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      These are the things Matt had planned to do last night once he’d arrived at Sean’s apartment: eat dinner, have a shower, maybe even enjoy a moment of intimacy. Most importantly though, Matt had wanted to tell Sean, “I love you.” Because after being away for a whole week in Flock to play his first flyball game of the season, Matt knew that’s how he felt. He loved Sean.

      However, instead of being able to share his feelings with Sean or do any of those other things, last night had ended like this: finding Sean and Stephanie in Sean’s kitchen, watching Elle almost die between them and hearing his nephew’s first cries. It’d been an emotional night for all of them; so much more so than what Matt had had planned; and he’d been okay with that right until the moment he’d witnessed Sean and Stephanie share a kiss, which couldn’t simply be written off as “just a kiss”.

      No, it’d been too intense for that.
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      Sean stepped from one stone paver to another, trying to avoid puddles as he went. They’d had so much rain these past few days, it surprised him Rozalie hadn’t somehow turned into one big puddle. Something about being elevated and on the incline of a hill probably had something to do with it, but still, they’d had a lot of rain — too much for Sean’s liking. He wasn’t used to it being this wet and cold so early in the season. Hawkes wasn’t like this in autumn. It was dry and tepid, with mostly sunny days. It certainly wasn’t a time when he was having to wear a thick woollen coat or opt for fur lined boots. One more week, he told himself, as he stepped onto the veranda of the Menlos’ cottage. Just one more week.

      Sean bravely pulled out a hand from his coat pocket and rapped his knuckle against the faded wooden door before him. It was well known throughout all of Salvaniah that Sean was leaving Rozalie to return to Hawkes at the end of the week, but it was only known by a few people what had kept him in Rozalie for so long.

      Sean smiled as he thought about Matt. They hadn’t seen each other in a week. Well, almost a week. They’d seen each other two nights ago when Elle had given birth to her baby boy, Adel, in Sean’s apartment, but that didn’t really count as they hadn’t properly seen each other. If Sean had had it his way, he would’ve seen Matt yesterday, but Matt hadn’t been up for it — something about recovering from the game and having to look after Kate. Sean had found it odd, but now that he was about to see Matt, all his worries were driven away by anticipation.

      The door before him creaked open and Sean eagerly tilted his head in search of a familiar pair of blue eyes, however, he was sourly disappointed to find a different pair of blue eyes instead.

      “Matt, there’s a prince on our doorstep!” Kate shouted over her shoulder.

      Sean cringed at the height of her pitch. If she had any idea how much effort he’d gone to to make this happen without anyone knowing, he was sure she’d think twice about shouting his whereabouts. Then again, maybe not. After he politely corrected her with the fact that he was “the” prince not “a” prince since there was only one of him, Kate’s eyes narrowed down on him like she wished he was dead. Sean had forgotten until now just how much she didn’t like him; and before he knew it, that door which he’d hoped would invite him out of the cold, was now closing in his face. Wait! I just … the door was saved by another hand.

      Sean waited to see who else was behind the door, but in truth he already knew. Still, nothing could prepare him for the moment when the door swung back and the pair of blue eyes Sean had initially been waiting to see were there, within his line of sight.

      “Sorry about that,” Matt said, giving Kate a stern look.

      Kate skulked away and Sean smiled. He wished beyond anything it was somehow appropriate for him to run up to this man and wrap his arms around him, but with everything going on in the world, it was even more prudent Sean kept his affections for Matt behind closed doors.

      “Do I need to promise them I won’t kill you or something?” Matt said, looking past Sean to the driveway behind him.

      Sean looked back to his small herd of centaur guards. They were eyeing Matt like he was some sort of deadly threat, which was pretty much the status quo for anyone who was near Sean these days. With the presumption of him becoming king soon, Sean’s security had turned into a storm which not even he knew how to control. “Let them suffer in wonder,” Sean uttered, stepping forward into the narrow hallway and waiting for Matt to swing the door closed. There wasn’t much natural light at this end of the hall, nor much room. Sean liked the latter part. Kiss me, Sean pleaded with his eyes, but it must’ve been too dark for Matt to see because he just stepped back and said, “Let me show you around.”

      Sean pouted to himself.

      “Kate’s room,” Matt said, pointing to the first door on his left. “Elle and Chris’s room.” Sean slowly followed, catching a glimpse of a small window and wardrobe and many hand-drawn pictures stuck to the walls in Kate’s room before moving onto Elle and Chris’s room, which by such point Matt was already pointing to his bedroom across the hall. “Bathroom.” Matt continued on, pointing to the room next to his. Sean, however, stayed where he was taking in the tininess and messiness of Matt’s room. Sean swore most of his walk-in robes were bigger than this room and had a better storage system in place, but never mind, everything in it spoke of Matt, and Sean so much wanted to lose himself in it.

      “Living room.” Matt indicated to some dark room at the end of the hallway before disappearing out of the hallway and into another room. Sean quickly followed in fear he might get lost only to find the room Matt had stepped into was a kitchen and had no other rooms leading from it. “And kitchen,” Matt announced, standing by a back door, which opened to a deck and back garden.

      Sean glanced around the space before them, but there was so much clutter across the kitchen table, which took up most of the space in the kitchen, he had a hard time focusing on anything.

      “It’s not usually this bad,” Matt said. “It’s just with Elle and Chris not here, things have sort of gone a bit mad.”

      “How is she?” Sean asked, eyeing off several gift baskets with soft toys, blankets, garments and everything else a baby could need.

      “Good,” Matt said, walking down towards the sink along the other side of the table. “But she’ll … they’ll all probably stay in the healing ward until the end of the week. They’re hoping by then Adel will have a bit more weight on him.”

      Adel had arrived in the world after a quick but rather intensive labour. It’d been a premature birth, but fortunately with no complications. “That’s good to hear,” Sean said, lost for a moment in a part of his brain that was still trying to make sense of that night. Most of it had become a blur and the things that stood out were moments he’d rather forget, so he parked it and buried it under other thoughts, like how much he’d missed this man before him. “I heard the game went well,” he said, as Matt filled up two glasses with water at the sink.

      “Yeah, it did.” Matt walked around the large table and offered Sean one of the glasses of water. Sean wasn’t thirsty, but he took one anyway, noting how Matt immediately stepped back once he did. They didn’t usually keep distance between them unless they were in public, and although they were still trying to keep their relationship from Matt’s family a secret, most of them weren’t here. That’s why Sean had come here today. It was the first time Sean could see Matt’s home without drawing too many questions from the family.

      “Are you ready for your last exam?” Sean asked, seeing several law books and a notebook with many handwritten study notes next to them on the table.

      “Mostly.” Matt moved towards the other end of the kitchen.

      “If you need help, you know I can always—”

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      Sean failed to withhold a frown. Yes, Matt was always touchy about getting help with his studies, but he usually wasn’t this abrupt. Is something going on Matt? They held each other’s gaze across the table, which almost seemed purposely placed between them. “Are we goo—” Sean started only to hear the floorboards creak behind him.

      “I’m hungry,” Kate announced from the doorway.

      “So?” Matt said with clear irritation in his voice.

      “So, I want something to eat,” Kate said, slightly more irritated.

      “Can’t it wait?”

      “Sure, it can wait, but if I pass out in a fit because I didn’t take my healing remedies because they require to be taken with food, it’s on you.”

      Matt let out a sigh. “Fine. I’ll make you some—”

      “Don’t say scrambled eggs.”

      Sean frowned. What was wrong with scrambled eggs?

      “Well, what else do you want?” Matt snapped.

      “I don’t know, just figure something out.” Kate turned away and Matt muttered a curse before picking up a mixing bowl by the sink. “Just give me a few minutes to sort this out and then we can talk,” he said over his shoulder.

      Sean got a sense by the tone of Matt’s voice that this was not a talk he was going to enjoy, so he looked towards the back door and wondered if he should just save himself the trouble and leave now. He didn’t particularly feel like standing here and waiting just to be told it was over between them, however, he also couldn’t figure out why that would be the case either. What have I done?

      You’re a prince, a voice in him said. Does he need more reason?

      Sean hated that voice because it held so much truth but …

      We’ve been going steady for three months now. There’d been no indication in Matt that he was sick of their relationship or the life Sean led before he left for Flock. In fact, Sean had been rather certain that they were both about ready to let down the last wall surrounding their hearts and share three little words. I love you. Maybe that was just me, Sean thought, still trying to figure out why Matt would suddenly want things to end between them.

      “Why don’t you take a seat?” Matt asked, again over his shoulder.

      Sean looked down at the closest chair tucked under the table littered with baby things. He didn’t really want to get any closer to those items. He was already having a hard enough time trying to forget about Arabella, his daughter, and all the other memories of her that Adel’s birth had brought up. However, since he was unable to make his feet take him through the back door, he did as Matt suggested; he took off his coat, hung it over the back of a chair, pulled it out and sat down to await his fate. “What are you making?” he asked, desperately trying to distract his thoughts from the possibility of a breakup and a daughter no one knew about it.

      Matt cracked an egg on the edge of a bowl, which looked like it might crack instead. “Scrambled eggs,” he said, without looking up.

      “I thought she said she didn’t want eggs.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s the only thing I know how to cook.” Matt disposed of the eggshell with a spell and picked up another egg.

      Sean was aware with Elle around, Matt had had little time in the kitchen to learn how to cook, and although Sean had said weeks ago, he’d teach Matt to cook, he’d yet to find the time for it. Running a country never did come without its trouble, which was especially true now that everyone knew Sean could be the ruler of their whole world very soon. “What else have you got beside eggs?”

      Matt looked around the kitchen and shrugged. “I don’t know, a bit of everything. It’s all been spelled to last until Elle gets back.”

      “What’s in the butchers paper?” Sean asked, noting a round mass of paper sitting in a ceramic bowl by the sink.

      “A fish.”

      “A fish?”

      “Yeah, I caught it yesterday.”

      “You had time to go fishing yesterday?”

      It was just a mindless question, more of a tease than anything, but the silence that followed made Sean wish he’d never asked.

      What have I done, Matt? Please, tell me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MATT

          

        

      

    

    
      How could Matt explain to Sean he had time to go fishing yesterday but not see him? Matt’s immediate response: I’ve got no fucking idea. His response after a couple of seconds’ thought: I’ve got no fucking idea. His response after what felt like the silence between him and Sean was about to eat them alive: I … Fuck, you’re an idiot.

      Sean stood up, and Matt prepared to watch Sean leave. It didn’t seem likely Sean was going to overlook this fact lightly — especially since Matt knew he’d made a poor attempt to pretend everything was fine between them — and yet, Sean didn’t grab for his coat hanging on the back of the chair.

      “It’s not exactly big,” Sean said, after peeking into the butchers paper.

      Matt didn’t know how to take that. He hadn’t expected Sean to criticise the fish he’d caught, especially when there was the opportunity to criticise him for going fishing at all. “The fish close to shore are usually young.”

      “So why not put it back?”

      Once again, Matt didn’t have an answer. Well, at least not one he was willing to share. Well maybe if you hadn’t kissed Steph, my mind would’ve been in a better headspace and I would’ve realised killing such a small fish served no one.

      “Do you have a cutting board?” Sean asked more gently.

      To that, Matt could at least answer. He found a cutting board by a stack of cooking books on the other side of the kitchen while Sean washed his hands. Once the cutting board was laid out on the counter, Sean went to the knife block by the woodfire stove and began sliding in and out all the knives until he found a deboning knife; upon returning to the cutting board with said deboning knife, he then carefully picked up the fish from the butchers paper and placed it on the cutting board where he set to work on cleaning the fish like a pro.

      Matt watched on as confused as he was amazed. “You know, it seems uncanny, being a vegetarian, that you know how to clean a fish.”

      “All my family eats meat,” Sean said, keeping his gaze on the fish.

      “So, they made you learn how to prepare and cook meat?”

      “No, but Ma made sure all of us kids learnt how to cook. She didn’t want us to rely on someone to feed ourselves or enjoy a good meal.”

      “Sounds like I need to spend some time with her,” Matt muttered, readjusting his leaning position against the counter and looking out at the mess on his family’s kitchen table.

      “You could,” Sean said. “I’m leaving for Hawkes at the end of this week and I’m going to visit them in the Lake Region for a few days.”

      Matt frowned back at Sean. Surely, you’re not inviting me?

      “I was going to ask whether you wanted to come before you left for Flock, but I didn’t want to distract you from the game.”

      Matt studied Sean, not knowing what to say, which, if he was honest, had been his problem all morning. He didn’t know what he’d expected from Sean coming here, but it certainly hadn’t been for him to act so normal.

      “It’d also be a good opportunity for you to see what it’s like to work for me,” Sean added. “You could shadow me or at least someone on my team while we’re in Hawkes and get some real experience before submitting your intern application.”

      The two kept their eyes on each other, but Matt just couldn’t find anything to say. Not with the image of Sean kissing Stephanie still running vividly through his mind. Why are you doing this? How can you be pretending that kiss didn’t happen? Yes, they had an agreement between them whereby Sean could sleep with other people for work reasons, but Stephanie wasn’t work. She was his ex and by law he was forbidden to have anything to do with her. “Elle’s just had Adel and I’m going to be Kate’s only carer for a little while. I can’t just leave them.”

      “I can hire someone to take care of Kate.”

      “A healer isn’t going to stop her from dying.”

      “Magic can keep her alive. If her health declines that rapidly, she can be held in a life support chamber.”

      “That shit is fucking expensive.” Matt had looked into those options before; he hated leaving for his flyball games thinking Kate might not be here when he got back. Fortunately, the games were the only reason he ever left Rozalie and they were relatively short trips.

      “It’s not expensive for me,” Sean said deliberately.

      Matt’s jaw muscle flexed. Such a rich man’s response. “Does Chace know you’re making this offer?”

      “Chace isn’t the one who has to agree to this, only you.”

      Matt laughed. He didn’t particularly like Sean’s primary advisor, and for once he was happy to admit Chace didn’t particularly like him either. “If Chace doesn’t approve of this, you know it’s never going to happen.”

      “I will deal with Chace,” Sean said firmly. “What I need to know, is whether you’re interested.”

      I’m not, Matt thought instantly, but instead of finding it in him to tell Sean that, he looked for another reason as to why he couldn’t go. “I’m coaching the children’s flyball holiday program over the break and I already told Chris I would take care of the pegasuses too.”

      Lines of irritation bled over Sean’s face. “I can take care of that too, Matt.”

      I saw you kiss her. The words were right there ready to come out, but Matt couldn’t say them. He simply wasn’t ready to have the discussion that would follow; the one that would determine whether there was anything left between them.

      “I missed you.”

      Sean looked puzzled for a moment and that was fair, Matt hadn’t meant to utter those words and it was completely off track to what they’d been discussing; however, beyond stressing about what that kiss had meant, it was the next biggest feeling inside of him.

      “I missed you too,” Sean said sincerely.

      Once again, Matt didn’t know what to do, but he wished so much he could rewrite history and stop himself from stepping up to the ajar door of the room Elle and Chris had been doting on Adel in. If he could do that, he could save himself from seeing Sean kissing Stephanie in the hallway. Maybe to some that wouldn’t be the solution — ideally, to most, Sean wouldn’t kiss Stephanie at all — but for Matt, he'd rather just not know it had happened because then he wouldn’t be stuck wondering: Why? Why did you kiss her? His ex had cheated on him plenty of times, but Matt had always known why. Sean, on the other hand, had no good reason. Except maybe one. He wasn’t over Stephanie like he’d thought.

      Sean laid down the fish, washed his hands again, and while drying his hands on a tea towel, gave Matt a look that told Matt what was coming even before Sean threw down the tea towel and took a step towards him. Matt could’ve easily said, “No,” — Sean wouldn’t push his boundaries —but he’d also missed this, them, so much, Matt couldn’t resist opening his arms up to Sean to see if they could be the same as they were before he’d left for his game.

      “Fuck, you’re hard,” Matt whispered, feeling the front of Sean’s pants pressing into him.

      “What’d you expect? It’s been over a week.”

      Stephanie and the other night flashed through Matt’s mind so fast, he didn’t have a chance to stop it. You didn’t sleep with her? It seemed the most obvious outcome after he’d watched them sneak into a room together with their lips glued to each other. Two people didn’t do that just to keep kissing.

      “What’s wrong?” Sean asked, pulling his head back.

      “Nothing,” Matt lied, his thoughts promptly returning to the present. He only became aware he’d stopped kissing Sean then, and although he tried to rectify that immediately, Sean resisted.

      “Are we okay?”

      Matt opened his mouth to say, “Of course, we’re fine,” but lying had never come easily to him and two lies in a row was just pushing his margins too far.

      Sean immediately began to pull away, and although Matt tried to coerce Sean not to, another voice interrupted them.

      “How long does it take to cook scrambled eggs?”

      Slowly, both men turned their attention to the unexpected voice.

      “You said you didn’t want scrambled eggs?” Matt stepped in front of Sean. He didn’t know why he did that; Kate was unlikely to throw a fit at him for kissing a man in their kitchen — unlike Elle.

      “Yeah, but you don’t know how to cook anything else,” Kate said.

      “I’m cooking you something else,” Sean said. He was trying to hide his annoyance, but Matt could hear it in his voice. Unlike the incident with the fish, Matt knew he couldn’t expect Sean to let the kissing incident slide so easily.

      “Oh, yeah and what’s that?” Kate asked sceptically.

      “Fish omelette,” Sean said.

      “That sounds gross.”

      “Kate!” Matt scolded, but Kate just shrunk back down the hallway.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Matt said upon Sean reaching for the bowl of eggs he’d cracked earlier.

      “She’ll hate me more if I don’t,” Sean said, rummaging through the jars of herbs and spices next to the stovetop.

      “She doesn’t hate you,” Matt denied.

      Sean shot Matt a look. Yes, she does.

      Matt didn’t bother arguing the point. Sean was right, and they both knew it.

      “How long has she known about us?” Sean asked, seasoning the eggs.

      “What?” Matt said, plainly confused.

      “Kate. How long has she known about us being together?”

      “I don’t know. Why do you ask?”

      “She’s not on the list of people who know.”

      Matt had to think for a moment. He knew what Sean was talking about — a list Sean’s team kept of people who knew about their relationship — but how Kate had escaped from being on that list, Matt couldn’t figure out until he remembered the night Kate had confessed to knowing about them.

      “You realise this only works if my team knows everyone who knows about us,” Sean said, giving the eggs a good whisk. “They work their butts off to …” Matt didn’t need the lecture. He knew how hard Sean’s team worked to keep anyone from suspecting more was going on between them. Thanks to their efforts, not even Elle knew about their relationship and she’d been popping in and out of Sean’s apartment almost as much as Matt. “… ensure no one else finds out. Does anyone else you know, know?”

      Matt shook his head. “No.”

      Sean stopped whisking and studied Matt, and Matt knew Sean was trying to find a lie, but there wasn’t one. Kate was the only person who knew.

      Sean went back to prepping the omelette — this time by cutting up the fish — but Matt could see the frustration in Sean’s actions that his words would otherwise not speak. Matt wanted to apologise; he didn’t want Sean to think he didn’t take keeping their relationship private seriously, but he also couldn’t talk about the night Kate had disclosed her knowledge of their relationship. Matt’s ex had raped him that night, and no one knew the details of that night except Kate.

      Sean seasoned the sliced fish and Matt turned his attention back to the messy table as music began blasting from the other end of the cottage. ‘How You Get the Girl’ by Taylor Swift had wormed itself so deeply into Matt’s subconscious, he’d probably recognise it from his grave, but for once it was a welcomed distraction.

      “How was your week?” Matt asked, once Sean had added butter to a hot pan. ‘How You Get the Girl’ was on its fourth repeat by now and Sean’s physical motions no longer suggested he wanted to punch something — more specifically, him, Matt.

      “It was fine,” Sean said, beginning the process of cooking the fish in batches.

      “Fine as in everything was fucked like usual or fine as in everything was more fucked than usual?”

      “More,” Sean said simply.

      Matt didn’t need to ask what “more” meant. He was well aware by now that the more fucked up weeks were the weeks where Sean had to dodge more talk than usual about the King of Assarmie’s expected death and/or him becoming King. Sean hated talk of King in either circumstance, so much so, Matt had started thinking of King as the “K” word no one could talk about. Still, Matt almost said that while he’d been in Flock, no one had been able to talk about anything else, until he figured adding fuel to Sean’s fire in his own home was about the stupidest thing he could do.

      “Do the polls look any better?” Matt asked.

      Sean shook his head.

      The polls Matt was referring to were in relation to Sean’s popularity as a ruler in various parts of the country. Naturally, in the kingdoms he already reigned over, his favour was high, but in the two regions he did not, his favour was low. It wasn’t anything new or Sean’s fault. The leader of Assarmie, Lord Cyrus, had done well to make the people in the two regions he ruled, think for years Sean was the worst thing to ever walk this country’s surface.

      The problem was, Cyrus wasn’t really a leader, he was a caretaker, appointed into the role of leadership by the King of Assarmie, and once the King died, Cyrus’s position would be made redundant. But because there was no one else within Assarmie’s royal family to take over, Sean would have the right to their regions. Stephanie had been Assarmie’s heir, but they’d pissed her off so much she wanted nothing to do with them or her title. Some spoke in hope of her coming back, but anyone who knew Stephanie knew that wasn’t going to happen. Besides, Sean had been destined to rule over all of Salvaniah since he was born. It’s why his title was Prince of Salvaniah instead of Prince of Triology Ridge, and why most — the sane ones — welcomed Sean as a leader to rule their whole country. A divided dual rulership had run their country into the ground more than any of the multi-rulership’s their country had experienced. No, the people and beings of Salvaniah did not know what their world would look like under one ruler and kingdom, but at this point, most didn’t seem to think it could be any worse than what they had, especially, if the only alternative was war, which is the only alternative Assarmie kept bringing to the table.

      The threat of war had been lingering on Salvaniah’s doorstep for years, but now it was pounding loudly on their door thanks to Assarmie. We shall not accept you as our king! their knocks said to Sean and anyone else who cared to listen. So, now talk of war was at an all-time high. Everyone was preparing for it, even though no one knew exactly how to do that. Most, Matt had observed, seemed to find talking about it a great help, but Matt had found that plain exhausting, especially when no one knew whether Sean was going to take the title of King.

      Sean hadn’t said a word about his intentions to anyone, which no one was very pleased about. However, no one was willing to openly criticise him for it either. The newspapers kept running articles about it, and though their words had got a bit pointy in suggesting Sean should say something, even they weren’t thick enough to get on Sean’s wrong side right now.

      “Would you mind getting two plates and forks?” Sean asked.

      Matt looked over to the pan, surprised to see the fish cooked into the seasoned egg batter and flipped halfway over into a very nice-looking omelette.

      “Sure.” Matt found the plates and forks and brought them over to Sean, who served half of the omelette on each plate. Matt didn’t question until that moment why he’d brought over two plates. Who was the other part of the omelette for?

      “Enjoy,” Sean said, taking one of the plates and forks from Matt.

      For a moment, Matt couldn’t understand why Sean was walking away with a plate of food. Are you leaving and taking a snack with you? But then he remembered Kate at the other end of the cottage. “I can take it to her!” he called, but Sean had already disappeared down the hallway.

      Fuck’s sake. The first time Sean and Kate had talked, Kate had got shot by an arrow. The second time they’d talked, Sean had given Kate a vial of poison should she need to end her life because her Time Warp Disease (TWD) diagnosis got the best of her, and the third time, which was most recently this morning, had resulted in a door almost being slammed in Sean’s face.

      Matt strained to hear what might be happening at the other end of the cottage, but over lyrics about putting broken hearts back together and waiting around forever, Matt had no chance of hearing what storm might be brewing.

      He sat down and placed his plate down on the edge of the table, but he didn’t do much more than pick at his omelette as his thoughts swirled around Sean and what Stephanie could possibly mean to him. Naturally, he didn’t come up with any new answers, but he did end up doing more than just pick at the omelette. After a nibble, and discovering it tasted much better than what a fish omelette sounded like it should, the omelette quickly disappeared.

      You idiot, he thought, staring down at the empty plate. He wasn’t supposed to be eating right now — it was too early for lunch and he’d already had breakfast.

      Get rid of it. Now. Some voice in him said.

      Matt really wanted to ignore that voice. He hated throwing up, and he was still recovering from the game so technically he could do with a bit of extra food, but keeping his weight under control always took priority.

      Pushing himself up to his feet, Matt headed to the bathroom only to find Sean leaning against the wall next to Stephanie’s door — the only room Matt hadn’t pointed out in his tour of their home.

      “Hey, is everything okay?” Matt rushed up to Sean.

      Sean didn’t meet Matt’s gaze but shoved himself off the wall. “I’ve got to go.”

      What? Why? “Did Kate say something?” Matt glanced towards Kate’s closed door, which frankly Matt was glad was closed even if closed doors were against their home rules.

      Sean shook his head. “No, but she’s had lunch and taken her remedies.”

      Matt was sceptical an interaction between them could go so simply, but Sean wasn’t giving anything to suggest something else had happened. “Has someone from your team contacted you? Has the King of Assarmie died?”

      Sean shot Matt a warning look and Matt was reminded of his error. No “K” word. “No, nothing like that, but I’ve got work that needs to be done.”

      Matt slightly dropped his shoulders. Sean was always working these days. Ever since the King of Assarmie’s poor health had made the news, his days had grown longer and their time together limited. Matt hadn’t complained; he knew this was a difficult time but they also hadn’t seen each other in a week and … he kissed Stephanie two nights ago. Matt’s shoulders dropped that little bit more; he just couldn’t make sense of what he wanted.

      “Come and see me before I leave if you have time.” Sean reached for the front door handle. “Or better yet, want to.”

      Those last words served Matt with a deeper chill than the fresh air that blew in after Sean opened the front door. You know we’re done.

      Of course he knows. He’s not an idiot!

      Matt wasn’t so sure about that, because when Sean looked back he didn’t look guilty or like he held any remorse, he just looked confused.

      You know something is up, but you don’t know why.

      How can you not join the dots? Matt wanted to shout.

      “Would you mind getting my coat?” Sean asked.

      Matt frowned, trying to recall where Sean had left his coat before going to pick it up from the back of one of the kitchen chairs. As he walked back with it in his hands, he tried to figure out once more what he wanted: for Sean to stay or to go.

      In the end, he passed Sean his coat, but he didn’t immediately let go.

      Please don’t leave. Don’t leave me for her.
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      Laying on Stephanie’s bed and trying to read a book under the Menlos’ roof was a challenge at the best of times. With the floorboards acknowledging everyone’s movements, Elle banging pots and pans, Kate playing music, Matt dumping books and Chris shouting about flyball training tactics — most of which were directed at Matt — from another room, it was rare that there was a long enough peaceful moment for Sean to get lost in a novel for even one page.

      After two-and-half years, he’d mostly gotten used to it, so this morning with Kate playing her music and Matt and his other self at the other end of the cottage cooking something that smelt a lot like a fish omelette, he hadn’t been too distracted, but when he heard the front door slam and the wall next to Stephanie’s door thump like it had been punched, Sean’s ears perked up.

      “Fuck it,” Matt swore, stomping down the hallway towards the kitchen.

      What have you done? Sean knew only he, his other self, could’ve caused such a reaction out of Matt. Matt wasn’t one to physically lash out; Sean could count on one hand how many times he’d witnessed Matt ever doing so over the many years they’d been together; and most of those times, if not all those times, it’d been due to him toying with that man’s heart beyond a threshold it could handle. Can you just love the guy and stop being such a pain in the arse?

      Unfortunately, Sean knew this time of their lives wasn’t exactly like that. In saying that, however, he’d also been cooped up in Stephanie’s room for so many weeks, he couldn’t say exactly why on this occasion Matt would be so upset. It didn’t help that he’d rarely seen Stephanie these last few weeks — she was the one who usually kept him up to date on things. I really should go and find out what she’s up to.

      Placing the book down, Sean sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed, which was right about the time Matt shouted, “Turn it off!”

      ‘How You Get the Girl’ came to a sudden stop.

      Sean breathed in the silence of the cottage, waiting to see what would happen next, but oddly this turned out to be one of those rare moments when peace and quiet extended beyond the length it would take one to read a page from a novel. Where is everyone else? Sean had no answers, but he knew Matt usually only asked Kate to turn off her music when he was studying, and that he only studied in the kitchen when Elle wasn’t here. Where is Elle?

      Sean realised he hadn’t heard Elle in the cottage for the last two days, nor had he heard much of Chris. He tried to think why that may be until he remembered Matt and Kate talking about Adel last night. So many memories trickled back from that one name, including the one he knew was plaguing Matt’s mind.

      It’s not you, it’s me. Sean would so much like to go out and tell Matt that, but Matt couldn’t know about him yet; it’d ruin the timeline.

      Besides, Matt would soon learn just how much he, Sean, was the problem, or more like, a man with a great deal of problems. One of which was to try to stop a madman from killing them all.
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      Not for the first time, Lucus considered the five banners across the wall of his ruined great hall and asked himself what would’ve happened if he’d made different choices. And by different choices, he meant in which order he’d killed the royal family. At the time, the order he’d done things had made sense, but hindsight was a lovely thing, and now Lucus couldn’t help but wonder if he had done things differently would he still be in the position he was now; dealing with a mutant (the princess) who ruled over more of the elements than him; stuck waiting for yet another royal bastard to die (the King of Assarmie); and trying to figure out how to end the line that carried the element of earth (the Queen of Assarmie).

      Should he have gotten rid of the element of earth first? Maybe.

      But at the time, the element of earth had been of no consequence to him. He couldn’t, nor ever would be able to control it, and since he had the other three elements of power, he never thought getting rid of it would be that difficult.

      Damn that family, he thought, staring at Assarmie’s red, purple and gold banner before him, which had an emblem of two hands clasping an orb. If he was honest, he wasn’t too fond of the bare silver tree on a dark green background that made up Triology Ridge’s banner either. Yes, the family that now ruled that kingdom (the Matthews) weren’t the original family line, which meant they didn’t hold any elemental power so they were of no threat to Lucus; but again, he couldn’t help but wonder if his situation would be better if they were gone too.

      You know what, I should’ve just killed them all, Lucus thought, considering the other three banners hanging on the wall for Heath Springs, Mox Lake and Eastlake Ridge. In one big bang. Never mind that that would’ve shortened Lucus’s life because it was by their magic he’d lived to be over three hundred years old, at least by now he could say he’d ruled the world, changed it and was now remembered for giving Salvaniah a new way of life — where magic ruled and was the foundation of class not the pathetic little shiny coins that only the highest class had access to.

      At least I’d have something to show for myself by now, Lucus thought, turning away from the banners and considering the ruined great hall before him. Most of the time he didn’t mind living like this — in a ruined castle — far out of reach in the Outlands Region, but lately it was starting to grind at him. I’ve been waiting too long. That was perhaps that biggest oversight in his plans — how long he would have to wait for them to come to pass. Mind you, they’d all be done by now if it wasn’t for the wench.

      Lucus’s nails dug into his palms, thinking once more of the princess. She was his biggest obstacle in all this, and his problem was, even after all this time, he still didn’t know how to get rid of her. Oh yes, he had some ideas. One in particular that he thought might work well, but it frustrated him to no end that he didn’t know if it’d turn out to be enough to destroy her. Stupid wench, he thought again, stepping towards the frosted windows on the other side of the hall.

      Lucus considered the white blanket of snow before him with twigs sticking out between its mound; that’s all that was left of the forest that had slowly been moving towards his castle. It still confounded him how trees could move around like they had legs, but he’d taken care of them with the help of the element of fire.

      Lucus smiled to himself, remembering the fire storm that had burnt them all. It was the first time in a long time he’d been able to use his magic like that, and, oh, how good it had felt to do it. Lucus almost wished the trees would hurry up and grow back just so that he could do it all again.

      This is pathetic, he thought, after he’d caught himself squinting out at the landscape in hope of seeing a piece of greenery. He didn’t think it acceptable that his daily entertainment should involve wanting to burn down trees when there was an entire country out there to be overruled.

      Abandoning the window swiftly, he took a seat in his faded throne chair by the fire; however, once he was there, he couldn’t say he was any clearer on what it was he was supposed to do. He couldn’t do anything to make his plans come to life; he was stuck waiting no matter what he did.

      Staring into the flames in the fireplace before him, Lucus wished it’d give him an answer. But there was nothing, not even a whisper or mutter from another fireplace. The flames were just crackling and hissing like a normal fire. Is anything interesting going to happen today? A rustle in the shadows of the corner of the room gave hope.

      “What did you see?” Lucus called in the direction of the corner.

      “You,” the seer said with a cough.

      “And what was I doing?”

      “I can’t really say.”

      “Because you couldn’t see clearly?”

      “No, I saw you clearly, but you were different.”

      “Different how?”

      Another cough rung through the air. “Younger.”

      Lucus frowned, how am I younger in the future?

      “What else?”

      “Nothing,” the seer croaked.

      “Nothing?”

      “Like I said, it was hard to see.”

      “Then I suggest you get back to it.”

      “I’m hungry.”

      “You just ate this morning.”

      “That food was made out of magic. It might as well have been air.”

      Lucus pressed his lips together. That food wasn’t air. But trying to explain that to someone who’d been made to believe magic wasn’t capable of sustaining someone wasn’t worth Lucus’s time. “You said I was younger. Was I with anyone?”

      A long silence followed before the seer eventually coughed out, “Yes.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know, but you seemed to look up to him.”

      Lucus rubbed his forehead. Why was the gift of foresight so vague?

      “He wore robes like the Guardian priests used to back in the day.”

      Lucus squeezed his eyes shut, trying to make sense of what the seer was saying. Why would I ever look up to a Guardian priest? Lucus would never, ever do such a thing because once he had and it had … Lucus reopened his eyes, fear trickling through him like ice cold water. “I was younger in this vision, wasn’t I?”

      “Yes, I told you that.”

      Lucus looked back into the flames, anger bubbling inside of him.

      “The robes the priest wore were a dark maroon, with a gold trim,” the seer said. “And when he smiled at you, it was like he thought the sun rose and set on your shoulders.”

      “Is that really the best you can do?” Lucus snarled. “The sun rose and set on your shoulders?”

      “I’m not a poet.”

      “No, and you’re not much of a seer either,” Lucus spat, swiping his hand towards the fire and stealing from it a ball of flame, which he sent directly to the corner. Why should Lucus care if the seer burnt to death? At least then his past would burn away with him.
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      Stephanie lined up the tip of her arrow with the bullseye on the trunk of the tree and for the first time allowed herself to think of him: the one who’d kissed her a few nights ago.

      Maybe if it’d just been his lips touching hers like they’d done so several times in the past, she could forget about it and move on. But his hands had roamed all over her body and his desire, which seemed to have matched hers, had fuelled the craving within her to fill her body with life. For that’s what she wanted after assisting Elle with Adel’s birth. To create a life so small she could hold it in her arms but feel the weight of its love crush against her heart.

      How do they do that? Those small things with their wrinkly arms and legs, curled-up fingers and toes, buttery soft skin and fuzzy hair. How do they have that power? As a trained healer, Stephanie was aware of the hormones that helped a mother love her child no matter what it came out looking like, however, she hadn’t had any of that and she’d still been besotted by this baby.

      I don’t even like babies, she thought. I’ve never cared for them. And yet, her desire to have one had not shifted. Why? she wanted to cry. Why?

      She tried to tell herself that she was too young. That at nineteen she should be exploring and wanting other things but … we always want what we can’t have. That was the cruel truth, and what was even crueller is that that voice she heard saying those words wasn’t even hers but his.

      The smallest of tears trickled from her right eye as she squinted at the tip of the arrow and imagined him standing there in front of the bullseye. She relaxed her fingers at the end of a deep exhalation and the arrow flew through the air. Of course, it hit its mark right on the bullseye, however, the tree didn’t bleed like she would’ve liked to have watched Sean bleed. Instead, she felt the tree hurting, which just added to her pain. Even a shallow wound like the tip of an arrow could make a tree cry. No one heard it, of course, but as anyone with feelings would know, you don’t have to be crying aloud to feel hurt inside.

      Stephanie waved her hand to make the arrow disappear and the divot in the bark heal over. Wish my pain would go away so easily, she thought, feeling the tree ease as she turned away.

      “You’re not pleased?”

      Stephanie paused and looked up at Imogen, the leader of the Woodland elves, standing with her right leg propped on a fallen log. Very few people could sneak up on Stephanie, but Imogen was such a person. “Am I ever?”

      Imogen smiled as she stepped over the log and flung her dark braids behind her. “Perhaps not, but you’re usually happier than this.”

      “I’m fine.” Stephanie lied.

      “What’s he done now?” Imogen said in a knowing voice.

      “I … nothing.” Stephanie tried to deny.

      Imogen smiled as she reached for a bow and arrow from the stand despite not at all looking dressed for an archery practice in high leather brown boots and a short, knitted kaftan. “You’re only ever this way when he’s done something.”

      Stephanie rolled her eyes and stepped forward to put her bow back only to have an arrow shoot right in front of her face. Stephanie stopped and looked from it, the arrow, now sticking out of a tree to Imogen. “That could’ve got me!”

      “But it didn’t because I’m brilliant.”

      “You’re dangerous, that’s what you are.” Stephanie stepped forward and put her bow back.

      “And yet you keep coming back.”

      Stephanie paused again.

      “Maybe it’s your taste in people that’s the problem.” Imogen teased.

      Stephanie knew Imogen wasn’t referring to herself but Sean, however, rather than have that discussion it was easier to turn away. Stephanie was good at that — leaving — Sean had made her become an expert at it after an incident in a courtroom three years ago where he’d put her in a position that had made her run to the other side of the country. Yes, he’d eventually caught up to her in Rozalie, but out here in the woods on the Great Dividing Range, he didn’t stand a chance.

      “You can’t keep running!” Imogen called. “Soon enough you’ll run out of places to run to.”

      Not with my powers, Stephanie thought, but deep down she knew Imogen was right, because she wasn’t the only one with the magical ability to disappear and reappear wherever she pleased. Sure, she might be the only one who could windfly, but there were other magical ways of getting around, and there was another version of Sean, who had such an ability. Fuck you, Time.

      If Stephanie was going to be mad at one version of Sean, she might as well be mad at the other. She certainly had enough anger to share between them both.

      “Why are you being so shy to admit what he’s done?” Imogen asked. “You’re usually very outspoken when he’s done something wrong.”

      “He hasn’t done anything,” Stephanie turned around and said.

      Imogen smiled again. “Our prince is capable of many things but doing nothing isn’t one of them. Especially when it comes to you.”

      Stephanie clenched her teeth. She hated that, how loyal Imogen could sound to Sean. Then again, that’s where Imogen’s loyalties would always lie. The survival of her race depended on it. “Oh, I don’t know, there are a lot of problems in our country he hasn’t bothered to do anything about. Like the situation with expanding your village.”

      “Wow. You really are mad at him, aren’t you?”

      Stephanie looked confused.

      “You’re trying to pitch my problems against him, that says a lot.”

      Stephanie sighed towards the ground. “He should give you more land.”

      “Yes, he should,” Imogen agreed, putting her bow back, “but he’s also busy doing other things.”

      “Is that what you’re going to say to him when you meet with him next week? That it’s okay he hasn’t addressed your issues because he’s been busy?”

      “Of course not.” Imogen slowly stepped towards Stephanie. “But that’s my problem not yours and right now we’re talking about yours.”

      “No, you’re talking about mine. I’m leaving.”

      “Which has never done you any good. You can’t run from him. You know that. He’s everywhere in this country. In the wind, rain, earth and—”

      “I rule the four elements, not him.”

      “Exactly. And it’s through you his presence resides. Your powers are tied to your feelings for him.”

      “No,” Stephanie denied. “I’ve grown out of that. He doesn’t—”

      “Then why has there been a storm hanging over my village these last few days? This is the season of crisp air and leaves, with winds that suggest change, not stormy skies with an air that clings all day to the skin.”

      “Okay, I’ll just leave then, and then you can have your crisp air and leaves.”

      “But the storm will follow you wherever you go.”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t bother me.”

      “Doesn’t it?” Imogen gave another knowing grin.

      Stephanie shook her head in agitation. “What else would you have me do? Like really? What do you want from me?”

      “To fight.”

      “What?”

      “Fight whatever you’re feeling so you can get over it and move on, because as long as you’re preoccupied with the fight inside of you, you’re not capable of protecting the people of this country, including me and my people.”

      Stephanie opened her mouth, but for once she had nothing to say.

      “You’ve spoken of your anger because he won’t start this war and yet you yourself are so preoccupied with your own problems, you don’t do anything to assist it either.”

      “I have done things.”

      “Oh, like what?” Imogen’s long, dark elf ears pointed straight up.

      Stephanie stammered to answer. “I … I’ve formed a kinship with you.”

      “He already has that.”

      “Yes, but I’ve got the dwarves and the wild centaurs and …”

      “Nothing’s on paper.”

      “Paper doesn’t mean anything!”

      “In his world it does.”

      “This war isn’t going to be fought on paper! It’s going to be fought with weapons and magic and people’s lives. He doesn’t have enough of that!”

      “And nor do you. In fact, you don’t even govern any lives, so I’d say he’s got more than you, especially considering he also owns most of the land in this country.” What do you want from me? Stephanie wanted to say again, but before she could Imogen added, “You want to criticise him, fine. But you can’t change him, only yourself. So, if I were you, I’d focus on the things that you can do and not worry about him.”

      I can’t just forget him, Stephanie thought, not when there’s a version of him occupying my bedroom. But it wasn’t an explanation she could share; and she hated that. She was so tired of doing this man the service of keeping his secret, when she in return got nothing from him.

      “Stay until tomorrow,” Imogen said, heading off towards a narrow dirt path. “You look like you could do with a party.”

      I don’t feel like attending a party, Stephanie thought, watching as Imogen walked back to her village situated high in the treetops of the most magnificent trees anyone had ever seen.

      Unfortunately, due to the lack of space and recent growth of her tribe, there was also now a maze of tents at the base of the trees with campfires and small plotted gardens. It wasn’t ideal. The elves in tents were more exposed to the elements than those in the treetops, and although Stephanie had done everything she could to protect them with spells, they still weren’t completely safe. Ultimately, they needed more land that held large enough trees so that they could expand their tree-like village, but they needed Sean’s permission to do that.

      Stephanie’s anger flared once more thinking about that man. While the elves were risking their lives living at the base of the trees, Sean and his people continued to live comfortably until they decided which lands the elves could take. It wasn’t fair; the system didn’t work, which was why Stephanie didn’t want any part of it.

      Screw this, Stephanie thought, determined to leave only to hear something move fast through the forest’s undergrowth. Quickly, her eyes followed the trail of swooshing ferns, but before she could make out what was coming, Ronan appeared. “Oh, it’s just you,” she said, slightly relieved.

      “You were expecting someone else?” he asked.

      “No, just … perhaps … something bigger.”

      Ronan smiled cheekily before whistling. Something bounded through the forest and a few seconds later a reddish-brown wolf appeared.

      Ah, that would explain it, Stephanie thought, looking down at Summer.

      “You’re not usually so easy to startle, Princess,” Ronan said. “Is there something on your mind?”

      Stephanie forced a smile. “I assure you it’s nothing important.”

      “You’re wrong there,” he said.

      Stephanie frowned.

      “You’ve got one of the most important minds in this world,” he said. “Whatever troubles you, trouble us all.”

      Stephanie’s frown changed to a genuine smile. Ronan always spoke like this — in this charming, endearing way, which could make anyone turn giddy inside. Stephanie hated it and loved it at the same time. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      “No doubt,” Ronan said.

      A foolish smile swept across Stephanie’s face. He reminded Stephanie so much of Matt because he had the same effect on her too, or at least used to. Stephanie hadn’t seen much of Matt lately. She hadn’t been home often and whenever she had he hadn’t been around. He’d gotten close to Sean, she knew, they’d become best friends; she’d never pictured Matt doing that, becoming friends with the man who’d almost ruined her life. She’d always thought Matt was in her corner, but that was the thing about politics, people changed sides very easily.

      “Imogen just headed back to the village,” she said, knowing Ronan was probably looking for her being as he was one of her chief advisors.

      “Then I shall leave you in peace.” Ronan bowed and walked down the path with Summer running along beside him. He smiled over his shoulder at her, and Stephanie looked away with warm cheeks, which unfortunately reminded her once more of the other night with Sean. He’d made her flush like that, all over her body, and it’d been divine, until it hadn’t.

      Stephanie shook her head to herself. She couldn’t even say why Sean’s rejection of her the other night stunned her so much; she really thought she’d be used to it by now after he’d rejected her in front of the world three years ago. Do you really expect him to act any different behind closed doors? The answer was foolishly, yes, because once upon a time he had. And in a way, was still doing so. She and Time hadn’t exactly been celibate these last two-and-half years while he’d been residing in her room, which perhaps was what confused her the most. How could one version of him reject her and the other not? What am I missing?
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      The carriage jostled and Matt’s head lazily came up from the padded carriage wall. He didn’t know how long he’d been asleep but judging by the stretch of farmland on the other side of the window, he’d say not long enough. It was the exact same landscape he’d been gazing at earlier this morning.

      With a sigh, he rested his head back against the wall, willing the smooth lull of the carriage to drift him back to sleep, but there were just too many protests coming from his cramped, aching body. After spending three days in this carriage without stopping to get out and stretch, Matt was about ready to suggest they walk the rest of the way to Hawkes. It surely can’t be much further, he thought, stretching his feet towards the other side of the carriage where Sean was sitting on another dark green velvet bench with his back up against the carriage wall and a file about goodness-knows-what resting on his knees. Matt didn’t know how Sean did it, looking so comfortable and getting work done. Matt had tried to focus on some of his studies on the first day of their journey but had given up after an hour or so. Not that Matt was sure he could blame that entirely on the carriage. His mind was like glue after all the studying he’d crammed in for his last exam. It was part of the reason, he suspected, he’d changed his mind about this trip — he wasn’t thinking straight — otherwise he had no real explanation as to why he was here.

      Sean had looked about as confused as Matt had felt after he’d blurted out that he was coming. He’d even asked Matt, “What made you change your mind?” which was a bit awkward to answer because nothing really had. “I don’t want to miss you,” Matt had said, which wasn’t a lie. He had been dreading the idea of Sean leaving, because he still didn’t want things to end between them. “We just spent a week apart. I don’t want to have to do that again.” Sean had appeared convinced, and Matt had unexpectedly come to feel a great sense of relief in being able to drop his obligations with the pegasuses, the children’s flyball holiday program and even to escape his family. Adel had come home with Elle and Chris the day before he’d left, and just from that short time, Matt had learnt how much space a baby took up. How the hell are we going to make this work? He hoped Elle and Chris might have the answer by the time he came home.

      Kate, in the end, had been his only real worry in leaving, but Sean had kept to his word and ensured she’d have healing staff to tend to her every day, which surprisingly Kate had agreed to without much
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