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  Content Warnings



This book contains depictions of:


	Sexual situations (non-explicit)

	Disordered eating

	Alcohol consumption

	Classism

	Anxiety




If you would like more details, please contact me here.
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Now


Kel lay on his stomach before the open balcony door, a cool night breeze tickling his skin. The brown-striped cat that sometimes managed to climb up stared at him from the stone balustrade. After a moment, it dropped to the floor, still watching, and Kel stretched his arm toward it. “Come on, don’t you want to explore in here?” The cat stood still, one paw lifted, large pupils glinting back the room’s dim gaslight.

Hunger tugged at Kel’s stomach, and he drew in a long breath and embraced the feeling, lowering his head to let his cheek rest on the rug. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast, save a plum off one of the courtyard’s trees.

Behind him the room’s door clicked open, and the cat darted away into the darkness. “What are you doing?” came Yaan’s bemused voice. The lights brightened, and Kel rolled onto his back and stood, measuring his speed so his head wouldn’t spin.

“Nothing. How are you?”

“Exhausted. Today was the longest day.” Yaan fell onto the bed and reached out a hand toward Kel.

Kel stepped forward to clasp it. “Sorry.” Perching beside him, he smoothed Yaan’s hair back above his closed eyes.

“Mmm.” Yaan pressed into his touch, shifting to nuzzle his face against Kel’s palm, his stubble tickling slightly. “My only comfort was knowing I’d be coming back to you.”

Kel’s hand slid to the fastenings at Yaan’s throat. “You had an important meeting today, right?” he asked as he worked the first set free and moved down to the next. Removing Yaan’s administrative robes was always a process. “How did it go?”

“Oh, it was fine. Not worth talking about.” Yaan’s eyes blinked open and focused on Kel’s. “Help me forget it?”

The lightheadedness brought on by the lack of nutrients in Kel’s body was akin to tipsiness, making him lazily compliant. After reaching an adequate state of forgetfulness, Yaan snuggled against his side and fell asleep. Kel lay still for a bit, but his empty stomach won the fight against his drowsiness. Eventually he eased away and crept off to steal dinner from the kitchens.

* * *

Then


The first time they’d met, when Kel had breached Yaan’s office door after finding the outer desk clerk absent, Yaan had spent a long moment staring at him before shaking his head. “Sorry. I wasn’t expecting—um. I mean. Hi.”

“Hi.” Kel smiled and stepped forward to hand off the note that bore Yaan’s name, the satchel at his side full of others bound for different officials and departments. “I’ve got this for you.”

Yaan rose to take it, eyes intent on Kel’s face. “Thank you. I haven’t seen you here before.”

Kel shrugged. “Well, you have now.” He gave Yaan a grin before turning to go.

“Wait…” Looking back, Kel caught Yaan’s face tinging pink. “Sorry. Just—what’s your name?”

“Kel.”

“I’m Yaan. …Which you probably already knew.”

Yaan’s eyes dropped, but Kel lingered. In the course of his job he’d had people make remarks to him, including propositions, but no one had ever seemed flustered by his presence before. Much less someone with at least several years on his nineteen, and a government position to boot. He found himself mildly charmed by it.

“Yaan,” Kel repeated, and Yaan’s eyes darted up again. “It’s nice to put a face to the name. Hopefully I’ll see you again.”

“You could stop by next time you’re here.” Yaan sank back into his chair, smoothing his robe. “I mean, even if you don’t have anything for me. If you’d like.”

“Sure, all right.”

That night Kel spun his family the story of the government official who was infatuated with him, but thought little else of it—until the next time his job brought him to the Complex, when he did, indeed, go back.

* * *

Now


“You’re up early.” Yaan’s arms slid loosely around Kel’s shoulders from behind, the silk of his dressing gown sleeve tickling Kel’s throat. Kel welcomed the warmth. From his spot at the balcony railing, he’d been playing a game with a child across the courtyard, exchanging exaggerated mimes and gestures. The child was waving frantically now, pointing at him because it was his turn, but he mouthed Sorry, and the kid slunk inside.

“Can I come with you today?” Kel twisted until Yaan’s profile came into view. Yaan wasn’t pretty; he appeared older than his years, with a nose that some would say was too large, hollows beneath his eyes, and a mouth that tended to turn down at the corners. But Kel hadn’t yet gotten tired of studying him.

“What, to the office?”

“Where else?”

“But why would you want to come there?”

“Enthil is sick so I’ve got no harp lesson today, they haven’t gotten any new books at the library, and Master Thom kicked me out of the pigeon roost.”

A puff of breath hit Kel’s neck. “Should I ask why you got kicked out, or why you were there in the first place?”

“I told you, I love the pigeons! They’re beautiful and sweet.”

“…Pigeons.”

“But Thom said I was getting in the way and just because I used to be a delivery boy didn’t mean I had a right to hang around the roost.”

“Well, he’s right.”

“I just don’t know what to do with myself now. So I want to come with you, and keep you company. Like before.”

“You know I go to my office to work.” Yaan said it lightly, giving him a quick squeeze.

“You had work then.”

“Yes, but then that was my only chance to see you. Now I get to see you here, every day.”

Kel hesitated a moment before replying. “All right.”

“Maybe another time. When I’m less busy.” Yaan bent his head to kiss Kel’s neck. Across the courtyard, the kid was back, and miming gagging.

“Come keep me company while I get ready?” Yaan asked, and Kel followed him inside and chattered more about the pigeons while Yaan washed, shaved, and muttered to himself over a missing sock. On his way out the door he pulled Kel to him and whispered in his ear, “I’ll see you tonight.”

“One of them I named Zara,” Kel said to the empty room. “She just looked like a Zara somehow.” He’d said the same thing to Thom, and suddenly he could see why the man might’ve been inclined to shoo him away. Heaving a sigh, he knelt to look under the bed for his boots.

* * *

Then


Kel had soon made a habit of visiting Yaan every time he was at the Complex. “So, what do you do for your job, exactly?” he asked once, and Yaan sighed, and said it was too dull to bother describing.

“You tell me about your job. How long have you been a delivery boy?” The word “boy” lit a warm glow inside Kel’s chest, and he gladly told the tale of his career.

While he could have stayed all day entertaining Yaan, he had work to get back to, so they agreed that Yaan could ask him one question each visit. The queries ranged from “Tell me about your family,” to “Tell me a funny story,” to “Tell me your favorite thing.” Once, Yaan greeted him with, “Only one earring today?”, which Kel insisted counted as his question after relating how he’d lost the other. The next time he came, Yaan presented him with a small box containing two perfect golden hoops.

Yaan continued to avoid talking directly about himself, but Kel teased out a picture of him—prone to worry, miserable at social functions, committed to his work but also exhausted by it. It seemed a rather sad life, and Kel loved being able to bring him some small measure of joy. Eventually, he started to imagine other ways he might do so.

“You’re here.” On one visit, Yaan rose from his chair and strode to meet Kel, grasping his hands. “I’ve been having the worst day. I’m so glad it’s you.”

It was the first time they had stood so close; the first time they had touched. Kel smiled and left his hands in Yaan’s grip. Yaan glanced down at them, then back up at Kel. Kel squeezed ever so slightly.

“Tell me…” Yaan leaned in, voice dropping low. “Do you want to come to bed with me?”

Warmth spread over Kel’s face; this was leaps beyond what he’d expected. But Yaan’s willingness to ask thrilled him. He looked down, biting his lip while he recovered from the surprise, trying to hold back a ridiculous grin. Finally, he breathed, “Yes.”

“Now?” Yaan’s thumbs rubbed over the backs of his hands.

“I… have messages…” He made himself say the words, but the obligation seemed suddenly petty in light of Yaan’s offer.

“We can sort that out later.” One of Yaan’s hands slipped free and lifted to caress Kel’s cheek. “I’ll take responsibility if you get in trouble. I’ll make up for any pay you’re docked.”

Kel let his smile break free. “All right.”

* * *

Now


Kel slipped into his family’s house and followed the sound of arguing voices to the kitchen. He’d been glad it was a free day for his two sisters, meaning he’d get to see them as well as Sarrin, but perhaps that wasn’t ideal after all.

For a moment he hung back in the doorway. Beni, always the responsible sibling, was on her knees picking dried beans off the floor, while Trayna faced off with their parent over her head.

“I told you to be more careful!” Exasperation dripped from Sarrin’s words.

“I was careful!” Trayna countered.

“Hi,” Kel said, and they all looked at him.

“Oh, hi Kel,” Trayna muttered, already turning back to Sarrin. Beni looked up and smiled at him as Sarrin stepped over the spilled beans to give him a quick hug.

“We’d concluded that official wasn’t ever going to let you come back and see us,” she said, pulling away to study him.

“Oh, no, it isn
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