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	CHAPTER ONE 

A pair of would-be adventurers set off in search of danger.

The bar was packed with bodies, clogged as well with the noise of diners making merry, telling tales or quarreling genially. Beneath the shadowed eaves, elves and humans traded jokes while a woman strolled among them, guitar in hand; it was a lively tune she played, one assumed, based on the speed with which her fingers moved, but the music was mostly drowned out by the cheerful din. At a small table far from the heat of the hearth, three figures bent together over drinks. They talked as quietly as was possible in this rowdy place, glancing around them shiftily.

After as much as half an hour of this, the one who wore a cap pulled low sat back with an air of finality. One of the others slid a hand across the table to her, cupping something it concealed. As the hand was withdrawn, a brief flash as the lamplight caught metal. Then the other person had snatched the money off the table and tucked it in a pocket. From within her cloak, she drew an object roughly the size and shape of a beer bottle, other details hidden by the length of burlap shrouding it. When she put it on the table, it landed with a solid clunk that spoke to weight.

That done, she stood and left without a backward glance. The smile on her face would have given the two at the table pause if they had seen it, but they didn’t, bent closer together than ever. Whispering urgently, as if someone might steal their words if they got to hear them. Both had long hair tucked behind ears shaped like a beech’s leaves, not a whisker on their chins or upper lips. In the poor light of their chosen corner, it was hard to see more detail.

They left only a few minutes later, draining their drinks with every appearance of haste and tucking the mysterious object away. As they went out the door, a couple people glanced their way, but most didn’t bother to. Clearly, they were a known quantity. Lifelong residents unremarkable to their neighbors, who had never gotten up to anything more sinister – or more interesting – than a bit of harmless mischief.

They had paused a step outside to pull up the hoods of their cloaks against the cold and draw on gloves. They were on their way again at once, and one had the sense the only reason they weren’t running was the layer of tamped-down snow that covered the streets from frontage to frontage. It was still early in the evening and the ways were busy with other people, all of them heavily shrouded against the cold. It was hard to make out much with everyone wrapped up against the winter, heads bowed beneath the freshly-falling snow, but some of these people were taller and more slender, others doughty, thick in the waist or broad across the shoulders. It certainly appeared as if humans and elves mixed freely throughout the settlement, living their lives alongside one another.

The town itself was an odd jumble of a place, modest wooden homes dotted amid fabulous palaces of white or pink or pale green stone possessed of a spooky inner radiance so the streets around them were easy to navigate without need for many lanterns. One might think at first glance that the wooden homes were hovels, but they only looked inadequate in comparison to the architecture they rubbed shoulders with. Most were neatly-painted, windows shuttered snugly for the night, not a single shingle missing. 

And it wasn’t clear at second glance that the palaces actually were. Many seemed to have more windows lit than made sense. People frequently passed in or out the doors, as if more than a single family – even several generations of one – lived within. There were just too many of them.

In any case, the town seemed a nice place, prosperous, its residents content and mostly on good terms with one another. It straddled both banks of a noisy alpine river, its stone-choked flow too vigorous to fully ice over. As many as a dozen bridges spanned its length where it passed through this steep-walled, wooded valley. One wouldn’t mistake it for a real city, but there were far too many people here for them all to be engaged in agriculture. There must also be commerce. Professionals in those fields that required education as well as an apprenticeship. Even a few artists and scholars scraping by earning wages in the daylight while they pursued their obsessions in their off-time.

Beyond the northern edge of town, stony escarpments on the valley’s either side thrust inward like a pincer, and in this bottleneck: a building larger than all the rest. It rose in tiers and turrets, mostly built of golden stone like sun-warmed sand. It occupied the whole of this cleft to the river’s west, leaving only a slender channel where the water might pass before one arrived at the escarpment’s eastern wing.

The two young men broke free of the town, stepping out into the square that fronted this vertiginous bastion. A few lonely trees bereft of their leaves stood sentinel, but the space wasn’t well-lit. One looked for soldiers in numbers standing watch, expecting them, but there was nothing like that there. Pretty though it was, it had the mindset of a fortress. Built to withstand. Raised in a world where threats were imminent and inevitable. 

But if the placement of the building made that clear, it wasn’t obvious in the comportment of the two people walking toward it. They caried themselves like nothing had ever threatened them. Like they would be startled if someone suggested something might.

A grand set of double-doors fronted the square, but they ignored this entrance, letting themselves into a smaller port of humble wood at the far western edge of the palace’s base. The corridor beyond was lit, but only by a single lantern; not a lot of people were expected to pass this way. They had not slowed down as they cast back their cowls and dragged their gloves off, still talking excitedly. 

A human could be forgiven for assuming they were in their twenties. The one was pale, with black hair that showed startling undertones of malachite green when the light caught it, his eyes the gray of slate. His companion had chestnut skin, hair a ruddy dark brown, and eyes of sable. It didn’t seem that either was ‘in charge’ of this relationship; they spoke eagerly right over each other, displaying few manners but zero hesitancy. One had the sense they had known one another for a very long time. Their things were fine without being fancy, robust woolens suited to the temperature. These garments showed touches of embroidery, but the elves themselves bore no adornments in the form of makeup or accessories. No jewelry save a small platinum ring apiece, worn on the left hand’s smallest finger.

They traveled upward via several different flights of stairs, entering areas better-lit but still scarcely populated. Finally, they had arrived at a place where opulence behaved as one expected for it to, all this gracious space and fabulous decoration unenjoyed by anyone. It was very clean but had a spooky sense of abandonment, as if the world had moved on and left behind this gorgeous tidal pool, gilt-painted furnishings and silken curtains in place of starfish and anemones. 

It was old news to them, and they never bothered to look around them wonderingly as they passed through echoing, vaulted halls deserted of everything but them and the whispered echoes of their feet. They reached a corridor with smaller doors set closer together, lower its ceiling and nearer its walls; living spaces, one would instantly suspect. They stopped at doors right next to one another, one vanishing into each without bidding each other adieu or troubling to close the doors behind them. 

Eresh brushed his black hair out of his face as he hurried for his wardrobe. He pulled his pack down from the upper shelf where it was stashed before tossing it onto the bed behind him. A change of trousers followed, along with a spare tunic. Undershorts and several pairs of socks from the drawers at the bottom. He shucked his shoes, trading them out for a sturdier pair of boots, then tossed a heavy scarf on as an afterthought. 

He crammed his stuff into the bag before making for the privy. He could hear Aro in the hall, voice raised, demanding to know what was taking him so long, although he knew he hadn’t dawdled. Eresh rolled his eyes but picked up the pace, racing to stuff a comb and toothbrush in with the rest of his things. He slung the bag onto a shoulder and quit the room in haste, snatching up a sword from its place beside the door. He hadn’t bothered to wear it when he went into town earlier because why would he? Carrying a weapon when they quit the shelter of the valley was their father’s rule, not actually a necessity.

Together, they made their way back downstairs. At the lowest level of the building, they located a kitchen, deserted at this hour, and packed a couple extra bags with food and gear to cook it with. So prepared, they headed to the stable. They saddled a horse apiece, moving with practiced ease; there were no hostlers in evidence, but they didn’t need assistance. Eresh had chosen his favorite gray mare, Aro a dappled bay, a young stallion too impulsive for Eresh’s taste. They led their horses to the door, where Aro stayed afoot, gesturing Eresh out into the ongoing snow.

When the door slid closed at their backs, they were left alone out in the dark. Here, the lights and cheerful noise from town didn’t penetrate: they were on the castle’s far face, exposed to the outer world. From this side, the building’s bellicose nature was more apparent; there were many fewer windows, and a curtain wall choked the canyon to the north, tall and thick, enclosing a court where soldiers were meant to assemble. All that must be in the past, because the heavy portcullis stood open to the night, a mere two armored elves hunkered down around a brazier at its mouth. 

“I’ll tell your father you’ve gone out,” one woman said as the two young elves rode past. She added pointedly, “He’ll want to know where.”

“The northern tower. Thank you!” his friend called over his shoulder as they went out the open gate. Eresh pretended not to hear.

Only once they had gone around a bend where a shoulder of rock concealed them from view did he complain, “They act like we’re still children!”

“We do still live in his house.”

“Yes, well.”

“Do you ever think about going somewhere else?”

“I don’t know. I mean, where? We don’t know anywhere else would be better.” They had this conversation on a daily basis, and had been doing so since they were kids. At the moment, it wasn’t nearly as interesting as the new development, and he had already moved on. “It could just be an animal. If you think about the noises a wolverine makes… Gods! Or a raccoon.”

“It may not be glorious, but depending on what animal we’re talking about, it could be something we would do better to drive away. It might hurt someone.”

He rolled his eyes again but chose not to complain. Aro wouldn’t be himself if he didn’t always do the right thing. It was enough to make anyone want to strangle him, but of course no one would ever bring themself to: he was too perfect not to love.

They headed north along the river canyon, where a narrow road had been carved in a prior age when such engineering marvels were hardly noteworthy. They were the only people out here; all the farms that serviced the town lay to the south. Sheltered within the canyon, which grew broader and flatter where the houses began to give out. North was less hospitable terrain, but of course the truer truth was that north had been the territory of the enemy in the time when the world was forming. It had been a very long time since anything threatened them, beyond the occasional creature on a rampage or a lone individual bent on evil, but the past had set their shape by then. And north meant danger.

It was very still out here. Peaceful, if that was your idea of a good time. The snow tapered off; the clouds blew away, revealing the moon and the peaks of nearer mountains silhouetted against the darker sky with white their crowns. The wind picked up, temperature dropping so they shivered in their cloaks and hunched their shoulders as if trying to hide within themselves. 

Eresh had begun to drift into a miserable, chilly daydream and roused with a jerk when he realized their destination lay in front of them: ahead, a vast cliff rose perpendicular to the canyon’s northsouth shape, barring progress from that direction. The river he had grown up alongside emerged from a cave in the sheer mountain face. Immediately east of this startling, supernatural-seeming feature, the road came to an end in a forbidding tower gazing down on this place where the canyon branched at right angles, creating an ingress where outsiders could get into their stronghold from east or west. Elsewhere in the world, there should have been roads leading travelers to the town where they might trade, find a place to lay their heads. Here, there was nothing but this hostile tower casting its suspicious gaze onto the sheltered space.

He heard a sigh; looking to the side, he saw that Aro had seen it too. Respite lay in reach, and he was keen for it by then. They didn’t talk; they had adventures like this frequently and had been doing so since they were kids. This was old hat for them by then.

They slowed down as they got closer. They rarely went this way, and had only ever visited the tower twice over the years. It was an unsettling place, which Eresh was only reminded of as he looked up at it silvered by moonlight, vacant windows gaping.

“This was totally a smart idea, right?”

He huffed. “The right idea, anyway.”

Aro shrugged off his assurances but didn’t complain or suggest they go back. He wasn’t a coward, just tiresomely sensible. Just another reason to hate how totally lovable he was.

The tower was further-distant than it had first appeared; standing all alone out in the wilderness, it was hard to get a feel for scale. A single spire six stories in height, round as a salt mill but built into the cliff so that only the top three stories, smaller than the rest, had three hundred and sixty degrees of outer face. The clouds came back, and the snow returned, although less fiercely than before. Eresh was done in, his mare moving wearily. They crossed the long, slender bridge arching up to the tower’s entrance while fierce winds sliced them, shoving them with ill-intention toward the railings.

They really should have waited ‘til the next day. This wasn’t great; if there was anything dangerous within, they would be vulnerable to it. There would be no looking around tonight, not exhausted as they were. But it was way too late to change course now: they needed to get out of this weather as soon as possible.

They staggered inside, taking their horses to what had been the stable in an earlier age. Some wise soul had dug a well right in the middle of the floor, stone troughs carved into the walls with nice deep basins. While Aro ferried water with a leather bucket to the troughs, Eresh took down their bags and got the gear off their horses. 

The instant they had been tended to, the two of them went next door, into a room whose details were obscured to them. They did not bother to conjure light but tossed their bedrolls on the floor against one wall. They lay down with their backs together, shucking only their boots and cloaks, and were asleep in moments. On the bald stone floor above their heads, the object they had bought off that peddler in the bar, still wrapped in its burlap sacking.

 




CHAPTER TWO

The mystery of one very sexy elf whose presence seems impossible.

Arosenna woke with a start to a stunning sense of stillness broken only by the quiet sound of his best friend’s breathing. He wasn’t sure what had wakened him, but his heart was racing. They were a long way from any window here, so that he couldn’t even guess the hour. The air beyond his bedroll was frigid, but he felt compelled by curiosity that overpowered his wariness. He needed to investigate, and even as he told himself that this was silly, that he was acting like Denereshi, he was squirming out of the warmth of his bedding. Reaching for his boots.

He snatched up his cloak as he made for the door, feeling as if his nerves were so acute they sparkled. He went in search of a stairwell, because there were no windows on the lowest levels of the tower. It was hard to fathom how anyone could have gotten in via even the broadest, most inviting window, standing as the building did halfway up a cliff, the only point of access that narrow bridge. But the people who built the place had clearly had opinions regarding unwanted visitors.

For a while, he wandered through vacant halls, climbing stairs and peering into empty chambers. He wasn’t certain what he was looking for. This place was interesting but creepy to him, speaking to an age when his ancestors had waged perpetual war against an implacable enemy bent on ending them. The war had taken both his parents. It was how Denereshi’s father came to raise him; it had taken his wife as well, but neither of them remembered any of the people they had lost. It had been a long time ago anyway, even the way their people measured time. The world had since moved on.

It was a smaller world in some ways, he considered. The Sesaluair, the Astral Elves, were totally extinct in the region by then; those that had not died in the war had returned to the land of their birth in the plane of the heavens. The Sesantegu, like him, had been brought here by their kin to assist in the war, and they had not gone home: their homeland had been destroyed by the enemy. Those who had survived were stuck here, for better or for worse.

Arosenna had never known another home and didn’t regret the one he’d lost. He thought about the lunar plane sometimes, wondering what it might have been like, but you couldn’t miss something you’d never known. The Sesabaruti, whose land they had been stranded in, had made them welcome. They were refugees trapped here on the terrestrial plane, but he had never been made to feel as if his life were an imposition, that he owed someone for the welcome and shelter they gave him.

This history was at once intimately important to him – it had shaped every aspect of his life since he was able to form memories – and meaningless. Like finding shapes in clouds, even those facts that came through clearly blurred as soon as he made them out, fading back into obscurity. It was for this reason that places like this, speaking so strongly to that era, were discomfiting to him. They brought him closer than he was sure he wished to be to truths that were usually far-distant. He did not know those truths would be a danger to him did he look upon them candidly, but not knowing was safe and easy.

He stopped when he hit a room that spoke to this history. Decorating the walls, a plant had been set into the stone, in places carved, in others picked out with inset, colored tiles forming an incredible mosaic. It covered every wall of the room floor to ceiling, but it was no plant that he had ever seen. It curled like hair as it grew, spreading impossibly, and its leaves had a strange, bulbous quality that reminded him of fungus. The room was interior and should have been black as pitch, but he could see the image readily. As if it gave off its own faint radiance. It struck a nerve, and he stopped to stare. Wondering if this had been what life looked like in the realm of the moons, back when it existed.

Noise in the hallway at his back shook him from his reverie, and he took a step backward into the hall. He looked to his left in time to see motion but nothing else; there had certainly been something there. He made to follow, then checked, remembering himself. Eresh was the reckless one. And he was here, which meant there was no reason to go rushing off by himself in pursuit of adventure.

Arosenna turned in the opposite direction from the motion he had seen, heading back the way he came. He reached a vaulted colonnade, leading all the way from the tower’s forward face to its rear, and hesitated. He couldn’t remember this place, and given its location, he would have had to pass through it on the way here minutes earlier. 

Either he had been dangerously inattentive or this building was playing tricks on him.

While he stood there trying to make sense of it, he saw another stir toward the building’s rear and turned that way instinctively. This time, he was sure, not just that he had seen something, but what he’d seen: a man, probably an elf, walking away from him. If it was just the one person, Arosenna wasn’t sure how he had gotten from the one place to the other; he had been walking in the wrong direction last Arosenna got a glimpse of him, south toward the tower’s outer face.

He took off on his heels at once. He had not forgotten his friend. He hadn’t forgotten that he might be putting himself in danger. But he hurried forward anyway, propelled by curiosity that was ungovernable. As if the man he’d glimpsed had a magnet inside him and Arosenna was made of iron. 

He reached the rear of the building where the hallway ended, expecting to find himself alone again, feeling baffled and wondering if he was dreaming. But then he wasn’t alone: the man was right in front of him, standing within another windowless chamber. He seemed to be inspecting the work of art on the wall, much like the wavy mushroom tree that had given Arosenna pause. This, though, was a tree made all of jagged fractals, crystalline and sharp as broken glass. 

His back was turned, but Arosenna thought he was an elf based on the shape and dimensions of him. This was strange, because the man’s hair was a glittering silver hue, and that was something Arosenna hadn’t seen before except in very old paintings; a trait to which he could attach an explanation, but it was one he had thought impossible. He could see the man’s ear and a portion of one cheek from here, and his skin was as pale as the moon, which one only normally saw combined with hair of the blackest hue imaginable. 

He had been making some attempt at stealth; he hadn’t lost sight of the danger this impetuous pursuit might put him in. So it was only when he arrived in the open doorway that the man become aware of him: he spun around, then staggered back with a ragged gasp until the wall could prop him up. “Are you real?” he demanded. 

There was an interlude when Arosenna simply stared at him, unable to react. It had been a weird question, but that wasn’t what had rattled him. He could not know how old the man was, other than: older than him. It was hard to tell with elves since they hit a point where they were at their fullest size and strength, the last traces of puppy fat burned off their cheeks and a measure of wisdom accumulated in their visages. Then they just stayed that way indefinitely. This, too, was not what had scattered his thoughts like a dropped bag of marbles.

The man was so handsome Arosenna couldn’t stop gaping stupidly, even as a voice inside his head was screaming at him that this was rude and he was making a fool of himself. His heart fluttered frantically while his eyes ran across the precise shape of the man’s pointed, symmetrical nose, tracing his shallow cheekbones like a caress. His skin tingled as if it felt a breath of wind, and a tense knot coiled in the pit of his belly as he admired the precision of him. The man’s sensitive lips quivered as some thought passed through his head, and Arosenna’s eyes went back to them. 

At last, though, he managed to get hold of himself and said, “Yes.” If his voice was a trifle throaty, he had his reasons. 

The man had mastered his surprise enough to stand up off the wall, but a faint tremor to his voice betrayed his agitation. “How did you get in here?”

Another poser, and Arosenna felt silly saying, “The door?” The man was straightening his garments somewhat fussily by then, and it drew Arosenna’s attention onto them. He wore a pair of leggings that looked to be black, although it was hard to be sure with the only light that exuded by the decoration in the walls. A drape of dark brocade that shimmered wetly reaching to the waist, trailing behind him on the floor in the back. It might be he had a tunic of copper-colored satin on underneath, and supple boots of suede climbed him to the knee. 

Luxurious fabrics, but he didn’t have a cloak or mittens. The attire was barely adequate in here, somewhat sheltered from the elements, and would have swiftly killed him had they been outdoors. “How did you get in here?” Arosenna blurted out, then backtracked when he heard how objectionable the question had been. “Excuse me, it’s none of my business. But, if you don’t mind my asking, have you seen anything while you were here?”

“‘Anything’ is a broad category,” the man noted. He was coming closer, and this would have made Arosenna dreadfully nervous even had the elf not been studying him with open interest. As if Arosenna were as fascinating and hard to explain as him. He wore a sword at his right hip, thrusting back the fabric of his drape; it was longer than the weapon Arosenna sometimes carried, and the thoughtless way he placed a hand on it made it clear that it might as well have been another limb. He didn’t just know how to use it, he had done so many times. The slinky, studied way he moved conveyed power. He had fought; he had held himself poised before an audience; he moved like a predator because he had always been the person left alive at the end of every conflict, and this truth had left an imprint on him. 

Arosenna bit his lower lip while he considered just how foolish the truth was going to sound once explained to someone this palpably sophisticated. “There was a rumor. We heard it from a peddler who stayed the night in the area. Spooky sounds coming from the tower. She went in the next day, once the sun was up, but the only thing she could find was this funny iron implement.”

“An implement made out of iron? How interesting. Would it be possible for me to see it?”

He opened his mouth to say ‘of course,’ then hesitated. The object in question was right next to Eresh, and it was hard to judge what the Good Friend option was in this scenario. Eresh would certainly want to be woken up and brought into this. The responsible, cautious tack would be to pretend he was by himself and shield his friend, just in case. But the reality was that he did not want to share. Not quite yet. He was too enthralled by the stranger and was enjoying being the sole object of his attention. 

“You’re concerned that I might be the source of this disturbance.” His voice was like liquid chocolate, rich and smooth, something velvety that you wanted to wrap around yourself or put in your mouth. He began to pace, and if his face remained serene, Arosenna could feel his agitation, such was its intensity. “I am a ghost, and I have haunted this place longer than you have been alive. But I am the ghost of someone who is not dead in spite of everything. If I had the power to disturb 

innocent travelers, I would not waste it on such trivialities!”

“I’m sorry if I offended you.” 

The man stopped abruptly, sumptuous garment swirling about his legs. He twisted at the waist to regard him, heavy brows drawing together, but his eyes strayed off Arosenna’s face after only a second. He looked like he was trying to remember a word clinging to the tip of his tongue. 

“Sir?”

A graceful gesture with one hand dismissed the interlude in its entirety. “Forgive me, it has been a very long time since I…” He trailed off, although it hadn’t seemed the sort of sentence that ought to be difficult to finish.

This question had been nagging at him since he arrived at the door to this room and got a glimpse of his companion, and when the silence stretched, he decided to chance it: “Are you one of them, then? An Astral Elf?”

“Astral Elf? The words themselves are familiar to me, but I’m afraid the term is not.”

“Sesaluair?”

“Ah. Yes, I am indeed Sesaluair. And you are Sesantegu? You still use this word?”

“Yes! We do and I am!” He felt a warm glow of pleasure that they were getting along, sharing ideas and seeming to understand each other. It emboldened him. “But you got left behind when your people went home?”

He could feel the hiccup the question introduced, as if it had interrupted, not just their conversation, but the flow of time. “Excuse me?”

“To the Astral Plane? After the War?”

The man’s face rippled as a wave of emotion surged through him, too complex to parse in the second it was visible. “It is true that I am all alone, the last of my people. You did not tell me your name?”

“Excuse me! Arosenna, at your service.” 

“It is a pleasure, Arosenna,” the man replied. “I have been called Siangu.”

Arosenna took note of the fact that he had not claimed this was his actual name. A person less astute than him, assuming such a person did exist, could not have failed to note the undercurrent. He didn’t know enough to form a theory, though; it wasn’t a period people talked about in any detail. There had been a lot of pain, pain that touched all of them, and those who had been alive at that time did not wish to speak of it to one another or to him. If you plugged those facts into this conversation, it was easy to arrive at the premise that this silence was concealing more than traumatic memories, that the truth had been warped deliberately in some way, but the questions How and Why were too impossibly open-ended. 

“It might be interesting to you, Arosenna, that iron disrupts magic.”

He blinked, eyes fixing on the older man’s face. “Really? I never knew.”

“Only certain kinds of magic. Magic I assume is no longer practiced, since my people are all gone.”

This factoid wasn’t nearly as gripping to him as the man himself, but he could hardly say so. “Huh.”

“I mention it because you told me this nosy peddler found a piece of iron here. Did you perchance bring it with you when you came to investigate their claims?”

He was impressed that the man had intuited this. “We did!”

“Well, there you are then. I cannot speak to the nighttime travails of your peddler, and can only assume they were disturbed by a raccoon. You, though, brought into this place that is made as much of magic as stone an object capable of boring holes through the former as well as the latter. And so you found me.”

“But why am I the—” He stopped when he realized what he had been about to say.

A short pause, but the man might as well have read his mind. “Why are you aware of me when no one else is? You aren’t by yourself, then?”

He shifted his feet, torn between nerves and guilt at his deceitfulness. 

“I cannot say for certain, but you are Sesantegu. Is it possible you’re the only one in your party?”

“It’s just the two of us,” he mumbled. 

“And your compatriot is Sesabaruti? Perhaps that is your answer: you are more sensitive.” A wave of one hand. “What a ridiculously vacuous statement. To other people, I meant.”

“You told me you’re a ghost,” he pointed out, although he already knew it couldn’t be the truth, not in any literal way. He could smell the man: frankincense, lavender, and a faint musk he had decided to define as ‘masculinity.’ He had never met a ghost, but he was quite sure they had no odor. It didn’t make sense that they should smell, let alone so provocative.

His mysterious visitor opened his mouth to respond. Then his eyes darted over Arosenna’s shoulder. Arosenna couldn’t help himself and looked, and by the time he turned back, the man had vanished. By then, he could hear it as well: the soft sound of footsteps approaching. He held his breath, but the intruder hadn’t reached the door when they called quietly, “Aro? Is that you?” 

He let go an exasperated breath. “I’m in here, Eresh.”

“Were you talking to someone?”

“I was!”

His friend appeared in the doorway, bleary-eyed and frowning. “Why are you mad at me? Where did they go?”

“I don’t know, do I?” He sucked air in through his nose, telling himself he was being unfair. Then he went to his friend, gripping him urgently by both shoulders. “I found something so much better than a raccoon! I can’t wait to tell you!” 

 




CHAPTER THREE

A dispute arises on how to react to a new friend.

Light entered through the door, light that had stolen into the building from somewhere else. Dim by the time it made its way here, but it had the white intensity of sunlight: a new day was beginning. Eresh woke so drowsy it was like a fleecy weight on him, blinking muzzily as he tried to remember why he was somewhere cold and sleeping on the floor. The air beyond the blankets had a nip to it, but he was snug within his bedroll. The space where they had slept smelled of stone and snow like one might expect; it smelled of Arosenna’s spice and flowers as well, a scent so familiar to him he barely noticed it even as he breathed it in and found it comforting.

“Do you often wake early, eager to greet the day?”

He jerked so hard he might have shaken off his skin. It wasn’t a voice familiar to him, and he had forgotten that the two of them were no longer by themselves. He thrust himself up on his elbows, and there he was, just like Arosenna claimed: a debonair Sesaluair considerably older than them, leaning against a wall with his legs crossed at the ankles, arms tucked up under the folds of a voluptuous drape of midnight blue. “I—What?”

“I asked whether you are often up to greet the sun when the day has only just begun.”

“I guess I never really thought about it.”

“It was your friend who found me first, but you strike me as the one who is more often in the lead, rushing forward toward whatever with little heed.”

It was at this point that he sat up with violent energy. The visitor was of Eresh’s father’s generation, but the comparison felt weird to him: he was dreadfully handsome, such that one couldn’t help but dwell on it obsessively. Everything from the shape of his nose to the angle of his chin conveyed perfection that spoke to design and not to happenstance. As if he had been built by his maker to be beautiful (not to mention strong and charismatic), and had not simply chanced to be born this way.

The man liberated his closer arm from the drape, gesturing in inquiry. “I’m correct, am I not? You are the one always chasing the horizons, in pursuit of whatever new thrill, and he just comes along to keep you company.”

“That is true…” But not really any of your business, he was thinking, glancing to his left to make certain his best friend was still present and hadn’t been spirited away by this strange person. He surprised himself by adding, “I love him better than I love myself, but it’s hard sometimes. Having to measure myself against him.”

“You are often in one another’s company?”

“We’re hardly ever not. We grew up together.”

“Oh?”

“His parents died when he was very young. My mother as well. My father raised us both.”

“So you might as well be family.”

“We’ve been inseparable for as long as I recall.”

“Interesting. I wondered to see the two of you together. In my day, our peoples did not socialize so readily across racial boundaries.”

“Is it not still your day?” Eresh asked, because he wanted to keep the man talking but didn’t understand the conversation. The words themselves were straightforward, easy to digest, but not why this mysterious self-identified ‘ghost’ found their commonplace family interesting. What did ‘family’ really mean if not the people who were closest to you? Why should blood matter unless the issue in question was two people making a baby? That their people came in more than one style was… a thing that he knew, certainly, but he hadn’t ever considered it significant. He couldn’t see how it might be.

The elf sucked in a deep breath as if pondering the question. Then what he said was, “Do you often kiss?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Your friend. Do you kiss him? Stick your tongue in his mouth?”

“No!”

“Hm.”

Eresh was mortified. By the subject, sure, but more so by how alarmed he had been. How clear he had made it that talking about something so simple had scared him as much as it did. He sought a means to turn the conversation, but the other man had already moved on.

“Tell me, how long have you lived in the area?”

“Since I was born.”

“You must know as well as I do that an elf’s childhood is difficult to measure, even for us.”

“Since the war at least. I think. Probably. I don’t really know.”

The elf’s brows drew together. “How can you not know? Is this not your own history?”

Eresh shifted uncomfortably, looking again at Arosenna as he wished he would wake up. “I… guess. I mean, it is. I don’t know, just, I was only born at the very end, it’s not something I remember, and…”

“It’s not something your elders talk about? The people who lived through it?”

“Not really.”

“How interesting. Not at all?”

“Does that bother you?” 

“Let us say: it interests me.”

“Not in a way the makes you happy, it seems to me.” He felt very brave for probing at the subject; there was something about this man that made him uncertain of himself in a way he hadn’t been in years. He didn’t feel ashamed or less, not really, just acutely conscious of how clever he wanted to appear. How sage and witty. You could tell this elf he had Lived. Been Places and done Things. Places more interesting than the places Eresh had been, things more thrilling than his wildest dreams.

“Is that how it seems? Let us say, I am struggling to understand their reasoning.”

It had not felt to Eresh like a complicated issue, so the lack of candor in this vague answer came off as puzzling. Shading into worrying. The tower didn’t belong to anyone, so the man could not be said to be trespassing; his presence here need not be more sinister than theirs. But still the mysteries made him nervous. “I thought your people were gone. I thought you had gone home.”

There was a minute when the man looked past him at the far wall. Eresh knew that he was thinking because of the way his eyes tracked back and forth, but not what. His features were still in a way that didn’t convey what emotion had pushed emotion off his face. He might have been puzzled, outraged, sorrowful, and then again, he might have simply not known how he felt. When the elf’s eyes swung onto his, they were tight at their edges. “I can tell it bothers you that I will not disclose more of my truths. But tell me this, young elf: why should I, when you have told me not one meaningful fact about yourself, your friend, or the place from which you come? You plead ignorance in place of suspicion, but the result is indistinguishable.”

“Ignorance in place of suspicion,” he repeated. “Does that mean you don’t… trust me?”

The man’s heavy brows rose mockingly. “Bravo! A flash of insight!” 

He whipped away and was out the door in a second, the train of his elegant garment slithering behind him like a fawning toady. There was a moment when Eresh could have been pursuing him but wasn’t even trying, so stunned was he. The idea that someone might be wary of him, even consider him a threat, was difficult to fathom. To the best of his knowledge, he was no danger to anyone and hadn’t been ever. 

Belatedly, he realized his mistake. Uttering a curse, he scrambled from his bedding, which tangled around his legs like hands were grabbing him. By the time he made it to the doorway, the man was gone, even the sound of his footsteps fled. The tower silent and seemingly deserted but for them.

“Eresh? What are you doing?”

“He was here! The man from last night!”

“Oh.” 

He turned around in time to see the disappointment on his friend’s face, and he felt it like a lead weight landing in the bottom of his stomach. No one wanted to miss out when exciting things were happening, but he didn’t think that was all this was. Maybe it wasn’t fair to say the stranger must be a villain, knowing as little about him as they did. There was no doubt, though, that he was dangerous. And it just didn’t feel like Arosenna gave a damn. He was fascinated by this man with his smug air and impertinent questions, and didn’t see that he ought to be suspicious.

“At least we know I’m not crazy,” Arosenna said as he climbed out of bed. He moved with purpose; any grogginess was gone, and Eresh could see he had been energized. 

“You want to look for him. Figure out who he is and what he’s doing here?”

Arosenna went still with his hands on the boot he had been about to put his foot into. “Do you not?”

“Just, I think we should be careful. Conduct ourselves with an eye to the fact that what we find might be kind of…”

“Kind of…?”

“I don’t know, bad! We don’t have a clue who this guy is or what he’s after. He shows up how many hundreds of years after his people supposedly all left, poking around in a place we already know – even if some people seem to have forgotten it – something dodgy was happening that we wanted to look into! You’re acting like Mirebal came early, and—”

“I’m being cavalier, that’s your point. Leaving aside how fucking rich that is in the context, how am I not doing exactly what you wanted? You’re the one who insisted we come here at once, in the middle of the night when it was snowing, so we could poke about these spooky ruins in the actual hope of finding danger. If you think he’s evil and means us ill, then yes, I think you’re completely wrong. But is it not what you wanted all along?”

He could not figure out how to respond to this and wrestled with himself, fists clenched, mouth opening and closing. This was what he had wanted, but not in the way that he had wanted it. He had meant for them to do this together, like they did everything. Now, because of the presence of the stranger in the equation, they had wound up in opposition, aiming after slightly different ends. This was a thing that had not happened in his experience, and he hated it.

The worst thing was, he could not say this: the man and his nosy questions had raised a barrier of awkwardness where one had never previously been. Never before had they not been completely honest with each other, and suddenly, completely honest was a thing he feared to be. 

His friend had finished putting on his boots and came to him. Not a sign of rapprochement but of antagonism. It wasn’t usual for him to get in someone’s face like this and play up a dispute instead of trying to smooth over it, but now Aro stood so close to him, their breath was mingling. “I’m going to go look for him now. I assume you’ll want to go along, so you can keep an eye on both of us?” 

He should have responded to this. ‘That’s not fair. I trust you more than anyone, you know this.’ Something to that effect. But their faces were close together, and this had distracted him. Do you often kiss? His eyes flicked down in spite of him, fixing on his best friend’s lips. Plump, he couldn’t help but think, fuller on the top than on the bottom. Discomfited, he cleared his throat and looked away, and since Aro didn’t know what he was thinking – because the stranger had caused him to fear to be frank – his friend did not know why he had done this. Saw only his guilty retreat. Could not help but interpret it as a confession: it is true that I fear I cannot trust your judgment, you are not smart enough or wise enough to make decisions about anything meaningful.

Baring his teeth in a snarl that looked out of place on his gentle face, Aro turned away. “I don’t need your help. If you want to come along, you best get moving.”

That said, he left. Eresh was gasping at the suddenness of it; his friend had never been like this. So decisive or so brusque. Hard not to feel as if the stranger had changed him, not for the better. 

There was nothing for it but to chase after him, and Eresh scrambled into his boots as fast as he was able. Right or wrong, he did not like or trust the so-called Sesaluair who called himself Siangu. He would go to any length to keep his best friend safe from him. He made to quit the room where they had slept, then checked. Aro hadn’t bothered to take his sword, but Eresh grabbed his. He was buckling the belt around his hips as he went into the hallway at a trot. 

He didn’t catch up to his friend until the second set of stairs; Aro wasn’t running but was moving with a measure of haste that made a show of his eagerness. He had always been the cautious one, but it was like he just couldn’t get his head around the notion that the stranger might be a threat. Eresh was still wrestling with how confusing it was that they should not be in agreement. Like they were looking right at the same thing but seeing something different.

Aro had stopped at the top of the flight of stairs, brow furrowed. He set off before Eresh could ask what had given him pause, pace brisk. They went toward the back of the building, not climbing, until they entered a chamber black as the abyss. Eresh hesitated at the threshold, uncertain what lay beyond, and while he stood there, his friend pushed past him heading in the opposite direction. Going back the way they came and moving at a jog. He came back a minute later carrying the lantern they brought with them. He lit it with one hand as he went past, never casting Eresh a glance or sharing his thoughts.

“This is where I found him. I’m sure of it. He was looking at…” He held the lantern up, shedding light across the space beyond. 

What Eresh saw was a featureless space. Blank walls, cut from the same gray stone from which the tower had been hewn. “What was he looking at?”

“This wall. There was something here! A tree. It looked… It made sense that it might be Sesaluair. It spoke to starlight and wonder. It was… it felt special. Not familiar. Something I hadn’t seen before. It 

was so beautiful, Eresh, it’s hard to describe it.”

“What do we do?”

“I have no idea. Did he say anything to you about it? You talked to him just now.”

He made to deny that he had learned anything but had to reassess. “I don’t know what it means, but he as good as told me he isn’t certain he can trust us. He admitted he doesn’t want to tell us who he really is or what he’s doing here.”

“Huh.”

“If he is Sesaluair, our kin, why would he think he couldn’t trust a fellow elf?”

Aro didn’t acknowledge the suggestion that the stranger might not be what he appeared. “I don’t know, it’s all too new. I don’t have… theories…”

He had trailed off. 

“You’re coming up with one.”

“It’s been so long since the war. It might be we don’t remember how it happened anymore.”

“You can’t be thinking it. That we were at war with our own!”

Aro only shook his head. He set his lantern down at the foot of the wall and stepped back, gazing up at the blank stone face as if it might change.

“I was afraid of him,” Eresh admitted, because he felt like this needed to be said. He wanted for them to be on the same team again, and that meant being candid about what had upset him. More or less. “But I said that wrong: I wasn’t afraid, that’s what scares me. I just, I wanted so bad to please him. It felt like, like I wasn’t even totally in control of myself.”

“You think he was like mind-controlling you?”

The scornful tone made it hard to respond to this in the serious and open vein he was aiming for. Maybe he didn’t keep the anger from his voice, but he did manage not to shout or get personal. “That wasn’t what I meant. I just didn’t react in a way that made sense. We came here hunting something, something weird that had scared people. Say it isn’t him. So? Should I not have popped to my feet and grabbed my sword when I woke up to find him in the room with us, watching us sleep? Shouldn’t I have demanded answers? I could tell I was annoying him, the questions I did ask, and I felt guilty. Tell me you don’t see how weird that is.”

“I mean, if he had actually been a surprise to you. Maybe I can see your point. But he wasn’t: I already told you about him. I told you I thought he was wonderful and we could trust him.”

Last night, his endorsement had not been so unqualified, but Eresh couldn’t know what it meant. Whether Aro was talking up his affection for the stranger out of contrariness because he was mad that they were arguing, or whether he really did feel that way. And had been coy about it previously because he could see for himself how strange that was in the context of a total stranger met by chance in this creepy location. They didn’t know he was bad, it was true, but they didn’t know anything about him. Certainly nothing that proved he was good. It ought to make them wary.

“Anyway,” he said, because he wanted the fighting to stop, not escalate. “It doesn’t look like there’s anything here. 

“Yeah.”

Aro sat down on the floor, legs folded under him, elbow on his knee and chin on his fist, gazing at the wall. The instant Eresh sat down beside him, his friend was bounding to his feet, quitting the room at speed and taking the lantern with him. Eresh chased after him, annoyed but also curious: his haste made it seem like he had thought of something. He followed his friend back the way they came, then up a story. Here, they took the first open doorway on the right. 

Eresh stopped still out in the hall
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