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Anike is the royal artist, kept extremely busy by a demanding prince who wants every illustrious moment of his reign recorded in ink and paint. His latest task is recording the visit of the ambassadors from the country of Marana, long closed off from the world and only just newly opened. But when they arrive, and Anike catches his first glimpse of the exotic Maranans, painting is the very last thing on his mind—and all that could go wrong by falling for them the first.
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One

Anike didn't look up as the door to the conference room opened. He kept sketching the outline of the room, ignoring the prince's voice as he spoke in the grand and pompous tone that meant the ambassadors from Marana were with him. Anike continued sketching, adding in an outline of the painting that hung on the far wall.

Anike continued to ignore them until the prince mentioned his name, and then his attention was drawn away from his sketchpad. The prince was still talking; something about recording the momentous occasion of receiving ambassadors from Marana after the century of hearing nothing from that country, but Anike wasn't paying attention.

He was too busy staring at the two ambassadors. Anike had never seen their like. He'd heard the rumors that Maranans were strange looking, but he'd dismissed them. How strange could they be, living in a country just to the east? He'd put it down to imagination and the fact that no one had seen anyone from Marana in decades.

But the ambassadors were definitely not normal. They were both thin, with long faces and cheekbones that slanted at an alarming angle. Their mouths were strangely shaped and their eyes were slanted to match their cheekbones and their pupils were not round, but oval. Their noses were flatter than any nose Anike had ever drawn before and they both had jet black hair. Anike was willing to bet they were either related or that everyone in Marana looked the same.

Anike recovered himself with a blush as they both grinned at him, showing off the curve of fangs. Ducking his head, he focused on his sketch, hoping he hadn't offended by staring. The prince seated himself at the head of the table, as Anike had known he would. Adding a bit more detail to the prince's hair where he'd already drawn him in, Anike waited for the ambassadors and the prince's bodyguards to settle in so he could sketch their outlines.

He'd finish the drawing completely later, but for now it was just important to get everyone in place where they were, and add a bit of detail. He'd have to focus on the ambassadors more than he'd originally planned—he had a good memory, but they were so different looking that he would need to get as much down as he could before the meeting was over.

Since it was just a short welcome meeting, Anike wouldn't have much time. The ambassadors took the seats to the prince's left, which gave him a good view of them. Anike immediately began sketching them, trying not to be too indiscreet as he glanced up at them.

It didn't help that one or the other was always staring at him whenever he looked up, and Anike decided that he was going to have a permanent blush after the meeting. Sketching in the ambassadors' eyes, Anike hoped he wasn't making them look too alike and half-wished he could have a chance—a real chance, not hurried sketches—to draw them. They were so different from the people he usually drew, and Anike wanted to make sure he could record how graceful they looked.

It seemed like no time at all before the prince stood again, and Anike realized he had missed the entirety of what had been said. Not that it mattered, since he wasn't a scribe or anything, but he'd been a little curious. Shrugging it off, Anike snuck one last look at the ambassadors as they stood. He didn't bother to get up, knowing he wouldn't be disturbed in the conference room. He could sketch out the rest of the room in peace, and detail the ambassadors before the lines of their faces slipped away from him.

The room fell quiet as the prince left, and Anike smiled a little as he settled in to draw. He'd sketch a bit where he was, and then move to the table so he could add in more detail.

Anike's head jerked up at the sound of a soft laugh, and his eyes widened a bit to see the two ambassadors were still in the room with him. That wasn't good—perhaps they wanted the room to talk privately and he hadn't heard because he was paying too much attention to his sketchbook?

"Sorry," Anike said quickly, all but tumbling out of his chair in his haste to stand. "I'll go."

"Go?" The closer one smirked, showing his fangs. He was taller than the other, Anike noted. He was also sauntering closer to Anike. Anike wondered briefly if that was how he normally walked or if he was doing that just to discomfit him. "No, you're not going anywhere."

"Um," Anike replied intelligently, gripping his sketchbook tightly. He couldn't help but stare at the ambassador, noting the fine lines in his face—peering closer, Anike realized with a start that the man's skin was made up of tiny little scales that shimmered a little in the light.

And he was staring again. Anike glanced away—right at the other one, who was smirking to match the first. Anike jumped when the first touched his cheek, his fingers brushing lightly against Anike's skin and drawing his attention back. Anike stared at the man—what was he doing and that really was rather obvious. Only, he was an ambassador, and Anike didn't know how to get out of the situation without doing something to offend them—and their country—or even if he really wanted to because they were fascinating.

"I think you're scaring him, Calo," the second said, his words hissing out softly. Anike shivered, taking a careful step back, away from that soft, cool hand—covered, he realized, with the same small scales Anike had noted in his face.

"I don't think so." Calo smiled at him, his eyes intent as they focused on Anike. His eyes were a pale gold-green, and Anike blushed; he had quite a bit more detail he could add to the sketch.

"Hmm? Are you scared, pretty artist?"

Anike blinked, startled. He wasn't pretty. He was plain, with ordinary light brown hair and a too-big nose, and his teeth were slightly crooked … Calo laughed, sauntering closer and Anike noted absently that his brother—or maybe cousin, though they still looked an awful lot alike to be just cousins—moved forward as well.

"What do you want?" Anike asked warily, folding his sketchbook closed and tucking his pencil behind his ear. The ambassadors looked at each other and laughed at the same time. Anike blushed, because really, the way they were looking at him—the way both of them were looking at him—it was obvious.

"Hmm," Calo murmured, and Anike just blinked at him when Calo slid a hand through his hair soothingly. "Reni and I are most taken with you."

Anike frowned, wondering if they were playing some sort of joke. They'd known he existed for maybe half an hour.

"You taste good," Reni informed him, and Anike jumped a little when Reni's fingers caressed his arm. Calo smirked, still teasing at his hair, and Anike blushed, trying to hold onto his rapidly crumbling composure.

"You haven't tasted me yet," Anike protested, then clapped his free hand over his mouth because truly that thought should've stayed in his head. Reni laughed, and his tongue flickered out of his mouth, a quick dart of pink, and Anike really wanted to sink into the floor in mortification.

Calo tugged his hand away gently, ducking his head and Anike froze as he was kissed. Just a light, teasing kiss and a barely-there touch of tongue, and Anike tried in vain to make his brain work as Reni followed suit with a set of kisses to his cheeks.

"Tasty," Reni declared, and Anike could do nothing but stare at him, and then at Calo as he laughed, petting Anike again before stepping back.

"Come, Reni, let's go to our rooms," Calo said, his eyes never leaving Anike. "I think we've overwhelmed him."

"I think you're right," Reni smirked at Anike before turning to follow Calo from the room. Anike stared after them, not moving for a few minutes after they left. Slowly, he touched his lips, his eyes on the door. He half-expected them to come back and drag him off to make good on their teasing kisses and gentle touches.

Anike shook himself, taking a few steps towards the door. At least they didn't seem dangerous. Well, they were dangerous, but only in the sense that he couldn't think around them. Anike sighed, pulling his sketchbook closer. Maybe they'd forget about him when they met the pretty courtesans and the prettier servants that hung around the palace. The thought panged unhappily in his stomach, but Anike ignored it, moving to the table and sitting down woodenly. He had a drawing to complete.

 






Two

It was three days before he saw the ambassadors again. It was the formal welcoming ball, and Anike was required to make a sketch of the proceedings. Something that was going to be extremely difficult, considering that it was a ball, and dancing and migrating around the ballroom was the normal behavior.

Still, the prince insisted that everything about the ambassadors arrival at the palace was momentous, and since he'd hired Anike to record every momentous occasion during his reign, Anike was drawing the welcome ball. He hated drawing balls. He ended up sketching too fast, trying to do the outlines of as many scenes as he could, and his hand would cramp and he'd be stuck drawing with a sore hand for days afterwards.

It didn't help that he was still on edge from the meeting with Calo and Reni three days back. He kept thinking about them. He kept drawing them, and worst, he kept dreaming about them. Pleasant, not for children dreams, and Anike had to be going insane. He'd kept to his rooms, something that wasn't unusual when he was working on a project, but he usually went for a meal or two outside his room.

He was afraid of running into them, though. He'd make an idiot of himself again, he knew it. It didn't help that the ambassadors had to be playing with him. He wasn't stupid. There was no way they could have decided they wanted him after half an hour of him sketching them and Anike prided himself on not making the same mistakes twice.

None of which was what he should have been concentrating on, and Anike forced himself to start sketching the ballroom's outline again. Nothing began for another two hours, but he would use the time to get the room's shape down on as many pages as he could. Then he could fill in the people and hope none of the furniture changed like that one ball where two of the nobles had gotten drunk ahead of time and broken the drink table, only to have it replaced with a round table instead of the rectangular one it had been.

Anike sighed, scooting his chair closer to the balcony railing. He was up in one of the private alcoves, which afforded him a much better view of the ballroom floor. He'd already locked the door, ensuring he wouldn't be bothered and that none of the nobles would try to commandeer the alcove for their "personal" business.

Anike thought longingly of the paintings half-finished in his room. He wanted to be there, working on finishing off his first set of paintings of Calo and Reni. Pushing the thought from his mind, Anike focused on the room below him and began to sketch.

Three hours later, Anike groaned and muttered beneath his breath about spoiled princes as he forced his hand to sketch more quickly and willed the swirling, swiveling idiots below to hold still for more than five seconds. It didn't help that his eyes kept drifting away from the prettily dressed men and women to look at the ambassadors.

Calo and Reni were staying still at least, settled next to the prince's empty chair. The guests kept approaching them, and Anike had seen enough simultaneous smiles—how did they do that?—to fill his dreams for a lifetime. The prince was dancing with his fiancée, but he would occasionally return to chat with the ambassadors before returning to her.

The rest of the guests would not hold still and Anike was killing his fingers trying to draw them. He wanted a drink, but he couldn't take a break for another hour. Besides, he wasn't sure he wanted to go downstairs yet.

Anike scowled, pausing a moment to stretch his fingers before returning to drawing. He sketched figures with billowing skirts and figures with stiff pant legs and initialed each person to return and add detail later. He was lucky that the first job the prince had ordered him to do was to make portraits of every Person of Interest. It made the bigger gatherings simpler, since he could use the details from his previous sketches.

It was also a good thing that he liked his job, otherwise he could very much see himself hating it. Shaking his head ruefully, Anike filled in the last blank section of the sketch and checked to make sure he hadn't duplicated anyone before flipping to the next page.

Glancing back up, Anike's eyes gravitated automatically to where Calo and Reni had been sitting. He frowned, surprised to see them no longer there. But perhaps they were finally dancing? Only Anike's scan of the ballroom didn't reveal them to be anywhere in sight.

They'd probably left early. It wasn't unusual for foreign ambassadors to do that, especially once the other guests got more and more into their cups. Unfortunately, that didn't mean that Anike could go. It did mean that he could sneak down to get something to drink later without worrying about them.

Smiling, Anike bent his head and began sketching in skirts again. He'd only just started in on the prince and his fiancée when warm hands slid across his shoulders from behind. Anike jumped, losing his pencil and knocking his sketches to the floor as he leapt away from the out-of-nowhere touch. Turning sharply, he tried to calm his heart down as he caught sight of Calo's smile.

"How did you get in here?" Anike hissed, running a hand through his hair and knocking his spare pencil from behind his ear to the floor to join the other one.

"Through the door," Calo replied with an easy smirk, looking far too smug and it didn't help that he looked so much better in his dark, formal clothing up close than he did from across the ballroom.

"It was locked," Anike snapped, still trying to recover from his fright. Still, if Calo was there, where was Reni? Not that he wanted either ambassador close enough for him to make a fool of himself again, but Anike preferred to have both of them where he could see them.

"Was being the key word," Calo drawled, sauntering around Anike's chair and taking a seat in it. "Where have you been, pretty artist?"

"Working," Anike replied shortly, stooping to collect his sketches. They were hopelessly out of order, and Anike sighed but began to sort them into the pages he'd already completed for the evening and the blank sketches of the ballroom he was filling out.

Calo watched with interest, but he didn't try to interrupt. Anike snatched up his pencils, frowning at Calo before moving to the other chair. He tugged it close to the balcony's edge, setting up his drawing board again.

Trying to ignore the ambassador, Anike began a new sketch—everyone was too far out of their positions for him to finish the last one—and started to draw out the lines of the skirts and suits on the dance floor.

Surprisingly, Calo left him alone, though Anike had even more trouble focusing on drawing, too aware of Calo's presence to concentrate properly despite Calo not making a sound. Anike couldn't even hear him breathing, and his muscles slowly tensed as he decided that Calo was sneaking up on him to startle him again. So of course he kept glancing over at Calo, but each time he looked, the ambassador was just sitting there, staring at him with a smirk curving his lips.

"Where's Reni?" Anike finally asked after a few moments, glancing back down to the ballroom floor.

"Don't fret, pretty artist, he'll get here." Calo's voice was smug and Anike decided to keep quiet and hope to run out of paper soon. Then he could leave.

Anike sighed, focusing on drawing again. Calo didn't move, and Anike eventually decided ignoring him was the best option. He got two more sketches finished before the door opened and shut (audibly that time), and he made the mistake of glancing behind him to see Reni shutting the door behind him with a booted heel.

"Took you," Calo drawled, and Anike forced himself to sketch in Lady Diara's skirts instead of paying them any mind.

"I was waylaid," Reni hissed, sounding annoyed. Anike glanced back despite himself. Reni set down the tray he was carrying, tugging sharply at his shirt. There was a dark spot staining the front of it, and Anike briefly wondered what had happened before he remembered he was supposed to be ignoring them.

Calo said something in reply … but it wasn't in any language Anike knew. The words were soft and whispery, like silk running across his skin, and Anike shivered. Reni replied in the same language, and because he was speaking Anike could hear him approaching.

Still, he jumped a little when Reni leaned over the back of his chair and started playing with his hair. Blushing, Anike sat still for a moment before twisting away, turning to glare at him.

"I need to work," Anike told him sharply, trying to ignore Calo's smirk as he sipped at one of the glasses of wine Reni had brought.

"No, you don't." Reni smiled slowly, showing off his fangs and Anike wondered briefly if they were poisonous before indignation took over.

"Yes, I do," Anike snapped, narrowing his eyes and jerking away from Reni's hand. No matter how much he wanted to lean into it, to accept the soft touches … it wouldn't mean anything good and he'd learned his lesson. He wasn't going to be stupid.

"The prince told us you were painting the ball because of us," Calo spoke up, sauntering across the room with a second cup of wine. "Since we're not at the ball anymore, you don't need to do more sketches."

"That's not true." Anike dragged a hand through his hair, frustrated. "I have to do the entire ball, since it was the first one you both attended."

"And this ball is so different from the other ones that have been held?" Reni asked, his fingers darting out and caressing Anike's cheek lightly.

"I—not really," Anike managed as Calo pushed the goblet of wine into his hand.

"Then you could duplicate the work from another ball, yes?" Reni asked, and Anike sighed, taking a long swallow of wine.

"It would take more work," Anike said half-heartedly, taking another sip of the wine. It was sweet and light, the way he liked his wine, and he wondered if Reni had known that or had just picked what he wanted. "I'd have to plan where people were, and not make them too close to where they are in the other paintings, and if someone leaves early and I paint them in anyway, I could be fired," Anike continued, glancing down at the half-finished sketch in front of him. Another one he couldn't finish.

"Ah." Reni half-smiled at him, and Anike could've sworn he saw a flash of disappointment in his eyes but it was gone before he could pinpoint it.

"We'll stay and keep you company," Calo decided, his fingertips caressing Anike's cheek lightly before he drew back a little. Anike shrugged (it wasn't like he could have made them leave, after all), and flipped to a new piece of paper.

Reni didn't move, continuing to lean against the back of Anike's chair. Anike steadfastly ignored him, focusing on the people swirling and chattering below. Beginning another sketch, Anike worked quickly—the faster he ran out of paper, the faster he got to go back to hiding in his rooms.

"You're quick," Reni commented quietly as Anike sketched in the outlines of the nobles loitering by the drink table.

"Practice," Anike replied absently, working on the dance floor. Another thing he'd had to learn—the dance moves for each song, so he could easily choose a pose and put everyone in it. Reni didn't pester him further, thankfully, and Anike was able to complete the sketch without a problem.

"Would you like something to eat?" Calo asked as Anike slid the sketch into the finished pile. "Reni brought snacks."

"I'm not hungry," Anike dismissed quietly, stretching his stiff fingers before beginning to sketch again.

"How long have you been up here?" Reni asked, and Anike managed to not jam his pencil through his sketch when Reni's fingers traced a pattern along his back.

"Stop that," Anike grumbled irritably, shifting to sit further forward on his seat. Glancing down, Anike began sketching again, skirts and suits and dance poses and he wanted to be finished for the evening already. He wasn't sure what would happen then, except it would probably induce him to be an idiot.

Reni chuckled, but slid away from his chair. A quick glance up showed that he was wandering over towards Calo, and Anike breathed a quiet sigh of relief. Sliding back in his chair, he focused on his work, finally managing to block out the two ambassadors.

The ball was winding to a close when Anike ran out of paper. He wasn't surprised; he was usually good at estimating how much he'd need. Stretching his fingers, he winced a little—they were going to ache the next day, but there wasn't anything he could really do about that. Taking the pencil with his other hand, Anike moved to tuck it behind his ear, only to realize he still had the other pencil there.

Collecting the two together, he tucked them into his pocket, collecting his sketches and drawing board together. He drank the last sip of the sweet wine as he stood, turning to find Calo and Reni curled together in other chair. Anike blushed, one nagging question seemingly answered for him.

Reni gave him a slow smile, and Anike quite honestly wondered how they'd managed to fit into a chair that was meant for one and look so comfortable doing it. Calo didn't move, but he looked like he was fast asleep, his head pillowed on Reni's chest and Anike ached for a moment to be a part of that.

"Thank you for keeping me company," Anike said stiffly, bowing quickly. Reni hissed something and Anike nearly dropped his artwork until he realized Reni was speaking in the soft, sibilant words he and Calo had shared earlier.

Calo stirred, sleepy gold eyes focusing on Anike immediately, and Anike fought a blush. Reni said something else, and it really was unfair to speak in front of Anike in a language he didn't understand.

Calo laughed, a deep, rumbling sound of amusement, and Anike lost the battle, his cheeks heating. He was probably being laughed at.

"Good evening, sirs," Anike tilted his head in acknowledgement and headed for the door quickly. He set his wine goblet down on the tray Reni had brought in and crossed the room as fast as he could without seeming like he was running away.

Which meant he wasn't going fast enough, and Reni quickly caught up with him, teasing gently at his hair and slipping between him and the door.

"Wait a moment," Reni said, a smile curving his lips and a heated look in his eyes. Anike stared, distracted by the elegant lines of Reni's face and if his hand didn't ache so from the evening of quick sketching, he knew would have drawn Reni when he returned to his rooms.

As it was, he just wanted to go to bed. But his distraction was his undoing, as Calo caught up, sleepily joining Reni in the doorway. His eyes never left Anike, and Anike couldn't help the blush that heated his cheeks.

Why did they have to be so … lovely?

Anike fought his frustration, trying to dredge up the memories of the last time he'd allowed himself to be convinced that someone cared. But the memories of Taleir paled with Calo and Reni standing in front of him. They'd sought him out … but there was nothing special about Anike.

He was an artist, a lucky artist, and in no position to complain if the new ambassadors made use of him however they wished. Perhaps that's what attracted them. They knew he couldn't complain after, not if he didn't want to risk losing his place.

"Come," Calo spoke up, and Anike sighed but let himself be pulled from the room. Reni tugged his sketches out of his grip, smiling and completely ignoring Anike's protests. Calo simply walked far too close for propriety as they started the walk to the residential wing of the palace.

"You are a wonderful artist," Reni complimented as they walked. Anike wondered if they had their boot heels stuffed with cloth, since only his steps made any noise as they walked down the hallway (and really, it was little wonder the two could sneak up on him so effortlessly).

"They're outlines," Anike corrected him. "They're not finished and there's nothing particularly thrilling about them."

"You have skill," Calo drawled, giving him a smile. "Talented hands. It shows, even if they are simple outlines."

Anike blushed, wondering if Calo and Reni would be disappointed. His hands were normal except when he was drawing—and really, he wasn't going to let anything happen so of course they wouldn't be disappointed.

"Beautiful artist," Reni murmured, collecting Anike's drawing hand and brushing a light kiss across the back of it. Anike swore he felt a flicker of tongue along his fingers, but it was barely there so he could've imagined it. Twisting his hand free, he frowned at Reni but didn't say anything. His protests weren't heard anyway.

"Are you all right, pretty artist?" Calo asked, touching his cheek lightly.

"I'm fine," Anike said wearily, crossing his arms to keep his hands close. That way he wouldn't be tempted into returning the teasing touches or worse.

"You're tired," Reni interpreted, a softer smile curving his lips.

"Yes," Anike admitted, his shoulders slumping. Not that it mattered. It had never mattered with Taleir, and Anike had no doubt that Calo and Reni knew many ways to wake him. That he was even thinking such thoughts meant he really was tired. At least his dreams would be pleasant that evening, especially if he continued to receive the soft, playful caresses that Calo and Reni seemed intent on drowning him in.

"Where is your room, pretty artist?" Calo asked as they reached the wide doors that led to the bedrooms of the palace. Every guest stayed there, as well as some of the nobles who dwelled there permanently. The servants' quarters were both underground and on the first floor. Anike had a room at the end of the second floor, something that had not endeared him to the other servants of the palace, but was necessary for the light he needed to do his painting properly.

"At the end," Anike replied, thinking after the words left his mouth how much of a bad idea it might be for Calo and Reni to know where his bedroom was. They could easily ask a servant and find out, though, so it wasn't like he was divulging a state secret.

Calo and Reni led him down the hallway slowly, both of them miraculously refraining from touching him. Anike took the respite, taking slow breaths to calm himself down. He just needed to figure out some way to make them go away once they got to his room. Then he'd be okay and he could hide away in his room for a while with the excuse of working on the paintings for the ball.

They reached his room more quickly than Anike expected, and he hesitated, unthinkingly glancing at Calo. Hopefully his face didn't betray his anxiety, and Anike tensed a bit as Calo stepped close … but he merely pressed a soft kiss to Anike's forehead before stepping away.

"Sleep well, pretty artist," Calo told him, and a slight shift of clothing made Anike glance at Reni. His confusion only grew as Reni kissed his cheek softly and gave him his sketches back, his fingers lingering only for a few seconds on Anike's.

"Good night." Reni smirked, stepping away, and Anike watched the two ambassadors walk away, confused and not at all disappointed. There was no reason to be disappointed. Anike let himself into his room quickly, locking the door behind him. He deposited his sketches on his worktable and merely kicked off his shoes before crawling into bed. Perhaps sleep would erase all thoughts of the strange and beautiful ambassadors.






Three

Anike managed to hide in his room for a week. He was surprised he saw no sign of Calo or Reni, since they did know where his room was, but he took full advantage of the peace and worked out a dozen paintings. And if he lingered a little too long getting every last detail of them perfectly right in a few paintings … well, no one would know the difference.

It was only when the prince summoned him that Anike put down his paintbrush to leave his room. He had time to change into something more presentable, but he didn't bother to try to scrub the paint smears off his fingers before he answered the summons. That would take too much time and it didn't really matter. The prince was used to seeing him smeared with paint.

Honestly, Anike should've known something was up. A whole week without being tormented by the too-beautiful brothers was too much time for them to not be planning something. Anike could tell by the matching smug looks on their faces that they'd done something. The prince looked much the same as normal as he gestured Anike to have a seat. Anike sat down slowly, trying to not look at either Calo or Reni as he did so.

"As you know," the prince began, in his pompous tone that meant he was about to say something about preserving his praiseworthy reign for all future generations. "Our two ambassadors from Marana are the first to come to our country in over a centuries."

Anike nodded, keeping his eyes on the prince.

"Therefore, their arrival is momentous," the prince declared, and Anike nodded again. That was why he'd painted the conference and the ball, wasn't it? "I would have you do portraits, to hang in the grand hall."

"Yes, majesty," Anike agreed. He couldn't very well refuse.

"Good," the prince smiled at him genially, standing and letting one of the hovering servants settle his royal robe on his shoulders. "I shall leave you to work out the details."

Anike stood, dropping a low bow as the prince swept from the room. The servants followed him, and Anike was once more alone with the ambassadors.

"Is there anywhere you would like to have the portraits done?" Anike asked quietly, wondering if he'd survive, since he'd barely managed to escape after the ball.

"Wherever is most comfortable for you, pretty artist," Calo replied, and Anike glanced up to see them approaching, one on either side of the table.

"The gardens?" Anike suggested. He'd done plenty of portraits out there, and it gave him enough light.

"Sounds … delightful," Reni said, putting emphasis on 'delightful.' Anike blushed, hiding his paint-stained hands under the table.

"How long does portrait-making take?" Calo asked, leaning against the table to the left of Anike's chair.

"Half a day," Anike answered without hesitation. He'd done more than enough portraits to answer that confidently, though if he were going to get all the details—especially their skin—it might take a little longer.

"During sunlit hours, too?" Reni asked, and they seemed almost normal for a moment except that Reni was sliding his ankle along Anike's calf.

"I need the light," Anike confirmed, moving his leg away. Reni smirked a bit but took up a matching position to Calo, leaning against the table to Anike's right.

"Do you have tomorrow free?" Calo asked. Anike nodded slowly; he really didn't have anything on his schedule unless the prince requested his presence.

"I can only do one of you tomorrow," Anike said, frowning. "And that's provided it doesn't rain."

Calo and Reni made matching faces.

"Yes, let's hope it doesn't rain," Calo said distastefully, and Anike smothered a smile because that wasn't cute, not at all.

"All right, then I'll see you tomorrow," Anike said, standing. Pushing his chair back, Anike wasn't surprised at the light touch to his arm, and he glanced back at Reni, blushing a little because of course they weren't going to let him leave without touching him. Reni and Calo gave him simultaneous smirks, and Anike froze as they both moved forward, pressing light, teasing kisses to his cheeks.

"Until tomorrow, pretty artist," Calo drawled. Reni caressed Anike's lips with a light touch, and then they both stepped away. Anike made his retreat quickly, covering his face with his hands as soon as he got a few hallways away. He was never going to survive drawing portraits of them.






Four

The gardens were one of Anike's favorite places in the palace. They were always beautiful and calm, and the gardeners were friendly to Anike, whereas the household staff often were not. Anike had gotten to the gardens early, letting the gardener tending the roses by the entrance know where to direct Calo or Reni when one or the other arrived. Then he made his way to the rear of the garden.

The gardeners were geniuses, in Anike's opinion. They had segregated each little section of the garden from the rest with their creative placements of trees, bushes, and other plants. Anike had always gravitated to the nook with crab-apple trees, near the rear of the garden. He typically used it for portrait sessions; the was a convenient tree swing where he'd done a few of the young ladies' portraits, as well as a few natural benches carved into fallen trees.

It took him a few minutes to set up his canvas and supplies, setting everything in careful order so he could work without having to fuss over where things were. He'd just gotten everything to his liking when Calo and Reni both strolled into the grove, talking in low, hissing tones. They stopped when they saw him, breaking into identical smiles.

"Good morning, pretty artist," Reni greeted as they walked towards him.

"Good morning," Anike replied politely. "I only need take the day from one of you," Anike pointed out, sliding his hands together. The paint still dried on his hands rubbed against his skin roughly.

"I wanted to watch," Calo divulged, giving Anike a secretive smile. Anike blushed, wondering if it were possible for him to think clean thoughts when Calo said things like that, with that suggestive look on his face. Probably not, and probably that was their intent. Anike nodded, turning his gaze back to Reni.

"You can sit anywhere you like, though I suggest you pick a position you can hold still in for a few hours?" Anike offered, gesturing towards the bench and tree.

"What position do you suggest?" Reni drawled. Anike choked a little, and really, that was just unfair.

"On the bench?" Anike blushed furiously because that wasn't really any better. "Just sit comfortably and don't change your expression."

"All right," Reni agreed easily, looking amused and Anike rolled his eyes, focusing on his canvas for a long moment as Calo sauntered over to him.

"My watching won't bother you, will it?" Calo asked intently, his eyes on Anike, and Anike stared back for a moment before managing to gather his wits enough to reply.

"No. Just don't … break my concentration," Anike instructed. Calo smiled slowly, walking behind him and trailing a few fingers across his lower back.

"I'll sit over there," Calo said softly, close to Anike's ear, and then he moved away. He took a seat on the bench half-hidden behind and to the left of where Anike had set up his canvas.

Anike took a deep breath. Then another, and collected his pencil. He glanced at Reni, who was lounging almost seductively across the bench. His arms were stretched across the back and his legs were spread indecently wide, and it was not an invitation because Anike had work to do.

"This will hang in the front hall," Anike reminded him, and Reni laughed, but straightened, sitting more appropriately with his legs crossed and his hands folded together in his lap. Anike nodded and set to drawing an outline.

"May I interrupt?" Calo asked softly, drawing his attention. Anike hesitated, but lowered the brush, frowning at the half-completed painting.

"Yes?" Anike asked, turning away from the canvas and towards where Calo's voice had come from. Calo smiled, and hefted a basket that he hadn't brought with him earlier. Meaning he'd snuck off and returned without Anike noticing.

"Lunch?" Calo offered, and Anike wavered. He was making good progress …

"I'm hungry," Reni spoke up, but he didn't move from his pose. He was good at holding still, and Anike was impressed. He rarely got portrait sitters who were that patient and collected.

"All right," Anike accepted, glad he'd gotten a good base of Reni's face done already. He only needed to add details. "It's all right if you move."

Reni laughed, standing up and crossing the garden towards them. Anike added a few last brushstrokes to the canvas before turning his attention to covering his paints and taking care of his brushes.

"Nice," Reni complimented, and Anike shrugged, ignoring the warmth Reni's comment caused.

Anike smiled at the canvas, careful to not show Reni. "I'll finish it after lunch."

"Come join us, pretty artist," Calo spoke up as Anike dithered over his paints.

"Just a moment," Anike deferred, arranging his brushes carefully. They were expensive and even if he could have them easily replaced, he wasn't going to treat them callously. Finally satisfied, Anike turned around and walked over to the bench were Calo was lounging. Reni was stretched out at his feet, looking quite like he was dozing in the sun. Except that he was chewing something.

"Have a seat," Calo invited, gesturing to the other side of the basket, which was sitting next to him. Anike nodded, wordlessly picking his way around Reni to sit gingerly on the bench. A quick glance in the basket showed a few small bottles of wine, and enough food to feed a small army.

"Help yourself," Calo directed, tearing a strip of chicken off the chunk he held. Anike snagged an apple and one of the bottles of wine, pleasantly surprised to find it cool to the touch.

"How did you come to be the court artist?" Reni asked, slitting his eyes open to look at Anike.

Anike swallowed the bite of apple he'd taken, a little surprised at the question. "The prince saw my work and liked it." He shrugged, taking another bite of apple. "He has some grand plan of documenting his momentous reign through great works of art."

Calo hissed something in amusement to Reni, and Anike sighed, hooking his ankles together. Setting the apple down a moment, he pulled the cork from the wine bottle and took a swallow.

"Do you like it?" Reni asked, apparently ignoring Calo. Anike shrugged, picking up his apple again. "Surely it gets boring, drawing and painting the prince's whims?"

"I'm not normally this busy," Anike answered, dismissing the out-of-place thought wondering how hard Calo and Reni's language was to learn. "Just your arrival is momentous, since contact with Marana is something that hasn't happened in a hundred years."

"So you draw other things?" Calo interpreted. "And paintings as well?"

"Mmhmm," Anike murmured, swallowing a bite of apple.

"Like what?" Reni asked, sitting up slowly and tugging the basket down to him. He pulled out his own bottle of wine and snagged one of the neatly wrapped sandwiches.

"Whatever catches my fancy," Anike replied, and then blushed because he'd been drawing quite a bit of Reni and Calo lately. For practice, that was all, of course, since they were so different from the people he normally drew.

Reni grinned, but didn't press. Anike watched for a moment as he sank his fangs into the sandwich before tearing his gaze away. Staring at the half-finished painting, Anike took another bite of his apple even as his fingers itched to pick up a paintbrush and work on it some more.

"What—" Anike began, but hesitated. Did he really want to encourage them any, even if it was only by asking simple questions?

"Yes?" Calo prompted, smiling. It wasn't his usual, predatory smile, but just … a smile, and Anike did his best to ignore it.

"What made you decide to come here?" Anike asked, giving into his curiosity. Calo glanced at Reni, and they both grinned.

"Our mother," they replied simultaneously, and Anike laughed, clapping a hand over his mouth as their grins widened.

"She's a little …" Reni began, but paused, looking thoughtful.

"… overbearing," Calo finished dryly. "And we've had diplomatic training."

"And were curious," Reni spoke up, taking a swig of his wine. "Marana only just opened the borders a few years ago."

"No one has seen anything." Calo tugged the last little bottle of wine free of the basket. "The furthest away anyone has gone has been out to sea, and then just to the islands off of the coast."

"There's nothing there," Reni informed Anike, grinning. "It's boring."

"This is more interesting," Calo continued with a wink. Anike smiled a little, amused but trying to not show it.

"We haven't seen much yet," Reni said, looking sly. "Just some of the palace."

"The gardens are new, even," Calo told him, smiling. "I'd heard tell they were hidden away somewhere around here, but we hadn't had an excuse to seek them out yet."

"What are your favorite parts of your country?" Reni asked, taking a deep drink of wine. Anike's eyes followed the curve of Reni's throat before he realized that the question had been directed at him.

"Oh, um," Anike stammered, not having expected the question. "I don't know. The gardens are nice."

"They are quite lovely," Calo drawled, and Anike blushed because surely they'd wanted something more creative than that.

"What else?" Reni prompted, and Anike shrugged.

"I don't go many places," he demurred, fiddling with the bottle of wine.

"Where did you grow up?" Calo asked. "Surely not in the palace?"

"Oh, no." Anike shook his head. "I grew up in town. The prince saw my paintings on one of his tours."

"What is there to do about town?" Reni asked, and Anike didn't really like the way he asked that. They were planning something.

"I … you could go to the marketplace?" Anike suggested. "There are some nice shops there."

"Something to placate mother," Calo told Reni, who snickered and nodded. They exchanged a look and Anike wondered what they were thinking when identical smirks crossed their faces.

"I'm sure there are other places to go," Calo prompted, and Anike shrugged, running a hand through his hair as he thought.

"Some of the countryside is nice, if you wanted to do some riding," Anike suggested. "Though the palace is plenty full of things to do. There are … six libraries, I think. And there are always events and entertainment."

"We're looking for ordinary things," Reni clarified a little, grinning at Anike. "Things that aren't magnificent and staged to impress us. Like marketplaces."

"The libraries are a good place, too," Anike said lightly, trying to not read too much into that. "Especially … there are books about cultures and our government and that sort of thing, if you're looking to learn."

"It's at the top of our list," Calo assured him, snagging some loose grapes from the basket. "Would you be willing to play escort if we went into town?"

"What?" Anike blushed, shaking his head. "No, you should get one of the nobles to take you. They'll—"

"Spend the entire trip trying to suck up," Reni cut him off, giving him a quick smile. "No, thank you."

"We would prefer to spend time with someone who isn't …" Calo trailed off, gesturing with a grape.

"Pompous," Reni filled in.

"Pretentious," Calo added, shrugging.

"Besides, you don't even like us," Reni said, and Anike choked on the wine he was swallowing. "So I doubt you're trying to curry favor."

Calo shot his brother a dark look, frowning as Anike coughed, his eyes watering.

"Are you all right?" He asked with concern, and Anike managed a nod, coughing a few more times.

"I—" Anike began, but it came out strangled-sounding so he took a sip of wine to soothe his throat. Reni was watching him with a carefully blank look, and Calo looked like he was sorely tempted to kick his brother.

"I like you fine," Anike managed, his cheeks hot from nearly inhaling his wine and not anything else.

"You don't seem to," Reni pressed, sitting up straight. Anike stared at him helplessly, not sure what to say. Reni's eyes flashed with emotion, and Calo set the basket on the ground, sliding across the bench to where Anike sat.

"Do you like us, lovely?" Calo asked quietly, brushing Anike's hair out of his face. Anike shut his eyes and nodded, not trusting himself to speak. Calo's soft fingers ran down his cheek and along his jaw, and Anike didn't jump when a gentle kiss was brushed across his lips.

"Open your eyes," Calo told him, and Anike did, unsurprised to find Calo inches away. A soft touch on his arm drew Anike's attention to Reni, who had climbed up onto the bench next to him.

"Truly?" Reni asked, and Anike didn't bother to answer. He just reached out and sank his hands into Reni's neat black hair and pulled him close enough to kiss. Reni kissed back immediately, hot and consuming and Anike's thoughts scattered completely as Calo's hands slid under his shirt to tease along his skin.

"Lovely," Reni breathed against his lips, and Anike shook his head, letting Calo draw him that way. Calo kissed slow and smooth, and Anike shivered, pushing Calo away after a moment to breathe.

"This isn't right," Anike protested feebly, and Reni kissed him again, nibbling teasingly at his lower lip before pulling away.

"It's perfect," they both said, and Anike flushed, taking a deep breath and trying to center himself.

"I—" Anike started, but shook his head. "I need to finish painting you," he said to Reni, tracing paint-stained fingers along high curve of Reni's cheekbone.

"All right," Reni drawled, catching his hand and brushing a soft kiss across the back of Anike's fingers. He stood, and Anike's cheeks were burning but he let Reni tug him to his feet. Calo followed, gently kissing his cheek before relinquishing him. Reni didn't let go until Anike was standing in front of the canvas again, and then he moved to resume his seat in front of Anike.

Anike took a deep breath and focused on not thinking. They'd get bored of him soon enough, and then he could get back to his normal life, depressing as that thought was. Anike picked up his paintbrush again, looking past his canvas to where Reni sat, his features schooled into almost the same solemn expression he'd worn before lunch. His eyes were brighter though, their green-gold color standing out more, and there was a small smile hovering about his lips.

Anike smiled a little, and went back to work.






Five

Anike walked slowly down the hallway. He probably could have gone slower if he tried, but then he'd be extra late.

He was nervous, which was stupid, but there it was. Anike rubbed at his hands self-consciously, wishing he had scrubbed long enough to get the smears of paint off his fingers. At least he'd managed a proper bath and was dressed neatly. Anike tugged at the bottom of his shirt, trying to straighten the imaginary wrinkles from it.

Anike didn't hesitate when he reached the proper door. It wouldn't do him any good, so he knocked immediately, rubbing once more at the paint on his hands before settling himself. They knew what he did for a living. Paint smears were a part of the business.

"Can I help you?" A deep voice asked, and Anike froze, startled because he didn't know the man who'd opened the door. He was obviously a Maranan, with the same odd eyes as Calo and Reni. His skin had more of a green tint to it, his eyes were a dusky amber, and he wasn't nearly as pretty.

Anike stared, a blush slowly heating his cheeks as his tongue refused to work.

"Right," the Maranan rolled his eyes and shut the door on Anike. Anike winced, wondering which was stupider—making his retreat, or knocking again and hoping he could figure out how to talk before the door got shut on him again.

What would he say, though? He wasn't scruffy looking, but he wasn't dressed well enough to be anything more than a nuisance.

Why had Anike never seen another Maranan besides Calo and Reni before? Surely they didn't keep to the suite the entire time. Not that it was any of his business. Anike sighed, taking a step away. They could come find him, and then laugh at him when he told them what happened. He couldn't knock again and try to convince the strange Maranan that he was supposed to meet Calo and Reni.

Anike ran a hand through his hair, starting to walk away. He'd only gotten a few yards down the hallway when the door opened again. Pausing, he glanced over his shoulder, wincing when he caught Calo's gaze.

"Don't run off yet," Calo teased, smiling as he stepped out into the hallway.

"Sorry," Anike offered, his blush coming back full force. Really, could his ineptitude get any worse?

"It's all right, Pinal is intimidating." Calo smirked at him, teasing at a bit of his hair as he got into reach.

"He's not you or Reni," Anike explained, feeling more than a little stupid, but content to stand there with Calo and not face Pinal again. "I was confused."

"Our entourage arrived today," Calo said, drawing Anike closer to the room. "We were hoping they'd stay lost at the border, but no such luck, unfortunately."

"I heard that," Pinal declared, looming out of the doorway. Anike blushed when Pinal's unwavering gaze landed on him.

"Hear this, too," Calo drawled. "Find yourself someplace else to be tonight."

Pinal frowned, giving Anike another, darker look. Anike took a step back without thinking about it and ran right into Calo's chest. Calo chuckled, taking the opportunity to wrap an arm around Anike's waist.

"Now, Pinal," Calo directed, his tone firm, and Anike fought an inappropriate shiver.

"Yes, sir," Pinal agreed in a stiff tone, his back straightening. He stepped out of the room sharply and stalked down the hallway. Anike watched him for a minute, trying not to think about how close Calo was.

"Come on, let's go in," Calo murmured in his ear and Anike did shiver a little, letting Calo lead him into the ambassadorial suite.

"Hello, pretty artist," Reni greeted, lounging bonelessly on a couch near the fire. Anike's breath caught, both because Reni was wearing very little and Calo took the opportunity of his distraction to nip at his neck. Calo chuckled, drawing Anike closer to the fire and his brother, and Anike wondered if he was going to be able to survive the evening with them if he felt overwhelmed already.

"You're late," Reni told him as Calo let go with a lingering brush of fingers along Anike's back. Reni reached up and snagged his hand, pulling him closer and brushing a warm kiss across the back of Anike's knuckles, heedless of the paint smears.

"Sorry," Anike said, offering no explanation for his tardiness. He let out a yelp when Reni tugged him down to the couch. "Ow."

"Sorry, lovely." Reni sounded anything but sorry, but Anike didn't call him on it, too distracted by kissing Reni. Reni let out a pleased little noise and sank a hand into his hair, drawing him closer and kissing him back fiercely.

Anike broke away after a minute to glance up at Calo, uncertain of how this was going to work, with both Calo and Reni. Calo smirked, but gracefully dropped to his knees next to the couch. Anike watched, a little surprised when Calo went for his brother instead of him. Anike blushed for an entirely different reason as Calo kissed Reni possessively and Reni kissed Calo just as intently. So that wouldn't be an issue, then. Calo broke off with a smirk, and Reni just grinned, breathless and tousled, still stretched out on the couch shamelessly.

"Still interested, lovely?" Calo asked, and if Anike hadn't been watching closely he would have missed the flicker of uncertainty that flashed across his face. Anike covered his face with his hands, because there was no missing what that question offered. His last chance to leave … if not gracefully, then before any true harm was done.

"Are you okay?" Reni questioned, and the shift of fabric was the only warning Anike got before Reni's fingers combed through his hair.

"No," Anike muttered, uncovering his face to give them both a dirty look. "It's your fault too."

Calo looked taken aback, and even Reni's laugh was a bit shaky.

"What do you mean, lovely?" Reni asked, his fingers never stilling as he teased at Anike's hair.

"You're both …" Anike began, trailing off because he wasn't sure he could say it out loud.

"We're what?" Calo asked, claiming one of Anike's hands. Reni tugged lightly at a strand of his hair, and Anike sighed, blushing a little under the attention.

"Too good to be true," Anike finished quietly, not looking at either of them. Calo laughed, not cruel and mocking, but happy. He let go of Anike's hand to cup Anike's face, tilting Anike's head up to meet his kiss. Anike kissed back desperately, wishing the relationship was real and would last. Still, he could pretend it was for a while, and Anike made no protest as Reni stole him from Calo, or later, when they dragged him into the well-appointed ambassadorial bedchamber.






Six

Anike wandered down the hallway, fumbling with his papers. He knew he had a sketch of the members of Calo and Reni's entourage in there somewhere, but he was having the worst time trying to find it. Scowling irritably, Anike pushed his hair out of his face, pausing at a small display table to set his papers down. Edging the expensive looking vase filled with dead tree stalks down along the table a bit, Anike started to rearrange the papers in his portfolio.

"—think it's for the best, Reni," Calo's voice echoed down the hallway and Anike smiled, glancing up. They had to be around that side corridor though, because Anike didn't see them. Shrugging, Anike went back to sorting—they'd show up in his corridor soon enough.

"No." Reni sounded annoyed, Anike noted, still shifting through his papers, but paying much less attention to them.

"I know you've noticed it." Calo didn't sound too pleased himself, and Anike wondered what they were arguing about. "We should let him go now and save the heartache later."

Anike froze, staring blankly at a quick sketch he'd done of Reni and Calo, sleeping tangled together. Reni didn't say anything, and Anike shut the folder of sketches and picked it up.

"You knew it would come to this," Calo continued after a moment, his voice getting louder—as they got closer, and Anike glanced around quickly, slipping across the hallway to try his luck at a linen closet. It opened, and he slipped in, leaving the door open a crack.

He should confront them, not hide from them. Anike closed his eyes and listened.

"I know," Reni finally agreed, sounding irritated, like he did when Calo insisted he share the covers. "All part of the plan."

"Reni!" Calo snapped, sounding angrier than Anike could ever remember hearing him before. "Don't—"

"You're right," Reni muttered, and Anike almost missed it except they were in his corridor, walking towards his linen closet. Anike held his breath. "We'll end it tonight."

"Reni," Calo sounded soothing, and Anike turned away from the door, trying to not scream. "We couldn't keep him around forever."

"I know," Reni hissed, and then said something that Anike couldn't understand. The soft Maranan words didn't sound soothing anymore. The hallway fell absolutely quiet, but Anike didn't move. He knew too well how quiet they were. He wasn't going anywhere until he was completely sure they were gone.

Anike took a slow breath, keeping his eyes shut. It was his own fault. He'd known … he'd just ignored it and look where that had gotten him. Hiding in a linen closet, fighting not to cry over the two Maranan ambassadors who didn't really care. Anike shoved the folder of sketches in between the spare towels and wiped at his eyes.

He was an idiot, but he wasn't going to be more of one. Pushing out of the closet, Anike shut the door quietly behind him. The hallway was empty once more, and Anike started walking, heading back to his rooms. He'd make it easy for them, even if the prince would miss having his court artist around. He wasn't irreplaceable though, and the prince would find someone to take his place.






Seven

Anike woke up to a headache and his mother laughing at him. Grumbling incoherently, he pulled the blanket over his head and tried to not tumble off either side of the narrow bed he'd slept in when he was younger.

"Get up, get up," she scolded, laughing again when he threw a loose sock at her. "Come on, Anni, I want to feed you a good breakfast."

"Mom," Anike protested, tugging the blanket down far enough to see her over the top of it. "Ulgh."

That just earned him another sunny laugh, and Anike wondered why he'd thought it a good idea to go running home to get away from the palace. Surely it was worse torture than staying. Except then he thought of Calo and Reni and his chest started to ache again. No, his mother's house was better than the palace. Even if his mother was sadistic.

"If you're not down in five minutes, Anni, my boy, I will come back," she threatened, and Anike groaned, knowing she'd be back with a pail of icy water. Staying still for another minute, he reluctantly shed the blanket and stumbled from bed. His head gave a nasty throb, and Anike winced, giving his bed a longing glance.

Stumbling about the room, he managed to clothe himself without too much trouble. It took him a few minutes to make it all the way downstairs, and he gave his mother a bleary smile as he collapsed at the rickety kitchen table. She'd refused to replace it, even when he'd given her money, citing that it still had a few good decades in it. Anike had plotted to sabotage it, but he'd been given the court artist job and then he'd lost track of all his plans for the house.

"Here."

Anike glanced up at his mother, accepting the steaming mug she settled in his hands. The scent of the homemade tea she blended wafted up, and Anike smiled a little. Some things never changed at least.

"Now just sit there, and I'll get you breakfast. Won't be anything fancy like they feed you at the palace—"

"Just ten times tastier," Anike interrupted, stifling a yawn. His mother beamed, and finished fixing him a plate. Anike thanked her quietly, making a note to steal dinner-making duty from her later. And to see if he couldn't shore up the rickety table, since she did like it so much.

Wrapping his fingers around the mug, Anike hunched a bit over the table. There were plenty of things he could do around the house to keep his mind off the ambassadors. Then he could figure out what to do next, since he was out of a job and living with his mother again.

*~*~*

Anike was washing curtains.

Lots of curtains. All of the curtains in the house, actually, except for those in his mother's bedroom, because she refused to leave her windows uncovered for the time it would take them to dry.

It was tedious and boring and soggy, and worst, it wasn't distracting enough. It had been all of two days—well, one full day, two nights, and half of a morning—since Anike had left the palace abruptly.

He was an idiot. And miserable. And still an idiot, and his mother had noticed. Anike sighed into the soapy water, scrubbing a little harder. Anike hadn't answered her questions—mostly "who was it?" with the occasional "why won't you talk to me?"—but every time she asked, he couldn't help but think about them.

They were probably relieved they didn't have to tell him face to face. Anike wondered what they'd thought when he hadn't shown up for dinner with them. Dinner and more, of course, and he wondered too whether they were planning to tell him before or after the "more" part of it.

Which was uncharitable, but damn it, they could've at least acted more like they spoke. No lingering looks, no laughing, no dragging him off to the library or the gardens or feeding him strange food that was only made in Marana, just simple sex. That would've been easier, and maybe he wouldn't have felt so stupid about it after.

He wasn't anything special. He could paint and draw. He wasn't pretty, he wasn't lovely, and he wasn't special. Anike scrubbed harder, his chest tight. He was easy, that was all. Easy to bed, easy to fool, easy to discard.

Anike coughed a bit, blinking back his stupid tears. Just one more way he was pathetic. Scrubbing curtains in his mother's backyard, fighting tears over two men who didn't want him. Ducking his head, Anike did his best to focus on the curtain he was nearly rending in two scrubbing clean.

Sighing, Anike pulled the curtain out of the washbasin and wrung it as dry as he could get it. Sniffling pathetically, he walked over to the clothesline and pinned it to the rope next to the other curtain he'd washed. Turning back towards his washing, Anike yelped and stumbled back a few steps, nearly tripping and falling on his ass. Reni actually smiled and Calo looked a little smug, and Anike got angry.

Crossing his arms, he glared at them, ignoring that he was soaking wet from splashing wash water around and that he probably looked terrible from not sleeping well and from crying pathetically.

"Lovely—" Calo started and Anike glowered.

"Don't call me that," he snapped, stepping back when they glanced at each other. And it really wasn't fair that he still found the way they sometimes did things in tandem adorable. Anike took a deep breath and focused on his anger. What did they think they were doing, coming to his mother's house?

"We were worried," Reni said after a tense, silent moment that Anike refused to break.

"You didn't show up," Calo added, watching Anike with concern and … something else.

"You weren't in your room," Reni said, and he looked a little hurt and as concerned as Calo.

"We searched the palace yesterday," Calo told him slowly, frowning a little like he did when he was thinking. "And last night."

"Then, this morning," Reni scowled, looking angry briefly, "the prince informs us that you offered your resignation and left."

Anike stared at them wordlessly, stepping back again when Reni stepped forward.

"Why did you run away?" Reni asked, looking hurt. "Were we truly that awful to be around?"

"You wanted me gone!" Anike snapped, aware he was shouting but not caring. "I heard you—it was all part of your plan to get rid of me. You were just doing it sooner than you planned!"

"What?" Reni frowned, looking confused, and Calo's eyes widened, as though he knew exactly what Anike was talking about.

"Go away," Anike ordered, deflating. They weren't playing fair—why did they have to come back and torment him further?

"Anike," Calo said quietly, and Anike felt like his heart was tearing in two. Calo never used his name. Neither did Reni. "In Marana, ambassadors are only allowed to stay in another country for a maximum of six months."

"It's been two," Reni muttered, stepping closer to Calo, who wrapped a steadying arm around Reni's waist. "In four months, we have to leave."

Anike shook his head. What did that matter?

"We had no reason to believe you would give up everything to come home with us," Calo said, his voice still quiet.

"You always look so sad when you don't think anyone's looking," Reni added, frowning. "So, we were going to let you go, since it was probably us making you sad."

"You made me happy," Anike exclaimed, wiping at his face and ignoring the fact that his cheeks were wet. "I thought—I thought you just …" Anike coughed, unable to continue past the lump in his throat. Miserable, he stared at their feet.

"Anike," Calo's warm fingers touched his cheek, and Anike leaned into it without thinking about it. Then his senses caught up and he pulled away with a rough noise.

"We want you, pretty artist," Reni spoke up, stepping away from his brother and Anike couldn't find the willpower to step away. "Since the first moment we saw you."

"It doesn't make sense," Anike protested, jerking a small bit back, away from Reni's hands as he tried to wipe away Anike's tears.

"It doesn't," Reni agreed, and Calo managed to snag Anike's hand while he was distracted. Reni snagged the other, and then they were both kneeling in front of Anike, pressing his knuckles to their foreheads.

"What—" Anike started to ask as he half-heartedly tried to pull his hands free. They both looked up at the same time, and Anike's breath caught because they both had the same expression on their face and it made his knees go weak.

Anike sat down heavily before he could fall down, almost smiling at the surprised look that crossed first Calo's and then Reni's face. Calo glanced at Reni and nodded. Reni smirked, letting go of Anike's hand to pull out a small box. Calo began to say something in Maranan, and Anike could only stare as Reni flipped open the box to reveal a small gold band, embedded with tiny flecks of emerald.

"What are you—" Anike tried to ask, but Reni reached out and tapped his lips with his fingers. Calo shifted his grip, still speaking in Maranan and Anike watched, his fingers trembling, as Reni slid the ring onto his finger.

Calo finished speaking and lifted his hand to press a kiss to Anike's knuckles. Reni followed suit, and Anike stared at them, sure he'd missed something. They weren't supposed to even be talking to him, let alone giving him beautiful and expensive jewelry.

"Our father gave that ring to our mother the day he married her," Calo told him solemnly. Anike's eyes widened and he yanked his hand back.

"You can't give that to me!" Anike tugged at the ring, surprised when it didn't move. It had gone on easily enough—

Reni laughed, leaning forward and pulling his hands apart. "Whether you decide to keep us or not, our hearts belong to you."

"But—" The word of protest slipped out of Anike's mouth before his brain caught up to what Reni had said. "You're insane," Anike declared, sniffling. Glancing up, he smiled shyly before ducking his head to stare at the ring again. "I thought you didn't want to keep me."

Calo let out a disbelieving noise, drawing Anike's attention from the ring. Reni pinched him, and Anike glared at him before getting distracted again.

"You want to take me home with you?" Anike asked, trying to not sound hesitant and probably failing miserably.

"More than anything," Calo declared, tangling his fingers with Anike's.

"Except possibly staying here with you," Reni said before lunging for him. Anike managed a brief laugh before Reni's mouth sealed over his, hot and demanding and Anike kissed back desperately. Two days, it had been only two days, but Anike felt like it had been forever.

Reni pulled back too quickly, but Anike barely had time to draw in a quick gasp of air before Calo replaced him, kissing him slow and sure and Anike just threw an arm around his neck and tangled his fingers in Reni's shirt and believed in it for real.
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