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      The large, sprawling estate known as Shearwen manor is the ancestral home of the Nightmoon family—Rook’s family, and now Nice’s. The place is quiet and peaceful, without the endless servants that had cluttered the palace back in Edinburgh. There’s a roundabout out front circling a fountain carved from white stone, but the private road is most often empty of cars, the gate at the farthest end of the property closed with nothing to spoil the view of the thick, richly green grass.

      It’s one of the safest places in all the world to be.

      A hot summer is ending, and autumn is here, bringing with it traces of cold. Nice and June sit crosslegged, almost knee-to-knee as they face each other in one of the back courtyards. They sit on the paved ground just before the grass, drinking in the paltry sunlight that reaches them through the chill. Nice is often cold, and he finds comfort here with his eyes lightly closed, face tipped up toward the light.

      June watches him for a long while, saying nothing.

      Nice has no idea how old June really is, but he looks about fifteen, not much younger than Nice himself. He only lacks the gawky awkwardness of pubescence that characterizes human teenagers. Nice, too, had skipped that stage, only growing more and more beautiful as he grew, turning from a pretty child gradually into a delicately beautiful young man.

      June has given up the fey-style clothes that he’d preferred when Nice had met him, those tunics of deerskin and fawn, soft rolls of gossamer cloth that caught the light so tenderly.

      “You can wear whatever you like here,” Nice had told him, thinking that maybe the reason was uneasiness.

      After all, Rook’s family are fey, and many of them prefer the old style of clothing, too, the only exceptions being Nice and Rook, who have lived most of their lives in the human world, and Maria. But in those days, June had refused to talk to him, so he’d only scoffed and refused to touch anything but plain, modern clothes. Nice had wondered about it, but there hadn’t been any real way to ask.

      For a while, June had worn whatever Nice would give him—pants that were too long in the legs, hems dragging on the ground—until Anais had rolled her eyes one day and took him into town, never mind how livid June was about it. They were gone for hours, and they were both unhappy when they returned. Nice never learned exactly what had happened, but Anais had vanished into her own room without a word, the door closing behind her with a loud slam, and June’s eyes had been a filmy red.

      So, socially, it was clearly a bad time, but June did come back with a bag full of jeans in his size, along with a few shirts and some bigger, softer t-shirts to sleep in. He never takes off the grey hooded sweater that he’d worn immediately after his Lady’s execution. Nice thinks it had probably belonged to someone, but it never seems polite to ask.

      “You should let someone fuck you already,” June says, his mouth turned down in an unhappy line.

      Nice doesn’t bat an eye at the sudden statement that seems to come out of nowhere.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine. I can tell it’s getting bad again.” He picks up Nice’s thin wrist to prove a point, his thumb pressing into the pulse point that immediately picks up, Nice’s eyes going wide and dark, all blown pupil as he gasps.

      Nice pulls his hand away, rubbing at his wrist as he curls in on himself.

      June hmphs unhappily and looks away. “You need to take care of yourself. What am I going to do if something happens to you?”

      “I’ll be fine,” Nice says again when he trusts himself to speak. Lust pounds through him like a tidal wave, like standing below the brunt of an enormous waterfall, all of it crushing down on him. The seal hidden beneath his waistband, curled prettily against the soft and tender skin of his lower abdomen, right above his cock, aches. Nice has gotten good at enduring it.

      June scoffs again. “As if he deserves your fidelity. Do you think he’s half so loyal?”

      Nice knows how June feels about Rook and doesn’t want to provoke him just now. They were having such a nice afternoon, and he doesn’t want to fight.

      Yes, Nice thinks. I do.

      If there’s one thing Nice is, it’s stubborn, so unhappy as June is with his choices, there’s really nothing he can do about it. He sulks terribly, though.

      The plan to stabilize Nice’s life force, to help it stand up to the demands Rook places on his body, willing or not, has been going terribly.

      He hadn’t thought much about Anais at first. She’s kind and easygoing, with the kind of personality that seems like there’s not a serious thing about her. It’s easy to think of her that way when she goes into town with her faded pink hair, big shades, and washed-soft band tees. Nice knows better now, though. Anais is a doctor who has both gone to medical school and been trained under an array of the best healers the old kingdoms have to offer.

      The result is someone completely unassuming and terrifyingly competent. It had taken a while to notice, but even Maria trusts her judgment.

      “She doesn’t have the breadth of knowledge that someone like Aenid has over rituals,” Rook tells Nice as he’s stroking his hair one night. The overhead lights are off, and everything is illuminated by candles. They paint Rook’s skin in beautiful color, highlighting the water droplets that cling to his chest after his shower. “But when it comes to ailments of the body and soul, there are few better.”

      Always ‘Anais.’ Rarely ever ‘my sister.’ The rifts between Rook and his family are deep and enduring.

      But for all that Anais takes his pulse and has Nice drink reagents and potions, concoctions in shades of muted tea that taste of bitter herbs and those in more alarming shades of emerald green, she can’t actually seem to fix it.

      “Does that mean you don’t know what’s wrong with me?” Nice asks.

      She leans against her desk, arms braced behind her while they talk. “Oh, no, I know what’s wrong. Your body is human through and through except for the ways it isn’t. If you were just human, your body would never have been able to form a bond. If you were just fey, your magic would be able to restore you, and Rook’s affections wouldn’t be eating you alive.”

      Those words still make his heart sink.

      “It’s stopped, though, right? Since we’re not…”

      Nice has never had a sense of shame to speak of, but he’s found it in little ways. Anais feels like enough of an older sister that it keeps him from saying the rest in front of her. His lips pinch shut on the tail end of that thought. She looks at him with something not wholly unlike pity in her eyes.

      “Well. It’s slowed it down a lot. It’s bought us some time, but your bond is still…” She makes a gesture and then trails off, her delicate honey-warm brows pinching together.

      She walks around her desk, turns to another book, and already starts paging through it. She keeps a set of rooms in Shearwen, much like the other Nightmoon children. This isn’t the neat, clean little room that she reserves for seeing patients but a second room, larger and warmly cluttered, filled with bookshelves that are stuffed to bursting and a desk full of notes, books, odds and ends that scatter their way down to the floor. “It’s fine. I have another angle I can try. I will think of something.”

      “Thank you, sister,” Nice says, and Anais gives him one of those sweet, honey-gold smiles.

      She has dimples when she smiles.

      “No problem, kiddo.”

      

      The only thing is, having sex with Rook might have been killing him, but the lack of sex is just killing him in a different way. It hurts.

      Nice has always felt the knife’s edge of madness when left to his own devices for too long, when he’s had to play at domesticated and docile. Sex has always been his favorite way to get out of his head and remind himself that he’s still alive, and that was before Rook set his seal on him. Now, Nice’s body has undergone so many changes to accommodate an incubus lover. He’s bursting with need, hot and dripping for it, so horny he could—and has—cried. He’s spent hours begging Rook until his voice was hoarse and Rook looked sick and stricken with it, and there’s absolutely nothing that either of them can do about it.

      “We can find you a surrogate,” Rook says into his ear, holding him tightly while Nice pants and cries. He has to hold him very tightly to keep Nice from rubbing up against him, as instinctive and absent-minded as an animal seeking friction, seeking not so much pleasure as relief. He holds Nice from head to toe, his chin tucked over the crown of Nice’s head, his legs wrapped around Nice’s to hold them in place. This kind of full-body hug is as much a torture as it is a comfort. Nice lowers his head to snuffle against the crook of Rook’s neck, breathing in deeply to huff the scent of his sweat, the masculine, subtle sweetness of his body. He’s so pathetically hard and sensitive all over. He feels like he could go off with just a touch.

      “No,” Nice says firmly, finding his way back to the thread of the conversation. He feels dizzy. He sets his mouth in a firm, thin line, telling Rook exactly what he’d told June. “I don’t want one. And you don’t want me to have one either.”

      Rook is quiet.

      “Do you? Do you want someone else to—to f-fuck me?” He stutters over the words and then moans quietly, the very idea of it sending another lightning bolt of heat and wetness through him. He feels like he’s burning up. He needs something inside him so bad.

      Rook crushes Nice tightly into his body. “I don’t want you to hurt,” he says fiercely into the top of Nice’s head. The hair there is baby-fine, sweet with the smell of shampoo and smelling like the light sweat of arousal that layers Nice like a mist.

      “No,” Nice says stubbornly, wrapping his own skinny, comparatively weak arms around Rook. “I don’t want anyone else.”

      Rook is helpless. It seems all he can do to stroke his lover’s hair. “…for now,” he says. He bites his lip, completely loath to agree. “But if you get worse—”

      “Anais is working on it,” Nice says, interrupting Rook before he can get the rest of the sentence out. He squeezes Rook as tight as he can, hugging him the way he would a soft toy, trying to bring comfort to them both. “If anyone can fix it, you know that she can.”

      Rook hesitates, but he nods. He hopes so. He really, truly hopes so for Nice’s sake.

      Nice is bedridden a lot of the time. He’s learned the hard way that he can masturbate until he’s sore, until his hole is raw and loose and puffy, until his abused cock chafes from friction, but it does next to nothing to take the edge off.

      “I could make you something,” Anais says, worrying one of her full, plush lips between her teeth. “Something just to take the edge off, to… dampen the whole experience a little bit.”

      “What are the side effects?” Nice asks. He’s been around here long enough to know to ask that.

      “It might—and this is a might, I don’t know for sure—it might weaken your bond. If you were to take it for long enough.”

      Nice can’t help glancing at Rook at that, an instinctual reaction, like a flower turning toward the sun. Rook hides the expression off his face very quickly, but not quickly enough. Nice still sees the way he blanches, face paling as his eyes go stricken.

      “No, thank you,” Nice says firmly. He doesn’t need time to consider it.

      There’s such steel behind those words in this normally willowy, bending youth that Anais doesn’t even ask if he’s sure. She just nods and doesn’t bring it up again, and in the meantime, Nice suffers.

      He has his better moments, times when the raging tide of lust settles down, when the meditation practices Anais and others give him help him to find a little bit of peace, small windows of time but real ones that he can grasp with his hands nevertheless, and in those moments, when he’s not with Rook, he likes to sit with June in the gardens.

      He really isn’t sure why June spends time with him.

      June despises Nice from his head straight down to his toes. He hadn’t made any secret of it, even proudly telling Nice that he should go and die. Nothing but his name, called so blatantly, could compel him to be here.

      “You wanted to make a slave out of me, is that it?”

      “No,” Nice says. “Only… what would you have done if I left you behind?”

      “Lived out my days with my—” June turns away, angry at what he almost said, cutting off his words before he can speak of Araye or what she is to him to this person.

      “You’re not a slave,” Nice says as gently as he can. “You don’t have to do what I tell you. You can do whatever you want.”

      “Except leave,” June says bitterly.

      Nice says nothing to that because there’s nothing he can say to refute it. He bites his already-chewed lips and falls quiet.

      “A prisoner, then,” June says with a bitter sigh. “And not a slave.”

      He still doesn’t trust it.

      June had expected, in truth, to be forced into Nice’s bed, especially after it became clear what kind of sick Nice is. Disgusting, June sneers to himself, letting the truth of it wash him in a kind of comforting familiarity. At least he has never chained himself to some kind of beast, spread himself open to be devoured like some kind of fucktoy. He looks at Nice out of the corner of his eye sometimes and marvels at his complete lack of pride. He wonders how he can stand it.

      But Nice never touches him, never gives even the slightest hint that he wants to in all these weeks, even as June knows about the terrible charmed lust eating him alive. It starts to make him feel annoyed and exasperated instead of relieved. What’s so wrong with June, after all, that Nice won’t even touch him? What’s so wrong with Nice that he’d rather suffer than take another lover? Is he really just so loyal?

      And so June stays with him, since it’s not as though he can leave. He presses himself tight to Nice’s side, following him like a shadow for every moment he’s not with his mate, as if in this way, he might eventually understand why Nice tortures himself so.

      The first time he sees Nice in one of his fits—and that’s really the kindest way to put it, although June isn’t predisposed to kindness; the less kind ways would be more akin to describing him like an animal in heat—June is slackjawed.

      It doesn’t start slowly. There’s very little warning from the time Nice’s cheeks look a little too warm, their smooth, milkglass surfaces coloring with a dark flush like a rose in bloom, the color spreading past his collar and all down his chest—to the time that Nice gives a little gasp and curls in on himself. He had been sitting. Now he’s curled up on the ground, a cold sweat prickling along his hairline, his eyes shut tight as he clutches at his stomach like he’s been run through.

      It doesn’t take long before his beastly mate feels something amiss through their bond and comes running. He doesn’t even spare a glance for June—June who is not touching Nice and so is not a threat—before scooping Nice into his arms and lifting him like he weighs nothing, high off the ground like a princess in a tower. Nice curls gratefully into Rook’s solid warmth, moaning softly and already trying to bite and lick at his neck, tugging his collar down to reach any patch of skin he can get his hands on.

      It makes June’s cheeks blush red with embarrassment and that same disgust—he has no doubt that Nice would do it right here in front of him if Rook would let him.

      The first time, he does nothing, because he’s so shocked, and then because he feels a vicious thread of glee. He wants Nice to suffer.

      But it grows unexpectedly hard to listen to the pained sounds that waft from the room where Rook and Nice are staying—rough, unrestrained sobs like someone suffering a fate worse than death, the sound of someone whispering low, sweet words on top of it, a comforting and steady tone of voice threading the sound through. June can’t hear the words through the door. He doesn’t want to.

      It takes days before June sees Nice again. He’s sitting in the garden alone, certainly not thinking about how much lonelier this place is without even a familiar face by his side, picking at the grass on the lawn disconsolately, when Nice makes an appearance in early afternoon. He looks rumpled like he’s just woken up but still tired despite that. His fair skin is unusually wan, like a flower beginning to fade. His legs are unsteady, and there’s something haunted and shadowed beneath his eyes. June unexpectedly hates it so very much, with a viciousness that’s shocking even to him, the way Nice looks so weak and ill.

      They don’t talk very much at all that afternoon. June can find nothing to say under the oppressive tide of anger, and Nice is too tired to do much of anything but soak up the weak sunlight.

      The next time it happens, June can’t stand it. It’s the same thing—Nice collapses, curling in on himself like a fern frond. June has to almost pry him open to be able to touch the right part of him.

      “Don’t— don’t touch me,” Nice gasps, his voice low and ragged. He says don’t touch, but his long, thin hands are already coming up to wrap around June’s wrist, keeping him in place. His skin is so hot it seems to burn. His pupils are black and huge, like dark moons that almost swallow up the slivered shells of his irises.

      “Shut up,” June snarls low under his breath. He places his hand on Nice’s chest, above his clothes, in the place above his heart.

      His magic is small and strange. It has never been good for much, especially without Araye here to twine her hand with his. He ignores it. He does what he can anyway, pushing it into Nice, making it a small, thin tendril that he can feed into his heart instead. He does it anyway.

      Nice whimpers at the unaccustomed feeling. He’s never had someone feed him magic like this, but the point is he’s too weak to fight it—too weak to fight June off as long as he doesn’t plan to give into his desires—as long as he plans to fight himself.

      “Just stay still,” June mutters under his breath. His long braid slips over his shoulder, forgotten and ignored.

      Nice’s breath is fast and shallow, his lips a garish pink and the flush against his cheeks looking unhealthy and feverish against his pallor.

      “Stay still and don’t fight it.”

      “What are you doing? Get your hands off him.” Rook’s voice is sharp as a whip and faintly shaking with rage.

      He came as soon as he felt it, with a sinking feeling recognizing the plaintive call of his husband’s need, the warm blush of desire that should have felt nothing but hot and soothing, that should have drawn them together, now terribly perverted, turning into a knife to strike at his husband’s heart instead. Rook felt it with an answering pain in his own heart, one born of sympathy and love. This curse of his might only affect Nice on a physical level, but Rook is now so intimately involved that there’s no way it can’t cause him pain, too.

      He hurries in the direction of the west courtyard where Nice spends so much of his time these days, in the direction of the pulling tug on his heart.

      He arrives just in time. He sees that sycophantic creature with his hands on Nice, and everything in his heart clenches at once. No guest right binds him now, and June is as good as his husband’s servant, so he has no compunctions about putting his hands on June to drag him bodily off. The panic in his blood compels him to do violence, and he is not careful with his husband’s pet.

      June expected it. Wherever Nice goes, his dog is sure to follow. He isn’t surprised by the cruel hands gripping him by the shoulders to jerk him away. He’s only angry and exasperated about it.

      June’s body is willowy and slight. He doesn’t have any great physical strength to speak of, but he also has no compunctions about using his fingers tipped with blunt little nails to slash Rook in the face. Rook bellows like an animal, a snarl as June’s fingernails rip into flesh, letting go for just long enough for June to latch on tighter, using his other hand to scoop around Nice’s shoulder, halfway pulling Nice into his lap.

      I’m helping, you dumb animal, he doesn’t say. He doesn’t explain or excuse himself at all—partially because the killers of his Lady don’t deserve any explanations, and partly because this magic is too unwieldy. He’s never done it before and can’t spare the breath to speak.

      He isn’t expecting Rook to actually punch him, but he should have, considering Rook thought he was trying to harm Nice. Still, he hangs on, showing a tenacity that he learned at his Lady’s side, pressing that palm flat to Nice’s chest, feeding him green magic, little by little, inch by slow and painstaking inch, until Nice’s breathing clears. He lets out a slow, shuddering breath, and then his chest stops heaving quite so badly. The pinched little look on his face smooths, and his claw-like hands ease their death grip on June’s arm.

      He has little cuts there, and thin and deep bruises from Nice’s fingers. His eye is watering, bursts of color and nauseous heat radiating from it where that fucking dog had punched him.

      “Rook, stop,” Nice rasps as if Rook needed to be told anything. He’d felt the sudden cessation of Nice’s pain as clear as a bell. It pulls him up short. He isn’t unreasonable. “Don’t—don’t hurt him.”

      Rook lets the little weasel go, dropping the rumpled front of his shirt to go to his lover’s side. Behind him, June bares his teeth in a snarl and spits the coppery taste of blood out of his mouth and into the grass.

      “Damn dog,” he says, wiping his sore and bleeding mouth on the back of his arm, the one Nice hadn’t savaged.

      They’ve all forgotten how young he is. He’d only just lost the closest thing he’s had to a mother. He’d only been brought to this place against his will, trapped among unfamiliar faces, far from the only person who’s ever brought him comfort, but so what? So what does he need their pity for?

      Still, he’s so young.

      “June, don’t,” Nice says. He only has eyes for his lover.

      June turns his face away. He has no intention of listening, but he has nothing to say, and so nevertheless he falls silent.

      Without their voices, the air in the courtyard is very still. It’s so lovely and pure, carrying crisp golden sunlight and only the subtlest hint of winter’s oncoming chill.

      Rook’s golden eyes skim over June like mist atop a lake, deeming him inconsequential and unimportant. He only has eyes for his little lover, after all. He helps Nice to sit up so gently, which has the very welcome side effect—to Rook; to June… who knows?—of moving him off of June’s lap. Rook breathes a little easier once Nice is wholly back in his arms once more.

      This strange little family. In a moment, Rook will carry him inside and fetch Anais to look him over. In just a moment. For now, he waits for Nice to get his breath back. Just for now, the autumn air is sweet, and his lover is in no pain.
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      Anais is, unfortunately, away on business. Rook fusses and frets, his frenetic energy filling the room. He’d carried Nice into one of the lesser-used sitting rooms, one of the ones reserved for family use. It’s as posh as any other place in Shearwen manor with subtle touches of elegance and luxury everywhere, but it’s not as imposing as the larger living rooms used to receive guests. There’s a large window that stretches from the floor almost to the ceiling, divided by thin and elegant little sash bars, and a comfortable place for Nice to sit on a large couch surrounded by pillows and blankets. A great wooden bookshelf keeps guard over the door, stocked with titles of general interest.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to rest in our room?” Rook asks, again.

      Nice shakes his head. He looks well, all things considered. Almost at peace as he lays back obediently where Rook put him, propped against the pillows so he’s halfway sitting up. Nice doesn’t like to feel too vulnerable in places where other people can see him. One long, elegant hand rests quietly above his belly, not quite over the place where his seal lies, hidden beneath his clothes but just a little higher.

      “I’m tired of being in bed,” Nice says. “Here is good.”

      Rook fusses over some other little thing, like the angle of Nice’s pillows not being right or something. In truth, he’s touching just to touch until June snaps, “Can you leave him alone?”

      Rook’s face immediately pulls into a scowl, and even Nice’s eyes widen.

      Rook hadn’t forgotten that June is there. How could he—the fey boy is like a thorn in his side, constant and unpleasant—but he’d chosen to ignore it.

      “Why do you suddenly care?” Rook sneers.

      “I care because you’re upsetting him, and I can’t just do what I did again. Back off at least a little.”

      This protectiveness is new.

      Rook looks helplessly from June and his scowling, fierce face to Nice who only smiles at him apologetically.

      “I see, so you’re ganging up on me now.” He laughs a little, but the laugh feels forced. There’s heat in his words, like he can’t quite control himself. He backs away, running his hand through his hair.

      “Rook—” Nice says, straining himself to sit up off the couch before falling back with a soft gasp.

      June’s ferocious scowl deepens, his face darkening. June isn’t old enough to be imposing in the slightest, but the sight of all that protective energy directed at him, as though he’d be the one to ever, ever hurt Nice—

      “Fine, that’s fine.”

      “Rook,” Nice says softly.

      “It’s fine. I’ll just show myself out. Rest well,” he says to Nice, his voice softening of its own accord. The look he gives to Nice is sweet and sad—

      —and then he’s gone, the door to the sitting room banging shut behind him.

      Nice slumps back onto the cushions and closes his eyes, counting backward from 100.

      “You shouldn’t antagonize him,” Nice says around number 37, giving up on the counting.

      “Yeah? Who’s gonna if I don’t?”

      Nice shakes his head. “Rook is good and kind. He’s hurting, too.”

      “Is that why you won’t stand up for yourself around him? Or is it because you can’t? Has the spell he’s put you under done that to you too?”

      “June!”

      June holds his tongue sullenly. He waits for Nice to try to send him away, too. He isn’t sure if he’ll listen, but it seems inevitable. He cares what Nice thinks of him only slightly more than Rook, but that ‘slightly more’ is still something.

      But Nice… doesn’t.

      For all his consternation, he doesn’t tell June to go away. The longer he doesn’t and the clearer it becomes that he’s not going to, the more guilty June feels about the pinched little line between Nice’s pale, slim brows. The guilt is a new and unaccustomed feeling. It’s unfortunate. June doesn’t like it.

      “Why’re you looking like that for,” June grumbles under his breath. “Don’t be upset, don’t be upset.”

      “It makes me… sad. When you say things like that.”

      June stares at him a little stunned. “What am I supposed to do with that?”

      “I don’t know.” Nice shifts, suddenly uncomfortable. He turns his face into the back of the couch cushion, exposing the thin, crescent line of his back to June.

      It’s so… shockingly childish. Did Nice just turn his back on him?

      “Do what you want,” Nice mumbles, his voice muffled by the plush cream cushion.

      Who would believe it? June thinks helplessly. A fine and beautiful fey lord, acting like a little child.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the meanwhile, Rook wanders through the halls of his ancestral home, feeling like a caged panther. He can’t find it in himself to go back to their room, which smells like Nice in every pillow and fiber. His emotions are like a hornet’s nest or a thicket, snarled and sharp, impossible to know where one thing ends and the other begins. More than that, he feels stung.

      Rook realizes only belatedly, after he’s stormed off in a straight-backed huff, that Nice had looked so tired. He deflates all at once, slamming the butt of his fist against the wall as he leans his head against it.

      “Don’t let Maria catch you doing that,” says a warm, familiar voice behind him.

      Rook addresses his older brother without looking up. “Maria is gone.”
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