A good teacher, part ten
“It’s been such a long time since I’ve been here…”

As they got off the bus, Thust couldn’t stop looking all around him. His hometown. Tiny little village, right on the outskirts of nowhere at all. It hadn’t changed one bit. The rock formation by the bus stop was the first thing that welcomed him home. Still exactly the same. 

“We used to play hide and seek here, me and the other kids from the village. If you managed to avoid the seeker and touched the stones, you won. I wasn’t very good at hiding, what with my size and everything…”

He smiled nostalgically as Paul came standing next to him. He remembered how he’d felt when he was found again. He was always so much bigger than the other kids, so much taller that it was so difficult to hide. 

They were friendly about it though. Thust was always the one they could go to if they needed a little help that required some muscle. Growing up at the monastery, doing chores and being raised as an honest man had left him well trained and well mannered, and he was always willing to lend a hand. 

“Oh you should have seen us back in the day. Ralph, from the baker’s, he used to sneak out a few pastries from time to time and share them with us in the forest, over there. His father found out after about three times and intentionally made extra and left them in the windowsill. Such a friendly guy! He made the best cupcakes! I hope he still does!”

He inhaled deeply. The fresh village air was so much different from the city’s. It felt so good to be back here. So nostalgic. 

“Well… let’s get to the monastery first. There’s someone I’d like you to meet there.” 

Paul smiled up at him as they stood there, just for another second. Thust took his hand, and they began walking through the town he grew up in.

He still remembered all the names. Granny Emilia, or Emi, as they used to call her… The lady in the rocking chair with all the best stories. The butcher, mister Averton. Oh, he was a dangerous one! The guy used to yell at the kids when they came into his shop, saying they were bad for business. But Thust suspected he actually liked having them around. He didn’t have any sons or daughters of his own…

“Oh my goodness… Thust? Is that you?”

“Oh, hello miss Pelly!”

A slightly pudgy lady came up to them, her brown hair showing some strands of grey that hadn’t been there when he left. She enthusiastically approached them, grabbing Thust’s free hand and shaking it with wild abandon. She was short in comparison to Paul, but in front of the giant lizard dragon she had to reach up for his hand. “Oh my… It’s been so long since I last saw you! How long has it been? Eight years? Oh it’s so nice to see you, look at how you’ve grown! You were always a big boy, but look at you now! Grown into a right handsome young lad, haven’t you? Oh I bet Rosa would love to see you! She still doesn’t have a man of her own, you know! I think you’d like how she’s turned out, and you know her father likes you a lot!”
Exactly the kind of blabbering he remembered from the mayor. Miss Pelly never got married, but that didn’t stop her from trying to find romance for everyone else in town. She once stuck Ralph and Amelia on a date, only to find them wrestling in the mud pool late in the afternoon. They were having fun, sure, but it wasn’t exactly distinguishable from their usual antics. Amelia’s mother was beside herself with despair when she saw her mud-covered dress.
“Oh, eh… Sorry miss Pelly but…”

He blushed heavily as he raised his left hand, with Paul’s still warmly enclosed in it. “I’ve already found my love…”

Her eyes went wide as she looked from Thust to Paul, the truth slowly dawning on her. “Oh… OOH! Oh I’m so sorry! I didn’t know, so sorry! Hello, hello! I’m Theodora Pellotronotia, but you can call me Pelly. It’s kind of my nickname you see. I’d give you a hand but I can see it’s already occupied!”

Paul blushed just as heavily as he introduced himself to the hyperactive lady, unable to supress a grin as she mentioned their interlocked hands. 

“Oh it’s been so nice seeing you, but I have to run! Some errands I need to take care of, busy busy busy! The town hall is going to be renovated you know! You should come see it when it’s finished! Perhaps we’ll even have a… special… celebration, hm? If things go well between you two?”

Thust laughed shyly as he ran his hand through his hair. Pelly certainly didn’t have any inhibitions when talking to anyone! “Miss Pelly, please!”

“Oh, that reminds me, dear. Grandma Emi passed away two years ago, bless her kind soul. We didn’t know how to contact you, you sort of vanished after you left town. She’s left you and the other kids something, and since we couldn’t get it to you I had it stored in the archives at town hall. Pop in if you have the chance, the old building’s not going to be around for much longer and I think you’ll like what she’s left you.”

She glanced at her watch, started, and feverishly shook his massive hand again. “Oh, look at the time! Have to run! Hope to see you around Thust, lovely seeing you again! Ta-ta!”

And with that she dashed off, leaving the couple in a shy silence. “She seemed like a nice lady…” Paul muttered, watching the figure darting off into the distance. 

“Oh she is. The mayor of our little village. She could play mother over pretty much anyone. She could even make mister Averton blush with embarrassment. Oh and she tried to set everyone up with everyone. Looks like that hasn’t changed one bit, hm?”

He gave a gentle squeeze on the hand in his own and smiled down at his lover, watching him blush again. 

Most of the townsfolk was busy, thankfully. They would wave and say hello, but they managed to slip past them without much of a fuss. The suitcase that Paul was carrying was getting quite heavy after all, but despite Thust’s repeated offering, he still insisted on carrying it himself. 

It was quite a walk, since the monastery was quite secluded, quite a ways away from the village’s core. It was hidden behind a patch of dense forest, and the very scent of those trees brought a smile to the giant lizard’s face. It had been such a long time. 

They crossed the stream, the shallow point still the image of tranquillity, and before long Thust rang the bell at the monastery’s large gate. 

“Coming, just a moment!” 

That voice had definitely been familiar. Sure enough, when the door opened they were met with the vision of a robe clad, elderly wolf that Thust knew very, very well. “Uncle Thomas!”

The suitcase dropped to the ground and Thomas let out a loud “Oof!” as he was caught into a thick hug. His much smaller frame left the ground as he was squeezed tightly by the giant. “Careful Thust! I’ve grown older you know!?”

The lizard chuckled before gently lowering him onto his feet again. “Sorry uncle. I was just happy to see you again!”

The wolf coughed a little as he tried to catch his breath. “I’m happy to see you too, but be careful with those arms! You’ve grown a lot since I last saw you! How tall are you now?”

“Almost seven feet...”
“How tall were you when you left? Six foot two? Looks like life’s been treating you well! And who is your friend here?”

“Ah, this is Paul. M-my eh… my boyfriend. Paul, this is brother Thomas, he and father Joseph were the ones who took me in and raised me when I lived at the monastery.”

“Ah, boyfriend, hm? Pretty big step, meeting the parents!” The wolf winked at Paul as he extended a hand towards the shy tiger, and the lizard blushed vehemently. “T-Thomas!” He stuttered as the wolf began to laugh heartily.  
“Oh, stop being such a worrywart, Thust. Come on, Joseph’s in the arch hall.”

The biggest grin had gotten on his face and it didn’t come off. He remembered everything so vividly, every corner, every little dent in the floorboards… And despite heavy protesting, Thomas had practically stolen their suitcases to bring it to the dragon lizard’s old room, so they were free to go to the arch hall right away.

He’d always thought of the Arch Hall as a pretentious name, but the construct in the middle of the plant-filled room was its most defining aspect. The brothers used to teach him meditation there, and they could sit for hours, breathing in the fresh, green air…
Just like father Joseph was doing now. With a smile and a wink telling Paul to wait, Thust stepped forward and sat down opposite the old man, crossing his legs and closing his eyes. They sat in silence for a few seconds, their poses identical, but the lizard towering over the wolf. Father Joseph suddenly stirred, and a faint smile appeared on his face…

“Let no man chase after the desires of the senses, for all senses can be fooled…”

It solemnly resounded through the room, and with a wide smile on his face, Thust answered…

“And the wise shall follow their heart, for it is a gift from the dawn of time and will not falter…”

The wolf’s smile widened as he heard the answer, before continuing their curious chant. 

“Let no fear cast a shadow, let no anger ignite a blaze. Keep thy heart strong and pure…”

“For it shall guide thee to the shining divinity of…”
“Love”

It was like a ripple went through the chamber when Thust and Joseph spoke that last word together, and even though he didn’t quite understand what had happened, Paul couldn’t help but smile. And he clearly wasn’t the only one, soft chuckles rising up from the meditating men in the centre of the room. 

“I knew the moment you reached out to me… I’m glad you remembered the teachings, Thust!”

“It’s the greatest gift you’ve given me, father. I admit I have swayed, but…”

“I must protest. You may not even be aware of it, but they were always there, in your mind, always seeking… And it looks like you found it.”

The wolf opened his eyes, staring straight at the young tiger in the back of the room. “Don’t be alarmed, Paul. Come join us.”

Momentarily stunned by the use of his name, he sat down next to Thust, whose face was beaming down at him. “How did you know my name?”

“It’s engraved in his mind you know? You must’ve made quite an impression on him…”

“Do you mean you… read his mind?”

Joseph merely nodded, a gentle smile on his face. “It’s not much, but through meditation and exploration of the mind, Thomas and I learned to wield the power of our spirits. We can reach out to other minds and get a taste of their dreams. In Thust’s case… I learned a few things about you. You’ve become a bit rusty though, haven’t you Thust?”
The big lizard blushed and scratched his head as he nodded. “Yes, I haven’t been practicing it much… Lately I’ve been training again, but… I feel like there’s more. Which is why I contacted you…”
“Yes, I’ve read your letter… And yes, I can help you. There’s a lot I can still teach you, things that, I’m sorry to say, Thomas and I have kept secret from you during your childhood… But it’s time you learned everything. Not today though, you’ve had a long journey. You should rest up, and we’ll begin tomorrow.”
They wrapped up and left, leaving Joseph to his meditation. They still had some time to kill before dinner would be served, so they headed to the town hall to collect Emi’s heritage, and after a slightly longer chat with Pelly, they headed back to the monastery. The setting sun painted the path in beautiful orange hues, and Thust couldn’t stop smiling every step of the way. Not because it felt good to be home again, but because of the hand he held in his. 
Walking there, in the sunlight, hand in hand and breathing in the forest air… He felt alive, in love, and happy. Looking down at the tiger next to him, he was so glad he was there with him. He squeezed the hand softly and smiled down at Paul, a wordless gesture to show his gratitude, and the smile he got back lit up his world. 

It was almost disappointing when they arrived at the monastery, but Thomas and Joseph had cooked up an incredible meal, and they shared a lot of stories over dinner. All in all, it felt comfortable and homely, like it was his family still. Despite their heavy protesting, Thust and Paul helped the wolves clean up, and as the moon rose, they bid them good night and repaired to the lizard’s old room.
Their suitcases were already present, and an extra bed had been folded open next to the one the dragon had spent his childhood nights in. It even smelled the same, and the view from his bedroom window was the same as he remembered. With Paul in his arms, they looked up at the stars, simply enjoying each other’s presence in silence, gazing up at the skies… In the city, the lights would’ve drowned them out, but here they shone clear and bright. Thust even remembered some of the things the wolves had taught him, and he pointed out a few of the stars… Temeia, Latraï, Pentegonne…
Paul shivered, and only then did Thust notice that it was actually pretty cold in his room. “Sorry, my room gets pretty drafty…”

“Hey, that’s okay… I can handle a little cold.”

“Well, I know something that might help keep it at bay a little…”

The bed creaked as he climbed on, resting his back against the headboard and pulling the blushing tiger over to him, laying him down with his head against his warm chest and pulling the sheets over them. Feeling his warm fur against his torso made him feel tranquil and peaceful, and his warmth was very comfortable for Paul…

They lay in silence for a little while longer, before Thust took Emi’s still wrapped heritage off his night stand and opened it to reveal a book. Curiosity overcame him and he opened it to find handwriting on the very first page…

Dear Thust,
Hopefully you’ll remember me with a smile instead of sadness. I know you’ll be beating yourself up over the idea that you weren’t here when I passed away, but that’s not true you know! Everyone in this village has always held a special place in my heart, and no matter how far apart we were, you were always with me in a way.

Which doesn’t mean I haven’t missed you. You were such a nice young man to everyone, always ready to help, always a gentleman. I hope that hasn’t changed about you, it’s a rare trait nowadays you know?

I know that I’m not long for this world, but that’s okay, I’m pretty tired anyway. And mister Averton has been very nice to me, and he came up with this idea. I hope you’ll like it, dear!

I’d rattle on a bit more, but I won’t keep you from reading the rest of this booklet. I think you’ll remember some of it, but there’s also new ones which I think you’ll enjoy. 

You and the other kids made my life shine. Thank you for being so nice to this old lady. I’ll always love you, and I’ll be with you forever!

Love,

Grandma Emi

Paul looked up at Thust, seeing his melancholic smile as he finished the note. “Emi was always so sweet… The entire village would come to her house, sharing delicacies and tea, and the kids would group around her rocking chair and she’d tell us the most amazing stories…”

He turned the page to see the index, and his smile widened. He didn’t recognize all of them, but some of the titles were very familiar, and very dear to him. “It’s a story bundle! Every story she knew… That’s incredible…”

His eyes remained focused on the page, reading all the titles, memories stirring of the old lady telling them. It felt a little painful, but at the same time, it felt like a happy thing too. 

“Thust?”

He looked down at the tiger lying on his chest, staring straight into those beautiful eyes as Paul blushed. “Would you mind… Reading one out to me?”

The lizard grinned and leaned down for a warm, loving kiss with his lover, before turning to the booklet again and picking a title. “I think I still remember this one, and I think you’ll love it”

He flipped through the pages, cleared his throat comically, winked down at Paul… and began to read. A story he still remembered from all those years ago. With a grin on his face, he voiced every word and every sentence, his heart swelling as he saw the smile on his lover’s handsome face. 
They didn’t go to sleep for a little while longer…
