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just one little peak never hurt anyone

It was two days shy of the prince’s investiture when their fate came for them. They had ventured too close that day to the lands of the Other Folk, a fact that all three of them had known but not taken seriously. They were young and strong and believed themselves immune, so perfectly that it hadn’t crossed their minds that they might not be. They were the best of friends, and Devan was soon to be named Icon, the living embodiment of their people’s ideals. A walking reincarnation of their prophet. The day was gloriously sunny, the first really warm day of spring, and they had thought nothing of consequences. 

They galloped across the smooth and grassy slopes but went slow among the trees, making for their favorite alpine pool. Devan was in the lead – Devan was always in the lead – and they followed him as faithfully as they had since the three of them could walk. At the lake, they wrestled in the grass, ate a picnic lunch. Swam in the frigid waters as long as they could stand to, then napped out in the sun. 

Their recklessness caught up with Mateja first, and he would never know if this was just luck or a statement on his character. That he had been chosen, he would learn soon enough. But not whether it was simply the wild folk that had chosen him or some power greater than any of them – some shadowy force beyond and above even the fey-folk and local gods – that had seen this as his destiny. 

He sat up from his nap, a grogginess upon him that weighed on his wits. He frowned blearily at his slumbering friends before staggering to his feet, feeling as if he must enter the nearby wood: this was imperative. He wasn’t certain why, but the compulsion was on him, and he was too sleepy to question it. 

The lake was further north than they were supposed to go, up in the mountains where the wilds had not been tamed and fey things peeped out from behind the undergrowth, some claimed. It lay at the center and lowest point of a bowl-shaped valley awash in knee-high grass and wildflowers; it was such a lovely place, how could anyone think ill of it? The sun was fierce in the heavens, beating down on him, and he thought how nice it would be to get under the outthrust limbs of the nearby, towering pines. The few deciduous trees finally wore their leaves for the new season, and he could cool down a little in that welcome shade. The Spaitha warned people away from any wooded area, but he was hot: it seemed so simple. 

Mateja had just gotten past the first row of trees when he thought he heard voices. People talking quietly just out of sight. He slammed to a halt, a shard of misgiving piercing him and tearing through the dozy pall that had numbed his sense of wariness. He crouched against the closest tree, hoping to make himself less visible. He was wishing he wore armor or his sword, all of which he had doffed when he went for a swim and not put back on. “Hello?”

Nothing answered him, which came as a relief. The voices—What he had thought were voices had fallen silent, and he told himself it was nothing but the wind teasing the evergreens. Keen to get out of the accursed, spooky wood where he wasn’t supposed to be and back to his friends in the safe world of humanity, he turned around. 

But the forest did not come to an end a few feet away like it had when he entered. 

He spun in a circle, heart hammering. All he saw was the boles of trees stretching in every direction. A gust of wind froze the perspiration on his skin, and he shivered.

By the time he’d turned around again, the wood had changed. He was no longer surrounded by pines and spruce but broadleaves, bigger and older than anything he had ever seen. Giants that had taken seed hundreds of years before his people migrated to the region. It could only mean one thing, and he swallowed hard against the fear that choked him. 

“Well, well. A visitor!”

He turned around so hastily he tripped over his own feet. The instant he hit the ground, he scrambled up again, unwilling to display any weakness to this creature. The thing was strange, the human aspects of it serving to point up what made it so unnatural. It was shaped like a man when one counted the number of limbs. A torso and head, just like one expected, even its features and musculature familiar to him. Its skin was too pale, though, scarcely more pigmented than fresh cream, its hair white-gold like summer wine. Horns protruded from this thatch, short and black, as was the slithery, lizard-like tale it clutched casually in one hand as if it were an accessory. It wore a pair of very tight black pants and nothing else; its feet were bare, a ring on every toe. It was skinny, slim at the hips, with little more than an outline defining its pectorals, flat its abdomen. It smiled, and its teeth were those of a predator, shaped to rip and tear. 

He couldn’t have just found his way here on his own, it had to be this creature’s doing. “Take me back!” 

It didn’t bother to make a show of innocence, cocking its brows at him playfully. “Why should I, though?”

“You have no right—”

“Power is the only right, mortal. As you ought to know. And as you serve your master, so must I serve mine.”

He had been afraid but now he felt ill. “Devan. What are you going to do to him?”

“Nothing.” It took a step closer to him. “You, on the other hand…”

He had thought they were in the wilderness, and only now did he realize this wasn’t the case. They weren’t inside a building as he thought of it, but they were in an environment shaped by something with intelligence, reimagined to suit its pleasure. He couldn’t tell if he had simply failed to notice on his first, panicked glance, or whether they had traveled somehow while they spoke. 

They stood in a bower, the walls the living trunks of trees, its roof of leaves. The floor was smooth hard wood in places, springy moss in others, a wooden cave opening along one wall onto light that was brighter but still shadowed: out there was outdoors, but wherever they were was heavily forested, light penetrating only intermittently through a dense canopy. His eyes had fixed on the opening, and he was breathing heavily. Beyond, he could hear the roar of rushing water, and it called to him; the sound was exhilarating, and nowhere in his experience did water move at such energetic speed. This meant he was somewhere new, somewhere thrilling he had never glimpsed.  

“You want to see what’s out there. Don’t you?”

“N-no.”

“Come along. Just a peep.”

He knew he should refuse, that was one of the cardinal rules. You couldn’t accept gifts from the Other Folk, there were always strings attached. The Spaitha taught them that. 

There was no one here but him, though, no one else who could be hurt by his recklessness. And he had always been curious. He took a single step. 

“Yes, yes! Come along. Just one teensy little look, that never hurt anyone!” The creature was at his side, smiling cheerfully; he could see it from his periphery. It had its lips closed, as if to hide its pointy teeth, and it shouldn’t have mattered: he hadn’t forgotten them. But he let it take his hand and pull him forward, making no attempt to jerk away.

His steps were hesitant, but his companion didn’t drag him. Content to smile encouragingly while he walked this path himself. “Just one little peak. Eh?” Its tone was conspiratorial, and Mateja couldn’t help but smile back. He knew he must look guilty as sin – this wasn’t just a foolish thing to do, it was an offense against his god, which had always been firmly set against the Wild – but he was so curious. It was pretty great to escape those judgments, just this once and for a minute. To find himself in company with someone who had seen past his dutiful disguise and guessed he had this hidden flaw and loved him for it.

His heart raced as he approached that portal onto the unknown. When he emerged into the comparatively bright light, he discovered he was on a height, standing on a balcony. There were no stairs here or in the room at his back; it must be a place that could be reached only by magic. Mighty magic such as the Other Folk had and his people did not, but Mateja was too busy staring to do more than register that he ought to be cautious. Worrying about it would have wasted attention he would rather devote to gawking. 

Below him, and around and above: a city. It had not been built from dead materials, but grown of living wood and stone, and flowed down the steep slopes of this grotto where a river went over a series of waterfalls. If you let your eyes go out of focus, it disappeared: so thoroughly were its buildings and streets a part of the natural scenery that roofs turned back into grass and wildflowers, doors became bark, walls, stony outcrops peeping out from between sprays of spore-heavy ferns. He couldn’t see the people, but he could hear their laughter everywhere. The music of countless harps and bells. 

His companion had drawn up right behind him, which he ignored. It stood that way for a minute, then took a step closer. Mateja pretended not to notice, but he could think of nothing else. He kept his eyes trained on the city, but his mind was fixed entirely on the fact that its hips were touching his bottom ever-so-lightly. He was panting and almost screamed when his companion spoke.

“I am known as Ledur Slo. How are you called, mortal?”

“I know better than to tell you.”

“No? There’s so much more that I can show you, though. You only have to let me. I can tell you’ve always been curious.”

He did not think they were speaking now of his longing to steal a secret glimpse of the Wild and its fascinating denizens. He couldn’t have responded had his life depended on it. Even inside his mind was nothing but numb silence: this was a thought he could not simply never speak but had not dared to allow to form in privacy. Lest it bloom and take on reality. 

The creature had come to its own conclusions and stepped into him, wrapping its arms around him and pulling him against its chest. “There are chores and there are chores,” it mused, “and I do not think I will regret that my liege has chosen to monopolize my afternoon.”

“Chores!” Mateja cried, voice shrill. He twisted, as if he were trying to get away, but he knew it hadn’t been convincing. He hadn’t put any muscle into it. 

“Delectable mortal, have I upset you?” Ledur Slo’s breath was hot in his ear. “I can see how my words might have been misleading, but I was simply commanded to remove you from your prince’s side. I had meant to lure you into the woods and leave you wandering. I hadn’t predicted you would turn out to be fascinating.”

Mateja had stopped twisting. “Why do you want him isolated?”

“Why do you want to talk about him, when he isn’t the person who is here, touching you like this?” As he said it, he ran a hand down Mateja’s belly, grazing his groin, onto his upper thigh. It made him shiver, and the creature nosed at his ear, tongue flicking out and tasting the flesh of his earlobe. That startled a shout out of him, and he could wish it had sounded at least a little outraged. The creature was undoing the buttons of his trousers, and he leaned back into the warmth of its chest, remembering that it had already been partially undressed.

It worked his trousers down off his hips one-handed, the other splayed across his belly. When it pulled away, urging him toward the balcony’s railing, he felt abandoned. Friendless and naked before his desires, which were alarming to him. He only had a second in which to think it, though, heart sinking. His new friend knelt at his back, taking his buttocks in either hand. When it spread him and he felt its breath on his nether places, it made his head spin. 

He sagged onto the railing, struggling to parse what this sexy adventure made of him, Mateja the Boring, Mateja the Dutiful. Mateja the Soft-spoken and Talked-over. His companion seemed content to take his time and massaged his thighs, squeezing his butt and hips. This was soothing, and after a few minutes, he felt a little less unstable, as if he was no longer in danger of losing himself. He closed his eyes, then opened them again at once, directing his gaze back onto his environment. Unwilling to miss a single moment of this experience, which he felt he had stolen from somebody braver.

As if this had been a signal, his new friend took him by either hip. Something hot and wet and exceedingly soft touched him, and there was a second when he couldn’t even think what it was. The creature lapped its tongue across his asshole once, twice, again, until he fell under its spell. When the tongue curled into a rigid point and entered him, he barely jerked in surprise. It was small and soft, and he decided at once that it was welcome to stay where it was for as long as it liked. A hand snaked around his knee, sliding up his thigh, until it cupped his testes in a warm, tender fist. 

Mateja melted at his core while the terrible fey creature fucked him with its tongue and fondled him. His thoughts were sluggish, head slightly dizzy. Limbs pliant and torpid. He wasn’t upset, although he told himself he should have been. “Are you doing something to me?”

The tongue was withdrawn, and he instantly regretted speaking up. “I’ve had my tongue in your ass for a while now, you seemed to be enjoying it.”

He felt a flush of embarrassment at its coarse candor, and that woke him up a little. “But like magic? I feel…”

“How do you feel?”

“Like I’m coming apart and I just don’t even care.”

“Ah.” The creature stood, and he sagged onto the balustrade drunkenly, head hanging. It freed its phallus, which he could hear if not summon the will to turn around and observe. It hadn’t troubled to remove its trousers, and he treasured the scandalous mental image. “That, my mortal friend, is what it feels like to be pleasured by someone who is fond of you. Magic in its way, but not the way you meant, I think.”

“Oh.”

The creature placed the head of its member against the juicy pucker it had been kissing, then stood there as if savoring the anticipation. When it moved forward, it did so incrementally, inserting only the uttermost tip inside of him. It went still. 

“Ow,” Mateja said. 

“Hm?”

“That hurts.”

“Does it?”

“A lot.”

“You know what would help? Tip your hips and stick them back.”

He did this, and the penis sank further into him, just enough that its head was now encased in him. He felt like it was murdering him and mumbled, “That didn’t help at all.”

“No? Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Well let’s try it a few more times, just to be safe.”

This time, it sank all the way into him, while he pushed back against his new friend’s pelvis as instructed. “It still really hurts,” he said when they went still. 

“Hm, I think I’ve understood the difficulty.”

“Yeah?” 

“You’re a virgin, aren’t you?”

“No, I—”

“But you’ve never been fucked.”

“No.”

“Well, there’s your problem,” the creature told him, matter-of-fact. 

“What do I do?”

“I’m afraid there’s nothing you can do. I could help you, though. If you like.”

“Please, anything.”

“There’s nothing for it, I’m going to have to fuck you, probably at length. Maybe more than once. Then you’ll be better.”

“Oh.”

“Because we’re friends,” it allowed, taking him purposefully by the hips. 

“I’m not stupid,” he protested. “I can see how circular and self-serving that argument was.”

“Self-serving?” Ledur Slo repeated. “That’s cruel. I thought I was doing you a favor by not suggesting that we stop. If I do, what become your options? Give up and slink home right on the threshold of fulfilling a life-long dream to get savagely pounded in the ass by a rock-hard cock, or be forced to admit how badly you want for me to follow this adventure through to its natural ending?”

Mateja was mortified and gripped the balustrade until his knuckles ached. After a minute, the creature let go his hips and bent forward, wrapping its arms around his chest and pressing its face into his back. It was still buried in him to the hilt. “May we go back to being friends?” it asked, voice muffled. 

Before he had found the courage to respond, vines came alive, snaking up the sides of the balcony and curling around the railing. While he watched in amazement, they found his hands, trailing up his forearms and ensnaring his wrists. There wore pretty little flowers small as thimbles, trumpet-shaped and lavender. Bemused, he blinked at the plants now growing up him.

“Tsk, tsk,” Ledur Slo said, straightening. “You have been captured and you cannot get away. It looks as if you’ll have no choice but to grit your teeth and take the Wild Thing’s dick. Perhaps if you play along and let the monster exhaust itself with your body, let it think you are enjoying yourself, you might be able to flee while it sleeps.”

 Mateja wanted to say something in response. Something honest. In the end, he couldn’t think what and had to settle for pushing back with his hips. Trying to indicate that he was done sidetracking them and it was time to get back to business. 

Ledur Slo took the hint and was kind enough not to comment on it. Its strokes were slow at first, deep and measured, letting him get a feel for the experience. It still hurt like blazes, but it was incredible to be penetrated. To feel the other man’s strength inside him, smooth as milk and hard as marble. The sounds they made were hopelessly titillating, the slick whisk of the creature’s rod against his sodden flesh, the hoarse gusting of their breath.

When the pace picked up, the discomfort began to mount again. He loved the energy of it, the way he bounced against the vicious strength of each thrust so his muscles jumped and his bones rattled. The crack crack of its flat belly smacking at his bottom, where his flesh was growing warm from this delicious spanking. He was in pain, though, and the harder they fucked, the more that rose above the pleasant sensations he wanted to be drowning in.

“You okay?” Ledur Slo must have noticed him wincing. 

“You said it goes away?”

“It will. Yes. But for now you… want to go ahead and keep riding me, so you have the whole experience? You want for me to finish inside you and pump you full of sticky seed so you can feel it dribbling out of you tomorrow and remember what we did?”

“Oh my god,” he whispered. He had not known that this would happen and shivered as he imagined what it might be like.

“Oh, mortal,” Ledur Slo murmured. It pumped into him slowly a few more times, gripping his hips with its strong hands. Mateja groaned, and it pulled out, drove in again, pressing him hard against it. “Mortal, mortal.” He felt its shaft juddering against the walls of his canal and whimpered when he realized what this meant: it was cuming inside him, filling him with its masculinity. 

“Oh my god,” he said again. Ledur Slo helped him to straighten off the balcony, holding him against its chest. His head spun, and his flesh was on fire, the cool air burning him. His new friend had scarcely closed its fist around his shaft when he came, sobbing at the force of it. He cried again when the hard mass slid out of him; he amazed himself by saying, “Stay!”

Ledur Slo laughed a little, rueful. “You cannot possibly be afraid I’ll steal away, now I got what I wanted from you? As if I am not now bound to you by the feverish hope that, if I hang around, you might someday be interested in doing that again?”

Mateja hadn’t thought beyond the dick he wanted filling him to what came next. It was a question so huge and frightening that he retreated from it fearfully. So little did he want to think about it that talking frankly about sex struck him as the safer alternative and he admitted, “I just didn’t want the sex to stop.”

“No more did I, but it seems to me that you could use a break.”

His friend took him by the arm, the waist, steering him away from the balcony where they’d been standing, and it was only then that the full force of his weariness hit him. It was all he could do not to let his legs go out from under him as the soreness of his muscles made itself felt. His joints felt loose. He’d been clinging very hard to the banister, and even the tendons in his fingers ached. 

The friendly hands turned him away from that open space, which suddenly felt exposed to him, and he followed them gratefully. He wanted a bit less light, a bit less air, privacy in which to compose himself. He tripped over his own feet, but Ledur Slo supported him. They were about the same height, Mateja broader at the shoulders and thicker through the chest; it crossed his mind that this creature was stronger than it had a right to be. Stronger than it could possibly have been, had it been human. The revelation should have been alarming, pointing up its otherness and the threat it posed, but it was hard to be afraid of someone who had treated him so tenderly. 

At the center of the shadowed space lay a large, bowl-shaped divot in the floor, covered in green velvet. As he stretched out upon this surface, inconceivably soft, he realized it was moss. He purred happily as he felt the welcome way its springy texture supported him. He had hoped that his friend would lie down with him, but it tucked a heavy quilt of rotting leaves over him, taking the extra time to ensure that his feet weren’t exposed. “Wait!”

“I’ll be right back. You’re in my home, silly.”

“Oh.”

“I don’t know why it would even cross your mind to worry. Now that I have had a taste of your deliciousness, I’m contemplating actually tying you up and keeping you for sex.”

“Promises…”

That made Ledur Slo smile, and he had liked the daring jest so much he came back to the bed, went to one knee, and bent down, bringing their mouths together hungrily. He didn’t waste anyone’s time with a peck, opening his mouth at once and invading Mateja with his tongue. It was aggressive and demanding, and Mateja reveled in it. When the creature pulled away from him, he wasn’t the only one who sighed. 

“I am coming right back.” He seemed to speak more to himself. “You will keep for one minute, there are still other things in this world aside from you.”

As he left, he couldn’t seem to resist casting a last glance over his shoulder, and Mateja smiled to see it. Now he was alone, the weariness closed in, and he let it take him. Grateful that it gave him an excuse not to think about what he had just done.


the tale of the First King

 Mateja woke when his companion returned, sliding under the covers behind him. The creature was naked now and slipped an arm around him, burying its face in the back of his neck before he could roll over. It pressed its lips against his nape, and that struck him as funny: he recalled that it had the pointed teeth of a predator. The mouth of a creature that ought to bite, not kiss. 

“Did you have a nice rest?”

“Yes,” he breathed. 

Its hand was on his waist, touch light. The fingers spread, moving down across his belly, up onto his chest, exploring him. He had the sense that the thing that had lured him into the forest was in a thoughtful frame of mind but couldn’t guess why. “What is it? Something’s bothering you.”

“You are the first mortal of my acquaintance,” it replied, and its tone was pensive, voice quiet. A subdued mood he had never expected from this mischievous person. “I did not expect for you to be so agreeable.”

He had meant to ask why it assumed humans were unpleasant or even dangerous; all the animus was coming from the opposite direction. From the creatures that tricked them into getting lost, blighted their crops, and drove away their livestock. The hand was on his hip now, though, touch still light, and he would rather pay attention to the things Ledur Slo did to his body than quarrel with it. The hand slid down to his knee and back up, cupping the inner face of his thigh. It moved onto his groin, engulfing his testes carefully and rolling them. 

Greatly daring, Mateja said, “I think we may have arrived at ‘someday.’”

“Mm?”

He had been trying something that was totally out of character, which was to make a bold and naughty joke. Mortified, he mumbled, “You said you would sit around and wait in case…”

“Already your confidence swells, I see, content to make commitments of my time without consulting me.”

Now, he was put-out that his joke hadn’t been appreciated. “You already admitted that I earned more of your attention.”

That made the creature snort. “‘Earned.’ What a word.” 

There was a bite to the statement, and Mateja twisted his neck, scrutinizing his companion’s face. “Have I offended you?”

“No. No, of course not. Forgive me for being awful. It’s just…” An impatient shake of the head cast the subject away. Its eyes on him were avid, and it murmured, “You are so ravishing. The color of your skin, your hair like shadows in the night. The shape of your nose and your lips.” It sat up on one elbow so it could look at him. “I like how strong you are. The sharp lines around your muscles, swollen as if bee stung and begging to be touched.” It leaned down, dragged its tongue across his nipple before biting the meat of the muscle. The prick of its pointed teeth made him groan, and it bit him again, then wrapped its lips around his nipple and sucked, enjoying the way he writhed beneath it. “I like, too, the breadth of your shoulders: this is something new. This, this brawn and sweat and muscley-ness. I may spend the rest of eternity aroused.”

The hand on his privates had been toying with him rather aimlessly, but it closed in a fist around him as he grew hard. “See?” his companion prompted. “You know how beautiful you are, you delight to make me want you.”

It was probably just flirting with him, making pillow-talk; Mateja had no idea why he responded to the comment. He wasn’t usually this talkative, especially not when the subject was himself. “I’m not sure I was—It’s hard to explain. I was always me, but it didn’t mean all these sexy things until I met you. You changed me.”

The creature sobered. Its expression was… not alarmed, but still it had been struck by his candor. “I can’t possibly take the credit. Not for you.”

Mateja didn’t know how to explain what he had meant, but still he was convinced: until he met this person, he had been different. A boring, stunted shade who had shied from the qualities his new friend loved in him. As if he had only ever been a seed, and it was his new friend’s warmth that made him germinate. While he was still thinking, the creature rolled him onto his back and shifted itself between his legs. It disappeared beneath the quilt of hissing leaves.

He gasped at the first lap of its tongue against his shaft. He felt a moment of misgiving as its lips closed around him, remembering the teeth, but then it sank onto him, enveloping him in liquid velvet heat, like he’d stuck his dick in a cup of melted chocolate. While it worked at him with lips and tongue, he gazed blankly at the roof of their grotto, serenaded by the distant song of the Other Folk in the city beyond. He felt like he was floating, but this wasn’t magic. This time, he could spot that for himself. Being pleasured by someone who cares for you, Ledur Slo had said. 

He hadn’t meant to do it. He didn’t even realize he had, until the creature brushed the blanket back enough to raise its head and look at him. That was when he saw what he had done: taken it in one fist by the horn. He had run his fingers through its hair as well, he remembered. Quite tenderly. 

It chose to say nothing, bending back to its ministrations silently. Mateja sat up on one elbow while he watched it suck on him, remembering how carefully it prepared him for its attentions before they had intercourse. Someone who cares about you, it had told him then, and for the first time, something registered. There was a reason it had felt so new that he couldn’t recognize the experience for what it was. People back home did care for him, certainly, but not like this. They didn’t think him special. No one ever had, and it was incredible. 

“I do like it,” he blurted out. Even the experience of speaking his mind, being honest about himself was terrifying. But suddenly, thanks to Ledur Slo, that was exhilarating. “I like that you want me, I mean. I feel like a, a, a flower that’s been nothing but a bud all along and now I’m opening.”

His wet cock slipped from its mouth with a pop, but it had him in one fist and continued to lick him between words. “I’m glad I get to participate.”

“I can’t believe I just called myself a flower,” he muttered, embarrassed by this sappy, feminine symbolism.

“There are flowers in our woods that eat insects and even small mammals. They lure them in with their scent, the sweet promise of nectar, and then…” It crawled out from under the blanket, climbing up him, one knee lodged between his. It claimed his mouth with its hungry lips, and the hand on his penis pumped furiously. He came in a rush, shouting into its mouth, and the creature swallowed his pleasure eagerly. 

He collapsed back onto the bed of moss while his new friend milked the last drops from him. Its dark eyes were fixed on his, unblinking, and he looked back, hypnotized. “Then there they are, helplessly trapped and at its mercy. It is the perfect metaphor. I am intoxicated and could not quit if you invited me to.”

“Well, we’re in your house,” Mateja pointed out because he was embarrassed by the flattery.

The creature cocked a brow, annoyed that he had made light of this. 

“What? I like you and all, but you basically said up front that you don’t and can’t trust me, it’s hard to get past.”

For a minute, it went on staring at him, lips closed and expression inscrutable. “My true name is Salogassi Shal. We’re in The-Canyon-Where-Water-Tumbles, the only stronghold my people have left. I can’t tell you why we’re here because that secret isn’t mine.”

“It belongs to your king, you mentioned him.”

Salogassi Shal looked guilty. Its eyes flicked away, and it ran the fingers of one hand tickle-light across his tummy. He didn’t think it had meant to do it, it was just fidgeting absently, but it made him laugh explosively, and he curled up in a ball. Salogassi Shal seemed very startled by this and couldn’t rest until he was lying flat again and it had smoothed its hands across his limbs, making sure he was relaxed. “You have a king yourself.”

“I do, but it’s my prince I serve.”

“Do you?” Its eyes were on its hands, brushing across his abdomen and hips with an almost impersonal touch, like a groomer tending to a horse. 

“I do. Me and another friend, we’re kind of like his bodyguards. We’ve been together since we were babies. De—The prince would say we’re friends, and we are, but of course it’s not that simple. We only matter because we’re standing next to him.”

“And he’s the one everyone’s always looking at.”

“I guess. I never really thought about it.”

“Your people are fools.” Salogassi Shal grew brisk, as if it had come to a decision. As if it were on a mission. It moved his legs apart by taking either knee and pulling, face set. It put itself between them, and its eyes had moved off his, roving up and down across him while it stroked itself with one hand. It thinks I’m beautiful, he remembered in a warm flash. 

“You want me.”

“I told you, I always want you.” It didn’t take its eyes off him, feasting on the sight, its breath grown heavy. 

“What are you? I can’t keep calling you a thing or a creature. My people call you ‘the other folk,’ but that doesn’t really mean anything.”

Salogassi Shal answered, but its distant tone made it clear it was more interested in the muscles on his chest than this conversation. “The people who were here before you called us faeries. The people who were here before them called us fae. We call ourselves the First, because we were.”

“Do you remember that?”

Salogassi Shal pushed his knees up onto his chest in a way he found somewhat worrying, because he must look very silly. Maybe even disgusting. The faerie had its gaze fixed on the private places it had exposed, and the ferocity in its eyes distracted him. The touch of its hands was covetous but also rough as it chafed at the inner faces of his thighs, and he remembered the way it had slammed into him, the smacking of their flesh as their bodies met. It had been titillating but also violent, and it only hadn’t frightened him because he hadn’t thought to be afraid. 

“At first, mortals were uninteresting to me. When I began to see you for what you were, I hated you. Usurpers, despoilers. Thieves.”

It poked a finger into him, and he squeaked. Its eyes sought his, and its face softened when it read his alarm. “That was before I met you, of course.” The finger slid into him easily, greasily, and he had not seen the faerie reach for lubricant. Apparently magic could do all sorts of nifty, useful things. It watched his face as it plumbed him, and if it was not angry anymore, its regard was cold and shuttered in a way it hadn’t been since they met. Having been reminded they were enemies, it was thinking very hard about the fact. 

“I don’t understand why you hate us.”

“This land was ours. Everywhere your people now inhabit. We would have been content to share, but you weren’t.”

“Oh.” That wasn’t the story the priests told, but he had always known his people weren’t from the area originally. They had come here from further south in an era of terrible drought. He had known as well that the Other Folk inhabited the region already at the time when his people arrived and had been much more powerful and ubiquitous before the Spaitha took steps to make their people ‘safe’ from these fey predators. They hadn’t ever been secretive about it. If you acknowledged that the other people who were party to these events were people, entitled to make their opinions heard and retain possession of what was theirs, it recast his ancestors’ actions in a much less flattering light. 

Fear the wood, the Spaitha said.

Thin the trees.

Don’t go out at night and shut the blinds.

Do everything you can to keep away from the Other Folk because they will treat you like an enemy. 

Now Mateja had spoken to one of them, it was impossible not to think: No shit. That’s generally how people feel when someone steals from them.

“Come, mortal!” Salogassi Shal cried. “What are we doing? Let us celebrate our time together while we can, doing what both of us would much rather be doing than talking: fucking!”

He grinned, but then his breath caught when a second finger joined the first. He was sore from earlier, but being touched hadn’t become less incredible. Definitely not a memory that had warped while he was drowsing, taking on a rosy blush it hadn’t earned: already he was hard again. The fingers felt odd in him, different, and he felt a thrill when he realized he was wet inside from the faerie’s semen. 

“I could have understood if you lived by yourself in isolation,” his companion murmured. “But how could people pass their lives in your company for minutes, even days, and fail to understand that you ought always to be naked? What are these muscles for if not to bunch and pump and get dimpled with sweat I can lick off with my tongue?”

“Well I hope you’re going to do something about this tragic imbalance,” he muttered as it took him by an ankle, holding his leg out of its way. This was the first time he had seen its phallus, white and rigid as a marble pestle. The veins were a vivid blue beneath its pallid skin, and the dick itself wasn’t nearly as big as he assumed while it was reaming him. The faerie saw him looking and stroked itself provocatively, blowing him a kiss. It didn’t make him ask, bringing itself to him at once. It entered him, and both of them let go a heavy breath. 

For a while, both of them were quiet, transfixed by the sight of the penis sinking into him, the undulations of their muscled abdomens so close to one another’s. When Mateja finally flopped onto his back in the bedding, Salogassi Shal let go his leg. Bracing itself on one hand, it gripped him by the flank, holding him hard so it could press itself against him at the end of each penetration. “I can tell you’re stronger than you ought to be,” Mateja breathed. “I hope that translates across arenas, and you’re ridiculously virile too. The second you’re done, I’m going to need you to do it again.”

Salogassi Shal’s black eyes swung onto his. “Oh?”

He felt his throat close unexpectantly and looked away. He couldn’t bring himself to allude to the fact that there was a clock on this magical, stolen interlude, one that had to be running out. It would spoil the moment, and if he said it, he would cry. “I want to try more positions!”

His companion didn’t respond, and Mateja had the sense that it had seen right through his bluff. It had understood what he was really getting at, and maybe it was a sobering thought to both of them. It had let go its iron grip on his butt and was using him harder, eyes fixed on his face. It looked angry, but he didn’t think it was angry at him: it was angry at the world that wanted to tear them away from one another. 

“Oh god,” Mateja cried, opening his legs wider. He hadn’t really realized he could participate, but his stomach had clenched without him telling it to, tipping him up so every perfect inch of that hot white rod could fill him. His hips jumped, eager to receive that meaty thing that was reaming him. “Oh god, more!” 

Salogassi Shal thrust into him relentlessly, but even he could not do this indefinitely. At last, his face spasmed, and he let out a hoarse shout, the first sound of pleasure Mateja had heard him utter. The cock in him jerked, squirting more seed in him, and he smiled when he thought it.

His companion had collapsed onto his elbows, head hanging. “You have destroyed me,” he said quietly. “I already had problems of my own, and now… You lured me in and I, I cannot leave. What am I to do, one of the First who doesn’t want to live without a mortal?”

“It’s Mateja,” he replied. 

He wasn’t sure what happened then. Salogassi Shal let loose a strangled sound, and his head jerked up, eyes wide with disbelief. One hand lashed out, covering Mateja’s face and gripping him with uncomfortable strength so his nose was squished and it was difficult to breathe. He just had time to register a burst of unbearable white-hot pain in his skull before blackness swallowed him.

He surfaced briefly from unconsciousness to the sound of voices nearby, the speakers out of his line of sight. “—did what?” a man demanded, a haughty personage unknown to him.

“You asked me to get close to him!” This voice was familiar, and he felt a confusing lurch of mingled joy and fear. 

“You know he was supposed to be nothing but a steppingstone. Why could you not just kill him and put on his face? That’s what Gerendor did!”

“Gerendor chose the wrong mortal, that’s on him. Mine is delightful and delectable and delicious, and I mean to keep him forever.”

“I could still kill him.”

“You should not.” This was not a plea – it wasn’t even a request – and Mateja’s breath caught at the warning in his tone. He could not know how he knew that Salogassi Shal was talking to his king but know he did. It was almost as if he could feel the creature’s power and innate dignity at a distance. Salogassi Shal was ready to fight his king for him. 

The king let out an exasperated breath but didn’t pursue the subject of his insubordination or the human in his bed. “So long as you’re ready, you and your… pet.”

“My liege, we will be.”

There was no sound of departing footfalls, but he could hear a soft rustling as his lover returned to him. He wanted to stay awake to greet him, to talk about what he had overheard, but he couldn’t hold onto consciousness. 

When next his eyes opened, Salogassi Shal was sitting on the wall beside his bed as if it were the floor, one leg cocked, forearm braced on his knee. He directed his pensive gaze out of their cave, but Mateja couldn’t tell if he was looking at something beyond the balcony or simply gazed at his own thoughts. He didn’t think he moved or made a noise, but Salogassi Shal turned his head suddenly. For a while, they just looked at one another. 

The faerie recovered first, drawing a deep breath. “Are you well? If you have regained your strength, we need to go. There’s so much I want to teach you, but there just isn’t time, we have important business to attend to.”

He gasped, pushing himself up on one elbow. Inside, his heart was dying. He would have had the revelatory words back if he could, but he had already cried out, “You’re sending me back, so soon? After everything?”

Salogassi Shal smiled rather sadly. He stood and walked down the wall, then onto the floor. He beckoned, and Mateja rose, wrapping the blanket around his chest self-consciously because the other person in the room was now fully dressed. Another pair of tight pants, these the color of a plum, and a green shirt that clashed abominably, floppy velvet that shrouded him down to the knuckles but couldn’t conceal the slinky shape of him. 

The faerie drew him over to the shallow pool on the opposite side of the cave, and Mateja couldn’t remember if it had been there earlier. The cave seemed to behave however Salogassi Shal wanted for it to. He felt like, at one point, they had been surrounded by trees and not by stone. 

The water’s surface reflected the room as perfectly as the finest mirror. Mateja stared at himself while Salogassi Shal wrapped his arms around his waist and waited to learn how he would react. He could still recognize himself, but there were streaks of uncanny blue in his black hair, and stranger still, his ears were now pointed, slightly longer than they had been. There was an iridescent sparkle in his dark eyes when they moved. “What did you do?” he said eventually. 

“The only thing there was to do, in my opinion.” Although his tone was firm, he was meeting Mateja’s reflected gaze in the pool, and he wasn’t as certain as was usual. His brows turned up at their inner edges, imploring Mateja to accept his reasoning.

He remembered that shocking surfeit of pain, the way the faerie had grabbed his head unexpectedly. He remembered what had happened immediately beforehand: they were making love, and he blurted out his name without being tricked or even asked. The explanation that leapt to hand felt impossible, but he couldn’t find a better one. “Did you make me…”

“One of us.”

He turned in his lover’s arms so they could look at each other. “Will you tell me why now? I know you didn’t do this for yourself, your king commanded it.”

“No one ordered me to fall for you,” Salogassi Shal retorted, insulted. 

“No, but you were ordered to waylay me in the woods that day, you told me so.”

“Today.”

“What?”

“It’s still today,” the faerie corrected him absently, eyes straying back and forth across his face. Before Mateja could comment on this stunning impossibility, he added, “Maybe I should just take care of this myself. You can stay here and rest. There’s so much you don’t understand!”

“Like how I’ve been here for a week, and you say it’s still today?”

“Like that.”

“Salogassi Shal…”

“Belmar.”

“I’m sorry?”

The faerie had its hands on his waist, but his eyes were on Mateja’s chin as if avoiding his gaze, something he had never seen him do before. “My name.”

“I see.”

It was all he said, but the faerie grew defensive. “Loving you doesn’t mean I have to be a fool! Mortals are dangerous!”

“Are we?”

The faerie was silent for a long time afterward, but Mateja had the sense it was contemplating actually coming clean, so he didn’t complain. He chose to fill the time by watching his lover think, taking in his clever, wicked features, his thin nose and pointed chin and wide, wild eyes. He had certainly heard that this supernatural creature made him magical, and possibly immortal, because it couldn’t bear to be parted from him, but he had yet to form an opinion of it. It was too huge and astonishing to fit into his head in a single go, and he didn’t feel like trying to make it. There was enough other stuff going on right now to occupy him.  

“You aren’t, and you are.”

Blinking rapidly, he put his eyes back on Belmar’s face. 

“The First of the First. Our king of old. He made himself king so he could protect us. He was… To mortals, he would seem a god. I suppose he was a god, even to us. Then we killed him and cut out his heart and planted a tree in the cavity.”

“Um…” he said, because he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to react.

“That was the whole point!”

“Of being king. To die for his people’s prosperity.”

“Exactly! When mortals came along, for a long time it didn’t matter that you’d moved in right on top of us because…”

“You can go unseen, you can walk through walls, you can insert a week into a day.”

“More than anything, we could keep our places separate from your places, so we only kind of had to share. Then your people came.” His eyes blazed, and Mateja remembered that he was supposed to be frightened. He wasn’t and hadn’t managed to be since almost the moment they met, and here he was, arrived at the consequences.  

“How were we different?” he asked quietly. 

“You brought noxious priests who saw the wild, not as something to be respected and kept at a distance, but a foe to be conquered. Your rotten prophet found our king—Not our king, I mean the tree. The body of our god.”

“Oh my god,” Mateja interrupted because he could already see where this was going. Each of the Spaitha, the ten priests of the faith, carried a staff of oak handed down one successor to the next. The throne was said to have been hewn from the same tree. “We cut it down.”

“On purpose,” Belmar added, taking him by the upper arms and squeezing hard like he needed him to understand. “Our territories are failing, falling one by one. We don’t have the power anymore to keep our places separate from mortal contamination.”

“This is the last of your cities, you told me.” How could this silent apocalypse have been happening all around him all his life, and him unaware of it?

“We will not go down without a fight.”

“What will you do?” 

“Two days from now.”

He felt cold. “Devan’s investiture. He’s my best friend, he’s like a brother to me. Please don’t hurt him.”

He had thought Belmar might challenge this assertion jealously, but the faerie pulled him close and rested his chin on Mateja’s shoulder companionably. “The plan isn’t to kill him. You stole the thing that made us powerful, the thing that was ours in a way nothing else could be, and redefined it completely so it belonged to you instead. We mean to return the favor.”

“What are you going to do to him?” 

“Well not chop him up and hand the pieces around to our friends, which puts us a step up on your people morally speaking!”

“Belmar…”

The faerie pulled back so they were looking into one another’s faces. His eyes flicked back and forth across Mateja’s chin, his cheeks, while he debated with itself. His eyes rose to meet his, and Mateja gasped: no words were necessary. He understood already. “My role in all of this?”

“We need to get close to him. We need to get him away…”

“From the priests with their staffs. You killed our friend.”

Belmar blinked at him quizzically. 

“I heard you talking. To your king. He said something about killing me and taking my face like the other faerie did.”

“Oh. No. No, our king decided one of you was enough. That was my assignment, and I chose you instead of the other companion-mortal because obviously.” He kissed him on the lips. “You were the only possible choice. The other operative took one of the priests.”

“But…!”

“Oh, he has a lady he keeps in a cottage on the far side of the valley from the castle. Can’t really take the regalia along with him, can he? Anyway, it’s not like armor. We can get past it if we have to.”

“We’re not going to hurt him, though? Devan?”

“Maybe. A bit.” Belmar shrugged. “He’s not going to be happy, but the entire point is that he live. He must go on doing so.”

“In a cage? In pain?”

“No. My dearest new best friend, no. We want to make the world back into our place, not seize control of yours.”

Mateja frowned. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“Our power grows out of self-sacrifice—”

“The god who made himself king, in order that he could be killed to keep his people safe.”

“Your priests built a world on murder and thievery. We can’t go back to the pure old way, it isn’t an option anymore. Our peoples are at war, not everyone can get their way. Our king has come up with the kindest, gentlest manner of attack he can. That no one be murdered or enslaved is the point: if we go that way, to win would be to lose.”

“I see.”

“Now, my succulent Mateja.” Belmar flicked a mischievous smile at him. “I can’t believe I’m saying this to you, but we have work to be about: I need you to get dressed.”
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