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Act 1: Aeron - The Dangers of Fairy Compacts




Chapter 1

Aeron stretched his wings, turning them this way and that to catch the morning sunshine and melt away lingering sleepiness. If only he could open up his head and let the sun in there, too. A beautiful day, and all he could think was how hard it would be to spend it pretending to ignore the dream voice echoing inside his skull. 

Might as well get the show started. He lifted his arms over his head and made a production of yawning. 

When he opened his eyes again, Awela had joined him in front of Emyr Hill. She stretched her own wings, the dark green veins and gold-and-silver iridescence of the translucent membrane catching the light.

He snorted and folded his wings, a less flashy smoke-and-dusky-silver, against his back. "Show off."

She grinned. "Envy's ugly on you, brother."

He rolled his eyes and fluttered some more, this time extending the curled feelers on the ends of his wings to test the breeze. "You're not really going to dance attendance on Advisor Marth today, are you?"

"Father went to so much trouble to get me the position. Anyhow, we have it in us to be—"

"You. You have it in you. As if I'd be allowed to forget it." He snorted again.

"Well don't be such a wastrel, love, and maybe Father won't expect you to disappoint."

Aeron didn't dignify that with a response. Let her ascend to glory through service to the Court, let her reap the benefits of their grasping father's influence. Aeron would find his own destiny elsewhere.

Not because he had to. Because he wanted to. Really.

She laughed and kissed the corner of his lips in goodbye. Before she could pull back, she paused, looking into his eyes. Hers were the same pale furleaf green, the same large round shape; they even applied charcoal in the same pattern. Nearly everything about them was identical.

He had no complaints, except that it made it so difficult to hide anything from her. Awela's eyes narrowed.

Aeron's stomach tightened. He tried to look away, but she'd already seen. She said, "You slept badly. You're having the dreams again?"

"It's nothing." He extended the feelers again, focusing on the gentle wind. He stepped forward and fluttered faster in preparation. "Try not to debase yourself too much for Marth's pleasure today, Awela. If only for the sake of my pride."

"It's not for his pleasure. It's for—"

He pushed off the mossy ground, wings trilling and clicking behind him, thrilling against the slow-warming air. He rose several feet before he looked back and grinned wickedly at his sister.

She made a rude gesture and laughed.

And he was off.

*** 


He flew until the muscles around his wingstalks burned and his blood rushed hard. Though he remembered last night's sleeplessness, the dream voice faded from his memory. Aeron never understood what the voice said, only that it had been there, thundering through his skull. It left a dark, empty impression in him when it was absent, larger and fuller of echoes as he grew older.

Sometimes he wondered whether there would be anything left of him in ten years. Maybe just a huge emptiness filled occasionally by dreams and nightmares and voices that didn't belong to him.

Sometimes he wondered if that was what happened to his mother.

And other times, like now, he was annoyed with his own melodrama. He rested against the Old Willow's trunk and offered a distracted hello, stroking its bark. It wondered what was wrong with him, but Aeron shrugged it off, wings snapping behind him fitfully. The Willow lapsed into a companionable silence, and Aeron leaned his cheek against the trunk and closed his eyes.  

The hollow place in his mind thundered to life.

He shivered and pushed off the tree to stand. He scanned the green place—the sound of the stream playing in his ears, the restless flapping of his own wings, the trepidation of the tree beside him—trying to decide if the whole morning had been a dream, and he was still asleep in the Hill. He uncurled his feelers, and the green-and-blue scent of the place intensified.

New scents, too. One familiar and delicate, barely-there: white flowers crackling with magic. Awela's magic smelled something like it, but this was too indistinct to identify with a specific individual. It was nearly overwhelmed by the foreign scent of evergreen with citrus. Astringent, clean, but blunt magic that sent a fizzing sensation up his nose and into his head, through his feelers and into his wings, so strong the membranes vibrated with it.

Not the magic of some unknown fairy, but completely other.

Come now and bring me what was promised.

The dream voice echoed in his head, and Aeron fluttered again, taking a few tentative steps forward. To understand it, to smell its magic made it feel so real. To hear it while awake, under the sun—

Come now and finish what we started.

Another few steps, and the air before him shimmered. He recognized the tear in the worldfabric; he'd seen it from a distance and heard it described many, many times. His father had a famous stay in the mortal realm before Aeron and Awela even began to show wings.

It couldn't be meant for him. He tore his gaze from the crackling portal, glanced at the tree, which seemed to be waiting for him to choose. No help at all. At the stream, which laughed at his indecision. Cheeky water sprites.

Come now, give me Aeron.

For him.

Aeron’s skin pebbled as a cold, piney wind tore through him. It rattled in the hollows of his bones, and magic sparked against his skin.

Aeron swayed, knees weak. Part of his mind told him not to go. That it was against all the rules, and that the rules existed for everyone's protection. For the fae, for the mortals, for the realms and the worldfabric itself. He ought to find an advisor first. Get official clearance, hold the proper ritual, and go on fae terms, if he must.

He thought of that worthless troll Advisor Marth ordering his sister to fetch him a lilac tonic and cooling his feet in the Queen's Pond.

The worldfabric tore with a final hot fizzle; the doorway opened. The path was stone, mossy, as old as the mortal realm itself.

Wings fluttering nervously behind him, heart in his throat, Aeron took the path.

*** 


He stepped out into an alien forest, sunlight barely filtering through a looming dark green canopy. The evergreen magic hung thick, curling lemony all about him.

The pathway closed behind him with a flash of white light and a sound like the air rushing out of a bellows. Aeron felt around for the source of the magic. Of the voice.

"Oh gods oh gods oh gods," came a muttering in the mortal tongue. The voice had spoken the language of Faerie for the spell, but it was still recognizable.

That imaginary freezing wind tore through Aeron again. He wasn't mad. It was real. It was all real, and everyone who'd said he'd end up like his mother, everyone who'd said he was a liar, desperate for attention, was proved wrong. Wings buzzing in excitement, Aeron moved toward the voice, mentally constructing a proper greeting.

A brown, dark-eyed face peered from behind a tree, half-obscured by shaggy hair and face-fuzz. "Oh gods!" it said again.

Aeron reached out to him. "I have long wanted to—"

The man—Aeron assumed that this was a man, though it was quite different from the mortal servants he'd seen at the Court—sputtered a few words Aeron didn't recognize and took off running. He crashed away through the underbrush like a wounded deer.

For a long moment, Aeron simply stood, amazed that anything should find him the least bit alarming, let alone frightening. But then, mortals were known to be flighty things. Maybe the idea of meeting destiny took some getting used to.

Aeron's curiosity and excitement burned too bright, however, to wait around for the man to wrap his tiny mind around the concept. He stretched his wings, then feelers, and walked after him, observing the strange sensory experience of a new forest only peripherally. In a half-mile or so the trees thinned, and the evergreen magic-scent thickened, stationary.

A small stone dwelling huddled just beyond the tree line. Aeron was so intent on the trail that he hardly noticed the thickening of magic-scent. He put one foot beyond the clearing and was promptly thrown backwards onto his ass, his foot stinging as if he'd just stepped on a hornet's nest. Gritting his teeth, he reached out one of his toes that retained feeling. The magic shimmered, threatening.

Wards. Nothing could move beyond them without an invitation.

The door to the man-dwelling banged shut.

Aeron sighed, raised his wings, and leaned back on one hand. He reached out and touched a tree absently. It spoke in much simpler language than he was used to, but it seemed friendly enough.

At least something here was.



Chapter 2

On the first day, Aeron waited patiently. The trees were lovely had some first-rate branches; they liked his company, and he liked theirs, though he wouldn't have called it stimulating. The man-dwelling belched smoke into the morning sky, smelling of coarse magic and sweet and pungent herbs. In the late morning, the man emerged with a sack over one shoulder. The fuzz on his face was gone, and his hair lay down flat and shiny. He glanced up into Aeron's tree.

Aeron sat straighter, hoping to catch his eye.

The man ducked his head and moved in the other direction. Aeron smelled too much evergreen on him; the man had wards on his person now, so it was no good following. He felt the man making a wide circle, swinging back around in the other direction once he was out of visual range.

Well, it wouldn't be the first time someone had gone out of their way to avoid Aeron, but it would be the first time he didn’t deserve it. Aeron sat and waited, occasionally talking to his tree, wondering if Awela had missed him, feeling certain that his father had not, and trying to guess the meaning of this strange sequence of events.

Father always said Aeron was too impatient. That he would know what he was meant for when the time came. Aeron never expected he'd meant it so literally, but here it was. The voice in his head was real, flesh-and-blood, and, of all things, mortal.

And if he had to wait, well, he would wait.

Not because he had to. But because he wanted to.

*** 


By the fourth day, Aeron was sick of waiting. Every night, he sat in the tree and watched the small, round opening in the man-dwelling. Sometimes the man would appear there, and even if his pathetic mortal eyes couldn't see Aeron, he must have felt him. Aeron felt him moving around inside, peeking, pacing, fretting, magicking. Worrying.

So why wouldn't he let Aeron in?

Maybe it was a mistake after all. The voice hadn't come to Aeron’s dreams since he'd arrived in this forest, so he couldn’t compare. Maybe he'd been wrong, and the man hadn’t sounded similar after all. Maybe Aeron had heard what he wanted to hear because he didn't want to go mad.

Awela surely missed him by now. He felt terrible, thinking how worried she must be.

But he couldn't go home. Even if he knew how—perhaps something he ought to have considered before stepping onto the path—this horrid little man had bound him somehow. If he didn't discover what it meant, how would be ever be free of the tormenting voice?

Aeron sighed in frustration. The tree tried to tell him it wasn't his fault. It offered him some of its sweet leaves to chew. Aeron sucked at the stems and gave the tree a sullen thank you. It was too stupid to know he was being sullen, anyhow.

Everything here was stupid. Perhaps it was the perfect place for him, after all.

*** 


By the seventh day, Aeron was livid. The sheer nerve of this mortal creature, with his brusque, un-nuanced magic and his inexplicable fear. This must be some form of revenge. Maybe one of the fae had stolen away his sister and held her now at Court in thrall. Maybe he was one of those clerics like in the old stories, the kind that used to hunt friends of the fae.

Maybe he was just a horrible, inhospitable, thoughtless little wretch.

This time, when the man was on his way back from wherever it was he went all day, Aeron was surprised to feel him taking the path straight for his tree. The magic was still too thick; the man had his wards. He was talking, too. Aeron couldn't hear it, but he could feel, and it sent shivers up his spine and through his wings.

There could be no mistake. This was the one who'd called him. Who'd been calling him for twenty years.

Please, he thought, anger faltering and leaving something sickly in its wake. Please tell me why I'm here. Tell me what this means. Please let me in.

Another scent—magic like honey and smoke, with that same bluntness. Soon, a voice drifted to his ears to match it, low and musical. Aeron couldn't feel her like he felt the man; he knew only her smell, her sound.

He waited, angry and hopeful and desperate by turns, until they came through the trees, right to the base of his perch, and looked up.

Aeron pressed his lips into a thin line to convey his irritation.

The woman bowed. "My lord, it's an honor."

It wasn't until the evergreen man bowed too that Aeron realized she was speaking to him.

"I am not a lord," Aeron said, voice tight. And no wonder; the moon had gone through a quarter of its cycle since he’d last used it.

The woman—who had the same golden-brown complexion, but white hair beneath a scrap of fabric on her head—looked up once more. "Will you come down so we can speak?"

"I cannot," Aeron snapped.

The humans exchanged a look. The man—the voice, it was certainly the voice—asked, "Why not?"

"Your wards." Aeron wished he knew the mortal word for muddle-mind. And then thought perhaps it was best that he didn’t.

The man jumped, pulled a small bag out of his massive cover-all garb, and spoke some words. The evergreen-lemon scent intensified so that Aeron curled his feelers up to avoid it. Then it faded completely.

Aeron fluttered to the ground. The woman bowed again. The man stared, mouth agape, at his wings.

Aeron folded them tight against his back and stuck out his chin. "Why did you bring me here?"

The man's mouth closed. Then opened. Then closed. His dusky skin acquired a pinkish undertone.

"What may we call you?" the woman asked.

"You know my name is Aeron." It was all very polite and proper not to ask him for it, but the man had called for him as such, after all. Aeron stared at him for a moment longer, narrowly avoiding tapping his foot. The evergreen man didn’t reply, so Aeron turned to the woman. "What may I call you?"

"Kamala. And this is Tammas."

Tammas bowed his shaggy head. "I’m so sorry."

Aeron examined the creature more closely. What sort of response was that?

The woman, Kamala, spoke under her breath. "You ought to be, boy. Don't you have something else to say to him?"

Tammas met Aeron's gaze. "Please will you come inside and share my fire?"

The vibration of the wards around the house—background noise since the moment of his arrival, like the babbling of a brook—ceased.

Aeron had decided three days ago precisely what he'd say in the mortal tongue if this moment ever came. "In my world, it is very rude to leave a guest outside." 

Though I'm clearly not here as guest. Well, whatever it is we're meant to do, let's get it over with.

"In ours, too." Kamala shot the man—Tammas—a meaningful look. "You'd better explain, Tam. I'll see you boys soon."

Tammas nodded, met Aeron's gaze for another second, and then beckoned for him to follow into the man-dwelling.

*** 


"I’m so sorry."

Aeron rolled his eyes. He should’ve started counting the first time Tammas had said that; it could be a game, by now.

Tammas went quiet, his back to Aeron as he stirred a foul-smelling stew over the fire. The variety of herbs and half-magical concoctions cluttering the place helped to mask the odor, so long as Aeron kept his feelers curled. Eventually, Tammas stuttered, "Y—you speak our language very well."

"I do not." Aeron stared hard at his back. Tammas wasn't much bigger than he, but outside, the cloak-garment had hidden his true, trim form. He covered almost every inch of his skin with bulky fabrics, and Aeron wondered how he could stand it.

Another moment of silence before Tammas turned again. "The stew will be done soon. It just needs to thicken a little. You must be hungry."

Aeron stuck out his chin. "No."

"I'm so... Shit." Tammas raked both hands through his hair, avoiding Aeron's gaze. "Aeron—did I say it right?"

"You said it right when you called me, too."

"I didn't mean to call you."

Impossible. Aeron distinctly remembered the pull of the magic. It had been strong enough to make him disregard the rules, even, and—

Well, he liked disregarding the rules. But the point was that it had obviously been a summoning ritual, and that he had called Aeron's name. Aeron was about to ask how he even knew it.

But Tammas spoke again, in that halting way he had. "I—I didn't know what that spell was. My mother left it for me when she died. She said once I got a hold on my own magic, I could... Oh, it doesn't matter."

Aeron's wings twitched in annoyance. "You must be very bad at magic, not to know it was a summoning ritual."

"I knew." Tammas looked up, dark eyes flashing with something new for just a moment before his shoulders slumped again. "I just thought it would summon, um, berries."

Aeron didn't know if he wanted to fly away, scream, start a fight, or simply lie down and cry. Come now and finish what we started. Since when did berries finish what anyone had started? Unless—

"Aeronberries," Tammas went on, as if he wouldn't know. "They—they're almost impossible to come by. Sometimes my mother used spells to get what she needed from your world to finish a recipe. I didn't think I was strong enough to bring a whole person here."

"You did more than bring me," Aeron said, hands clenching into fists at his side, wings quivering again.

Tammas's gaze flicked to them, then back to his face, then to the wings again. "I did?"

"Well, I do not know it was you, exactly," Aeron had to admit. He folded his wings up tight, just to spite the man. "But something bound us."

Tammas pulled at his hair and chewed at his lower lip.

"Why?" Aeron insisted.

"I didn't..." Tammas took a deep breath, filling his chest so it swelled beneath the soft-looking white material. Then he raised his gaze once more. "I'll find a way to undo it. To send you home."

"Find a way to get your voice out of my head, first. Muddle-mind." He still didn't know it in the mortal tongue, so he spoke the last word in his own.

"What?"

"Your voice. In my head. For years. Decades. At least if you make it stop, this won’t be a waste of time." Just a disappointment. But then, that's more my style, I suppose.

Tammas had a far-off look in his eyes, but they were much, much darker than any Aeron had ever seen and difficult to read. Tammas stuttered, "I—I will. I'll find a way. Kamala is helping me look; I only just told her why this afternoon. Sh—she was so angry with me for leaving you outside."

Aeron collapsed onto a long wooden bench near a battered table. "I thought I might like her."

"I'm sorry. I just—your magic smells so strong." Tammas's gaze was on the wings again as Aeron adjusted them to hang behind the bench and curled his feelers tighter. The smell was vaguely nauseating, though he couldn't place it. Tammas watched until his wings were settled, then went on, "And it's so—it's overwhelming, up close. And you're so..."

"So...?"

Tammas sighed and turned back to the stew. "I'm sorry."

"If I say I believe you, will you stop saying that?"

Tammas looked over his shoulder, and Aeron was shocked to find a smile on his lips. It was sincere and warm, and for a moment, all the fear and panic seemed to bleed out of him. Enough so that Aeron found himself smiling back, if only just. 

No point being difficult. As Awela was fond of reminding him, it didn't help things get done faster. Aeron said, "I can help. We’ll find a way to get you out of my head, and I’ll go home." And maybe find out why you're in my head, while we're at it, because none of this makes sense.

Aeron could feel him, even with the magical scent dampened and the overpowering fug of the stew and the crackling fire and the herbs hanging in neat rows to dry from the low roof. Could it really have been an accident? Yes, his name had power, power over him, but could it give him away so haphazardly as that?

It shouldn't be possible.

Tammas jerked him out of his unpleasant reverie by saying, "Deal."

Aeron smirked. "Deal."

Tammas's shoulders flexed as he lifted the stew off the fire with a sturdy branch. "Not supposed to make compacts with fairies, I guess."

Aeron shrugged. "We follow the rules. Just that mortals never understand the—the little things?"

"Details?"

"Yes. Details. Mortals are bad at details."

Tammas chuckled. "Apparently."

Aeron smirked some more.

Still smiling, Tammas ladled some brownish stew onto a round flatbread he'd set out earlier for Aeron. "There. Something hot in your stomach will make everything seem better. And maybe we can start over tomorrow?"

Aeron was willing to make the most of things, but he wasn't sure he could go that far. He raised his eyebrows.

Tammas ladled some stew for himself and sat at the bench across from him. He scooped up some stew in a bit of bread then shoved it into his mouth. "It's not bad. Try it."

Aeron was hungry, no matter what he'd said, and maybe it tasted better than it smelled. He probably just needed to get used to mortal food. He attempted this method of eating with the fingers, recognized some sweet root vegetables, carrots and potatoes and something else. The brown sauce left an offensive, oily film on his tongue. He sopped it up with more bread and tried again; this time he bit into something springy, chewy, and unpleasant. It triggered his gag reflex, but he repressed it. "What kind of mushroom is it?" Not like any kind he'd ever had, but he swallowed it anyhow. His stomach flipped over, but he took another bite of the bread—which was, at least, very good.

Tammas was happily shoveling his own dinner down his mortal gullet. "There are no mushrooms."

"There is a..." Aeron didn't know the word, so he mimicked chewing fiercely.

"Oh, that's the rabbit. It's not the most tender, but—"

Aeron froze, hand hovering in the air. "Rabbit?"

"Yes. Rabbit. Like..." Tammas looked around helplessly, then held up two fingers and mimed a rabbit hopping across the table.

"I know what a rabbit is, muddle-mind." Aeron's stomach flipped again, and this time showed no sign of stopping. Acid rose up his throat and onto the back of his tongue. "You put it in your food?"

Tammas's dark eyes were wide. "Is that bad?"

"I—" How to express the sheer, unmitigated horror in this limited tongue? "I ate a rabbit?" 

"Well, not the whole—"

Aeron knocked over the bench in his haste to reach the door, wings beating to keep him on his feet. He fell to his knees in the cool, fragrant grass, took a long draw of sweet air.

And promptly regurgitated the contents of his stomach on the lawn. The two bites of stew were dyed red by the berries he'd been eating for the sevenday previous. He thought that would be the end of it, but his stomach rebelled again, pumping acid into his throat, forcing his eyes shut and contorting his entire body with the force of the expulsion.

Tammas's footsteps thundered up behind him. "Oh gods. Oh gods, I'm so sorry. I didn't know. I didn't know. Oh—"

"Stop talking and—" But Aeron was interrupted by another mighty retch.

He felt more than saw Tammas kneel on the grass beside him. Gentle fingers in his hair, gathering it from where it hung about his arms and shoulders and pulling it into a fist at the back of his neck, so the tail tickled between his wings. Aeron heaved again and again, too much taken by the violence of it to think. When his stomach began to calm, he groaned to realize he was kneeling over a puddle of his own vomit on this man's lawn.

This man who hadn't even meant to call him. Who did not have the key to his destiny. Who could not promise him he wasn't going mad. Who didn't have anything but "I'm sorry I'm a muddle-mind and don't understand magic and ruined your life and made you eat a rabbit" for him.

Tammas, infuriatingly oblivious, rubbed at Aeron's shoulders with his free hand. Eventually, he asked, "All out?"

Aeron nodded and sat back on his heels. "Yes. I am empty." One thing to be thankful for, at least.

Tammas let go Aeron's hair and finger combed it gently. He whispered, "I'm so sorry."

Aeron shivered. That voice, so close to his ear. 

This wasn't right. This wasn't how it was supposed to be. He closed his eyes. "What kind of horrible place is this?"

Tammas helped him to his feet and steadied him with surprising strength. He slipped beneath Aeron's arm and seemed to have some trouble deciding where to put his own. He eventually decided on looping it around Aeron's waist, below his wings—which Aeron thought would've been obvious. Tammas said, "Maybe you should try and eat some—"

"No. No food." Aeron's stomach flipped at the thought.

Tammas took him to a little well and gave him water to rinse his mouth, and then to drink. By then, Aeron could walk on his own two feet, and insisted on doing so, shaking off Tammas’s arm and ignoring his doe-eyed, pleading looks. He collapsed into Tammas's bed when it was offered and promptly fell asleep.

*** 


In a dreamlike stupor, Aeron readjusted. Something pulled at his wings, and he tried to flick it off. They tangled up in whatever it was, weighing them down.

His eyes snapped open, and he shouted, "Get it off!" He hopped to his knees and wrestled with the beast for a few seconds before he realized where he was and what had happened.

Tammas jumped onto the bed and disentangled him from what turned out to be a blanket. Aeron mustered as much dignity as he could, stifling a sigh of relief. When he finished, Tammas placed a calming hand against his back. "I'm sorry. You were shivering last night, so I th—thought a blanket would help. You, um..." He cleared his throat. "You should probably wear some of my clothes."

Aeron glanced down at his chest, his legs folded beneath him, the small scrap of his garment, meant simply to "protect the dangly parts", as Awela was fond of saying. Tammas wore no shirt just then, and his torso was littered with patches of hair, but thin and silky-looking. There was a particularly interesting trail of it that began at his navel and disappeared into his overprotective breeches.

When Aeron looked up, Tammas's face was bright red. He turned, sat at the edge of the bed, and leaned over with his elbows on his thighs.

Aeron snorted. His throat felt dry and raw, and his mouth still tasted like sick. "You look ridiculous in all those clothes. I only look like myself."

"To be sure." There was a small laugh in Tammas's voice. "But you can't go out like that."

"You will—" Aeron paused. After listening to Tammas for a while, he was finding ways to make his mortal speech more natural. They shortened certain words and shoved them together. "You'll allow me to go out with you?" 

He sat straighter and looked over his shoulder. "Allow you? Could I stop you, now I've destroyed the wards?"

"You have no others?" Aeron felt foolish again. He wondered if the story from last night was the truth; maybe Tammas really hadn't bound him. Maybe the summoning was an accident.

Maybe he really was going mad.

"Oh, uh, no more. Promise." Tammas stood and stretched. His back was less hairy, the skin smooth and golden-brown. Long lines of muscle sank prettily into the V at the small of his back.

Maybe he should dress more like Aeron, instead. Muddle-mind.



Chapter 3

They broke their fast on flatbread and a sweet summerapple jam. This time, there were no corpses on the menu, but Aeron hadn't the stomach to thank his reluctant host. He was ravenous and wanted to keep the bread down.

Tammas played with his apothecary table, pounding with a mortar and pestle, wrapping powders in brown paper, funneling oils into jars, and filling the room with a scent that was half-magic, half-herbs, and far more elegant than his everyday magic—elegant for any magic, in truth. Aeron, in the meantime, struggled to cinch the awkward-fitting breeches Tammas had insisted he don. 

"You're sure you won't wear a shirt?" Tammas asked as they set out on the path to Kamala's.

Aeron shot him a dirty look.

Tammas sighed and threw a blanket-thing over Aeron's arm. "Just promise me that if we see anyone else, you'll hide your wings under this shawl."

Aeron eyed it with suspicion. "Why?"

Tammas squeezed his arm through the shawl-thing and fixed him with the doe-eyed look. "Because people who are different aren't safe in this world. A—and I know I failed last week. And last night. But while you're here, you're my responsibility. I have to take care of you."

Aeron snorted. "You think very much of yourself."

"We must have that in common." A little twitch of a smile.

In spite of himself, Aeron returned it. 

They followed the forest path until the trees began to thin and plumes of smoke rose in the distance. Aeron uncurled his feelers; woodsmoke, yes, and bread, people—some magic, most not—a river somewhere nearby. "A mortal town?"

Tammas nodded. "But we won't be going in, don't worry. Kamala takes care of my business for me." He veered off onto a deer trail, walked several yards, and then stopped, looking up.

Aeron stopped behind him, taking in the green essence of the forest, separating one scent from another and exploring them, comparing them to plants he knew from home.

"Flower. Cleric's staff." Tammas handed his pack to Aeron. "If you hear anyone coming, just hide behind that great oak, all right?"

Aeron nodded. He was distracted by something in the bag, hidden beneath layers of fabric and Tammas's herbs and compotes. Faint white flowers and a magical crackle, reminiscent of the scent beneath Tammas's evergreen-lemon the day the path between worlds had opened.

The evergreen smell peaked, filling Aeron's senses and demanding his attention. He followed it until he was looking straight upward at Tammas, who hung by one hand off a precarious branch, eyes closed, lips moving.

Praying. When his lips stilled, Tammas opened his eyes and snatched for a long white flower. It sprouted from the tip of a vine that had crept from one tree to another, its sole flower.

Aeron reached for the vine and the tree. The latter expressed their harmonious situation—rather than a parasite-and-host arrangement—in the simple style he'd come to expect of this forest. They were satisfied with Tammas's prayer. Vines weren't much good for talking, but Aeron exchanged a few more brief feelings with the tree as Tammas swung back to the ground, landing with surprising lightness.

Aeron, palm still pressed to the smooth bark, fingering a vine leaf, said, "I could have flown up and got it, you know."

Tammas flushed.

Aeron smiled. "Your prayers are good."

"They are?"

Aeron nodded and handed off the bag. "Feel it?"

Tammas edged nearer and reached out for the tree. His long, careful fingers fluttered over the vine's leaves before nestling between them and the trunk. He scrunched up his nose and said, "I don't feel anything."

"Then why did you pray?" Aeron asked.

"To say thank you. I—it's what I do. I'm a mendicant cleric." He popped the long flower into a pocket, but kept his fingers on the tree.

"Isn’t it frustrating when they don't respond?"

Tammas looked surprised. He indicated the flower, then lifted his bag. "They give me all this. How could I be frustrated?"

A good answer. Aeron placed his hand over Tammas's and pressed it to the tree trunk. He asked the tree if it would show Tammas how it felt, and it agreed. Aeron stirred up his own magic for a push in the right direction, channeling it through Tammas's hand. An unexpected surge of power overcame his senses briefly before Aeron managed to shake it off and focus. It left his skin tingling and his mind whirring.

Tammas took a long, deep breath and swayed on his feet, eyes half-closed. When the tree responded with good feelings, simpler even than before for the benefit of the unpracticed mortal, his eyes flew wide open, pupils shrinking to pinpoints. "Oh gods. Oh gods. Wa—was that what I think it was?"

So much fear in this peculiar little man. Aeron patted his hand. "Maybe you can do it yourself, if you practice. Your magic is stronger than I thought, just unrefined. It's like trying to pick a flower with two boulders instead of these pretty fingers." He traced the tips of his own over Tammas's knuckles before pulling away.

"Your magic smells like berry wine," Tammas said, eyes still wide. "I feel drunk just being near it."

"I’ve never heard wine before. My sister says it's like strawberries, though. She says that's why I can't resist them." An emptiness bloomed in his middle. No one else would notice or care if he never came back. But she...

I'm sorry I didn't follow the rules, Awela. Once I get back, I'll never break them again.

... probably.

Standing there thinking of his sister could only remind him of the white-flower scent of her magic, and so he asked, "Is there something magic in your bag? Apart from your concoctions?"

Tammas cleared his throat. "Just something for Kamala to look at."

"It feels familiar. Maybe I can help with it."

"Um, maybe. Come on, if we get there soon enough, she'll have fresh bread."

Aeron followed, wondering if he was being put off or if this was just another symptom of the greater muddle-mind problem.

*** 


Kamala didn't have a library so much as a room made of books. They were stacked from floor to ceiling—a ceiling of stone and wooden beams, unlike Tammas's little dwelling. She had a store of rare herbs two rooms over, and Aeron's wings buzzed with excitement the moment he uncurled his feelers. "You have sweetmint?"

She didn't know it by that name, but she ushered him into her store-room and told him to do as he pleased. He took a little of her sweetmint, combined it with some darkmoon clove, and set a kettle on to boil. His mother's favorite tea. Awela and Father never kept it because they didn't like to remember her. 

He, on the other hand, loved to. Perhaps he only twisted memory to suit him, but he was certain he had been his mother's favorite.

Just when the tea was ready, he spotted a sprig of aeronberries and plucked a single dried pink bead from the stem. He deposited it in the pocket of the awkward breeches for safekeeping.

*** 


They went on like that for half a moon. Kamala always gave them lunch (she never ate carcass, thankfully) and helped them research binding in the afternoon. They'd go home just before dark, work in Tam's herb garden, light the fire, and talk of nothing for a few hours before falling asleep. Tammas would tell stories from the endless books he'd read, oftentimes hilarious prevarications about Faerie or wolves that became men or men that drank blood. Aeron would tell stories of Court gossip and intrigue or silly anecdotes about his sister's teachers. Tam especially liked his stories about the plants at home that couldn’t be found in his own forest.

Aeron had not completely forgiven Tammas his summoning mistake, nor could any of their little circle come up with an explanation for the binding being of such long duration. The whole affair was an awful inconvenience.

And yet, it could’ve have been worse.

Aeron didn't mind Tammas's house—that was what the humans called their artificial dwellings. He liked the sweet green smell of it and the woodsmoke in the evenings. He'd never been much for study, but he'd learned a few interesting tricks in Kamala's books. He liked making himself useful translating difficult passages in High Ancient Faerie and learning new expressions in the mortal language. Though Aeron had never thought of himself as a teacher, it was gratifying to watch Tammas improve daily at communicating with the trees. Tam swore his magic had never been so strong as it was when Aeron was near, and even Aeron had to acknowledge that uncanny surge each time they worked together—perhaps some byproduct of the binding, perhaps simple compatibility. He still called Tam muddle-mind in his native tongue on occasion, but it had become a term of endearment.

It was an adventure, albeit a quiet one, just like the one his father had all those years ago. Aeron missed Awela, but at least he had purpose here.

At the end of Aeron's second sevenday in Tammas's house, when the moon was full and high, he stripped off the awful breeches and sat in the grass to watch the stars. They looked the same here as they did at home. He stretched his wings, wincing. That was the biggest drawback to the arrangement: he couldn't have a proper flyabout, with the village so near. He sighed and fluttered, letting magic seep from his fingers into the ground until the grass formed a fine cushion under his backside and hands.

After long moments, he became aware of Tammas in the doorway behind him. He turned to look, lowering his wings against his back to get the full view. "What are you doing there?"

Tam said, "Please don't put them away."

Aeron turned his face back to the sky, not wanting Tammas to see him smirk, and stretched his wings again. Awela's were the finest of anyone's in the light, but Aeron didn't need to be ashamed of his in the dark. They looked their best in full moonlight.

"I smelled your magic all the way inside." Tammas came and sat beside him. "What did you do to the grass?"

"I grew it."

Tammas sighed. "If I could do what you can do..."

"Then what?"

Tam chewed his bottom lip.

Aeron liked to watch this funny little habit, so he didn't speak again until it stopped. "What do you want to be, Tam?"

"I don't know. I know what I'm supposed to be..."

Another habit of Tam's: not finishing his sentences. Aeron knew better than to wait for it. "I'm not supposed to be anything."

Tammas wrinkled his nose. "Says who?"

"My father. On days he bothers to acknowledge my existence at all." Aeron winced when it was out—he must have been more homesick than he'd realized. A change of subject was needed. Tam often spoke of his dead mother, but never of his father, so Aeron asked, "What did your father do? Are you supposed to be like him?"

"Yes, actually. He was the high cleric of the great monastery in town. He kept my mother out here to keep her a secret, and when I was born..." Tam shrugged.

"Why didn't he live with her here? I like this place."

"Some kinds of clerics are meant to be, um, chaste."

"I don't understand."

Tammas squirmed. "They can't..." 

Aeron liked to watch this, too. By that time he had deciphered the meaning of the new word, but he had no intention of saying so. He grinned. "Can't what?"

"You're teasing me." Tammas laughed, red-faced.

"I wouldn't."

Tammas made an effort to school his face and failed beautifully. "I mean to say that—that he was very high-ranking, and he would've lost his position if he was so open about a mistress and son. He would rather have kept the money and power than us."

There was an astonishing thought. "Clerics have money and power?"

Tammas laughed. "That's a longer explanation than I have the stomach for. The upshot is that my mother wanted money and power for herself—security for us—and she thought I could get it if she raised me to be clergy. It's the only way boys with no family can go up in the world. But I'm not powerful enough to rise that high. I think she—she always knew it. 

"Anyhow, I hate the monastery. It's the mendicant's path for me."

"That seems wise. And much more interesting," Aeron admitted. The religion of the mortals, as Tammas practiced it, was simple. Take from the earth, thank the earth, receive blessings in return. They thought of elemental spirits as gods and treated them as such. The townspeople gladly paid for a gifted forest-cleric's ointments and poultices and teas, and Tammas had the trees to keep him company.

To add people and money and power would make it like Court life. Politics and backstabbing always followed power.

"I’d like to teach," Tammas admitted. "But the herbalism master is much stronger than me. Besides, they'd never give the job to a nobody."

"You're somebody. Even I've learned from you."

"You're the one who knows things."

Aeron smirked and fluttered. "Yes, but you have moments of brilliance."

Tam laughed and, as usual, his gaze trailed to Aeron's back. "Did you do something to your wings? They look different tonight."

Aeron grinned. "It's only the moonlight, but thank you for noticing."

"You must feel like an insect in a jar, the way I stare. I can't help it sometimes."

"I've seen your bottle of crushed dragonfly wings." Aeron arched an eyebrow. He'd almost been sick again when he'd discovered it, but that was far from the most disturbing thing on Tammas's shelves, and most of it had come down from his mother.

Tammas squirmed and looked away.

Aeron took pity. "You can touch them, if you like. They won't break."

He looked up from beneath a fringe of hair. "Really? I mean—I touched them that morning with the blankets, but..."

Aeron had forgotten about that. What a strange mind this man had: he could forget his own rucksack in the middle of a forest path if some fascinating plant caught his eye but remembered the most obscure details with ease. Aeron said, "Go ahead."

Tam leaned nearer, his ambient evergreen-lemon scent subverted by the spicy soapfoam he used to scrape the fuzz from his face every morning. It was already growing back, but it looked well on the sharp, pretty lines of his face. He held out one hand and touched, feather-light, at the top of Aeron's wing.

Aeron smiled. "Just don't mind if I start fluttering; sometimes it tickles."

Tammas nodded, all seriousness. "It's not like a dragonfly's at all, though it looks it. So much more flexible. And this joint, here," he ran his finger down the side of the wingstalk, "the way it folds is remarkable. In and down like a housefly's, but with the full range of motion." The finger slipped up to the thicker, bright silver vein at the leading edge, then followed it all the way down to where it trailed off into hair-thin feelers, black as night.

Aeron's skin pebbled on that side of his body. He chuckled. "Now I feel like an insect in a jar."

"There was never an insect like this." Tammas had that faraway look in his eyes as he ran four fingertips down the translucent, smoky membrane and over tiny crossveins. "It doesn't feel like it should be able to support your weight."

"It's never let me down before."

Whether he'd heard him or not, Aeron couldn't say. Tam slipped his fingers beneath the lower vein, then back to the wingstalk again. His warm hand found the soft skin of the underjoint, flush with blood pumping into the wing and a hundred times more sensitive than the inside of his elbow or knee; difficult to get to, and for good reason. A warm, ebullient sensation filtered from the point of contact through Aeron's blood, into his middle where it collected, heating steadily. He let his eyes flutter closed and silently hoped Tam wouldn't stop.

"It's so soft, too." Tammas was almost whispering now, talking to no one. Aeron lost track of his fingers as Tam ran them back and forth over the thick vein and joint. "But strong."

"So is skin," Aeron said with some difficulty.

"I suppose." Tammas stroked from the joint, under the wing, away toward the tightly curled feeler.

Aeron sighed in disappointment.

Tammas paused. "Oh gods."

"I hate when you say that. That always means you think something terrible is about to happen."

"I didn't hurt—?"

"Do it again," Aeron said. Then, as an afterthought, "If you want."

Another pause.

Aeron glanced at him.

Tam's mouth hung open. "I—I mean... do you... want? Maybe I shouldn't, um..."

Aeron rolled his eyes and looked back up at the sky. The heat in his belly still spread; his cock had begun to swell, and it would torture him now. He knew mortals played for fun, too. Rumor had it some of the Court thralls were kept just for that purpose and that they were even more interested in sex than their fae masters.

In any case, who would want to play with an insect in a jar? Tammas wasn't a normal human. Or maybe he was, and the ones in Faerie weren't. Either way, they weren't the same; either way, Aeron was a curiosity. He sighed. "Never mind. Tell me more about—"

A hot hand, feather-light again, caressed the lowermost vein of Aeron’s wing, moving slowly to the wingstalk joint. Tam tickled beneath it once more, brushing his fingers over it one after the other.

Aeron shivered and hummed in approval. His nipples hardened, and the rush between his legs intensified. Maybe there was something to this fondness for humans as play-friends, if they all had hands like Tam's. And he didn't just find the spot and keep at it, either—Tam moved away, running his fingers up the middle of Aeron's back, to the nape of his neck, where they wound in his hair and raked gently at his scalp. Aeron's eyes drifted closed again, and he barely resisted an urge to rub up against Tammas like one of the Queen's prized lapcats.

"Your hair feels like—like silk," Tammas whispered. "Your skin, too. I don't understand how—how..."

Aeron hummed again. "How what?"

"How you're not a dream I'm having."

"Why not?" Aeron was purring like that lapcat, by then, and he didn't care. "You were a dream I had. Maybe we're both asleep, me in my world, you in yours."

"I don't want it to be. I'm sorry I wrecked your life with that summoning spell. If I'd known, I wouldn't have done it, I swear. But... Please don't hate me, but I'm not sorry you're here."

Aeron opened his eyes, considering. There was a strange energy about Tammas just then, something he'd only felt in brief flashes before, usually at night by the fire. It wasn't an "I want to play naked with you" energy, not precisely. Something as deep and serious as his dark eyes and gentle voice. Aeron had no name for it, as he'd never encountered its like before.

It beguiled him, though. He let the thoughts slip out even as he had them: "In truth, I don't think I would've answered the summons if I had much worth missing at home. It's fair enough, for the moment, as compacts go. I'm not sorry I'm here, either."

Tam's hand raked through his hair, all the way to the bottom. Then it flattened at the small of Aeron's back, fingers skirting the split of his ass where it emerged from its protective scrap of fabric.

Aeron smiled. That meant "I want to play naked with you". He turned his head, met Tam's eyes just long enough to realize that he both understood what was happening and was startled by it, and then kissed him on the mouth. Hard.

Tam gave a muffled sound of surprise, but applied his free hand to the side of Aeron's face and tilted it to match the angle of his own. Their mouths opened together, and Aeron flicked his tongue into Tam's, over the roof, the back of his teeth, tasting the sugar-liquor and strawberries they'd snacked on after dinner.

Tammas picked wild strawberries almost every day now, come to think of it.

They kept at it, feeling each other out, hands moving slowly, tongues darting in and out. Aeron found his minimal clothing restrictive, uncomfortable; his cock had a mind of its own, and it had been so long, he'd almost forgotten the heady rush of sensation. He closed off the kiss with a wet sound and bit gently at Tam's full, pinkish-brown lower lip.

"Oh gods," Tammas said, but this time it didn't sound as if he expected something terrible. Quite the opposite.

Aeron sat up on his knees and pulled at Tam's shirt. "I hate this thing."

Tam laughed and obliged him by removing it, and Aeron focused on pulling the cord out of his breeches. Tam let himself be pushed back into the grass. "What are we—?"

"Naked." Aeron paused, the cord halfway out, and his wings buzzed thoughtfully. He flattened his free hand against the thin hair-line sinking into Tammas's breeches and found it soft to the touch. He sighed and followed it downward. "I wondered what that would feel like."

Tammas sucked in a breath and held it, watching with wide eyes. The outline of his hardening cock became even more evident against his right thigh. "Y—you can feel anything you want. But maybe we should go inside?"

"Why?" Aeron finished yanking out the cord and tossed it aside, then began tugging down the breeches. They rolled up at Tam's narrow hips, and he struggled to let Aeron pull them over his ass, pushing himself up off the ground with both hands.

Tam said, "Um, someone might see."

"Do mortals not play amongst themselves?"

"Not, you know. In public."

"If you expect company, why do you sit in your yard with a winged boy at all? Might as well be naked."

Tammas chuckled and finished kicking off his breeches, which left him in his smallclothes—so many protective layers, and for what? Aeron had seen his fuzzy legs before, but never so close; he ran both his palms up Tam's long, hard thighs, threading his fingers through the short hair. His fingertips slipped under the short-breeches, and one hand met with the crease of his hip, the other with the head of Tam's cock. Aeron took it in hand, finding him deliciously thick and hot.

Tam gasped. "Right. Yes. Naked, right here on the lawn. You've convinced me."

Aeron let him go, all reluctance but for the chance to see him unclothed. At last Aeron could follow the trail down his belly all the way to the base of his cock: lightly veined, barely curved, and so hard the dark pink head was naked. Aeron pulled the cord to untie his own clout and threw it aside, then paused for a moment of (slightly envious) comparison.

Tammas put an end to it by grabbing him by the hips and pulling him into a crushing, hungry kiss. Aeron resituated them; Tammas proved very accommodating, as if he didn't mind what else happened, so long as he could suck on Aeron's tongue. Aeron settled on the ground between Tam's thighs and threw his own legs over them, so they were as close to belly-to-belly as they could get.

Tam's hands, so hesitant only moments ago, felt up Aeron's chest, fingered his hair, slipped around to cup his ass. One eventually found its way upward to the wingstalk, brushing that spot beneath it and sending shivers through his wings. They snapped and buzzed in the dark. Aeron moaned and pushed forward, parting Tammas's thighs farther, and caught both of their cocks in one hand.

"Fuck," Tammas whispered into his ear. "Oh, fuck me, I don't believe this."

That voice, saying things Tammas simply did not say, things Aeron wouldn't have understood if not for a tutor with a bawdy sense of humor once upon a time. The voice. Wasn't that alone enough reason to be here? No more thoughts of madness. No more pretending it was nothing, just to ease the minds of others. The chance to finally, finally discover why—

Again, Tam brought him back into the moment, this time with both mouth and hands. He kissed at Aeron's neck, then parted his lips and sucked. His fingers traced the bottom vein of his wing on one side, out, and then back to the stalk again; the fingers of the other hand slipped into the split of his backside. Aeron squeezed, then started moving his hand up and down, savoring the feeling of Tam's thickened cock, all smooth skin over pure heat, swelling against his.

"Say something," Tammas whispered. "Please. I want to hear your voice again."

"I should've gotten you naked earlier," Aeron said. He pumped them together, started to drip. Tammas's hands kept working at him, skirting the sweet spots on both sides, then away, up to his neck, down to his backside. Aeron worked his hips with the motion of it, edging forward a little more.

Tam's teeth scraped at his neck, down, down to his shoulder. He bit, sucked. His fingers swept around that sensitive place again, and Aeron gave a plaintive, "Yes, there."

Fingers brushed the spot on either side at the same time, and Aeron's wings shuddered. His skin tightened, his balls tingled. His cock leaked, and he rubbed the stickiness between them. Tam’s fingers found their mark again, this time more heavily, tarrying so the shudder went through Aeron’s wings and up his spine. "Again," he said—huffed, breathed. Once more, lingering, circling, exploring, pressing. Aeron's back arched, and the stars exploded.

It lasted a while and made quite a mess, but most of Aeron's sex had hit Tammas's belly or cock. When he could see again, Aeron sat up on his knees, shook out his wings, and buried his face in Tam's lap.

"Wha—?" Tammas began, but his mouth snapped closed when Aeron cupped his balls and started licking him clean.

Cock first. The belly, though tempting, would have to wait. Aeron liked the fuzz, but he wasn't so sure about licking it.

Tammas leaned back on one hand, running the other through Aeron's hair. "Fuck. I don't—I don't believe..."

Aeron fluttered his wings in indignation. He thought of asking if he looked like a figment of someone's imagination, and very few things gave him more pleasure than a sarcastic comment. But at present, his mouth was completely, and even more pleasantly, occupied. 



Chapter 4

A still-naked Tammas sat at the edge of his own bed, where Aeron already sprawled on his stomach.

Aeron hid his smirk in the pillow and made a show of stretching his back, legs, arms, and then his wings. He pretended not to see Tam licking his lips and watching. Squirming.

Then, and only then, did Aeron say, "Are you coming, or do you prefer your blanket by the fire?"

Tam smiled and slipped into bed.

Aeron moved nearer, fingers going directly to the (recently scrubbed) trail at Tam's flat lower belly. It was nicer this way, anyhow—not just for the petting. The evenings were much colder than the days, and Aeron couldn't stand the blanket over his wings. 

Tam was always warm. And he smelled nice, too.

"I have to tell you something, Aeron."

He sighed. "All we have done for two sevendays is talk. I thought we were finally making progress. Can you tell me tomorrow?"

Tam smiled again, but hesitated. "Okay. Then... good night?"

"Yes, Tam. Very good night."

*** 


"We shouldn't have done that," Tam said.

Aeron cocked an eyebrow and tugged at his irritating breeches. "Done what?"

"The—" Tam flushed. "The naked thing."

Aeron rolled his eyes and extended his feelers, taking in the forest. He wanted a distraction if they were going to have one of these conversations, and feeling for new, interesting, or useful plants would be just the thing. "This is why we shouldn't talk so much. Your mind wraps around itself; it's very hard to make sense of it. This is not my first language, you know." And then, in his own tongue, "Muddle-mind."

"You're—you're bound to me."

"Yes, don't remind me."

Tammas sighed. "So what if I made you do that?"

Aeron sighed back, but more at the dearth of interesting plants nearby than anything else. "We must be remembering it differently. I thought I tore off all your ridiculous clothes and sucked on your—"

"But what if it was just be—because I wanted you to."

Aeron stopped walking. "You mean does the binding force me to obey unspoken commands regardless of my own inclinations?"

Tam stopped with him, raking a hand through his hair. "Not your first language. I think you speak it better than I do, now."

"I'm good with my tongue."

Tammas tore through several expressions, finally settling on alarm-bordering-on-laughter.

Aeron repressed a grin. "Command me to do something. Something you really want me to do."

"Kiss me."

Aeron examined his feelings. He would like to kiss Tam, yes. He had a very sweet mouth, and the prettiest pair of lips he could recall having kissed, which was saying quite a lot. However, it caused Aeron no pain at all to stand perfectly still and say, "No."

Tammas set his jaw. "Now."

His determined face was charming, which made it more regrettable but no more difficult. Aeron thought to try it the other way round. "Make me."

Tam's eyes bulged. "Gods, no!"

"I can't influence you, either, then." He paused to let his meaning sink into the man's thick skull before changing the subject. He'd known since those long, miserable days sitting in a tree and waiting for this beautiful muddle-mind to come to terms with the reality of him. But he thought he deserved to hear it, all the same. "You feel me too, don't you?"

Tam's shoulders slumped. "I—I wanted to tell you. But I thought you'd just smirk and say you already knew."

Aeron smirked. "Because I did. And my voice?"

Tammas made a meal of his fine lower lip. "Yes."

Aeron watched and enjoyed, but was in no danger of losing track of this conversation. "How long have you heard it?"

"Since..." Tam swallowed visibly and started walking again. "Perhaps before, but certainly since my mother died. I thought—even Kamala said it was just something I did to keep myself company. Away from the other boys."

"What other boys?"

"At the monastery school. My father died not long after her, and he left a scholarship for me. Or so they said. The other boys were rich and, well, they knew what I was."

Aeron cocked his head, confused.

"You know." Tam hung his head so his shaggy, shiny hair covered his eyes. "That I like to be naked. With other boys."

Someday, Aeron intended to find out if all of humanity was this unintelligible, or just his human. "I'd think some of them would be glad of it."

"Some were, yes. Very glad." Tam began to smile, but sobered quickly. "When we were alone, anyhow. Publicly, they pretended to like girls."

"Do you like girls?"

"Well, I like them. But I don't like them. Not like that." Tammas peeked out from behind his hair. "Do you?"

"Yes." Aeron shrugged and fluttered. "Some do, some don't."

Tam heaved a great sigh. "You don't understand."

"I'd be more worried if I did."

The sigh turned into a frustrated sound. "It doesn't matter. I'm different. Different is never safe, remember?"

"That much I do understand." Aeron suspected he didn't understand it as deeply as Tammas, but he could use his imagination. It would be more accurate than trying to get Tam explain while he was in this state. "When did your mother die?"

"Twenty years ago next moon."

"That sounds very near to when it began for me," Aeron admitted.

"Oh." 

As they walked on, Aeron mulled the conversation over in his mind, absently searching for useful wild plants. He smelled some cloves, but nothing spectacular, and some fine, white mushrooms deeper in the forest. He would pick them on their way home; Tam's cooking still wasn't brilliant, but it had improved, at least.

Eventually Tammas asked, "Are you angry with me for not telling you sooner?"

The question surprised Aeron—or perhaps the answer did. "Not angry, I think. Curious. Annoyed. I want to know why you waited." He hadn't wanted to ask just then. A cup of sweetmint tea would relax Tam and untie his tongue.

Patience had never been Aeron's crowning virtue, but perhaps he'd improved in some ways, too. Sitting in a tree for a sevenday would do that, he supposed.

"That's—that's what I wanted to tell you last night," Tammas said. "But I think it's better to show you, or you might not believe."

Somehow, Aeron did not like the sound of that.

*** 


He was oddly unsurprised when Kamala placed the aged parchment on the table. Aeron recognized the white flower magic-scent on it, but now he was nearer, it tickled something else in his mind. It was some sort of compact, and the signatures were still binding. One was almost completely faded, a hint of lemon peel overpowered by the parchment itself. The other...

The answer hit him in the gut. Aeron nudged Kamala out of the way to look down on it, and there he saw the impossible signature: 

Emyr

The smell was wrong, as if something had changed in the decades between this compact and the last time Aeron had seen his father, smelled and felt his magic. Emyr's magic had flowery overtones like his daughter's, but shot through with warm cinnamon threads. That defining spiciness was absent from this compact's magic entirely. "How can someone's magic change?"

It was unthinkable. Could not happen.

And yet, no two signatures could be so much alike, even if there was another fairy called Emyr somewhere.

A dark look passed between Tam and Kamala. Aeron's wings buzzed in indignation. "How long have you known of this compact?"

Tam shifted from one foot to the other, crossing his arms over his chest. Aeron shot him what was meant to be a cruel look, but knew it fell flat, betraying the weak, cracking feeling somewhere beneath his ribs.

"There's more, or so we suspect." Kamala said. "Only know that if we kept anything from you, it was because we wanted to do right by you. To protect you until we were as certain as we could be."

"I don't need protection from weak-magicked mortals," Aeron snapped.

He set to translating out loud, since most of the text was far too complex for either Tammas or Kamala. The first part was all flowery language in High Ancient Faerie, watertight to Aeron's eyes—even on the mortal end: a compact between one Emyr of Emyr Hill and a mortal called Padma. The crux of the agreement was a promise to trade one Khalil for "my son, Aeron of Emyr Hill, when his magic comes of age..."

And in the event of her death, the binding would pass to her next of kin. Though he would not have been born yet, who else could this be but Tammas?

Aeron's eyes felt hot. Kamala's library blurred around him.

Tam touched his arm; Aeron shook it off, blinked away the threatening tears, swallowed the hurt. "Who is this Khalil?"

"He was a powerful cleric. I knew him well." Kamala's voice was full of sadness, and it made Aeron's wings twitch fitfully. She continued, "He disappeared some decades ago. While he was known to have certain relations with..."

"Padma. My mother," Tam whispered. "But how could she have the right to...?"

"Khalil must have let Padma bind him to her, first. The gods know how she convinced him; I would rather not." Kamala turned a sympathetic gaze on Aeron. "And a parent has dominion over a child until they're of age."

Aeron didn't trust his voice, so he bit back a tirade on how he did not need the perfectly obvious facts of magic explained to him, thank you very much. He contented himself with a snarled, "You don't say."

Tam's lips had gone a sick shade of gray by then. "Oh gods."

"What did you know before I translated?" Aeron's throat was tight; his mind whirred like wings in a gale.

"We didn't know, we—we only suspected," Tam said. "You mentioned what your home was called, so I could read that, your name, and a few other words in the high ancient dialect. Like 'son'."

"Where did you find all this?" Aeron forced out.

"My mother left her rituals and spells with Kamala with instructions that I should have them when I'd mastered my magic. I kept the ones I couldn't understand, like this, locked away. But—but the summoning ritual was in plain language, and I remembered seeing her do things like it often. I would never have connected the two pages if not for the flowery magic smell during the summoning. It was so familiar, but it wasn't yours or..." A long, silent moment. And then a whispered, "I'm so sorry."

Aeron fixed his gaze on the parchment. He wouldn't let Tam see what he was thinking and feeling. He didn't deserve to see. 

"Yesterday I found a similar document in one of my books and made a comparison," Kamala said. "Then I knew for certain that it was a compact, and—"

"And my father traded my life away before my wings had even come in. Yes, I see." And trust Emyr to find the one mortal with the attention to detail to word and maintain a compact properly. Aeron paused, breathed deeply, curled his feelers in tight and folded his wings against his back protectively. When he had control of his voice once more, he asked, "What did he do with this Khalil? Is he a thrall at the Court? Or something more sinister?"

The humans exchanged dark looks again.

"We're even less certain of our suspicions there. I've been trying to work out the other spell she left with the compact," Kamala said. "But since we're sure of how the binding works, now, perhaps it won't hurt to let you try and—"

"It can't be," Tam interrupted. "It can't be for—for that."

"Let me see it," Aeron said. "I think we all want to know what the mortal witch wanted with her very own pet fairy."

Aeron felt Tam's silent reply as if he'd screamed it: No. Oh gods, no, I don't.

*** 


Aeron sat down so hard his tailbone jarred up into his spine. "What did Khalil's magic smell like?"

"Cinnamon," Kamala said, twisting the metaphorical dagger.

The other spell, the page full of unclean dark magic, was certainly the explanation, and possibly even worse than they'd expected: a ritual for taking the magical essence of those bound to you and making it your own. As far as Aeron could decipher, it left the victim a husk, nothing but rotting meat, and the caster's magic altered and impossibly augmented.

Which explained why Aeron hadn't recognized his own father's magic in that signature until he'd examined it closely. It had been nearer to Awela's fresh, silvery white flower scent, missing the cinnamon undertone. The spicy essence Emyr had stolen from a human cleric twenty-something years ago.

"And to think, your mother might have smelled of strawberries, if she'd lived long enough for my magic to come of age," Aeron said with a small, hysterical laugh. He looked up, willed Tam to catch his gaze from across the room.

Tam did, though it was obvious he would rather not.

Aeron smiled unpleasantly. "Now you might, too. Evergreen, lemon, and strawberry. Just think of what you could accomplish, Tammas. Everything she ever wanted for you and more."

Tam turned his face away, but not before the wetness pooling in his eyes caught the firelight.

Aeron blinked away the stinging in his own.

"The boy had nothing to do with it," Kamala said.

"He called me here," Aeron said.

"He didn't know."

"It's a shame he didn't. At least when I still belonged to his mother, she wasn't accidentally invading my mind while I slept."

Tam turned his back, facing the fire. He swiped at his eyes with the back of his hand.

Aeron felt that stabbing behind his ribs again, up high. He’d heard plenty of tales of fairies gone mad from a broken heart; he wondered if that was what this cracking sensation in his chest, this buzzing in his head, must be. "Anyhow, what's done is done. At least I know why my father never warmed to me, I suppose. As for Tam's clever witch of a mother—"

Kamala set down her mug so hard some tea splashed onto a nearby book. "Who were you to Padma?"

Aeron stared. "What?"

The woman glared, eyes like black burning coals set deep within her brown face. "Why should she care for your life over the advancement of her own? Of her only child's? Is it worse than what your people do to ours with much less reason?"

Aeron sputtered, "It's different. The servants are happy at Court. I've seen them."

"Because they've forgotten what they left behind, dining on magical food and dancing constant attendance to magical music. At least you remember yourself when you come here. Which would you prefer: forgetful slavery or an honest death, as you are and always have been?"

Aeron slumped and glared past Tam's unmoving figure into the fire. "That would be cold comfort were I dead and my wings dried and powdered in a jar on Tam's shelves, I'm sure."

"Don't say things like that." Tam's whisper was barely audible.

Kamala only clucked in disapproval.

Acid rose in the back of Aeron's throat. He couldn't be sick; who would hold his hair back, now? His heart swung. He wished he hadn't given voice to misdirected spite. He wanted to go to Tammas and put his arms around him. Wanted them to forgive each other, if only so that something in the world, in either world, would be true and honest, would be their choice.

But how could it ever be? That bond, the voice in his head, the one that had by turns accused him of madness and made him believe that he was destined for something, was nothing more than his father's contempt given life.



Chapter 5

Aeron slept in his old tree that night, sitting up straight, popping awake now and then to find Tam's face in the window staring out at him.

The tree understood that he was distressed. It offered him more leaves, which Aeron accepted and chewed disconsolately. It didn't help, but he told the tree it did. No point in hurting the only friend he had left in this world, after all.

In the morning, Aeron woke to find Tammas beneath the tree, leaning his cheek against it. He knew they were talking and was inexplicably annoyed. "What do you want?"

Tam looked up. "Do you want to go home, or don't you?"

"Of course I want to go home, muddle-mind." His father's living signature was all that kept the bond from dissolving. If Emyr could convince someone at the Court to annul the compact on technical grounds—which should be simple, considering the circumstances—Aeron and Tammas would be free.

Aeron at once loved and hated the idea, and didn't care to think of why. The only clear thing was that it must be done.

"Then stop sulking and come with me to Kamala's. Unless you want me to choose the portal ritual myself."

Aeron most certainly did not, but he pretended to consider just to be perverse.

Tam sighed. "Aeron, please. Come down."

He did, and the way Tam's gaze fixed on his wings as he fluttered to the ground made him hurt. Aeron said, "Stop staring."

"Stop being beautiful."

"You know very well that would be impossible."

One corner of Tam's mouth twitched upward.

Much like the first time he'd seen that expression, Aeron struggled not to answer it in kind and failed. The reaction made him at once more miserable and infinitely lighter.

Then the moment passed, and Tam turned toward the path. Aeron followed, feelers curled tight to his wings, fingers curled tight into fists.

*** 


Aeron wanted nothing more than to have a warm meal and a bed and stop thinking. Words in every tongue imaginable seemed to float in the air before his eyes, as if they'd burned themselves into his vision. Tam had memorized the simple ritual they chose and copied it out just in case; they could have done it there and then.

But something nagged at Aeron, something he should do before he went, and Tam didn't seem keen to get to it either. Neither shared their reasons on the silent walk home. When they reached the house, Tammas took his hand and pulled him inside before Aeron could make a show of trying to decide whether to go back to the tree.

After supper, while Tam was having a bath, Aeron decided what he needed to do. He stole out back to the herb garden, produced the single dried aeronberry he'd taken from Kamala's stores, and placed it on the tilled ground as near to the house as possible; they liked the shade, after all. He pushed it deep into the damp earth with two fingers and reached out with his magic. The seeds within woke from their long sleep slowly. Aeron coddled the new life, wrapped it in soggy warmth and all the nutrients of the soil. Tammas took such care with his compost, it was safe to accelerate things without sucking all the goodness from his little plot of earth.

When the first small shoots emerged, Aeron withdrew his fingers from the soil. He brushed the central stalk as it sprouted into a tiny but viable bush, careful not to push too hard with his magic and harm the tender thing. He worked with it until he heard Tam splashing and knew he would be standing up to dry.

Aeron admired his handiwork. No pink berries yet, which would serve as an even better reminder, but it wasn't quite the season. He was confident it was strong enough to survive without him.

When he went back inside, Tam was drying off with a soft blanket, his wet hair standing on end like the crest of some preposterous bird. "That's a lot of magic you're spilling out there."

"I was saying goodbye," Aeron said, eyeing first the pretty man, then the still-shifting bathwater by the fire.

"New pot should be hot, if you want a turn. Can go home smelling even sweeter than usual." Tam's smile was crooked but genuine.

Aeron stripped, and Tam poured the boiling water into the metal tub, releasing the sweet scent of lavender oil. Aeron slipped inside, knowing he was watched and deriving a quiet satisfaction from it.

He crossed his arms over the edge of the tub and rested his chin on them, letting the hot water soothe his skin and wings. Tam pulled on his smallclothes and went to his apothecary table. The muscles in his bare back played temptingly as he ground herbs for tomorrow's fresh concoctions.

Aeron wished, against all sense and reason, that he could be there to walk through his forest with him to Kamala's tomorrow. To deliver the bag full of jars and packages and receive yesterday's money and food in return. To drink a cup of tea and taste her sweet bread and talk of new healing salves by the dying fire, surrounded by books older than the Queen herself. A hundred and one trivial mortal concerns.

But instead, he'd be world away, facing Emyr Hill and the life he was never meant to have.

*** 


"I can't sleep," Aeron finally said.

"Neither can I," Tam agreed from his pallet by the fire. His voice was low and rough, and he sounded almost relieved.

"I don't know why I'm so anxious. It's a simple ritual. Even you can't get it wrong."

Tammas laughed.

Aeron sighed. "Do you want me to go?"

Not a moment's hesitation, "No. But I know you have to."

"If it was that kind of binding, would you keep me?"

"No. I would want to, but I—I would never keep you. You know I wouldn't."

"It would make things simpler if you could," Aeron admitted. His wings flicked in annoyance. "For me."

Another laugh. "It would make tomorrow simpler and everything else more complicated. I don't blame you; I wouldn't want to face him, either. It's—it's lucky my mother's dead. Not just for your sake."

"What a strange thing to have to think."

"I know. I've felt awful for it all day. I know why she did what she did. No one ever gave her anything, and she had to take care of herself, and then me. I understand why she was obsessed with the power."

"My father has nothing like that excuse. He's just..." Aeron smiled wryly. "Well, he would have his daughter, still. Most of us don't even have one child, let alone twins. He probably ran off to the mortal realm in the first place just to get away from us."

"They were both blind, my mother and your father. I hate that you had to pay for it."

A pause. Then, because he didn't know how else to ease this tormenting ache in his chest, Aeron tried a new phrase: "I'm sorry."

Tam sat up as if the house might be on fire. "What?"

"I'm sorry for the things I said that day at Kamala's. I still think you should've told me when you suspected, but I know you think I'm your responsibility. In your way, you were trying to protect me. My father" —he winced before continuing— "hurt me, and I misdirected my anger. I think you must be the gentlest creature in this world or my own; I'm ashamed to have caused you pain."

Tam stared, his eyes wide, reflecting the dying fire. His bare chest heaved in staggered breaths. "Aeron..."

Aeron sighed again. "If you don't come to bed soon, I might actually fall asleep, and we'll have completely wasted this whole night. Then, I will be angry with you."

Tam crawled into bed immediately, and Aeron was surprised to find him already in a state of excitement. He was naked, himself, so he pulled off Tam's smallclothes and pinned him to the straw mattress. Aeron straddled his narrow hips and kissed him until neither of them could breathe.

This was another advantage of a mortal lover. There might be a few, but Aeron had never known a fairy who'd allow someone to pin them on their wings. Aeron delighted in holding Tammas down and causing him to make those little sounds, like swallowed moans, by rocking his hips now and then. Tam's hot fingers played along his back, around the edges of his wings, over the membranes, then back again. His thick cock, so hot and ready, pressed between their bellies next to Aeron's own.

When he'd had enough of trying devour him for the moment, Aeron drew back and repositioned. He nudged Tam's thighs apart and sat between them on his knees, running his fingers through the fuzzy patches on his hard chest and stomach and down, down—

Tam lifted his backside, and his cock, so flushed the exposed head was almost purple, moved and dribbled. Aeron's, standing so straight it was pressed into his own belly, swelled again as if in reply. Fascinated, he played his fingers down his favorite furry trail until he reached the base of Tam's cock, then swiped his finger over the head, playing with the hole and rubbing the stickiness into it, around the crease of his skin, and back again.

Tammas groaned as if in exquisite pain, and Aeron's skin prickled. He drew a wet line down the major vein in Tam's shaft, teasing, and there was another groan, this time disappointed.

"You'll be finished too soon." Aeron grinned.

Tam huffed out a breath. "It—it's been a long night."

Aeron's finger paused at the base. He cocked his head in a silent question.

"Since you were in the bath," Tam said, chest rising and falling hard. "I—I've hardly been able to think."

"Mmm, I like that." Aeron cupped Tam's balls, which were also a little bit fuzzy, but still nice to lick. He rolled them against his palm and pressed the tips of his fingers backward, rubbing the darker, more sensitive skin behind them.

Tammas closed his eyes and lifted his backside again, moaning. His thighs parted farther, opening him up.

He was always pretty, with those serious black eyes and full lips and fine body. But this willing need in him pushed that appeal above and beyond, so demandingly, painfully pretty that Aeron ached just looking at him. His blood rushed and sang and burned all through him, but especially between his legs. His wings fluttered, excited, wanting. He worked his fingers backward, found Tam's hole, used two fingertips to circle and play with it.










