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	To those who need a reminder: your life is yours, no one else’s.


	[image: a small illustration of white wings.]




1


	Blood
[image: chapter image of a white feather.]


	 


	Dawn’s light pushed across the hilltop and shined through Asher’s window as a brushstroke of brilliant gold, except that wasn’t what jolted him awake. 


	It was the sudden, excruciating pain. 


	Starting at his shoulder blades, it followed what had been a dull ache the night before, but was now white-hot, like a knife being dragged through. It quickly eclipsed his entire back, like his skin wanted to split open to free what was inside.


	Not here. Not in his room.


	Asher swung his legs over the edge of the bed and stood so fast, the room spun. The muscles in his back spasmed, something within making room for itself, and he lurched forward. He caught himself on the doorframe and afforded himself a moment to reorient. A moment for a deep breath. The pain was so bad, he wanted to retch it out, but he couldn’t. Not until he got to the bathroom. Just two doors down. He could keep it together until then. 


	He just worried his back wouldn’t.


	The hallway darkened between blinks, black spots from the pain threatening to take over. He thought it would happen, that he’d pass out, but then his bare feet touched the cool tiles of the bathroom. He blinked and met his panicked expression in the mirror. He exhaled.


	He’d made it.


	Pressure built at once, like permission finally given, then released just as fast as the skin across his shoulder blades split open.


	Blood splattered across the bathroom—the walls, the seashell decorations Judith had hung up, the bathtub, the seaside curtain holding on from summer, the mirror—everything. Asher’s legs folded underneath him, numb, and he caught himself on the sink.


	That’s the worst of it, he told himself, mouthing the words when his voice failed. Both Raum and Amy had warned him that the pain literally felt like it exploded until the wings were free. So, this was typical. 


	Except, had there been this much blood when their wings sprouted? The blood’s sticky warmth trickled down Asher’s back and pooled around the rim of his sleeping pants. Slid down the walls and mirror it’d splattered across like a horror movie.


	Asher’s mind was too numb with pain to remember clearly, but he knew one thing for sure: neither Raum nor Amy had screamed. Asher must have; his throat was raw. 


	Judith’s voice carried through the house as her steps thundered up the stairs. Addam’s heavier ones followed just as fast. They’d know. Asher nodded to himself, delirious. They’d tell him if this was normal. 


	Asher forced a shaky smile on his lips and lifted his eyes to catch himself in the mirror, so he could see his wings. Three years late, but this pain meant they were here. 


	The smile fled immediately.


	White wings had sprouted from his back, each feather coated in his blood. Much more formed than they should have been. His mind emptied of everything he was going to say as Judith and Addam came in. Their forms were blurry in the mirror, from his pain or tears, Asher couldn’t say. The strength left his arms and he slipped. Darkness encroached and he let it have him this time.


	“Angel wings,” he exhaled and passed out.
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	Foundlings were parentless children who sometimes appeared on doorsteps. Every country, county, and city had them. Sometimes with generations between appearances. Origin stories ranged from something more mundane to the more supernatural, but there was no concrete proof where exactly foundlings came from. The only way everyone knew they were not normal children simply abandoned shortly after birth were their peculiar purple tongues. It marked them different from other children.


	Instead of burdening unlucky individuals (there was no rhyme or reason as to who were gifted the children), the problem of foundlings became a government issue. Most cities created foundling houses and employed house parents to raise the children as though they were normal. At least until their sixteenth year, because by then, every foundling grew wings. Either full of feathers like birds, or with the soft velvety texture akin to bats.


	Most of the time, anyway. Rarely a year earlier, but sometimes a year later. Except Asher.


	Three years and some months had gone by since his sixteenth birthday and each one had ended without his wings. He’d begun to think he’d never grow them, despite x-rays showing them beneath his skin. Unfortunately, doctors weren’t allowed to extract them with surgery. There was still too much unknown about the wings, so no one wanted to chance forcing them out. Some superstitious bullshit. 


	So, Asher had waited. And waited. And then waited some more.


	He’d hated it. He’d grown up with two other foundlings—Raum and Amy—and they’d gotten their wings at sixteen and had long since left the foundling house for what was deemed as their calling. Then there was another flock of much younger foundlings, a quartet. He’d worried even they’d get wings before he did.


	They didn’t, as it turned out. 


	Finally, he had his wings. He should have been doing cartwheels. Throwing a party. Eating fucking cake or something, but there wasn’t any fanfare.


	When he finally regained consciousness—sometime around noon—all he got was pain. It felt like knives pressing into his shoulder blades before it spiderwebbed down the length of his spine. The weight of the wings made his skin stretch and burn. 


	He was laid out in bed, drenched in a fevered sweat, and begged to pass out again. Waking up wasn’t worth this. Fuck getting wings. It wasn’t supposed to hurt this much, was it?


	Voices drifted inside from the hallway.


	“It’s because we waited,” Addam argued. He was the house father, a stoic but kind man. Asher liked him. He’d let Asher vent and vent and vent, and simply nod in understanding.


	“I know,” Judith replied, her voice tight. She was the house mother. She dealt with all the governmental bullshit. “I know,” she repeated.


	They must have often had this argument out of earshot. Each time, it reached the conclusion of inaction. Asher’s wings shouldn’t have taken three years to breach. They’d clearly been growing underneath the skin given how heavy they felt now. Judith had a background in medicine, she could have extracted the wings herself. Except she’d insisted they wait like they were supposed to. Everything was by the book with her and, more than ever, Asher hated it.


	There had to be stitches along his shoulder blades. Asher couldn’t look, but the way his skin burned? Definitely felt like stitches. He had some delirious memory of waking up in the midst of Judith doing them, but he wasn’t sure if that was a nightmare born from the pain or if it’d actually happened. He wanted to ask Judith about it later, although he doubted she’d give him the truth if she thought it’d be too traumatizing. 


	What bothered Asher the most beyond the pain, however, was that they were worried. Asher wanted to raise his voice and tell them he was okay (even though he doubted he was), but all that came out was a pained breath. 


	Addam responded quickly, coming inside just as Asher’s vision became spotty and blurry. Then there were pain pills and water and Asher gave into the darkness crawling across his vision, just so the world would stop hurting.


	He came to sometime later in the afternoon when Addam was checking his temperature. At least Asher was still at home. He’d thought it’d have been the hospital next. Not that the hospital would touch foundlings under normal circumstances (always touting the same superstitious bullshit). The pain was considerably less upon this awakening. Maybe the painkillers were finally doing their job.


	“How are you feeling?” Addam asked, pressing his hand against Asher’s cheek and then the other.


	“Like I got run over,” Asher grumbled and quickly added before Addam could frown, “but a little better.”


	He’d hoped to see a betrayal of emotion from his house father, see how bad this really was, but like always, Addam remained stoic. It was cool, most of the time, but right now, annoying. Judith was the more outwardly emotional one in their marriage and while she was just as calm and collected most of the time, she wore her emotions on her sleeve.


	They’d been married for years, but had no plans for biological children. Addam had told Asher once he and Judith always wanted to take care of the children who didn’t have parents. That led them to being in charge of the foundling house when the couple before them had grown too old to keep up. The trio Asher was part of had been Judith’s and Addam’s second set of foundlings. The first had been more spread-out with their ages and had already left by the time Asher had formed real memories. 


	According to Judith, Raum and Amy had come together from the same frazzled bachelor who had no idea what to do with them. Asher came a few years later, a toddler by the time the young woman he’d been given to couldn’t take care of him anymore. She’d visited a few times after giving him up, like she wanted to make sure he'd do okay without her, but Asher hardly remembered her now. 


	“Is this normal?” Asher finally asked, afraid of the answer. Addam had moved on to looking at his wings. A cold chill touched them from an unseen washcloth. Must have been cleaning them again. “D-Did you have to do this for Amy, too?”


	Amy had feathered wings like him and they were what people had colloquially dubbed as angel wings. Raum, on the other hand, had the bat wings and thus called a devil wing. The names came from the more religiously minded folk and it varied in different countries, but most people here used the terms regardless of their religious affiliation because it was easier. The connotation was always problematic, however. Unfortunately, the city fully leaned into it. 


	Angels were good, devils were bad.


	Asher tried not to think about it. Not right now. Not while he was delirious still.


	In any case, Asher was sure neither Amy nor Raum had been this bad; although maybe his excitement that they’d gotten their wings at all made him forget.


	Addam didn’t answer. He just washed Asher’s feathers. His hands were gentle as he manipulated Asher’s wings. They were incredibly sensitive to the touch, but it wasn’t long before the pain melted into something Asher distantly realized was pleasure. Deft hands moved across the joints of his wings, gently but firmly holding them still. It made Asher shiver. He hadn’t realized how good it’d feel to have someone touch his wings like that.


	On second thought, he should have known. Raum was always very vocal about it when Asher manipulated his wings. Quickest way to turn him on. Asher had honestly thought it was a devil wing thing, though. Amy certainly hadn’t mentioned anything like that. Then again, Raum was Asher’s boyfriend. He’d probably be way more forthright with that kind of information than Amy.


	Right now, though, with the source of the pleasure being Addam, the foundling house father? Embarrassing. Asher was just glad he was lying on his stomach and nothing gave him away. He hid his face into the pillow and tried not thinking about it. It sure beat pain, at least.


	Addam didn’t comment, thank god, and continued working diligently until he was satisfied with the state of Asher’s feathers.


	“There,” he said when he finished. He wrung out the washcloth in the basin and Asher glanced over. The water was tinged with red ribbons. “A little more white, this time.”


	Asher hid the scowl twisting his lips and pressed his face into the pillow again. He didn’t want to think about his wings. Not yet. Not ever. He just wanted to be happy that they were out. 


	Addam gently squeezed Asher’s shoulder. “It’ll be okay.”


	After he left, Asher eased out a soft sigh and turned his head so he could see outside his window. The sun had come and gone, leaving a deep violet to peel across the sky.


	Asher had angel wings. And, if that wasn’t all, his feathers were white. Some pure shade of fucking white from what little he’d gleaned from quick glances. Someone would look way too much into that, even though it didn’t mean anything.


	Except having feathers at all meant everything he’d planned would change.


	X-rays had only ever shown their shape. Nothing about feathers. No one knew what wings a foundling would get, but people liked to say you could guess by how the foundling acted. 


	Between Asher delighting in making trouble, his stubbornness, and how he eschewed rules if he could have fun, everyone—even himself—pegged him as a devil wing. He wasn’t straightlaced like Amy, after all. She was the prime example of what everyone thought angel wings should be. Rule-abiding, a good listener, and kind to a fault. Raum, on the other hand, had liked making trouble with Asher, was always a willing participant in mayhem, and time and time again, was up and down with Asher in the city until dawn to find trouble for the hell of it. Devil wings made sense for Raum. It should have for Asher, too.


	So why did he get angel wings?


	The question made the pain worse. All his plans had hinged on him being a devil wing. They weren’t doable as an angel wing. So much more bullshit came with having fucking feathers, for some reason. People expected shit from you. 


	Just acknowledging it made the pain flare hotter. He wanted to scream in frustration, but he needed to show Addam and Judith he was doing better so they didn’t worry. He muffled the sound into his pillow, wishing everything was different. 


	Days blurred together as Asher waited for his back to recover. All he wanted to do was drag himself to the house phone and call Raum, but he couldn’t stand long enough to dial the number. He needed help getting to the bathroom; he didn’t want to have either Judith or Addam having to linger while he talked to Raum. Besides, his boyfriend probably already knew what kind of wings he had. Judith would have told him and she also would have told him not to come by until Asher was completely healed. Asher wished Raum hadn’t listened to her. Just to give the days blurred with pain some meaning.


	It was a week before the pain and fevers finally broke. When Asher pulled himself out of some delirium induced sleep, it was past midnight, leaving his room once again in soft violets. Weak bursts of orange glowed from the fairy lights Addam had left on. Amy had wrapped them around Asher’s headboard when he was ten and afraid of the dark. They’d been brighter back then. Now, they were but dim stars. One day, they’d die. Asher would probably leave them up anyway.


	Asher thought about rising to eat something beyond the breakfast shakes and oatmeal Addam had been bringing for him, but putting pressure on his arms made him want to cry. So much for less pain.


	He collapsed on his bed again and seethed. The breeze from the window fluttered across his back, and thankfully, felt nice. Cooled the fevered sheen of sweat left behind Late autumn air whisked itself through his room, smelling of crisp leaves and the bonfire Addam must have had going earlier in the backyard. It was the time of year for them.


	Maybe in the morning, Asher could convince his body to be fine enough for a shower. The heat would be nice on his back. Maybe he’d even have a real meal. Go on with normalcy. Get it over with. 


	As he closed his eyes again, content with his plan, he felt weight on one side of his bed, close to the window. Then the weight pressed down near his other side, like someone was gently stepping over him as they came in through the window. Asher couldn’t have hidden the smile crossing his lips even if he’d tried.


	“Raum,” Asher breathed his name as a pleased exhale.


	Raum’s lips on his cheek made him shiver and he opened his eyes to take his fellow foundling and boyfriend in. Soft tawny skin dusted in freckles, auburn hair pulled back so its feathered strands fell down the nape of his neck, and always dressed in something befitting his job at the tattoo parlor downtown. He had a black bridge piercing, a gunmetal gray nose stud glinting in the dim light, black rings lining both ears, and a tongue ring he liked to show off. Capping it off were his brown devil wings. They really suited him.


	His wings had come at the stroke of midnight on his sixteenth birthday, like some sort of fairy tale. Asher and Raum had been cuddling, drifting off against one another, when Raum had suddenly lurched off the bed and made the same scramble to the bathroom. He’d only reached the hallway before his skin broke, releasing the wings. Asher had been quickly exiled from Raum’s room for a few days while Judith and Addam handled the aftercare, but when Asher had seen him again, Raum was proudly showing them off like they’d never hurt. They’d started pretty small, but had quickly grown to match the span of his arms. They were just big enough where Raum could wrap them around Asher if he’d wanted to.


	He hadn’t needed a week of downtime to recover. He hadn’t ruined his back with wings grown too big underneath the skin. Not like Asher.


	“Hey you,” Raum whispered, his voice a soft tenor that ran shivers up and down Asher’s entire body. 


	Raum settled on the floor beside the bed and dropped his bag in his lap. When Asher managed a little grin at him, Raum pressed a palm to Asher’s forehead. 


	“Addam’s been keeping an eye on my fever,” Asher said, leaning into Raum’s hand. “I think it finally broke.”


	“You’re a little warm. Amy and I had fevers too.” Raum traced his fingers lovingly down Asher’s face. His thumb stopped at the scar on Asher’s lip and he touched it softly, like always. 


	The scar had come from Raum by accident. He’d had his canines sharpened in the spirit of being a devil wing and had gotten overzealous. Asher didn’t mind. He liked the teeth and Raum had grown way more careful since. 


	“I meant to come by sooner,” Raum continued, “but Judith kept thwarting my attempts. I think her mom-senses finally went slack. I brought you something.”


	“Hmm?” Asher raised his eyebrows, curious.


	Raum pulled open the drawstring on his bag and Asher tried to push himself up on his elbows to look. Nope. Not happening. His wings spasmed hard, knocking the air out of him, and pain sunk deep into his back. Raum gently led him back down to the bed.


	“Easy, Ash,” he said and pressed a chaste kiss to Asher’s tattooed shoulder. It was entirely black, almost all the way to his elbow, courtesy of Raum. “Gotta rest up, remember?” 


	The next kiss pressed against the crook of Asher’s neck, where the tattoo ended, making Asher smile. Raum stopped there, but if Asher hadn’t been in so much pain, next would have been the delightful press of Raum’s teeth against his skin in the same spot. Understandably, Raum skipped that part of the game tonight.


	As Asher settled back down, a little disappointed he couldn’t reciprocate the kisses, his boyfriend took a jar from his bag. It wasn’t much bigger than Raum’s hand and was filled with a creamy mixture.


	“It’s the pain lotion Amy got from another angel wing. It should help.” Raum unscrewed the jar and tilted it toward Asher. A little lumpy, it looked like someone had put it together in their kitchen, but if it worked, it worked. The aroma of lavender and mint spilled into the room with the lid off. Asher breathed in deep, hoping the smell alone would help. 


	“It’ll be a little cold. It reminds me of menthol. Want me to rub it in?”


	“Yes, please do.” Asher breathed out. “I could go for a cigarette, actually.”


	Raum chuckled. “Stay awake, then.”


	It wasn’t hard, not when Raum left his coat and boots on the floor and crawled onto the bed to straddle Asher from behind. Obviously, he did it this way to tease Asher, but Asher wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of acknowledgment. He stayed quiet, letting Raum work, and did his best to hide his delight. 


	Pleasant shivers worked their way through his back as Raum massaged the lotion into the area where the skin had torn. His hands followed the motions Addam had made cleaning the wings, spreading the lotion across the sore joints too, and Asher’s body reacted the same. The pleasure burned much hotter this time and Asher let out an easy sigh.


	“Mhm, you like that?” Raum whispered.


	“More than I should. I liked it a little too much when Addam was washing my wings,” Asher said and tried not to shudder as the lotion cooled his skin. It was cold. “I was so glad I was on my stomach.”


	Raum cackled. “Remember that crush we both had on him as kids?”


	Asher made a face into the pillow. “Don’t remind me.”


	“Just saying. I had to deal with him washing my wings too, you know.”


	They were silent for a little bit as Raum worked. It felt heavenly as his fingers moved; he had the same precision as when he used the tattoo gun. It made Asher think of other things Raum was good at using his hands for and quickly brushed those from his thoughts. Not right now. Not with this pain.


	Raum’s fingertips ghosted Judith’s stitches. Asher’s skin burned at the touch, making him wince, and Raum retracted his hand. Asher still hadn’t seen them yet, but it must have looked ghastly enough to give even Raum pause.


	“There’s a lot of stitches,” Raum whispered.


	“That bad, huh?” Asher asked.


	“It’s neat, but you might get a scar. I can tattoo it after it heals, if you want.”


	“I’d like that.”


	Alongside the black shoulder and arm, Asher had become a willing canvas as his boyfriend learned the ins and outs of tattooing. Between them, they had sketchbooks filled with what was slowly becoming a tapestry across Asher’s skin. Many geometric shapes, wide mystical looking eye, and the occasional little sparkles. They’d been planning an intricate work for his back, trading sketches back and forth for ideas, but all of them were based on getting devil wings. The idea just wouldn’t work with angel wings.


	Raum’s lips met the back of Asher’s neck, bringing him out of his thoughts. The attention made Asher’s wings twitch. While the sudden movement stung, the kiss was worth it. He’d missed feeling Raum’s lips on him. 


	It’d been a while since the last time. Not for lack of trying, though. Raum was busy at the tattoo parlor and running errands as expected of well-behaved devil wings for extra cash. Asher was… well, more depressed than anything else waiting for his wings and hadn’t felt up to much of anything the past few months.


	“You like that, too?” Raum asked, the soft movement of his lips brushing against Asher’s skin.


	“Yes,” Asher said and hated that it came out like a whine. He closed his eyes and focused solely on how electric Raum’s touch felt. How the heat of the kisses slowly made their way downward along his spine. “If I wasn’t in so much pain, I’d say take me now. You’re making it worse.”


	Raum withdrew his hands and Asher refrained from pouting as Raum took his entire weight away. Not Asher’s intent. Before he could insist Raum could stay exactly where he’d been, Raum settled on the floor beside the bed again. He leaned his head against the mattress next to Asher’s, brown eyes twinkling in the dim light.


	“Maybe when you feel better.” Raum winked and if Asher could have lifted his arm without his entire back hurting, he would have thrown a pillow at his boyfriend. 


	Raum must have seen the attempt; he took Asher’s hand in his, always gentle, and laced their fingers together before he kissed the tattooed moons across Asher’s hand.


	And yet, his gaze flickered to the wings for a split second. A worried line worked its way into his brow. Asher tightened his fingers around Raum’s.


	“Everyone’s disappointed, aren’t they?” he whispered.


	“Hm?”


	“That I got angel wings.”


	Raum smiled sadly and folded his wings around himself so they resembled a dark cape down his back. Angel wings couldn’t do the same. 


	“I’m not. I think they’re cute. Has Amy come by yet?”


	The quick diversion didn’t go unnoticed, but Asher left it be. It shouldn’t have mattered if anyone was disappointed or not. Asher had angel wings and that was that. Everyone would just have to deal.


	“I think Judith’s keeping her away too,” Asher said and tried to shrug. All he ended up doing was wincing, pain digging deep. Raum released his hand and placed it on Asher’s back. His fingers went around it in a gentle circle, right between the wings. It felt heavenly.


	“Most of the week’s been a blur, anyway,” Asher said. “If she has, I don’t remember.”


	Raum rested his head close to Asher’s again. “Bet she’s been doing cartwheels, though. I might owe her five bucks.”


	Laughing hurt, but Asher couldn’t help it. The bet had come about because Raum and Amy got their wings within weeks of each other and assumed Asher would be next. Then he wasn’t. And wasn’t. And wasn’t for an entire three years.


	Until now.


	Raum pulled away, the absence of his hand stark, but Asher held his complaints as he watched his boyfriend take a pack of cigarettes from his bag. A godsend. They were both supposed to be quitting, but Asher didn’t care right now. If it dulled the pain, made right what felt wrong, he’d do anything at this point.


	Raum fished one out, lit it with practiced ease, and let Asher have it first. Asher shook more than he thought he would putting it to his lips, but he managed and took a deep drag. When he exhaled, he gave it back to Raum. Judith would probably lecture him about smoking inside, but it wasn’t like Asher could sit on his windowsill right now. He’d apologize later.


	The silence between them was easy. Cozy. It always was, ever since Asher and Raum first cuddled together in one of their rooms without Amy present. She was never interested in relationships or kissing, so she hadn’t minded giving them their space. 


	One summer night, one of them had kissed the other (they always argued about who’d made the first move) and ever since, they’d been in a relationship. 


	Asher had thought for sure that when Raum had gotten his wings and left the foundling house, he’d want to move on from whatever their relationship was. It would have been easy to say it was simply a product of their past and now was the time to explore other possibilities. Asher wouldn’t have blamed Raum, but Raum hadn’t. He’d continued sharing his affections with Asher. Like nothing had changed.


	Asher sometimes wondered if it should have, but he just as quickly brushed that thought away. He couldn’t imagine life without Raum at this point and, quite frankly, wouldn’t want it any other way. 


	He nudged his boyfriend gently and Raum lifted his eyebrows. “Are you staying the night?” Asher asked.


	Raum glanced at the door as he took the last drag on the cigarette. Everyone was fast asleep around them. The younger quartet of foundlings had rooms on the ground floor and were tucked in until morning. Judith and Addam’s room was near the stairs on the other side of the second floor and they were huge proponents of early to bed, early to rise. Asher’s room was on the same floor, but on the other side of the house.


	Raum nodded. “I don’t think Judith will mind, just this once.” 


	Ignoring that there had been many times Raum had sneaked inside Asher’s room late at night without anyone the wiser (at least, Asher hoped no one had known). It had been a while since the last one and while Asher was in no state for their usual activities, he was glad Raum was here.


	After foundlings got their wings, it was customary for them to leave. Judith and Addam honestly wouldn’t have minded if foundlings needed to stay for another year or two, but city officials would accuse them of either coddling the devil wings or obstructing the supposed divine right of the angel wings. 


	Besides, staying longer made it harder to leave. 


	Knowing that every foundling would leave one day, Judith did her best to make sure each one had funds and networking to help them find their footing. She acted as mediator between the city officials and angel wings to find the best place for them to do their duty, and kept money and connections to halfway houses ready to go for devil wings. Amy had lingered longer than Raum, but only because he’d already had another devil wing eager to look after him. Freedom was always Raum’s goal and he’d taken to it with ease. Amy, meanwhile, had craved structure and found it doing exactly what the city expected of her.


	Neither of them had ever truly been gone, but their visits had become infrequent. More times than Asher wanted to admit, he’d been left lonely in the foundling house. He’d never hold it against them, though. They had their own lives. He’d just wished for three years, he’d been part of them.


	“Is that a yes?” Asher asked, smiling.


	“I can’t resist that face.” Raum put out the cigarette and gave Asher his own smile. “You know that.”


	Raum leaned closer and pressed their lips together. If only Asher wasn’t in so much pain; he wanted to feel the warmth of Raum’s lips for so much longer. All over his body. Make up for lost time when they were too busy to meet up. But even as their kisses turned heavier, dragging soft sighs out of each other, Asher couldn’t keep up. The pain was reaching across his shoulders again. Boring into them. Making it so hard to just enjoy himself with his boyfriend. 


	Asher had to part first, seething. Raum was always understanding. No matter what kind of mood Asher was or wasn’t in, he had so much grace and patience. Asher had no idea what he’d done to deserve such a boyfriend.


	“Sorry,” Asher whispered anyway.


	“When you’re better.” Raum kissed his cheek. “Want me to curl up with you?”


	“God, yes, please. I can at least move over.”


	It was embarrassing that Asher needed help doing that too, but his limbs felt so weak. Raum gently moved him and squeezed in close. His shoulders had filled out since leaving the house and he’d had a small growth spurt too, so he didn’t quite fit in Asher’s bed like he used to. Asher was scrawny and short in comparison, but at least it made it all the easier for Raum to wrap him up.


	Until wings got in the way. What was once easy for Raum to wrap his wings around Asher in a kind of second hug wasn’t happening tonight. Asher winced when Raum tried, the tips of his boyfriend’s wings brushing painfully against the stitches. Raum whispered an apology as he got himself resituated. He draped one arm across Asher’s waist and slid the other one underneath the pillow instead of curling it beneath Asher to pull him closer. Raum left his wings laying off the side of the bed, but Asher missed their usual squeeze.


	“Better?” Raum asked softly.


	“Much.” Asher kissed him. “Thank you.”


	As Asher rested his head against Raum’s chest, he breathed his boyfriend in as deep as he could. The leather lingering from his riding jacket, the comforting scent of sandalwood from his cologne though faded from the day, and the smell of ink. It was all Raum. Soothing. Warm. It wrapped Asher right up, making him really believe that maybe everything would still be normal when he opened his eyes in the morning.
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	Dawn of a New Day
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	Rays of sun found Asher’s window at the break of dawn, and this time, it really felt like the dawn of a new day. The pain had lessened to a dull ache and, more importantly, Raum was there. It had grown cold overnight, but that only meant Asher could snuggle closer for warmth. He was content to close his eyes again, thoroughly enjoying this fuzzy time where he and Raum had nothing to do, but then his door opened.


	Judith sighed, loud enough for Raum to jerk awake, and the door latched shut again. 


	“All right, Raum,” she said from the hallway. “Be gentle. He’s still healing.”


	The floorboards creaked as she walked away, almost deliberately as though to make sure they both knew she hadn’t lingered outside the door. Asher bit back a laugh and Raum smothered his own against Asher’s black hair.


	“Gentle, huh?” he said and kissed the top of Asher’s head.


	Asher’s body shook with more stifled laughter and his wings twitched involuntarily in response. The motion sent pain darting through his back, but one he could deal with. He wasn’t going to let it ruin this. “Do you think she knew when we sneaked into each other’s rooms?”


	Raum cringed. “I don’t want to think about her knowing when we were fooling around.”


	Good point. Neither did Asher. He made the same face as Raum, eliciting a chuckle from him. It faded quickly and Raum cupped Asher’s chin to kiss him. Chaste and quick, not at all like the one from last night that still sent butterflies through Asher’s stomach. This one was a promise for later.


	“I have to get back.” Raum peeled himself away and Asher hid his disappointment. “Judith probably wants to talk about everything coming up anyway.”


	Asher flopped onto his pillow, sighing. “Don’t remind me.”


	“It won’t be so bad.” Raum bent over to kiss Asher’s cheek this time. The stubble lining his jaw was scratchy this early in the morning. Asher had missed it. “Call me if you want me to sneak over again, all right?”


	Asher struggled lifting his arm to wrap it around Raum’s neck to pull him closer. The pain stretched out across his shoulders, making him huff, but Raum got the picture and leaned in. Asher kissed him on the cheek. 


	“I will. When I can walk, I’ll come by to visit the shop.”


	Because after everything—all the talking, planning, and healing—Asher knew he’d need time outside the house. If only to pretend everything was normal for a little longer. It’d be even better if it became alone time with Raum. 


	Raum nodded, planting another kiss on the top of Asher’s head, and withdrew to pull on his boots and jacket. Another kiss found its way to Asher’s cheek before Raum deftly stepped over him to get back to the window. 


	Whenever he visited, Raum liked climbing through Asher’s window. Something about it being more romantic than the door. Asher indulged him, of course, and left the window unlocked every night. There was a lattice fence against the wall that neither Judith nor Addam had taken down yet and Raum took full advantage of it. Although Asher was sure if it hadn’t been there, Raum would have found a way into the shed and hauled out a ladder.


	When Raum was outside, ready to descend, he stretched his wings proudly behind him. The dawn light caught them just right, outlining them in gold.


	Show off. Asher snickered as Raum began his descent, a knowing grin on his lips. His boots clunked with each step and it was a wonder the trellis could still hold his weight. 


	“Raum!” Addam’s frustrated voice came from the back patio. His very ‘what the hell are you doing’ voice. Raum and Asher had heard it too many times as kids. “Use the door like a normal person, would you?”


	“Next time!” Raum called back and Asher imagined the way Addam shook his head in exasperation. “Promise!” 


	The rumble of Raum’s motorbike soon sang through the air, becoming a soothing rhythm as it sped off into the city waking up for the day. Raum’s bike would be lost to the sounds of traffic before long. Asher listened for it as long as he could until he had no choice but to let it go. What Asher would have given to be speeding off with him, with devil wings instead of his angel ones.


	He closed his eyes, hoping to drift off into a daydream where that was reality. It felt like no more than a second, imagining the wind through his hair and the autumn sun kissing his skin, before a knock resounded from his door. Not Judith’s; she knocked with purpose. This was softer than that.


	Asher opened an eye as his door creaked open. His fellow foundling, Amy, was peeking her head inside. 


	Well, fellow angel wing now.


	They made eye contact and it was enough of an invitation for her to let herself in. Asher didn’t mind; she was like a sister to him. In her arms was her usual basket and on her lips was a hopeful smile.


	Like Raum, she was tall and it felt like she always had been. Unlike Raum, however, she had a willowy frame that never quite filled out. Maybe it was an angel wing thing; Asher was in similar straits. Delicate with angular limbs. 


	Her brown wings brushed in behind her, the longest feathers reaching down to her fingertips. The sun always had a way of making her wings almost gold too. Her hair matched her wings, golden shimmer and all. She kept it pulled back in a high ponytail with a number of wisps always escaping despite her efforts otherwise. Her skin was pale, but splashed with freckles the same as Raum’s.


	“I see Raum already sneaked in,” Amy said, eyeing the jar of pain lotion on the nightstand. “Maybe I should have scaled the lattice, too.” 


	Imagining her climbing it made Asher snort and he covered his smile. Raum was always the athletic one of the three of them. He wasn’t sure Amy could have done it.


	She plopped herself down where Raum had sat last night, tucking her legs beneath her skirt, and by then, Asher had managed to sit up on his elbows. Not as much pain as before. Maybe the lotion was working.
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