that was all angles and bird-black eyes to match the disordered thatch of his hair. Armed, unshaven, still in his dusty traveling leathers, he looked like a bandit chief intruding on a wedding in the midst of this festive crowd, of whom he was one of the oldest, though none of them were old.
That surprised him, too, or it should have: that they were all young, unattached if he could judge by their bare left wrists, and afraid.
He'd been warned, and he knew what to expect even as he approached the shrine, a moss-encrusted stump with a wide, wooden bowl cupped in its hollow, filled almost to the brim with golden liqueur. Honeysuckle wine, he decided as he sipped a palmful for politeness' sake, straightening with an easy smile. No wonder they were nervous, why they couldn't welcome him as kith. Not that he was a great frequenter of the Quarter dances, but he knew kith-mead, the gift of the guardians, when he tasted it... or when he didn't.
So everything he'd been told was true. The forest lord of the Oakensea, one of the oldest guardians of them all, had abandoned his shrine—and his people.
He begged off the few shy offers of a dance from lad and lass alike, warned them off when they came at him with pipe and drum, and took the good-natured ribbing for each in stride. It was decidedly odd to see what should have been a renewal of kinship between village and forest turned into a simple country dance, but he tried not to let it show. A hundred years, his old captain had warned him while passing on his new orders; twice that, if he believed the rangers of Orm. Two hundred years without a strengthening of the bond between man and guardian, all the old ties withering and dying with nothing to replace them. The entire Oakensea should be one vast tangletrack overrun with wights and dark magic, its blight spreading outward like wildfire. How, by all the good spirits, was this village even still standing?
He slipped away from the shrine as the dancers began to disappear, some for only a little while, some gone long enough they might not be coming back at all. He could hear them under the fiddler's unceasing song, but he didn't think it was the weak mortal wine they'd drunk themselves to giddiness on that robbed their voices of some measure of joy. With no guardian to bless their dance or safeguard their pleasures, they were alone in the dark, easy prey. It was concern for them that first gave him the notion to stay.
It was the tall, shrouded figure he found watching from the darkness of the trees that absolutely decided him.
"Good evening," he greeted the other man. And surely it was a man with that height, that breadth of shoulder, though Koster could see nothing under the shadows of the stranger's hooded cloak. What kept his hands away from his hilts was the awareness that nearly every man in Orm was a stranger, at least to him. There might be nothing suspicious in this silent presence at all.
The hooded head was already turned his way, had likely watched his retreat from the fires, but now it shifted slowly, something thoughtful in that deliberation. "I suppose it is," said a deep, resonant voice with that same odd precision, as if every word and gesture needed to be weighed first. It was a human voice, at least, neither a bestial growl nor bone-dry, which was reassuring. "You don't join the dancing?"
"Not an auspicious way for a new ranger to introduce himself," he explained with a shrug and a smile. "The king expects us to keep the law. Hard to do that when you're taken for a rake straight off."
"The guardian might think better of you."
"The guardian isn't here," Koster replied to that subtle challenge. "Besides," he added with a quick huff of laughter, nothing grudging, "I'm no one's idea of a fit offering. Not for a guardian, at any rate."
The man's head drew back in startlement, but his voice was dry when he replied. "Really? I must have missed that rumor. Enlighten me. Were you supposed to be pure and untouched, perhaps?"
Koster snorted, more amused than put off by his prickly tone. Not all of the rangers were particularly fond of company, preferring their solitary rounds to the easier life of a city guard. He'd already served seven years under the trees even if he was newly five and twenty; he was used to a few unsociable sorts.
"A ranger sees a lot of travel, friend, and I've paid respects to my share of forests and lakes and mountains. Guardians, now, they like things that need looking after. Silly dryads, lost children, badly-planned bridges?"
"Pretty mortals," the man grumbled, the shadows under his hood shifting as he glanced toward the clearing and away again with a snort.
"Those, too," Koster agreed with a grin. "And even as a boy, I could never quite get the hang of getting lost."
It was the stranger's turn to laugh, the chuckle all but startled out of him, like he was out of practice. That was a shame; the low rumble of his laughter was as pleasant as his voice, if just as cynical. "I pity your poor guardian."
"Better to pity my poor mother—she's the one who had to fetch me back from the rangers each time I strayed too far, and I was never what you'd call eager to go."
"And then you joined them for good."
"That I did," Koster agreed. "But what about you, friend? What brings you out here on a Quarter Night? Not a sweetheart amongst the dancers, I hope." It happened sometimes, even at kith-shrines properly blessed, when anyone with a light heart would be welcomed. Someone too shy or too proud to declare themselves to a lover beforehand would be found haunting the shadows, and usually it ended there, perhaps with a few bruised hopes. Sometimes it turned ugly. And sometimes a watcher wanted only that, their solitary offering to the celebration.
The headshake was sharp, decisive. "No. I'm no fit offering myself. But if they will insist on rolling about in the leaves four times a year, I won't see them dead for it. These woods aren't safe; you'd think the little fools would know that by now."
He spoke like an older man, impatient with the recklessness of youth, but whoever was under that cloak couldn't be far past his prime. Koster wondered if the blacksmith's father had ever swung a blade for the crown, whether the cloak and secrecy were to keep from embarrassing his son; this unlikely guard was certainly of a size to be related. In some other place, on some other Quarter Night, Koster might have been tempted to suggest a dance or two himself. Though the man had a tongue like an adder, he had a voice as rich and tempting as sun-warmed fur, and imagining what it would sound like in passion curled a flicker of heat through him that nearly made him forget the night's chill.
But now the man was moving off—stalking off, really—with sharp, irritated strides that disturbed not a single leaf in his passing. Professionally Koster was impressed; it was difficult for a big man to move so quietly, especially in the dark, a skill he'd worked years to perfect. Privately he wondered if he'd prodded some old hurt back to life and was sorry for it.
"Wait," he called after the man, not expecting to be heeded. "I'm Koster."
The hooded head turned as if to glance back at him, but not a sliver of the man's face showed in the shadows. So voluminous it revealed not a hint of his hands, the man's cloak nearly brushed the ground as he walked; as his eyes adjusted from torchlight to forest-dark, Koster decided it was green. "Irsing," the man said at last, just as he was swallowed up in the gloom. A neat trick. Definitely a woodsman of some skill, and it wasn't as if he'd met all of Orm's rangers; with as worried as the king was about losing the great forest and its myriad villages to the wild, there were more rangers stationed in these parts than anywhere else in the land.
He'd ask Senn tomorrow. His fellow ranger was nearly a native, had married into the town and seemed to know everyone in the Oakensea by name. If there were anything ominous about tonight's ill-tempered sentry, Senn would know.
In the meantime he had a score of Quarter-Night lovers to simultaneously guard and ignore, feeling very much an intruder rushing in where he wasn't needed. He missed his unlooked-for companion all the more for the distraction from his discomfort.


"So?" Senn asked with a grin over breakfast, lowering his voice despite the bustle of the inn's early-morning custom. "Did you find a lass to pay your respects to last night?"
They weren't the only rangers in the inn by any stretch. The crown provided housing for those that wanted it—incentive to put down roots and stay put, Koster had always thought—but provisions were their own lookout, and few of them were home long enough to keep a well-stocked larder. Koster had taken the small cottage he was allotted, but he was long since accustomed to availing himself of the nearest inn. He hadn't expected Senn to join him; the man had a wife and two daughters already, and mornings had been a time for family in Koster's childhood home. Still, the man was tapped as his guide, and for all his smiles Koster got the impression that Senn took his duties seriously.
"Oh, aye," Koster replied, hiding a smile. "My Selkie was ever so glad to see me home. She hardly sleeps if I don't look in on her to say goodnight..."
He knew when the copper dropped by Senn's loud groan, the man dropping his face into his hand. Koster watched with a grin as broad shoulders hitched with laughter, Senn's fair hair gleaming in the sun rising through the windows as he shook his head.
"You have an unnatural attachment to your horse," Senn accused, one blue eye peering across the table through the crack he made in his fingers.
"I have an entirely natural attachment to my horse," Koster corrected him. "She's been the end of more wights than I have."
That perked Senn right up, and Koster made a note to find out whether he was any relation to the boy from the dance. "Battle-trained?"
"From the king's stables in Eskermere," Koster agreed. "Cost me the better part of half a year's wages, but worth every coin."
Senn whistled appreciatively, and Koster thought he'd successfully distracted the man from his curiosity until Senn quirked a smile. "A lad, then, was it?"
Koster laughed. "You're like a dog with a bone."
"It's a gift. So?"
"Not in the way you're thinking," Koster chided, and then snorted when Senn's smile went approving. Worried the new man would give the rest of them a bad name, no doubt; Koster didn't entirely blame him. "I'd have paid my respects to the kith-shrine anyway, but when I saw it was empty?"
"Oh, spirits, were they that far gone?" Senn groaned. "I'm surprised anyone made it back home at all; they'll be sweating wine for weeks."
"No, there was wine aplenty, but it was human hands that put it there. There was no guardian."
"You should have been told that before you came," Senn pointed out levelly, watching Koster like the man expected him to pitch a fit, cause a scene, like any normal man would do when he realized he was in the heart of a vast forest that might turn against him at any moment. Senn had likely seen men panic before, even fellow rangers, the reality not sinking in until the proof of their abandonment could no longer be ignored. "I know for a fact that we told you just yesterday."
"But there was no one to guard them," he insisted, leaning forward over the heavy ash table with a grimace. "They were out there with no weapons, too far to call for help, sneaking off into the dark like fools—they could have been prey for anything!"
"There's always watchers," Senn assured him, relaxing as Koster's true objection became clear. "We wouldn't let them come to harm."
Sitting back, graceless with relief, Koster sighed. "Ran into one of your watchers last night, as it happens," he said casually, as if he hadn't been playing the stranger's voice through his head half the night. "A man named Irsing?"
Senn had just speared a potato from his plate, but now he dropped his fork with a clatter, head jerking up to stare at Koster with wide, disbelieving eyes. "What?"
They were drawing stares. Glancing uneasily around the common room, Koster asked, "Is that bad?" Had he let a wanted man walk?
"You're sure," Senn insisted fiercely, face pale, hands clenching on the edge of the table. "You're absolutely certain that was his name."
He would have liked to hesitate, but there was no doubt. "Yes."
Senn was up like a shot, clambering over the bench and reaching for Koster's arm, intent on dragging him to the door. "Come on," he said urgently. "Farin needs to hear this. Right now."
Captain Farin was a lean, scarred man whose dark hair had gone grey at the temples to match the silver salting his neat beard. Though he had a habit of rubbing his left shoulder like the damp spring chill pained him, they found him energetically chopping wood outside the post station, his sharp grey eyes marking their approach between swings of a well-used axe.
"Are we being overrun, then?" the captain asked as Senn charged up, Koster still in tow.
"He's seen him," Senn announced without preamble, hand tightening around Koster's wrist. "Irsing. Last night. At the dance."
The impression Koster had formed of the captain the afternoon before was of a man who was hard to shock, but in this moment he looked as stunned as a little boy who'd seen his first dryad shed her tree. "He's come back?"
"No," Senn replied, shaking his head hard, "but he was there. Watching."
"He said he was watching over the dancers," Koster offered, feeling obscurely like he ought to be pleading the stranger's case. "He said the woods were dangerous."
"I suppose he'd know," Farin said with a bitterness that surprised Koster. "Congratulations," he added wryly. "You're the first man to speak to Master Oakensea in twenty years."
"Oakensea," Koster echoed, nonplussed. "The guardian."
"The same." Farin sighed heavily until he noticed Koster's embarrassed flush. "What?"
"I... may have told him the guardian wasn't there," he admitted, tightening every muscle to keep from squirming with mortification. Had the forest lord taken that as an accusation? A challenge? He hadn't seemed offended—well, not more offended than by anything else that had come out of Koster's mouth, but—
Farin's startled bark of laughter made him jump, but the captain didn't look particularly displeased.
"All right," Farin said, stooping to gather up his firewood while shaking his head. "Come inside, lads. Best tell me everything."


While Farin lit a fire in his office, his rangers waited in silence, neither of them patiently, though he suspected the new lad was trying to hide it for politeness' sake. He was eaten up with curiosity of his own, but he knew full well that chasing after a forest lord was a fool's errand and a few minutes' wait wouldn't change that. Wights, necromancers, dires—those were worth hurrying for. A long-derelict guardian would keep a little while.
"So," he said at last, sinking gratefully into his chair and not bothering to hide the ache in his bones, broken too many times to count. He could still trounce a measure of respect into a newcomer if he had to, and he'd been pulling Senn out of thickets and fox dens since the boy was old enough to crawl. "Start from the beginning. You went out to the shrine?"
He wasn't entirely surprised; most people had to see the empty shrine for themselves before they'd believe it. The notion of guardians watching over forest and lake, river and mountain, was just too deeply ingrained. Some guardians were shy, others a living presence in their domains, but they always, always came out on the Quarter Nights to dance with their villagers, to lie with some and bless them all. For that tradition to go unheeded was a sign of darker days ahead. Guardians did die, could even be killed, and some turned actively away from humans for reasons all their own. A forest or river gone to the wilds was a chancy place, as apt to waylay or shipwreck an incautious traveler as ignore them, but there were worse: tangletracks and knifeshallows and bonepeaks, where even the dryads and the nixies had gone twisted and strange, infected by their guardian's antipathy.
Listening to Koster's embarrassed recounting of the night before, Farin wasn't certain whether to give in to trepidation... or hope.
"I probably offended him," Koster finished glumly, looking like he was hoping the roof would cave in on him where he stood.
"I doubt that," Farin said with a snort, taking pity on the lad. "Master Oakensea always was a touchy one from all I've ever heard, especially toward the end, there."
Koster darted a glance at Senn and looked back with a frown. "What happened? I mean, why would he...?"
Farin scowled. "Who knows? If you listen to the old stories, he used to be in and out of the towns in these parts all the time, as neighborly a guardian as you could wish. Then folks started seeing less and less of him; he'd show up every Quarter Night, but he'd hang back by the trees, and finally he stopped coming at all. You'd spot him every now and then, but it's been so long since the last sighting, some folks thought he'd finally up and died."
"But I thought the forest would die, too," Koster said with a quick, puzzled headshake.
"Aye, some of it would," Farin agreed with a sober nod. "When a forest lord dies, the heart grove dies with him, and the blight spreads out from there. Might be the end of a smaller wood, but the Oakensea would survive. Just... different."
Koster nodded thoughtfully while Senn, worryingly quiet all this time, shuddered. At least the new lad wasn't running for the hills, babbling his fool head off the entire way. Even back in his grandfather's day, they'd put it about that Master Oakensea was getting cantankerous in his old age, didn't like strangers; that and human nature kept most of the curious away. Until they were overrun by bandits and bogles, most people would believe there was nothing wrong. The forest looked the same as it ever did. The guardian or the lack thereof was a problem for another day.
"I still don't understand," Koster insisted after a moment. "If he's—wait. Has he turned away from humans? I mean, I kept to the road on the way here, but... it didn't look like a wood that's gone to the wilds. And I was in Kemilak when it turned; I know what that looks like."
That had Senn standing up straight from his lean against the wall and explained quite neatly why the king had sent an outsider to replace their dead.
"You've been inside a tangletrack?" Senn eyed his fellow with new respect. "How... how did you...?"
"Nothing else you can do by then." Koster's voice was soft, his eyes sliding away to stare out the window at the trees beyond. "We had to burn it."
"It'll grow back," Farin reminded them gruffly, "and mayhap a new guardian will find his way there. As for the Oakensea, there's parts of it that've gone a bit wild, and for that the king sends his rangers. But you won't see anything like the troubles in Kemilak here. Master Oakensea ignores us, mostly, and that's had folks worried for a long, long time. But he hasn't abandoned us, not truly, and that's enough to hope on. Just don't expect to see him again." He wanted his newest man to have his mind on the job, not running after wisps. "Spotting him even once is miracle enough."
Koster nodded, and though he still looked preoccupied, Farin didn't think he'd be any trouble. The reports that had come from the lad's former captains, those who yet lived, painted a picture of a man steadier than his years, stubborn, but good-natured, dedicated to his work. This one wasn't the type to be daydreaming on the trail.
It wasn't until much later that he found himself wondering over one small piece of Koster's story: if the guardian had turned his back on human society, where had he acquired the cloak?


The next week was quiet, but far from boring. Koster was used to getting up early and trudging in late, spending half his day on foot and the other half in the saddle, never stopping for long.
That Senn occupied Koster's scant free time by throwing in an introduction to every man, woman, child, dog, and half the cats in Orm was something he should have expected.
"Is there a tailor about?" Koster asked one evening. He was waiting for Senn to finish scratching the belly of the Red Dog Inn's walking signpost, currently rolled on its back in tongue-lolling bliss at Senn's feet.
"Well, Ana's mother takes in some washing since she's still got the younger girls to help her, and if something needs mending, she'll see to it for a little extra. But if you want new, you go to Ashford, a few days east of here," Senn said, rattling the information off easily. "That's my old town," he added; Koster had wondered. "Why? Someone you want to impress?"
"Just thinking about getting a new cloak," Koster fibbed with a shrug, thinking instead of one that would have hung frightfully loose on any mortal frame. "It gets colder here than I'm used to."
"In that case, you're better off asking around in town," Senn said blithely. "Riva—up in Ashford—she mostly does fancy work: handfastings, dancing clothes, that sort of thing. You'd get something stunning for your coin, I'll give you that, but it'd cost you, and you wouldn't want it to tramp the trails in."
It was something to think about in the quiet moments, at least.
He met Senn's wife, who cooked for the Red Dog, which explained why the man didn't mind meeting him for breakfast. Senn's daughters were both young yet, one still in the cradle and the other not quite two, but even the baby had her father's friendliness, fascinated by each new face that loomed over her. If Koster wondered sometimes at the courage it took to build a family where the guardian was more hope than help, it wasn't a thought he shared aloud. The Oakensea's people were clearly used to their lot; they probably thought him impossibly sheltered by contrast.
When he had to ride out for the first time alone, he found himself missing the company before he ever left town.
"Now remember," Senn cautioned him, solemn as a graybeard though they were nearly of an age. "No one's expecting you to range too far at first. Just pick one of the routes we've been taking and see how far your memory stretches. You're not going to clear the Oakensea of bogles your first day."
"Yes, Mother," Koster agreed dutifully, which won him a laugh, Senn patting apologetically at Selkie's curved neck when the mare snorted at him impatiently.
"Sure you're not looking to get a foal or two out of this beauty?" Senn asked, scratching under her forelock when the mare ducked her head with clear designs on his shoulder. "Rig's got a stallion he swears is half kelpie, and he owes me a favor..."
"She's young yet," Koster said, shaking his head apologetically. "Maybe in a couple of years." If he stuck around that long. Long enough to find a replacement mount for when Selkie was too foal-heavy to work, to not have to worry about trying to travel to the next post or the one after with a pregnant mare.
"I'll hold you to it, then," Senn promised, his lopsided smile saying he understood Koster just fine.
It was quiet under the trees as he made his rounds, taking the trails Senn had shown him in no particular hurry. Half of the work of the rangers was accomplished with their presence alone; bandits were less likely to move in where rangers were known to patrol, and less canny creatures preferred to make their dens in places they couldn't be traced back to. They preferred to hunt, not to be hunted; the rangers preferred to take that choice away from them.
Settling Selkie into the easy, ground-eating jog the king's horses were famous for, Koster kept his eyes and ears open, watching for tracks, spoor, the right sort of scratches on the wrong sort of tree, anything that looked the slightest bit out of place. He knew he wouldn't catch as much going at the pace he was, but there'd be someone else along after him, another up ahead, both of them on foot. If there was trouble to be found, those slow, steady patrols would mark it, solve it quietly if they could, or pass the word to a rider like him if more skilled blades or bows were needed. His job was mostly to beat the bushes to startle out anything foolish enough to break cover when a ranger rode by.
The horses of Eskermere were tough and strong, likely did have a touch of kelpie far back in their bloodlines, but Koster slowed his mare to a gentle walk now and then, dismounted to lead her on foot to keep her fresh. It was easier to hear the sounds of the forest at Selkie's leisurely amble, the birds and insects forgetting their wary silence as the steady cadence of Selkie's hooves faded to a quiet shuffle. With the season newly turned, most of the undergrowth was hidden under the mulch of the year before, but new shoots of green were springing up on every side, carpeting the low, rolling hills.
It was a pleasure to see so much of the sky again under the trees, the spreading boughs of the moss-shaggy old oaks still bursting into leaf. His last posting had been in a forest that was mostly pine and fir, green and dense even in the dead of winter. It'd been a young forest, still small, the guardian as merry as one of his own dryads, but Koster hadn't been sorry to leave.
They'd sent him there after the disaster at Kemilak, but he'd felt worse than useless, and had trod on eggshells the entire time for fear of worrying his fellows. They'd watched him like a lightning-struck tree that might crack in two at any moment, but he'd been willing to make a go of it until he'd started to wonder whether the guardian was avoiding him, too.
When the captain had approached him about the Oakensea posting, he'd fair jumped at the chance to go.
He saw nothing bigger than a fox that morning, stopped briefly at noon to eat, and climbed back into the saddle to ride until he saw a patch of dusty brown and green ahead. The lad he came upon looked barely twenty, a willow switch with a fox-brush flag of red hair in need of a trim, but the ash-dark disc of the ranger's badge rode the shoulder of his leathers, and he sized Koster up as he approached with a keen and confident eye. Senn hadn't introduced Koster to him, but he nodded politely enough when Koster came in range of a hail.
"Hello," the lad greeted him as Koster slowed his mount to a halt, close enough for Selkie to take the young man's measure and pitch a fit if he smelled of anything he shouldn't. "How fares the path?"
Koster shrugged, patting Selkie's neck as she curved her head around, more interested in the itch on her shoulder than the lad on the path. "Quieter than I expected, not that I'm complaining. What lies ahead?"
"More of the same, and a couple of fool raccoons tearing around like it's still mating season," he warned, a hint of ire under his shamefaced laugh. "Bloody things are getting big as dires this year."
"They were eating the dires at my first posting," Koster agreed, knowing all too well the embarrassment of being startled half out of his wits by a spring-crazed squirrel. "I'm Koster," he added, leaning down to offer his hand.
"Thierr," the lad replied, taking his hand in a steady, companionable grip. "Are you stationed in Orm, or are you on the long patrol?"
"Orm. It's the first day Senn's let me loose on my own."
That earned him a smile, bright and quick, as Senn's name tended to do. "Don't let his mothering get to you," Thierr advised with a grin. "He's a good sort; it's just that he's got too many sisters."
"I thought that was his wife."
"Her, too. They'll breed a rabbit warren between them before they're through," Thierr said, grin stretching as Koster laughed. "So? Are you riding on, or do you think you'll be able to find your way back?" The lazy, deliberate circuit Theirr's eyes made of him suggested the younger man was offering more than his services as a guide; the slow smile that followed all but confirmed it.
"Never fear," Koster said to the friendly taunt while turning a blind eye the even friendlier appraisal. Rangers made for terrible lovers—you never saw each other, and when you did, you were always working—and he knew better than to add new reasons to worry over his fellows. Cocking a thumb back over his shoulder, he said, "Most of that trail of breadcrumbs I left should still be there... and if not, I can steer by the stars." Smiling as Thierr gave the hoot of derision that deserved, Koster shrugged. "I'll go a bit further unless there's news you need me to ride ahead with."
Thierr shook his head, and if his smile said he wasn't fooled by Koster's studied obliviousness, he was canny enough to take a hint gracefully. "No need; it's been quiet, like you said. Look for me on the way back if I don't make it to town first—or any other time," he added with a cheeky grin. "Oh, and those monsters are denned in the big windfall by the bend in the stream... if you're looking to hunt some dires, that is."
It didn't take long to make the stream on horseback, but the young raccoons Thierr had spotted had long since wandered away, likely as startled by Theirr as he'd been by them. He heard something crashing through the undergrowth some ways off, too deliberate and too erratic to be anything but animals at play, and though he was tempted to have a look for curiosity's sake, he wasn't one to waste time and effort on mysteries already solved.
"Come on, then," he murmured to the ears that pricked back to catch his voice and swiveled curiously front again, Selkie's head turning away from the rustling in the brush. He patted the arch of her neck, brown and sleek as a seal's coat, eyeing the swift-bubbling stream as she began to snort and blow. "Easy, now. If you start shying at nixies at your age?"
It wasn't the stream she was staring at.
It was hard to see the tall, still figure at first, he blended in so well with the trees. Broad as a blacksmith, cloaked in green, the forest lord stood barely a bow shot distant, watching him from the shadows of his cowl. Loosening a tight grip on the reins when Selkie tossed her head unhappily, Koster could only stare back, his thoughts blank. He hadn't honestly expected to see the guardian again, yet here they were, Koster gaping like a fool and the guardian likely growing more disgusted with his idiocy by the moment.
He opened his mouth. Closed it again.
The entire cloaked figure twitched.
"So, that back there," he managed at last, startling even himself with how evenly his voice came out. "That is raccoons, right?"
Just like that, the hooded head dropped forward, broad shoulders heaving once as the head shook from side to side. "Yes," the guardian said, the dregs of reluctant amusement in his voice. "There are no more dires left for them to eat."
Oh, spirits. He'd been listening, or had he been following Koster? Only, why?
"And when you say 'no more dires'..."
"My forest," the guardian growled, "my rules. I don't like dires."
There didn't seem to be anything to say to that but: "Fair enough."
The guardian snorted, and then he was turning again, walking away again, and if Koster were ever going to find something brilliant to say, now would be the time.
Anything he might have stammered out was lost in an instant as the guardian slipped between a stand of birch saplings and the stout trunk of an ancient oak, one sleeve falling back as he reached up for a low, twisting limb.
It was too far to see anything clearly, but from where Koster sat astride his now-dancing horse, it looked like the guardian's reaching arm simply unraveled, a tangle of ropes or vines thrown out to catch in the lower branches of the canopy. Swinging up into the trees, the guardian's form melted further, and in the space of one startled blink, he disappeared into the sway of bare twigs and new leaves, dry tangles of ivy.
Swallowing against a mouth gone dry, Koster stared after the vanished shape, his memories of every other guardian of every forest he'd ever paid his respects to coming back in a rush. Despite their powerful bulk, they were as nimble as otters and deft as foxes at disappearing, dancers graceful enough to stop one's breath. He'd been startled more than once by how lightly they carried themselves, but he'd never seen any of them move like that. Not even the Kemilak guardian, and that one hadn't resembled anything human at all.
Turning Selkie about in a daze, he nearly sent her racing back down the trails at a gallop until common sense intervened. What he wanted to do was head straight back to Orm and the captain's office at all possible speed. Only, rangers galloping in from the wilds were a sure sign of bad news, and there was Thierr not far up the trail to think of as well. Someone would want an explanation, one he couldn't in all conscience give.
"Don't say a word about this, not to anyone," the captain had warned Koster and Senn alike. "It wouldn't be kind," he'd added, some of the sternness softening from his eyes, "to get their hopes up over nothing."
He forced himself to breathe instead, spent a long moment stroking Selkie's neck while she fretted under him, confused. "It's all right," he promised, more to himself than to her. "Nothing to worry about."
Though it half killed him to do it, he turned about once more and finished out his circuit with the rigid attention to detail his captain would expect from him. Even after he passed Thierr again, he kept Selkie to a steady pace, resting her often. Look for what doesn't belong. It was one of the first things a ranger learned, and today of all days, he didn't want to stand out. The captain was right. Getting the others to hope for a reconciliation after so long an estrangement would be cruel.
He waved back at the friendly hails he received when he returned to Orm, kept his smile in place and exchanged nothing more controversial than a few remarks about lunatic badgers on the loose. Even the other rangers laughed, none of them knowing him well enough yet to wonder why he was trying so hard to distract them with silly stories and an affable grin.
It was Senn he sought out for directions to Farin's house, who knew in one glance what Koster needed to report, and who deserved whatever hope Koster could bring him—and his family.


"I don't know," Senn said hours later, leaning his elbows on the kitchen table with his hands folded around a mug of good cider from the cellar. Koster's visit hadn't been entirely unexpected, but the news he'd carried was another matter, to say the least. He'd even silenced the captain, and they'd left the old man still trying to figure out what it all meant, why now, why Koster. He had offered to head right back out again; Senn, more practical, had dragged him home for dinner while the captain thought that over. "Maybe he just wants someone to talk to. I mean, it must get lonely out there, even for a guardian."
Ana, Senn's wife, had already cleared the dishes away from dinner, and then had stepped across the street with the baby to give them time to talk in private, but still Senn felt like he ought to keep his voice down, just in case. It wasn't anything as simple as town gossip that Koster had brought him, knocking on his door with some ridiculous story about needing a guide to the captain's home—like any ranger worth his salt couldn't follow the old man's tracks to the house behind the post station.
Koster huffed a quiet laugh, his mouth twisting wryly. "There are other creatures to talk to in these woods besides humans, you know."
"But dryads never have anything to say, and nixies have too much, and nothing to the point," Senn declared, waving the objection aside. "Bored, then? I mean, not that you're not a scintillating conversationalist."
"The amount of good sense that's come out of my mouth wouldn't fill an acorn cap," Koster assured him, rueful. "He must have been bored to come back for seconds."
Senn laughed, reminded yet again of why he liked this man. His new friend could be intimidating when he frowned, positively fierce if kept from a razor for a few days, but let him open his mouth, and all that was easy to forget.
"Still," he said, shaking his head and glancing past the man as his older daughter came toddling back into the room, the ragdoll she'd insisted on showing Koster before replaced with her wooden horse. "I think I envy you, friend."
Koster had been leaning down to see what Sasha had for him this time, but his head came up with a startled jerk, and Senn nearly forgot himself and laughed again. A great brawler of a fellow like that shouldn't look so much like a scolded hound, but Koster managed.
"I?"
Senn shook his head swiftly, cutting him off. "I've always known he was out there," he tried to explain. "Just never had any proof. That's all I meant."
"Come with me tomorrow," Koster said as he straightened again, the offer as genuine as it was generous. "We can tell the captain I'm still riding in circles. Even if he doesn't believe us?"
Senn smiled. "And how do you learn the habits of wild things, hmm?" He could tell Koster was reluctant to cough up the answer that hoary old proverb demanded, but he arched a brow and waited for the man to cave.
"By observation," Koster mumbled, sitting back in his chair and glancing down at Sasha and her horse when she tugged on his arm.
"Right. And what have we observed? We were out there every day for a week and didn't catch a single glimpse of our elusive guardian. But send you out on your own just once," he said with a grin, "and lo, he appears. It's you he wants to talk to; that seems fairly obvious. And don't think for a minute I begrudge you that. Just put in a good word for the rest of us, and you'll hear no complaints from me."
No complaints, certainly, though he almost wondered whether a caution wasn't in order. It was just an impression he had, formed too soon after Koster's apparently innocent request for directions to the dancing grove. He'd assumed the man had been looking for a lover, and there'd been something in Koster's manner when he first brought up his mysterious stranger that had Senn thinking Koster hadn't had to look very hard to find something he liked. If that watcher had been anyone else, anyone mortal, the rest of that conversation might have gone very differently.
He hoped he was wrong, that his mistaken assumptions had colored his perceptions since. That Koster liked the guardian was no secret at all. Senn just hoped the man wasn't setting himself up for disappointment of one sort or another.
"You're assuming he's going to come 'round to listen to me make a fool of myself again," Koster scoffed, shaking his head. "I'm not sure anyone's that bored."
Smiling peaceably, Senn watched as Sasha tugged on their visitor again, only to be scooped up into a lap with the unthinking ease of someone with children of his own, or plenty of sibs to practice on, at the very least. "Well," said Senn, watching Sasha gallop her horse across the tabletop, drumming hoof beats and all, "I suppose we'll find out soon enough."
Koster still looked doubtful, but there was no question in Senn's mind. The guardian would be back.
As to what would come of it... that remained to be seen.


Slowly, but surely, the days grew warmer, shedding the last sullen chill of winter as the trees burst fully into bloom. The oaks dripped sprays of gold, mixed here and there with vibrant wisteria, and the birches unfurled their silvery leaves almost overnight. The myriad paths Koster had only just begun to learn were in danger of being buried under a carpet of green, and whenever they left the trails, Selkie made a show of picking her hooves up delicately, snorting like a foal. Even the storms that blew through almost daily couldn't dampen their spirits.Not peering into every shadow was difficult at first, half-convinced time and again that the rustle of birds in the leaves or a rabbit in the brush meant more than it did. He'd change his mind in the next instant and berate himself for being a fool, but it didn't keep him from going still at each flicker of motion in the undergrowth, cocking his head to listen now and then for a voice that never came. Running across the guardian once had been pure accident; twice, the merest chance. A third meeting was unlikely in the extreme, whatever Senn liked to think, and now he almost wished he'd never told the man, if only to keep him from hoping for the impossible.
Observe, Senn had said. Well, he had, for weeks, and mostly what he'd seen was proof of his own excessive optimism. The guardian entered nowhere into it.
"Mind on our duties," he said ruefully, patting Selkie's neck, "right, girl?"
One of her ears swiveled back, but the other remained pricked sharply forward, her head turned off to the left as she jogged absently in the direction he pointed her. Even when she clipped a hoof on a gnarl of exposed root, her attention remained fixed on the trees up ahead. When Koster tried to rein her in, at first she only arched her neck, giving to the light pressure on her mouth without slowing. When he insisted, she obeyed with an uneasy snort, but she mouthed the bit unhappily, tossing her head until he slackened on the rein again.
At first he heard nothing, even when he slowed Selkie to a dancing walk, saw nothing worth the acute interest his famously steady mount had taken in that particular patch of forest. The undergrowth was thick, the trees beyond screened by lumpy masses of vines that had overrun a few bushes before tackling an old oak. Anything might have darted in there—a fox, a rabbit, a spooked starling—running from them, most likely. All the same, he was just going to ease his bow quietly to hand, the other tugging gently at the reins until Selkie dragged to a halt, standing tense and ready to bolt.
When something in the trees gave an unearthly shriek, sharp and piercing, Selkie started violently under him before planting her splayed hooves, ready to move the instant he signaled. Instead Koster slipped to the ground, stringing his bow with the speed of long practice, nocking an arrow and beginning a slow creep toward the source of the cry. A sudden, convulsive thrashing in the undergrowth gave him pause, the sound as uncoordinated and helpless as a rabbit struggling against a snare, but no rabbit could have voiced that scream.
Edging cautiously around the screen of matted vines even as another wail broke the silence, he drew back his readied arrow by slow degrees, calling on every scrap of patience he had. With no leaf-rustle or creak of straining wood to give him away, when he rounded the climbing mound of ivy, he went completely unnoticed for the instant it took to master the helpless roll of his stomach.
The dryad stretched out across the grass like a broken doll clearly belonged to the vine-choked old oak, the umbilicus sprouting from the small of her back to connect her to her tree pulled taut. A loop of it had been hooked around her neck, tight enough to strangle, and already that rope of living green was crisping to dry, flaking bark as her strength faded. Bleeding a constant stream of clear ichor from a dozen gaping wounds, she was in as sorry a state as Koster had ever seen. Already the leaf-veined smoothness of her skin, silver and sage, was paling out and cracking like driftwood, her great golden eyes showing only pinprick pupils as she stared sightlessly up at the woven branches overhead, blind to everything but pain. It wouldn't be long before her willowy limbs locked up solid, leaving nothing but a tortured carving behind as life fled.
Like a small boy poking at a dying lizard with a stick, the wight crouched at the dryad's side cocked its battered head in a parody of curiosity, looking for just the right seam in the dryad's hardening skin to work the dull point of its crude iron knife into. Unlike the dryad, who wore the shape of a woman like someone dressing up in a stranger's clothes, the wight's human origin was utterly unmistakable. Not quite alive, it was dead enough to begin rotting, or else the wounds taken in the ritual to create it had long since gone septic. Its limp, matted hair fell in tangled ropes, its leathery skin split raggedly at the joints and twisted to shreds at its wrists, and where its gouged-out eyes had been, hard lumps of amber rolled in the sockets, lit from within by flickers of sickly green. It was almost a parody of the creature it was tormenting, and Koster didn't doubt that the resemblance between a dead dryad and an unliving wight was completely intentional.
It took only seconds to see what was happening and for his hands to react ahead of his mind, taking aim just at the corner of the wight's left eye and letting fly. Luck or the spirit of his bow was with him; the wight never looked up, and his arrow bored through the thinner bone at the bridge of the thing's rotted-out nose, snapping its head back as point and shaft made a wreck of its ruined brain.
Off-balance, it fell back in an ungainly heap, scrabbling at its face with frenzied, distracted hands. Several times it managed to catch hold of the arrow spearing it as Koster drew his sword, but the magic that animated a wight rarely survived the scrambling of whatever remained between its ears, and what sense and cunning they possessed faded rapidly. The thing would stop moving on its own eventually if he let it; bitter experience warned him to make sure of it now.
He'd just lifted his sword for a decapitating stroke when Selkie's furious scream made him whirl with his heart in his mouth.
Rising up from the undergrowth where they'd lain hidden, as muddy and dark as the mulch still clinging to them, nearly a dozen wights sprung up on the other side of the trail, barreling toward him as if the attack on their fellow had been a signal. As Selkie reared and lashed out, her training holding her in place so long as her rider was afoot, one paused to take a swipe at her, its bare, sharpened finger bones curled like claws. Koster flinched at her squeal of pain, but he couldn't let it distract him. Ten wights to one ranger? He was a dead man if he couldn't get through them and into the saddle, dead twice over if Selkie couldn't outrun them, and for all their deterioration, wights were fast.
No help for it. Grounding the point of his sword in the dirt, he reached for his bow again, two arrows swiftly finding their mark before he had to cast the weapon aside. If he'd been mounted, he'd have tried to ride circles around them, trusting to his marksmanship so long as he had arrows left, but on foot, in close quarters, he could only hope his swordsmanship would win him enough space to flee.
Though two of their number had fallen on the way, the others hesitated not an instant in their charge, yellow eyes fixed on him in implacable hunger. At this range he could note the similarities in their dilapidated clothes—once-serviceable leathers and stray bits of armor—and found himself wondering which stretch of woods was missing its bandits before the things were upon him.
He got lucky with the first, sidestepping fast and aiming a slice that bit deeply into its leg as its momentum carried it past him. He heard it go down, dry muscles and tendons severed, but that only meant he had to shift his position and mind his feet until he had time to take care of it properly. A wight that couldn't walk was only inconvenienced, not out of the battle for good.
They were close enough he could smell them now, rot and unwashed bodies and leaf mold, close enough to realize they were too tightly-spaced, that they'd overpower him at once when the main pack hit him. It was already too late to run.
He didn't look up when something shook the branches violently at his back, the sound broken by irregular beats of silence, but growing closer by the moment. He didn't dare look away from the wights, steeling himself to take as many with him as he could even as cold terror gnawed at his guts. So long as they only killed him, it wasn't the worst death he could ask for. If they'd been sent out to collect more bodies for their master—
It was right behind him now, the sound of something heavy moving fast through the trees, and even if he braced himself for impact, he still wasn't prepared when the furious rustling simply stopped.
Something large arced overhead, ash-grey and green, but at first his eyes refused to make sense of it. What finally penetrated was the flutter of a voluminous cloak, and then his mind started filling in details that were half-sketched at best: drawn-up legs imagined from two snarls of thick tendrils knotted like twisted roots, outstretched hands curled into ready claws intuited from the gnarled tangles that emerged from flapping sleeves. The guardian overshot Koster by many feet, landing in the midst of the pack, and when its strange hands closed on a pair of skulls, bone splintered with a crunch in its grip.
With a chorus of ragged howls, the wights closed on their new target, Koster forgotten. The wise thing to do would have been to retreat; instead he aimed himself at the nearest wight, his blade biting deep into the meaty part of a shoulder and through to the spine as he attacked from the side. It took a second stroke to sever the thing's neck as it flailed toward him, and by that time another had fallen, amber eyes missing as what life it still had drained from the empty sockets.
He was only paying half the attention he would have liked to the fight going on right next to him, most of it glimpsed in snatches: the cloaked figure whirling with inhuman grace, shifting bonelessly to avoid the rake of claws or the snap of broken teeth, lashing out with what looked like hands and feet in one moment, but which unspooled into writhing masses of iron-grey roots the next. In bare minutes the ground was littered with jerking corpses, stilling fast; when Koster took the head off the one he'd crippled earlier, the only ones still standing were he and Irsing.
With his back still to Koster, he nudged a body with a foot that could have passed for human; a hard glance showed it was formed of the same twisted grey roots Koster had seen earlier. Shaking his cowled head with a disgusted growl, he turned sharply away, pointedly ignoring Koster as he stalked to where the dryad still lay, plucking weakly at the rope of her own umbilicus still wrapped around her neck. As he watched, the guardian pulled her closer to her tree with a gentleness Koster wouldn't have expected, freeing her from her makeshift snare and crouching at her side.
Koster had had dryads try to speak to him before, but he'd never heard a proper conversation the way it ought to sound: a soft susurrus like the leaves of two trees whispering against each other. He wasn't sure how he knew which voice was Irsing's and which was the dryad's, except that one seemed more hushed than the other, broken as if breathless. Even when hale and hearty, dryads rarely showed any expression but the faint smile Koster suspected they imitated for the same reason they took human form, but in this one's cracked, roughened face, he thought he detected a trace of awe or wistfulness, as if she was as surprised at the guardian's appearance as Koster had been.
Irsing shook his head again, but then he reached out, laying one large, root-woven hand on the worst of the dryad's wounds.
When she gasped, Koster started forward without thinking, only to stop in his tracks when the guardian looked up at him. The eyes that speared him were vibrantly green, unexpectedly human, but that was its own kind of strangeness, set as they were in a face that was anything but.
Koster had met many guardians in the course of his service. Enough that he was no longer startled by how closely they resembled the laughing faces carved for luck into every lintel and chair back and saddle-skirting, all smooth, sweeping lines, bearded and crowned with something more akin to leaves than hair, their skins as green as new spring foliage. Not so the one before him: the Oakensea's guardian was pale, silvery gray from head to foot, and he looked like nothing more than a tangle of roots entwined skillfully together to form a perfect sculpture of a man. For a moment he looked completely alien. Then Koster blinked, realizing how closely the seams of this unfamiliar face matched the laugh lines that contoured the mouths and cheeks of every forest lord. Not so different from his fellows after all, it was as if this one had simply shed the bright coloration of his younger years, grown hoary and strong.
"Well?" Irsing demanded, voice a steel whip.
He shouldn't have been staring. He'd rarely seen a forest lord bother with more than a loose toga, and whether that was for modesty or for the sake of imitating the humans in his care was anyone's guess; he'd certainly never asked. He'd assumed this one hadn't wanted to be recognized, not that he hadn't wanted to be seen, but now it seemed obvious.
When he opened his mouth to apologize, what emerged was, "I've never seen a guardian fight like that. I didn't know a guardian could fight like that." He felt compelled to add the last; fighting was what rangers were for.
Irsing eyed him narrowly for a long moment before snorting wryly. "Live long enough," he said with an oddly bitter smile, "and you'll learn."
Distracted by a whispering question from the dryad, Irsing looked down again, and Koster, reminded abruptly that he was standing over them with his sword unsheathed like he meant to attack, knelt to pull up a few handfuls of grass, cleaning his blade as best he could before sheathing it. "Is she going to be all right?" he asked, watching in amazement as the dryad's wounds closed where the guardian's hands passed.
"In time. Those creatures are getting smarter," Irsing said, mouth drawing into a tight line, "or they're getting better orders. Used to be, what they caught, they killed. Now they wait to see what will be drawn to the noise."
Dragging his eyes away when he realized he'd been staring again, Koster nodded once and jerked his head toward the bodies strewn behind him. "So what do we do with those?"
He met Irsing's eyes this time, hoping his curiosity wasn't blazingly apparent. He knew the Oakensea was ancient, so vast and old she made all other woods look like a scrubby collection of weeds by comparison, and her guardian gave him the same impression of immense age and strength. He had so many questions, he barely knew where to begin, but he wasn't sure he had the right to ask any of them. Was this what every forest lord would look like someday? Just how old was Irsing? And how could a face that ought to have been rigid manage to be so expressive?
Green eyes studied him suspiciously, but after a moment, Irsing shrugged. "Burn them."
"Right," said Koster, swallowing unpleasant memories of fire and the sentimental urge to give the things a proper burial. They'd been human once, though he doubted anyone would miss these particular men. Nor could he blame the guardian for not wanting their evil soaking into his earth. Black magic always left a stain, even after its focus was destroyed. "No time like the present, then."
Rising to his feet, he glanced back at the trail he'd followed coming here and gave three short, sharp whistles, relieved to see that Selkie had strayed only a little ways in shaking off her attacker. She trotted over quickly enough, tossing her head and rolling her eyes at the stench of wights; she showed no sign of lameness but four deep scratches marked her shoulder where a wight's claws had caught her.
"Poor thing," he murmured, rubbing comfortingly at her nose as she whuffled him over for reassurance. "That's my brave girl."
"Indeed," came a deep voice at his back, and he glanced over his shoulder to find Irsing had risen as well, the dryad retreating to her tree, climbing slowly back into the branches where her umbilicus descended from. In moments she disappeared, but Irsing still loomed at his shoulder, close enough for Koster to feel dwarfed by him. "She's well-trained."
"She's from the king's stables," Koster explained, distracted. For all his years as a ranger, born and bred under the trees, he didn't think he'd ever been so close to a guardian who was focused on him. Not one that was sane, at any rate. Part of him wondered whether a forest lord's sheer size was meant to feel sheltering, something to rest in the shade of, but he couldn't say he felt particularly restful at the moment.
"Will she stand for me?"
He almost didn't understand the question until he saw the guardian reach toward Selkie's injured shoulder.
"Yes," he said, taking hold of the reins to make certain of it. Like most of Eskermere's horses, Selkie liked nixies, found dryads suspect in every way, but was perfectly willing to ignore guardians provided they ignored her as well. What she'd make of this guardian, he couldn't say.
For all his worrying, she only sidled uneasily at the touch on her shoulder, subsiding with pricked ears and trying to turn her head to watch as the guardian worked his magic.
When Irsing lifted his large hand, all that was left were four pink, new scars, well on their way to healing.
"Now," he growled shortly before Koster could thank him, "to work."
Work it was, and far from pleasant. The bodies they dragged were neither limp enough to be pliable nor stiff enough to be easily shifted, covered with mud and crusted blood and things Koster would rather not dwell upon. If only he'd thought to bring rope, he might have dragged the lot with Selkie's help, but instead he had to force himself to take whatever handhold he could find, wanting to retch as the smell came close to overpowering him.
He wasn't expecting Irsing to help—a little healthy fastidiousness where black magic was concerned was generally held to be a good thing—and Koster nearly lost his precarious grip on the body he was lugging when he saw Irsing stoop towards the corpses, hands reaching, and then unraveling, the intricate bends and loops that formed fingers and palms uncoiling like a mass of snakes. Spooling out to span the whole breadth of a wight's chest, the smooth grey roots latched on with inhuman strength, and when Irsing straightened, he easily carried two bodies to Koster's one, striding with purpose to the pit they'd marked out for their bonfire.
Spirits, he was strong, though Koster hadn't needed to see proof of it to know it. They were built for power, even the youngest a walking siege engine. In Irsing the mystery of what lay beneath rippling green skin had been laid bare. Funny how Koster had never made the obvious leap, that even the gentlest guardian could be a force to be reckoned with if provoked. When he thought of guardian strength, he thought of a delicate human partner being spun through the wild steps of the dance or balanced effortlessly in huge, mindful hands as they rocked together in pleasure, not the cracking of stone into dust by root and vine... yet that was part of them, too.
For a moment the serpentine flex of long fingers into snaking cords loomed large in his thoughts, but he pushed that firmly aside. A guardian whose shrine he'd visited, whose kith-mead he'd tasted, might approve of him in a general sort of way; the many, many things that needed looking after in a forest lord's domain always outnumbered their protectors ten to one, and a kindred soul was always welcome. He'd learned not to expect more notice than that, and there was a certain pride to be had in being self-sufficient to the point where even a guardian could rest easy where Koster was concerned.
He certainly had more pressing matters he ought to be thinking on than the eerie grace of Irsing's transformed self.
They laid the fire faster than he could have predicted, and he would have suspected the guardian of asking the nearby trees to donate their limbs except that all the wood they gathered between them was dry. It was Koster who lit the pyre, knowing all the while that that much smoke wouldn't go unnoticed, and that whatever he reported, it wouldn't be long before the other rangers knew there'd been a battle here, one no man could have won on his own. It was no use hoping they wouldn't investigate. If the captain intended to keep this latest meeting a secret—
He glanced over when the guardian sighed, but this time he wasn't quite so distracted by that extraordinary face. Under the irritated scowl, he thought he saw a glimmer of pain, and when he dropped his eyes automatically, he was startled to find the guardian's cloak was riddled with fraying tears.
"Are you all right?" he asked, reaching without thinking for the arm closest to him.
Flinching away, Irsing eyed him with the wariness of a half-wild cat, but the hand that came up to examine the rent Koster had spotted seemed more curious than guarding, as if he'd forgotten the rip was there. "It's old," Irsing said, followed by a swift headshake and a frown. "I'm perfectly fine."
Koster wasn't sure he believed that, but it seemed politic to let it pass. He was more troubled by how quick Irsing shied away from him. Was it wounds he was hiding, or was it part and parcel with whatever had him haunting his own forest in a cloak that had seen too many years of service?
He was wondering how far he dared press the matter when he realized he was being left behind yet again.
"Master Oakensea," he called awkwardly after the retreating figure, struggling for a moment before settling on Irsing's title out of respect.
The broad figure halted abruptly in a swirl of green, but spoke over his shoulder without turning. "Irsing," he offered a second time, mildly plaintive, vastly annoyed. "Names are meant to be used, not collected."
He was snorting a laugh before he could help himself, but the guardian—Irsing—seemed to take his irreverence in stride. "All right," he said through a smile. "Irsing."
Now the guardian turned, and again Koster was struck by how a face woven together out of smooth-polished wood could so easily show every emotion. Impatience, for instance. "Well?"
"Thank you," he said, shrugging at Irsing's uncertain look. "I'd have been dead if you hadn't come along. It's most appreciated, believe me."
"My duty," Irsing replied uncomfortably.
"My thanks regardless."
Nodding once, Irsing turned again, and this time he retreated with a will, striding away at a determined pace that soon saw him lost in the trees.
That was when reality caught up, and Koster had to take a few deep, slow breaths before his stomach would settle, the realization of just how close he'd been to death turning his insides to ice. If the guardian had been any further away, if he'd been as careless of his humans as everyone assumed, then Koster wouldn't be where he was, standing guard on a fire piled high over quick-burning corpses, covered in things unmentionable and too grateful to be breathing to mind the stench.
Whatever his faults, whatever the change in his appearance signified, the lord of the Oakensea was still a guardian like any other.
It gave him something to think about while he was trying to convince Selkie she really did want him on her back smelling the way he did.


Moira was nodding by the fire, a basket of mending at her feet and a half-hemmed summer dress draped across her lap when someone knocked on the door. Light footsteps ran to meet it, her granddaughter—no, her great-granddaughter; she forgot sometimes—wreathed with smiles until she flung open the door. Then she merely looked surprised.
"Yes?" Halai asked, uneasy. "Has... has something happened?"
Wide awake now, Moira listened, half expecting to hear coarse laughter and guttural lowland accents. She'd lost her first husband that way, many, many years ago; when the bandits came to their door, the proud, foolish boy had fought.
"No," came the swift reply, friendly and contrite. "Sorry to trouble you, miss; I'm not here on duty."
Ah, she thought, smiling to herself. Halai was a pretty child, graceful as a willow and cheerful as a sparrow. It was rare that the other boys came knocking for her; anyone could see she had her eye on that rascal Thierr, though it'd be years before that boy was ready to settle on anyone.
"Then... can I help you?"
A soft creak of leather punctuated a shrug, but the man's answer wasn't the one Moira expected to hear. "I was wondering if your grandmother was in. That is—I asked around, and I need to have a cloak made, but I don't think it'll be easy. Well... I'm guessing on that," he added the last with a self-deprecating smile in his voice, and Moira found herself setting her mending aside, curiosity winning over caution.
"Who is it?" she called, prepared for anything from a lost traveler to a bandit king to walk through her door.
The man was tall, solidly-built, but she saw the badge of the rangers branded on his leathers and knew in an instant why Halai had been so worried before. Not only was the boy she'd set her sights on a ranger himself, but her father was a trapper, often gone from home. With an apologetic air, the man gave her a respectful nod, saying, "Good morning. I was hoping I could find Granny Lundy."
"And it seems you have," she replied, reining in a smile. It marked him as an outsider, his asking for Halai's grandmother, but he was polite enough to be worth talking to, she supposed. "And what could an old woman do for the rangers?"
"Not for the rangers," the man was quick to say, though his look was hopeful. "I've come on my own. I need something made," he explained, hunching a shoulder as if embarrassed. "A cloak, and not a common one."
"If you want something fancy?" she tried to say; truthfully, more coin was always welcome.
"It's not that," the ranger assured her, but then he hesitated as if torn. "It's not for me," he began at last, voice firming as he came to some decision. "It's for someone half a head taller and half again as broad." He glanced thoughtfully at the ceiling as if trying to pull up a memory that wasn't quite clear. "It'll need sleeves, too, big ones, with lots of room."
Something in her face must have given her away, because he fell silent all at once, clearly regretting whatever rumor had brought him to the cleverest seamstress in Orm still living.
"Lilia's tithe," she said, holding his eyes when he would have glanced uncertainly away. "You want to take up Lilia's tithe."
She had his attention now, but he frowned in puzzlement, shaking his head. "I'm sorry... Lilia? What tithe?"
He wasn't playing at being ingenuous, she decided after a moment; he honestly didn't know. But if he was asking after that cloak...
She was getting ahead of herself. One thing at a time.
"My sister," she said, darting a hard look at Halai as the girl edged closer, warning her clearly that she might keep her ears open, but that her mouth should remain shut on whatever she might hear. "She married into the Falshires—a very proper family, very strict in their observances. They offered a yearly tithe to the wood, the best of whatever their hands had made: shoes, preserves, whatever they had a talent for." The young ranger looked as if he understood, which was just as well; at least she wouldn't have to ask some young fool where he thought the forest lord was supposed to come up with the needful things he was said to leave for those who were truly in want of them. "Lilia's tithe was always a new cloak, bright blue."
He'd been nodding along with her until that moment, and it fair stole the breath from her when he suddenly stopped.
"Green," he said very quietly, and she found herself blinking away foolish tears, having to swallow against the lump of hope that lodged in her throat.
"Silly me," she croaked, smiling at last. "One does grow forgetful at times."
"Then, can you make it? I'll certainly pay you for your trouble."
"I still have her old patterns in a trunk somewhere," Moira assured him, waving aside the rest. Haggling over a tithe was the worst sort of luck there was, and he had the look of an honest man. "Come back in a week, and you'll have your cloak."
"Thank you," he said, gratitude softening the hard planes of his face. "It's much appreciated."
She nodded, not trusting herself to speak lest the hundred questions she could see he didn't want to answer came pouring out at once.
Ducking his head, he turned for the door, and then stopped, glancing back at her uncertainly. "I... if you don't mind my asking...?"
"Why did the tithes stop?" she asked shrewdly, amused by his flush even as she heartily approved his determined nod. "That was always Lilia's gift. She taught her daughter, and then her granddaughter, so there'd always be someone to follow after her. But she got old, and her family... weren't so lucky," she tried to explain, sharing again the ache of outliving a husband, daughters and sons. "When she died five years ago, she was the last, and it was always her gift," she said again, only to master herself with a swift headshake. "And now it's yours."
"Thank you," he repeated gravely, and she shooed him out with a laugh, extracting from the lad a name, a promise to return in one week, and the assurance that he wouldn't take an old woman's ramblings to heart.
"Granny?" Halai asked once he was gone, her voice tremulous. When Moira held out a hand, the girl wrapped it up with both of hers, and Moira couldn't have said which of them was shaking the harder for the hope they didn't dare voice.
"Not a word," she said severely, laying her other hand over both of Halai's. "Not to anyone."
"But?"
"He's young," she tried to caution the child. "He's an outsider. And if he's wrong about what he's seen," she said grimly, "it's going to be nothing but trouble."
"But if he's right?"
Squeezing her great-granddaughter's hands tightly in her own, she allowed a smile to break free.


The uneven lump of wood Koster turned over in his hands would have been useless for most practical purposes, and Koster would be the first to admit he was a danger to himself and others as a craftsman of any stripe. Asking him to saw a board or turn a wheel was dooming the enterprise to failure, and his attempts to patch a shirt or darn a sock could have reduced a lifelong bachelor to tears. Handing him a sharp knife and the odd bit of kindling should have been a recipe for disaster as well, but he'd always been able to spot the hidden shapes inside the grain, whittling patiently away until he freed them from the wood.
If nothing else, it was good to have something to focus on while you were waiting for a wild creature to become accustomed to your presence.
Though he hadn't spoken to Irsing again since the incident some weeks before, when he found himself listening to odd noises now, convinced he wasn't alone, he could be certain it wasn't his imagination. He never quite saw his odd shadow clearly, doubted he would have seen anything at all if Irsing hadn't wanted to be seen, but now and then, he'd catch a glimpse of something sinuous slipping through the branches overhead or melting just out of sight. If it'd been more purposeful, it might have been unsettling, but the not-quite-visits were so random, it put him in mind of the restless circling of a curious beast still trying to make up its mind about the intruder in its territory.
After two days of near-constant riding to the next closest town and back—two days with only Selkie for company, as near as he could tell—it was good to be back in Orm, stationary for the moment, with nothing better to do than sit out under the trees a few miles from town and tease shapes out of bits of wood. He thought this one looked like a pony; Sasha would probably like it for her stable.
"What are you doing here?"
If he hadn't been half-expecting that voice for hours, he might have started in a panic from the mossy old windfall he'd taken for a seat. He tipped his head back over his shoulder instead, ignoring what he suspected was a perpetual frown to grin up at the hooded shape looming over him. "I live here," he said mildly, all but holding his breath as green eyes narrowed sharply.
"Hmph. Most of your kind want nothing to do with these woods," Irsing grumbled with far less ire than his scowl portended. "Yet here you are, sitting out like a baited trap. What were you hoping to catch?"
"Me? I'm off duty," Koster protested, turning half around to meet Irsing's eyes directly. "No traps or catching for me for another few days yet, captain's orders. And besides," he said, oddly embarrassed to be admitting it to the forest's own guardian, "I like these woods. They're peaceful."
Irsing cocked his head doubtfully, but the scorn Koster expected never appeared. "Your fellows are saying you've been to the wilds and back," he said instead, as if that somehow explained everything.
Koster nodded unwillingly, his smile bleeding away. So they were still talking about him in Orm, loud enough or often enough that even Irsing couldn't help but overhear... or perhaps he'd heard Koster's name in passing and had simply gotten curious. It was one of the reasons Koster was out under the trees instead of back in town. The captain had had to say something about the ashpile of dead wights, but it was Senn who'd apologized for days for his part in spreading the tale: where he'd been two postings ago, and most especially that he'd survived it. A man who could emerge from a tangletrack in one piece when so many others hadn't ought to have no trouble with a pack or two of wights.
"Did they happen to mention I was in Kemilak?"
He could tell by Irsing's blank stare that even if he'd heard the name, it meant nothing to the guardian. That confused him for a moment, until he realized there was no reason for one guardian to know another unless their borders overlapped, and Kemilak had been half the country away from the Oakensea. He almost wanted to change the subject, the memory of another guardian's watchful, nervous stare curdling his stomach, but if anyone deserved the story of him, it was Irsing.
"Kemilak's all the way on the other side of the Lakes, or it used to be," he began, refusing to react when Irsing started at his use of the past tense. "I took the post knowing it'd already gone to the wilds, but it didn't seem that bad at first. It'd been that way a generation already, and for a while, there was some hope it might be getting better. Fewer travelers going lost, the trees staying put and not rewriting the trails overnight... I think everyone started breathing a little easier.
"What I remember is waking up to someone ringing the bell at the post station fit to break their arm. By the time I got outside, it was chaos; there were wights coming right into the streets, a full pack of dires on their heels, but the worst was the forest itself. The trees just looked wrong. Like half of them wanted to get away from the other half, and that half just wanted to tear apart anything they could reach. Master Kemilak... he'd turned, you see. We never did find out why."
"Then you..." The guardian's deep voice was choked, appalled.
It was hard to meet Irsing's eyes, wide and horrified, but he managed. "We split up," he continued determinedly. "The rangers. Half to take the villagers to safety; some of them even made it," he said with a humorless smile. Irsing looked sick. "The rest of us went in to deal with what we could. It wasn't much," he admitted. "In the end, we... we burned the heart grove to the ground."
He expected Irsing to lash out at him for what he'd done, no better than a wight tormenting a tethered dryad. Fallen or not, lethal or not, there'd been no escape for Kemilak's guardian once the flames took hold.
"I'm sorry," Irsing said heavily, lifting a hand as if to reach out before drawing it flinchingly back. "You shouldn't have had to see that." He sounded genuinely remorseful, almost defeated when he added, "I must terrify you, I suppose."
"You—what?" Koster blurted in surprise, shaking his head. "No, of course not. I've seen a wood that's gone to the wilds; I know the difference. Yours is—no. Definitely not."
"That's good to know," Irsing said wryly, "but it wasn't my forest I meant."
His face, then, the unfixed nature of his form, unique among guardians to the best of Koster's knowledge. "You don't look anything like Master Kemilak did," he assured Irsing staunchly, "before or after he turned."
"And you may be the only one within the bounds of my forest who'd know that."
True. And worrisome. "Is that why you stay away?" he had to ask, wondering if it could be that easy. He thought he had part of his answer when Irsing's eyes slid from his, and he reached out impulsively, his fingers brushing the sleeve of Irsing's cloak this time before the guardian sidled away. "You should come to the village."
"Oh, yes," Irsing snapped, bristling again, "because I enjoy terrorizing mortals so very much."
"You should come with me," he insisted reasonably, projecting all his assurance into his tone. "Just let them get used to you. They'd hardly be afraid if they saw you all the time."
"Maybe I don't want to get used to them," Irsing countered, glaring furiously over Koster's shoulder.
That gave him pause. "There's something else," he said slowly, "isn't there? It's not just..."
"Isn't that enough?" Irsing scoffed, chin coming up sharply so that his hood nearly fell away altogether.
He looked just as strange as Koster remembered, and yet the differences seemed to strike him less and less each time. He might not have considered it a handsome face, but it was an interesting one, sharp and uncompromising one moment, gentleness itself in the next. It was a face he thought he could get used to without any trouble at all, and that was what made him say, "No. Not by half."
Growling, Irsing turned to stalk away yet again, which reminded Koster of the second reason he was there. "Wait," he called, scrambling for the wrapped bundle he'd brought with him before Irsing could vanish on him entirely. "I forgot, I've something for you."
Irsing had already slowed, and at the mention of a gift, he turned to eye Koster in some consternation. "I hardly need you to bring me..."
The silence that fell as Koster managed to pick apart Granny Lundy's neat wrapping and hold her work up to be admired was easily as satisfying as the stunned look in the guardian's eyes, oddly vulnerable.
"I hope it's all right," he said nervously as Irsing only stood and stared. "The pattern we had was a bit old—well, moth-eaten, actually—so we had to guess a bit at the size."
Irsing shook his head. "'We?'"
"Granny Lundy and I. She's, Lilia was her sister," Koster explained, hunching a shoulder. "Moira, Granny Lundy, she inherited the patterns, and, well, I hear her granddaughter sews about as well as I do, but her great-granddaughter wanted to learn, so we thought maybe next year, if it's all right, she could help."
He didn't really expect thanks. He couldn't even be sure the guardian would accept the gift in the first place.
He didn't at all expect for it to be gathered up so reverently, for Irsing's deep voice to go quite so low and soft as the guardian murmured, "I would be honored."


Letting go the hoof he'd just fixed a last shoe to, Rig straightened with a pat to the big draft horse's flank, watching as the beast danced ponderously in place for a moment before settling with a sigh. There'd been a farrier in his grandfather's day, before so many families had moved to safer woods, but now the work fell to the blacksmith, and Rig had never been comfortable putting nails into living things. Squeamish, is what his Da would have said, but it had to get done, so he did it.
"There now," he said, patting the beast again. "That should hold him for now."
"Aye, and if he wouldn't drag his feet like he does, maybe he wouldn't lose his shoes so often. I think he does it just to get out of work for a bit," the gelding's owner grumbled, though the hand that stroked the big grey's nose was fond. "Don't know why he's being such a lazybones this year. I'd swear someone's come in and stolen all the rocks from my field; I just can't make out why anyone would want them."
Rig would have laughed with the man, except that he'd heard that story, or one like it, before.
"Commer says his dogs haven't woken him once chasing the deer from the new plantings," he offered, unsurprised when Hal's wry grin faded to a conspiratorial gleam in faded blue eyes.
"And Arvid hasn't lost a hen to the foxes in near two months."
Rig nodded, and the two men eyed each other in silence for a moment, each privately thinking what neither could quite bring himself to wonder aloud.
Even as a boy, Rig had never been one for tramping around the forest—when had there ever been time?—and as a man, he thought of it as an unpredictable and uncomfortable neighbor when he thought of it at all. All the same, even he could tell that things were changing out there in the trees, so far for the better. Nor was he the only one with an inkling as to why.
The sound of Senn's laughter was so common it hardly drew a glance—except that Rig, being a fool, always looked—but his companion was another story. Dark to Senn's light, Koster looked like his friend's complete opposite until he cracked a grin, and then it was plain to see they were as like as two peas in a pod. Watching the pair of them stroll from the post station to the Red Dog, heads bent close together, it was hard to believe Koster was an outsider, that Rig himself had taken the man for a bandit on first sight until he set them all at ease.
"Lucky chance that sent us this one," Hal drawled around a knowing smile. "Heard he did for a pack of wights already, halfway to Ashford. Good man to have in a fight, I'd say."
"Senn seems to like him," Rig agreed. Hal gave him a mildly arch look for that, but Rig only shrugged. Rig could hardly begrudge their new ranger what was offered freely to all and while Senn might act like he didn't have a care in the world, the man had sharp eyes and keener instincts. No one got the better of him for long. If Senn was willing to open his home to the man, that was endorsement enough for Rig. "He seems a steady enough sort," he said to keep the peace, knowing Hal would be needling him for sour grapes or misplaced rivalry or spirits knew what if he left it there.
"Oh, aye," Hal agreed with a grin that spoke volumes. "Steadier than the other rangers, I'll give him that. The whole lot of them have been in a tizzy for weeks."


He hadn't been given a regular patrol, just an injunction from the captain to make himself scarce for a week, and possibly have a look to the northeast if he was so inclined. "And keep an eye out for Thierr while you're at it," Farin had added, rolling his eyes to cover his worry. "He's a bit overdue."
He was two days out, beating the bushes in earnest, when something caught his eye. In the two months he'd patrolled the Oakensea, Koster had seen the trees go from bare buds to an ocean of green that lived up to its name. If a hole in the canopy opened up, that just meant more room for saplings to grow, and every wood had its share of deadfalls.
Coming upon a stand of bare branches, not just the giant, sagging oak at its center, but the slender spears of birch clustered around it... that was odd. And it wasn't alone.
Now that he was looking, he noticed other patches of blight, and even when he was hemmed in by healthy trees, he could trace the path ahead from odd pools of sunlight formed by islands of ruin. When he dismounted at the third such stand, he quickly ruled out insects or disease; the dry leaves that crunched under his boots were a uniform brown, untouched by spot or mold, and the dry bark he peeled up looked drought-stricken rather than gnawed. It might have been the work of necromancers, but the usual earmarks of their rituals—bloodstains, the marks of struggle and blades—were missing.
It was hours before he came upon his destination, the one place Senn hadn't shown him, for reasons he hadn't wanted to ask. There'd been nothing to mark the woods around him as different, the trees as young or old as all the others this far from the bite of village axes, yet when he came into the open clearing of the heart grove, leading Selkie on foot, Koster knew precisely where he stood.
The oaks that ringed him in were massive, their heavy limbs reaching out to weave amongst their sisters like a circle of children huddled close to whisper secrets. Even the smallest of the lower branches were so wide he doubted he could have gotten both arms around their circumference, and though they towered no higher than the younger trees at their backs, they were stately in their prominence.
It was just that their leaves, profuse as they were, were more yellow than green, with a growing carpet of brittle brown heaping slowly at their feet.
"What are you doing here?"
He did jump this time, and Selkie started along with him, but he plastered on a brave smile as he turned to meet narrowed green eyes. "Didn't we already have this conversation?" he managed, swallowing against the thickness in his throat.
Like the other trees he'd seen, the heart grove was dying.
Irsing was dying.
And still the infernal creature huffed at him as if nothing were wrong.
"Yes, but now we're in my home, not yours. I suppose you were asked for your expert opinion?"
He felt the hurt of that strike deep, but he breathed through it, reminding himself of another proverb about the habits of wild things: when cornered, when injured, they bite.
"No. No, I... spirits, Irsing, what happened?" he demanded, unable to contain himself. "This is... this isn't right."
The guardian's gaze was oddly dispassionate as he eyed the dying grove, as if the ancient trees meant no more to him than a cracked wheel or a broken pot. "I used to have brothers, you know," Irsing said flatly. "Most of this land used to be covered in trees. But do you know what happens when the guardian of a forest the size of Oakensea dies?" His mouth twitched humorlessly as Koster shook his head. "Well, it's very little, I assure you. The heart grove will die, and a great many other trees, and what was once a single forest will be broken into many...and a guardian for each one will spring up like toadstools, and there's an end to your troubles. I won't be the first. It just seems I'm to be the last."
"But—why? If there's something causing this?"
It was the detached eyes that speared him without anger, without fear, that told him what the problem was, for all that he didn't want to believe it. Irsing hadn't just fallen out of touch with his villagers. He'd become disconnected from the land itself, starving by inches as surely as a man who'd given up on food.
"No," said Koster. No to all of it, to the despair eating away at Irsing's roots and, "This can't be why you withdrew."
When Irsing's eyes slid from his, he realized how completely he'd gotten that backward.
"You idiot," he breathed, trembling with rage. "You cut yourself off from everything and everyone, and now you're just going to sit and let this happen?"
"I thought it best to stay away," Irsing replied stiffly, still not looking at him.
Koster was having none of it. "But it never had to be this way! The only reason anyone would look twice at you now is because they're going to be expecting some green-faced sapling barely older than his own dryads. If you'd just trusted us, if you'd trust us now?"
"Don't be a fool," Irsing snapped, whipping his head back around to stare at Koster icily. "You think I should follow you home like some stray dog? What do you think people expect when they see a guardian among them?" He deliberately closed the gap between them as he'd never done before. "They'll see me," he growled, leaning in close and lifting a hand that rippled, long grey fingers unwinding in a sinuous flex against Koster's cheek, "and they'll wonder what else about me has changed. And they'd be right to wonder."
Irsing's smile was a tight and dangerous thing as he leaned closer still, close enough that Koster could smell the warm, woodsy musk of him, could practically taste the faint sweetness of his breath. "Now," he murmured, low and dark, "that's a thought for a Quarter Night, isn't it?"
Koster swallowed hard, the muscles of his throat catching as he felt the press of smooth coils around his throat, just tight enough for him to know they were there. The tendrils of Irsing's unraveled hand splayed across his cheek, hooked around the back of his neck and threaded themselves into his hair, but nowhere did they scratch or scrape. They were smooth, held a faint trace of heat like sun-warmed wood, and though he could hear his heart thundering in his ears, it wasn't fear that had his throat working a second time.
"No one," he said with absolute conviction, "who's ever spent five minutes in your company would believe for an instant you meant them any harm."
Irsing stilled, his deliberately predatory look blanking with surprise. For a long moment, he only stared. "I envy you your conviction," he said at last, his hand sliding carefully away, slow to reform. "Not that it matters," he said heavily before he shook himself, tone going sharp as he turned away. "Your lot come and go so quickly, after all. You're far too much work for a single night of dancing."
"A single night?" Koster echoed, caught off-balance by the abrupt shift of mood, how solitary he suddenly felt.
The frown Irsing shot him was both impatient and confused, as if Koster had been surprised to note the sky was blue. "They come to me once," he said shortly, "sometimes twice, and then we're strangers again. I'm no more a part of their lives than they are of mine."
That sounded horrible. And terribly lonely, for anyone. And not at all what he was used to. "That's not how it is where I'm from," he offered uncertainly, wondering if it'd always been like that in the Oakensea or whether the change had been gradual. Once the guardian started pulling away, the people might have as well.
"No? Then I envy you your guardian as well. Or perhaps it's your guardian I envy," he said with a wry twitch of a smile, barely worth the name. In that moment he looked unspeakably tired.
"Elmreach," Koster said.
"What?"
"Elmreach. Where I'm from," he explained with a shrug. "It's a few days' ride west of Eskermere, near Anga's Crossing. Pretty quiet, nothing special, but we keep the traditions. The whole town used to turn out for the Quarter dances," he said with a sheepish grin, "though the young ones were sent home early, and not everyone stayed the course. It wasn't... it was never just about that. It was a covenant, is what I was always told. Renewing the kinship between man and guardian. That's why the kith-mead, right?"
"It opens your senses to each other and the forest," Irsing agreed. "It also," he added with a cynical twist of his mouth, "will quite turn a mortal's head. Enough so that you don't care too much precisely what it is you're lying with."
Koster knew when to pick his battles. "I think they usually water it," he offered, and let Irsing think on that for a while.
"I think," Irsing replied dryly, "that's usually wise."
He wanted to laugh, but he still felt far too raw. "Right. So, that's where I grew up," he said lightly, "but that's not where my guardian is. I have a new one, you see, and I plan to keep him."
He'd surprised Irsing again, and while he couldn't call it a victory, he allowed himself a smile as the guardian turned pointedly away, muttering, "Stubborn human."
"It's a gift," he replied with all the cheek he could muster, taking Senn for his inspiration.
Which wasn't to say he wasn't worried half to death, but it was his confidence Irsing listened to, not his fears. Those he could keep a tight lid on until he could cobble together a solution; all he had to do was keep Irsing engaged, and challenged, and by all the good spirits, let Senn have a pretty sib or three of the type to tempt a guardian's attentions, because he could think of no other family gregarious enough and bossy enough to pull off what he had in mind.


They had their heads together again, Koster and her husband, and they'd long since exhausted the subject of what could be keeping that fox-child Thierr out on the trail. If she'd been a more suspicious woman, Ana might have wondered about the two of them, only Senn was solid bedrock under the cheerful affability, and she hadn't known Koster a week before realizing he was cut from the same cloth. At least they'd stopped whispering like ninnies when she was around; it wasn't as if half the town didn't suspect a change was in the air. Now, instead of making herself scarce, she refilled their cups when they looked like they might run dry, kept her eldest from interrupting them too often, and tried not to laugh too openly at the way they tried by torturous paths to talk around what everyone had already guessed.
"I don't understand him," Koster was insisting now, leaning over the table with a scowl that would have made him frightening a month ago. "He's just... it's like he's determined to think the worst of himself, but if he'd just let anyone get to know him," Koster said after a deep breath, only to trail off once more, stalled again on the one point he would never come out and explain: why the mysterious personage they were all so very concerned about would shun any company but Koster's.
She could tell by the gleam in Senn's eyes that not asking was all but killing him, but it was the miserable look in Koster's, the dejected slump of his shoulders, that made her interrupt before Senn could interrogate the poor man.
"So, what's this?" she asked lightly, settling herself onto Senn's lap to let him know she didn't intend to walk away or play deaf any longer. "Trouble with a sweetheart?"
"What? I, no," Koster sputtered, flushing to the tips of his ears. "I'm not—we're not—"
"I think you broke him," Senn observed, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her back to rest against his shoulder. He was watching Koster all the while, and his smile was sympathetic, but the speculative glint that had always been there in his gaze where Koster was concerned had sharpened now into certainty.
"It's not like that," Koster managed at last, shifting uncomfortably. "It's... I'm not exactly his usual... well. Not exactly his usual."
"From what I know of him," Senn pointed out reasonably, "no one is. At least he talks to you."
"I talk to my horse, too," Koster muttered, staring into the mug he cupped between his hands, "but that doesn't mean I'm flirting with her. I'm just safe."
It was an odd thing to say, and not only because Koster didn't look safe in the slightest. "Well," she declared, "I'd certainly trust you. You know. If you needed to be trusted."
Senn gave her a mock-stricken look for that, to which she rolled her eyes, but Koster looked both thoughtful and stunned at once, as if a trail he hadn't been able to follow before had suddenly become clear.


The captain hadn't asked why when Koster said that he needed to go back out again, to that area two days to the northeast that no one wanted to talk about. He'd only nodded and wished Koster luck, and Koster had kept his teeth clenched on his own questions in turn. He couldn't even guess what the captain thought he was up to, whether the man thought he was riding out to find the guardian or going after their missing ranger. Maybe Farin thought it had something to do with the heart grove. Maybe the state of it was why no one liked to mention it, or maybe none of them wanted to think too closely about what they might have to do there if the guardian they didn't quite trust ever turned on them in earnest.
Koster slept badly the first night, roused from the edge of sleep by every noise, half hoping and half dreading each rustle would be followed by a familiar deep voice. He didn't think for a moment that Irsing would welcome the suggestion he meant to pose, and he didn't doubt that the argument to follow would go far beyond the bounds of politeness. But unless he completely missed his guess, it was Irsing himself who was most afraid of what he'd become, and Koster intended to trust him. Once Irsing realized there was nothing to fear, well. That would be a different matter, now wouldn't it?
He worried at first that he'd have trouble finding the heart grove again, and then he worried that he'd find it too easily, that the line of dead trees might have spread. He worried about a lot of things; it was better than dwelling on how badly his plan could end.
Having a firm destination in mind, he made better time the second day, and within an hour of dusk he saw the first of his landmarks: a tall old aspen stripped completely bare of leaves, even the abandoned crows' nests in its branches sagging tiredly. Caution urged him to stop while it was still light, storm the bulwark of Irsing's famous stubbornness in the morning, but this time he didn't mind the idea of pressing on through the night. Once he made the grove, he'd have a ready camp unless Irsing pitched him out on his ear, and what would trouble a guardian in his own grove?
Preoccupied and with the steady beat of Selkie's hooves to startle the evening birds into silence, he didn't notice at first the deadly quiet that had spread over the forest until Selkie started to mouth at the bit, snorting unhappily. Reining automatically, he listened with bated breath as she stopped walking, but there was nothing, not one single sound to tell him which way danger lay. Already the shadows were thick beneath the trees, blurring the hard edges of trunk and bough into the low cloud of undergrowth, and without movement to draw the eye, it was hard to make out what might be a clump of fern or something crouched to strike.
When he heard the far-off clamor of something large and determined tearing through the trees at his back, he felt the tightness in his shoulders ease in a rush of utter relief. If Irsing knew of the danger, then at least neither of them would be fighting alone. He wasn't expecting the guardian to plummet from the trees in a formless state, a whipping snarl of grey that had Selkie rearing in terror, her scream shattering the silence. He didn't see Irsing weave himself back together, reforming beneath the cloak that must have been hidden inside the mass of him; Koster's hands were full with keeping Selkie from bolting, but the transformation must have been quick.
"Go back," Irsing snapped while Selkie was still fighting the bit, tossing her head as her eyes rolled white. "This isn't the time."
"What?"
"Just go, do you hear? Ride, and keep riding!"
That did not sound good.
"Go!" Irsing ordered, but didn't wait to see if Koster would obey. He didn't bother taking to the trees this time, just slipped free of the pattern that made him familiar and knowable, racing away like the roots of the world playing at being a wolf.
As urgent as Irsing had sounded, he hadn't sounded mad, and his shape, however strange, was nothing more nor less than what he was. He hadn't turned, was in no danger of running wild. The danger was somewhere up ahead, and they were close, far too close, to the heart grove itself.
Koster hesitated only an instant; Selkie balked when he tried to send her after Irsing, but she was too well-trained to fight him for long. Laying her ears back, she bolted down the same trail the guardian had taken, and Koster gave her her head, trusting her eyes to be sharper than his own in the gloom. He crouched over her neck as they wove between the trees, but he found himself raked by fewer branches than he would have expected at their headlong pace. The trees were bending away from him, he realized with a touch of awe, opening a path as best they could, while here and there bright golden eyes marked his passing in anxious silence.
Even at a gallop, they were slower by far than the guardian. By the time they reached the grove, Irsing was already there, weaving in and out of form so fast Koster could barely track the difference. Already the clearing was littered with corpses, a few still trying to move as the magic slowly seeped out of them, but the wights that remained could have populated a village, and the greater bulk of them stood between him and Irsing.
Dropping the reins to Selkie's neck, he reached for his bow instead of his sword, stringing it fast using his stirrup for a brace. If he could keep moving, if he didn't run out of arrows, he might be able to make a dent in those things. He'd save charging in on foot for when he ran out of wiser options.
The sun dropped away over the trees at last; it occurred to him as he nocked his first arrow that it ought to have been harder to see, even with the wide open sky flagged with orange and gold above. Somewhere on the other side of that crush, someone had brought in torches... and wights had no use for fire.
He let the first arrow fly and reached for the second, his eyes flicking to his next target instead of waiting to see if his first shot had scored its mark. They were packed so close, he could hardly fail to hit something, and he fired again and again, as fast as he could draw. They were going to notice him soon, and when they did—
Though she'd stood like a rock under him once she felt the reins on her neck, Selkie gave to the hard pressure of one leg in an instant, breaking position with a lunge to the left as the first pack of wights came lumbering after them. Now was the time for more precision, and he took careful aim as he fired behind them, anticipating Selkie's bounding rhythm while he plugged away at their pursuers. Two were smarter or older than the rest, their erratic gait making them harder to hit, and he sat back hard, Selkie digging in her hooves under him and sliding to a stop at his signal.
The two he'd had trouble pinning before fell in quick succession, but he was drawing far too much notice. He ought to break from the clearing, circle around to come at them from another angle, but a glance at what was happening at the far side of the grove from where he'd come in changed his mind.
He'd found the torches, driven into the ground on either side of one of the massive old oaks, flaring brightly in the gloom. It was all the light he needed to see the man thrashing against the trunk, strung up by his purpling hands with the bloody remains of his eyes already painting his cheeks. That would have been bad enough, but Koster realized with a sharp, sick gasp that the rope binding the man's hands was a dryad's umbilicus, the dryad herself nailed to her oak in a parody of an embrace, and that the iron blades two men in rust-red leathers were driving through their close-bound prisoners would be mingling both their blood and their deaths.
He ignored the wights charging his way, his next arrow aimed at the younger of the two necromancers, the one with the more enthusiastic arm.
Squeezing with his legs even as his arrow was flying, he sent Selkie in chase of it, drawing a second arrow as he watched his target stagger forward and drop to his knees. He'd hit a lung at least, even if he'd missed the heart, but even the blackest of magicians were far less hardy than their creations. When the older man turned with an unpleasant smile, Koster was ready, Selkie's hooves skidding on the slick grass as he signaled a halt, wanting a clear shot at the bastard if nothing else.
In another moment, he would have fired, if a wight hadn't swung down out of the branches overhead, one with a too-familiar face.
It wasn't young Thierr looking back at him, not truly. Thierr's grin had never been that hungry, and his eyes should have been a bright, laughing blue instead of hard lumps of amber. In his heart he wasn't even surprised—a ranger might miss one check-in, but never a second—nor did he believe for an instant that there was anything left of the boy he'd so briefly known in that ravaged husk. He'd just never seen a wight he could put a name to before, even in the wildest of woods.
He almost wanted to apologize, but it would have been wasted breath. He fired instead, caught the monster square in the face, and urged Selkie onward in almost the same moment. She screamed as she bolted forward, her whole body flinching as if struck, and he knew if he glanced behind him he'd see leathery hands reaching out to finish the job of pulling her down and Koster with her.
Worse still, by the time he looked around for the other necromancer, the old man had already fled.
There wasn't time to worry about it, then. Staying one step ahead of the monsters he was already in the midst of kept him busy enough, and there was Irsing to think of, all alone in the center of a growing circle of carnage.
If he'd been impressed the first time he'd seen Irsing fight, he realized now that he had been holding back, afraid perhaps of sending Koster running all the way back to the Lakes. Never still, Irsing was a whirlwind of ash and green, rarely holding one form for longer than it took to make his attack. Fingers sharpened themselves into claws, split into a dozen snapping whips, and then all of him was twisting away, flowing like a nest of snakes to reform behind the next wight. He wasn't unscathed—his once-smooth roots were nicked and scraped, a few curled up into tight knots sheened with something slick and clear—but he never slowed, never flagged, and never looked once in Koster's direction.
It seemed to take forever before the final creatures broke and ran, cut down well before they made the tree line. Koster's arrows found a few, but Irsing was as ruthless in disposing of the stragglers as he'd been in fighting for his life, pouncing like nothing remotely human to tear the last apart.
Sliding out of the saddle and leaning on Selkie's shoulder a moment until he found his legs, Koster pushed aside the after-battle jitters and looked around to see what needed doing first.
Irsing, he decided, making a beeline for him until he realized where Irsing was going.
Approaching the ancient oak with clear reluctance, Irsing stared at the gruesome tableau the necromancers had left behind with a tight mouth, green eyes bright with rage and pain. It was far too late for the man—a stranger, no one Koster had known—but the dryad wasn't in much better shape. He could barely distinguish her shape from the trunk of her tree, her bark-dry skin so close to merging there seemed to be no space between them. With her eyes closed, she might have been nothing but a ghost in the grain, easily overlooked.
Looking to Irsing expectantly, he felt his stomach drop when Irsing shook his head without looking down.
"There's nothing I can do for her," he rasped as his hands clenched, and then twisted, their tortured knots showing his anguish far more clearly than his face. "If she lives, it'll be her tree's doing."
But when he reached up to unwind her umbilicus from the dead man's wrists, it crumbled like powder and flaked away, severing the connection between the two.
Throat closing as he watched the dryad breathe her last, Koster made no move to catch the body that fell at his feet, too horrified at what he'd seen to pay any mind to proprieties. He'd never known how wights were made, and it was a knowledge he could have done without. And to have worked that ritual here of all places....
"Why her?" he asked past the lump in his throat. "Why here?"
"It isn't always the guardian," Irsing ground out, "who darkens the forest. A corrupted heart grove will do the trick as nicely, and take me with it as well." He turned away as Koster was still digesting that, glaring at the scattered corpses with a fury that was half exhaustion. "We'll have to burn these as well. At least they've done half the work of gathering themselves for the pyre."
"Here?" Koster demanded, stomach twisting as he felt the blood drain from his face. "You're going to burn them here?"
"With as many as there are, there's hardly room to do it anywhere else," Irsing pointed out. He looked about to add something else, but then he hesitated, eyes softening just perceptibly. "You don't have to st—"
"I'm staying," Koster cut in, planting his feet and jerking up his chin.
Doubt shifted to rue as Koster's objection slowly dawned. "I'm not going to burn my own heart grove just to spite them. I wouldn't give them the satisfaction. I may be dying," he said with a hint of a growl, fingers curling into knotted fists, "but I won't make it easy on them—and I'll rot before I let those vermin feast on my corpse while I live. You can trust me with a little campfire." His voice gentled. "Just this once."
"Staying," Koster repeated, just as stubborn, but with less heat. "At least until morning. I'll have to take the word to Thierr's family," he explained, voice cracking at the reminder, "but that isn't the sort of fire anyone should have to be alone with."
Irsing nodded, giving the argument up as lost, but didn't say another word until dawn, when he quietly bid Koster farewell.
Leaving the desecrated grove and the ashes of a friend behind, Koster felt more alone that morning than he had when he arrived.
So much for his brilliant scheme.


It wasn't a surprise to find himself at loose ends after making his report. "Take a week," the captain had offered kindly, which he hadn't thought fair. He'd barely had time to get to know Thierr; he ought to be taking someone else's place, covering the boy's patrol if nothing else. He ought to be proving to Irsing that he hadn't been spooked, not by seeing the guardian with every cloak removed or by the knowledge that Irsing's turning might not be his own decision to make.
He'd reported that as well, and even now he couldn't say whether he'd been sorrier to bring that word to Senn and the captain or the news to Thierr's kin.
They'd have thought him mad if he went right back to the grove—as mad as they'd thought him at his last posting, whose heart grove he'd never come close to being invited to—possibly dangerous, so he stayed in town, spent long hours grooming Selkie, and gave no one any reason to worry about him whatsoever.
Except that Senn came by the very first morning to drag him to breakfast, and then Ana stopped by with the children to bring him lunch, and when Rig showed up to talk about that stallion of his, he gave up on arming himself against their concern, but his bewilderment lasted for days. He was still practically a stranger, after all. Just how bad must he look for them to worry over him so?
Most nights he dreamed of fire. There was no sleeping after that, so he'd get up and walk, staying mostly within the bounds of the village unless he thought to bring a sword. There was still that second necromancer to be wary of—there were always necromancers to be wary of, even in the brightest of woods—and wights didn't fade away with their creators. If anyone saw his sleepless patrols, they never mentioned it, something for which he was grateful.
On the fifth night, he turned his path to the kith-shrine at the dancing grove, but he could hardly have said why.
Though he'd been walking in a daze, his feet slowed as he neared the clearing, seeing torchlight where there should have been darkness. It wasn't the time for it, the Longlight Quarter more than a fortnight off, and he'd had no good luck lately with fire and forest. The smart thing to do would have been to sneak off, rouse the captain and the other rangers, return with more than a single sword in hand.
He crept closer instead, stilling in shock as he saw a familiar cloaked shape standing before the shrine, one hand outstretched as a steady stream of translucent gold spilled from a cupped palm.
Half afraid to make a sound, he could only stare, breathless, until Irsing turned his head to peer in his direction. Lit by the warm yellow glow of the torches that ringed the shrine, for a moment Irsing looked strange, his seamed gray face nearly green in the light. Then his soft expression turned arch, sharp and expectant, and he was the Irsing Koster knew again.
"What are you doing here?" Koster asked without thinking as he left the shadows of the trees, joining the guardian by the shrine.
Deadpan, Irsing replied, "I live here."
It was the first time in nearly a week that he'd felt like laughing.
"Right," he said instead, "I knew that. But you're filling the shrine," he noted awkwardly, not blind to the fact that Irsing's palm looked as if it'd been cut, and he wasn't going to mention that aloud. He'd stated the obvious far too many times in one night already.
"It occurred to me," Irsing said slowly, "that merely waiting to die might be doing a disservice to those in my keeping. Even if they remain... separate from me, I..." He closed his hand tightly, letting it drop to his side, staring into the wide, wooden bowl filled to the brim with his... blood? Essence? Koster didn't know. "Your care honors me," Irsing said at last, almost too quietly to be heard. "I could hardly do less."
Koster stared, a glimmer of a revelation tickling at the back of his mind that refused to fade away. "You never wanted someone to protect," he guessed aloud, remembering his laughing assumption of so many weeks ago, based on every experience he'd ever had of the fickle notice of guardians.
Irsing did look over at him then, almost warily, his deep voice level when he replied. "I've no use for anything that can't look after itself. You should know by now that I'm not to be relied upon."
That was so ludicrous a statement it wasn't even worth arguing, but it was dawning realization, not an appreciation for the absurd, that dragged a growing smile across his face. "Well, then," he said. "I can see I've been a complete fool."
"What?"
"What have I been saying all along?" Koster urged, heart growing lighter by the minute.
Green eyes narrowed as Irsing all but accused, "If you mean your ridiculous plan to accustom some grateful offering to my appearance?"
"Irsing," Koster cut him off with a smile, reaching up to touch the cool planes and ridges of his face. "Who knows you better than me?"
Irsing stilled, staring as if he couldn't believe the evidence of his senses, but he shivered faintly when Koster traced curious fingertips over his cheek. There was no give to the tangled gray cords, nothing like the softness of flesh, but the minute shift and flex beneath his hand as Irsing clenched his jaw made it feel less mask-like, more alive. It still felt nothing like touching a human, but it wasn't a human face peering worriedly down at him, asking with far-too-human eyes whether he'd completely lost his mind.
"It's all right," Koster promised, settling a hand at the back of Irsing's neck and pulling him slowly down. "You're not going to hurt me, and I'm not going to run screaming. Let me prove it."
"Stubborn," Irsing tried to say, but half of it was lost when Koster claimed his mouth for a kiss.
It was strange at first. Irsing's lips, though agile, were as hard as the rest of him, and it occurred to Koster too late to wonder whether a creature that spoke, possibly breathed, mostly out of politeness would have anything so prosaic as a tongue. In that he was pleasantly surprised; the taste of Irsing's mouth was dizzying, like drinking too much strong wine too fast.
Groaning at the effort of pulling away, he eased back just enough to drag his eyes open, blinking dazedly up at Irsing's uncertain frown. "Hn," he managed, shaking his head to clear it. "That's... you, isn't it? The kith-mead. It's just you."
"It's a part of me," Irsing confirmed with a shrug. "If you find it unpleasant?"
"It's not that," Koster assured him, waking up a little and feeling like every sense had sharpened until he was reeling with it, from the scent and fading taste of Irsing to the mellow warmth that pooled in the pit of his stomach. "I just don't want you saying later that I was out of my head."
"It might help," Irsing cautioned. He seemed resigned when Koster grinned.
"No," he said, "it really, really won't."
Though he would ordinarily have been hesitant about stripping off outdoors, doing so before a kith-shrine was different, all the more so in the presence of a guardian. There ought to have been music, more torches, the warmth and laughter of his kith and kin around him, but the one small lick of fire and the silent darkness under the trees wasn't unpleasant.
He hoped to set Irsing at ease by being so forward, but the hand that reached out to him was far too cautious, smooth-polished fingertips just barely skimming the line of his collarbone from throat to shoulder. Cool and strangely contoured where narrow roots had twisted into human shapes, they stroked Koster's skin in familiar ways yet felt like nothing he could name, too firm and too supple at once.
"It's all right," he said again, sliding a hand under Irsing's cloak, already in need of mending, to settle at his hip.
Irsing tensed as the overlapping edges of his cloak fell open, but he stood perfectly still for it, watching intently as Koster looked his fill. When he'd last seen Irsing, the guardian had been wounded, bleeding in a dozen places, but he'd shied away from letting Koster examine him properly. He'd worried about that amidst so many other things, whether Irsing would be able to heal from what had been done to him with his heart grove polluted, dying by inches, but it seemed that fear had been in vain. He could see the fading nicks and gouges left by claw and knife, but they were filling in nicely, barely visible against the pale iron of Irsing's broad chest.
He really was quite impressive, fascinating in ways Koster had never quite suspected in himself. Always a little larger than life himself, he'd had a man's height when the other boys were still shooting up like weeds, had come early to his strength and had spent most of his life being careful of everyone around him. He felt dwarfed before by Irsing's sheer presence, had cause to admire the guardian's phenomenal strength, but it was different having that power caged in his hands, to feel another's strength curbed for his sake instead.
Dragging a hand down Irsing's chest, he marveled at the detailed mimicry of hard pectorals and the sloping wings of collarbones, tangled roots imitating the bunch and twitch of muscle as his fingers stroked the planes of a flat belly. If Koster hadn't seen Irsing unravel himself into something completely alien, he would have thought the guardian nearly human, as solid as one of his oaks. Where he was unmarked, he was as glassy-smooth as wood shaped along the grain, and though he had no nipples to tweak or torment, no navel to judge the ticklishness of with a friendly tongue, something about Koster's touch was clearly pleasing judging by the growing wildness in Irsing's eyes.
Before his hand could drift any lower, Koster found himself pulled closer, Irsing's mouth finding his with less caution, but no less care. Exploring the edges of Irsing's lips without drinking him in, Koster smiled as the guardian shuddered and hummed encouragement at the huge hand that settled at his back, hesitating before pressing them together, skin to wood.
What stirred against his lower belly was strange enough he nearly pulled back again, just to put a picture to sensation. It wasn't a shaft he felt, but a sinuous flex of narrow cords that slid over his skin as if each had a mind of its own, exploring him with the same purposeful deliberation Koster had noticed in Irsing from the first. Tickling the thin skin at the insides of his hipbones, they nearly stopped when they found his length, pressed hard against his belly as he ground himself against Irsing's solid strength. One hesitantly looped the base of his cock, and he groaned, not daring at first to move as it spiraled its way delicately up his shaft. Wood wasn't known for its give, and for a moment he felt trapped, leashed in place by his cock and nearly flushing with the realization that he didn't mind in the slightest.
It wasn't quite embarrassment that made him squirm in Irsing's hold as a second tendril looped the first. He realized then that there was just enough give for him to pull back a few inches, just until the head of his cock hit that last curving coil with a rippling squeeze that had him rocking forward again, gasping. Tipping his head back, he found Irsing watching him intently, this time not answering the silent demand of Koster's hand at his nape, refusing to be distracted with a kiss.
There was no way he wasn't flushing as a third tendril joined the others, as two more feathered curiously over his balls before curling slowly to bind them apart. Again he tried and failed to still his restless motion, testing the length of his unorthodox leash and trying not to embarrass himself at each tightening, hungry pull that dragged him gently back, closer still. Coiling and curling and everywhere at once, in an embarrassingly short time, those sinuous roots had him rutting shamelessly against the hard, cool planes of Irsing's thigh as the guardian shifted to accommodate him.
"You like that?" Irsing murmured into his ear, and Koster laughed distractedly, tightening his grip on the guardian's shoulders as another two—three?—of Irsing's tendrils slid lower, formed a knot and pressed just behind his balls.
"Spirits, yes. That's... oh, that's good. Do that again."
It was Irsing's low purr against his throat that spelled the end of his patience, and he found himself thankful that they were only weeks away from summer when he slipped determinedly from Irsing's grip, shivering while body-warmed coils dragged reluctantly along his skin. He would have dropped to his knees, only Irsing looked vaguely alarmed at the prospect, making him wonder just how fine the guardian's control really was. Enough not to hurt him, that went without saying, but in the heat of the moment...?
He thought of those tendrils coiling firmly around his neck, holding him still as one after another filled his mouth, enough to choke him breathless. Then he thought of Irsing panicking over it and roughly set hunger aside. Later, he promised himself, stretching out across his own cloak that he'd spread across the grass and reaching up to pull the guardian down. When Irsing trusted himself more, and Koster too—he'd definitely be coming back to that thought.
"Come on," he invited when Irsing hesitated, relishing the novelty of twining his fingers with a hand bigger than his own. "I want the rest of it. Come on."
"You have no concept of moderation," Irsing scolded, but there was a shaky laugh in there that made Koster smile.
"That's funny; everyone else thinks I'm the soul of caution," he said lightly, breath catching when Irsing settled carefully beside and not quite over him, looming just close enough to remind Koster of his weight. "So I guess that's just part of you as well."
"Then you're lucky I'm patient."
He wanted to laugh—from the moment they'd met, Irsing had been anything but—only the hand that had been trailing slowly down his stomach found his cock just then, and he nearly choked on a startled inhale instead. Irsing was watching him closely, and there was something in the shifting lines of the guardian's face that suggested an arched brow, a question. "Good," he breathed, a little surprised himself at how eagerly his cock twitched in that too-cautious grip, the oddly-ridged surface of Irsing's palm and curled fingers making him groan as he rocked his hips up for more. "Nn. You can... tighter," he gasped, "I won't?"
He bucked helplessly as the hand wrapped around him unraveled all at once, the tight-curled spirals of fingers untwisting, palm unspooling to the wrist. Serpent-quick, they twined around his shaft, and at first he thought it was his own slickness that smoothed his way as he thrust against them. There was too much of it, even as close to the edge as he was, and when he lifted his head to peer down at them, he saw himself wrapped up in a rippling knot of tendrils reflecting firelight with the same translucent fluid that had filled the kith-shrine.
"Oh, spirits," he cursed, remembering that cut from earlier, wondering if he'd been too rough, opened it up again. "Are you?"
"Hush," Irsing chided, gripping him more firmly for the next stroke, and then the next. "This is different."
"But?"
"You couldn't hurt me if you tried." He sounded amused, and that nearly decided Koster, or maybe he was drinking in Irsing's essence through his skin, the way trees ate the light. It was hard to think too much on anything but moving, and he was dimly aware that the sound he made when Irsing's tendrils slid away would have embarrassed him some other time.
"Yes," Irsing said, as if he'd derived some sense from that wordless plea. Koster wasn't going to question it, not with Irsing's hand only half reforming, gliding lower, as narrow, slick tendrils slid one by one inside him.
He groaned, arching up and spreading his legs without shame. It was odd, decidedly odd, to have something so supple shifting inside him, like being filled up, stuffed full, by a nest of snakes. Part of him wanted to shudder at the strangeness, but their careful writhe sent sparks racing up his spine, a dozen lithe coils slithering with light, erratic pressure that had him moving to meet each slow push, fingers digging into the grass for purchase. Each tendril taken by itself was so thin, he barely noticed when a new one was added, the shift from what would have been two fingers to three, and then four, opening him up by slow degrees.
It took a moment to realize Irsing had asked him a question, and he blinked his eyes open to find the guardian staring down at him in a strange mixture of hunger and contentment. Like watching Koster come apart was already enough, even if he wouldn't say no to—
More. There'd been a question, hadn't there?
"Are you sure?" Irsing asked again, satisfied he'd gotten Koster's attention this time.
"Yes," he said without hesitation, wondering that Irsing could even ask. "Now," he added, in case that was in any way unclear.
The tendrils that would have made up the guardian's cock were thicker, longer than the ones that formed his fingers, but Koster was already so well-stretched, the tendrils so slick with Irsing's essence, he fit the first inside him easily. A second slid home almost in the same breath, pressing deeper, but he nearly came undone when they flexed inside him, prying him open for a third. Already he was starting to feel as full as he had been before, and they were never stationary, rippling and coiling around each other, spreading apart as a new one breached him, joining its brothers' spiral.
Irsing himself remained perfectly motionless, hovering over him with a look of intense concentration. It was Koster who wrapped his legs around Irsing's hips, rocking up desperately as he was stretched wider by the moment. He knew the instant he reached his limit, almost didn't want to look to see how many he'd taken, how many were left, but Irsing didn't try to fit any more inside him. One slid against his cock, more a tease than a caress, and he would have reached down to fist himself off if he could have uncurled the tight clutch of his hands from the knotted planes of Irsing's back. Dripping with the guardian's fluids, half-drunk on kith-mead and his own heightened senses, he let thought slip away until there was nothing but the thick pressure inside him, the watchful eyes poised over him, and the shattering relief when he came at last.
He might have lost a few minutes, then. When he opened his eyes again, he could feel the stretch of well-worked muscles where Irsing had been, a strange heat and fullness that he would swear was melting into him, but the guardian was sitting patiently at his side, waiting for him to wake.
"Hn," he groaned, weighing whether sitting up himself would be worth the effort or if he'd rather just sleep the rest of the night away right where he was. "That," he said, "was amazing. We're doing that again."
"Hm. I suppose that means I'll have a partner for Quarter Night in a few weeks, then," Irsing replied a little too casually. Part of Koster was thrilled at the tacit admission that the guardian wasn't going to hide himself away again, that he was promising to live rather than simply marking time.
The rest had him struggling to prop himself up on his elbows, eyeing Irsing as if he gravely doubted the guardian's sanity. "A few weeks? I was thinking a few hours. Tomorrow, if I have to talk you into it. Er, am I going to have to talk you into it? Because I should probably get dressed if this is going to take a while; it's still pretty chilly of a night, you know."
He was teasing, yes, but only a little, and Irsing, bless him, seemed to realize that.
"Get dressed if you can, mortal," Irsing said gruffly, abruptly finding one of the torches uncommonly interesting. "In a few hours we can discuss it."
It was later, hours and hours later, on the edge of sleep that he felt a hand slide gently through his hair.
"You're all gone so soon," Irsing murmured, and he sounded so sad, Koster tried valiantly to swim back to consciousness.
The effort was doomed to failure, but it was the first thing he remembered when he woke.


Summer was well on its way to fall when a small caravan rolled into Orm, five carts with a train of livestock in tow: three cows, two goats, and a horse that could have been the twin of the pride and joy of town's newest ranger. Irsing had been watching them for days now, since they first passed the borders of his forest, but they were hardly the first to come looking to make a new home for themselves now that the Oakensea was known to be tamed once more.
The thought amused him, but darkly. His heart grove, against all expectation, was thriving once more, but that didn't mean he'd rid his lands of all the ills that stalked its bound; that was a battle that was never to be won. It only meant he listened a little more carefully to pleas made in his name.
He'd meant to quarter the bounds between Orm and Ashford, but he'd found himself distracted when he realized Koster wasn't coming. That was strange; his human, his ranger, would rather spend his time under the trees than anywhere else, and it was rare he could be convinced to stay at home. The man's absence was just troubling enough that Irsing found himself circling back, slipping past the houses at the edge of town and absently silencing the dogs as he went, still hidden in his cloak of green. No matter that most of the townsfolk had seen his face at the last Quarter dance and many times since, thanks to Koster's utter irreverence with his person. He might have made his preference for one particular dancer clear, but there was no point in testing the others' resolve without need.
The tall gelding still tied to its cart let out a shrill whinny as he arrived, a warning to its humans if any had been listening, but they all seemed distracted as they reined their carthorses to a clattering stop, looking around with expectant smiles.
It was Koster who threw open his front door with a grin, crossing to the nearest wagon with huge, bounding strides and pulling the driver down with what was surely a bruising hug.
The woman was quite handsome for a human, Irsing decided dispassionately as she pressed a laughing kiss to Koster's cheek. Nearly as tall as Koster himself, she wore her long black hair in a badly-tamed braid, an infectious smile lighting warm brown eyes. The other humans were climbing out of their carts and converging on the pair as he watched, a sea of mostly dark hair, dark eyes, oddly identical grins, and he was just going to slip away now from this reunion he hadn't been invited to witness.
Or he would have, if that infernal horse hadn't set up a racket with another challenging neigh.
It wasn't only Koster who looked around to see what the trouble was; an older man with traces of silver salting his hair turned as well, raking the tree line with sharp black eyes. Looking for signs closer than that, almost hopefully, Koster spotted him first, and though he didn't loose his arm from around the woman's waist, he lit up with oddly uncomplicated delight once Irsing was spotted.
Well. As Koster was fond of reminding him, things were different in other forests.
"Irsing!" he called, grinning at the scandalized sound the woman on his arm made and ignoring the thump she gave his shoulder with a balled-up fist. "Come meet my family."
He'd already taken two steps towards them, but at that he paused, surprised. "Your family?"
"Well, part of them," Koster amended with a shrug. "They'd overrun half the Oakensea if they all showed up at once."
"We don't live in Elmreach," the woman tucked to his side said with Koster's own easy manner. "We are Elmreach."
"Too true," the older man muttered with a smile. Koster's father, perhaps?
He was staring. They were staring right back, of course, but expectantly, comfortably, and... he didn't understand. But he still remembered his manners. "Be welcome," he said gravely, "all of you."
They beamed at him without pretention, satisfied with so very little that he wanted to demand whether they had any standards at all, except if they were anything like Koster—their son, their brother, and by the First Ash, he'd been blind not to have recognized the man's sister at first glance—then those standards were of the very highest. And Koster had brought them all here, from an ancient grandmother to the children being held to a decorous stillness by their elders' mindful hands, and he truly, truly did not understand.
Except that Koster was looking at him kindly again, like the man understood far more than he'd ever say, and he could almost see the shape of what the sentimental fool had intended.
Koster himself would be gone one day; they all would. But his nieces and nephews—his grandchildren, perhaps, though there was just enough of the wilds in Irsing to reject that thought entirely—would live on in his place, cut if the world were lucky from the same cloth. And Irsing, if Koster had anything to say about it, would be hounded to the ends of his days by the most stubborn, well-meaning pack of mortals ever to draw breath.
"So," Koster said briskly, hugging his sister briefly closer. "This is Karis. You'll like her," he added with a spark of mischief. "She can stitch a cloak from panels to perfection in days."
"At the rate we go through them, I hope you can prove that," Irsing said dryly, mainly to see Koster sputter through a laugh.
The smile she gave him was achingly familiar, echoed comfortingly a dozen times over in the faces around her. It was a different sort of covenant than the one he had with Koster, a different sort of kinship, but it warmed him all the same.
"Oh, yes," she said with a sly grin at her brother, whose wide-eyed alarm was only half pretense. "I think that can be arranged."







The morning of Eli's eighteenth birthday began like any other. He woke to the piercing whistle of the morning's first train. His five brothers remained blissfully asleep, crammed together on the narrow bed they all shared. Faint light from the street lamps filtered in through the soot-covered window, providing Eli with just enough light to wash up and dress by.
It was dark in the hall, but Eli didn't mind that. He'd spent most of his life in the dark, and he'd long since lost any fear of it. He knocked lightly on his mother's door to let her know he was up, and then padded silently down the stairs toward the kitchen. The stove was cold, but he quickly fixed that, and then set the kettle on to warm up.
While the fire was building, Eli brushed as much soot as he could off of his clothes and carried the ash bucket out to the street for collection. The morning air was crisp, not quite cold, but that would soon change. Winter wasn't far off. In the distance, large plumes of smoke billowed from the factories, rising up to join the thick black clouds that cast Lower Aurelia in permanent gloom.
At the end of the street, Mrs. Holder was just starting to set out her wares. "Morning." Eli smiled as he waited at the side of her stall. The aroma of fresh baked bread surrounded him, making his mouth water. His stomach clenched painfully, a reminder of how long it'd been since he'd last eaten.
Mrs. Holder smiled back at him. "Happy birthday, Eli." She pulled a small sack from beneath her stall: the scraps and leftovers from yesterday's baking. He pressed a copper coin into her waiting palm.
"Thank you, ma'am." He bowed slightly before jogging back up the hill.
There was something different about the street. He didn't notice it until he got closer to his house. Eli felt a vague sense of unease, sharpening as he realized how much darker it was than normal, too dark to blame on the clouds. The flame on the lamppost two houses down from his flickered and went out. The rest of the lamps on the street followed suit seconds later, winking out one by one.
Darkness flooded the street. Eli slowed his pace. He could hear people moving inside their houses: men and women getting ready for work. There was no one else on the street, or at least there hadn't been before the lights had gone out. He counted the houses as he passed, their shapes only faintly recognizable by the dim light cast through the cracks in the doors and windows.
A man leaned against his house. His form stood out against the darkness, not brighter, but darker somehow, deeper than the shadows around him. As Eli approached, he could make out more of the man's features though the man seemed washed out, his skin a pale imitation of what Eli would normally have expected.
The man wore a top hat and a fine-cut suit, long at the ends, dripping down into a fancy tail and belled sleeves. His face was sallow with a pointed chin and deep set eyes. He was tall, not obviously muscular, but he still gave off an aura of power. Eli hesitated a few feet from his front door. He was reluctant to get any closer to the stranger.
"Happy Birthday, Eli." The man's voice was like ice cold water. The sound of it went straight to Eli's core, dispersing the last traces of sleep from the corners of his mind and bringing him fully into focus. It was a voice that demanded attention and Eli had no choice but to obey.
"Hello." Eli forced the word after far too long of a pause. He wasn't normally this rude, but there was something about the stranger that made Eli want to draw closer and run away at the same time.
The man shifted, pushing away from where he'd been leaning against the wall. "It's a momentous day for you, Eli." The man grinned, revealing teeth too white to be natural. Eli resisted the urge to take a step back.
"No, not really." Eli knew instinctively that he shouldn't be talking to this stranger. His mouth moved regardless, the words almost falling out of his mouth of their own volition. "Just a normal day."
"Oh, no." The stranger kept moving closer, almost stalking forward. His long limbs reminded Eli of a giant spider. "It's a special day. You'll see."
He had no response for that. "Who are you?" he asked instead.
The stranger's grin widened. "Call me Eramus." He held out his hand. Eli didn't take it. "Pity," Eramus said, though he didn't seem offended. He stepped right up to Eli and placed a heavy hand on Eli's shoulder. Eramus leaned forward, coming far closer than Eli wanted. His fingers tightened on Eli's shoulder, keeping him from pulling away. "The time will come soon when you will need my help." His breath brushed cold and unpleasant over Eli's ear. Eli shivered. "Just call my name, and I will help you."
"Why?" Eramus' words seemed so absurd. There was no way he would ever need the stranger's help, let alone desire it enough to call Eramus back. His father had had a saying about inviting the devil to your doorstep. It seemed entirely applicable in this situation, though he had no idea who Eramus was. He wasn't from Lower Aurelia; that much was certain.
Eramus was still grinning when he stepped away, breaking contact with Eli. "Because you're special."
Eli frowned. He started to respond, but the darkness welled up, swirling around the stranger and casting the area in a deep gloom too dark to see through. It lasted only a second before the darkness faded entirely. Eli blinked as the street reappeared around him. The man was gone. The streetlamps flared back into life.
Everything was as it should be and yet Eli couldn't shake a deep sense of unease. The stranger's words replayed over and over in his head. What was going to go wrong?
Fear twisted in Eli's gut, and he opened the door with a sense of trepidation. His mother looked over at him from next to the cabinet. Her arm trembled wildly as she reached toward one of the higher shelves. Eli quickly shut the door and crossed the kitchen.
"Here, let me get that." He smiled gently as he reached past her for her special tea. She smiled back at him and let him lead her over to the table, and help her into a chair.
She patted his arm before he could pull away. "Happy birthday, dear."
Eli looked down at her. Love and affection mixed with despair and desolation, but he didn't let any of the latter show on his face. She was too frail by half, almost nothing but skin and bones at this point. He was almost afraid to go to work and leave her here, even if his younger siblings would be around to look after her.
"Thank you," he said instead of any of the million things whirling in his brain.
He set the sack of bread scraps on the table and moved to make his mother a cup of the tea the doctor had given her. The coal stove had warmed the kitchen considerably since he'd left, but he fetched his mother's shawl from the peg by the door and draped it over her shoulders anyway. She could use the extra warmth.
Eli pulled eight plates from the cabinet and set them around the table. The bread was divided—most went to his mother's plate, and then to his youngest sister and upwards around the table until all that was left was a thin, slightly stale slice of wheat. He shoved a corner of that in his mouth. The rest went onto his handkerchief with a thin slice of cheese for lunch. His mother sneaked some of the bread from her plate to the others. Eli pretended not to notice.
As soon as he'd set a cup of tea in front of his mother, the first stirrings of his siblings sounded from upstairs. A fond smile crossed his mother's face as Eliza and Ella came screaming down the steps.
"Morning, mum," they chorused as they slid into their seats at the table. "Happy birthday, Eli."
"Morning." He pulled the butter dish and milk pitcher from the ice box, and watered down the milk before setting it on the table. As he passed, he pressed a kiss to his mother's cheek.
The boys made even more noise as they tromped down the stairs. Each appeared with a shouted 'happy birthday' to Eli and a kiss on their mother's cheek. Eli bustled around the kitchen, making sure everyone had something to eat, even if it wasn't enough. It was never enough, but it was all they could afford.
The second morning whistle sounded and Eli hurried to tidy the kitchen before he left. Ella would do the dishes later, but he liked to leave things at least somewhat neat for her, since it meant there was less their mother could try to do. He kissed his mother's cheek a last time.
"I'm off. There's a plate of beef cuts in the fridge for lunch. I'll be back for dinner."
Emery turned in his chair. "Can't we-"
"No." Eli cut off the familiar argument before it could start. "You're not going to the mines." He rummaged in the closet for his coat. There was a large hole on the right elbow. He fingered the edge of the fabric. He'd have to find something to cover it before winter. "Botham's is a much better position and they feed you, too. Can't argue with that." Emery shouldn't be arguing with it, and yet it always came up.
A look passed between Emery and Eliza. They were united on this. "But the mine pays more," Eliza protested.
Damn whoever had put the idea of wages in their heads. "No. And that's final. I don't want to hear any more talk of it."
Eli slammed the door on his way out and instantly regretted it. He closed his eyes and took a deep, steadying breath. They just wanted to help. He appreciated their concern. Gods knew they could use the spare coin, but he'd die before he saw any of his siblings following him into the mines. He'd used up too many favors to get places in Botham's for his eldest siblings. There were places there for the others, too, when they were old enough. Factory work wasn't much better than the mines, but it was safer and it kept them close to home in case something happened.
The air darkened as he descended toward the mines. The smoke clouds were thicker down there, thick enough to shroud the mines in permanent night. Mountains rose up like a wall in front of him. They always made him feel trapped, like there was nowhere to escape. The mountains bracketed Lower Aurelia on the South and West, with the wall to Upper Aurelia cutting them off to the North.
As he walked closer to the base of the city, he could see people coming out from the many entrances to the mines, along with the carts of gems and ore they carried from deep within.
Eli signed his name on the work register and grabbed a pickaxe from the stand. Time to get to work.


Time passed swiftly in the mines. Darkness filled the tunnels, broken only by the faint light thrown off by his team's lantern. It offered them just enough light to work by and little more. The passage of time was marked only by the whistles of the work bells. They echoed faintly through the tunnels, barely audible this deep, but he always recognized them. His entire life seemed to be defined by whistles.
The rumbling started seconds after the midday whistle. At first he thought it was just his stomach, but then it grew louder.
One of his fellow miners, Tomas, looked up toward the ceiling as loose stones clattered to the floor. First just one or two, and then more, falling like rain around them.
Someone shouted. The men dropped their pickaxes.
A falling stone knocked the lantern over. It flared once, brightly, before going out, enough to illuminate the cracks crawling up the tunnel walls.
Screams echoed through the mine. More and more voices rose to join the chorus, but not Eli's. He was too afraid to scream.
Darkness engulfed them. He knew, logically, that he should move. He should be running, like the others, toward the surface, toward air and safety, but his feet wouldn't move. His head hurt. There was a buzzing in his head, like a thousand bees. It drowned out the sound of the earth trembling around them.
The tunnels were crumbling. Every miner dreaded the day it would happen to them, but Eli had been fortunate enough that it'd never happened in the five years he'd been working the mines. Until now. Men would die.
Eli was going to die in the mines, just like his father had, and then his family would be left alone with no one to look out for them. His mother wouldn't take it well. There was a good chance the shock would kill her.
He couldn't let that happen. He couldn't die.
A voice whispered in the darkness, too low to make out, but strangely familiar. The stranger's words from that morning echoed through his head. Eli was tempted to try calling Eramus' name, but he hesitated. It was a stupid idea. It wouldn't work.
There was commotion all around him. Someone bumped into him, knocking him to his knees. Eli hit the ground hard.
He had no other choice.
"Eramus." He whispered the name like a prayer.
Darkness enveloped him like a thick wool blanket. He gasped and breathed in a substance that wasn't quite air. It was too thick, too acrid. It tasted like ash and sulfur. He could feel it inside of him, spreading out from his lungs like he was burning from the inside out. It coiled in his stomach, settling like a lead weight there while his limbs turned numb. Something shifted deep within him. He couldn't breathe, couldn't move, couldn't think. He felt weak and nauseous and dizzy.
Eli fell forward. His own weight pressed his palms flat against the stone. It was cool to the touch, soothing compared to the heat burning in his core. His head spun.
His awareness expanded, spreading out beyond his self through the darkness. He felt the people moving around him, felt their panic and their terror. He felt the air on his skin, thin this far down.
Most of all, he felt the earth. It was angry, violently angry. The darkness lifted, but he was only distantly aware of it. Green light filled the corners of his vision. He knew that should bother him, but it was only a distant concern.
The earth was moving and it should not. There was a presence inside his head, something not him, and it showed him how to look deep into the earth, how to feel the rock as if it were an extension of his body. The tunnels were just hollows inside of him, empty spaces, some of which had collapsed, and he felt the panic of the miners trapped there like it was part of him.
Calm, the familiar voice said, not in his ears but in his head. He shivered. Breathe. Be calm. Focus.
He closed his eyes, blocking out the light and breathed, in and out, slowly. He focused on his breathing and let everything else fade away.
That's it. Calm yourself and the world will calm itself.
Eli’s body was trembling. He forced himself to calm and the trembling stopped, but it wasn't just him that stopped shaking. He could feel the earth slowing with him, steadying back to normal. The earthquake had stopped, but he was still trapped. There were voices around him, quieter than before, no longer screaming. People were praying. Some were injured. The scent of blood hung in the air.
Now the tunnels. You can see them if you look here. It was like someone had taken his head and turned him. There were the blockages. Five of them, scattered between the levels. All things have form, and that form is mutable. Think about the rocks blocking the way. Focus on them, and imagine them turning to liquid, melting away back into the tunnels.
He focused on the errant rocks. He'd lived within stone all his life. It ruled his world, from the coal that powered everything in Lower Aurelia to the gems they mined for Upper Aurelia. It had always felt so solid, a firm constant, and yet now, as the voice directed him, he could feel that it wasn't as solid as he'd thought. It moved for him, melting away into the sides of the tunnels and shoring them up, making the tunnels stronger than before.
Excellent, the voice purred inside his mind. He felt a hand caressing down his spine though he knew for certain that no one was touching him. He shivered and tried to quash the strange sense of want that welled up inside of him. You did well, Eli. Rest now.
"Who are you?" he asked, or at least tried to. The words came out muffled.
The one you called. Eramus. Rest. We will meet again soon.
Someone was calling his name. He tried to open his eyes, but it was hard. He couldn't move. The light grew brighter by the second, flooding the tunnel like the sun had descended to them. The voices were louder, too, more insistent. He had no idea what they were saying, but they demanded an answer. He opened his mouth. Nothing came out.
Hands lifted him, pulling him away from the rock. It hurt, as if someone was ripping off his skin. He screamed. The green light went out. Dizziness descended on him, pulling him into darkness.
His eyes closed. Darkness welcomed him with a sensation akin to glee.


He woke to hushed voices. That was wrong. No one was ever awake before him. His head hurt. Had he caught a cold? That didn't seem right. He'd been at work, in the tunnels, and then...
Eli sat up with a gasp. He was in a bed, their bed, the bed he shared with his brothers, and for the first time in ages he was alone in it. The room was dark, but that hardly told him what time it was. He tossed off the covers and stood, and then instantly regretted it. His hand shot out to the bedpost as he fell. His knees hit the ground, and he felt that same shift inside of him from in the caves, power threatening to well up. He firmly stamped it down.
The door opened before he could right himself. A strange man stood in the doorway. He had thick gray hair and a curled mustache. His clothes were far too fine and far too clean to belong to anyone in Lower Aurelia. The stranger shut the door behind him.
"Hello," the man said. He folded his hands behind him and stared down at Eli. He seemed slightly displeased, but Eli had no idea what he'd done to offend the man.
"Hello." Eli leaned heavily on the bedpost as he pulled himself to his feet.
He'd never felt this weak before in his life. He'd been ill, certainly, but it had always been the sort of thing he could power through. It was hard to keep his feet under him. He needed to get better, fast. He had dinner to make, after all, assuming he hadn't missed it.
The man took a further step into the room. Eli wished he'd cleaned this morning. The room was a mess, and he hadn't even had a chance to remake the bed when he'd gotten out of it.
"They tell me your name is Eli." He gave Eli a thorough once over. It reminded Eli of the way the butcher appraised his cattle before choosing which one to slaughter. The way the stranger looked at Eli made him feel insignificant, as if he were unworthy to be in the man's presence.
Eli shifted up onto the mattress. His legs were determined not to hold him at the moment, and he didn't want to risk ending up on the floor again. "That's correct, sir." He reached to the side and yanked the covers roughly into place.
"You work in the mines?"
"I do, sir."
The man frowned and squinted at Eli, as if trying to see through him. He stepped up to the bed and took Eli's chin in his hand, turning it first one way, and then the other. Eli had no idea what the man was looking for, but he seemed satisfied with what he saw. "How old are you?"
"I just turned eighteen, sir."
The man's frown deepened. "Isn't that a little..." He cut himself off with a shake of his head. "Never mind. There was a cave-in. Do you remember that?"
Eli nodded. His head was clearing, but it still ached terribly. "A bit, sir."
"Are you aware of what happened after? Of what you did?"
"I didn't—" Eli snapped his mouth shut. He'd done something, as impossible as it seemed, though he wasn't certain it was entirely his doing. He tried to mention the visit from Eramus that morning, but his mouth refused to open when he tried. His hands twisted in the covers. "Am I in trouble, sir?" he asked instead.
The man laughed. That was hardly the response Eli expected. His eyes widened. His mouth opened, but he wasn't sure what to say. What could he say?
"No," the stranger shook his head. "You're not in trouble." The stranger's chest shook as he calmed his laughter. "Do you know who I am?"
Eli frowned at the sudden change in topic. He shook his head. The stranger was someone important, obviously, but beyond that, Eli had no clue.
"My name is Barnabus Erana. I'm one of the instructors at the Academy."
"Which academy?"
Barnabus smiled. "The only one that matters." He raised one hand in front of him, palm up. There was a flash of red, the faint hint of sulfur, and then fire appeared, right there in the man's palm.
Eli stared. He'd never seen magic in person. He'd heard about it, but he'd never actually believed the tales. It all seemed so unreal and yet there it was. He couldn't quite believe it.
"I'm here to offer you a scholarship to the Academy."
Eli continued to stare. His mouth hung open, a protest stuck on his lips. He couldn't quite seem to make his voice work, not at first. "What? I mean... I think you've made a mistake."
"There's no mistake."
"But..."
"There's no mistake."
Eli's mouth snapped shut.
Barnabus leaned forward, towering over Eli. "You stopped an earthquake." There was a strangled sound to his voice as he said it. Eli could hardly believe it himself. "You saved a number of lives today. You did that."
Eli shook his head. He tried to deny it, but his voice wouldn't let him. Eramus had stopped the earthquake, not Eli, though there was a small, slightly hysterical part of him that acknowledged his own involvement in the act. Realization of what, exactly, he'd done was slowly dawning on him, but he fought it off. It was impossible. There was no magic in Lower Aurelia. It just didn't happen.
"You have been offered a scholarship to the Academy," Barnabus said. "Effective immediately."
"I can't." It didn't seem real. Things like this didn't happen to people like him. Barnabus seemed determined, but Eli couldn't leave, even if he wanted to. He had the feeling that Eramus had known this would happen, all of it. Eli didn't like it. It seemed wrong somehow, like he was taking advantage of the situation. "I have responsibilities here. I have to take care of my family."
Barnabus frowned. His face reddened for a moment, as if he was angry, but then he exhaled loudly, his face returning to normal. He smiled. There was something not quite right in his smile, though Eli couldn't place what. "We can add a provision to your scholarship. Obviously there will be a stipend for yourself for supplies, which I will manage for you." He cast a disdainful gaze over Eli. "We can't have you showing up like that, after all. The Academy has a reputation to maintain. I think I can talk the Chancellors into adding a second provision for your family. How does twenty gold a month sound?"
Twenty gold? Eli's eyes widened. His mouth worked soundlessly. He'd never even seen that much money in one place, and here Barnabus was offering that for his family each month, and that was on top of his own living expenses. They could afford food and medicine and maybe even a real doctor to treat his mother. It seemed like a miracle, too good to be true. He was immediately suspicious.
"Not enough? Would thirty be better?" Barnabus blustered on before Eli could respond.
Eli choked.
Barnabus narrowed his eyes. "Fine, forty, but that's my final offer."
This was insane. Why was Barnabus raising the amount when it had been more than enough to start with? Why was Barnabus giving him any money at all?
Eli tried to protest, but his first attempt came out as a strangled sound. "Wait," he gasped. "That's too much. You can't expect me to believe that I'm being handed all of that money for nothing. Everything comes with a price."
Barnabus grinned. There was a predatory quality to it. "Don't worry about the details, my boy. We can work that out later."
That response only made Eli more suspicious. He narrowed his eyes. "What's the catch?" He'd dealt with far too many people trying to sell miracle cures to his siblings to believe in anything that sounded too good to be true.
"Does it matter?" Barnabus asked flatly. The smile was gone from his face, replaced by something hard and calculating. The sudden switch made Eli falter.
He stared. "What?"
Barnabus smiled again, but it was different than before. There was no trace of kindness in his expression. "I'm offering to pay your family so that you can attend school and learn how to use magic. Does it matter what the terms are?"
Realization hit Eli like a punch to the gut. He didn't have to think about his response. There was only one answer. "No. It doesn't."
"Then we can discuss it later. Are we agreed?"
He nodded. How could he turn down that much money? Eli didn't want to leave his family behind, but it wasn't like he was going to be gone forever. School wouldn't go on forever. Maybe they would let him could come back on the weekends and visit, make sure everything was okay. Money was more important than his presence.
"Perfect." Barnabus clapped his hands. "I'll bring a carriage around tomorrow."
"Tomorrow?" Eli slid off the bed. His legs shuddered under his weight, but held. "But that's—"
Barnabus' good mood disappeared in a flash of anger. "Tomorrow! I'll brook no argument. You're far enough behind as it is."
Eli took a step back by reflex, but the bed was there, blocking his retreat. He nodded quickly. Barnabus' steely gaze held him for a long moment before he finally relaxed. He smiled as if nothing had happened.
"It's settled, then. Tomorrow."
Barnabus gave Eli one last lingering look before walking out of the room. Eli stared at the closed door. The day seemed full of the impossible, and he wasn't sure whether to be overjoyed or apprehensive. He settled for a bit of both.


In less than a day, Eli had become famous. Word had spread through Lower Aurelia of what had happened in the mines. He was a hero, and not only because he'd saved lives. To some that seemed the lesser triumph, trumped by the fact that for the first time in as long as anyone could remember, someone in Lower Aurelia had magic. They talked about him like he was a miracle, like he would somehow single-handedly bridge the gap between Lower and Upper Aurelia.
It seemed like he didn't have a moment alone from the minute Barnabus left. He was used to always having people around, but usually those people were his family or other miners. They had strangers stopping by all morning to shake his hand. Miners and the families of miners came to thank him by the dozens. Tomas had visited the night before and hugged Eli for five minutes straight, holding him tight and repeating over and over how grateful he was.
Barnabus' carriage arrived at midday. A small crowd had formed outside as news of his imminent departure spread, and the locals gathered to catch a glimpse of the fine lord and the carriage that would whisk Eli off to his new life. He'd never really thought of his kitchen as small, but with his family gathered inside and Barnabus looming in the entrance, it seemed too tiny by half. A stern look from Barnabus was all it took to send anyone not family scurrying out.
Once the door was shut, cutting off the onlookers, Barnabus reached into his coat and pulled out a velvet pouch. "I brought this month's stipend in advance." He smiled as he grabbed Eli's hand. Coins clinked as the bag settled onto his open palm. It was heavy. "I hope this will ease your family's pain at your absence."
"T-thank you." Eli resisted the urge to open the pouch and count the coins. There were tears in his mother's eyes. Eli dropped the pouch on the table in front of her. His siblings all stared at the bag in awe. The money would mean a new life for them, a better life. No more mines. No more factories. No more starvation. It was worth whatever Barnabus asked of him.
Barnabus waved a hand. "Think nothing of it. I'll give you a moment to say goodbye. Join me in the carriage when you're ready, but don't dally."
Eli nodded. As soon as Barnabus was gone, he was tackled in hugs.
"I'll come back and visit," he promised. "Real soon."
"Thank you," his mother whispered as he bent to hug her. "I'm so proud of you, darling. Be safe."
He went through one more round of hugs before making his way out the door. A cheer went up from the gathered crowd as he stepped outside. Eli blushed and ducked his head. He didn't deserve this much attention. He still couldn't quite believe this was happening to him. It all seemed so surreal. He offered a brief wave as he stepped into the carriage.
Barnabus raised an eyebrow. "Not bringing anything with you?"
Eli's blush darkened. He looked out the carriage window because it was easier than seeing the pity that would inevitably show on Barnabus' face. "I don't have anything to bring."
"Ah."
They sat in silence for the rest of the trip through Lower Aurelia. The carriage wound up through the cobbled streets, climbing higher and higher into the city until they reached a great wall—the border between Lower Aurelia and Upper Aurelia. The driver said something to the guards. There was a loud crack, followed by a whining creak as a thick iron gate lifted up into the wall. The guards bowed as the carriage rolled past. As soon as they were clear the gate clanged down again, sealing the way back to Lower Aurelia.
Eli felt a sudden pang of regret. He wanted nothing more than to jump out of the carriage and run back home, but he knew how foolish that would be. His family was better off with him gone.
Blinding sunlight poured in through the window. Eli jerked away and covered his eyes with one hand.
"Oh, I forgot to warn you." Barnabus sounded faintly amused. "You're not used to the sunlight, are you? The sky is a bit different here, you see."
Eli could see that, a bit. He had to squint at first until his eyes adjusted to the bright light, but even the little he could see made it quite obvious that he was not in Lower Aurelia anymore. There were no clouds, or at least not the thick black mass that filled Lower Aurelia's skies day and night. Instead, Upper Aurelia had thin, wispy white clouds, high up in the sky. For the first time in Eli's life, he saw the sun—not the thin slivers of it that peeked between cracks in the smoke clouds, but the actual sun. It was amazing.
"How..."
Barnabus turned and pointed back toward the wall. "Up there. Do you see?" There was something glittering along the top of the wall, tiny pin-pricks of green light spaced evenly on top of the stone. "Those are enchanted emeralds. It took years to get enough to complete the barrier, and then invest power in them. It keeps all the smoke out. Certain animals, too. You'll find no filthy rats or pigeons up here."
Eli stared. He wasn't sure whether to be horrified or amazed. He was leaning more toward the former. No wonder the smoke was always so thick around Lower Aurelia; it had nowhere else to go.
"You'll get used to it," Barnabus said, his voice laced with smugness. "Things are different up here, but they're better. You'll see."
Eli wasn't so sure about that.


His day dissolved into a flurry of shopping. They stopped at too many stores to keep track of. One had books, another shoes, and at least half a dozen were for clothing alone. At each stop they sneaked him in through the back door and a range of ladies and gentlemen examined him, all of whom tutted over him and declared him 'such a poor thing'. They stole his clothes at the first shop and gave him a much nicer shirt and pants that didn't quite fit right. He tried to protest, but Barnabus had looked at him in that way that Eli was quickly learning meant he should shut up and not make a fuss.
They didn't take anything away from the stores with them, except for the loose fitting clothes that he'd received at the first store. They stopped once for a late lunch in a private room. Eli ate while men came in and spoke to Barnabus in low whispers that Eli couldn't make out. The men kept looking at him while they talked to Barnabus, but none made any attempt to speak to him. Barnabus made two other stops while they were out, leaving Eli with instructions to stay in the carriage while Barnabus completed his business. Eli didn't mind. His head spun from the strangeness of it all. He appreciated having a chance to absorb it all in relative silence.
The carriage window offered him a limited view of the street. There weren't as many people as he was used to. Maybe the people in Upper Aurelia just didn't go out during the day, but it seemed strange that there weren't more than a handful at a time out on the streets. It had to be nearing dinner time. Surely people would be going home from work or out buying dinner. Everyone he saw was finely dressed, without a hint of soot on their clothing. No wonder Barnabus had sneaked him in through back doors. Even in his borrowed clothes, Eli seemed like a vagrant in comparison.
What really set Upper Aurelia apart from Lower Aurelia was how clean it was. Everything seemed bright and shiny and new, as if someone came by every day and polished the very buildings. There was no soot. There was no refuse lining the streets or litter of any kind. It hardly seemed like anyone lived here at all, but there was still the usual noise of living—music, people chatting, vendors hawking their wares—to prove otherwise. It was just muted, somehow less and more than what he was used to.
The carriage door opened and shut quickly. Eli turned, expecting to find Barnabus, but instead, he came face to face with a young man, maybe a year older than Eli, who looked just as surprised to see Eli as Eli was him.
"Um. Hello," Eli offered. Barnabus hadn't mentioned that they were picking up any other students, but that was no reason to be impolite.
"You're not supposed to be here," the other boy said.
Eli frowned. He wasn't sure how to respond to that so he didn't.
"Shit." The boy looked around. There was nothing else in the carriage save for Eli. The boy's attention turned back to Eli. "Look, can we just pretend I was never here? Barnabus doesn't need to know."
Eli stared at him for a moment. He didn't look like a thief—he was too well dressed for that—but he also wasn't quite as well-dressed as Barnabus. Still, he obviously knew Barnabus and it was hardly any of Eli's business who was coming and going in Barnabus' carriage. After a long pause, he nodded.
"Thanks. You're a gem." The boy clapped Eli on the arm. He paused with his hand on the door and gave Eli a once over. "You're new, aren't you? I don't think I've seen you around before."
Eli floundered. He wasn't sure how much he wanted to reveal to the stranger, or how much Barnabus would want him to reveal. He settled for his name. "I'm Eli."
The boy offered his hand. "I'm Wesley." His grip was strong as they shook hands. Wesley glanced out the door and grinned. "That's my cue. I've gotta go. See you around, Eli."
Wesley was out the door before Eli could respond. Seconds later, Barnabus climbed in the opposite door. He gave Eli a measuring look. "Something wrong?"
Eli shook his head. "No. Nothing at all, sir."
Barnabus didn't press the issue. They continued shopping.


The Academy was a sprawling mass of buildings on the west side of Upper Aurelia. It was dark when they reached the Academy gates, though with the brightly glowing streetlamps that dotted the roads everywhere he looked it was still brighter than midday in Lower Aurelia. The buildings that formed the Academy seemed to grow into the mountains with towers poking up, seemingly at random, out of the mountainside all the way to the peak. Another set of walls, much like the ones that divided Lower and Upper Aurelia, surrounded the complex, not nearly as thick, but still very imposing. Light shone from a few of the windows, but most were dark. Strange glowing crystals on tall poles lined the avenue between the gate and the main building.
The carriage didn't pull up to the front doors, but instead wound around the side toward what was obviously the stables. Eli could make out a fenced in field next to the stables and the hint of woods in the distance. Two men appeared to take over the carriage from the driver. Barnabus motioned Eli after him as they left the carriage. He followed Barnabus toward a large stone building set back against the mountain. It had a high pointed roof that seemed to make it tower over the rest of the buildings.
They entered through a side door, a habit that Eli was growing strangely accustomed to even if he did find it rather odd. Inside was a hall lined with closed, unmarked doors. The aroma of fresh food filled the air, but Eli couldn't tell where the smell was coming from. They walked around the corner to another stretch of hall, just as featureless as the first. At the end of that hall was a set of spiraling stairs that curled up into the building.
He expected Barnabus to have trouble with the stairs—he was older and carried a fair amount of weight on him—but the climb didn't seem to strain Barnabus in the slightest. They passed four landings before they finally stopped. The hall they entered this time was much nicer than the first, layered with thick red patterned carpets that squished under his feet. Bright woven tapestries lined the walls and a number of small tables, each holding a single ornate crystalline object, stood inside small alcoves set between the tapestries. Eli's gaze was drawn to the crystals. There was something off about them, but he couldn't figure out what. He guessed that they were enchanted, though the nature of their enchantment wasn't obvious.
The hall terminated in a set of double doors. Barnabus rapped twice, paused, and then walked through without waiting for a response. Eli hesitated, but a sharp gesture from Barnabus made him hurry to follow. The doors swung shut behind him, seemingly of their own accord.
It was by far the nicest room Eli had ever been in. Wealth was evident everywhere he turned, from the thick double drapes on the tall windows on the east wall to the large wooden desk that dominated the room. Behind the desk sat an older man, not far past Barnabus in years, but thicker, more in line with the men Eli worked alongside in the mines. The man's black hair was slicked back, and he wore fine gray suit, not a single hair or thread out of place.
"Chancellor." Barnabus stopped in front of the desk and bowed. Eli did the same a few paces back. "This is Eli."
A strange kind of excitement glinted in the Chancellor's eyes as he regarded Eli, not unlike the way Barnabus had looked at him when they'd first met. He seemed to be measuring Eli, and judging from the slow curl of his lips, he wasn't displeased with what he saw. "Welcome," the Chancellor said after a long pause. His voice was deep and resonant. It was the kind of voice made to command. "We've been expecting you. I was quite impressed when I heard what you'd done at the mines. Well done. I take it this is your first such incident?"
Eli nodded. "Yes, sir." Barnabus seemed incredibly pleased with himself, though Eli couldn't guess why.
"Ah." The Chancellor smiled thinly. "Well, things happen that way sometimes. Late bloomers and all. No worries. You're hardly the oldest student we have. We'll get you squared away in no time." The Chancellor turned towards Barnabus. "Have you explained the terms of the scholarship yet?"
Barnabus' grin stretched wider. Eli repressed a shiver. "Not yet," he said, sounding incredibly smug.
"Wonderful." The Chancellor grinned, which seemed an odd reaction. "I do so love this part."
Eli frowned. He was definitely missing something, like he was part of a joke that only the two older men knew.
The Chancellor reached into a desk drawer and pulled out a scroll. It was entirely blank. The Chancellor flicked his wrist, sending the paper rolling out over the desk. Words appeared, seeping up through the paper like oil floating on the top of a pond. They filled the considerable length of the paper, and at the very bottom was a blank line with an X next to it.
"This is the scholarship agreement. It's quite long and complex, so I don't expect you to read through the entirety." The Chancellor stood and pointed to a section near the top of the page. "Here is the provision for your family that Barnabus arranged. The money will be entrusted to Barnabus at the beginning of each month, and he'll see to delivery." The Chancellor's smile shifted into a leer. "And here is the provision for services rendered in exchange for your scholarship. Tell me, have you ever been with a man before?"
"What?" Eli took a reflexive step back, but Barnabus was there. His hand settled on the small of Eli's back, steadying him and keeping him from moving away. Eli looked up, hoping it was some kind of joke, but a matching leer had spread across Barnabus' face. He shivered.
"Services rendered," Barnabus repeated. "Specifically, with your body. In exchange for the generous fund we've provided for you and your family, you agree, by signing this contract, to do whatever, whenever, as directed by myself or the Chancellor."
Eli must be misunderstanding. Surely there was a mistake here. "You can't mean..."
"Sex, my dear boy," the Chancellor said, so matter of fact that it seemed like he was talking about finances or the day's weather.
There was no way he could do that. Surely he couldn't, but at the same time his eyes fixed on the first paragraph the Chancellor had pointed out. His revulsion warred with his desire to help his family.
"Of course," Barnabus said with a smug drawl, "if you refuse, you will immediately have to pay back the first month's installment that I delivered to your family as well as the several hundred gold I just spent to see you outfitted and equipped for classes. Tell me, can you afford that much?"
The room spun. Barnabus' arm settled around his hips, holding him up. He could feel Barnabus' touch though the thin fabric of his new clothes. It burned like a hot coal.
I could fix this. The voice from the mines—Eramus' voice—filled his head. I could destroy the contract. I could destroy the entire building and kill them both. Would you like that? All you have to do is say my name.
The blood drained from Eli's face. Fear and disgust twisted in his stomach. He sucked in a deep breath as he tried not to vomit. "No." He wasn't sure which one he was responding to, but it applied to both.
The Chancellor grinned. Barnabus pushed Eli towards the desk. The Chancellor waved his hand in a complicated flourish and pulled a feathered quill pen out of thin air. "Just sign on the line."
Let me help you, Eramus growled. It's not too late.
He thought of his family and how far that money would go towards helping them. Maybe his mother could be saved now that they had access to a real doctor. It wasn't much of a choice.
He signed his name on the line. Eramus howled in displeasure. Eli winced, almost raising his hands to his ears, but that would have looked strange, and he didn't want to jeopardize the contract.
The contract and pen both disappeared in a puff of smoke.
"A wise decision." There was a predatory cast to the Chancellor's grin. "The magic tied to that contract ensures that you won't be able to tell anyone about our little arrangement, just in case you get any ideas."
Eli's eyes widened. He opened his mouth to protest, but Barnabus' hand clamped over it, muffling the sound. He squeaked and tried to pull away as Barnabus leaned closer. His breath tickled Eli's ear. "It will go easier for you if you just accept it." His fingers dug into Eli's cheeks. He shuddered at the implication. "You'll be a good boy for us, now won't you?"
He hesitated for a fraction of a second before nodding.
Barnabus pulled his hand away. "Good boy." Eli was starting to hate that phrase.
The Chancellor leaned back in his chair. "You never did answer my question. Have you ever been with a man?"
He shook his head.
Barnabus' hand whipped out, almost too fast to follow, and smacked Eli hard on the ass. He gasped and staggered forward, bumping into the edge of the desk. "Answer him!"
Tears threatened, but Eli held them back. "No, sir. I haven't."
"Excellent," the Chancellor purred. "It's such a rare delight being someone's first. Now be a dear and take off your clothes for us."
His hesitation was outweighed by the ferocity in Barnabus' stare. He pulled his shirt off and draped it over the edge of a chair. He paused with his hands on the waist of his pants, but Barnabus took the decision away from him, yanking them down with one quick pull. Eli's face burned with shame. He kept his eyes firmly on the floor as he stepped out of his pants and underwear and left them on the chair with his shirt.
"Come here," the Chancellor ordered.
Eli shivered. It was cold in the Chancellor's office, colder still with nothing between him and the open air. He rounded the corner of the desk and waited just within the Chancellor's reach. The Chancellor leaned forward and grabbed Eli by his hips, turning him towards the desk. A sharp backward tug pulled him off balance, and he caught himself with his palms on the desk.
"Stay like that."
The Chancellor rolled his chair around behind Eli. Cold hands brushed over his ass, squeezing each of his cheeks in turn, and then pulling them apart. The Chancellor's thumb brushed against Eli's entrance. Eli shuddered. He wanted to run far away from the Chancellor's touch, but he didn't dare move. Then, the Chancellor's thumb pressed inside of him, and he squeezed his eyes shut as he bit back a whimper. It burned. He'd never had anyone touch him there. It was strange and painful and humiliating all at once.
"So tight." The Chancellor spoke with the kind of reverence reserved for church service. His thumb worked a small circle inside Eli before pulling out. Eli nearly sobbed in relief once the man's hands were gone, but they didn't stay gone for long. The Chancellor opened one of his drawers and pulled out a thin crystal vial. He did something with it behind Eli's back, and then there were more fingers touching him, slick fingers, rubbing circles around his entrance, and then pushing in.
Eli gasped. He squeezed his eyes shut tight, but it didn't stop a tear from rolling down his cheek. It hurt in ways he'd never experienced before, like he was being torn apart from the inside. He bit his lip to keep from crying and thought about the money. It was worth it for the money. He needed to get through this, just let them do what they wanted, and then it would be okay.
It doesn't have to hurt. It doesn't have to be this way.
He wanted to scream in frustration. He didn't need this, not on top of everything else. Maybe it was the stress of everything that had happened driving him mad. That was the only way he could think to explain why he kept hearing voices. It certainly made more sense than that stranger Eramus talking to him inside his head. The whole situation was insane, almost too strange to believe and yet he couldn't doubt the feeling of the Chancellor's fingers working inside of him, twisting and stretching. That part was far too real.
You're not insane, Eramus said. You asked for my help, and when you did you let me in, here. A phantom touch ghosted over his head. He almost thought it was the Chancellor, but he was overly aware of the Chancellor's hands on him—one inside of him, the other on his ass, holding him open.
Leave me alone, Eli thought as hard as he could.
A wave of pity that wasn't his washed over him in response.
The Chancellor's hand moved up along his spine, and then pressed on his back, forcing him down against the desk. The fingers inside of him shifted, pushing deeper and driving all thought of insanity and strange voices from his head. Something cold and smooth pressed against his skin, and then there was cool liquid running down the cleft of his ass. The Chancellor's fingers spread him open, letting some of the liquid pour inside. Eli's hands curled into fists. He could endure this, for the money, for his family.
Hands closed like manacles around his wrists, stretching him tight against the desk. Eli stared up at Barnabus in surprise. There was the true face of the man before him, the face that he'd only caught hints of before laid bare. He stared down at Eli with wicked, untamed glee. There was hunger on his face and Eli understood now why Barnabus had been so secretive, why he'd let Eli jack up the amount of his family's monthly stipend and insist that the details not be discussed ahead of time. This had been Barnabus' plan all along, and he'd manipulated Eli so that there was no way out.
The Chancellor shoved into him. It was like a hot brand piercing him, stabbing like a needle of fire up his spine. He screamed and struggled against Barnabus' grip, but Barnabus held him tightly. Desperation welled up in him, and he could feel Eramus' presence inside his head, coiled and waiting.
He had to do this. Eli let the fight melt from his body. His head dropped to the desk, tears dripping onto the wood. He could feel the Chancellor's every move inside of him, painful at first, but growing less so with each thrust. His legs trembled and threatened to give out, but he forced himself to stay standing. The Chancellor spoke to him, complimenting him, telling him how much of a good boy he was, how good it felt to be inside of him, how pretty he was when he cried. Eli focused on his own labored breathing instead, but he couldn't quite drown out the words.
Shame filled him. He felt dirty, used. There was no way he was going to be able to face his family after this, not now that he knew the true cost of their money. He kept telling himself that it was worth it.
After what seemed like an eternity, the Chancellor's hips stuttered and stilled. He lingered inside of Eli for a long while, a thick weight just south of his stomach. The Chancellor's broad hands roamed over his thighs, his back, his ass. Each caress made Eli tremble. He ached to pull away, but he didn't dare. At some point Barnabus had stopped holding him down, but Eli hadn't moved from the stretched position they'd put him in.
He winced when the Chancellor finally pulled out. His ass ached. He wasn't sure how he was supposed to move, but surely he'd have to soon enough. The Chancellor didn't seem in a hurry to force Eli to go. His fingers played over Eli's entrance, gathering up some of the seed that had spilled from him and forcing it back in. Eli whimpered under the Chancellor's ministrations, but he didn't move away.
Eli felt somewhat dazed as Barnabus stepped up to the side of the desk. His fingers curled in Eli's hair, painfully tight. He pulled Eli back and away from the desk. Eli's legs collapsed under him, but Barnabus didn't seem to mind. He merely turned Eli's head to the side and opened his pants. Barnabus' cock was long and thick. It glistened with pre-come. The hand in Eli's hair guided him forward until Barnabus was pressed against his mouth, his come salty on Eli's lips.
He opened his mouth obediently. Having a man in his mouth was strangely filling, like he'd shoved too much food in his mouth all at once. He felt like he was going to choke, but Barnabus thankfully didn't force himself in too far. His hips moved slowly, gradually increasing in pace until he was fucking Eli's mouth with smooth, steady strokes. In many ways, Eli preferred this to the way the Chancellor had fucked him. It didn't hurt, not really. His jaw ached at being forced wide, but that was minor compared to the way his ass burned. It was over in seconds. The taste of salt flooded his mouth, and he only had two options: swallow or choke. He chose the former. Then, Barnabus pulled out and tucked himself away. The grin on his face showed just how pleased he was with Eli's obedience.
Eli slumped against the side of the desk, utterly spent.
"That turned out far better than I'd imagined," the Chancellor said. His hand brushed over Eli's shoulders, making Eli wince. "You chose well, Barnabus."
"Indeed, I did." Barnabus snapped his fingers in Eli's face to get his attention. He waited until Eli looked up at him before speaking again. "There's a bathroom through there." Barnabus pointed to a door at the side of the room. It seemed an impossible distance away. "Go clean yourself and get dressed."
Eli tried to stand. It didn't go so well. His legs refused to support him the first time he tried. He had to use the desk for support, and even then he was wobbling dangerously. He could feel the two men watching him. Neither made a move to help him. He had a feeling they were enjoying watching him struggle. It only made him try harder. His entire body ached, but he forced it to move, limping across the floor and into the bathroom.
As soon as the door was shut behind him, Eli burst into tears.
I could have made them stop.
"No," Eli said, his voice soft, but stern. "You wanted to murder them. It's not right." He prayed his voice was too low to carry through the door.
And what they did was?
He shuddered as he remembered the feeling of the Chancellor sliding into him. "That's different. I let them."
Did you really?
He had no response to that. Eli leaned against the door. The solid weight of the wood felt comforting against his back.
It doesn't have to be like that.
He wasn't in the mood to argue. It seemed silly fighting with a voice in his head, like he was arguing with himself. "I had no choice."
There's always a choice.
"I need the money. My family needs the money."
I could help you.
He whimpered in frustration. If he were to believe the voice, as strange as that seemed, then Eramus had helped him before, but that had been different. That had been to save his life and the lives of others, to stop an earthquake as impossible as that sounded. This was different. This was about money and no amount of magic was going to fix that.
A faint touch brushed down his bare chest. It doesn't have to hurt. Let me show you. The touch drifted lower.
Eli squeaked as the phantom touch brushed over his balls. His legs gave out, and he slid to the floor. The tile felt blissfully cool against his skin. He instinctively reached forward to push Eramus' hand away, but there was nothing there save for empty air.
"Don't." His voice lacked anything resembling force.
Let me show you, Eramus crooned, his voice sounding as if he were speaking soft and low in Eli's ear. The crystals lighting the bathroom dimmed. Eramus' phantom touch moved up from Eli's balls to rub against his cock.
He reacted instantly. His flesh twitched underneath the not-there touch, stirring rapidly into hardness despite Eli's protests. He clamped a hand over his mouth to stifle a moan.
See? It doesn't have to be all bad.
A second phantom hand brushed over his chest. Then there was another touch, brushing through his hair. All the while Eramus stroked Eli's cock. It felt good. Incredibly good, compared to the ordeal he'd just been through, or maybe because of it. His body felt tight, wound too tense, like he was going to snap any moment. Eramus' touch played against that tension, shaping it into something different, something delicious. He moaned again and shifted his hips, spreading his legs in unmistakable invitation.
Sensation washed over him from far too many places at once. It was like Eramus touched him everywhere, more places than should be possible for him to touch simultaneously. A hand cradled the back of his head while another brushed soothing strokes over his face and neck. More hands held his legs, pushing them open and caressing his thighs. Phantom caresses ran over his sides and chest, not quite tickling, each new sensation dragging out another moan. It was too much to keep track of, especially when his attention was focused on the one place that mattered.
Eramus' voice whispered in his head, sweet nonsense that helped him wind down, helped him let go of all the feelings that the Chancellor and Barnabus had wrought in him. He came undone under Eramus' touch, coming with a soft, muffled sigh. His seed spilled out of him, unimpeded by the hand that Eli's senses told him should be in the way.
Think on it. Remember this and the way things should be.
The phantom touches pulled away, leaving Eli with a strong sense of regret. He wasn't sure if the emotion belonged to him or Eramus.
Silence filled the bathroom. Eli waited a moment, until he was sure Eramus was gone before pulling himself to his feet. He was moving better now. His earlier agony had diminished under Eramus' touch, soothed away to something manageable, ignorable. He hobbled around the bathroom, barely paying attention to the finer points of its opulence. The tub had too many knobs. He didn't know what to do with them so he settled for wetting a cloth in the sink and wiping himself off as best he could. He left the cloth on the sink for lack of a better idea.
The Chancellor and Barnabus were in a whispered conversation when Eli returned. They stopped as soon as he appeared. Their eyes followed him as he slowly dressed, matching looks of smug pleasure on their faces. He was bruised in places—his hips and his wrists especially—and their gazes seemed to linger on the bruises, admiring. Barnabus stood once Eli was dressed and placed a hand on Eli's back. He forced himself not to flinch away.
"I'll show you to your room."
The halls remained blissfully empty. Eli wasn't sure what he'd do if he saw anyone in his current state. Die of embarrassment, perhaps, or maybe beg them to take him away from here.
They wound through another series of halls and stairwells. Eli gave up the idea of ever being able to find his way around on his own. "You'll start classes in the morning." They went lower in the building, and then up again a short distance later. "Of course there will be much you'll need to catch up on. You will meet me in my chambers every night until you're up to speed." Eli shuddered at the thought. No doubt more 'payment' would be required. "Come straight away after dinner. Understood?"
"Yes, sir." Eli had no idea where Barnabus' chambers were, but hopefully someone could show him.
They went up two flights of stairs and came out onto a very plain hallway lined with doors. Barnabus stopped at the last door at the end of the hall. "Here we are." He knocked softly. There was no response. Barnabus opened the door into a darkened room. There were two beds inside, one of which was obviously occupied. "Your roommate will show you around in the morning. I had a few things sent here for tomorrow. You'll find them in your trunk. Good night." Barnabus propelled Eli into the room with a light shove, and then shut the door behind him.
The darkness was like a familiar friend, sorely missed after the events of the day. It reminded him of the mines and rooms darkened by soot-covered windows. He lined his shoes up neatly at the foot of the bed and curled into a ball under the covers. Night settled over him like a comforting blanket. He fell asleep faster than he expected to, soothed by a gentle humming inside his head.


There were no whistles to wake him. Eli blinked up at brightly lit ceiling. He sat up, thankfully only a little sore, and took stock of the room for the first time. It was fairly austere. Two desks stood along the wall across from two beds, each with a trunk at the foot and a small table at the head. There were a scattering of things on his roommate's desk—a pair of books, a quill pen, some loose papers. All in all, not much, but still more than Eli had.
After a few minutes, the mass on the other bed stirred. There was a deep groan from beneath the cocoon of blankets. The mass moved, shifting and roiling before it spat Eli's roommate out onto the floor.
"Ow," the boy said from the floor. He looked incredibly familiar. "I hate narrow beds."
Eli smiled. As the other boy sat up, Eli could make out more of his face. That was definitely the boy from earlier, the one who'd come into Barnabus' carriage. Wesley? Was that his name? Recognition spread across Wesley's face, and he sat up properly, though he didn't bother getting off the floor.
"It's you."
Eli's smile widened. It was strangely nice being faced with an unexpectedly familiar face first thing in the morning, even if it was only a passing familiarity. "And you. Good morning."
"Morning." Wesley shifted off the floor to sit on the messy lump of covers on his bed. "Eli, right?"
He nodded. "Wesley?"
"Yep, that's me." The boy's eyes narrowed, and he leaned forward, with his elbows on his knees. "Didn't peg you for a student, though I guess that makes sense." He glanced over Eli, but it was curious instead of calculating, nothing at all like the way Barnabus had regarded him. "Are you really from the lower city?"
Eli nodded. He wondered what else Wesley had heard about him and who from. Barnabus, maybe? That seemed unlikely. Barnabus didn't seem like the type to gossip. He repressed a shudder at the thought of all the things Barnabus could tell someone about Eli.
"It's been ages since we had a student from down there." Eli expected to hear condescension in Wesley's voice, but there was none, only eager curiosity. "My family's from there, you know. Just a generation back. That's how I lucked out and got a room to myself, until you showed up." He grinned. "Not that I'm complaining. It's weird being all alone. Big family, you know?"
Eli felt himself smiling in response. There was something about Wesley that put him at ease. He was rapidly growing to like the other boy, and his chatter made it easier for Eli to forget about the previous night. Maybe having Wesley as a roommate would make life at the Academy closer to bearable. "Yeah. I don't think I've ever been alone before."
"You from a big family, too?"
"Five brothers, two sisters."
Wesley whistled. "That is big. I can't imagine how you all managed. My da told me stories, back from when he lived down there. Bet you're happy to get out."
Eli frowned. "No. Not really. I didn't want to leave." He hesitated. He'd trusted Barnabus, and then had that trust betrayed. He wasn't sure how much he wanted to share about himself, especially if there was a chance that it might be used against him. Not to mention the rapidly growing list of things he was magically prevented from talking about. Wesley seemed like the nice sort though. His smile made Eli want to share. "I'm worried about my mom. She's sick and I'm the oldest, so I've always been there to watch over everyone."
Wesley nodded, like he understood. Maybe he did. "Afraid it's all gonna go to shit without ya? Yeah, I can see that."
It sounded a little vain when Wesley put it that way, but it was the truth. He worried about them. Who was going to cook breakfast? Who would make sure mom drank her tea? He was sure Eliza and Emery could handle it, but he was terrified that something would happen.
"Yeah," he said. "I am."
Wesley reached forward and clapped him on the shoulder. "I'm sure they'll be fine. They can send word if anything happens, yeah?"
That made Eli feel a little better. Surely they'd tell him if something happened and with all the money the Academy was paying them, they'd be fine. He didn't have anything to worry about.
"Yeah," Eli agreed.
"Good." Wesley dug in his trunk for a clean set of clothes. "Come on. I'll show you where to get cleaned up and we'll head down to breakfast. Everything seems better on a full stomach."
Despite Wesley's reassurances, Eli couldn't shake the niggling feeling of doubt in the back of his head that something was going to go terribly wrong.


He made it until lunch before anyone bothered him. He'd gotten a few curious looks during his morning classes, but his schedule didn't leave him time to talk. Wesley met him at the door and escorted him to his next class with scant seconds to spare. Most of the other students were younger than him, though, like the Chancellor had said, he wasn't the oldest.
He was completely out of his depth as far as his classes were concerned. He'd expected some kind of introductory course, but they'd just shoved him into classes that had been going on for weeks without much warning. Suddenly he was glad he had tutorial sessions with Barnabus, even if he would likely have to spread his legs for it. At least he stood a chance of not being completely lost.
Meal times were a blissful relief. The food was better than anything he'd had before and it was nice to be able to sit and not think, just for a few moments. That relief was short lived.
"Is that the low-town gutter rat?"
Eli nearly choked on his water. Wesley reacted faster, jumping to his feet and glaring at the group of boys that had walked up to their table. Silence descended over the dining room as all eyes turned towards them. Eli resisted the urge to sink down in his chair. He'd been hoping to avoid getting into trouble on his first day.
"Shut it, Henry."
Henry was about two years older than Eli and wore clothes that seemed far too ornate for just attending classes. He reminded Eli of Barnabus, the way his face twisted into a smug sneer. "I wasn't talking to you, though you're hardly much better, son of a sewer rat." Wesley's hands curled into fists, but he didn't react beyond that. Henry loomed over Eli with his arms crossed. "They must have really dropped the standards if they're letting Lowies in now."
Eli stared. He hated bullies. It'd been years since he'd had to deal with one. Elementary school had been rife with people trying to lord over the others and Eli hadn't had much tolerance for it then, especially when one of the bullies tried to pick on his siblings. In the mines, the closest thing to bullies were the foremen and they were more concerned with production than asserting their superiority. The entire idea of bullying seemed so childish to Eli, like imaginary friends and nursery rhymes.
"What's the matter, Lowie? Don't you know how to speak?"
Eli frowned. He knew better than to engage, but Wesley looked like he was going to blow up if Eli didn't do something. "My name's Eli."
"Like I give a shit." Henry smirked. "Whose dick did you have to suck to get let in here?"
Eli paled. Humiliation overwhelmed him. He remembered how terrified he'd been in the Chancellor's office, how much it had hurt. His vision blurred, like a white cloth had been dropped over his eyes, obscuring Henry and the rest of the room. Humiliation shifted into rage, blinding and hot, almost too hot for his body to contain. He felt like he was going to explode from it. He was standing, though he didn't remember doing so. Henry's lips were moving, but all Eli could hear was white noise.
Let me, Eramus whispered. Let me show him.
For a brief second, Eli was tempted to give in. It would be so easy. Just let go and Eramus would take over. There was a distant rumbling. The room was shaking. Eli's plate slid across the table and crashed onto the floor.
"I think that's enough, boys."
Barnabus' voice snapped Eli out of his haze. A heavy hand settled on his shoulder. It felt like a bucket of cold water being dumped over him. The anger inside of him snapped, dissipating into futile nothing. He couldn't give in to what Eramus urged. They'd take his scholarship away, and then what would happen to his family?
"Henry, my boy, it's hardly fitting for one of my students to pick on another. Don't you agree?"
There was something strange going on. Eli expected Henry to snap back, but instead, Henry paled and nodded meekly. "Of course, sir. My apologies."
Barnabus' hand tightened on Eli's shoulder, hard enough to bruise. He hid a wince. "And, Eli, we must work on your control." He patted Eli on the back. "I'll see you after dinner for your lessons." Henry frowned and gave Eli a measuring, almost knowing look. Barnabus' gaze swept over the dining room. "Now I think it's time for everyone to head to their next class. No dawdling."
As soon as Barnabus let go, Wesley took over his hold and dragged Eli out of the room. The second they were out of earshot from Barnabus, Wesley leaned in and whispered in Eli's ear. "That was awesome. I think Henry almost wet himself."
Eli didn't share Wesley's humor. He could still feel Eramus' presence lingering in his mind, waiting for an opportunity to lash out.


Eli's classes were hard. It took him days to even begin to understand the material they covered, even with Barnabus' nightly tutorials—always ending with "services rendered" that made Eli limp to the showers immediately after. He barely resisted the urge to scrub his skin until it bled. Thankfully the long sleeves and high collars of the clothes Barnabus had bought for him hid the bruises and welts.
Wesley helped Eli where he could, filling in bits of information that Eli was presumed to know. Schools in Upper Aurelia covered quite a lot more ground than the one Eli had attended, but then he'd had to stop once he'd gotten old enough to apply for work, like most of the other children. History was the easiest. When his father had been alive, he'd told Eli stories about the foundation of Aurelia and the way things had been once upon a time. It was easy to slot the fragments he remembered into their history professor's lectures.
Theory was the worst. Eli knew he could use magic, but at the same time he was reluctant to. The scene in the lunchroom on his first day only increased his anxiety about magic. Most of the students had taken to avoiding him after that, and even Henry kept a safe distance between them before taunting Eli. It was a struggle for him to control the power inside of him, a struggle that none of the other students seemed to have to deal with. Magic came easy for everyone except him. Even Wesley, with his reputation of being arguably the worst mage at school, made it seem effortless. Any time Eli tried, either nothing happened or something exploded. He avoided using it when at all possible.
You're trying too hard, Eramus said, in the middle of one class period. His presence had been fleeting. Mostly he left Eli alone save for occasionally offering snide comments on the current lecture or urging him to use magic against Barnabus or Henry.
Eli frowned and stared at his open textbook. He could have done without the distraction, especially when he was trying so hard to follow what the teacher was saying. Something about the source of magic and how it worked. Surely that was important to know.
"...and it is believed that the energies innate inside of us, with us from the time we are born, the birthright of magic, were given to us by beings of a higher power, emissaries of the gods, angels descended to the human plane of existence to lift us from a life of drudgery and hard labor."
Eramus howled with laughter, drowning out the rest of the professor's words. Eli shrank in his seat and clasped his hands tight to keep from covering his ears. Class couldn't end soon enough.


Eli knocked lightly on Barnabus' door, hoping as he did every time he came that Barnabus would be out for the evening. He was never that lucky.
"Enter," Barnabus called from inside.
Eli pushed open the door with a sense of dread. Barnabus' rooms were a mess as usual. Dirty clothes littered the floor and the bed. Plates of half-eaten food went to waste on the table and windowsill. Eli closed the door behind him with a faint shudder.
"I brought another letter." Eli held out the thick envelope. It was the fourth letter he'd written. He'd yet to hear anything back.
Barnabus glanced up from his worktable. He waved his hand dismissively towards one of the many overcrowded tables in the room. "Put it over there."
Eli set it on top of a stack of books, in a spot where Barnabus would be hard-pressed to miss it. "Are you sure there's been no mail for me?" He should have received at least something back from his mother. Paper was expensive, but with the stipend, surely they'd be able to afford to have something sent up to him.
"Of course not," Barnabus grumbled. He turned from the gem he'd been etching to glare at Eli. "Why in the world would I want your mail? If anything had come, I would have given it to you."
Lies, Eramus hissed. Eli ignored him.
"What about a visit? Maybe this Saturday, I could..."
"No." It was the same answer every time. "You're too far behind. Here. Come look at this."
Barnabus waved him over and started explaining the mystical qualities of the different gems spread out in front of him. Emeralds worked for amplification and containment. Onyx was for binding energies and creating barriers. Rubies focused power for fine work and reacted best with destructive forces. Quartz could be used for anything.
He let Barnabus' voice drone over him. There was so much information to take in, so many things he still didn't know. Some days he felt like he was never going to catch up. He'd always be the useless student who couldn't do anything.
A touch on his lower back startled him. Barnabus watched him. Eli flushed. He'd stopped paying attention so he had no idea how long it'd been since Barnabus had stopped talking.
"I think that's enough for the day." Barnabus' hand rubbed over Eli's ass. His fingers clenched, squeezing painfully. "I'd like you on the bed today."
Eli nodded and stepped away. His hands only shook a little as he cleared Barnabus' laundry off of the bed and pulled the covers all the way down. He stripped off his clothes methodically. It was easier now than it once had been, almost familiar. He crawled naked onto the bed and waited there on hands and knees.
The bed dipped as Barnabus settled behind him. He grabbed Eli's hands, pulling them up towards the headboard. Barnabus used an old leather belt to tie his hands to one of the posts. Wet fingers entered him. Eli closed his eyes and ran through what he could remember of the morning's lectures. He barely flinched when Barnabus shoved in. At least it no longer hurt.
A knock sounded on the door. Eli gasped and bit his lip hard to muffle his moans. It wasn't usual for anyone besides Eli to visit Barnabus after dinner. Hopefully Barnabus would pretend he wasn't home, or send them away.
"Enter," Barnabus called instead. Eli's eyes went wide. He started to protest, but Barnabus pushed his head down into a pillow, muffling the noise. His hips snapped forward extra hard, driving Eli deeper into the bed.
The door opened. Henry walked in, took one look at the scene on the bed, and grinned. There was no kindness in his expression. He shut the door firmly and crossed the room to stare down at Eli. "I see you've got this one broken in."
Barnabus chuckled and didn't release his grip on Eli's head. "He's quite compliant. Not as good as you were at giving head, but then few are."
Rage flashed across Henry's face and disappeared just as quickly, hidden behind a sickening smirk. "You have time to train him. He'll be here for a while."
"One can hope." Barnabus quickened his pace, fucking Eli harder and faster than he usually did. Eli squeezed his eyes shut tight and fisted his hands around Barnabus' belt. "I'll be finished momentarily." Barnabus paused to moan loudly. His fingers dug into Eli's hips. "Did you bring payment?"
Henry pulled a small pouch from his pocket and set it on the bedside table. "As promised."
Barnabus rammed into Eli hard once, twice, and then his hips jerked, bucking erratically as he came into Eli. He climbed off without preamble, smacking Eli once on the ass as he slid off the bed. "All yours."
Henry stared down at him for a long moment, neither of them moving. Eli panted against the pillow. He shivered under Henry's stare. Shame burned through him, and he wanted to turn away, but he didn't dare show that much weakness. He wondered how many people Henry would brag about this to. Maybe no one. Barnabus' earlier comment made Eli wonder. Had Henry been a "scholarship" student before Eli?
Barnabus lingered by the bed. He licked his lips, his gaze fixed on Eli's expression before slowly turning away. Out of the corner of his eye, Eli watched Barnabus drop Henry's payment into a small chest stuffed with the same kind of pouches he'd used to pay Eli's family, along with folds of paper. They looked like letters. Eli frowned. A low growl startled him from his thoughts. Henry's fingers fisted in Eli's hair, pulling his head back hard, forcing him to strain against the bonds around his wrists. He whimpered as Henry climbed onto the bed behind him.
"Don't give me that," Henry growled. "You're here because you want to be. Fucking slut."
He couldn't deny that. He'd lost the right to protest long ago. He didn't even try to fight it anymore.
"I'm going to fuck you so hard, you won't be able to sit for a week."
"That's a boy," Barnabus called out from the other end of the room. His laughter made Eli's face burn.
Eli cried out as Henry slammed in. There was no gentleness at all to the way Henry fucked him. He moved like pure rage, inflicting pain as much as seeking his own pleasure. He wasn't as thick as Barnabus, but he was longer, reaching deeper into the core of Eli. His hips moved hard and fast with nothing in the way of finesse. He grunted as he moved, sounding almost animalistic.
I could stop him. You know that's always a possibility. Just call my name, and I'll help you.
"No," Eli whispered into the pillow, too low for even Henry to hear. He ignored Eramus, ignored Barnabus laughing, ignored Henry, and waited for it to be over. He had a while to wait.


Weeks passed. Eli kept asking Barnabus to allow him leave to visit his family, but something always came up. Usually, it was Eli's studies and his need to catch up, but the material was starting to come easier to him. He understood it, or at least most of it. The history made sense. He knew about Aurelias and the founding of the city and the division of magic versus non-magic and the reason why gems were so often used as carriers for magic and the different types of magic. He'd mastered minor illusions, and he could produce some small effects, like lighting a candle, without disastrous results. Barnabus had even shown him how to make coal look like gems, a particular favorite trick of his, he'd explained. It was all minor compared to the grander feats Barnabus showed him, but he felt somewhat accomplished.
Surely he could afford a few hours leave, but every time he asked Barnabus forbade it, until one day when Eli finished his homework early and there were no classes scheduled for the rest of the day. He wasn't supposed to meet Barnabus until after dinner which gave him a few hours of free time. It would be enough, he hoped, to visit his family and return before Barnabus knew he was missing.
He sneaked out the side door and stayed close to the wall as he worked his way around to the entrance. The gate was open and unguarded. Eli looked around. There was no one in sight. He walked towards the gate.
Something stopped him. It was like he'd walked into a wall, but there was nothing there, nothing visible at least. He pressed his hands into it. There was a slight give, like he was pushing against a wall of fabric, but he couldn't get through no matter how he tried.
Eli growled in frustration and paced along the other edge of the wall. He knew that this was Barnabus' doing. It had to be. He stalked the length of the grounds, but there was no other way out. Blank wall merged with sheer rock. He tried to find a handhold to climb it, but there were none. The rock was too smooth.
There used to be catacombs under the Academy. He distinctly remembered reading about that in one of the history books Wesley had lent him. The maze of the Academy halls had finally started to make sense to him, but there were still many areas he'd never had reason to explore. He went down those halls now, searching for any stairwell that went down. There wasn't anything in the main hall or the dormitory or the administration building, but he found one such staircase at the back of the library, in an unused corner full of dusty books. There was a door in the back corner. He'd always assumed it was a storage closet, but when he opened it, he found a stairwell leading down.
It was dark in the stairwell. There were no magic lights like he was used to. Eli shut the door behind him, plunging the stairwell into complete darkness. Oddly, that helped. He was able to concentrate better when he was certain no one was looking and there was a comfortable familiarity to the darkness that seemed to make magic easier. He held out his hand, palm up. After a moment's concentration a small green flame appeared. It wobbled, flickering as if affected by a strong breeze, but it stayed, which was about all he could hope for at the moment.
The stairs were solid stone, seemingly carved out of the rock in an uneven fashion. Some stairs were wider, some narrower. There were no handholds. He tried to brace himself with a hand on the wall, but the stone there had been roughly cut. It scraped against his palms, and he avoided touching it a second time. The stairwell wound down below the library. Eli almost imagined that it stretched on forever, continually turning with no end in sight, but after several minutes he finally came to a break in the stairs.
It opened into a huge, cavernous room. The walls and ceiling were swallowed by darkness. Eli was hesitant to step away from the stairs, lest he get lost in the darkness, but he was determined to find a way out of the Academy. He turned to the right and followed the wall away from the stairwell. It seemed to slope inward, not quite circular, but enough that Eli could tell he was moving deeper into the cavern.
The light grew brighter in his hand. The constant tension that Eli carried with him melted away as he walked through the dark. It was quiet, almost unnaturally so, making his breathing seem too loud in comparison, but there was a comfort to being underground in the dark. He felt like he should have a pickaxe in his other hand and a string of men nearby ready to work. Eli reached out with his free hand to touch the walls. He could imagine how much work it would have taken to carve the stairs, and then this. The walls felt smoother than the stairwell, more natural. He wondered which had been connected to which. Had someone dug down from the Academy or up from the caverns?
"Up."
Eli started. The light in his palm flashed once and died. He pressed his back against the stone wall as he searched the darkness for the source of the voice.
Would this be preferable?
Green light flashed in front of him, illuminating a considerable expanse of cave. Eramus stood barely an arm's length away from him with a green flame dancing over his palm.
Eli had almost forgotten that Eramus had a solid form. He was so used to dealing with him as an intangible force, nothing more than a voice in his head and occasional ghostly caresses. His face heated as he remembered the way Eramus had touched him in the bathroom. There'd been nothing like that since, or at least nothing to that extent, but it had come close.
Eramus took a step forward into Eli's space and grinned. It wasn't an unkind look, but it still set Eli's nerves on end. The urge to run toward the stairs and never look back welled up inside him, but he didn't act on it, not yet.
"To answer your question," Eramus said, "the stairs were carved up."
Eli glanced around the cavern. It was completely empty as far as he could tell. His curiosity won over his unease. "But who would have done that? How did they get down here in the first place?"
Eramus' grin widened. "The question, my dear, is not who, but what?"
That made no sense. There weren't any animals that could burrow through stone, and even if there were, they wouldn't have made stairs. That suggested a human level intellect, but Eramus had just implied that the stairs hadn't been created by a human.
He was confused.
Eramus chuckled and took Eli's hand. His grip was cold, but not unpleasantly so. "Come. Let me show you what was down here."
Eli didn't resist as Eramus pulled him away from the wall. They stepped into the darkness. Eramus' light revealed nothing beyond smooth, unbroken floor for several minutes. Then, Eli started to hear a noise, faint, like it was a great distance away. The sound grew louder as they walked. Water. Running water. The edges of the cave narrowed into a tunnel, wide enough to fit a cart and several horses through. They followed the tunnel toward the sound of the water.
Once they reached the opposite end of the tunnel, Eramus spoke a foreign word. Light flared around them, illuminating a large cave with a stone altar at the center of it. Water poured in from four spouts in the wall and ran through a channel that circled the entire room. He could see where the water was coming in, but not where it ran out.
There were lines carved in the floor and up over the walls, swirling and crossing in the most complex geometric pattern Eli had ever seen. It reminded him of several drawings in the spellbooks he'd been reading, but more complicated, as if someone had taken several known and unknown configurations and laid them one on top of each other.
On the opposite wall from the tunnel entrance, right behind the altar, was a human-sized stone made from something black and shiny. It was cracked, with huge chunks missing from the very center of it. Eli wondered what it would have looked like intact. It was a shame someone had smashed it.
Eramus leaned against the altar. "Pretty, isn't it?"
Eli nodded. Every time he turned, there seemed to be another part of the room that caught his attention. The detail on the carvings was impressive. Eli drifted to the side of the room, careful not to step into the water. His fingers brushed over part of the carvings. He expected to feel a dip in the stone where the lines had been chiseled away, but there was nothing. It was all one smooth piece of rock. The lines of the carvings felt warm under his touch.
"To what do I owe the honor of your visit?"
Eli turned away from the wall in surprise. "You live down here?"
Eramus grinned. "Hadn't you guessed?"
"No." He'd never even thought about where Eramus lived. Eramus didn't seem like the type to have a home. He'd just appeared one day out of the darkness.
"Pity." If Eramus was disappointed, he didn't sound it at all. "So what were you looking for?"
"A way out. I want to go home."
Eramus tilted his head. "Did you try the front gate?"
Eli frowned. "Of course. I can't, though. It won't let me through."
"Odd." Eramus hummed low in his throat. He tilted his head back, exposing a very long line of pale neck. "I could help with that."
Eli's frown deepened. "You always say that."
Eramus looked at him with a wide grin. "And it is always, always true."
He bit back a retort about just what kind of help Eramus usually offered. He didn't want that, not if someone was going to get hurt.
"No one got hurt in the mines," Eramus reminded him. "At least no one that wasn't hurt already."
Eli hesitated. Eramus had a point there. He shifted a step closer to the altar. "And you mean that? No one will get hurt."
There was a quality to Eramus' smile that set Eli's nerves on edge. He didn't like it, but he didn't back away either. "Not this time, no."
"What do I have to do?"
Victory was written plain across Eramus' face. "Pledge yourself to me. Say my name and give yourself over to my power. Let me in."
He hesitated with Eramus' name ready on his lips. "And all you'll do is let me through the gate. You won't hurt anyone?"
Eramus nodded. "I'm just lending you a bit of my power. Just enough to get through the gate."
It was strange to trust a man he barely knew, a man who seemed too strange to be real, but he did.
"Eramus."
The cavern plunged into darkness. There was a brush of air against his face, as if a strong breeze had shot past him, and then lips, wet and insistent, covering his own. He jerked back. Hands grabbed him, holding him, pulling him closer.
Shh. Eli could feel Eramus' breath against his ear, but the sound came only in his head. You have to let me in.
"How?"
You'll see.
It was like the bathroom again. Too many touches, but this time he could feel Eramus' presence settle over him. Something warm and wet, like a tongue, pressed into his mouth, but there were no lips attached and it was far too long and thick. Eli shivered. He tried to speak, but the sound was muffled by the appendage in his mouth. Something brushed against his ankle, coiled around it. Eli tried to jerk his foot away reflexively, but the thing tightened, holding him while several others wrapped around his arms and chest, pulling him to the floor.
Eli panicked. Light flared in his palms, brighter than he'd ever managed before. He screamed, or at least tried to, as he finally caught sight of what was holding him. A mass of writhing, black tentacles curled around him and under him. Some held him. Others caressed him. There was one in his mouth. He tried to pull away, but the solid weight pressed against his back stopped him.
"Shh," Eramus repeated, physically this time. A wet tongue traced his ear, followed by a brief kiss to the side of his temple. "It's okay."
He tried to speak around the tentacle in his mouth and failed. It slowly pulled out. "What are you doing?"
Two tentacles ran up the inside of his thighs. He matched the sensation to the phantom touches that he'd felt in the Chancellor's bathroom.
"Bonding." Eramus murmured the word against Eli's neck. "Marking. Mating, if you must get strictly technical. If you want my power, then we need to join, mind and body."
Eli shivered, a reaction not entirely blamed on fear. One of the tentacles brushed between his legs, and he groaned, loud and wanton. It was so rare for someone to touch him seeking Eli's pleasure. He'd almost forgotten that there was a form of sex besides Barnabus' cruel ministrations.
He couldn't see Eramus, only bits of his face. Perhaps that was better. Still, there was no denying that the tentacles were definitely part of Eramus, which pushed Eramus firmly out of the human category and into something new entirely.
"What are you?"
Eramus' chuckle echoed through the room. "Not an angel. Not anything like what your history professor described."
That opened up a whole new line of questioning, one that would have to be explored later because there was another tentacle pushing its way into his mouth. The tip of it brushed against his tongue, and then the roof of his mouth. Eli moaned.
Eramus surrounded him. One of his hands—solid, physical, definitely with all five fingers—ran through his hair, soothing and gentling him while his tentacles wormed their way into Eli's clothing. Three tentacles pushed up his shirt and brushed over his chest. He jerked each time one of them rubbed over one of his rapidly hardening nipples. Four more slid into his pants, pushing the fabric down to his knees. Two thick tentacles wrapped around his thighs, lifting him up off the ground so that his pants could be fully removed.
There was something incredibly exhilarating about being suspended in midair. He could see the stone floor below him, not too far, but the mass of tentacles coiled around him, holding him upright. Eramus' tentacles grabbed and pulled his wrists out of the way. There was a thick tentacle around his stomach, holding him pleasantly tight. Several more tentacles held his legs apart; the tips flicked against his skin, rubbing in a soothing caress.
"I can't begin to describe how beautiful you look." Eramus' breath was hot against his ear. The sound of it was enough to make Eli shiver with want. "All spread out, just for me. You can't imagine how much I want to destroy that fool. He does not realize whose property he mishandles."
Eli shivered again. He wanted to respond, but the tentacle in his mouth wouldn't let him. Then, a tentacle brushed against his erection, and he forgot all about words as he moaned. It shifted against his cock, rubbing up the underside, and then curling, twining around Eli's flesh to hold him. He tried to buck his hips, to press into the maddeningly delicious touch around his cock, but the tentacles around his stomach and upper thighs tightened, holding him in place just as the tentacle started to move, curling first up, and then down around his cock.
He very nearly lost his mind. Eli screamed his pleasure around Eramus' tentacle. His hands clenched at the tentacles holding his wrists, but it didn't help. He doubted there was anything that could help him against that sensation. It was different than anything he'd felt before, like his cock was corkscrewing into something warm and tight, and it was going to drive him absolutely mad in no time at all.
Tentacles pressed against his entrance, slick with something he didn't really want to think too hard about. He shifted his hips as much as the tentacles would allow. In this, Eramus seemed inclined to help him, pulling his legs apart for Eli so that when the questing tentacles finally pushed inside him, he was stretched wide, open and inviting. They both pressed in at once, first just the tips, curling and twining inside of him like two fingers, and then pressing deeper, stretching him like a cock would. The tips pressed against a spot inside of him, and he moaned helplessly, his mind lost in the constant onslaught of pleasure.
He lost track of all the places Eramus touched him. Loose tentacles ghosted over his cheek, and then down his neck and up one arm. He shivered uncontrollably. His body was lost to him, given over entirely to the pleasure Eramus wrought in him. Sensation burned his skin. He felt like he was going to combust from it. Desire coiled like flames in his stomach and spread out to take over every cell of his being. He wanted Eramus more than he'd ever wanted anything in his life, and he had him, here, now, in the most impossible seeming ways.
The two tentacles pressed deeper inside of him, coiling around each other, getting thicker as they went until every touch brushed against that spot inside of him. He felt more tentacles sliding over his ass and pressing in. Thankfully, it was nothing more than the very tips of the tentacles, but they stretched him almost impossibly wide. He felt supremely full, like the very essence of Eramus was inside of him.
That's it, my dear. Just like that. So perfect. Take me in.
He moaned and gave up any semblance of control. His body melted into the grip of Eramus' tentacles, and that seemed to be the sign Eramus was looking for because suddenly, the tentacles around and inside of him started to pulsate, spreading heat and pleasure everywhere they touched. It was too much. Eli felt like his brain was going to overload, and then the tip of the tentacle curling around his cock moved, flicking over the head of Eli's cock, and he was undone. He came screaming. Echoes of his voice bounced on the walls, playing over and over in his ears. His vision went white, and then green as the light he'd summoned earlier flared bright.
The tentacles withdrew slowly, almost hesitantly. Eli grasped feebly at one, not wanting them to go, but they slipped out of his grip. They lowered him gently onto the altar. The stone was cold against his feverishly warm skin. It took him forever to work up the energy to move. When he finally lifted himself up from the altar, Eramus was gone.
Panic welled in Eli. He stood, wincing slightly at the faint, pleasant burn in his ass from being stretched too far and turned in a circle. His mouth opened, ready to say Eramus' name.
I'm here. Always. I'm here. Warmth spread across his chest, and then faded.
He sighed in relief. The flame was still bright in Eli's palm. It hovered just above him as he straightened his clothes. He turned toward the entrance, not quite sure how he was going to find the way back. No sooner had he thought that than an image appeared in his mind, a firm sense of direction, pointing unerringly back to the stairwell.
"Thank you," Eli said into empty air.
Eramus didn't respond, but Eli caught a distinct sense of pleasure.


It was growing dark by the time Eli made it back into the library. The dinner bell had either already rung or would be ringing soon. He would be expected in Barnabus' chambers in less than an hour. He should go, but he didn't want to. He never wanted to see Barnabus again.
He left the library and walked straight down the path to the front gate. Whatever magic Barnabus had placed on the gate tried to stop him. There was a faint flare of green light, and then he pushed through. He stumbled out onto the streets of Upper Aurelia and felt a sense of freedom wash over him.
It wasn't hard to find the gate to Lower Aurelia. All he had to do was follow the roads down. He walked forward nervously. Two guards stood on either side. They both watched him approach, but neither made a move to open the gate.
"I'd like to go through." His voice shook. He half expected them to arrest him for not being at school.
One of the guards frowned. "Do you have papers?"
"Papers?" Barnabus hadn't had any when they'd entered Upper Aurelia.
Both of the guards were frowning now. "Are you daft? Proof of residency. You're not getting back in otherwise."
Eli took a step back. Barnabus would murder him if he got stuck in Lower Aurelia. He shook his head and backed away quickly. "I forgot them." He fled before they could question him further.


Eli slammed the door to his room too hard. Someone banged on the wall to the right. It took all of Eli's control not to shout back at them.
Wesley looked up from his book with an arched eyebrow. "Bad day?"
"I can't get out." He regretted the words as soon as they were out. He hadn't meant to say that. Eramus' help had been wasted, though he didn't feel too bad about that. He couldn't forget the feeling of Eramus' tentacles inside of him. He'd gone to his knees for Barnabus when he'd gotten back to the Academy, but the whole time he'd imagined it'd been Eramus instead.
"Of the Academy?"
He shifted. He wanted to pace, but there wasn't room. He dropped heavily onto his bed instead. "Well, yes, there was that. I found a way to get through the Academy gate, but then I couldn't get out of the city. The guards kept asking me about papers and I don't have any."
"Oh." Wesley stared at him for a long moment. "What do you mean you couldn't get through the Academy gate?"
Eli shrugged. "Something Barnabus did, I think. I tried to walk through earlier, but there was this invisible wall stopping me."
Wesley frowned. "Why would... you know, never mind. That guy's weird." He stood. "If you want into the lower city, there's plenty of ways to do that. When did you want to go?"
"Now?" It was dark out, but that had never bothered him. No one would be looking for him until morning, which gave him plenty of time to go home and come back.
"Then let's go," Wesley said with a grin.
He followed Wesley out of the Academy. Instead of heading for the gate, they headed toward the east side of the city, near where the train lines cut through the wall. The gap in the wall was blocked off by a thick gate that rose seconds before the train passed through. He'd been fascinated with the train when he was a child. He'd watched it for hours, waiting for the one time when the gate would be too slow. The gate was never too slow. It clanged down just as the train passed, keeping anyone from following after.
Wesley motioned for silence, and then led Eli down an alleyway that ended in a large drainage ditch. A rusty grate covered the mouth of the ditch, presumably leading into the sewer system that ran below the city. Wesley reached through the grate, twisted a lever hidden inside, and then the grate swung open, as noiselessly as if it had just been oiled that same day. They had to stoop to walk through the opening. A full grown man could have easily crawled through without much difficulty. Once they were through, Wesley pulled the grate back into place and pushed the lever back to its original position.
A tiny flame appeared in front of Wesley, lighting the way through the tunnel. It didn't smell as bad as Eli had expected. The sewage must run through a different line, since all he smelled were moldy leaves and stale water. There was a thin ledge that ran down the edge of the tunnel, just wide enough for them to walk single file. Water filled the rest of the tunnel. Eli couldn't see how deep it was, but it was dark and muddy enough that he didn't want to test it.
Once they were a few paces through the tunnel, Wesley spoke. "Did I ever tell you how my mom and my dad met?"
"No." Wesley hadn't told him much about his family, besides that his dad was from Lower Aurelia and his mom was not.
"Dad broke into her house to steal her jewels. She clocked him one, and then decided he was rather charming and asked him to stay."
Eli nearly slipped and fell into the murky water. "What?"
Wesley looked back over his shoulder and grinned. "My dad's a thief. He used to sneak into Upper all the time and steal things. Had quite a reputation for it, too, back in the day. He says it's no fun now that he lives here. Says there's no more challenge to it, but he taught me all the old tricks." Wesley chuckled. "Comes in handy when Henry's being a prat. Or if old Barney confiscated something. I'm not a bad hand either, if I say so myself. I've forged a few grades in my time."
"That's..." Eli had no idea what to say. He stared at Wesley's back and shook his head. Madness must run in Wesley's family. Suddenly his first meeting with Wesley made sense, back in Barnabus' carriage. He wondered if Wesley had ever sneaked into Barnabus' rooms. That seemed unlikely. If Barnabus could ward the Academy gates to keep Eli in, surely he must have done something to his rooms to keep people out.
"Insane? Stupid? Brilliant? Awesome?" Wesley sounded incredibly smug.
"Yes, all of those."
Wesley's laugh echoed through the tunnel.
They stopped at another grate, not too far along. It was pitch black outside, but that was hardly surprising given the time of night. It was dark in Lower Aurelia at high noon, actual nighttime was even worse. There was a similar lever trick to open this grate. "Something my granddad had installed," Wesley explained. The gate fell open, and then they crawled out into the streets of Lower Aurelia.
The smell of soot assaulted him. He'd almost forgotten what it was like. It was strange for soot to make him nostalgic, but he'd been so used to it growing up.
"Which way?"
He took a moment to orient himself. The alleyway wasn't familiar, but the street at the end of it was. There were few people out this time of night. Most families were just sitting down to a late dinner. Miners would be returning home from the late shift or from working a double shift like Eli used to. He almost missed the mines. At least there, life had been hard, but simple. No one had expected anything of him, and he hadn't had to deal with voices and magic and Barnabus.
They reached his house after about twenty minutes of walking. His pace quickened as he drew closer. Trepidation welled up inside him, a strange sort of anxiety much like the day he'd left. He felt, not for the first time, that he shouldn't have left at all.
He was breathless by the time he stumbled through the door. There were less people inside than he expected, just his three youngest brothers sitting at the table and his youngest sister at the stove. He looked around for Emery and Eliza, but they were nowhere in sight. That wasn't the only thing that was off. The kitchen was the same as it had been when he left. There was nothing new, nothing improved. No one had put the kettle on. Surely mother would need her tea soon.
His siblings stared at him. Ella was the first to react. She dropped the spoon she'd been using to stir dinner. Tears welled up in her eyes and she threw herself into Eli's arms.
"Why didn't you come?" She sobbed. It took Eli a second to make sense of the words through her tears. "Why?"
Eli looked down at her, and then over at his brothers. They wore similar expressions, though the elder two were fighting back tears. It didn't make any sense.
He wrapped his arms tight around Ella. "What's wrong? What happened?"
Everett stood from his spot near the head of the table, a spot that had once been reserved for Emery. "We sent you letters, but you never wrote back."
Eli frowned. "I never got any letters. Didn't you get any of the ones I sent?"
Emmett shook his head. His lips trembled. His mouth worked soundlessly for a second before he finally forced the words out. "Mom's dead," Emmett said, and then dissolved into a fit of sobs.
It felt like someone had punched a hole through his chest, leaving him bereft and empty. Eli stared. That wasn't right. It didn't make any sense. How could she be dead? Surely he should have known. Someone would have told him. Barnabus would have told him. How could she have died without him knowing?
"But... the money..."
Ella's hands curled into the fabric of his shirt. His stomach was wet from her tears, but he barely felt it. He couldn't feel anything. "It turned to coal."
A wave of dizziness washed over him. Barnabus' favorite trick was making coal look like gems. He staggered backward into the door frame. Ella fell with him.
"Eliza and Emery?"
"In the mines," Everett answered, his voice thick and choked.
Rage hit Eli like it was a train and Eli was a gate too slow to get out of the way. It crashed into him, running over all of the loss and sorrow and guilt that had been building inside of him. The death of his mother hadn't fully hit him. It didn't seem real, not yet. Surely she was just upstairs sleeping. Not dead. He would be a wreck when it did hit him, but until then, until that happened, all he felt was rage directed at one specific target.
He gently pulled away from Ella. She looked up at him, and then her tears stopped as surprise washed over her face. His siblings were staring at him, but he couldn't bring himself to be concerned at the moment.
"Go to the mines. Get Eliza and Emery. Tell them I've come back, and I'm going to fix everything."
Ella stared, her mouth agape. "Where are you going?"
He backed out of the house. "There's something I have to do. I'll be back, and then we'll... then we'll figure things out."
Wesley was waiting outside. He took one look at Eli, and then quickly stepped back. "What..."
"Barnabus." Comprehension slowly spread across Wesley's face. "He did this. It's his fault."
Green light spread through the street, driving away the darkness. He could feel Eramus coiled inside of him, waiting. Glee that wasn't his own filled him, mixing with Eli's rage until he felt like he was going to burst with emotion. He opened his mouth. Power tingled just under his skin.
All he needed was one word. "Eramus."
Howling laughter filled his head as Eramus' power poured out and through him. Inky blackness spilled from his open mouth, swirling into a pit on the street, and then rising up like huge wings around him. Wesley's eyes were huge. He looked up at the shifting darkness with a growing look of awe and horror. Eli didn't have time to explain. He only had one thing on his mind and that was finding Barnabus.
Doors opened as he stalked down the street. People screamed. The noise only brought more attention. A crowd gathered behind him, following him as he marched through the city. They hesitated when he reached the wall. Eli didn't stop. He walked straight up to the gate. The guards shouted at him and raised their swords menacingly from the other side of the gate.
Shadows peeled away from the walls of the tunnels, reaching out behind the guards and wrapping around them. There was a strangled shout, two wet snaps, and then the guards slumped against the wall, still. Tentacles stretched across the ground in front of Eli. They twisted in between the bars of the gate, and then pulled. There was a loud wrenching sound as the bars bent away, curling back into the wall and leaving the gate wide open. Eli walked through. No one stopped him.
As he passed under the wall he felt the magic in the crystals on top of the wall. He hated those crystals and everything they stood for: segregation, containment. No one was keeping him or his people out anymore. He'd tear down the entire wall if he had to, but for now he settled on getting rid of the magical barrier. The top of the wall flared with green light and the crystals shattered. Smoke rolled into the skies of Upper Aurelia.
People ran from him. The streets emptied before him as he marched toward the Academy. A small squad of guardsmen tried to get in his way, but Eramus' tentacles knocked them aside like they were toddlers. The Academy was humming with magical energy. He saw it, shimmering along the walls and forming a thick film across the closed gate. He ripped through both magic and metal with ease.
Barnabus stood in the courtyard, waiting. He didn't seem surprised, just smug, like he'd planned for their eventual confrontation. Maybe he had. Lies could only last for so long.
Eli could think of one thing Barnabus hadn't planned for.
People streamed out of the building. He thought he caught a glimpse of the Chancellor fighting his way through the crowd. Eramus' presence had melted into the shadows, hidden momentarily from sight. Eli could still feel Eramus, a solid weight inside of him, like hot lead pooled in his stomach, coursing through his veins and igniting him from the inside out. He felt drunk with borrowed power, but his mind stayed focused on his singular target.
"I was wondering how long it would be before it came to this." Eli wanted to smack the smug look off of Barnabus' face.
Then do it. Images filled his mind, showing him a dozen ways to do just that. Suddenly, magic was so much simpler. He understood it in a way he never had before. It was all about power, which Eramus supplied in excess, and intent. His intent was intensely clear.
A grin spread across Eli's face. Power spread between his palms, forming into a glowing green fireball that he threw at Barnabus. It grew in size as it sped through the air. Barnabus slapped it aside with a laugh.
"You'll have to do better than that, my boy."
Trees shook and fell as Eli screamed with rage. "You tricked me." A second fireball sailed through the air. A third followed immediately after. They were deflected to the side, burning black craters in the ground wherever they struck. "You lied to me." Vines from the fallen trees snaked across the ground toward Barnabus. They burnt into cinders before they even got close. "You used me." Thunder cracked through the air, making several of the gathered students jump. Black clouds filled the sky.
A crowd of spectators formed behind Barnabus. No one seemed inclined to help either side. A few of the boys jeered at Eli, Henry amongst them. The Chancellor was still trying to get closer, but there were too many people in the way.
Barnabus grinned. "You should have known better. Everything comes with a price."
Eli screamed again and reached for more power. Something slammed into him hard, sending him flying forward into the ground. The force of the impact sent him rolling through the dirt. Barnabus' laughter carried over the thunder.
"Foolish boy." The invisible force slammed into him again. He bounced off the ground. Something snapped, but he could hardly feel the pain. Barnabus stepped forward, looming over Eli. "You're no match for me, gutter rat."
Eramus' laughter welled up through Eli. His mouth moved on its own though the sounds that came out were too deep to belong to anything human. Darkness gathered above him and around him. Thick clouds swirled overhead, forming a layer of concentric circles directly above. A head rose up out of Barnabus' shadow, then arms and a chest, rising up behind him. Eli's face stretched into a grin, the look an exact mirror of the expression on Eramus' face.
"That's no way to talk to the boy.” Eramus' voice boomed from Eli's mouth. A look of surprise crossed Barnabus' face. He took a step back, stopping a fraction away from bumping into Eramus' shadow form. Tentacles fanned out around Barnabus, rising up from where Eramus' arms and legs should have been. "He's mine.”
Someone shouted. People screamed and pointed. Barnabus turned. The confusion on his face shifted into surprise, and then horror. He tried to run, but Eramus' tentacles moved faster than he could, wrapping around and between his limbs. Barnabus fell, hitting the ground scant inches from where Eli lay.
His body moved, rising up from the ground with jerky, uncoordinated motions. He gained partial control once he was on his feet. His chest hurt. He couldn't move his arm. He stumbled backward as his and Eramus' power spiked. Lightning stabbed down from the sky. Barnabus screamed. Eli turned away seconds before the lightning hit. There was a bright flash of light. When he looked back, Barnabus was gone, replaced by a thin pile of ash.
Exhaustion washed over Eli. He could feel his rage melting away, leaving him empty. Eramus frowned at him, a look of almost concern on his face. Eli dropped to his knees, collapsing like a puppet with its strings cut. The only thing keeping him upright was Eramus' lingering control over his body.
Darling, Eramus whispered in Eli's mind, the words meant for him alone. A tentacle brushed against his cheek. Strangely, it made him feel better.
Someone stepped forward from the crowd. Eramus shifted, his tentacles wrapping around Eli in a protective embrace. It took Eli a second to make out who was approaching.
The Chancellor cleared his throat. His hands shook, but his voice managed to project a thin veil of authority. "To whom do I have the honor of addressing?"
Eramus' eyes narrowed. His voice came from Eli's mouth once more. "I should kill you for what you've done."
The Chancellor paled. "I... I'm sorry. I'm so very, very sorry."
Eramus stared. The tentacles around Eli shifted, preparing to strike. Eli stretched forward, almost overbalancing himself and grabbed onto Eramus' waist. "Don't. Please, don't." He felt sick inside. Now that the rage was gone, guilt was taking its place, not just guilt at his mother's death, but guilt over what he'd done to Barnabus and the guards. He didn't want to add more death to his hands.
Emotion warred inside his head. Eramus' desire to kill. His own guilt and need for rest. A brush of compassion, something almost akin to love. Eramus capitulated.
As one, they turned back to face the Chancellor.
"I am Eramus. The Dark One. He Who Dwells In Night."
Any color left in the Chancellor's face fled. A murmur rose through the crowd. Apparently the name meant something to the teachers, though Eli had never found any reference to it in the library, and he'd actively looked.
The Chancellor dropped to one knee. "Lord." Several of the teachers dropped at the same time. The students followed slowly after. He could hear people whispering. Most had as little an idea of what was going on as Eli did. He glanced up at Eramus, who was grinning broadly.
They believe me to be their god.
Eli nearly fainted at the thought. At this point it wouldn't take much to make him collapse. A strong breeze could have taken him out.
"What would you ask of us?" There was fear in the Chancellor's voice.
"Whatever he wants.”
The Chancellor's eyes widened. Eramus laughed, the sound of it echoing through the courtyard, growing louder until it melted into the booming thunder. When the laughter stopped, Eramus was gone, melted back into the shadows. The clouds started to clear.
Sleep, my love. No harm will come to you. Never again.
Eli slumped to the ground and passed out in seconds.


Wesley wasn't in their room when Eli woke up. He sat up in bed and stared at the walls. Despite spending months in the room, it seemed strange to him now, like he'd woken up in an unfamiliar place. He didn't want to stay here anymore. He didn't think he could go to class, not after what he'd done.
Then leave.
Eli frowned. It couldn't be that simple.
It is. If you don't want to stay, then don't.
He started packing. There wasn't much he wanted to take. The clothes all reminded him of Barnabus, but the books he wanted and the trinkets Wesley had picked up for him whenever he went out on the town. There were a chance they were stolen, but Eli couldn't bring himself to be too concerned. Anyone in Upper Aurelia could afford to replace anything that was stolen.
The door opened just as he was finishing shoving the last of the books into a sack. Wesley stared at him, hesitating in the doorway. Eli wondered if that was how everyone would react around him now. He didn't blame them for being afraid.
Wesley frowned and shut the door. "You're leaving?"
"Yeah." He offered a small smile. "I don't think I belong here anymore. I never really did in the first place."
"Oh." There was a bulging backpack slung over Wesley's shoulder. He looked at Eli for a long moment. There was no hint of fear in his expression, which made Eli immensely glad. He didn't think he could handle that right now. "Where will you go?"
"Home." It was the only place he wanted to be.
"Ah." Wesley shifted on his feet. "Do you think... I mean... Can I visit?"
Eli's eyes widened. He felt the faint beginnings of a smile form. "Yeah. I'd like that."
"Cool." Wesley grinned back at him. They smiled at each other for a long moment before Wesley pulled off the backpack and dropped it on Eli's bed. "Here. I think this is yours."
Eli frowned. He didn't have anything else beside the little that was in the room. The backpack dragged heavily across the bed as he pulled it toward him. Inside were several pouches and a pile of letters. Eli recognized the handwriting as Eliza's. He pulled out one of the pouches and opened it. Gold glittered from inside.
"Look. I don't know what Barnabus did to you, but it was obviously something big. I found all this in his rooms. The letters were addressed to you so I figured the money was yours, too. Sorry I couldn't do something for you sooner."
He was going to cry. Tears pricked, but he fought them back. He pulled Wesley into a tight hug. "Thank you. This is more than enough."
Wesley returned the hug and clapped him on the back. "Anytime. You need anything, don't hesitate to send word." He pulled back with another grin. "What are you going to do now that you're free from the Academy?"
He hadn't given that much thought, but the answer was obvious. "I want to make things equal. There's so many ways magic could be used to fix Lower Aurelia, to make it better. I want to help people."
Wesley smiled at him. "Maybe I'll join you in a few years, when I'm done with school. I think my dad would approve."
"I'd like that."
He could feel a sense of approval from Eramus, mixed with pride. Eli hugged Wesley one last time before walking out of the Academy. Dark clouds floated through the sky. In the distance he could see spots of sunlight shining over the mines. He grinned. The piercing whistle of the morning train sounded in the distance, calling him home.
Lower Aurelia was waiting.







My boat was a piece of shit. Sure, technically it wasn't a boat if it didn't float on water, but ship was way too grandiose (and was your triple word score in Scrabble for the day), a word for a beater that could barely make my route between the moons without dying on me. It was just small enough not to need a name on the official paperwork, just a registration number, so at least I'd never had the indignity of naming the stupid thing on a form that barred the use of 'The SS Stupid Fucking Piece of Garbage' as a ship designation. It was falling apart into so many rusting, barely-to-code pieces that it wasn't even worth installing a decent sound system in.
I was on a drop from Ganymede to Callisto, because, go figure, all the technology you could want—send the specs from the source to the 3-D printer at the destination and bam, you had anything that wasn't alive—and rich idiots had to go and develop a fetish for 'the real thing'. They paid stupid amounts of money for scrubs like me to ferry their authentic, their antique, their limited edition, and all the other priceless garbage they accumulated between planets. Those were runs for logistics megacorps and foolhardy idiots, and I sure as hell wasn't an agent of the Stellar Parcel Service.
My haul that day was what some new money kid from a newly-gentrified part of Callisto had bought from a crumbling estate auction on Ganymede. The bill of lading and insurance paperwork claimed it was all authentic Earth-origin prefab that had come to the original Titan colony a century ago, and then got repurposed to the early Jupiter colonies. That had to be bullshit, because it would have been cheaper to have a drone prefab everything right on Europa when it set up the alpha colony site. I hadn't flunked Jovian history in high school, but I was getting the impression that my employer had.
And okay, I'll admit this: I was completely and totally breaking the law just then. It wasn't that the job was illegal; my part of it, at least, was totally above-board. But I had put on an alter beat as I pulled out into the ring run, because hell if hitting escape velocity didn't make me sick every single time if I did it without some kind of sensory assistance. The law hadn't quite caught up to those of us inspired enough to scratch out an alter sequence that wasn't intended to fuck anyone up, so they were flat-out illegal while driving anything more dangerous than a tricycle. Which is why the second a police hail hit my line and flagged me for a stop, I knew I was completely and totally fucked.
I had that same moment of wanting to gun it and make a getaway that I'm pretty sure everyone who's ever been pulled over has had, regardless of how impossible it was. And in case it wasn't clear, me getting away in my pile of scrap metal that defied statistics, physics, and probably twelve other discrete sciences just by remaining spaceworthy? Beyond the pale.
Until I saw the ship that had hailed me, anyway. If I had a boat, the cops had a jet ski that had been beaten with a sledgehammer and then lit on fire with extreme prejudice. Possibly literally, because it was definitely giving off a glow that would have been combustion with more oxygen around. Our public funding at work, gentle people of the Local Bubble.
I scrubbed my hands through my hair and waited for some overworked traffic cop to enter the airlock. He would be in a bad mood, too, because clearly some suicidal idiot had decided to ram a police speeder and jet off through the rings; if you were good enough to dodge through them without taking the cleared run, you could lose almost anyone.
The airlock did its automatic thing; sure, my piece of slag was old, but not so old a police hail didn't override the manual airlock control right alongside all my other systems. Couldn't have hardened criminals using illegal nausea-suppressing subliminal signals to totally not get high, slamming open the airlock, and killing the police, could we? Not that I would ever—holy fucking god the cop was a lizard.
He was actually a little bit shorter than most of them, maybe seven feet tall from the top of his helmet to the soles of his boots, but no human with that kind of height was that skinny or jointed that way. Which was to say, like he had no joints at all; they did, but there was some biological explanation about flexible cartilaginous skeletons that I half-remembered (I may not have slept through history, but I sure as hell caught up on my sleep debt during biology) was why they flowed around like snakes.
"I'm commandeering your vessel," he said, not even bothering with a perfunctory do you know how fast you were going? or can you explain what I'm hearing right now, son? before getting right into it. Even muffled behind the helmet, he had one of those odd, rumbling lizard voices. Which, okay, was obvious given his species. My half-coherent train of thought must have shown up on my face, though, because he took out his badge and held it out for me to read.
His Most Just Tenacity, read the translation underneath the Alpha Centauri that had been way too trendy a foreign language for me to take in school, and for the first time in my life spent not getting up close and personal with lizards, I actually regretted that. At any rate, I was pretty sure it was a real badge; if you didn't learn to spot good fakes, you didn't last long as a courier. There were just too many people out there trying to steal shipments with fake customs or police badges, and His Most Just Tenacity's badge didn't have any of the hallmarks of a fake.
"Get out of the pilot's seat," the lizard said. I had seen them in real life before, sure, but never from less than a foot away.
"Sure, okay, you want to take this piece of garbage, who am I to stop your bad self?" I put my hands up in the air and moved over to the passenger's seat, because that hadn't been a regular police badge. It was from the Local Space Bureau, and that meant this guy could commandeer my ship, my bank account (joke was on him, though, since it was empty), or even my person in apprehending whatever monster of the week had gotten him out of the central office on Eris and into a space chase. I couldn't get out of this one.
"You're the only one in this part of the ring who made escape velocity without taking the ferry, so you'll have to do." My new lizard buddy—who was going to need a nickname for me to use disparagingly in my head, because His Most Just Tenacity was really long and pretentious even for someone straight off the boat from Alpha Centauri—took my place in the driver's seat and cranked it back to accommodate the foot he had over me in height. Then he took off his helmet, and woah.
For all we called them lizards and they called us monkeys, they weren't really that different from us. There was some weird explanation about panspermia within the Local Bubble that was part of that biology class I slept through. I pretty much did not care about the details. But whatever was behind it, they were still carbon-based, warm-blooded life forms who inhaled oxygen and exhaled carbon dioxide, even if they were all ridiculously tall and had weird joints and no hair on their skin that ranged from green to gray instead of pink to brown. So I wasn't expecting some twelve-eyed science fiction monster, or anything, but I also hadn't expected him to be pretty.
"Something wrong?" he asked, with a smile that said he knew exactly why I was surprised. He was probably used to being stared at by people who weren't used to seeing a lizard who fit human standards of pretty well enough to ping them, people who were suddenly reconsidering their lack of xeno tendencies. Even his fangs, small and curved down to a perfect point over his lower lip, looked more like prosthetics from a high-budget teenage vampire flick than the huge, crooked ones you saw on the biggest eight-foot terrors of lizards.
"No, nothing," I said with all the fake generosity I could muster. "Having The Man steal my ship and fuck up my delivery job, which you don't even have to pay me for, is my very favorite thing. I love everything about living in a police state. It's awesome."
"Good, I like it when we're all on the same page." Smaller than those of his uglier brethren or not, his smile was full of very shiny knives. "The police state loves you back, citizen."
I leaned forward and rested my forehead on the console, because I really needed a second to consider how my life had come to this. While I was lamenting every choice I had ever made that could have remotely led to me being at the exact wrong place at the exact wrong time and getting legally hijacked by a ridiculously hot, alien cop who had enough of a sense of humor to mock my situation right along with me, said hot alien cop was overriding my system.
"Logging out user Sebastian Reed, logging in LSB Override 14983-D775, Peace Officer His Most Just Tenacity; welcome, His Most Just Tenacity."
Why had I given the onboard system such an obnoxious synthetic voice? I could have done so much better; I was an artist with that kind of thing, for God's sake. But no, only lonely idiots cared about the sweet nothings their not-even-AI-standard shipboard computers whispered to them, and so my computer talked to me in a robot voice. If His Most Just Tenacity didn't assign himself a nickname and I had to listen to that encyclopedic volume of a name every time he entered a command, I was seriously going to lose it.
"Assign nickname Ten to user His Most Just Tenacity," he said, and thank the goddamn lord for miniscule favors.
"Thanks for that, at least," I couldn't help but mumble out loud.
"You wouldn't know anything about long names at all, Sebastian." Ten said. Mental nickname immediately assigned, because I was not wasting processor cycles on that name. "Computer, list the voice modules currently installed."
"Voice modules installed: one. Installed module is factory default number twelve hundred and three, gender-neutral human-pattern mechanical voice."
"You seriously never got a better voice command system than that?" Ten asked. And that was almost cool, damn him; he could have almost worn that name out with metallic gold paint highlighting his head-ridges and his ears punched full of metal and synthetic horn and fit in at a beat club like he wasn't sworn to uphold the law against places like that. "Too distracted by your own dulcet voice to care about the computer's, Red?"
I couldn't even argue with the name Red without looking like a complete tool, since I was the one who had decided to dye my hair fiery molten Io orange-red. And I stood by that decision, because natural hair colors were for people who woke up after a night of partying to work at their nine-to-fives.
"Oh, you got me, I'm just a total fount of self-love over here." I put my feet up on the console and prepared to chill out just as obnoxiously as possible.
"How many voice samples from user Sebastian Reed are on file? Are there enough to synthesize a voice module?" Ten asked, and I sat up straight and took my feet back off the dash.
"What the hell, you sorry excuse—"
"Affirmative, 125% of voice sampling necessary to create a module has been collected for user Sebastian Reed."
"Computer, set your nickname to Seb. And set your voice module to custom module synthesized from user Sebastian Reed. Oh, and set user Sebastian Reed's nickname to Red." He was just baiting me now.
"How the hell did someone as unprofessional as you get a job with the LSB?" Unless they had hired him for being pretty, at any rate, because as hardcore as the name His Most Just Tenacity sounded, he had started flirting with me the second his helmet had come off. Because that was exactly what he was doing, with his obnoxious attempts at teasing and his stupid (adorable) little fangs curling over his lower lip.
"Because my arrest record is fucking flawless. And because I'm willing to chase down an interplanetary con artist in a puddle-jumper like this when there isn't a better option, instead of waiting for something flashier to come along." Ugh, another of his ridiculous, razor-tooth smiles. "Not that you aren't plenty flashy, Red. What do they call that color on the shelf, the Wrath of Io?"
"Do you seriously insult everyone you meet inside of five minutes?" I asked him and blew my Wrath of Io-red hair out of my face. It fell right back down. "And if the next words out of your mouth are that you only terrorize the hot ones, I am throwing myself out into space."
"Can't let you engage in self-harm; that would be dereliction of duty." Ten fucking smirked at me. "If you keep threatening that, I'll have to handcuff you. And you're right, I do only flirt with people I find attractive."
"Oh, my God, you are literally the worst cop I have ever seen." I was blushing as red as my hair; I had to be. Here I was, getting my ship requisitioned by a high-level government agent, and the first thing that came to my mind when he threatened to handcuff me was yes, please, as long as you don't stop with that. My horrible, stupid hindbrain wasn't concerned with how I was probably going to wind up a million literal miles away from where I needed to be and how I'd be lucky not to get penalized for this, even with an affidavit that I'd been drafted into service by an active duty agent. No, it was just concerned with the fact that a hot, completely unprofessional man in uniform had waltzed onto my ship, flirted with me, and threatened to handcuff me while simultaneously disrespecting any concept of boundaries. It was desperately trying to get my conscious mind to treat this like the porno it so obviously was.
"Then you haven't seen very many of us." Ten buckled himself into the pilot's seat and started reading the onscreen gauges. "Hey, you've got an ion engine in here. We won't have to stop for fuel anytime soon. Excellent. Seb, reset the remote access code to a randomized number effective for forty-eight hours."
"What the hell," I yelped, an entirely new affront suddenly presented to me: nobody would be able to call in for two days. My boss was probably going to assume I'd cut and run with a trunkload of shitty antique prefab furniture.
"Security," Ten said, and started flipping switches I'd never even bothered to touch before; my runs were short enough that I didn't need to waste my time setting up the autopilot. "Seb, restrict out of ship calls to user Ten. Restrict user Red's access to emergency frequencies only."
"You can't fucking do that!" It was true, he couldn't. It was actually illegal.
"And you're not supposed to be piloting under the influence, either." Ten apparently had the autopilot set to his satisfaction, because we started moving then. It was a good thing he hadn't turned off my anti-nausea beat, considering I'd have thrown up all over the console when we went from zero to cruising speed way too quickly if he had.
"That was my anti-nausea medication, you jackass." I crossed my arms in front of me, feeling like a petulant twelve year old at this point. "Not my fault the government doesn't recognize the validity of the delivery method."
"Huh, you know, I think I actually believe you." Then, he smiled that stupid, fangy smile again, and I slouched down in the seat; maybe I could sink into the floor and fall out through space and never have to deal with stupid, hot cops violating my constitutional rights ever again.
Woah, okay, wrong thing to think. It was a logical progression from where I was staring, which was the floor in front of me, to the floor in front of Ten, and up his stupid, long legs—
"Hey, Red, my eyes are up here." I jerked my head up to see he was laughing, just a little bit. "I wouldn't have figured you were the type to jump in so fast."
"Oh, my God, I legitimately hate you." I groaned and put my hands over my face. This wouldn't actually have been my record for the fastest hookup, but this wasn't a club where everyone was looking for that kind of thing. This was my ship, and he was a cop, and he'd just cut off any communications access to any non-emergency lines. "Where the hell are you taking my ship, anyway?"
"Deimos," Ten said, and I groaned again.
"Oh, fuck no, that's two days away," I said. "What the hell am I going to do for two days, if I'm not flying and can't get any signal in to watch anything or get online? Listen to the police scanner? Break all the furniture I'm going to lose my job for not delivering? Have a forty-eight hour sex marathon with you?"
I really shouldn't have added the last one, but I couldn't help it; I was so pissed off, and my stupid hindbrain thought this was totally awesome and nothing was wrong at all and please, sir, can I have some more indignity?
"That's not a bad idea, actually," Ten said thoughtfully, and if I hadn't been wearing a seat belt, I'd have fallen right out of the seat. I must have made some kind of noise, though, because he laughed again. "It's not. We can't give each other any diseases, not that I'm saying you aren't clean as the pristine snows on Chiron, and it would be something to do. You're cute, and you've been staring at me like you're dying of thirst and I'm your first sight of water in two days."
He unbuckled his seat belt and walked back to the cot I barely used, since I mostly made day trips instead of long-term runs. He put a hand on his hip and just looked at me. Oh, my fucking God, he was serious about this. He was absolutely not joking. It couldn't be a sting, because he hadn't offered me anything in return so there wouldn't be any prostitution involved; it would serve him no purpose to fake this.
I unbuckled my own seat belt, took a deep breath, and stood up. It was only a few steps back to where he stood, but it felt longer than that.
"If you're just messing with me, I'm going to—" I stopped talking when he took me by the arms and pulled me forward, so I was right up in his personal space.
"Shut up, Red." Oh, God, oh, fuck, he had his tongue on me, and it was raspy enough he was probably leaving red marks on my skin where he licked. "Contrary to what you might believe, I have slept with humans before."
"Yeah, well, I don't have a big habit of going xeno," I managed to get out before his ridiculously rough tongue was back and doing gorgeous, amazing things behind my ear. "This is unexplored territory for me, the open sea and the vast horizon of space, and you're the black hole at the center of the maelstrom."
"This is an inner moon outpost, and you're getting your metaphors wrong." Ten yanked the zipper on my shirt right open, tab between two of his weird, nail-less fingers... and then suddenly on the floor because he'd destroyed the entire thing. "I like it when pretty boys get things wrong on purpose to look cute and stupid."
"Watch the clothes, not all of us are made of government money." I had liked that shirt.
"So don't wear them." That sounded like a better idea than it actually was, because Ten could have suggested just about anything, and I'd have agreed, so long as he kept his tongue on some part of me. Then, he licked down past my collarbone, and when his tongue rasped over one of my nipples, I was ready to swear I'd never wear clothes again, if only he never stopped tugging on my nipple ring with the tip of his tongue.
"I love humans; it takes so little to get you going," Ten said between those maddening twists of the steel ring. "And you were even nice enough to give me a guide to where you want me, with all that metal. You have any more you haven't shown me?"
"One more." I gasped and squirmed against him as he licked his way across my chest and gave the other ring the same treatment. "Jesus, fuck, those are really sensitive. You might want to stop. Unless you want this to be over really, really fast."
"Human male notions about single orgasms are adorable." Ten stopped, though—only to press his palm down against my embarrassingly twitchy and wet erection and grind against it right through my pants. I howled and barely restrained myself from desperately hitching my hips up into his hand. "It always blows your minds about the time of the third orgasm that it just takes the right equipment, dedication, and mindset. You're already better at the last one than just about anyone else I've met—have I told you how hot that is, Red?—and between my biological advantage and your charming collection of jewelry we've got the first pretty well covered. Now, we just dedicate ourselves to this."
He took his hand away, and I fucking whimpered. How embarrassing.
"You're not worked up enough yet." Ten took my hands in his and settled them at his belt, but he seemed to get that I needed a second to gather myself after that. "This is what I'm talking about when I say dedication. You need to be stupid with how much you want to come before I get you off the first time."
Sure, I'd seen shock videos online; when I was in high school, everyone had tried to outdo each other with horrible links. Lizard porn had been a common one, some girl (or boy, but girls were more common because more holes made for more dramatic potential) stuffed full of tentacles and moaning in a high-pitched voice how much she liked it. They were different from what actual porn involving lizards supposedly entailed: no framing, no intent to titillate, just to shock the viewer with the idea of interspecies sex. Unfortunately, those videos were the only frame of reference I had when I took a deep breath and undid Ten's belt.
"Seen too many scary internet videos?" Ten asked, and pressed his teeth in under my ear hard enough to make my toes curl.
"Nnnnngh," I moaned, completely failing to say no, and Ten stopped to laugh.
"They're all true, Red." He sounded so fucking sure of himself, like he didn't know what I'd seen or heard, but he was determined to prove it right anyway. "I don't care what you've done with other humans, you've never been as wrecked as you're going to be when I'm done with you."
"Fuck, I hope that's true." It was all I'd been able to think about for hours after I'd watched that stupid video, what it would feel like to have almost seven feet of lizard all over me. I'd be the girl from the shock video, so full I couldn't do anything but go from 'stop, oh god' to 'oh god, don't stop' like the low-budget porn star I'd become.
"I knew there was a reason I liked you," Ten said, and threw me down on the too-narrow cot that was really only intended for napping through autopilot cycles. He undid the front of my pants and slipped his cool, suede-soft hand down into them. Either my dick had never gotten the memo about what the internet said lizards had down there, or it was so enthusiastic about the promised wrecking that it didn't care; it jumped into his touch like I was a virgin in the back of my older brother's first ship.
"If you like me, you'll set the voice module back how it was. I'm sick of listening to myself." I spread my legs as wide as my pants would allow and arched up into his hand, and he laughed, low and rumbling.
"Not a chance, Red, you've got a nice voice. Could probably make some money selling that module." Ten had goddamn talented fingers, I had to give him that; his fingers pushing back my foreskin and acquainting themselves with the best spots to make me lose it were an effective enough distraction that I almost missed his next words. "I'm copying it for my own computer."
"Like hell you are, that is the worst violation of police authority I have ever heard." I was pretty proud of myself for keeping my cool and telling him off, but then he found the ring through the head of my cock and started playing with it. That was just about the fastest way to make me lose it, and Ten figured that out pretty quickly when I keened in one of my more embarrassing, involuntarily needy moments.
"You like my abuse of authority, Red, or you wouldn't be halfway to coming all over yourself less than two minutes into a handjob." Ten let go of my dick, and I tried to follow him, until his hands settled at my hips and yanked my pants down around my knees. "Don't you?"
Oh, fuck, he was that kind of top, one who wanted me to tell him out loud how much I wanted him to do exactly what he was doing. I was fucking doomed; I was going to completely lose it before I even saw his alien anatomy for real.
"Yes," I said, voice already gone a little hoarse from how much I wanted this. "Fuck, yes, I've wanted you to handcuff me to the railing since about five minutes after you hijacked my ship."
"Not the first time," Ten said, suddenly deadly serious. "I need you to know what you're getting into before I keep you from fighting back."
"That's what safewords are for," I reminded him, and he pinned my hips down with his big, cool hands again.
"You can't tell me you don't feel safer with the illusion of being able to push me away if you need to." Ten leaned in and nipped at my lower lip, the difference in our size meaning the prick of his eyeteeth came just to the outside of the snakebites on either side of my lip instead of giving him a bite full of metal. "If you want more after this, I'll restrain you any way you want."
I managed to get out of the rest of my pants so they weren't locking me at the knees, and Ten gave me another warning bite on the mouth.
"Didn't tell you to do that," he half-growled.
"Thought you didn't want me restrained this time," I said, mostly because I wanted him to bite me again. He must have been onto me, because he didn't oblige me with another nip; instead he took my hands and put them back on his undone belt.
"I can't hold on much longer, and if I unsheath now I'm going to ruin this uniform." He scraped his teeth lightly over my cheek, not even hard enough to feel like his tongue had. "You aren't going to like the punishment you get if you mess up my clothes."
I took a deep breath that I hoped didn't offend him, and unzipped his black uniform pants. As I pulled the fabric down his hips, I didn't see what the internet had taught me to expect; he was green and smooth between his legs, too, with only a long slit to mark where any genitalia might be. It was flushed brighter green, and was wet and, I guessed, looked a little bit swollen. After Ten had completely kicked off his own pants and tossed his shirt across the cabin, I reached forward and traced one finger down that slit.
"I should slap you for being such a tease," he rumbled, so I pressed my finger inside of him. That won me a satisfied groan, and something slithering up my wrist.
His tentacle—tentacles, because that first one was joined a second later by three more—was long enough to wrap up my arm just past my elbow, and it felt wet, firm, and smooth and wrapped around the sensitive inside of my arm. Two of them together were about half again as thick as my dick, and they were completely smooth to the touch.
"Oh," I half-whispered and half-exhaled, because this was a lot less freaky and a lot more interesting than I'd expected. I broke away from the teasing nibbles at my face to get up close and personal with the one not wrapped around my forearm.
I leaned my face near enough to it that I could really smell the faint, slightly sour; not in a bad way—a tang like crushed leaves, more than anything. He must have been able to feel the heat of my breath on him; one of his tentacles stopped curling in on itself aimlessly and came to rest on my mouth. I opened up for him, and he slipped inside almost delicately.
It wasn't a damn thing like sucking cock, that was for sure. It wrapped around my tongue and squirmed around in my mouth instead of thrusting in and out, and eventually I settled on basically treating it like a tongue and making out with one of Ten's freaky, awesome tentacles. Which worked until another one got jealous, unwrapped itself from my arm, and slipped its way into my mouth alongside the first. I raised my free arm to intercept the third, but Ten whipped out his own hand and caught my wrist mid-motion. When the last of them uncoiled, he took my newly-freed arm and held it down, too.
My mouth was stretched wide enough around three of them—together and moving in concert instead of wriggling around independently, fortunately for the structural integrity of my jaw—and the fourth contented itself with stroking my face, as if it realized I probably couldn't handle all four of them at once. Or, more likely, that Ten had conscious control over it and had no desire to choke me or unhinge my jaw. He was a considerate authority-abusing asshole of a lizard cop. I closed my eyes after that, because it was getting wetter by the second and wasn't discriminate about where it smeared that pleasantly green-smelling slime on me; that turned out to be a good decision when a few seconds later I felt wetness on one of my eyelids.
"That's it," Ten groaned, and settled a hand at the base of my skull to push me forward into the position he wanted me in. I choked at the sudden movement, because this was completely alien to any cocksucking experience I'd ever had; he was wetter and sweeter and there was so much more of him in my mouth and trying to crawl down my throat. Ten stopped pushing me forward and started stroking his fingers through my hair, gentling instead of urging. "Shh, not so fast, Red. Swallow and go slow, it's not like having a human in there."
I managed to stop choking, and following his instructions really did make it easier. It was still the widest my mouth had ever gone, the deepest I'd swallowed anything down my throat, but suddenly it was exciting instead of intimidating, nothing more than a limit I hadn't realized until now I could push.
"You sure you're not usually into xeno?" His voice had gone a little less firm, the barest hint of breathlessness to it, and I felt a little surge of pride that I'd done that, made the first crack in his control and assurance without doing anything but taking what he was giving me. I hummed a little around him, since there wasn't a lot of room to work my tongue, and he audibly choked.
My hair was practically soaked where it fell down into my face because Ten had apparently decided my hair felt nicer against him than my skin and proceeded to run his fourth frond all through it. My jaw was getting sore way faster than it normally would have, and even breathing through my nose was hard enough that I was getting lightheaded. Everything about this was too new, too much, and it was the best goddamn thing I'd done for myself in ages. I had sort of considered trying to hook up with the stupid hipster client I was supposed to be delivering to, if he'd turned out to be as cute and bossy in person as he'd been over the video connection. But fuck that noise now; this was the sex every hookup I would ever have again was going to have to measure up to.
"That's enough," Ten said, back in full rumbling, purring control, and he started to pull away. I made a sound that was absolutely not a whimper and tried to follow him; now that I'd hit the point where everything clicked, I didn't want him anywhere but in my mouth. "I said, that's enough. You're going to pass out on me if you keep going."
He pulled my head back until we were completely separated and I was coughing, getting used to an empty mouth and throat again.
"Breathe, Red." Ten was stroking his fingers through my hair again, my face pressed to his lap and his tentacles writhing a slimy mess against my shoulder and neck.
"Jesus fucking Christ," I managed in a half-voiceless gasp when Ten pulled away from my face in a wet slither and dragged me back up into some shaky attempt at a sitting position. Ten was staring at my mouth; I could only imagine how it must look: swollen and wet and with a trickle of green running down from the corner. I'd probably be staring at me, too. He pressed two fingers down onto my lower lip and then forward to rest on my tongue, and I lapped at them like I hadn't been able to do with his tentacles.
"For the record, I know you're some kind of honey trap," Ten said, voice never rising above that gentle purr. "That bastard knows what I like, and you're a little too perfect to be a coincidence. But I'm in a good mood and you're obviously really into this, and if you're a useless wreck for the next day or so, then I don't have to kill you. So just lay back and do what I tell you, Red."
Oh, my fucking God. That explained his obnoxious insistence on changing how the computer referred to me and what commands it would take. He thought I was working for whatever criminal he was chasing. And I couldn't even argue with him, not with his fingers in my mouth.
"You can tell me no any time, and I'll put you out with a tranquilizer round instead." He petted my hair again with his free hand, and slipped his fingers out of my mouth. "Do you want to keep going?"
I nodded harder than I ever had in my life.
"Don't worry, on the off chance you're exactly who your vehicle registration says you are, I'm only going to hurt you in ways you'll like, promise."
This was, objectively, the moment when I should have been freaking out; a cop had requisitioned my ship, I'd been a complete idiot and propositioned him because I was bored and frustrated, and now that he thought I was some kind of criminal intentionally tripping him up, I had the choice of getting drugged stupid or fucked stupid to keep me docile while he chased his fugitive down. This was a full-stop bad situation. Anyone who wasn't me would have been fighting, or at least trying to make their case for being innocent.
But this was me, and I had no goddamn survival instinct. Nobody who wasn't a risk taker regularly made escape velocity in a rust-bucket packing an ion drive that was almost too powerful for the frame, and that wasn't even going into my sex life. The fact that this was a step way, way beyond fuck yes, sir, whatever you want, sir or even getting tied up and blindfolded by someone I only knew well enough to know they probably weren't going to murder me? That made this better, made my breath come faster and my skin heat in a way that had nothing to do with blushing.
So I looked up at him with my best half-lidded eyes and toyed with one of my lip rings. "Prove it, sir." I intended to sound challenging, but it came out more pleading.
"If you're not bait, then I just won some kind of interplanetary sex lottery I never even entered. I bet he seduced you to get you to do this." Ten put his hand under my chin to tip my face up, so I had to look right at him. His golden eyes were dilated—huh, I hadn't expected such a human sexual reaction from a lizard—and the ridges on his head were flushed a slightly darker green. "I'd like to have seen that, Red."
"I don't even know who you're talking about," I said, but stopped talking with a sharp intake of breath when I felt the first warm, slippery coil wrap around one of my thighs.
"Sure, we'll play it like that. Xeno virginity isn't really my kink, but if it's yours I'll go along with it." A second one followed the first, and then Ten was leaning back against the wall and pulling me to sit astride his lap. "If you don't know what you want, I'll have to show you everything."
He reached over to where his pants were sitting on the bed next to us and rummaged around in his pocket until he came up with—oh, he had the handcuffs.
"I wasn't for sure you weren't some stupid little coincidence at first; that's why I said no before. That blowjob, though? Nobody sucks frond like that unless they know what they're doing. So I changed my mind, cuffing you is definitely part of the plan."
"God, yes, please," I begged him, because fuck dignity I needed him to cuff me like I needed air. And then he did, pulling my arms behind my back—not hard to do, even reaching over me, when he was almost seven feet tall to my five foot ten—and locking the cuffs around my wrists. He dropped his own hands down to his sides, so the only balance I had was in keeping my knees steady and my back straight.
"That's a good look for you," Ten said, and the tapered end of the third tentacle was threading itself through the loop of my cock ring. That was—there wasn't any way to describe that, except that I almost came then and there, all over Ten like we were fifteen and he'd just pulled my hair for the first time. He took one look at me shaking and squirming and wrapped the final tendril around the base of my cock, and if nobody had invented a gorgeous, slippery cock ring like that before, then I was going to correct that egregious oversight.
"Fuck, please." He kept on playing, squirming in so tight the only thing keeping me from shimmying forward and rubbing up against him in complete and total desperation was that he still had two tentacles coiled around my left thigh.
"Not quite yet." He finally lifted one hand and draped it over the back of my neck. Then he settled his other hand on my hip, warm and smooth and big enough to almost completely cover it. He unwound himself from around my thigh, and pushed me forward until we were practically chest to chest. Or, well, face to chest, given the height difference between us.
"This is what you expected me to do," he murmured in my ear as the two newly-loosened tentacles moved back, and I nodded.
This was the moment I'd been expecting ever since he accepted my mostly-rhetorical suggestion we fuck to pass the next two days. It was the money shot all those videos led to, some washed-out starlet going from don't, stop to don't stop in a few badly-choreographed thrusts. I was personally planning to skip right to the don't stop, though.
"Humans," he sighed against my skin. "Always so fixated on penetration. At least it's a good way to completely take you apart."
The slick, cool tip of him pressed up against me, and then slipped inside easily, small and slippery. He wasn't wasting any time; he pressed right in until he was buried deep. Just one of his tentacles was thinner than a cock even at its thickest, and between that and that natural lubrication he had, he went in smooth and easy, pleasant, but not world-shattering.
"Mmm, not sure what all the fuss is about," I said, breathy, but at least coherent, and his answering laugh rumbled all through me.
His other free tentacle nudged at where the first was inside of me, and then the tip slipped inside right alongside it. My breath hitched a little at that, and as he pressed in further, it was just as wet and steady as before, but all of a sudden, it wasn't easy. Two together were pretty thick, not to mention I had never been as interested in size as I was in skill. My body ran headlong into its first wall since I'd stopped choking on Ten earlier; about fucking time.
"Too full?" Ten asked, smug about his prowess rather than concerned about my comfort level, and that gorgeous, callous disregard for me was enough to get me to relax and let him in. He was going to throw me around like a doll if that was what he wanted, and I was going to like it.
Oh, fuck, was I going to like it.
"Gonna have to try harder than that, officer." I leaned up as far as I could, which was almost high enough to bite at his shoulder. I'd barely gotten my teeth in when he took that hand on the back of my neck and fisted it into my hair so he could pull me back up. That prickling sting on my scalp was perfect, just the right amount of pressure to get my attention and wake my pain response up without getting anywhere near damage territory; there was no way he was all talk. He knew exactly what he was doing.
He had a point about the sex lottery thing, except I was the one who'd won.
"Yeah, that's on the right traaaahhhhh." I wasn't entirely sure what he was doing, except that it felt so fucking good that I honest-to-God melted. That was the only word for it; suddenly my knees weren't holding me up anymore and coherent speech was completely, totally out of the realm of possibility. "Please—oh godpleaseyes." What words I did have came out all in one breathless rush as he unwound himself from around my cock and started stroking it again, in time to the gorgeous, gorgeous things he was doing inside of me.
"I told you that you'd be stupid for it by the time you got off," he chuckled into my ear (did he ever stop laughing?), and when he yanked on my hair I was gone. And he didn't stop, not any of it—not fucking me, not whatever was turning my goddamn bones to jelly with pleasure so intense it almost hurt, not twisting those tentacles gently, wetly, around my dick, not pulling my hair or biting at me. I could hear myself, more of the same begging nonsense—ohgodyesdon'tstopmoreharderyes—as he dragged me kicking and screaming through my orgasm until I was oversensitive and twitching and it was just too much.
When I came back to myself enough to know what was going on, I was draped over his chest, and he was still touching me all over. Every inch of my skin felt overstimulated, so sensitive to the touch it almost hurt, but the breathy little whimpers I had just realized I was making only seemed to encourage him to touch me more.
"You ready for more, Red?" Ten asked, the softest his voice had been this entire time. The third tentacle had relinquished its grip on my dick and stroked softly across my hip; the fourth had snaked back to join the other two and started to slip inside of me. Oh, fuck, that was more than I'd ever taken before, fuck. I dropped my head so it rested on his chest and moaned in a way that I'd used before as a calculated sex move, but never like I was now, full-throated and dirty and desperate and completely sincere.
"Hell yes."


Every inch of me ached when I woke up, from the roots of my hair where he'd been pulling on it to the soles of my feet where they'd been curling so hard. My brain felt like soup, warm and thick with the leftover rush, and there was no fucking way I was going anywhere.
"That was fucking awesome," I murmured, more to myself than anything—not that I could have said so to anyone else, even if the ship wasn't still and silent, because my hoarse, scratchy voice was hardly there at all. Color me unsurprised that my fantastic deepthroat performance had left me voiceless for the time being, which was a new record even for me. I fumbled my hand over to the bottle of water I could see on the shelf just above me; nothing like a take-no-prisoners top who was considerate afterward to get me even weaker in my already-liquefied knees. The only problem with my plan was that a nailless hand caught my wrist and stopped me mid-motion.
"Hello," said someone who was definitely not Ten. "And aren't you just his type? That's just like him, to wear you out and leave you here for me."
He was way bigger than Ten, and his green was a lot closer to blue. He leaned forward over me, close to my face, and then his raspy tongue was out and brushing across my cheek, my ear, and my neck before coming to linger on my sore mouth.
"Freaky little thing," he crooned after he pulled back. "In your mouth and all over your face. I should keep you as a souvenir."
Before I could gather my thoughts up enough to say anything more coherent than mmm at the feeling of his tongue lighting up my worn, overwhelmed nerves, he dipped his head down again and bit me right on the lip. His bite was wider than Ten's, canines falling to the outside of my snakebite piercings instead of between them, and he sank his teeth down until he broke the skin and I tasted blood. I couldn't help but make a thin sound, almost a whisper, as he did; Ten hadn't bitten me like that a few hours ago. He hadn't needed to, even to get that kind of reaction out of me.
"Let me guess, he met you in a bar, told you how pretty you were and how good you'd look under him, and next thing you know you're so fucked you can't even get out of bed and he's winging off to another system in your ship." He licked his lips, and smiled widely when I did the same and sighed. I couldn't help it; not even hurting felt right when I was on this kind of high.
"No," I rasped out, and he laughed.
"He fucked the voice right out of you, didn't he." He hooked his fingers under my chin and pulled me up, so that I had to look at him. "You and I are going to be here for awhile, waiting for our mutual friend. Maybe long enough for you to get some fight back into you and get fun. Isn't that a nice thought?"
"Not really," I whispered, and he let me flop back down onto the bed bonelessly.
"Just stay where you are and keep your mouth shut if you're going to be like that." He didn't do or say anything when I reached for the water again, though, or when I gulped it down and tossed the plastic bottle aside. "No need to get up, not until His Most Just Tenacity gets here." He made a disgusted kind of face when he said the name, lips twisted and eyebrow ridges down. "Stupid title, isn't it? He got it because he doesn't know when to give up—useful if you're fucking him, not so useful any other time."
He sat down on the edge of the cot and splayed a hand onto my back, firmly enough to actually hold me down.
"He's not going to care you've got me here," I said, even if my already-whispery words were so muffled by the pillow they barely came out understandably. "Thinks you hired me to distract him."
There was no question in my mind that this overly dramatic blue asshole was the guy my ship had been drafted to chase down in the first place. And here he was, exactly where Ten wasn't, and all I could do was let my total lack of any survival instinct run my mouth.
"Good, then he won't care when I leave with you," he said, and moved his hand down to my side to trace over a handprint bruise. I couldn't help but let out a surprised little huff as the touch lit me up all over again; there was no way we were anywhere near Mars right now. With as high as I still was, I'd been out for two hours tops. "What's your name? And don't get cute with me, or I'm going to make one up for you."
"Sebastian," I said. I got the feeling that whatever he might want to call me would make me love the nickname Red.
"Good boy." He pressed harder, and I squirmed. I was nowhere near getting hard again—getting off three times, good God, where had Ten learned to top and where could I sign up to be a practice volunteer for their students?—but it felt good. Maybe I was way more into xeno than I'd thought, melting into a puddle of desperation for every lizard who touched me; I couldn't really tell with such a small sample. And just the thought of doing that research was ruining the little bit of me that wasn't already complete water.
Not with this guy, though. This guy was a goddamn asshole, and not in a sexy way. He just happened to be exploiting the things Ten had already done.
"Fuck off," I rasped, and tried to curl up as best I could with his hand heavy on my side.
"And you were doing so well." He took me by the hip and pushed me over onto my back, which put weight on my sore shoulders (having my hands cuffed behind my back for so long had been totally worth it, though) and sore ass, and drew a really pathetic whimpering sound out of me. "I like you better like this. I can see your face, and so far, you mouth off less when you're hurt. Just lay there and think about how much more you're going to feel when we're back on my ship and I've got you tied up in a bed the size of this cabin."
"At least Ten told me his name before he agreed to fuck me." He did dirty talk like some kind of demented wannabe porn star playing the role of Space Dracula, all come into my sexy parlor, Commander Harker. It was so much the polar opposite of hot that it was almost funny, except for the part where he was actually planning to kidnap me and have his awful way with me.
"Did he? Such a gentleman when he wants to be." He slid his hand up to trace over my chest; in small mercies, he didn't pay any more attention to my nipples than anywhere else, no fixation on playing around with the piercings until I begged like Ten had done right around the second time I'd gotten off. "My title is Steals-the-Stars, Sebastian, not that you're going to be calling me that."
"You're right I'm not calling you that; that's stupid." I had heard some stupid names out of Alpha Centauri before—His Most Just Tenacity sounded pretty goddamn impressive compared to some of them—but that one had to be the most pretentious, ridiculous one ever. I was punished for my lack of a brain-mouth filter with a sharp twist to one of my nipple rings, hard enough to bring reflexive tears to the corners of my eyes. This was bad fucking pain, half-drunk on the best sex of my entire life or not.
"I'd rather not have to gag you." He leaned over me and oh, fuck, it hurt when he twisted and pulled. I bit my lip and my teeth caught right where he'd bitten me before, and that was a bad kind of pain, too. It was like I'd finally hit some kind of internal criticality, the point where I melted down from overstimulation instead of just melting; my giddy, aching high had turned into something raw and exposed and horrible instead. This wasn't a game, and he wasn't some stupid, unprofessional, flirty cop whose abuse of authority was more hot than dangerous. When Steals-the-Stars took me off this ship, I was as good as dead.
"Fine," I choked out. "I'll shut up, I will, just please stop."
"I knew you were smart." I had to stop thinking of this guy as Space Dracula; if I didn't, I would say it, and he would really, really hurt me. But at least he let go, hands pulled away entirely, and after a minute or so he stood up and walked away. I rolled onto my side again and curled up into a ball under the thin blanket. Where the fuck was Ten? We had to be less than halfway to the asteroid belt, nowhere near where he'd said we were supposed to be going.
I wasn't in any shape to fight anyone off, much less a seven foot lizard who had to weigh half again as much as Ten and who didn't seem to have any qualms about hurting me. There was no way I could walk without the morning-after limp to end all morning-after limps, if my knees would even hold me up at all. My shoulders ached enough that putting up enough force to hit him would be a pretty painful task. My mouth hurt, my scalp hurt, my skin hurt.
I hadn't ever bothered configuring the terminal back here, since it was well within shouting distance of the main console, and it had never occurred to me that I might someday need to whisper a call to the cops on it because I was fucking being held hostage. Which meant that even if I could get loud enough to tell the computer to dial an emergency line (still not quite enough common sense to regret any of the things that had left me scratchy-voiced and quiet, though), he would hear me and, at best, cut the transmission. At worst, he might make me really regret trying. What I did have within my immediate reach were Ten's handcuffs, my mobile terminal—no signal, though that could have been either Ten or my newest problem at work—and the headphones that went with it, and my clothes. Well, assuming that Ten hadn't destroyed them and I was energetic enough to put them on.
"I need you to help me with something." Oh, fuck, he was back and looming over me again. How the hell tall did anyone need to be? "I need an outside line, and your system isn't taking generic commands."
"Ten turned it off." I couldn't help but let out a dry, voiceless laugh at the absurdity of the situation and the probability of me getting choked to death for being the bearer of bad news. "He didn't want me calling you. I told you, he thinks I work for you. I can't get you anything but an emergency frequency; everything else is tied to him."
"Then get me his emergency frequency," Steals-the-Stars said, voice gone quiet and scary as hell. "It seems I'll need to clear a few things up with him."
He yanked me up by the arm and pulled me right off the cot, and that worked about as well as I'd expected getting up would: I fell down onto my hands and knees on the floor with a groan. Actually using all those abused muscles hurt like hell, and I just barely managed to get to my feet (wobbly and unsteady and limping so hard I almost pitched over with every step I took toward the front of the cabin) before he started dragging me forward. I made it all the way to the front before I actually collapsed, luckily for me, and I fell forward onto the console the second I was within reach of it.
"Connect to frequency His Most Just Tenacity," I whispered, and hoped it would actually take my voice print as mine.
"Connecting, His Most Just Tenacity," my own voice said back to me.
"Is that what you sound like when you haven't had your throat fucked wide open?" Steals-the-Stars sounded delighted. "I'd be a narcissist, too, if I sounded like that. I'll have you record some samples when you get back to my ship."
It wasn't worth the argument to correct him that Ten had done it. At least I hadn't had to call the computer by my own name to get it to call; that would have been the last insult I needed just then.
"I'm insulted you're already coherent enough to call," Ten said, without so much as a greeting. "You look like hell, Red. And as tempting as that is, I'm in the middle of business right now."
"This is a business call, love." Steals-the-Stars laughed, and stepped into the field of view behind me. He put a hand on my shoulder, and judging by the look on Ten's face, I must have flinched a lot harder at the touch than I thought I had. "Be a dear and let Sebastian here get me an outside line. I have some people to call—I've got a piece of junk ship to sell and a new gentleman friend to get situated." He squeezed my shoulder again, and I flinched again. I couldn't help it; it hurt, and at this point I was getting so oversensitive in a bad way to the pain, it only took a little bit to get to me.
I just looked at Ten with a look I hope conveyed something like this is your fault, but everything will be forgiven if you just get me out of here right the hell now and away from this guy who wants to lock me up in some kind of sex dungeon even I wouldn't like, but probably looked more like oh god oh fuck oh god I'm going to die, which was admittedly a close runner-up in the department of my feelings just then. Apparently, I showed something like that on my face, because Steals-the-Stars tightened his already bruising grip on my shoulder and pushed me forward, closer to the video screen. I could feel my face getting redder by the second.
"I don't know what he's so afraid of." Steals-the-Stars wasn't quite able to lean down far enough to breathe down the back of my neck, not without getting on his knees first, but I could feel his breath on the crown of my head. "You should have told him the good stories about me."
He slipped his other hand down my back and kept it there. I would have expected him to compound my humiliation right there on camera; I don't think I could have kept it together long had he started actually touching me, whether there was a video feed straight to Ten or not, and I suspected he knew that. Instead, he kept his hand in polite territory, a warning that he could change that fact at any time if I did or said anything stupid. And it worked; I bit my lip to keep from saying anything stupid, hard enough to start it bleeding again.
"Seb," Ten said, suddenly loud and clear instead of soft with horror. "Call the police. Not me. Dial the nearest patrol signal you can find."
"Sebastian isn't going to be making any calls. In fact, he's going to wait in bed like a good boy for you to come back and settle this." Steals-the-Stars pulled me back again, and I didn't have any choice but to go where his hands pushed me. Then he took his hand from my back and hit the button to end the call. "Now come along, I meant what I said. You looked so much nicer back there."
I didn't even fight it when he herded me back to the cot, or when he pushed me down onto it. Then, he found the handcuffs, and picked them up with a look of delight on his face that made me feel like someone had just thrown a bucket of cold water on me.
"You are a little freak, aren't you?" He took hold of my wrists and shoved them behind me, and it was the new flare of pain in my exhausted shoulder muscles that woke me up and made me start struggling. I tried to pull my arms away, but that was a losing battle before it even started; he was way, way bigger than I was, and I wasn't in anything resembling top form. He had me handcuffed with as much effort as it would take me to step on a bug, and then leaned in close. "I'm glad you're fighting back now."
I rolled over onto my side so that I didn't have to look at him, and he laughed. Maybe laughing at completely inappropriate times was some kind of weird lizard tic? Then, he patted me on the same shoulder he'd practically crunched the bones in before getting up and heading back over to the console. That left me alone, cuffed into a position that was already making my shoulders lock up so badly I probably would have broken down and cried had this asshole not been here with me. Since he was, all I could do was bury my face in the pillow and bite down, and try to get into as comfortable a position as I could.
My mobile terminal was next to my face, but even if I had been able to get a signal here—if there was some way for me to get it to relay off the main interface and get an outside signal—Steals-the-Stars would have to notice me (in a way I definitely did not want) using my tongue to work the touch interface. And even my pathetic little rasp of a voice was going to be even more obvious than that; log on user Red would quite possibly be one of the last things I ever said—
Ten hadn't called me Red.
That was the only thing he'd called me since he'd first gotten onto my ship; even after he'd learned my name, Seb had never crossed his lips except when he was talking to the computer. Ten had already called for help, and Steals-the-Stars didn't know it. All I had to do was stay quiet and hope he forgot about me until Ten's backup arrived. I didn't even dare try to squirm under the blanket, because I didn't want to catch his attention.
My stupid, last-ditch plan even worked, for a while. I didn't know how long I was there, curled up and silent and not thinking about anything about how fucking much I needed someone to show up and help. Being trapped in my own ship, petrified of what was going to happen and not even able to defend myself, was officially the most humiliating thing that had ever happened to me. That only added to the complete mess inside of my head; I wasn't crying like some idiot kid, but it was a nearer thing than I would have ever admitted aloud.
"What the hell is this?" Steals-the-Stars was suddenly roaring next to my face, and him reaching down to pick up the mobile terminal was enough to snap me out of my terrified self-pity and make me pay attention. "Did you think I wouldn't notice you dialing out for the last two hours? Calls to every frequency in range?"
"I didn't," I yelped right back, the loudest sound I'd made since before I'd had three tentacles down my throat at once. "Look at it, it's not even connected to a line, I couldn't have called anyone—"
He slapped me across the face hard enough that I felt blood trickling down my chin again, and then decided to compound the damage by picking me up—oh, Jesus fuck my shoulder—and dropping me onto the floor.
"Someone's been dialing every emergency line in transmission range for the past two hours, and we're the only two people on this ship."
I started to get up onto my knees, until his boot connected with my ribs and I went down and stayed there, all the air knocked out of me. And he kept kicking, over and over until I couldn't do anything but draw my knees up in a useless attempt to shield myself; I could barely breathe between the blows to my ribs, and every breath I did manage to take came out a pained whimper on the exhalation.
"I'm going to kill you when he gets here," he said, and kicked me hard enough I felt like something must have cracked. "There's not going to be enough of you left to identify your body."
Then it stopped.
To be more accurate, Steals-the-Stars went flying instead of landing the next kick, but I didn't even dare look up to see what had happened; instead, my body curled up on itself. Instinct had me trying to shield myself from any more kicks as I managed to shove the breath back into my lungs. Everything hurt more now that I could actually think about it, a dull throb that I hoped meant nothing was broken rather than that I was so damaged the sharp stabbing didn't even register anymore. I hadn't even heard the airlock open, but unless either I'd spontaneously developed psychic powers or Steals-the-Stars had decided to randomly leap through the air and stop trying to collapse my lungs with his feet, someone must have boarded.
I could hear the sound of bones hitting the metal floor with a crunch, and then another one, and another one. Let it be Steals-the-Stars who's getting crunched into pieces and not Ten or some other cop who heard the distress call, please please. If my rescuer lost, it was all fucking over, and he was going to be even angrier when he turned his attention back to beating me to death. If I was lucky, he'd be so pissed off he killed me right then and there; I'd have preferred that to getting battered to death by inches, if there was no hope of anyone coming back.
"I'm going to kill him," Steals-the-Stars snarled, and my heart sank. "I'm going to kill him, and then I'm going to make you wish you were never hatched."
"That's going to be kind of difficult with two broken arms and a surrounded ship," Ten hissed right back, and oh fuck yes Ten. I rolled over onto my knees, barely managing to keep my balance, to get a good look at what was going on. Ten looked completely unharmed—apparently Steals-the-Stars had been as wrapped up in kicking me to death as I had been in the fact I was going to die, and Ten had gotten the jump on him despite having to engage the airlock—and Steals-the-Stars was on the floor underneath him looking ready to breathe fire and send the entire ship up in an explosion. Not that lizards could do that. At least, I didn't think they could do that.
"Fuck, Red." Ten sounded like he was the one who'd just been kicked around, not me. He stood up, and Steals-the-Stars didn't get up after him. "You really don't work for him."
"Got it in one," I wheezed, and he knelt down next to me. He reached out and felt along my ribs, checking for breaks. "I don't think anything is broken."
"Can you walk?" Ten asked me, and started to ease an arm around my shoulders.
"Couldn't walk before he got to me." I managed a faint smile at the memory of that. "You owe me; he ruined my buzz. You'll have to do it all over again."
At my assertion that I couldn't walk, he changed his mind about helping me along and slung his other arm under my knees to carry me against his chest instead. I was more than happy to let him haul me around in a princess carry if that was what he wanted to do, since anything more dignified was going to hurt a hell of a lot more.
"Stay quiet about it until medical clears you and I've got the paperwork filed, and I'll give you anything you want." Huh, there were other people here, weren't there? There were other officers coming in through the airlock connection to Steals-the-Stars' ship, some of them armed with stun guns and swarming around Steals-the-Stars and others carrying medical equipment and making a beeline for Ten and me. "You did great, Red."
"I sat there and tried not to cry like a little kid the whole time." It hurt to talk, but I was almost beyond the point of caring; if it was going to hurt whether I moved and talked or not, I might as well say what I wanted to say and take a little bit more pain in exchange.
"Staying alive with that man counts as doing great. He's easy to piss off, and he's violent. I don't know how he figured out you were on here if you weren't working for him, but when I find out who tipped him off..." He was seething as he set me down on a stretcher and medics started strapping me down and taking readings and poking needles into my arms.
"He didn't start kicking me until he noticed the calls you made," I wheezed.
"See? You were great." He patted me on the head and stepped back to let the medics do their jobs, and soon one of them was standing over me with a scanner.
"Two cracked ribs and a bruised spleen requiring immediate attention, but no head or spinal injuries. He's safe to put under for the emergency nanites," she said, and the last thing I remembered before passing out was the hollow needle sliding into my arm.


My first week back home was spent doing pretty much nothing but sleeping, soaking the soreness out of every fiber of my entire body under the shower, and listening to that ridiculous hipster guy gush on about how he saw the arrest on the news and had I heard they might give me a civilian commendation and he really was okay with getting his furniture late. He'd still paid me my full fee, and seemed even more interested in me now that I'd had fifteen seconds of fame. If I didn't have Ten for a frame of reference, I would have probably taken him up on one of his offers. But I did have Ten to compare him to, and there was no way a rich boy with his hair bleached almost-white was ever going to measure up.
My ribs were still bruised and nasty and just starting to go green because like hell I had the money or the insurance to get custom-programmed nanite restoration; I'd had to make do with the generic ones they'd dosed me with in the police medical bay, which had healed the major damage, but left me with even more bruising in the end. My shoulders still twinged when I tried to move my arms too far, and there was still a bit of a scab on my lip; with as many times as it had been knocked open, I wouldn't have been surprised if it scarred.
I actually had the reward "for information leading to the capture and arrest of Steals-the-Stars," which struck me as a little bit odd. Not that I didn't deserve it, given what I'd put up with in stalling him, but the government paying out when they didn't have to? Unheard of. Not that it was a lot of money or anything, but it would keep me afloat for about as long as a single courier run. Between that and getting paid in full for my original job, I could actually afford to take a week or two off to recover.
I was sprawled out on the bed in my shoebox-sized studio apartment, trying to find a comfortable position that didn't cramp my shoulders or press on my ribs. That was harder than it sounded and mostly involved leaning against every pillow I owned; I didn't sleep well sitting up like that without either chemical or auditory assistance, and I was looking forward to being able to sleep on my back again.
"Fuck it," I finally muttered, and picked up my mobile terminal to flip through my options. A lot of the ones I'd put together for self-use either had side effects that were only fun if I was with someone—right, I really needed to be drugged with an aphrodisiac while I sulked around waiting for Ten to call me back—or would put me far enough under I'd want someone else there for my own safety. There was one that would make me really, really suggestible in addition to letting me relax, and that would probably be okay to use while I was alone; there was nobody around to tell me what to do.
I was just getting ready to start the playlist when someone knocked on the door. And kept on knocking when I didn't answer, until I finally stood up to tell whichever neighbor was pissed off that I wasn't even playing any music yet and they could go to hell and die in that precise order.
"Hey, Red," Ten said when I yanked the door open. I just stared at him for a moment, because clearly I had taken or listened to something hallucinogenic and forgotten about it; there was no way Ten was standing on my doorstep in civilian clothes—especially not civilian clothes that involved a leather jacket that looked real enough I was half tempted to bury my face in it and just breathe it in—and giving me that stupid, pretty fanged smile. "You're blond now, huh?"
"Funny thing about those nanobots, they're shit at getting rid of bruising, but great at stripping all the damage and foreign material I paid good money to have put in my hair," I said, and pushed said white-blond hair out of my face. "You can keep the name; I'm going back to my old color when I feel like leaving the house again."
"You going to stare at me all night, or are you going to let me in?" he asked, and his posture said that he didn't expect any answer but letting him in. Not that I had been planning on giving him any other answer; I stepped aside and let him in.
"Finally decided to check up on me?" I couldn't help being a little bit snippy about that, considering he'd promised me as soon as medical clears you, but here I was, a week later and just hearing him for the first time. I closed the door behind him, and shivered a little bit from the cool air outside; I wasn't wearing anything except for a worn pair of pants, thin and soft from too many washings, that hung low on my hips because I was too damn thin.
"You wouldn't believe how much paperwork there is after you requisition a civilian ship, your civilian gets attacked by a hostile and requires medical attention, and you both barely get out alive," Ten said. He was looking at me like he couldn't believe I was standing there, shirtless and barefoot with my bruised ribs on display for the whole world to see. Or maybe it was he couldn't believe they were on display for him to see, because his eyes kept going back to them. "They're going to give you a civilian commendation after all; act surprised when you get the call."
"Yeah, because I did so much to deserve one." I turned around, fully prepared to flounce back to the bed and sulk until he either took pity on me and got down to business, or left and I had to settle for finding out how kinky the hipster prince was. I didn't so much as take a step away before Ten's hand pressed down on my bruised belly hard enough to make me hiss, and he pulled me back in toward him.
"I told you before," he said. "You were great just for getting out of there alive. Most people he runs into wind up floating in an orbital garbage ring. I was afraid you were going to talk back to him and get yourself killed before anyone got there; you've kind of got a mouth on you, Red."
"Oh, I did backtalk him," I said, and let my head drop back to lean against his chest. Fuck, I could smell his jacket; if decadence had a scent, it would be real Earth leather: rare and expensive and kinky as hell. "He didn't try to kill me for that, though, just slapped me around and bit me and flirted with the idea of ripping certain piercings right out of me. You know, things I would have been into if I wasn't simultaneously terrified of him and tempted to laugh hysterically at every little thing he said. I kept calling him Space Dracula in my head, he was so fucking ridiculous."
"Do you have a death wish, Red?" Ten asked me, serious as I'd ever heard him, but he didn't move his hand or push me away. "Even a danger kink has to have a limit—you jumped on me almost as soon as you met me, you let me get away with things you shouldn't have without a safeword even if you had known me. And now you tell me that you got off on the fact that I left you there in no condition to fight him off? Which incidentally, I still feel guilty as hell about."
"I wasn't getting off on him, I told you that." I was trying really hard not to be indignant and self-righteous about that, which was made immeasurably easier by his big hand pinning me into place against his ridiculously defined chest. "I was scared as hell once I realized who he was. At first, I thought maybe he was your backup and it was some kind of game. But for the record, if you had come back there just then? God, yes, I would have wanted you all over me again. I was so high that just about anything would have felt good. I would have wanted you to bite me and pull my hair—fuck, you were good at pulling hair."
"Was I?" he asked, and stroked his hand downward little by little until he ran into the fine blond hair leading down into my pants. "Tell me what else I was good at."
"Everything," I said, a little bit breathless. It was about damn time he made this up to me.
"Give me specifics, Red." His other hand splayed over my throat; it wasn't hard enough to choke me, just there to remind me that he had me where he wanted me. Or, more accurately, where I wanted me.
"Good at holding me down, God, never stop doing that," I said. I babbled, more like, because once that was out I couldn't stop talking. "Picking me up like I don't weigh anything. Not giving a fuck when I tell you not to humiliate me by making a voice module that sounds like me. Really fucking good at not listening when I say it's too much, that's my favorite thing. That's why I don't have a safeword, I'd never use it. I want to get ignored when I say stop."
That was a dangerous thing to say; nine times out of ten, it would either scare someone off or bring out the power-tripping asshole in him. But I'd seen Ten at what was probably his power-tripping asshole worst, when he'd honestly thought I was there to kill him, or at least stall him until someone else arrived to kill him, and he still hadn't crossed the line. Hell, that was a lot better than some men I'd said similar things to before.
"You are so fucked up, Red." His tone didn't match his words; he sounded soft, gentle. Like he liked what I was saying, but he had to be careful about it. "How did you survive this long, saying things like that to people you don't even know?"
"If you were the kind of man who was going to murder me during a scene, you would have done it back when you thought I was out to get you." Besides, I liked to think that I had enough remnants of a survival instinct to figure out if a guy was going to kill me or just show me more of a good time than was strictly legal in every jurisdiction.
"That's not the point." He didn't make any move to go any further, just kept on holding me there. "Next time, it could be someone worse; it almost was. You still don't even know me. You can't just ask someone you don't know for something like that."
"Then leave." I managed to squirm out of his arms—he wasn't really holding me down, not the way I wanted him to—to look up at him. "Because that's how I am. It's what I do. If you walk out now, I'm going to call up a guy I've talked to three times and seen in person once, and I'm going to find out if he's willing to tie me to the bed. He'd better be, since he's not all that hot and even less interesting."
"Are you high?" Ten asked. Of course, he couldn't tell the difference between a regular track on the stereo and one that was actually mind-altering.
"Not yet." I padded across the room, not that it wasn't any more than a few steps, and sat down on the bed. "I was going to be, until you showed up. I still could be, if you want to stay." I gave him my best come on, you can hit me harder than this look, the one I hadn't really had a chance to use on him before because he'd gone in swinging from the beginning. "I've got one that will make me really, really want to do whatever you say. I was going to use it by myself, since it would just make me sort of hazy without someone to take advantage of it. But it's better with someone else around. You don't get it; you weren't taking advantage of me. This is the kind of thing I do all the goddamn time."
He took his jacket off and hung it on the back of a chair before he followed me to the bed, but he didn't sit down next to me. Instead, he leveraged all almost seven feet of himself to loom over me in the most intimidating way possible.
"Pick a safeword, Red," he said finally. "And you had better not get too high to say it."
I fucking hated safewords; way to decide before I'd even started that I wouldn't be able to take whatever I got. But if he was going to insist on it, well, I would just pick one, and then prove him wrong by not having to use it. I mumbled out some arbitrary word that I didn't even bother committing to memory because I sure as hell wasn't going to say it, and then I hit the play button on the track.
"You want me to be quiet so you can hear it better?" he asked, a little uncertainly; that surprised me a little bit. Sure, if he stayed in his own species it wouldn't be weird, since they didn't really get the same kick out of this kind of high we did, but he'd said before he liked humans. Nobody had ever gotten high with him like this before?
"No, keep talking," I told him, and closed my eyes and leaned back. "Once this kicks in, I'm going to want all the contact I can get." Technically speaking, a beat like this was legal for personal use, but good luck convincing an overzealous cop that you were only using a cocktail intended to relax your conscious wave pattern and kick up your hindbrain on yourself and not as a date rape drug. But the only people here were Ten and me, and if Ten didn't realize by this point that I wanted him awake, aware, and topping the hell out of me, well, he wasn't as brilliant as he gave himself credit for.
He proved that he did realize that, though, when he climbed onto the bed and sat down in front of me. It creaked a little bit under his weight, but it held.
"I think you're the first person I've ever seen use something like this within the legal parameters," he said, amused for the first time I'd heard since he'd found Steals-the-Stars kicking the shit out of me. He slipped a hand up onto me and started petting, hand rubbing a steady circle from the bottom of my ribs to the top of my hipbones. It felt really nice as I went sort of hazy, and I realized he was petting me in time to the main beat of the music. That was... actually pretty great, because it kept my focus where it needed to be and was putting me under faster.
I relaxed over the pillows, spreading out into a puddle of warm, dazed Sebastian-isn't-here-now-so-leave-a-message, and I had to have the stupidest look on my face. Not that I cared about anything but the thrum of the beat through me, the rumble of Ten's voice as he followed my instructions and kept on talking me through the build-up of the high, and his hand on my skin, just then.
Ten stopped talking and made a soft oh sound, and then he climbed up onto his knees to straddle me. His hand was back on me as soon as he was settled, and the other hand came to rest under the nape of my neck and cup the base of my skull. His fingertips pressing into my scalp were lovely, and when I tried to tell him so it just came out mmm.
"I'm a little jealous that you can get yourself like this faster than I can do it." He leaned in and sucked my earlobe into his mouth, and I hummed at the feeling.
"Don't be," I managed to tell him, even as I melted under his hands a little more every second. "You're making this so much better, you don't even know."
"Good," he murmured in my ear. "How are you feeling now?"
I made what I hoped was a pleased enough noise that he would get the idea and keep on doing exactly what he was doing, but he lifted his head to look at me with that serious, gold-eyed stare I had only seen on the ship.
"I need you to talk to me, Red." He was still stroking me, one hand on my belly and the other in my hair, but his voice was warning. "You were pretty beaten up in there. Where are you still hurt?"
"Shoulders, mostly. And my ribs, a little. Just bruised." I managed to form a whole coherent thought before I slipped back under, blissful and floating.
"Just bruised?" Ten asked with a hiss. "They had to practically rebuild your spleen with that nanite course; I saw your medical file."
"Mmm." I didn't even care what I was agreeing with by then, just that Ten was saying something and that if I wanted him to keep on touching me like that I should give him the answer he wanted.
Then my head was clear so fast it was dizzying, almost enough to give me vertigo.
"What the hell," I said. Ten had the mobile terminal in his hand, and there wasn't anything playing over the stereo anymore. "Turn that back on."
"No," Ten said, and put the terminal down on the floor. "I don't like it. And if we're going to do this, then I am the one in charge here, not you."
"Thank you," I breathed; if this was how he wanted to play it, I was not about to complain about that. It was about fucking time.
"I'm not stupid," Ten said, free to be amused now that I was listening to what he said instead of scaring him with how spaced I was. "I know this is exactly what you want, and that you're still manipulating me. At this point, I'm not even sure which one of us is in charge. But I'm starting to suspect that it's not me."
"Of course you're in charge." I sat up, so that we were facing each other instead of me flat on my back against the pillows. "If I were in control here, you'd have turned that back on and started ordering me to do all kinds of things to you. Preferably ones that are illegal in the Saturn system."
"Well, it's a good thing you're not, then, isn't it?" He put his hands on my shoulders and pushed me back down onto the bed. "And I want you without that shit right now. What fun is it without the challenge?"
I froze, because that sounded way, way too fucking much like the kind of shit Steals-the-Stars had been saying to me, and I wasn't going to go through this flashing back to that shithead just because Ten was careless with his dirty talk.
"Okay, talking like that fuckhead was is just about the only thing you could do to make me use your stupid safeword." I crossed my arms in front of me, and Ten smiled at me for the first time since I'd first gotten myself high.
"I knew you had some limits in there somewhere, Red." Ten leaned back down until he was kneeling over me again, and he nipped at my throat in the perfect spot right behind my ear. "I won't talk like that again. That's how it works. You tell me what you don't like—not what you don't want to do right then, not what you're bored with, but what you hate so much you would safeword out of, and I don't do it anymore. Can't do that if you're high out of your mind."
"I never needed to before." Suddenly, even having threatened to invoke a safeword I didn't even remember weighed down heavy on my shoulders; the whole reason I did this kind of thing was to push myself, and what good was that when I stopped things the second they got difficult? "And anyway, that defeats the purpose. I don't want to—mmm, that feels good—stop when it gets hard."
"I want to find every single top who thought you were okay like this and introduce him to escape velocity," Ten growled, lifting his mouth from my throat just long enough to tell me that before sucking on my earlobe, teasing the earrings with his tongue. When I was humming happily again—no aural assistance this time, just the prick of his fangs not quite piercing my skin—he lifted his head to look at me. "I almost want to keep you until you learn the words safety and informed consent."
"You are overreacting so fucking hard for a guy who keeps flipping out that he doesn't even know me. Newsflash, Officer, if you don't know me well enough to tie me up, then you don't know me well enough to worry about my life." And then, I did just about the gutsiest thing ever, which was to say I leaned forward and bit him right on the shoulder. I had no problem admitting that I was greedy and self-centered enough to want everything to be about me, so I didn't normally get aggressive like that unless it looked like that was what I needed to goad the other guy into harder, faster, more.
"Bite me again, Red, and I'm going to walk out that door and come back in a week. A week in which you aren't going to get off, because like hell you aren't going to listen to me if I tell you not to." And oh, fuck him, he was right. I'd be a whimpering wreck—a week spent practically shaking in anticipation, him winding me up tonight, and then another week without even my own left hand—by the time he came back. And fuck me, all of a sudden I wanted him to do it.
"You ruined me, you stupid asshole," I said, just barely restraining myself from begging him to make good on his threat. "I hope you're happy with that. Every goddamn lay I have from now on is going to measure up to you and fail."
"I ruined you?" He finally settled his weight down, pinning me down with his body weight instead of just his presence. "I think you're selling yourself short, considering you have no limits, ability to say no, or gag reflex, and that you managed to be in my personal top five nights despite being a xeno virgin. And the voice, I'm not even getting into that."
"You want a play-by-play of what I want you to do to me?" I asked him.
"No," Ten said. "Because this isn't about what you want. You already got yours, back on the ship. Now it's my turn to do what I want."
He bit me on the shoulder again for good measure before working his way down, until he slipped that long, thin lizard tongue of his through my nipple ring and tugged. I couldn't really arch up, not with his weight pinning me down, but fuck, that hurt just enough in just the right way. When I made a helpless begging sort of noise, he stopped and went back to nipping his way down the whole front of me. When he reached the bruises under my ribs and started sucking, I thrashed against him in a desperate attempt to get some kind of friction; it was getting painful, and not in a good way, being pressed under him so hard.
"If you weren't a monkey," he breathed when he lifted his mouth off my skin, "you would be a sight. You'd already be unsheathed and wet for me, all loose and dripping around my leg. You'd be too far gone to even hang on."
"And if you weren't a lizard, you'd already be fucking me." I tightened my fingers in the blankets and tried to push him up with my knees. It didn't work.
"Humans," he said in a long-suffering voice, and he looked almost like he was sulking. "I really wish you weren't so obsessed with getting other people's bodies inside of yours; trust me, I am going to take you apart without ever fucking you the way you mean when you say it."
"Then do it, already," I whined at him, and he actually listened. He actually rose up onto his knees, giving me some room to squirm, and immediately placed his palm flat on my belly to keep me pinned against the bed.
"Famous last words, Red," he said, his smirk back in place, and then he slipped that hand down under my waistband and wrapped it around me. "I hope you don't regret them."
I was going to snap back that the only thing I regretted just then was that I'd decided to hook up with somebody terminally incapable of just getting on with it, but then his fingers did something amazingly dexterous involving my cock ring and finding the single most sensitive spot I'd ever felt somebody touch before. The only sound that came out of my mouth in the face of that was something like nnnnnnnghgod, and he smiled again and bit me on the hipbone. It went on like that for awhile, nothing but a handjob and some biting; hell, I was still mostly wearing my pants, and he was completely dressed. Not to mention, for someone who was intent on doing it his way, he really wasn't letting me touch him.
"Fuck, please." It was the most coherent thing I could manage, but at least it hadn't made him stop and chide me for daring to tell him what I wanted again. It did make him crawl back up me—without letting go of my dick, thank God for small favors and ridiculously tall men—and start nipping at my ear again. It was common knowledge that lizards thought kissing was disgusting but liked to bite, but it was something entirely different to actually experience that for myself. I was seriously, seriously ruined for humans, at this rate.
He was completely right about being able to undo me without anything more than a handjob, though. Just like before, except this time he wasn't stopping. No, this time he kept going even when I hitched my hips up as best I could under his hand and when I started saying things that were supposed to be encouraging, but just came out incoherent and needy. I was so maddeningly close when I made a mistake: his throat was right there within reach, and I wanted him so badly, and I hadn't gotten to touch him at all, and I leaned over and bit him. Gently, even for someone with blunter teeth than he had; it hadn't even left a mark.
He let go and pulled away.
"What are you doing?" I asked, almost as thrown as I had been when he'd turned the music off earlier.
"I told you, Red," he said, smiling so widely his fangs hung over his lower lip. "If you bit me again, I wasn't going to let you get off for a week."
"You're fucking joking," I groaned, but I didn't move my hands from where they were still fisted in the blanket. He couldn't be serious; there was no way he was going to get up and leave like that because I nipped at him, right?
"Dead serious," he said, and leaned in to bite me right on the mouth. His fangs prickled, just soft enough not to pierce the skin, and I moaned into his mouth. That made him pull away immediately. "I'll call you. Got to get to know you beyond what's in your public file if I want to keep you for awhile, right?"
He put on his jacket and headed for the door. My apartment was small enough that I could still get a good look at him as he paused there. I didn't argue with him any more than I already had, or ask him to stay. In fact, I was half-breathless in anticipation of him making good on his threat, just like I had been the first time he'd made it.
"I mean it, Red. You get yourself off this week, and it's over." And oh, hell, the look on his face almost ended it for me right then and there without me even touching myself, all smoldering golden eyes and sharp teeth.
"Yes, sir," was the only goodbye I gave him as he let himself out.
This was going to be the longest week I'd ever have, and I was going to love every panting, frustrated second of it.
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