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Sea Salt and Caramel

	By Shea Sullivan
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	One of the few advantages Kyle has, being the only Amp in town, is that he’s got the bathhouse to himself in the aftermath.

	He’s been shedding his skin for a decade, now, Sunday through Thursday, 1 p.m. sharp. Every single time, it hurts. Not just his thick, dry skin, or the sudden limitations of bones and gravity. There’s pain in the harshness of the fish sellers’ calls on the dock above him, the piercing screams of the gulls, the light that scalds through the window.

	The minutes it takes to recover feel like an eternity, and even then his legs are weak. They’re the last part of his body to acclimate; until they do, they’re ready to split back into tentacles and drag him back into the ocean.

	The streets are still festooned with blue-striped flags and tropical-ocean-themed balloons. Clearly, everyone thoroughly enjoyed the Treaty Day celebrations. Everyone but Kyle, anyway. He’d had the holiday off, but it was hard to celebrate with his family. They brought him crabs from the farm, pulled him out of his den to play, surprised him with gifts of kelp and urchins for his garden, and it all felt like a lie.

	They still think he’s some sort of hero because he was with the Amp delegation when they negotiated the Treaty. They think he’s important Above because providing food Below is so prestigious. Nothing he says can convince them otherwise.

	But the delegation he trained with six years ago moved on to more important diplomatic work without him, and his “vital role” in food provision is actually second shift as a barista at Opal’s Café, so…

	Kyle’s irritation is more than the typical residue of the shed as he walks into town to do the world-saving work of stocking baked goods and steaming milk for lattes.

	The grating of skateboard wheels stokes his anger into a tsunami, dark and crushing, as he emerges from the cross street. “Hey!” he yells, his dark, human skin screaming a warning yellow and making the cobalt around his eyes and mouth glow. “Can’t you read? No skateboarding!” The scarf around his neck—the skin he sheds every day to come to this ridiculous job—ripples with warning patterns triggered by the adrenaline rush as he pins the culprit with his black-eyed gaze. He thrusts out his hand to point at the wooden sign on the coffee shop wall:

	NO Loitering, Littering, Shifting, Skateboarding, High Magic

	His anger drains away as he actually looks at the skateboarder. He’d expected a punk kid, but this boarder is Kyle’s age, as thin as Kyle is stocky, and he moves on the board like he was born there. He flashes silver-quick along the packed earth like a porpoise riding the surf, skids along the stone curb, then flips the board with one foot as he goes airborne, lands lightly, and spins to a halt. Finally, he turns to give Kyle his attention as he levers the board into his waiting hand. His face is nearly as dark as Kyle’s, flushed ruddy with exertion. He grins broadly, but it wilts into a sheepish smile under Kyle’s glare.

	“I’m sorry,” he says. “I was in the groove.” He taps the board on the ground. “I just got it; it’s been forever since I rode.”

	Kyle swallows. His human skin has gone darker, calmer, but the skin around his neck is now working through a mortifying courtship display. He wishes desperately he’d stayed in his den this morning.

	“Yeah,” he manages. “Good. Don’t let Opal catch you out here. She hoards those.” He nods at the board and gestures at the eaves of the shop, then forces himself into his curated “leave me alone” posture.

	The boarder’s eyes flick up and widen when he sees Opal’s confiscated boards layered over each other like shingles. His knuckles go white as he grips his board tightly.

	“Thanks,” the boarder says. “I appreciate the heads-up. Guess I’ll stick to the boardwalk.” He steps forward and sticks out his hand. “I’m Clovis.”

	Kyle freezes, staring at Clovis’s hand for a long moment before taking it. The taste is immediate—not as strong as it would be if he were wearing his true skin, but still striking and intimate.

	Kelp. Salt. Home.

	“I… I’m Kyle,” he says finally, dropping Clovis’s hand.

	He’s still reeling when Clovis opens the door for him with a sweeping “after you” gesture, then follows him inside.

	Kyle knows, in his bones, in his skin, in his blood, there’s something different about Clovis. And Clovis—as far as Kyle can tell, Clovis is blissfully, frustratingly, completely unaware.

	*

	Kyle doles out change and bares his teeth in a facsimile of a smile before looking up to greet the next customer.

	His smile falters; the skin around his neck ripples blue and green. “Clovis.”

	“Hi, Kyle.” Clovis’s smile curves wide, indenting dimples into his dark cheeks and nearly hiding his eyes. It’s more natural and captivating than any facial configuration Kyle has ever managed.

	“Hey. What can I get you?” he asks as he tries to cover his skin’s latest display.

	Clovis scans the board. “What do you recommend?”

	“Uh.” The more Kyle grasps for a reply, the more his mind goes blank. “The sea-salt caramel latte? That’s the one I like.”

	Clovis tips his head in consideration. “Yeah? Awesome. Make it a big one!”

	“You got it.” Kyle puts in the order. “Three-fifty.”

	Clovis hands the coins over and throws another in the tip jar as Kyle points down the counter to where Vestain is handing out drinks.

	“Thanks.” Clovis waves.

	Kyle nods and takes a deep breath, turning to help the next customer.

	At the end of their shift, Vestain hands him a latte in his favorite mug.

	“What’s this?”

	“Your friend bought it for you. He asked me to deliver it when you were done for the day. ‘A “thank you” for the recommendation,’ he said. It seems it made an impression.” Vestain’s zen smile carries a hint of humor.

	“Oh,” Kyle says.

	Your friend.

	“Thanks.”

	*

	Kyle doesn’t make friends Above, and he certainly doesn’t go out after work. But when Clovis asks, it doesn’t feel like a choice, it feels inevitable. 

	Like the push-pull of the tide.

	“Why skateboarding?” Kyle asks as Clovis rolls up beside him, returning from a series of tricks along the boardwalk. The air is heavy with humidity and the smell of the ocean, and for once Kyle isn’t desperate to pull his skin on and slip back into the water.

	“Why not?” Clovis shrugs. “It feels good. It can be easy, just the smooth ride of the road, or challenging, like when I’m learning a new trick. And it feels powerful, you know? Free, like flying.” He laughs. “I used to think I was a Viv, I loved it so much. Then a bunch of my friends had their first shift, and I realized… I just like it, I guess.”

	Kyle looks at the long blue marks that run parallel to Clovis’s collarbones. He considers saying something about how swimming feels like that—like freedom and weightlessness. He’s silent. Everyone finds their way in their own time, and he doesn’t know, not really. He just senses it, like the warning tingle of a barracuda cresting the reef behind him.

	“A Viv, huh?” he teases instead. “I’d like to see one of them do that triple-flip thing. Even with wings, that’d be tough.”

	Clovis laughs. “Right? I was always better at skating than they were.” He shrugs. “Guess everybody’s got something, huh?”

	“Yeah, they do,” Kyle agrees vaguely.

	“You’re gonna try it, right?” Clovis asks.

	Kyle snaps his head around in alarm. “Try what?”

	“The board. I’ll show you. C’mon!”

	“No, no, I’m good,” Kyle protests while Clovis tugs his arm and makes dubious promises that he’ll keep Kyle in one piece.

	In the end, Clovis’s a pretty good teacher, and Kyle’s a terrible skateboarder, but for every bruise, there’s a bout of laughter.

	Secretly, Kyle considers the day a success.

	*

	Clovis points, tacitly inviting Kyle to lean closer. “Ursa Major—the bear. And that one? That’s Orion, the hunter.”

	“In the ocean, we just draw them ourselves,” Kyle says, trying not to be distracted by Clovis’s shoulder touching his, tasting temptingly of kelp and sea salt. “The algae in the Deep, it glows like that. My siblings and I played in it when we were young.”

	“That sounds incredible,” Clovis says. Then, he goes quiet—one of those long silences Kyle has learned not to take personally—and tension grows slowly, coiling in Clovis’s body where they touch. “Can you tell me…?” Clovis’s voice wavers with uncertainty. “What’s it like Below?”

	Kyle stiffens, his skin going pale. It’s a charged question to ask anyone. Most people, you can’t tell their other form on sight. Of course, everyone knows Kyle’s an Amp because of all the fanfare that came with the delegation’s arrival and the start of his training.

	But most people have the decency to pretend they don’t.

	Kyle trusts that Clovis doesn’t mean to be invasive or rude. If anything, he sounds desperate. But, even with the best of intentions, Kyle’s experiences are hard to explain. The way his family celebrated him on Treaty Day is the kindest example of how his existence is misunderstood.

	Kyle sighs. Whether Clovis realizes it or not, he should probably know what’s out there and, while Kyle may not be the best option to tell him, he is the only one here right now.

	“It’s quieter,” he says finally. “Meditative, almost. But the language, the priorities—the entire structure of everyday life—they’re different. It’s hard to explain. Like, try to imagine describing here to someone who’s never even… taken a breath. You can’t! There’s no context to understand, no frame of reference. So, it’s hard to say. If you experienced it for the first time, it would be completely new. You can’t try to map your life Above to it, you have to just… feel it when you’re there. Go with what your body tells you. I guess, well, it’s slower and sharper, somehow. More in focus. Simpler and more immediate. You’re more… embedded in it; not just on it, but part of it, the landscape and the water and the other creatures… it’s beautiful, too; there are forests and canyons and colors you can’t imagine.” He smiles softly, thinking of bringing Clovis Below.

	“You like it better there, huh? With your family?” Clovis asks. His voice is quiet. Reflective.

	“I used to hate it here,” Kyle admits with a sigh. “It’s so intense. The shed is hard. I’m so clumsy. Everything is loud and bright, and my body is dull. It doesn’t feel the world the way it should.” He swallows, reluctant and nervous. “But lately… hanging out with you, I’m starting to see the good. I never watched the sun set from Above before.”

	Clovis looks at him, eyebrows in his hairline. “Never?”

	Kyle shrugs, glad his skin’s colors are muted in the moonlight. “After the delegation left, I didn’t bother with things like that. What’s the point of trying to make a life Above if I’m no good as an Amp?”

	“Seriously?”

	Kyle shrugs uncomfortably. “Yeah. I mean, they’d know, right? Amps, if they do it right, they help people. Change lives. So, if I’m not good enough for that, what’s the point?”

	Clovis tips his head. “Wait. But… from what you’ve told me, you negotiated for your family’s farm, right? Like, the prices and the space, and the import of the initial stock?”

	“Yeah, but the delegation arranged for the shark protection detail. They coordinated the purchase of the land and fair payment to the temperate sentients.”

	“With your help.”

	“It was more like an apprenticeship kind of thing.”

	“But didn’t you set up Opal’s salt-sourcing with the porpoises?”

	Kyle sighs. “That was her idea.”

	“You drew it up and made sure it was fair, right?”

	“It wasn’t like that!” Kyle flushes. “I’m not a diplomat. I just try to help out when I can.”

	Clovis chuckles. “You really don’t see the difference you’ve made?”

	“I haven’t—” Kyle protests.

	“You have. You’re an Amp, Kyle—a good one—and there’s so much to do here. I’ll bet that’s why you didn’t get assigned when the delegation left.”

	“No. They told me—”

	“We think this is the best place for you,” Demia had said.

	“Did they say you weren’t good enough?”

	“Not… not in so many words…” Kyle’s caught in a tumbling wave of memories and forgotten kindnesses.

	“I think you’re right where you need to be,” Clovis says.

	“Oh,” Kyle whispers, stunned. “Thanks.”

	Clovis settles back with a sigh and stares at the stars until Kyle relaxes and joins him, seeing them in a whole new way.

	*

	Kyle finds his instinctual crush complicated by their friendship, established despite his initial reluctance. More than the antics of his skin in Clovis’s presence, he thrills at Clovis’s compliments and challenges, at his haphazard approach to conversation. Kyle never knows what’s coming, and he actually likes that. But Clovis still seems blissfully unaware that he might belong to the ocean as much as to the land, and it’s starting to feel like something Kyle is keeping from him.

	Vestain is quietly watering plants when Kyle finally seeks advice.

	“Hey,” he says, trying to sound casual as he stocks the bakery case.

	Vestain looks up, their pale face serene as always. “Yes?”

	“I…” he trails off. “Have you ever met anyone that didn’t know they had another form? Like, they did have one, but they just… didn’t know? They’d never shifted?”

	Vestain smiles and croons at a palm tree. “Sometimes, the heart knows things before the mind does. But they come into alignment with patience.”

	Kyle sighs. Vestain is wise, and old. The downside is that they can be incredibly cryptic.

	“Uh, thanks. I think.”

	“You’re welcome,” Vestain laughs softly. “Patience will serve you, Kyle. Everything will find its place.” They glance out the broad window fronting the store. “I believe I need to put some things in the back.” They smile as they head into the storage closet, and then the bell over the door rings as Clovis walks in.

	“Hey,” Clovis says, voice cracking. It sets off Kyle’s markings, which flare in warning to an unknown threat.

	“Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

	With a shake of his head, Clovis answers vaguely, “Yeah, yeah, of course. I just… I wanted…” He stares up at the drink board.

	Something is wrong.

	“Clovis—” Kyle tries again.

	“Can I get… can you give me that drink you suggested? The salt one?”

	“Yeah, of course.”

	Clovis digs for change with shaking hands, and Kyle waves him off. “On the house.”

	Oblivious, Clovis keeps searching.

	Kyle touches his arm. “Seriously. I got it.”

	“Yeah.” The digging finally stops. Clovis looks up at Kyle like he’s waking from a dream. “Yeah, okay. Thanks.”

	The café stays quiet as Kyle brews the espresso. He calls to Vestain on his way to Clovis’s table, “Taking my break!” Then, he passes the coffee over and sits. “What happened? You all right?”

	After a long sip of the latte, Clovis barks a laugh that verges on hysterical. “Yeah? Yeah, I’m good. I’m… I’m good.”

	Kyle waits. Under the table, his hands worry against each other, the self-soothing of wrapping his tentacles together.

	Clovis looks at his mug, the wide-mouthed one Kyle knows he likes. He tips it one way, then the other. “I should have known,” he says. “The first time I had this drink, I knew where the salt was from. Not just… not just that it was from the ocean, but that it was this ocean, this bay, specifically. I could taste it. That’s…” He looks up. “Most people can’t do that, can they?”

	Kyle smiles gently. “I don’t think so.”

	“I lost my dad when I was a kid. Did I tell you?”

	“You didn’t. I’m sorry.”

	“The only thing my mom would tell me was that the sea took him. Took him. Weird way to say it, right? I…” He laughs again, high-pitched and frantic. “I thought he drowned. I thought that was why we moved inland.”

	Kyle covers Clovis’s hand with his and tastes the sour taint of fear. “What happened?”

	“I’ve always been afraid of the ocean.” Clovis looks out the window, voice quiet. “But I’ve always been fascinated by it, too. The waves and the sand and… and what’s underneath. And I thought… you’re there every day, right? It can’t be that bad.”

	Clovis turns his hand under Kyle’s and holds on like he’s afraid of being ripped away. “I didn’t swim, I just… I barely got wet, but I… I couldn’t breathe. Something happened. Something changed. I couldn’t see. I…” His free hand goes to his chest, to the blue markings there.

	“You started to shift,” Kyle says quietly.

	Clovis nods, over and over, like he’s forgotten how to stop. “Yeah.” He looks at Kyle. “Did you know?”

	“I suspected.” Kyle steels himself for anger, but Clovis just keeps nodding.

	“Oh.” Clovis looks around them, restless. “Well, thanks.”

	“For what?”

	“For talking to me. About your life there. I know I shouldn’t have asked, but I just… it felt important, and you talked to me, and you didn’t rush me, and I… I appreciate that.”

	“Yeah, of course. I just thought… I wanted to help. If I could.”

	“Well, you did.” Clovis gives him a wan smile. “Can I…” He shakes his head. “Never mind.”

	“Ask me. Anything. What do you need?” Kyle asks urgently.

	“Can you come with me? Tonight? Can you… can you show me?”

	A warmth grows in Kyle’s chest. Clovis trusts him. Even at his most vulnerable, Clovis wants Kyle with him Below. Just as Clovis has been his guide Above.

	“Absolutely!” Kyle squeezes his hand reassuringly.

	Clovis closes his eyes and takes a shuddering breath. “Thank you.”

	“Gimme one minute,” Kyle says, then steps away to knock on the closet door. “Vestain? I’m sorry, would it be all right if—”

	The door opens, and Vestain is already nodding as they emerge. “Go ahead. Don’t keep your friend waiting.”

	Kyle stares, then smiles. Somehow, Vestain can still surprise him. “I owe you one,” he says, pulling his apron over his head before heading back to Clovis. “Whenever you’re ready. There’s no rush, okay? I’m here as long as you need me.”

	Clovis’s face goes tight, and he rubs his cheeks briskly. “That… wow. Thanks. Can we just walk?”

	“Sure.”

	Kyle holds the door.

	*

	“I thought these were birthmarks,” Clovis says. He rubs a finger along one of the blue lines that jut above his collar.

	“Gills, I think,” Kyle says, gauging Clovis’s reaction. There’s not even a hitch in his stride. “They should open when you go into the water. That might be what you felt when you went in earlier. If your gills opened above the water, that would feel… really scary.”

	“Yeah.” Clovis shivers. “It did.”

	“My first shed was when I was thirteen, and we lived in the Deep. If we hadn’t been hunting in the shallows, I probably wouldn’t have made it to the surface. I know how you feel. I’ll make sure you’re safe.”

	“I know you will.”

	They walk along the beach, Kyle closest to the waves.

	“What if I don’t come back?” Clovis asks.

	“Nothing hunts near town; we won’t go into the Deep. You’ll be safe.”

	Laughing nervously, Clovis says, “That’s not… I meant, what if I go in, and I never want to come back? That happens, right?”

	Kyle thinks back. “Maybe? But you won’t be a different person down there. You’ll still be yourself, still want the same things you want now.”

	Clovis looks at him sidelong. Looks away.

	“Think about what’s here, Above. What’s important?”

	“My mom.”

	“What else?”

	There’s an odd intensity when Clovis looks over again. “I don’t know.”

	“Skateboarding?”

	Clovis shrugs. “What if it’s just a poor substitute for swimming?”

	“What if swimming’s a poor substitute for boarding?” Kyle smiles gently. “Anything else?”

	“The lattes at Opal’s,” Clovis says, sly.

	“We have amazing omelettes, too,” Kyle laughs. “Have you tried them?”

	Shaking his head, Clovis huffs a laugh.

	“So, you’ll have to come back at least once.”

	A grudging smile. “Yeah.”

	“You’re gonna be fine. I’ll be with you the whole time.”

	Nodding, Clovis edges closer to the water. “I… can we try?”

	“Let’s start in the bathhouse, okay? We’ll get you a locker.”

	Kyle brings Clovis to the residents’ side—the lockers there are larger, for long-term use. Clovis chooses one next to Kyle’s, and they strip carefully, hanging their clothes up before Kyle leads Clovis into the alcove. The water laps up from under the dock, and Kyle steps into it first, resisting the stretch of the skin around his neck as it strains to cover him. He turns to watch as Clovis enters the water and gasps, his expression hovering between fear and awe.

	“Kyle?” he says, voice wavering.

	“You’re doing great,” Kyle assures him, moving closer.

	“It feels… it pulls, I can’t describe it.”

	“You don’t have to,” Kyle assures him.

	Clovis smiles tightly. “Right. Of course.”

	Moving into thigh-deep water, Kyle waits for Clovis, waves rising and falling around them. Clovis wades deeper and reaches a hand toward Kyle; Kyle accepts it gladly.

	By the time they’re waist-deep, the fear on Clovis’s face is fading, but he still clings to Kyle like a barnacle.

	“You’ll be all right,” Kyle reminds him, letting Clovis take the lead.

	“I know. I know.”

	“When you’re ready, you’ll know what to do. We won’t be able to talk after the shift, but I’ll be there, okay? My family’ll spread the word, and someone—someone like you—will come and show you around.”

	Clovis’s grip tightens. “You said you’d stay with me!”

	“I will! But you’ll need someone like you to help with questions I can’t answer—about your form and your group, where you can stay and get food, what’s protected. The one who comes, you two will understand each other. You and I won’t—different forms, different languages.”

	“Okay. I guess… okay.”

	Clovis is just starting to relax when his gills flutter open: first, the long ones that lie along his collarbones, then smaller ones that gape along the line of his neck. “Kyle?” His eyes are panicked.

	“Easy now… slide down.” He helps Clovis float so his gills move rhythmically underwater. “It’s okay. Relax, now.”

	“You’ll stay?” Clovis pleads.

	“No matter what,” Kyle promises.

	The change begins, and Clovis gets heavier in his arms. Pectoral fins flow out from his sides, incorporating hands and arms and unfurling majestically; his legs stretch into a beautiful whiptail. Kyle walks him deeper, until they’re both submerged; Clovis flaps experimentally, drifting out of Kyle’s arms. The world is a strange combination of color and vibration; only when his lungs begin to burn does Kyle pull on his skin.

	Clovis swims a tentative circle, then returns, his form—a manta ray— dwarfing Kyle as he glides overhead. Kyle stretches a tentacle out to touch him, and the powerful flavor triggers his skin into a full-fledged courtship display. The shallows are clear water, sand and stone. Knowing his siblings watch from the edges of the kelp forest, Kyle freezes with embarrassment. He’ll be fielding a lot of questions later.

	A nudge from Clovis brings Kyle back; he shakes off his self-consciousness even as his skin continues to broadcast his feelings through the shallows.

	He leads Clovis deeper, into the kelp forests where his family lives.  Their dens are hidden among the outcroppings of sand and stone, camouflaged with lush growth.

	A shape from the deeper water resolves into another ray: the ambassador Kyle has been expecting. He’s halfway to greet them when Kyle finds Clovis frozen behind him. Kyle reassures him with gentle strokes along one pectoral fin as the ray approaches more slowly.

	Kyle stays close as Clovis relaxes. The rays talk, first with slow undulations of their pectoral fins, then with more animated, deliberate gestures of their bodies, tails, and cephalic fins. They seem to come to an understanding, and then the ambassador swims off toward the coral canyons. Clovis follows, and they move together with an ease that has Kyle forcing back a burst of jealousy.

	Just as he’s convincing himself not to wallow in self-pity, Clovis circles back and slides underneath him playfully, lifting Kyle briefly on his broad back and then spinning around when Kyle slides off. He dives again, swirling Kyle into a whirlpool before veering away. It feels joyful, free, the way Clovis had described skateboarding, the way Kyle had felt years ago when it was just him and his siblings in the Deep.

	The third time Clovis comes around, Kyle gives in and joins in the fun, snagging a tentacle on Clovis’s back so he’s pulled along, flattening his body so they glide easily through the water together. Clovis leaps above the ocean skin, and Kyle clings fast.

	Teasingly, Kyle lifts his tentacles to create a rudder and send Clovis off course. Clovis responds by leaping high, forcing Kyle flat and close. They can’t speak, but they’re beginning to understand each other; this is a language Kyle looks forward to learning.

	The other ray joins them and leads Clovis in increasingly complex flips and acrobatics until Kyle releases his hold to watch from Below, marveling as the rays’ huge bodies slide under the water then thrust back above it.

	It’s beautiful. Where Kyle’s own skills lie in subtlety and camouflage, the rays’ are in strength and agility. He’s never dared to imagine sharing this with someone. Knowing someone, Above and Below. Being known, completely, by another being. The enormity of the moment tugs at him like the jet stream—he’s helpless, bursting, overcome with emotion.

	Eventually, the other ray talks with Clovis and swims off, and then Clovis nudges Kyle into leading them back through the kelp forests, where Kyle shows him how to swim near the ocean skin so the fronds slide along his belly. Clovis flips effortlessly so they dance along his back, and Kyle catches a ride with two tentacles hooked over his fins.

	They explore the forests together, chasing each other through the tangled leaves until Clovis is moving smoothly, quickly, without snagging his fins or getting caught on the shelves of rock that hide eels and urchins.

	The glow of the sunrise is just piercing the shallows when Kyle leads them, exhausted and ecstatic, back to shore. He laughs when Clovis finds a burst of energy to race him to the dock. Kyle sheds his skin while he’s still swimming and catches Clovis as he crests the waves, raising his gills above the water in frustration.

	“Easy,” Kyle soothes, hoping Clovis understands the tone if not the words. “Take it slow, it’ll come. I’m not going anywhere.” Clovis pushes out of the water again, then slides lower to wet his gills. “Good. Don’t drown yourself.”

	Slowly, Clovis’s shape narrows.

	“There you go! Take your time, you’ve got it.”

	For a few minutes, Clovis is stuck between, his whiptail churning in the sand.

	“Easy, now. I’ve got you. Don’t worry, now, just a minute.”

	One second, Kyle is holding a narrow ray in his arms; the next, Clovis slides into his human form with a shudder, grinning ear to ear.

	“That was amazing!” Clovis stumbles as he remembers how to stand, and then he spins, whoops, grips Kyle’s arms and leans in. “I never imagined— That felt incredible, better than I could even—! And everything is gorgeous, I mean—wow. Kyle. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

	Heart bursting, Kyle schools his voice. “I’ve… that was really something.” He laughs. “Your first time out—you were swimming circles around me!”

	Clovis laughs, loud and bright. “Guess my skateboarding really did come in handy.”

	“You’re a natural down there!” He moves toward shore, and they clamber into the bathhouse together.

	Kyle hands Clovis a towel and grabs one for himself.

	“So, the ray we met?” Clovis offers nonchalantly. “He said your skin… it… you were flirting with me?”

	Kyle flushes.

	“Were you?” Clovis asks incredulously.

	Kyle’s heart pounds in his ears. “Was I… well, it’s not… it’s actually… yes?”

	Clovis grins. “Really? Oh, that’s… awesome.”

	“Yeah?”

	“Oh, yeah,” Clovis nods, pulling on his pants. He gives Kyle a sly smile. “Not to be forward or anything, but… ah… you want to get some breakfast?”

	“Are you asking me on a date?” Kyle laughs. His legs shake as he fights his way into his clothes.

	“I can’t do the flirty skin thing! This is all I’ve got! But,” he says enticingly, “I do know a nice coffee shop. I hear great things about their omelettes.”

	Giddy, Kyle laughs again. “That sounds… perfect.” He waits for Clovis to pull on his shirt before he offers his hand.

	The world shrinks, silent and still, as Clovis pulls him close. Raising a hand tentatively, he whispers, “Can I?”

	Kyle nods, his skin rippling.

	There’s a hint of kelp, the mineral tang of the deep sea in Clovis’s fingers against his cheek, and then their lips meet, intimate and uniquely human.

	“Thank you,” Clovis whispers against Kyle’s mouth. Stunned and breathless, Kyle stares at his radiant smile as they drift apart.

	Clovis clears his throat and looks away, then steps back and opens the door, guiding Kyle through with a hand on his back.

	There’s something about the way the world looks, now, Above. There’s a depth of color only his human eyes can see. Sunlight sparkles on the sand. He can imagine exploring Above with Clovis and finding joy in it. There are so many things he wants to show Clovis, Below.

	Something inside him has been split open. Everything is new.

	“Ready?” Clovis asks, reaching out.

	Their fingers tangle together as they fall into step, and the breeze off the water is fresh and full of possibilities.

	 


Chocolate and Roses

	By Shea Sullivan

	Opal hops in through the upstairs window, wings and lungs still burning from her flight. She’d pushed herself hard, eager to get home before dark.

	“You made it!” Vestain greets her with a kiss as she stumbles into the kitchen. “How was your trip?”

	Opal sighs, leaning into their tall form. “It was good! Really productive. Nothing signed yet, but the terms are based on the porpoise contract Kyle put together. I think it covers everything. The ambassador’s bringing it to the Civets next week.”

	Vestain smiles, broad and fond, holding her with one long arm and pouring hot water into a waiting cup with the other. “You’re doing amazing things.”

	Opal sighs as they press a cup of tea into her hands. “Thank you.”

	“Come into the garden,” Vestain urges her gently, a supportive hand at her back.

	She takes a whiff of the tea—rose and chocolate, the perfect amount of cream—and lets Vestain guide her onto the patio.

	She takes a pillow from the pile under the awning and folds onto it, Vestain sitting behind her. “Rest with me,” they say, stretching into their other form. Their arms are now branches that hold her, their chest a broad, supportive trunk. She strokes through their oak leaves in thanks and sips her tea.

	Soon, she’ll become an oriole again and nestle into the nook they’ve made for her, safe and snug for a much-needed nap.

	“It’s good to be home,” she murmurs.

	The wind through Vestain’s branches agrees.

	 


Unusual Blends

	By Scarlett Gale

	Tags: bipoc, customer/employee, f/f, first kiss, getting together, the grumpy one is soft for the sunshine one, magic use, meet cute, miscommunication, pining (mutual), present tense, tea shop, third person limited point of view, witch, witches have familiars

	 

	At 6:00 a.m. precisely, Vivian wakes up to the prism-refracted sunrise, the crystals in her window throwing rainbows across her clean white bedroom. She takes a moment to appreciate the familiar splashes of color and the warm, pink-toned light.

	Marshmallow, her familiar, stretches, and a particularly large patch of rainbow paints her fluffy, white fur opalescent. She yawns in that cat way that turns her adorable face into a gaping, spiky maw. Vivian scritches her ears and gets out of bed before the clock switches over to 6:01 a.m., falling into the comfort of her finely tuned routine.

	First: a run, pavement flowing by under her shoes as the town wakes up. Afterward, she stretches and has breakfast. She tends her houseplants, showers, and dries her blue-black hair with a wave of her fingers. Vivian dresses for the day in a white dress, a white apron, and white ergonomic shoes. Her hair gets twisted up in a braided bun tied with a white ribbon. Vivian likes white. She likes its simplicity, how it makes her golden-brown skin glow, and especially how Marshmallow’s fur doesn’t show up on it.

	Unusual Blends Tea and Herbs is below Vivian’s apartment; she and Marshmallow arrive there at 7:30 a.m. The space is pristine: shelves of neatly labeled teas on the two customer-facing walls; raw ingredients in containers behind the counter; white paint, pale wood, and blue accents. Vivian knows how her day will go, which locals will come in for their favorite blends, and which will need refills on their prescriptions.

	Today’s Monday. Mrs. Sullivan will pick up poultices for her knees. Old Man Charlie (who is at most thirty) will show up at eight, tell her the day’s squirrel gossip as she pours him four ounces of the Earl Grey he likes, and disappear back into the woods. Later in the day the tourists will come, because the town is small enough to be quaint and large enough to have vacation rentals, and therefore there’s no avoiding them.

	Vivian doesn’t like tourists. She tolerates the conversation of the locals who understand her silences. Tourists talk and talk and talk and, worse, expect her to respond. Vivian has never been good with words like she is with herbs. If someone wants a blend that tastes like childhood evenings warm by the fire with grandma knitting in her armchair, she can do it, and the look on their face when they smell her work is enough. That’s the reason she opened Unusual Blends in the first place: to help people, not—ugh—to talk to them.

	Vivian knows her sister worries about her non-existent social life, but Vivian has her cat, her work, and her bi-weekly dinners where Veronica fusses over her. She doesn’t need more than that. It’s a quiet, predictable life, and Vivian likes it that way.

	It’s 10:48 a.m. on a Monday when Vivian’s life changes, wholly without her permission.

	It starts with the door opening, as customer interactions generally do. Vivian glances up from the catmint she’s sorting (Marshmallow lazes nearby on the counter, pretending she’s not planning to steal some), expecting to see a tourist. Instead, she looks directly into a smile so brilliant it sears itself onto her retinas.

	“Hi!” says the smile’s owner, sunlight making her brown skin gleam and gilding the edges of her puffy pigtails. “Wow, this place smells amazing! I kinda expected it to, since it’s a tea shop and all, but dang.”

	She steps inside, all red plaid flannel and ripped black jeans. Her eyeliner is messy, her red lipstick perfect, and even if her magic wasn’t fizzing over Vivian’s skin, the crow on her shoulder would mark her as a witch. She stands out like a weed in a flowerbed, and looks just as determined to stay.

	“Can I help you?” Vivian asks, belatedly. Perhaps this loud, messy, beautiful witch is a customer, and she can sell her something and go back to working in silence.

	“No!” the witch says, delighted eyes roaming the shop. She wanders to a shelf, pulls down the jar of “Dreams Where You Can Fly,” and pops the lid to sniff it. Vivian watches in mild horror. “I mean, yes! I mean, hi!” She puts the jar back on the shelf off-center and bounces over to the counter. Vivian has never bounced in her life. She’s never considered bouncing as a form of locomotion, and now she can think of nothing else.

	The witch leans her elbows on the clean wooden countertop, that megawatt smile on her face. It’s like standing in a sunbeam.

	“I’m Gwendolyn!” the witch says as her crow flutters over to investigate Marshmallow. “I just moved in across the street, and I’m making the rounds, dazzling everyone with my wonderful personality, trying to make some new friends!” Her honey-warm brown eyes dart to the side, and her smile somehow grows wider. “Looks like Quoth has me beat on that front. What’s your familiar’s name?”

	Vivian tracks Gwendolyn’s gaze to find Marshmallow purring loudly as Quoth preens the ruff around her neck. “Quoth?”

	Gwendolyn’s eyes glitter. “Yeah. You know. Quoth the raven.”

	Vivian quirks an eyebrow. “That’s a crow.”

	Gwendolyn bursts into laughter, as loud, uncontrolled, and brilliant as the rest of her. “I know!” she cackles. “That’s why it’s funny!”

	Vivian rocks back on her heels, her desire to retreat from this uninvited bundle of chaos at war with her desire to make sure Gwendolyn’s chaos doesn’t spill out into the shop and de-alphabetize her shelves.

	“My name is Vivian,” she says matter-of-factly. “My familiar is Marshmallow. Did you need anything?”

	Gwendolyn’s eyes crinkle at the corners. “Vivian,” she says, curling her tongue around it like an incantation. “What a great name! Can I call you Vivi? You can call me Gwen!”

	No one has ever called Vivian by a nickname before, and she doesn’t have time to decide how she feels about it, because Gwendolyn—Gwen?—Gwendolyn barrels on.

	“Are you an earth witch? Do you grow all the herbs yourself? I mean, I know you don’t have to be an earth witch to do herbology. I dabble a little; whatever I need for my jinxes.”

	Vivian blinks, her composure sanded away under the onslaught of Hurricane Gwendolyn. “No,” she says, technically an answer to both questions, and braces for the inevitable follow-ups.

	“Neat,” Gwendolyn says, nodding like Vivian had explained her magical practices in detail. “You didn’t feel like an earth witch. I bet you specialize in dreams and memories, right? That’s half of your stock.” She waves a hand around and barely avoids smacking her own familiar in the beak. Quoth pecks at her, squawking, but seems resigned to her witch’s antics. Vivian is abruptly, viscerally, envious of a bird.

	“Can I get a cup of something?” Gwendolyn asks, peering behind the counter. Vivian prepares to explain that she doesn’t brew on demand until Gwendolyn interrupts with, “Oh, you have stuff ready to go! Awesome! Is it different every day?”

	Vivian shuts her mouth with a click and nods stiffly.

	“Cool!” Gwendolyn’s smile widens. “I’ll have an excuse to come back, then!”

	Gwendolyn leaves with a wave of her fingers, a to-go cup of “The Feeling of Looking Up at Clouds in the Blue Sky,” and the fluttering of black feathers. Vivian stares after her in the sudden silence and feels her entire life shift a few degrees off-center.

	*

	True to her word, Gwendolyn comes back. In fact, she comes back every day with questions about and reviews of Vivian’s teas. She leans on the counter and talks about the customers at You Owe Me a Coke, the closet of a shop across the street where she sells custom jinxes and curses.

	“Don’t look at me like that, Vivi!” she says, laughing at Vivian’s stern glare. “They’re not bad. They’re mostly pranks, with the odd self-defense jinx thrown in when someone needs it.”

	“Pranks,” Vivian says, voice flat. She doesn’t look up from the scale where she’s measuring out burdock root.

	“Pranks,” Gwendolyn confirms. “And good ones! The kind where everyone laughs. Making someone’s slippers run away from them is pretty freaking funny, and it only lasts thirty seconds.” She pokes Vivian in the shoulder, chin propped on her other hand, elbow on the counter. “C’mon.” She tugs at Vivian’s sleeve. “Admit it, Vivi, that’s funny.”

	Vivian moves her arm out of Gwendolyn’s grip and pours the burdock into her mortar. She doesn’t respond. She can’t. Words always tangle up on her tongue, and it’s worse around Gwendolyn than anyone else, because Gwendolyn doesn’t stick to a script. She flutters around unpredictably, like a butterfly on the breeze, beautiful, glimmering… but absolutely, positively infuriating.

	“You’ll see,” Gwendolyn says, unconcerned by Vivian’s silence. “One of these days, I’ll prank you, and you’ll laugh and admit I was right, and I’ll brag about it forever.” Her necklace chimes, flashing red, and Gwendolyn lifts the crystal to check the notification. “Crap, a customer. I’ll see you tomorrow, Vivi! C’mon, Quoth!”

	Bird and woman flutter away, and when Vivian is sure she’s alone, she bends in half to press her forehead against the countertop. Gwendolyn is so loud. She hates it.

	She wonders what time Gwendolyn will come tomorrow.

	*

	It takes a month, but Gwendolyn manages to sample all of Vivian’s standard teas. Vivian thought, naïvely, that this achievement would mean she’d have respite from Gwendolyn’s loud, glowing presence in her shop every day (and sometimes twice on Sundays).

	She was wrong.

	“So,” Gwendolyn says at 1:43 p.m. on a Tuesday, “can you make a blend that’s ‘The Quiet Feeling of Looking Out a Window on a Rainy Day When You’re Safe at Home’?” She leans against a shelf, scritching Quoth under the chin and always, always smiling.

	“Vivi,” Gwendolyn wheedles at 10:27 a.m. on a Friday, laying halfway across the counter to tug at Vivian’s sleeve, “can you make a blend for ‘Help Me I Just Want to Sleep Instead of Thinking About a TV Show I Don’t Even Like’?” She bats her eyes, her braided hair falling over them in an uncomfortably appealing way. “I need your help!”

	“I want a blend,” Gwendolyn muses at 4:32 p.m. on a Monday, leaning against the counter, “that tastes like the first bite of a meal you haven’t had in years and thought you’d forgotten about but now you remember in vivid detail.” She tips her head back, catching Vivian’s gaze with those sparkling eyes. “Can you make that?”

	Vivian can. Vivian does. Vivian makes every outlandish blend Gwendolyn asks for, because she’s very good at her job. It’s professional pride, nothing more, that flares up in her rib cage when Gwendolyn takes her first sip of her latest ridiculous request and her smile blooms like a flower.

	“It’s perfect, Vivi,” she always says. “One of these days I’ll stump you!”

	*

	“She sounds friendly,” Veronica says over dinner.

	“She is infuriating,” Vivian replies tightly. It’s true. Gwendolyn is loud, distracting, disruptive, and annoying. She’s always there, talking talking talking, without even the encouragement of an answer. Vivian has mismeasured ingredients at least twice a week since Gwendolyn started showing up. Unacceptable.

	The frustrating icing on the intrusive cake is that Marshmallow is utterly enamored of Gwendolyn and Quoth. She happily trots to the door to greet them and spends the entirety of each visit getting groomed or petted. Vivian glares at her familiar, currently sprawled out on the empty side of the table.

	Traitor.

	“If you say so,” Veronica says, in the “smug older sister” way that means she definitely disagrees but isn’t going to say it.

	Vivian considers throwing her salad into her sister’s face. She refrains, but it’s a pleasant mental image while it lasts.

	*

	It all goes wrong on a Tuesday afternoon.

	Restless dreams plague Vivian all night, dreams that couldn’t be dispelled with tea or a charm. Sleep deprivation has teamed up with a familiar migraine to ruin Vivian’s mood. She can sense an oncoming storm, the intensity of it overpowering her strongest painkilling tisane. It would be nice if her meteorological powers were less annoying. She drags herself to work on time by the skin of her teeth and brews a cup of “Please Let Me Get Through This Day.”

	Tuesdays are usually quiet, at least, with none of the early urgency of Mondays or the procrastination panic of Fridays. Vivian handles a few regular orders and a couple of tourists while the approaching storm weighs on her sinuses and stabs like an ice pick behind her eye. Vivian mixes some warming draughts and refills the blends that evoke coziness, sure there’ll be a run on them. This storm is going to last a while.

	She’s finishing a full jar of “The Feeling of Waking Up and Knowing You Don’t Have to Get Out of Bed” when the door swings open. A customer stumbles in through the wind and fights the door shut before pushing their hood back, and ah. Of course. It’s Gwendolyn.

	Vivian’s headache gets worse.

	“Wow, it is miserable out there,” Gwendolyn says, unzipping her hoodie and extracting a rumpled crow. “Quoth tried to fly over and got blown into my face, poor thing, I put her in my cleavage for safekeeping.”

	Vivian, who is acutely aware that Gwendolyn also keeps her wallet in her cleavage for safekeeping, says nothing. Checking the time, she realizes that she’s overdue for another tisane for the throbbing pain, and pulls down the appropriate jar.

	“Anyway,” Gwendolyn says, “I was talking to Mrs. Sullivan, and she was praising the poultice you make her, which, obviously anything you made would be great, because you’re amazing—”

	Vivian concentrates on measuring the tisane into her teapot with steady hands, ignoring the way her chest clenches at the compliment.

	“—and she was saying her knees ache more when a big storm is coming in, so we complained about weather magic, since it’s absolutely the worst, no one likes having weather magic unless you only have weather magic at, like, sorceress level—”

	This is true. Major weather magic is rare, and the few specialist weather witches she knows have all the benefits and none of the downsides that come with being only a little weather-touched. They don’t get migraines warning them of weather changes that are as easily predicted by meteorologists. Vivian isn’t given to envy, but she allows herself a little as she fills her teapot.

	“—and then she said you had weather magic, which I had no idea about—you never tell me anything—I gotta learn it from everyone else—and I realized that if Mrs. Sullivan’s knees were bad, you had to be way worse off—”

	Vivian watches sidelong as Gwendolyn wanders, leaving Quoth to have her feathers carefully groomed by Marshmallow (the traitor). It’s hard enough to look at Gwendolyn’s brightness on a good day. Today, even a glance makes Vivian’s head pound. She grits her teeth. The painkilling tea will be done soon, and Gwendolyn will leave, and Vivian will be alone in her quiet shop and feel slightly less miserable.

	“—so I figured I’d come over and check on you, and then I remembered I worked up a new item for the shop, so I brought you a prototype so you could test it! I think it’s gonna be a good seller. Like, obviously there’s prank potential, but it has a lot of uses—”

	Gwendolyn digs in her sequined fanny pack, arm going much deeper than it should in a way that would startle non-witches. Not that Vivian’s watching. She’s definitely not watching. Vivian’s studiously pouring the finished painkilling tisane into her mug.

	“—tampon, tampon, magic tampon, bandages…” Gwendolyn mutters, and then her expression transforms triumphantly. “Yes!” she crows. “Found it!”

	She whirls around, takes a victorious step toward Vivian, and trips on her own perpetually untied shoelaces. She unbalances spectacularly (later, Vivian will admit she respects the theatricality) and takes three wildly stumbling steps toward the counter. She avoids smashing her face, but in so doing sweeps the full jar of “Waking Up on a Weekend,” the jar of painkilling tisane, Vivian’s teapot, and Vivian’s mug off the counter. Vivian watches them tumble through the air with detached horror, vaguely hoping that the inevitable won’t occur.

	The inevitable occurs.

	The jar of tea shatters in an explosion of glass and herbs, closely followed by the jar of painkiller, guaranteeing a mess that will take hours to salvage. Vivian could do it. She’d have to summon out the glass and then each herb, spice, and tea leaf. It’d be painstaking, but she can—

	The teapot and mug hit the ground with a splash. All the tea, all the tisane, every single leaf, seed, and dried flower are soaked in the painkilling tisane Vivian was about to drink. It’s ruined, her shoes and her work both. There’s no saving a blend once it’s steeped, and that’s certainly one way to describe the pile of wet leaves at Vivian’s feet.

	“Oh no,” Gwendolyn says, stricken. “Oh, Vivi, I’m so—”

	“Inconsiderate,” Vivian snaps, her composure shattering as spectacularly as the jars. Gwendolyn goes silent, her eyes wide, and Vivian can’t control her mouth. “You invade my space and take up my time with your constant talking. Why can’t you leave well enough alone?”

	“I—” Gwendolyn tries, her face doing something Vivian’s never seen before. It isn’t enough to stop the flood, though.

	“That was the last of my nettles,” Vivian hisses. “An hour’s work you ruined that now I can’t get back, and for what? More of your chatter?” Vivian’s fists clench, the headache jabbing her temple, and she ignores Gwendolyn’s crumpled expression.

	“Vivi,” Gwendolyn says, wavering, “I didn’t mean—”

	“My name,” Vivian says, icy cold, “is Vivian. Now, did you actually need something? Because, if not, I’ll ask you to please leave me alone.”

	Silence rings in the shop, marred only by the whistling wind. Gwendolyn slowly pushes upright, avoiding Vivian’s gaze.

	“I wanted to give you this,” she whispers, setting whatever she’d been holding on the counter with a clink. “I’m sorry about the tea.” Her dark eyes glance up and away, wet at the corners. Vivian tells herself she doesn’t care about the tremble in Gwendolyn’s lower lip. “Come on, Quoth.”

	The crow flutters over and gives Vivian a baleful look as Gwendolyn walks to the door. “Vivian,” she says to the wood, “I’m sorry. I’ll fix this. I promise.”

	And then she’s gone into the storm as raindrops pelt the pavement, leaving Vivian alone in the silence she asked for. She takes a deep breath and goes to find her second-best painkilling tisane. When she can move her head without wincing, she starts cleaning. Peace eludes her, even with the shop empty, and Vivian sweeps up broken glass, unsettled.

	It’s the storm, she tells herself, dumping wet leaf-mud into the trash. I’ll feel better once it breaks. Except the storm has broken, rain clattering in the downspouts, and Vivian still feels awful.

	I don’t like messes, she tries, casting a final cleansing spell. It’s true, except that the mess is gone, and the ill feeling in her stomach remains.

	Gwendolyn’s crumpled face haunts her vision. She’d been hurt, Vivian realizes. Vivian had hurt her, had spat angry words born of frustration and pain. Gwendolyn could have injured herself running into the counter, and Vivian had snapped at her for keeping herself safe at the expense of a couple of jars? Some dried herbs?

	Vivian swipes at the counter and only registers having hit something by the sound. She picks up what appears to be a leaf-shaped wooden brooch decorated with a few rhinestones, the whole thing tingling with friendly magic. Vivian blinks and affixes it to the collar of her dress. The dregs of her headache disappear as the brooch shields her from outside magic, and Vivian staggers with relief.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
OTORIES

RITING QUEEK

—

) COTLECTION O BEARTHA

A SPELLBINDING (no §CRUHP





OEBPS/images/image.png
ADUCK 4

M PRINTS

:PRESSQ
fc€x





