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The basket had been Sorcha's idea.

Sorcha was the eldest of the coven's younger women, which meant she was twenty-six and had opinions about everything, including the proper way to court a fairy witch in the early weeks of a pairing. Her opinion was that I should take Elowen somewhere outside the coven's walls and feed her things and let the day do the rest. The coven house is full of eyes, she told me, pulling the basket from a shelf in the kitchen and beginning to fill it with the authority of someone for whom the matter was already settled. She needs to be somewhere she can breathe without being observed. You both do.

I didn't argue. I was, in those early weeks, a person who understood that he knew very little about the specific world he had entered, and that the wisest thing was to listen carefully to the people who knew it well. I had grown up in an ordinary family in an ordinary house, and nothing in my nineteen years had prepared me for the coven — for the particular texture of a household of women who moved through their days with magic as casually as other people moved through theirs with weather. Something always present, always affecting the quality of everything, entirely unremarkable to the people inside it.

I was still learning to read it. Learning to feel the difference between Sorcha's brisk kitchen magic, practical and efficient, and the older women's deeper reserves, steady as groundwater. Learning to recognise the particular quality of Elowen's, which was something different again — something I had no framework for yet beyond the evidence of my own body's response to it, which was immediate and total and completely unlike anything I had felt before.

I had known her for six weeks.

Six weeks of shared meals at the long coven table. Afternoons in the garden where she worked and let me watch and sometimes handed me something to hold and told me what it was. Evenings in the sitting room where she curled in the window seat with a book open in her lap, and sometimes she looked up and found me looking, and she held my gaze for a moment — unhurried, entirely herself — and then looked back at her book with the faintest shift at the corner of her mouth.

Six weeks of learning the perimeter of her.

I had not yet kissed her.

This occupied more of my attention than I knew what to do with — partly because I wanted to, and partly because wanting to and knowing when the wanting should become something more were different things, and I was not yet certain enough of the second to act on the first. She was twenty-two and she was not inexperienced, and I was aware of this as a kind of pleasant pressure. The awareness of being known by someone who is wiser in this specific way, who has patience with you not because she pities what you don't know yet but because she finds it worth the patience.

I thought she might be waiting for me to decide.

I thought she might also be entirely at peace with waiting as long as it took.

Both things seemed equally true, and I held them both as I walked beside her through the meadow that May morning and into the wood.

She had taken her shoes off at the edge of the meadow. I'd watched her do it — crouching, setting them neatly in the grass — and then she'd walked barefoot into the long green of it with the ease of someone who had been doing exactly this since childhood and saw no reason to stop. Her hair was tied back but pieces of it had come loose already, dark against the back of her neck. She was wearing something light and the colour of new leaves and she moved through the meadow grass the way she moved through everything — unhurried, fully present, not performing the walking but simply doing it.

I carried the basket and said very little and watched her out of the side of my vision and understood, not for the first time that morning, that I was in considerable difficulty.

The wood was old. That was the first thing you felt when you stepped into it — the age of it, the specific weight of air that accumulates in a place that has been a wood for a very long time and has no particular interest in being anything else. The trees were oak and beech, enormous things whose roots broke the surface of the ground in long smooth ridges, and the light came through in long shafts, green-gold and slow-moving. The ground was soft with old leaves and new moss and the small flowers of spring that grew in the shade — I didn't know most of their names yet. I was learning them from her, one at a time, as she pointed or touched.

She touched things as she moved through the wood. Trailed her fingers along bark. Pressed her palm flat to the root of a tree so old it made me feel briefly aware of how young I was, how brief and new, and her eyes closed for a moment and the air around her changed slightly — deepened, the way a note deepens when a second voice joins it.

It knows us, she said, and it didn't come out loud. It arrived at the edge of my awareness the way her thoughts sometimes did — not as sound, but as warmth, as meaning that bypassed my ears entirely and landed somewhere else, somewhere further in. I had been feeling this for perhaps two weeks and had not yet told her I could, because I was not entirely certain I was meant to and because I was half afraid that naming it would change it. Old wood like this keeps track of who comes through.

I looked at the tree. I believed her completely.

We found her clearing not long after — a breathing space between the larger trees where the ground was level and covered in deep soft moss, and the light fell differently here, gentler and more gathered. A fallen beech ran along one side, silver-grey and enormous even in its fallen state, its surface worn smooth by years of weather.

I set down the basket and shook out the blanket Sorcha had packed and Elowen watched me arrange it with that attention of hers that I could feel on the back of my neck even when I wasn't looking directly at her. When I turned she was standing in the shaft of light that fell through a gap in the canopy above, her face tilted up toward it and her eyes closed. Just receiving it. Taking it in the way she took in everything — without hurry, without performance, completely.

I stayed still and let her have the moment. Let myself have it too, honestly. Let myself simply look at her in the spring light in the old wood without apology.

She opened her eyes and found me looking.

"You could have said something," she said.

"I didn't want to interrupt," I said.

She considered this. Then she came and sat on the blanket, reaching for the basket, and I folded myself down beside her — which took some arrangement, the whole of me getting sorted without taking more than my share of the space, and she watched this process with an expression that was warm and slightly amused and which made something open in my chest that I was beginning to recognise as a permanent condition.

We ate slowly, the way the morning invited it. Sorcha had packed bread and soft cheese and the first strawberries of the season and something wrapped in paper that turned out to be small cakes with lavender in them, which Elowen held for a moment before eating with the expression of someone identifying what had gone into the making of them. The wood was quiet around us. Not silent — birds, the small sounds of things living their lives in the undergrowth — but quiet in the way of a place that has been undisturbed long enough to have fully relaxed into itself.

We talked the way we'd been talking for six weeks, which was to say easily and at length and without running out of things to say. She told me about a working she was learning from one of the older women, something to do with water, and she described it with her hands as well as her words — her small hands making shapes in the air between us — and I followed the internal logic of it and asked questions and her eyes lit slightly when I asked the right one. She told me she had wanted, as a child, to keep bees, and that she'd tried and found the bees had strong opinions about her magic that made the arrangement complicated. The way she described it made me laugh — my whole chest in it — and she watched me laugh with that expression I had learned to look for, the one that meant she was feeling something she hadn't yet decided what to do with.

The morning deepened into late morning. The light moved the way spring light does, with a kind of unhurried intention. And we had drifted — without discussing it, without planning it — from sitting side by side facing out to sitting turned slightly toward each other, the distance between us something I was aware of with the whole left side of my body.

She had finished the last of the strawberries and was looking at her own hands, turning them palm up in her lap. I had noticed she did this when her magic was running close to the surface — some current in her warming, some tide coming in. I could feel it, actually. That warmth that radiated from her, that gentle charge she carried, present now and somewhat closer than it had been all morning, as though the privacy of the wood and the day had given it permission to move more freely.

And then I felt something else.

Something at the very edge of my awareness — faint and tentative, like a question forming before it is asked. A warmth that was directional, that seemed to come from her and move toward me, carrying something I couldn't quite resolve into words but which felt like attention. Like being regarded from somewhere inside rather than outside. Like a hand extended in a dark room, feeling for another hand.

I went very still.

She was still looking at her own palms.

The warmth came again, a little more certain this time, a little more shaped — and this time it carried something almost like an image, or the ghost of one. The two of us in the clearing, closer than we currently were. The idea of closer. The idea of it offered without pressure, without expectation, with a gentleness that I felt move through me like the first warmth of a fire in a cold room.

Is this all right, it said. Not in words. In the frequency underneath words. To wonder about this. Is this all right.

I found, when I tried to respond, that I didn't know how to send anything back. I was nineteen and new to all of it and the channel between us was hers — she had built it, or perhaps it had built itself between us, and I was still only a passenger in it. So I did the only thing I knew how to do. I turned toward her.

She looked up.

Her eyes were very dark in the green light of the wood and they found mine with the directness she brought to everything, and for a moment we simply looked at each other in the way we had been almost but not quite looking at each other for six weeks, and I felt the clearing around us do something — hold its breath, perhaps. The birds went quiet. The light held still.

"Ellie," I said.

I had started calling her this in the third week. She had not asked me to stop.

"Yes," she said. Not answering a question I had asked. Answering the one I hadn't yet.

I leaned across the small remaining distance between us and kissed her.

I want to tell you what that was like. I will try.

She was warm. Her mouth was warm and she received the kiss the way she received things — fully, without deflection, allowing herself to be completely present in it. I was careful because I am always careful, because the size of me has always asked that of me, but careful here meant something different than it usually did — it meant slow, it meant gentle, it meant a question rather than a statement. It meant offering rather than taking. And she answered the offering, that's the only way I know to say it — she answered it, a small movement toward me, her mouth soft and sure.

I pulled back just slightly, just enough to look at her.

Her eyes were still closed. She opened them slowly and the expression in them was one I had no name for yet and have since carried with me as one of the most valuable things I own.

"Again," she said quietly. "If you'd like."

I kissed her again. And again it was careful, and again she answered it, and this time when I began to draw back she followed — a small, decided movement, her hand coming up to touch the side of my face, her fingers light and warm against my jaw, and I understood in that touch that she was learning me through her fingertips the same way she learned the bark of trees and the stems of plants and everything else she encountered in the world. She was paying attention in the specific and thorough way she paid attention to things she considered worth understanding.

I was, apparently, worth understanding.

Her hand on my jaw — so small, her hand, against the line of it — and the kiss deepening the way the day had been deepening all morning, slowly and with intention, and I was aware of her magic moving in the air around us, that tide of hers coming in steadily now, and I was aware of my own heartbeat doing something it had never done in the nineteen years before this morning.

We sat in the old wood and kissed in the spring light and the wood was patient with us and so were we with each other, and I don't know how long it lasted because time was doing something different in that clearing, had been doing something different since we entered it.

At some point she made a small sound. Private and unguarded, the kind of sound that is not performed but simply happens, and I felt it move through me from the place where her hand was still warm against my face all the way down, and I held very still and waited, and she broke the kiss and pressed her forehead against mine and breathed.

Her magic was very warm now. Not uncomfortably — not in any way that felt like too much — but present, entirely present, a warmth that was specific and alive and close, and I could feel it the way you feel a fire when you are near it, not burning but aware of the heat, aware of the source of it.

Then something arrived in me that I can only describe as an image and a warmth together, the way her transmissions came — not language, not quite, but meaning shaped enough that I could read it.

Your hand, it said. Or offered. Or asked, very gently. Here.

And I understood, without being shown precisely, what she meant. Where she meant.

My heart did something complicated. I was aware, again and always, of the full size of my hands — large hands, hands that could not be anything other than large, and the delicacy of her, the concentrated smallness of her, and the responsibility of being what I was in the space of what she was. But her magic was warm and her forehead was still pressed against mine and the transmission had been an offering, not a request — something gently extended, something that could be gently declined, and I understood that she would not be diminished by a no and would not press against one.

I did not say no.

I lifted my hand — my right hand, slowly, telegraphing the movement the way I had learned to telegraph large movements in small spaces — and I set it against her ribs, over the light green fabric of her dress, and I felt her exhale.

The warmth of her through the fabric. The smallness of her ribs under my palm. I held my hand there, very still, and waited for her to tell me — in whatever language she used, word or warmth or image — what she needed.

What arrived was something like relief. Something like the specific relief of a thing that has been anticipated for long enough that the arriving of it undoes a tension you had stopped noticing you were carrying. Her hand came up and covered mine — her small hand over the back of my hand, light — and she pressed it slightly more firmly against her, and I held the pressure she asked for and did not move beyond it.

She made that sound again, quieter this time. More private.

Her magic ran very warm.

She turned her face into my neck — her forehead against my jaw first, then the bridge of her nose, then her mouth warm and open against the side of my throat, and I tipped my head to the side to give her more of it and felt her exhale again, felt the warmth of her breath against my skin. When she kissed my neck it was with the same deliberate attention she brought to the kiss on my mouth — not rushing, not pressing, learning. A slow and thorough attention that I felt in my whole body from the top of my head to the soles of my feet.

I kept my hand still. I kept my breathing steady. I held the whole of myself very carefully in the way that felt like the most important thing I had ever been asked to do.

Her magic was rising.

I could feel it clearly now — not just warmth but a current, something running through her in response to this, to us, to the clearing and the spring and the kissing and my hand warm and still against her ribs. Something in her building the way a tide builds, steadily and without apology, following its own logic. And I felt it the way I felt everything from her — from the outside, as witness, as the lucky recipient of what she chose to share across the channel between us.

She shifted slightly. The hand over mine pressed again, and then — very gently, very certainly — guided my hand upward.

I let it be guided. I moved only as much as she directed, no further, and my hand came to rest against the soft curve of her breast, still over the fabric, and I held it there with the same stillness I had held everything, and her breath caught.

Is this, I began, not out loud, not certain the thought would reach her the way hers reached me.

Yes, she said. Warmth and certainty and something running underneath them both that I felt move through me like a chord struck low and resonant. Yes.

Her mouth was still against my throat. Her hand still rested over mine, light now, no longer directing, simply resting there. And her magic was—

I need to try to tell you what it was like, feeling her magic rise like that. From the inside of that afternoon, in the old wood, with the spring light going gold and the moss beneath us and her small warm weight against my side. It was like being near a source of something. Like standing at the edge of a river when the river is running high and fast, feeling the movement of it in the air and in the ground and in your own chest. It was not mine — I want to be clear about that, I never lost that understanding, it was hers, entirely and completely hers — but she was sharing it the way she shared the transmissions, intentionally, choosing what to let through the channel and what to keep, and what she was letting through was extraordinary.

She moved against me. Just slightly. A small shift of her whole body, a kind of restlessness, and I understood it for what it was — recognised it the way you recognise something you haven't personally experienced but know, somehow, the shape of. Her magic was high and she was warm and she was in my arms in a spring wood and whatever current ran through her had been building since the first kiss and perhaps before it, perhaps all morning, perhaps for six weeks.

I held her and I was very still and I felt the shape of what was happening and I understood something with great clarity.

She needed to let go.

That was the phrase that arrived in me, simple and complete. She needed to let go — not to continue, not to go further, not anything that required more of either of us than this moment already held. She needed to let the tide that was running through her reach wherever it was going. And she was, I understood, uncertain about this. Not uncertain in a frightened way. Uncertain in the way of someone who is not yet sure what is allowed. Who is new enough to this specific intimacy — the particular intimacy of being with someone who could feel her magic, who was present to it in the way I was present to it — that she did not know yet if this was something she was permitted to receive.

The thought arrived in me fully formed, the way the most important thoughts sometimes do: she is waiting to understand what I need.

And what I needed — what I needed with a certainty I felt in my bones — was for her to know that her pleasure was the thing. That it was not conditional on mine. That I was not keeping score in any direction, was not waiting for equivalence or reciprocity or for this to become something more than it already was. That I had her in my arms in a spring wood with her magic running warm and her mouth soft against my throat and my hand where she had put it, and that this — exactly this — was more than I had known to ask for.

I needed her to trust me with this.

And more than that: I needed her to know that her trusting me — her allowing herself to receive this, to let go in my arms, to let the tide in her reach the shore — was itself a gift to me. Was the thing that would let me feel safe, more than anything else could. Because I was nineteen and new to all of it and there was so much I did not know how to offer her, so much I had not learned yet. But I could hold her. I could be still. I could be the one whose arms she was in when she let herself go, and if she gave me that, if she trusted me with that, it would be the most significant thing anyone had ever offered me.

I did not know how to send this through the channel between us. I had not yet learned to transmit, only to receive. So I did the only thing I could do.

I moved my hand — slowly, gently, a slight increase of warmth and pressure against her — and I turned my mouth to her hair, her temple, and I said it out loud against her skin, very quietly, just for the clearing and the wood and her.

"You don't have to hold it," I said. "Whatever you're carrying. You don't have to hold it on my account."

She went very still against me.

"I'm not — " I said, and stopped, and tried again. "I'm not waiting for anything. I'm not keeping track of anything. I'm just here. And I'd like—" I paused because the thing I wanted to say was large and I wanted to say it right. "I'd like to be someone you feel safe enough with. To let go. If you need to. That's — that would be the thing, for me. That would be everything."

The clearing was very quiet.

Her hand moved over mine, the light touch of her fingers against my knuckles.

You mean that, she said, through the channel. Not a question. She was checking. She was reading me the way she pressed her palm to the root of old trees, going deeper than the surface to find out what was true.

"Every word," I said.

What came back through the channel was not an image and not quite language. It was a feeling — warm and whole and slightly undone, the way a held breath releases, and underneath it something that felt like recognition, like someone hearing something they had been hoping to hear for longer than they'd admitted even to themselves. She pressed closer to me, her face turning back into my neck, and my arm tightened around her shoulders gently, and I kept my hand where she had placed it and I stayed exactly where I was.
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