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DEAR READER,
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“I WOULD NOT HAVE THOUGHT it took so much work to start a fire on purpose,” said Evret.

The match caught in the tinder. Fiyeli blew gently on the flame to encourage it, then fed it a twig. “They’re bastards that way. One stray spark in the wrong place and you have a whole mess of trouble, but you need an engraved invitation to get one going where you want it.” More twigs, working up to sticks of kindling, until there was enough burning kindling to support a split log of dry driftwood on top that would eventually come to rest on a bed of hot coals. “How are the skewers coming?”

Evret lifted a handful of whittled, slender green branches proudly. “Just like you asked for, they all have pointy ends and no bark except on the handles, and I still have all my fingers! Not bad for my first time carving wood.”

Morbidly curious, Fiyeli asked, “How long would it take you to grow back a lost finger?”

“A few weeks. Months for a larger limb.” Evret frowned in thought. “At least one of the quarters on your calendar, possibly up to two. Mind you, I never tested this myself, just read about it.”

“It’s your calendar too, now,” Fiyeli pointed out. He kept a reusable vellum one in his pack, in the same waxed sleeve that protected the news sheet waiting to be copied the next time they reached the Trer forest to the south. Evret was already in the habit of joining Fiyeli’s daily ritual of marking off a day. Four 72-day quarters, each composed of three 24-day months made up of four 6-day weeks, with a four-day New Year’s festival at the end. They were well into the second quarter already; it felt more imperative than usual this year that Fiyeli make a point of being somewhere fun when the festival rolled around.

“So it is,” Evret murmured with a soft smile. He leaned closer and reached out his hand, black Celestial palm upturned. (He’d called that particular genetic modification ‘completely pointless,’ but Fiyeli thought he understood the strategy behind it: it created a subtle visual distinction, what must have been in its time a potent symbol of power.) Fiyeli reached back, brushing their fingers together and triggering their communion: spotty as it usually was between humans, in their case transmitting no thoughts, only emotions. It wasn’t as practical as the true telepathy Maunat had with Urara, or Bhimmi had with the Mountains of Jade, but it was - intimate, Evret’s contentment and Fiyeli’s satisfaction mingling like a kiss.

He was half-tempted to go for a real kiss, but, “The kids will tease us endlessly if they come back with fish and we were too busy canoodling to get the broth started.” He stuck his cooking pot right into the coals and added a lump of grease, then reached for their heap of foraged vegetables to start chopping them and tipping them in.

Evret watched him curiously. “What’s this one called?” He pointed to the lumpy bulb with a wild profusion of vines that Fiyeli was chopping first.

“This is a calamity onion.”

“Why is it called a - ugh!” Evret flinched back as the fumes hit them. “Ugh, nevermind! Calamitous indeed!”

Fiyeli coughed and turned his face away as he scraped the cut bulb fragments into the pot. His eyes were streaming tears. “Yep, that’s why. The flavour mellows out with cooking, though.” He poked the sizzling pieces around until they started to sweat, then quickly chopped the vines and added them to the pot. When the vines were wilted and the bulb pieces were translucent and starting to brown, he poured in water until the pot was half-full and then went back to chopping vegetables.

“So much more interesting than a tray just coming through a window slot twice a day,” Evret said. He sat down beside Fiyeli and started doing his best to use his whittling knife to help with the chopping on another corner of the flattish rock Fiyeli was using as a cutting board. “Even if those did start coming with secret notes eventually.”

“Is that how you got started helping the - the servants?” Slavery was a capital crime on Sleipnir; every citizen was both authorized and expected to either kill (if there was no doubt) or arrest (if there was doubt) anyone who owned or abused enslaved people. Fiyeli, Maunat, and Bhimmi had carried out an execution barely three weeks ago, on Evret’s brother, Rossolay, for the latter crime. Despite that, Fiyeli’s people’s taboo against admitting to being descended from de facto slaves ran deep. Telling that part of their story naturally led to the question of who their ancestors had laboured for and escaped from, and there was no guarantee the Kingdom of Heaven weren’t still out there. They probably weren’t all as bad as Rossolay, but Fiyeli would wager few of them were as good as Evret, either. Even with the other three all knowing that part of Fiyeli’s family history now, he still found it hard to drop the habitual euphemisms.

“I suspect I really got started with that slightly earlier. The first note showed up not long after one of the many, many times I argued with Rossolay when he came to brag about hurting someone. We must have been overheard.” Evret carved a reed tuber into meticulous, tiny cubes, slowly, like he was lost in thought. “He was so... ruined,” he said quietly, “by how he learned he could do anything he wanted to anyone who wasn’t a Samaw.”

“It’s not wrong to grieve him,” Fiyeli offered, stilling Evret’s hand before he minced the tuber all the way into pulp. He scooped the cubes into the pot.

“I don’t know that I grieve him so much as who he could’ve been,” his tone was reflective, then turned bitter, “if we weren’t both groomed as sacrifices to make the Sunflower go fast.”

“Yeah, that was pretty fucked-up,” Fiyeli said, deliberately flippant. His gamble paid off; Evret laughed and got up, peering down the beach. “Can you see how the fishing’s going?”

“Urara’s still splashing around, I think, but Bhimmi and Maunat are on their way back. I think they stopped at the tidepool with Urara’s larvae in it.” Maunat’s giant hunting salamander surprised everyone when she produced a clutch, not having mated recently (Evret had gotten very excited and starting talking about spermathecae). Maunat reported that Urara had nothing to say about it, but that she was quite excited about Maunat producing ‘eggs’ at some point (and impatiently dismissed human concepts like betrothal years).

“Again? That’s another day Bhimmi has dosed himself twice!”

“Bhimmi’s very keen to be safer around Urara. I can’t blame him.” Urara was shockingly fast when she wanted to be, and mindful to avoid touching those who weren’t immune to her poison unless it was time to fight, but accidents were always a risk. According to Maunat the acclimation process involved regular handling of salamander eggs and then larvae; Fiyeli and Evret were also dutifully numbing their hands once a day in the protective mass of seaweed (Urara’s instinctive precautions against river currents transferred well to protecting against the tides) teeming with week-old hatchlings, and it did seem to take longer to go numb every time, and wear off faster.

Bhimmi’s doubled routine was clearly paying off; he was already rubbing feeling back into his hand as he and Maunat got closer. Maunat had one good-sized fish strung on a loop of fishing line, and a small basket heaped promisingly high with bivalves; evidently there’d been more than one reason to linger at the tidepools. “They weren’t biting great,” she called, “but we’ll have a decent ring-night cookout anyway!”

“That we will,” said Fiyeli. “Go ahead and tip the bivalves into the soup while I cut this up.” The fish was already gutted, so he made short work of reducing it to deboned, skewer-friendly chunks.

“Ring-night is any time there’s neither the sun nor Mama Loki in the sky, correct?” Evret asked. “So that the only light source is Sleipnir’s rings.”

“That’s right,” said Bhimmi.

“But that’s almost every other night. Sleipnir completes approximately three orbits around Mama Loki every two days.”

“That ‘approximately’ will getcha, according to Astrologer Tang. But you’re asking why we’re doing something special tonight and not those other nights, aren’t you?”

“I suppose I am.”

“Well, everybody likes a little extra light when the rings are alone up there, and there’s not as much we can even do when it’s so dim.”

“‘Dim,’” Evret echoed, sounding amused. “You do know rings like Sleipnir’s are spectacularly rare, especially around a moon?”

Fiyeli took the skewers Evret had made and stuck a roughly equal number of fish chunks onto each one, then gave them back to Evret. “Hold those over the coals that aren’t covered by the pot, and turn them slowly,” he instructed. He transferred the remaining fish scraps into the pot and tasted the soup. “Needs salt,” he reflected, and went for his stash: recently replenished with brine coral geodes. More geodes than he needed, really; he’d been convinced to carry a few more as trade goods instead of simply hoping to rely on local credit to get him fully-upgraded travelling gear for two, and a donkey to carry it all.

While Fiyeli was scraping a few precious flakes of salt into the soup, Bhimmi continued educating Evret. “Yes, we know we’re lucky. Anyway, the real reason we’re having a fancy cookout this ring-night is we finally have the time and energy for it.”

“It has been a lot of work,” Evret conceded. “Building temporary shelters, reorganizing our gear to prepare for–” he stumbled, “for any eventuality.”

Bhimmi’s cheerful expression dimmed. “It has.” He busied himself gathering up bowls for everyone.

Fiyeli asked Maunat, “Any change today?” He asked it in an undertone, so low he could barely hear himself over the crackling of the fire and the bubbling in the pot.

“None,” she answered at the same volume. “All five Mountains of Jade are still half-buried in a circle in the sand, just barely above the low-tide line. We fished standing on top of one of their shells until the tide chased us back up the beach, and there wasn’t so much as a twitch... but also, no smell of decay, and no sign of scavengers. Bhimmi still thinks they’re moulting down there.”

“Which doesn’t explain why they wanted to come all this way!” Bhimmi blurted out; once again, Fiyeli was reminded just how much more sensitive Bhimmi’s (and Maunat’s, and Evret’s) hearing was than his. “They moult just fine on the plains, so long as - so long as there are shells for them.” His voice wobbled, and Maunat went and embraced him.

Fiyeli sat down beside Evret and took over turning two of the four skewers. Ountavaun, the largest of the five crabs (possibly the largest of its kind on the entire eastern plain), would apparently not survive long after a moult if a bigger shell couldn’t be found. One ring-night when they didn’t have the energy for a cookout but did stay up telling stories, Bhimmi had explained that Ountavaun was also the crab to whom Bhimmi had been introduced as a newborn infant, and less than three years later the two of them had taken up running off (toddling off? plodding off?) and stealing other Mountains of Jade - four separate times, causing a world of comical trouble for the Cymosa clan.

It was understandably upsetting for Bhimmi to be facing the possibility that even one of his five companions from such an early age (and possibly all of them - they were the first Mountains of Jade to make it to the western ocean since Flowerfall five hundred years ago, and the knowledge of what the crabs meant to do here had been lost) might not be leaving this beach with him. Fiyeli hadn’t quite grasped that part of the situation himself when he first agreed to escort Maunat and Urara, Bhimmi, and the five Mountains of Jade across the Sea of Glass to the western ocean as the first part of Bhimmi and Maunat’s betrothal year of Proving. Bhimmi had been admirably pragmatic thus far about breaking down the packing arrangement that used to be carried by Hoonlus, the ‘smallest’ of the crabs, into loads that could be carried by the four humans on foot (Urara already had her own mostly-full saddlebags). In a way, Fiyeli was kind of relieved Bhimmi was finally showing his distress.

That didn’t mean Bhimmi would want to be the centre of attention, though. When Maunat shot Fiyeli a pleading glance, he gave the skewers he was holding back to Evret, tasted the broth in the pot again and announced, “Soup’s ready. Fish, too.” The small chunks of meat had cooked quickly over the hot coals. He and Evret filled four bowls with aromatic broth, thick with vegetables and bivalves (split open by boiling to reveal the tender meat inside), and laid a skewer across the rim of each bowl.

Bhimmi sniffled. “That smells really good, uncles.”

“It’s the calamity onion,” Evret said with authority.

Fiyeli pointed out, “The name of which you learned not half an hour ago.” Bhimmi laughed wetly, and Fiyeli and Evret exchanged pleased looks. They might be new to the role of honorary uncles (Fiyeli wasn’t new to the title, but he’d only truly embraced the role on this journey, and Evret was new to every family role other than ‘brother to a sadistic narcissist’) but Fiyeli thought they were doing a pretty good job.

The soup commanded everyone’s attention for a while: dipping the chunks of fish in the broth; using the skewers to pull up the bivalves, finish prying them apart, and scrape out the sweet, buttery flesh; scooping up the chunks of vegetables; and finally washing everything down with the remaining broth.

Over the course of the meal, Bhimmi and Maunat exchanged nearly half the contents of each of their bowls, a plains Nanshul method of showing affection that Maunat had taken to with enthusiasm. Evret watched them curiously, then asked, “Is that something only lovers do?”

Bhimmi’s mouth was full, so Maunat said, “At our betrothal feast everyone at the table did it to just about everyone else, but they didn’t have to reach across a fire to do it.”

“It’s not that big a fire,” Fiyeli said. Dry wood was hard enough to gather that he’d set aside his urge to show Evret a proper bonfire and built nice, restrained little cooking fires during their time here instead. “But big enough, I guess, yeah. Stops being a cute custom if you burn your arm hairs off.”

“People make them bigger?” Evret wondered. “It seems frightfully dangerous to me already, like getting too close to Urara.” Huh. Maybe it was good that Fiyeli hadn’t gone straight for a bonfire. “Nobody in space creates open flames on purpose, ever, not even on the Sunflower.”

Maunat and Bhimmi straightened up. “Will you tell us a Celestial story, Uncle Evret?” asked Maunat, with her best attempt at a childish wheedle. She was both the tallest and the most muscular member of the party, so the effect was pretty funny.

“My brother already told you most of my story,” Evret said, “so you know it’s not a very good one.”

Bhimmi snorted. “Oh, so someone else was born to be a star-walking anchorite, smuggled ninety percent of a slave population to freedom right under their captors’ noses, and forewent nirvana to save Sleipnir during Flowerfall?”

“Spent far too long just being a navigator, couldn’t save the remaining ten percent, and caused Flowerfall by losing access to - to whatever you want to call that state,” Evret snapped.

“No one else on Sleipnir is ever going to agree with that version,” Fiyeli told him. “We’ve been over this, and we’ll keep going over it as many times as you need.” He brushed the back of Evret’s hand, what was fast becoming their gesture of invitation. Evret deflated with a sigh and turned his hand over: his state in communion was still raw and painful, as it was every time Flowerfall came up, but compared to the first time he was raw but not bleeding, in pain but not in agony. Injured, but healing. Not bad for what was subjectively less than a month for Evret since the crash (Flowerfall was five hundred years ago, but he’d only woken up a couple of days before he met Fiyeli). Fiyeli imagined smoothing cool balm over a wound, and tried to be the emotional equivalent of that feeling.

Evret communed with Fiyeli in silence for a long minute, then refocused on the kids (nevermind that Bhimmi was nineteen and Maunat was twenty-two, they would both be kids forever to Fiyeli) and said, “I’ll tell you a Celestial story if you want, but not about myself.”

“Will you tell us about your Progenitor?” Bhimmi asked, conciliatory after once again dredging up the particular muck of Evret’s past.

“What do you know about her already?” Evret crossed his legs and straightened his back, a trained reflex he had sometimes to hold himself particularly upright. It was noticeable because Evret was otherwise recovering from being quite deconditioned. Fiyeli wondered if it was related to the meditation he used to fly the Sunflower, or if it was a posture he was made to adopt during lessons with his teacher (Fiyeli’s own ancestor). Maybe both. Fiyeli thought it was beautiful regardless.

“Just what we learned in school,” said Bhimmi, “Maria Samaw was the founding matriarch of the Samaw Corporation, which started exploring space and dropping off colonists. Five hundred years after the Corporation’s first visit to Sleipnir they came back in the Moonflower, by which time they were calling themselves Celestials of the Kingdom of Heaven.”

Evret nodded. “None of that is incorrect, but there’s definitely more. Alright then:

Maria Samaw was not a mycologist, although it suited her to let everyone believe so for a time. She was always a geneticist. The first genome she modified was for a fungus that ate plastics - plastic was a type of material from Old Earth that often broke but never decayed, so that it piled up as trash everywhere. But her fungus could make it decay, and not into poison to leach into the ground, either: into lumps of dry, fluffy hyphae that could be baled up and reprocessed into whatever anyone wanted. She seeded a few of the most infamous dump sites in the world; when people understood the potential of the fungus, minor wars broke out over access to the sites, and then Maria Samaw started selling the fungus to everyone and became extremely wealthy.

The second genome she modified was her own. She solved the telomere problem, a longstanding obstacle to making healthy clones. She gave birth to twin girls, both perfect copies of herself with that one modification added. The first sisterdaughters. She did that three more times, and when the eight sisters came of age most of them did the same, and the Samaw Corporation became a family business.

Maria had a vision for her family, to make life better for all humans, and it guided them for centuries. But, arguably, by the time the dipole drive with its sacrificial sisterson components–” (he said ‘components’ so calmly, as if he weren’t talking about himself!) “- was their established method for interstellar travel, they had already begun to lose their way. Witness how the colonists the Corporation ships dropped off on their first great exoplanetary survey sweeps were truly dropped off: they rode the ships for free, but they stepped out onto the surfaces of alien worlds with only the clothes on their backs and contraband seeds in their pockets, and no expectation of help or even contact ever again. Witness how many of the colonies that survived have laws like those in your Charter: full of strategies to avoid the worst miseries of Old Earth, with a furious resentment of those who treat people like property. What do these things tell you?”

Maunat said slowly, “They were drawn from the ranks of those who would take such a deal because it was the best option available to them.”

Evret nodded. “The poorest of the poor, prison labourers convicted under spurious charges, ‘workers’ in mines and fields and factories with a suspicious preponderance of armed guards and a notable dearth of paycheques, and other such places. The Samaws, with their wealth and power - for they had not stopped creating things everyone wanted - could go anywhere, talk to anyone, and buy up the ‘contracts’ of anyone who wanted to leave with them. To give credit where it’s due, they made the terms clear enough only a few people from any one place chose to go with them. But... if they’d truly still been following the Progenitor’s vision, they would have done more. It’s a natural progression that five hundred years after that, they considered themselves gods, and the only thing they were giving the rest of humanity was the opportunity to ‘serve’ them.”

“How is this still a story about Maria Samaw?” Bhimmi asked.

Evret spread his hands. “Because we’re all still her. Even sistersons like myself and Rossolay have far fewer differences from our sisters than you might think. In a very real way, I am Maria Samaw. Rossolay was Maria Samaw. All our sisters in the calyx of the buried Sunflower, mostly dead, some sleeping in their indestructible pods secure in the expectation worshippers will someday give their lives to open the quantum debt locks and free them, are Maria Samaw. We’re all one woman, living out infinite destinies, from sublime brilliance to grotesque folly.”

Fiyeli frowned. “I don’t accept that,” he said. “Identical twins are natural clones, and they’re always different people, for all that they share some traits. Your brother was your complete opposite. If that’s the Doctrine of One you mentioned before, I have to say, it sounds like bullshit to me.” Bhimmi and Maunat nodded agreement.

Evret stared at him, eyes huge and shimmering-wet in the firelight, and then he smiled slowly. “It is bullshit!” he laughed. “You have no idea how strange it is to hear someone say that outside my own head!”

“Thank you for the story, uncle,” Maunat said politely, well-raised child that she was. She got up and peered into the pot. “There’s still half a bowl of soup left. Does anyone want it?” At a chorus of ‘no’s she claimed the remnants for herself, and ate them standing up, walking some distance away from the fire and peering down the beach. “Are we above the high-tide line here?” she called.

“Yes, why?” Fiyeli called back. He’d built fires below that line a time or two in years past, thinking he would save himself the work of dousing the ashes later, but seven-and-a-half hours from low tide to high tide was long enough that more often than not he didn’t want to wait around that long and wound up dousing them by hand anyway - when he even got the timing right in the first place and didn’t lose his fire before he wanted to. He was an expert on the Sea of Glass; the actual sea, not so much.

“Because there are things moving around out there.”

They all got up to see. The silvery light of Sleipnir’s rings reduced everything to monochrome shadows on shadows that their eyes strained to sort out, especially with mangroves growing in much of the intertidal zone. But with the fire behind them they could tell that there were definitely dark shapes darting in the waves as they rolled up the long, long stretch of sand.

“Fish?” Bhimmi wondered, then yelped as something large enough to break up the shape of a wave snatched one of the smaller dark shapes and vanished as quickly as it had appeared. The speed was right, but the silhouette was all wrong to be Urara.

“Maunat,” Evret asked, “is Urara safe out there?” He must have been thinking along the same lines as Fiyeli.

Maunat said, “Urara hunts with me in the Great River Trer. She’s taken down a mad river wolf. Even when something is resistant to her poison–” (Urara was more poisonous to humans than to anything else, but it was a rare creature that was entirely unaffected) “- she’s terrifically strong.”

“The ocean is bigger than the Great River Trer,” Fiyeli pointed out.

“These tidal flats are shallower, though. She’ll be okay.” Maunat sounded like she was trying to convince herself, a little.

Bhimmi sounded uneasy as he wondered, “Are we seeing them now when we didn’t before because we couldn’t make them out without a fire, or are they drawn to the fire? And if we can see them moving, can they see us? And if they’re comfortable in water that shallow, are they comfortable on land?”

“Good questions,” Maunat said, looking troubled. “Maybe we’d better sleep in shifts tonight.”

“And if something does come up out of the water, what do you plan to do?” Fiyeli asked.

Maunat grinned. “Run away banging the soup pot with the ladle and yelling at the top of my lungs!”  
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“I DON’T KNOW IF I CAN sleep knowing Maunat and Bhimmi are out there watching the water for potential amphibious predators,” Evret admitted as they got ready for bed. “Predators that aren’t Urara, I mean.”

“Urara is also out there with them,” Fiyeli reminded him, “and the most formidable amphibious predator I’ve ever heard of.”

“True enough.”

“And Maunat’s quite a bit tougher than either of us, even if most of her hunting strategy does revolve around being the brains to Urara’s brawn. Worry about when it’s our turn to stand watch.”

“Logical... and yet.”

“You’re worried about the kids.” Fiyeli kissed his cheek. “That’s adorable.”

Evret rubbed his cheek, an involuntary smile tugging at one side of his mouth. He looked around the small sleep shack they’d cobbled together out of wood, rope from Hoonlus’ old pack harness, and Fiyeli’s trusty oilcloth tarpaulin. It was much appreciated when cold winds or rain came up (which they did on the coast more often than they had in the Sea of Glass - the sand might be melted but it was still a desert) but Fiyeli wasn’t surprised when Evret said, “It’s warm and clear. Can we move the cushions back outside?”

“Sure thing, habibi.” Fiyeli still didn’t know how young Evret was when he was sealed into his anchorhold to be the Moonflower’s ‘shadow,’ and he wasn’t going to ask (although, by how much shorter Evret was than Rossolay, he suspected it happened before Evret was done growing, and either he wasn’t fed enough or the isolation stunted his appetite). The exact number didn’t really matter; it was amazing he’d come away from those decades even remotely sane. A marked preference for sleeping outside was both understandable and manageable. He brushed Evret’s wrist as they gathered up the cushions that used to be the riding platform near the top of Hoonlus’ pack harness. “Thanks for asking.”

“Thanks for putting up with me.”

Fiyeli poked him with a finger. “None of that. It’s not a big deal at all; I like it better under the stars myself unless the weather is downright rotten, and I didn’t go through any of the shit you did.”

“It’s being under the rings that I like best, actually,” Evret mused as they set the cushions in the spot they’d used before. “The stars on their own might be a problem, too, for all that my view of them was the best part about where I used to be.”

“Good thing you’re here during the million years Sleipnir’s rings have left, then,” Fiyeli said.

Evret chuckled. “Good thing.”

They settled onto the cushions, and Fiyeli grinned when Evret moulded himself to Fiyeli’s side. They’d long since given up wearing anything when they went to bed; Evret was so reliably in need of attention before sleeping that it saved a step to simply have no clothes to remove (similarly, they were already lying on a towel, formerly Bhimmi’s backup hair towel, which he’d been persuaded to part with for the protection of the venerable leather cushions). Sure enough, Evret’s cock was hot and hard against Fiyeli’s hip, and his upper hand roamed busily over Fiyeli’s chest, scratching through his abundant, greying hair. “Hello,” Fiyeli drawled, tracing the shape of Evret’s shoulder and waist.

“Hello,” Evret husked back, and Fiyeli’s abdomen tensed. Stars, he was getting conditioned to respond to that tone! Evret knew it, too; he felt the shift in Fiyeli’s muscles (and probably, through communion, the way Fiyeli’s lust lit up far more obligingly than any campfire) and hummed appreciatively as he trailed his hand down until his wrist bumped into Fiyeli’s hardening cock. “I can think of something else that would help me relax and get to sleep in this trying time.”

“Oh?” Fiyeli teased. “Is it the same thing you needed when it rained yesterday?” Fuck, that had been good: the rain drumming on the tarp roof, with them warm inside under their blanket, leisurely sixty-nining for what felt like hours. Fiyeli had put Evret up top, his trembling knees on either side of Fiyeli’s shoulders and his long, elegant cock filling Fiyeli’s hand and mouth while Evret kneaded his thighs and moaned around Fiyeli’s cock.

Evret pursed his lips and hummed thoughtfully. “Hmm, tempting, but. Um. Do you remember the first night we slept in a hammock?”

“I assume you mean the first night we slept in one on purpose, as opposed to waking up in a shitty accidental one like game tossed in a hunter’s sack?”

Evret chuckled nervously. “Yes. We couldn’t move around much, but you put your dick between my thighs and took mine in hand–”

“I can do that,” Fiyeli offered, but it was another tease, because he remembered now what they’d talked about - well, what he’d talked about, after intuiting it from the way Evret lost his mind over–

“You had me cover my mouth,” Evret went on doggedly, sensing that Fiyeli was teasing him, emboldened by the slight annoyance, “and then I thought about you doing that to me and it got me so hot, and you guessed it somehow!”

“It wasn’t hard to figure out, habibi, not when I could feel how you just about creamed yourself right after you covered your mouth.”

“Anyway,” Evret groaned, grinding into Fiyeli’s hip, “you said you would, you would do that, cover my mouth and pin me down and fuck me from behind, oh stars, fuck yes,” this last as Fiyeli rolled onto his side to face Evret and drag him into a kiss. The arm Evret had tucked himself under now pillowed Evret’s head as Fiyeli pulled their bodies flush with a hand around Evret’s waist. Evret kissed him hungrily, nipping his lips, sucking his tongue, his need thrumming through them both and bringing Fiyeli’s desire from an easy simmer to a boil.

“You want that?” Fiyeli demanded in a harsh whisper. “Danger all around, people on guard nearby, so you need me to keep you quiet?”

“Yes,” Evret whimpered, “and hold me down, cover me, use me hard, Fiyeli, I need it.” He drew Fiyeli’s hand down from his waist to between his asscheeks, where he was - Fiyeli’s breath caught - where he was already slick with oil.

“Evret,” Fiyeli hissed, “fuck, when did you have time to do this?”

“When you were hiking to and from the latrine pit,” Evret said smugly. “Just got out the oil flask and went for it.”

“You sure did.” Evret had been thorough; his hole was soft and slippery, blooming invitingly like it was trying to swallow Fiyeli’s disbelieving fingertip. The mental image of Evret working himself open, biting his lips on a sneaky smirk as he prepared his little surprise, was so sexy Fiyeli had to grind the heel of his hand into his dick and calm down for the space of a couple of breaths. “Well,” he said at last, “initiative like that needs to be rewarded.”

He shuffled sideways and pushed Evret to lie facedown. Evret muffled a frantic moan into the cushion as Fiyeli rose up, planted his hand in the small of Evret’s back, and shoved Evret’s knees apart
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