

    
        
          Sweet Clematis

        

        
        
          Being(s) In Love, Volume 9

        

        
        
          R. Cooper

        

        
          Published by R. Cooper, 2020.

        

    


Sweet Clematis

A Being(s) in Love story

R. Cooper

Second Edition 

Originally published 2018

Copyright © R. Cooper 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Cover art by Lyn Forester

––––––––

Content tags: fantasy slurs/bigotry, onscreen sex, public sex, dissociation, unhealthy/risky sexual situations (offpage), light d/s, workplace discrimination, depression, references childhood trauma/abuse


A special thank you to Alix, Lucy, and everyone else who encouraged/nagged me to write about the beautiful trash fire that is Clematis.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter One
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CLEMATIS HELD his breath as he pulled into the space at the edge of the DMV parking lot where his tester instructed him to park. The parking lot had cleared out considerably since he left at the start of his driving evaluation. Nonetheless, Clematis didn’t relax until he had the parking brake up and the engine off.

The air conditioner was on, but the human testing him had rolled down the passenger-side window, so a light breeze stirred Clematis’s hair. He smelled flowers from somewhere, though the DMV lot only had a few trees. He took several great gasping breaths and then turned to the human on the passenger side. His wings fluttered but were trapped between his body and the driver’s seat.

“How did I do?” Clematis asked, shivering slightly at breaking the silence.

His tester hadn’t spoken during the ten-minute test except to issue instructions and one comment for Clematis to try to be still when the nervous flap of his wings had become too much. But Clematis hadn’t expected him to speak much. Driver licenses for fairies were conditional. Fairies weren’t meant to drive with distractions, and conversation was a distraction.

“Good,” the human said shortly, his gaze still on his clipboard as he made notes.

Clematis held tight to the steering wheel to keep from bouncing anxiously in place. He had made it this far, only a little further to go. He needed this license for work as part of the institute’s new policy, even though he would probably never use it. He had been quiet, and he had paid attention, and he had been good, even for a fairy.

He glanced out the window while the tester scratched on his papers with his pencil. Midafternoon was apparently the quieter time at the Department of Motor Vehicles. Clematis wished he’d known that before he’d come here for his written test and had to stand in two different lines while bored, curious humans had taken turns either glaring at him or ogling him.

Clematis avoided even a hint of his reflection in the rearview mirror and turned toward the human in the car with him. The human was what other humans would call middle-aged, or approaching middle-aged; Clematis wasn’t quite sure how that worked. The aura around the man was yellow and white, bright and warm, but not shining. He had golden brown skin, neatly trimmed black-and-gray hair, and small wire-rimmed glasses. He was sweating a little at his upper lip and his armpits, but that was likely from the late-summer heat. He smelled like soap and tea, which Clematis had found encouraging when he’d first gotten into the car.

Some humans, usually the ones who identified as male and straight, seemed to regard cleanliness and grooming as forbidden. Clematis had never understood why.

His tester was mostly slender, except for a soft paunch. Clematis smiled at him, waiting, and tried to enjoy the sunshine angling in the windows through the branches of the tree above them. His wings fluttered against the seat again, and he tried his best to make them still, to be as calm and quiet as David when he was reading.

The tester glanced up. His gaze went to Clematis’s chest, bared to the waist, and then darted back to his clipboard. He cleared his throat, and the yellow colors around him sparked. “So... Mr. Atis....”

“Clematis,” he reminded the tester, who once again glanced at him.

“Clematis,” the tester repeated, his gaze fixed on either the smattering of freckles on Clematis’s shoulder or the iridescent white of his wings. It took him a second to go on. “You did well.”

“Really?” Clematis lifted his head, his eyes wide with excitement.

“You did very good for a fairy,” the tester assured him. His gaze dropped to Clematis’s jeans. Clematis had wanted to be comfortable for this and would have liked to be naked, the preferred state of fairies, but figured having no shirt on was already pushing it. Anyway, he’d have to wear a shirt when he went back into work.

Clematis stretched to glance at himself in the rearview mirror, the shining, soft waves of light brown and emerald green hair, eyes of shifting ivy green, full pink lips, faint silver and white sparkles. He turned his head, glimpsing the pointed tips of his ears and the faint curve near the top of his long dragonfly wings before he focused back on the tester.

“Very good for a fairy,” Clematis echoed, quiet.

The tester looked up, at his face, then coughed and pulled out his clipboard and held it between them. He took a deep breath. “You didn’t get distracted at any red lights,” he observed, as if plenty of human drivers hadn’t used their time at the intersections to check their phones and reapply lipstick or mess with the radio. “You used your signals, and you put on your seat belt upon entering the vehicle. And you ignored the, um, attention, from some of the other drivers.”

The leering hadn’t been out of the ordinary, at least not for Clematis. “And my driving?” he wondered aloud. “I haven’t gotten much time to practice. I only know one human with a car who also has the patience to teach me, and she—”

The tester interrupted him. “Your driving skills were surprisingly adequate.” He nodded several times as if to confirm this, then cleared his throat again. “You avoided obvious distractions, Mr.—Clematis.”

His yellow and white colors sparked again at the name. He had a rising, dusky blush on his cheeks and down his neck.

“Surprisingly adequate,” Clematis echoed him again, letting his voice fall to something almost breathless. The flush on the human’s face darkened. Clematis had been focused on the test. He hadn’t seen the sparks in those bright colors for what they were. Desire took many shapes, especially in humans who denied it so much. “Were there distractions?” Clematis asked innocently, and bit his bottom lip both for the hint of pain and to make it fill with color. Then he licked it and shifted in his seat.

The tester did the same, then raised the clipboard higher as if he wanted to hide behind it.

“For a fairy, your driving is better than I expected,” his tester continued firmly, and bobbed his head again. He smiled in an automatic way. “Congratulations, you passed!”

“I passed?” Clematis straightened. “I really passed?” He hadn’t slept in days, and Lis had wished him good luck with so much magic in it, but he’d still somehow expected some obstacle, some human objection. The tickle of his faint glitter was barely noticeable on his bare skin. “Even though I’m fairy?”

The clipboard was slowly lowered, and the tester, who had eyes of rich brown behind his glasses, gave him another polite smile that quickly faded. His mouth grew soft as his gaze wandered from Clematis’s lips to his chest and stomach.

Clematis slid against his seat, heedless of his wings. He tipped his head back to regard the human with heavy, half-closed eyes. The human suddenly did not know where to look.

Clematis smiled. “I didn’t distract you too much, did I?” He pulled at the band of the seat belt across his chest, drawing his fingertips over his stomach. He had a few freckles there too.

The human seemed to just notice that. He took an audible breath. “Distract? I... uh... it’s pretty rare for a fairy to apply for a license,” the man answered, meeting Clematis’s eyes with obvious effort. “I’ve never ridden one—with one before.”

“Ah,” Clematis said with husky-voiced understanding. He let the silence sit, watched the human stare at him and then not stare at him and not leave the car. “I see,” he added finally, because he did, every sparking shimmer of yellow and white. “So I did good?” he asked softly. “I was good, for a fairy?”

“Yes,” the human told him, smiling again. “You were good.”

Clematis thumbed his nipple and wondered what he looked like to make the man breathe so hard. But then, of course, he knew what he looked like to humans—a sparkly fairy, who was lucky he could concentrate long enough to pass a test. Like so much promised sex that humans could not even focus.

The tester widened his eyes, then shot a frantic look around them, as though the parking lot was crowded, but it wasn’t. He swallowed. “You passed,” he said again, stressing it. “You just have to hand this in. It’s written up and everything.”

Clematis nodded without making a move to take the clipboard or the piece of paper on it. “Do I get a reward for that?” he inquired, his attitude cool but his tone hot.

The tester could not look away from him now. His words had a rasp in them. “You, uh... you will have the ability to drive legally with an approved fairy license. There are some restrictions. No radio while you drive, things, uh, things like that. But you get to be a fairy who drives.”

“Which is rare.” Clematis gave his nipple a tug, considering, and the human groaned for a moment before he controlled himself. “So I’m very, very good?”

The tester’s eyes were locked on to his. “Yes,” he agreed hoarsely, hopefully.

“Yes, what?” Clematis asked, flicking his thumb over his nipple once more before dropping his hand to his lap.

“Yes, you’re very, very good,” the human repeated, gaze on Clematis’s hand now. His colors were full of needy little sparks.

Clematis considered the way the human spread his legs, and then he bit his bottom lip. “For a fairy?” he pressed, more breathless than he should have been.

The human nodded without looking up.

Clematis ran his fingers down his fly, lightly tracing his cock. “You said you’d never had a fairy in here before.”

After several moments, the human finally raised his head. “What?”

“So I’m your first?” Clematis carried on, staring into dazed eyes while he touched himself through his jeans. The human made a choked noise. “You won’t forget me.” Clematis didn’t ask, but he was breathing harder, and that might be mistaken for coy.

“You don’t even know my name,” the man said, though it was hardly a protest. He didn’t move from his seat except to try to spread his legs even wider. His cheeks were truly dark now, as if he was embarrassed. He probably was. It wouldn’t stop him. It never did until after.

His dick was so hard in his khaki pants. He must ache. He must be thinking of every fantasy about fairies he’d ever had, every story about one he’d ever heard.

Clematis briefly wondered if this human called himself straight, then decided he didn’t care.

He licked his lips. “Can I unbuckle?”

That got him another series of startled blinks. “What?”

Clematis studied him with heavy-lidded eyes, his lips parted, flushed, and wet. “Tell me I can.”

The man drew in a shocked breath, but said nothing, no question or objection. He would have done anything Clematis wanted. “Yes. You can.”

“Because I’m good?” Clematis watched the yellow-and-white shine intently, each spark of want and every dark thread of illicit pleasure. But no lies.

“Yes,” the human agreed. “You’re beautiful.”

“I know.” Clematis pressed the release button on his seat belt. “But am I good?” he asked, then wriggled to a better position in order to half crawl over the armrest between their seats.

The hand tightening in Clematis’s hair made him flush and bend his head to mouth at the cock he couldn’t taste yet.

“Good?” He spoke softly, spit pooling under his tongue, and the human began to beg.

“Yes, oh God, yes!” he cried, before Clematis had even touched him.

––––––––
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CLEMATIS VERY CAREFULLY returned to the institute in the company car, no less nervous now that he had the paper version of his provisional fairy license. The institute was near the university campus, and human college students were far more prone to distraction than any fairy. Most of them looked exhausted all the time and ignored crosswalks and traffic lights as though they thought they had a fairy’s healing.

It was summer, but plenty of young humans still milled around the campus gates, protesting or manning booths for different groups and causes. Someone had put up the same Welcome Freshmen banner that they did every year, although Clematis wasn’t sure when, exactly, classes would start. He hadn’t looked over the course catalog this year, though he often unofficially audited classes.

He skirted the campus, made a cautious left, and arrived at the institute. Parking was easy since school was not in session yet, and few students were around for special lessons. His legs were still trembling with residual nerves that his orgasm had only partially soothed. He got out of the car, then had to reach back in for his phone and his shirt, which the parking lot security guard watched him struggle into from his kiosk several yards away. He could have offered to help, but he never did. Said he didn’t like to touch fairies.

Clematis was forced to wriggle his wings through the holes in the back of his shirt on his own, and immediately felt confined by the old, soft, and well-worn T-shirt. The Holt Institute was a school for gifted children who were also aurally and/or visually impaired, and as such, demanded all its employees, even ones who were not teachers, be fully clothed.

The institute was a conservative place by anyone’s standards, with most of its students coming from money and the others there on scholarship. But changes from new board members seemed to be making things even more regressive.

The most recent new policy change was a directive that all sighted employees had to have a driver’s license in good standing in case of any emergency event in which the students would have to be driven elsewhere. Even Clematis was required to comply, though he couldn’t imagine who would trust a fairy in an emergency that dire.

Some fairies might have had suspicions about the change. Might have said angrily and repeatedly that the point was to push out any unwanted fairies on staff.

Clematis was the only fairy on staff. The only being there at all, except for the occasional visiting werewolf there to give talks on senses other than sight.

He sailed past the security guard and into the building. He nodded to Collette at the front desk—although she never acknowledged anyone but board members and especially wealthy humans—and then floated down the hall to the rooms filled with the network of desks known as the warren and slapped his paperwork down in front of Shiny Desk Human.

Shiny Desk Human, whose name was Sasha but who Clematis had called Shiny Desk Human in his head for weeks before getting a chance to really talk to him, hit a button to pause whatever recording he was transcribing and pulled the little earbud from one ear.

“You passed?” Sasha guessed, with his adorable, always slightly crooked smile. He was an undergrad at the college, which meant he was younger than David and Stephanie, either just under twenty years or just over it. He had a certain seriousness that most of the undergrads did not. Clematis did not think Sasha spent his nights getting high or drinking very disgusting cheap beer. He wasn’t sure what Sasha did for fun, but not that.

“I’m pouting at you,” Clematis informed him, pushing out his lips and regarding Sasha with sulky disappointment. “You didn’t let me tell you. How did you know?”

Sasha laughed gently while sweeping some of his dark hair from his face. The orange-and-lavender aura around him was like the evening sky. “Your wings make noise, especially when you’re excited.”

“Pfft.” Clematis had figured out how Sasha always knew when he was around weeks ago. “I meant, how did you know I passed?”

“The triumphant smack of those papers against my desk,” Sasha remarked with a tilt of his head. His gaze was aimed roughly in Clematis’s direction. “And I didn’t really think you would fail.”

Clematis sucked in a breath and spread his hand out over his provisional license so the breeze from his madly beating wings wouldn’t send it flying.

“Are you smiling now?” Sasha asked warmly. He was warm and soft by nature, one of the shiniest humans Clematis had known since David.

Clematis leaned his hip against the desk, artfully arranging himself out of habit, even if Sasha wouldn’t appreciate the sight. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Sasha shook his head playfully. “You are.”

“I am fairy,” Clematis responded loftily over the hum of his wings. “We like to be happy.” He kept his attention on Sasha’s radiant glow. “And you made me very happy,” he added, unable to tell if Sasha would prefer him to be coy.

Sasha’s chubby cheeks started to tinge with pink, which said he might, but he continued to smile and didn’t attempt to flirt in return. “Someone is understandably pleased with himself,” he said. “Did you tell Mr. Harbaugh?”

Clematis sighed heavily and wrinkled his nose. “Now I’m frowning. You’ve made me frown. You’ll have to make it up to me.”

“Pfft,” Sasha echoed him. “I’m sure you have more than enough people ready to do that. And he isn’t that bad... sometimes.”

Clematis perked up. “How do you know I have more than enough people? What makes you say that?”

Sasha raised both his eyebrows, looking briefly like a stunned and embarrassed baby bear. His cheeks flushed even darker. But then he snorted in amusement. “Well, one, you’re a fairy, and people tell me they are beautiful. And two, you act like beautiful people do. Confident. Flirty. So I assume you have admirers lined up. Did you really need a blind guy to tell you you’re beautiful?”

Clematis curled his toes inside his tennis shoes. He clenched his fists and then forced his hands to open. “I should go,” he said abruptly. “I have to show this to Mr. Harbaugh.” He grabbed his paperwork before hurrying away.

“Clematis?” Sasha asked after him, moving his head as if trying to listen for him. “Clematis?”

Clematis could apologize later for leaving so rudely, although Sasha would probably blame it on fairy thoughtlessness and forget about it. Conversations with Sasha never went how they should, which was Clematis’s fault. He should ask about Sasha’s classes and when they would start. That was better. He shouldn’t flirt, no matter how shiny Sasha was. Sasha couldn’t see, which meant Clematis had nothing to interest him.

And perhaps it was wiser to avoid the shiny ones for now.

Clematis glanced over his shoulder at the thought, though no one was near except the other part-time office workers.

Clematis’s desk was in the corner, away from most of the others but near a window—a special concession from his old boss. A small bromeliad in a tiny red vase occupied one edge. Origami animals lined the other side, with a computer monitor and a dozen sticky notes taking up the rest of the space. But today, Clematis bypassed his desk in order to go over and knock on the door to the inner office. He opened the door only after he was gruffly instructed to come in. He’d learned his lesson about knocking with this particular human.

Their new younger, conservative boss raised his head when Clematis walked in, then swept a look over him that said he was surprised to find him dressed, as if one day Clematis was going to forget the rules and walk in naked.

Fairies thought nudity was natural. Humans didn’t, especially around children. It wasn’t that hard to remember most of the time. Especially when it involved his paycheck.

Clematis smiled anyway as he held up the paperwork and the keys to the institute car he’d driven. “I took the test today!”

“From your tone, I take it you passed?” Mr. Harbaugh pulled down his glasses to peer over the frame at the papers from the DMV. He had eyes of piercing blue, and pale freckled skin that seemed perpetually pink in his cheeks. He furrowed his brow as he read the paperwork, then shook his head. “Amazing,” he said under his breath. It did not sound nearly as warm as it would have if Sasha had said it. He flicked his gaze over Clematis again, almost as if looking for something. If he found it, he didn’t like it.

It was difficult for Clematis to keep his smile under a look like that, but he tried. The pink spread from Mr. Harbaugh’s cheeks to his neck. His slight frown deepened to a scowl.

“I’ll send the appropriate form to your desk when your permanent license arrives. Make sure to get copies for when you lose it and to give that key to Collette.” Mr. Harbaugh focused determinedly on the tablet in front of him. “Day’s over in an hour, anyway. You might as well go home. Most of the others have.”

“Oh?” Clematis thought about glancing around to the people still at their desks, but finally nodded and backed up. Mr. Harbaugh stared down at his tablet as if Clematis was the last thing on his mind.

Clematis shut the door softly and spent a few moments carefully folding up his temporary license. He didn’t think his hands were shaking, but if they were, it was better to keep it to himself. The institute employed several part-timers to handle office grunt work and various duties around the school. Mostly older human women, who talked about grandchildren and TV cop shows and knitting. Clematis didn’t know anything about those first two things, and they never seemed to believe him when he said he could knit. Not even when he’d made gifts for them one Christmas. Many fairies and elves were fond of knitting. The neighboring town of Los Cerros had several shops known for their fairy-knit creations.

Clematis folded his license even further into a teeny-tiny square and shoved it as far down into his pants pocket as it would go. Then he lowered his head and made his way back through the labyrinth of desks.

Sasha paused as if he heard his wings, even with whatever he was transcribing, but Clematis did not stop until he was back out in the hall.

Collette glanced over when he put the key in front of her. She even frowned slightly, an almost unprecedented show of interest. Clematis’s phone buzzed in his back pocket, saving him from having to muster up another smile that felt like what he imagined a lie would feel like.

Fine. Don’t tell me how your test went. Stephanie’s message was sharp and concerned at the same time, a lot like Stephanie herself.

Clematis swallowed the lump in his throat. Passed. He stopped by the doors to type his answer. Thanks again for teaching me.

Good boy, Stephanie answered. Clematis felt his wings stir with the first bit of lightness since he’d left Sasha’s desk.

Collette cleared her throat.

Clematis quickly put his phone away. “Got an early day,” he told her, although he didn’t think she cared. Her colors were blue and gray. Clematis had never cared much for blue.

His only consolation was that Collette was like this with everyone. If she hadn’t been so blue, he might have tried to talk to her more.

She widened her eyes, which was a funny sort of thing to do, but then went back to whatever she had been doing. A crossword, most likely.

“Hey, Mr. Mati!” A shout from the other end of the hallway made Collette raise her head again.

Clematis looked beyond her and grinned. He waved broadly.

Grant, a frail boy with tan skin and glasses, had learned to speak because his parents would not learn sign language. He’d attended the institute for years but still called Clematis by the name he’d used when he was having difficulty with his vocalizations. It was one of the few times Clematis had ever been a Mister to anyone.

“What are you doing here?” Clematis signed at him, beaming again for the wide smile on Grant’s face. “Studying already?”

“Science club!” Grant signed back enthusiastically, then made a face. “I’m late.”

“Humans only take you seriously when you are punctual,” Clematis replied. Grant was human but seemed to like it when Clematis included him in comments like that one. “And dressed,” Clematis added, before shooing him on. “Go! Don’t be late!”

Grant made another sour face at him, but the skip in his step meant he enjoyed science club and looked forward to going. Which made sense. They did blow up things a lot, and humans loved explosions.

Collette’s eyebrows were up as she returned to her crossword or cryptogram or whatever it was today. Clematis released a deep breath as Grant dashed out of sight, then pushed open the doors and walked outside.

The sun was still shining. He tipped his face up to it, and for a moment, the world was yellow and red and warm. He spread his wings and turned his hands to feel the warmth on his palms.

Then someone honked in the distance, and the guard at the kiosk coughed loudly, so Clematis floated down the steps to land on the sidewalk.

His apartment was several blocks west, a tiny place he got to keep because his landlady preferred a fairy to a college student. She said fairies occasionally forgot the date the rent was due, but at least they didn’t destroy things.

Mrs. Galarza also had two white Pomeranians that Clematis sometimes watched for her. They always barked through her window at him when he first came into view, then wagged their tails and pressed their noses to the glass when he got closer. They were nice to come home to, especially after bad days.

But he didn’t head home. He walked along the stone walls of the official entrance to the university, although the walls were for show and the campus actually had many entrances. The front gate was the one on the postcards and the brochures, though. Stone walls and a gate made people want to get in.

David had talked about that once, long before he’d briefly thought sleeping with Clematis was a good idea.

David was silly like that, and wonderful and smart and good at his core. He’d looked at those gates and been unhappy despite the whisky Stephanie had given him. “They aren’t meant to invite people in,” he’d told Clematis, his beautiful eyes filled with more sadness than anger. “They’re meant to remind you of the people they keep out. The people they kept out until they couldn’t anymore. People like me, and like you.” He smiled at that, as if for one moment he genuinely thought Clematis was worth something because Clematis sat in on a few classes.

The humans who designed and paid for the stone walls and the iron gate would probably have lost their minds to see Clematis walk into their school as though he had a right to be there. He passed a statue of one of those humans and then lines of tables and small booths dedicated to different clubs and organizations and causes on campus. Someone was blowing bubbles, and he stopped to admire them—and a giggling human baby in his mother’s arms, and a chalk drawing on the pavement—before continuing on his way.

This time he didn’t linger.

Most of the students at the tables were indifferent or bored, but some were loud and angry and getting louder and angrier every day.

Clematis stilled his wings as he walked. The late afternoon August sun was bright and hot but he was glad he had his shirt on from work, even though he usually was only grateful to be wearing clothing during the winter. He changed direction to stick to one side of the gauntlet of student groups, preferring any tables with rainbows or pink triangles on them, even if some LGBTQ humans said quite vocally that beings did not belong with them. Not too many said it, not these days, but Clematis could tell when someone thought it. Fear turned to disgust had a particular look, no matter what the colors.

But he could deal with fear more than the sudden silence from the opposite side of the path when certain other humans saw him. The lack of sound made him flick a nervous look in that direction, and the moment he did, several of the humans hissed at him.

Hissed. As though he was a monster from one of their movies.

“Fairy!” someone yelled, a warning and a sneer at the same time.

“Fairy sluts can come on campus as long as they don’t pretend to want to learn,” another one of them commented, wanting to be heard.

Clematis turned his head to watch the ripple go through the mingling colors of the humans gathered around several separate tables. Each table had initials written on it or slogans that hadn’t changed much since Clematis had been too little to even have sparkle. Fairies spread disease. Trolls were a danger. Weres constituted a threat to delicate human femininity.

They had pictures up too. Snapshots of tall, strong werewolf women next to cartoons of humans vomiting. One was labeled Boner Killer. A black-and-white photo of a fairy in a World War II Army uniform next to several male humans gazing at him adoringly was captioned with a big red Corruption! But the largest photo, the one that had gotten the humans like these so enraged and frightened was of the pretty bronze-gold dragon who had been attacked last year and had dared to defend himself.

These humans called him dangerous and wanted him locked up. The news shows that the others insisted were not really news were full of commentators denouncing being violence and insisting the golden dragon should have peacefully resisted the humans who had been hunting him.

Clematis studied the humans, who were no older than Sasha, amazed that they could parrot the same ideas humans had spouted decades ago and yet still gaze at him with shimmers of desire in their colors.

Humans always looked like that. Always wanted. Fairies or weres or dragons, it didn’t matter. Humans wanted and resented those who made them want.

Except for the shiny ones, of course. Their courage was part of what made them so beautiful.

None of these humans had any shine or appeal, not even a hint of soft yellow or glimmering gold. But Clematis tipped his head back to consider each one of them in turn, imagined them fucking him, let his thoughts show in his eyes and his parted lips, and watched each of them stare and shimmer and burn.

It did not take long for their want to darken. For them to startle and frown and grow self-conscious and look to the others to see if they had been noticed blushing at a fairy. A stupid, silly, slutty fairy.

The colors around them, the wavering, flickering auras every creature on earth possessed except for fairies, were a mess of conflicting impulses and thoughts.

Fairies couldn’t read thoughts, despite what some people believed. They couldn’t even really see truth, or at least, Clematis couldn’t. What they could see was a glow, colors or lights that humans were as blind to as Sasha. Colors unique to each person, shifting and changing with whatever that person was feeling, or thinking, or hated, or worried about. Conflicting desires were especially distracting, like seeing the sound of dozens of metal pots and pans falling to the floor.

Cognitive dissonance, Stephanie had said once when Clematis had tried to explain it. Humans could not handle too many conflicting thoughts, especially very rigid humans. It made their colors unpleasant to look at. It also made the humans angry.

Most humans did not do or say these things, but to a fairy’s eye, the silent ones glowed the same as those who spoke up.

Clematis stayed on his side without breaking his stare, although his wings fluttered when several of the hateful humans moved from their tables as if they wanted to confront him.

Then a funny, husky, strangely calm voice pulled his attention from them. “There you are.”

Clematis’s fear slipped away as he turned to follow that voice. He shivered at his first glimpse of dark gold glitter, wings of orange and fiery pink, hair and eyes like Mars black.

“Flor,” he said softly on an exhale.
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Chapter Two
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FLOR CROSSED his arms over his bare chest and looked away from Clematis to glare across the path at the humans, who had gone quiet once again. They were probably silent because behind Flor, and staring pointedly in the same direction as Flor, was Flor’s troll friend, Mishi.

For several seconds, no one did anything, and then with a decided flutter that carried through his wings, Flor tossed his head and finally focused on Clematis. The summer sun reflected off the haze of bright ever-falling sparkle around Flor, so bright he shined like a human, like the David he loved so much. His hair was in his eyes until he impatiently tucked some of it behind his delicately pointed ears.

“Do you like getting into trouble?” Flor demanded incredulously when Clematis didn’t speak. He took another moment to stare behind Clematis to the humans still watching them. Then he frowned when he saw the shirt and shoes Clematis was wearing, although even Flor wore pants or at least shorts in public most of the time. “I swear you think it’s my job to save you now.”

“It is your job, sort of,” Clematis replied absently, then blinked to help his eyes adjust to Flor’s brilliance.

Flor steamrolled on, ignoring Clematis, as usual. “The MCC is here to make beings on campus feel safer and more welcome. Not to chase after you every time you make eyes at the wrong human.” Flor stopped abruptly to give Clematis a confused look. “Shouldn’t you know better?” he asked, his wings momentarily still and his eyes growing darker and searching.

Clematis turned his head. The band tied around Flor’s left bicep read MCC at the top and below that Campus Escort. The Magical Creatures Coalition had formed during the spring semester in response to angry humans like those across the path and some incidents on and around campus. Flor and Mishi and a few others would escort beings and the occasional frightened human around campus if someone asked for help. They also spent a lot of time near the front gate to remind beings that they were welcome behind these walls now.

There weren’t a lot of beings attending classes despite that, but Flor seemed hopeful that would change.

“Flor, are you blaming him for their attitude problems?” Mishi asked in disbelief, although she might have been teasing. Clematis didn’t know her well enough to say for sure.

Either way, Flor just scoffed without taking his attention from Clematis. Recently Flor’s already sharp gaze had grown more intense. “No. But he’s a fairy, which means he can see intentions. Which is why I don’t understand why he would go after those—” Flor took a deep breath. “Forget it.” Flor was young, younger than Clematis by at least a decade, but sometimes he almost seemed to have wisdom beyond that.

Clematis felt a tremor in his stomach, but then the moment was over.

Flor sighed heavily. “Come on, then.” He rolled his wrist to beckon Clematis forward, making sure Clematis was sandwiched between him and Mishi as they walked to the grassy spot beneath a cherry tree where the MCC had a table—close enough to keep an eye on the hateful humans but not near enough to have to listen to them.

Clematis hadn’t asked for an escort or to sit with them, but he never did. He left them at the table and flopped onto his back on the grass. The sun beat down warmly on him but wasn’t in his face. He looked up at the branches and released a long, shaking breath.

Someone sparkling brightly sat cross-legged next to him.

Clematis slid a look to the deep tan skin of Flor’s bare knee and then lifted his hand to feel the fragile pop of Flor’s glitter winking out of existence as it landed on his palm.

Flor snorted. “I don’t get you.”

“There’s nothing to get,” Clematis answered evenly, curling his fingers through the air and the steady fall of Flor’s sparkle. Flor always had so much. “I don’t get you. Why don’t you go hang out with that ginger werewolf?”

“Ginger werewo—you mean Kirkpatrick’s group?” Flor sounded like he was scowling. “You know T. Kirkpatrick’s werewolves’ rights group, while supportive of other beings, is about werewolves, right? Also that just because they have a chapter in Madera doesn’t mean he is on this campus personally?”

“Too bad. He’s hot.” Clematis shrugged. He rolled his hand, creating currents that made Flor’s glitter swirl. “Those pictures he did—”

“With his mate,” Flor bit out.

Clematis shrugged again. “Some weres don’t mind sharing.”

“Since when do you go after weres, anyway?” Flor asked, then instantly changed his mind. “Ugh. Don’t tell me. And I’m not over there because while I believe in werewolf rights, I’m here for everyone who wants an education. More beings should be in places like this so our voices aren’t drowned out. David says so much valuable insight is lost without us here.”

Clematis moved his head to stare up at the branches again. “What will you do when one of those humans finally decides they aren’t afraid of one fairy and Mishi or one of the others isn’t with you?”

Flor moved, briefly blocking out the sun and the branches to peer down into his face. “Hurt and then heal,” he said matter-of-factly, but with a suspicious squint. “Curse them? I don’t know.”

“You aren’t old enough or strong enough for curses,” Clematis pointed out with Flor’s sparkle pinging against his chest and shoulders and tickling across his lips.

Flor sat back and took his dark gold with him. “Considering how you act, I didn’t think you worried about stuff like that.”

“There is always pushback when we ask for things,” Clematis whispered and wondered if Flor’s dark gaze was fixed on him again.

“I’m not asking for anything.” Flor’s voice was firm. “I’m standing for something.”

Clematis frowned at the sky. “You know what happens when you do that.”

“Yeah,” Mishi cut in from the table. “I’m there to stomp on anyone who gets in his way.”

Clematis kind of doubted Mishi had ever stomped on anything deliberately, despite her size and the reputation of trolls. But he lifted his head for a moment to study her, from her short pink hair to her chipped pink nails to the Sailor Moon T-shirt. Her skin was browns and yellows, and her shine colors were a blushing sort of lavender—gentle and harmless. “Humans don’t mess around. He won’t see it, but you should.”

“Shut up.” Flor sprinkled a handful of grass over Clematis’s face, making him sputter.

Mishi coughed as if she wanted to laugh. “You didn’t seem that antihuman a few minutes ago.”

Clematis wiped his face, then flicked a few blades of grass back at Flor. “That was just me.”

Flor bent over to peer down at him again. “What does that even mean?” He shook his head. “You’re so weird.”

“You’re both weird,” Mishi commented. “I’m still not used to seeing you be friendly to each other.”

Flor made a complicated sound, like a groan and a whine and a muffled protest all together.

Clematis closed his eyes. “Flor just likes rescuing people.”

“You’re an asshole.” Flor huffed. “And if I’d known you needed this much rescuing, I would have left you at that party.”

“What party?” Mishi asked.

Flor noticeably hesitated. “The, uh, one I told you about.” Clematis opened his eyes. Flor was rubbing his thumb over his bare knee, making agitated little circles. “The one where I finally talked to David.”

“Oh,” Mishi said, as if she knew all about that. Everyone seemed to know how much Flor loved David, even nonfairies who couldn’t see it the way Clematis could. Probably from the pride in Flor’s voice whenever he said David’s name. Mishi glanced to Clematis again. “I didn’t realize Clematis was there when that happened.”

“I wasn’t.” Clematis plucked some more grass and let it fall over Flor’s skin. The agitated circles stopped. “I don’t know what he’s talking about.” But he could guess. The only thing that ever shook up Flor was David and how much David shined for Tulip. That day, Flor had been smiling and glittery but also shaky and distracted. Tulip and David had been at that party too, happy and glowing with each other.

Clematis had realized too late that Flor must have handed over David to Tulip—a phrase David would probably object to, but David didn’t know fairy politics as well as he thought he did. Fairies took care of the people they loved, and as David’s best friend, Flor had done that for David. He was in love with David too, the same way David was in love with him, but Clematis had learned early on that neither Flor nor David talked about that.

Anyway, David was with Tulip now, so Flor must have approved of that and let him go. Clematis just hadn’t realized at the time that Flor had done it at that party.

“Clematis was trying to sneak out the front door and clearly couldn’t handle trying to get a ride on his own.” Flor snorted. “He kept muttering about Tulip and the dragon at the party—oh, there was a dragon at the party, Mish—and when I actually tried to talk to him for once, he said I wouldn’t understand. But he wouldn’t leave my side either.”

Clematis put a hand to his chest. “You’re exaggerating,” he insisted, although he wasn’t sure what he’d been like after he’d stumbled away from Tulip. He’d been bad enough to make Flor feel sorry for him, which said a lot, since until that moment, Flor hadn’t been able to stand him.

“Wow. Didn’t know you were scared of dragons.” Mishi probably thought she was being comforting.

“Are you offering to protect me?” Clematis raised himself up onto his elbows to bat his eyelashes at her.

Mishi’s eyes went wide.

Flor turned sharply toward Clematis, then sighed. Loudly.

“According to Flor, I need a rescuer,” Clematis went on in a low, sweet voice. “Want to be my knight, Mishi?”

“Knock it off.” Flor got to his feet and floated to the table and the cooler beneath it, muttering as he went. “For fuck’s sake. Should just get him a were to screw around with, and then maybe he would learn some sense.”

“Why are you flirting with me?” Mishi shook her head and ignored Flor’s grumbling. “You’ve never flirted with me before.”

“Well, you don’t like men.” Clematis shrugged.

“And there’s the shrug!” Flor complained in the background.

Mishi leaned forward a little. “How do you know that? And that still didn’t answer my question.”

“You’ve never admired me. Not like that. Not like most people do. Even people who don’t want to usually stare at me sooner or later.” Clematis sat all the way up and dusted off his work shirt. “Only people who exclusively like women or who don’t like anyone don’t admire me.” He paused. “And I did it because it made your colors go all embarrassed and cute, and it annoys Flor when I flirt with his friends.”

“Wonder why that could be,” Flor shot back. “And not everyone admires you.”

“I know.” Clematis studied the curve of Flor’s wings, then made himself look at Mishi and smile. “I said ‘most people.’”

“He did say that,” she agreed, while giving him a funny look.

“Ugh,” Flor announced and walked—marched, really—back to the grass carrying two bottles of soda. He curled up with his legs crossed and plopped a bottle on the ground between them. He popped the top on the one in his hands. “That’s for you,” he explained before taking a sip.

The Wilson’s Old-Fashioned line of soft drinks had a lot of flavors, but Flor loved the cream soda the most.

Clematis was tired from the events of the day and no meals for hours. All fairies seemed hungry all the time, a consequence of fast healing and metabolism, which was why most of them snacked constantly, like birds. But he couldn’t eat at work without drawing attention to himself, so he’d sort of gotten used to waiting until he got home. Despite that, he shook his head.

“Thanks,” he said softly. “I know that’s your favorite, but I’ll get a coffee soon.”

He tipped his head back up to the sun and closed his eyes, so he missed whatever expression went with Flor’s annoyed scoff. “You have this kind in your fridge!”

“Because you like it,” Clematis explained absently, absorbing all the warmth he could get.

The silence after that went on long enough that Clematis finally opened his eyes. Flor had red sunspots around him until Clematis blinked.

Flor took an extremely disgruntled sip of his soda, then tapped his knee. “You like coffee? Why didn’t I know that?”

“Because you don’t like me.” Clematis shrugged again so Mishi would stop frowning at the two of them.

“I thought you were friends now.” She paused. “Even I know Clem drinks flavored lattes and iced things.”

“I—” Flor drew his thin eyebrows together, then lifted them. “I’ve had other things on my mind.”

“Haven’t you known each other for years?” Mishi stared hard at Flor, who stared hard back at her, communicating silently in that way that close friends sometimes did, or so Clematis had been led to believe.

“I suppose I should go,” Clematis said abruptly and shivered although he was still in the sun.

“What? Where?” Flor swung around to study him curiously. The intense stare was nowhere to be seen. Clematis wasn’t sure Flor even knew he did it when it happened. Flor was growing into his magic a lot earlier than many fairies did. But Flor was stronger and wiser than most fairies his age. “I’m not sure you can be trusted to leave the way you came in without causing a riot.” Flor stopped with the bottle at his lips. “Where were you going, anyway?”

“I like to walk around the campus sometimes.” Clematis ran his fingertips through the condensation on the bottle next to him.

“The garden around the president’s house is really pretty,” Mishi offered.

Clematis smiled. “Yeah. There’s also a bench in the northwest corner near the freshman dorms with a little footbridge over a pond. They have cherry trees there too. It’s nice in the spring.”

Flor shut his mouth, opened it, then looked away. “You like gardens? I meant, why are you dressed like that if you aren’t still at work?”

Flor was barefoot and wearing only a pair of hot pink shorts. He’d soaked up so much summer sun that his skin was a few shades darker than it was in the winter. A couple of freckles dotted his cheekbones.

Clematis tugged at the T-shirt he hadn’t bothered to remove before, and couldn’t now or risk losing it. “I was at work earlier. I have to be dressed there. And I don’t want to lose these and have to replace them.” Flor worked in a nursery and also did odd gardening jobs. He could wear whatever he wanted.

“Is that why... oh, sorry. Never mind.” Mishi coughed. “It’s just... you aren’t sparkling very much, if it’s not rude to say.”

“She’s right, you know.” Flor nudged the bottle toward Clematis. “Drink.” He held Clematis’s gaze until Clematis picked up the bottle, then briefly looked smug when Clematis opened it and had a sip. “Did something bad happen today?”

Clematis wrinkled his nose at the carbonation but had another drink. His skin was hot. Flor was watching, his wings opening and closing like a sunning butterfly. Clematis took another drink and looked down when Flor smiled in approval.

Clematis wouldn’t say his day was bad, although since Mr. Harbaugh had been hired, he hadn’t had many good days either. “It was a pretty normal day. I—” He rubbed his nose and wet his sticky-sweet lips. “—took a driving test.”

“What?” Flor’s wings sent blades of grass in all directions. “You took a driving test? For a license? They let you? Did you pass?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“It’s not a big deal.” Clematis glanced over. Flor’s eyes were huge. “I did okay,” he continued hesitantly, not sure why Flor was looking at him like that. “I was good enough to pass.”

“Good enough!” Flor sighed skyward before gesturing at him. He splashed soda on his hand and barely noticed. “Good enough, he says, like humans don’t do their best to make sure we can’t drive! That’s not good; that’s amazing!”

“Amazing?” Clematis echoed quietly, his mouth dry.

Flor stared at him with this surprised, slightly goofy smile. He kept shaking his head. “No big deal? You just did what one fairy in a hundred does.”

“Oh.” Clematis stared into the depths of Flor’s eyes until his own eyes were burning. That smile was still there. “It wasn’t anything. They said I was good enough for a fairy.”

Flor’s scowl was immediate and familiar. “And you let them? ‘Good enough for a fairy.’ What kind of bullshit is that?”

“Flor,” Mishi tried to interrupt.

“They’re always insulting us.” Clematis took another drink of soda he didn’t want, but his mouth stayed dry. Amazing kept running through his mind.

“Well, they shouldn’t,” Flor insisted and slid his hand under the bottle Clematis was holding and pushed it up. “Drink! Drink, and I’ll buy you a coffee.” His voice was light, but he was serious now, leaning closer and keeping his wings still. “You got a driver’s license today, Clematis. We should celebrate.”

His glitter was so plentiful it was nearly blinding. Every pop sent a ticklish shiver down Clematis’s spine. “Yeah?” he asked, voice a whisper.

Mishi coughed. “Please don’t blow each other in front of me.”

Flor snorted as he pulled away. “Yeah, that’s going to happen,” he said sarcastically, then sprang to his feet. He put his empty bottle in the paper bag the MCC members used for their trash and recycling, then patted his shorts as if anything could possibly be hidden in them. “Have you seen my phone, Mish? Ah!” He grabbed it off the table, then shot a dark look over to Clematis. “I said drink it! If a fairy could faint, you probably would right now.”

Fairies could faint if they were starved long enough or continually injured enough that they couldn’t heal quickly. But Flor likely knew that and was being dramatic. Clematis didn’t have a lot of glitter. It wasn’t a big deal.

Clematis stared at his cream soda instead of Flor bustling around the table, straightening up sticker piles and little information cards, all while texting people. Flor tended to be bossy, and somehow trolls and demons and all manner of shifters listened to him or shuffled out of his way.

Flor didn’t even seem to notice.

“What’s he so cranky about?” Tarō wondered lazily, barely disturbing a single blade of grass as he sat down at Clematis’s left. Clematis glimpsed some truly distasteful basketball shorts and an appealingly tight tank top, and of course the vivid arcs of silver that flashed through the air around Tarō that most humans would never see. Tarō’s medium-length dark hair was up in a loose ponytail with strands down around his ears and the curve of his neck.

Behind him, visible to Clematis but probably not to too many others, was the faintest outline of a fox’s tail. Just one.

“He wants me to drink this,” Clematis told him, bringing a slash of a smile to Tarō’s narrow, pretty face.

“But you were saving it for me?” Tarō asked with a wink.

Flor groaned in the distance. “I was going to buy that idiot a coffee to celebrate, but I guess I can just go home.”

“Seriously, are you sure you’re friends?” Mishi broke in.

Clematis tipped up the bottle and finished the soda in one go, to Tarō’s absolute delight. “Clem, I miss that mouth of yours.”

“You’ve never had it.” Clematis paused. “That I remember.” His younger years in Los Cerros were a bit of a blur, which probably meant he was getting old. It happened to everyone, even fairies. Soon, he’d be forty.

“Nope.” Tarō sighed. “But I miss it anyway.”

“Well, I can’t now.” Clematis gestured in front of him. “Flor wants to buy me a coffee.”

Tarō threw back his head and laughed. Mishi scrubbed her face as if embarrassed.

“You try to do something nice and suddenly you’re a cockblocker.” Flor sighed to the sky.

“You’re not a cockblocker.” Clematis got to his feet and lamented that he had shoes on and couldn’t feel the grass between his toes. “Tarō doesn’t mean it. He never does. I finished it.” He held out the bottle for inspection.

Flor looked up from his phone. “Your glitter isn’t any better,” he observed critically, his eyes very dark. “Let’s go.”

“But the table?” Clematis let Flor take the empty bottle from him and put it in the paper bag.

“Tarō is here to relieve me. My shift is over.” Flor tossed his head. He really was in a mood. But Tarō had known him for years and years, so it was no surprise he’d seen it first. “Mishi, have you seen my—”

“Your bag is under the table.” Clematis rubbed his nose, something turning and tight in his stomach like nerves. Flor forgot his mood enough to smile thanks at him, then grabbed his bag and slung it over his shoulder. Clematis decided he must be hungrier than he thought and hurried after Flor when Flor began to walk. He barely remembered to wave to the others. Clematis didn’t bother.

“There’s a little café up University Avenue if you want to go back out the main gate,” Flor suggested. Clematis knew that café well. It was more of a bakery than a coffee shop. “Or, if you don’t,” Flor continued, knowing somehow that Clematis did not want to go in that direction, “we can take the south entrance, stop at Starby’s, get you something with drizzle. You got a license today, Clematis. Dude. I would be screaming.”

“Maybe... when I have more practice, I could help teach you?” Clematis licked soda from his lips and stared over at the building for the history and anthropology departments. “Then you could have one too.”

Flor stopped, then skipped fluidly back into motion. “David would probably teach me if I asked.”

“Yeah,” Clematis agreed instantly. “Yeah, of course.”

“I don’t own a car, though, so I don’t need to,” Flor went on. “So which way is it for the coffee?”

They were already heading south, not that Clematis minded.

“This is fine.” Clematis swept a look around the immediate area, but no hateful humans seemed nearby. A few paused to stare at Flor, but Flor filled out his shorts very well, so that was understandable.

Clematis pulled his gaze up as Flor mumbled under his breath. Then Flor turned to study him. He’d done that a lot in the past two months, as if every time he spent time with Clematis, he saw something that would baffle him. “I can be bossy,” Flor admitted, scrunching up his face. “It’s okay to tell me no.”

“It’s sensible to go this way.” Clematis shrugged just to watch Flor’s eyes narrow. “And everyone knows you’re bossy, Flor. It’s not a secret.”

“Ass,” Flor groused at him, then turned back around. “What’s your favorite coffee drink?”

“You don’t have to get me one.” Clematis looked down in time to catch Flor’s sideways glance. “I have stuff at home.”

“Ugh,” Flor said, but with a smile this time.

––––––––
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CLEMATIS GOT AN EXTRA-large sweet cinnamon blended coffee with whipped cream while Flor excitedly told a very confused human barista about Clematis’s new driver’s license. He sipped it slowly after they left the coffee shop and was still working on it as they crossed the street and walked a few blocks.

“I just get mad when people don’t seem to realize how hard it is for us to do the things they get to do so easily.” Flor ate candied orange slices with vicious little bites. “It’s like how they treat any fairy who tries to go to school.”

“Someday, some fairy will do it and actually graduate. Probably Frangi.” Clematis pulled out his straw to lick up the whipped cream.

“Why not you?” Flor demanded, turning his head to look at him, then blinking and turning away. “Why not go as far as David? You take classes.”

“Not officially.” Clematis popped the straw back in to drink some more. “I don’t have the grades or the money. It would have to be a really smart fairy anyway.” Someone like Tulip, but Clematis didn’t want to even say the name.

He glanced behind him, just in case. But of course, Tulip wasn’t there. Tulip was back in his apartment, probably, with David, probably, which was why Flor was with Clematis and at his own apartment, which was in the same building, or with his real friends, who mostly also lived there.

Flor harrumphed grumpily and had another orange slice. He had now gone blocks out of his way and showed no sign that he was going to turn and head home, or off to see whoever he was currently sleeping with, or dating, or whatever. Clematis was pretty sure Flor was fucking the troll who ran the library where Tulip volunteered, but that was yet another subject he wasn’t going to bring up. Despite what Stephanie said, he did know when to be quiet without being told.

Sometimes.

“So, that party was the day you gave him up?” Clematis asked stupidly. Flor stopped floating and dropped to his feet. His shoulders were drawn. His smile was a ghost of a thing. Clematis hated it as much as a fairy could hate anything. “No, I mean, I just meant—I didn’t know that. I thought it was before. On the first day of spring, I saw them, um, out in the park. And David had a flower crown.” A very old fairy tradition that a lot of fairies didn’t do anymore. But Tulip had sat next to David beneath a tree and woven him a crown announcing his intentions, and then kissed him and sat in his lap and all but fucked him, which was a huge deal because David wasn’t prudish like most humans, but he was shy—private. Stephanie said David was private, not shy.

That was probably true. David had been very open about his desires once he and Clematis were alone.

“It explains some things,” Clematis finished, with Flor still silent. Like why Tulip had reacted so dramatically when Clematis had suggested he share David.

Clematis thought of how the air around Tulip had filled with swirling, furious glitter, how he could still hear Tulip’s voice as Tulip cursed him.

He shoved the memory away. “I’ve got some dried pineapple and mango,” he said, glancing over until he could see some of the tension leave Flor.

“I like mango.” Flor was quiet.

Clematis nodded. “I know.” He ignored Flor’s sharp look up. He turned another corner, then pushed open the wooden fence that was the back entrance to his building. Humans all lived in the two upper floors, but the ground floor had his small place, and then Mrs. Galarza’s apartment, as well as the laundry room.

He kept his key on a chain around his wrist some days, although today it was in his pocket since he’d known he’d be wearing clothes for a while.

“Are the puppies home?” Flor skipped ahead of him to cross the yard. The two fluffy dogs immediately appeared in Mrs. Galarza’s living room window, sitting on the back of her couch. They barked ferociously for all of five seconds, then started wagging their tails and pressed their noses to the glass. Flor pressed his nose to the glass in front of them. “Hey, babies!”

Clematis exhaled slowly and waved to Mrs. Galarza when he noticed her in the background. She had her eyebrows raised at Flor. Not that she disapproved of Clematis bringing anyone home, it was just that he didn’t, and she knew he and Flor weren’t like that, and also she didn’t want Flor fogging up her window.

“Come on, loser.” Clematis reached his apartment and went inside, leaving his door open and hoping Flor wouldn’t notice he’d forgotten to lock it again. He doubted Flor was much better, anyway. He put the melted remains of his blended coffee by his kitchen sink and opened a window, although his apartment was never in the sun and never got that hot.

Flor trailed after him and closed the door. “I’d like to get a dog someday. Maybe if I ever get a place that isn’t an apartment. But—” He stifled the thought there, as many fairies did. In a city like Los Cerros, with a longer being presence, small neighborhoods existed full of houses fairies could afford. But most fairies didn’t work at jobs that paid well and had to live in the areas deemed acceptable for people like them. Which was why so many fairies and a few elves lived in Flor’s building.

Flor’s family was out in the suburbs somewhere. Maybe he wanted to move back there someday, although Clematis couldn’t imagine him mowing a lawn or whatever suburban people did.

He could imagine Flor with a dog, though. And cats and fish and possibly a lizard. “Don’t you already have enough to take care of?” Clematis asked anyway, because a pissy Flor was better than a wistful Flor dreaming about building a bower and having a family and some human to share it with. Flor was only twenty-something. He might be mature in a lot of ways, but he had years, decades, to wait to settle down. He shouldn’t ache for it like some older fairy. “Your apartment is wall-to-wall plants.”

“Speaking of.” Flor’s tone brightened as he hopped away from the door, abandoned his bag, and threw himself dramatically onto Clematis’s couch. The couch was secondhand, with pale green stripes that didn’t suit Flor’s complexion or his pink shorts. But something like that probably would never occur to Flor as something to give a shit about. “How do you live without a single plant in the house?” Flor gestured emphatically around the small apartment. “Not even a cactus!”

He said something like that every time he came over.

“I don’t get any direct sunlight here,” Clematis answered, like always.

“And I said I could get you something that doesn’t need it,” Flor countered with a little huff.

“And I....” Clematis took a moment to tug off his shirt and kick off his shoes. “I don’t know any of that stuff,” he finished as he took his shoes and lined them up by the door so he wouldn’t lose or forget them. “I’ve only ever lived in cities.”

“House plants,” Flor said with finality. “You need some.”

Clematis considered him as he went around his tiny living room, picking up garbage or clothes he hadn’t taken care of the night before. “You’d have to tell me what to do,” he allowed at last and went into the kitchen area before he could see Flor’s immediate reaction.

“Really?” Flor sat up on his knees. “Oh man. I have to think about it. Everybody always wants cut flowers. Nobody ever wants a live plant. Begonias? Oxalis? African violets? A heartleaf philodendron? Hmm. Wait, you really want a plant?”

Clematis walked over to hand him a bag of dried mango, which Flor dug into with a hungry, satisfied sound, only to stop with his first piece in his hand. “You need to eat too.” He held the piece out, frowning in a way that shouldn’t have been fierce but was, so Clematis sighed and took it.

“I was getting myself something next.” As he said it, Clematis went over to grab a pink apple from the basket by the fridge.

Flor made a face. “That isn’t enough, and you know it.”

“It was cheaper to get a whole bag of these from the market than a candied one.” Clematis had a bite while he grabbed a few more things and settled on the other side of the couch.
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