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Kiss of the High King's Illusion

Cyrille strolled to the window overlooking the east rose garden. The day was grey, rainy. That misty sort of rain that made everything look bleak, washed out and worn. Even the rose bushes, spelled to always have at least one flower at its prime, looked bedraggled.

The library was equally grim. Normally, this was Cyrille's favorite place to be when he visited his cousin, the High King. After their calamitous visit to the Holy City in the heart of the Snake Desert, Cyrille had expected a visit home to be relaxing.

Calming.

Perhaps even comfortable. Books, window seats with velvet cushions stuffed to exactly the right firmness; they were all things that he had missed while on the road. At least these books weren't full of sentient spells attempting to take over the world. They were just books, nothing more. A lifetime of study would never dim his delight in learning new things.

Especially when he could do it safely, in comfort and warmth with a full belly and Akuchi by his side.

Akuchi smiled and hummed, brightening the room with that tiny quirk of his lips. More than likely no one else would have noticed it but Cyrille certainly did. He'd barely allowed Akuchi out of arm's reach since the Holy City. Killing gods was bad enough. Birthing them was far more dangerous. At least now the Holy City lived again, filling once more with faithful coming to sing the praises of the new-born deity that personified the Holy City.

Better Kirran Pekkanen, Akuchi's old friend, be that city's avatar than Akuchi.

"I am safe," Akuchi murmured. He rested one hand against Cyrille's neck, the pad of his thumb rubbing gently against Cyrille's pulse point.

"I know," Cyrille said and deliberately moved closer, embracing Akuchi even though they both knew the danger of doing so here of all places.

The room chilled immediately, a sweep of cold running around them to frost the window for a moment. Cyrille thought he detected the scent of oak and incense for a moment but the next moment it was gone. Odd. Those were his cousin, the High King's, scents.

Akuchi's arms were tense around Cyrille. But then so were Cyrille's. They both shivered as the temperature continued to drop, the air chilling until Cyrille's breath puffed out in a cloud of steam, then a cloud of ice crystals. Cyrille set his chin on Akuchi's shoulder, peering out of squinted eyes to see if anything came at them.

It was good that they'd ordered the librarians out. With Xun Rosario visiting her mother and Garnett Daugherty flatly refusing to step one foot into the library, this task fell to the two of them. Well, the three of them. Cyrille knew that Keanu, his demigod, would appear if they needed help. He always did. That was what Keanu did, having been born of sacrifice when Cyrille was nearly murdered.

But it would be much better if they could solve this problem without involving the others.

"Where is it?" Akuchi whispered into Cyrille's hair.

"I can't tell," Cyrille replied, teeth starting to chatter. "It feels like everywhere and I see nothing."

As frost began to form on Cyrille's eyelashes they both gave up and stepped away from each other. It felt so very wrong not to be touching his Mate, his soulbond, but Cyrille felt as though he'd been chilled to the bone. He was as cold as when they went to the glaciers to rescue Xun's cousin.

"Out," Akuchi said. The word fractured on his not quite chattering teeth, becoming several syllables.

Cyrille nodded. They emerged from the library and gasped at the heat of the hallway. It was stepping from the depths of winter into the muggy heat at the height of summer. Garnett frowned at them and snarled, his hands tapping various of his tattoos as he scanned the two of them.

"No idea what did it," Garnett said and no, it was not a question.

"None," Cyrille admitted. He shuddered. "But it started only after we reached the far corner by the window seat and only after we embraced each other. Something did not like that. Touching each other didn't set it off. Nor did embracing by the door, the stairs to the upper levels or even by the tables two yards away. Only there."

"Very distinct," Akuchi agreed. "Not sure what it was but it was very clearly located at that window seat."

He, of course, warmed up faster. He always did. Akuchi pulled Cyrille into his arms and there, that was better. So much better. The warmth, the strength of Akuchi's arms, the way that Cyrille could rest his cheek against Akuchi's shoulder and be tucked under Akuchi's chin. It was perfect.

Cyrille jerked and stepped back, heart pounding. He kept his hands on Akuchi's hips, staring at his shoulder. There was no way for Cyrille to stare over Akuchi's shoulder. He was a full foot taller than Cyrille and much broader. It would take a step stool for Cyrille to do what he had just done in the library.

"What?" Garnett asked.

"I… put my chin on Akuchi's shoulder," Cyrille whispered. He stared up into Akuchi's eyes as Akuchi stiffened and then nodded that he remembered it too. "I could do it easily. We were nearly the same height, me perhaps an inch or two shorter than Akuchi. I peeked between my eyelashes for something coming at us but there was nothing to see."

"I don't remember changing," Akuchi said. "I felt exactly like myself until the cold swept in. It was warm, sunny, the garden beyond."

"Sunny?" Cyrille asked. His voice cracked because he already knew what Garnett's rapidly tapped tattoos had to be telling him. "No, there was rain, Akuchi. Misty rain and grey skies. The entire library looked dim and washed out as soon as I stepped inside. I. It's taken me, hasn't it?"

Garnett's lips pressed together. He didn't reply but then he didn't need to. Cyrille could answer the question for him.

Whatever had taken over the library had already possessed Cyrille and there was no knowing what it would make him do.

 

+++

 

High King Truc Notariano stood at the window that overlooked the rose garden. His shoulders were as broad as Akuchi's, his hair as black. His fine silk shirt and heavily embroidered jacket sat elegantly on his shoulders, draping down to a waist still as trim as when he was Cyrille's age. He was, and apparently always would be, tall, muscular and perfect.

Cyrille had had such a crush on his cousin when he was young. It was embarrassing in retrospect. Akuchi was everything that Cyrille could ever want, his rough edges and 'imperfections' exactly what made Cyrille happiest. As was proper for a soulbonded mate.

And yet as Cyrille stood there, staring at his cousin's back, he felt the rise of that old crush in his breast. So ridiculous that he could be haunted by an emotion… 

Long gone.

"What?" Akuchi asked even though Truc had ordered everyone to silence.

"A thought, just now," Cyrille replied, ignoring both Truc's glower of disapproval and Xun's questioning hum. "One that I must discuss with my cousin privately. Somewhere else than here."

"This is where the problem is," Truc said. "It is best solved here."

"True," Cyrille agreed. He raised his chin, smiled that court-worthy smile that said 'of course you're are right' while shouting that 'you're an absolute idiot as I'm trying to save you embarrassment'.

Truc's glower was more of a scowl now. He had always hated to have things go in directions he had not ordained. When he waved the others off, it was so that they would get out of his way as he strode out of the library far faster than Cyrille's legs could easily keep up.

Oh yes. That was one of the things that had killed his crush all those years ago. Truc really was such a brat, throne notwithstanding. He turned to Xun, Garnett and Keanu who was studying him with worried eyes and showers of sparkles coming off his hands as he wrung them.

"Do keep studying the library," Cyrille said. "It's most definitely located in this area. And I would say that it's strongly linked to my cousin."

The courtiers gasped and babbled their worries, their fears, their ridiculous conspiracy theories. As if Cyrille would listen to them. He'd not listened to them when he was young. That wasn't going to change now. At least both Xun and Keanu had returned the instant Cyrille sent a message of his possession. He could trust them to handle this while he handled his cousin.

"Take them," Xun hooked a sour thumb at the gaggle of courtiers, "with you."

Cyrille grinned at her, achingly aware that Truc had to be far away by now. "If I did that then the conversation wouldn't be private, now would it?"

Both Xun and Garnett glared at him for that. Cyrille seized Akuchi's hand and hurried after Truc only to find him standing in the hallway with a puzzled frown. They stared at each other for a moment and then Truc walked onwards, far more slowly this time.

He'd waited. Or he'd realized that Cyrille hadn't run after him and then turned around and come back. Well. That was… interesting. Cyrille wasn't sure what to think of that but something inside of him thrilled at the thought that Truc had cared and waited for him.

It didn't feel like one of Cyrille's thoughts.

Or one of Akuchi's. Even less like Keanu's bright and cheerful thoughts. Cyrille shook his head.

"What?" Both Truc and Akuchi said at it at the same time. They glared at each other, too, prompting Cyrille to snort at them.

"It's odd but I've had so many people in my head for so long now that I'm rather acutely aware of this new presence in my mind," Cyrille explained. "The different texture to the thoughts is quite obvious. Handy in a way."

"Rather have whatever it is out of your head," Akuchi grumbled.

"Agreed," Cyrille said. 

He squeezed Akuchi's fingers and was rewarded with a wave of love and worry through their bond. Also with one of Akuchi's fleeting smiles. Truly, whatever this was, he could handle it as long as he had Akuchi by his side.

A wave of pure bitter jealousy swept through Cyrille. It made Akuchi stumble and stare at Cyrille. Truc stared as
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