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THE RAVEN DOOR





"OH!" SAID GRAYSEN, stepping back from the door he'd been about to knock on. "You're, um."


"I know," said the man framed in the doorway. "Younger than you expected." He was tall and slender with tousled hair the black of a raven's wing, and his skin had the soft green cast that some witches got from their connection with the earth's deepest magics. He was wearing all black, skinny jeans that showed off his legs and a faded t-shirt that looked grey next to his hair.


"And cuter," said Graysen, hands flying up to cover his mouth and his cheeks heating. "Um, I'm sorry, I'm doing this all wrong," he mumbled.


The witch looked him over, taking in his smaller form, soft build, and mousey colouring. Everything about Graysen was brown, from his eyes to his hair to his skin, a sure sign of ordinariness. He wore his newest jeans, his only trainers, a t-shirt with his university logo on it, and his messenger bag slung across his chest. The green eyes made their way back up to his face and the witch nodded. "Inside, please, you'll want tea."


"T-thank you, um, sir?" stammered Graysen, brushing awkwardly past while the witch waited to close his door. The parlour was as witchy as Graysen could have wanted, full of books and bottles, bits and bobs, with a giant black bird sleeping on a perch in one corner. The bird made Graysen think of the beautiful raven inlay decorating the front door.


"You may call me Aedan," he said, handing Graysen a small business card adorned with the same raven design.

Aedan Atherstone, Earth Witch

Fertility Spells @};- Healing @};- Potions

consider your karma before you ask for a love potion

then consider it again


"O-oh, oh dear," said Graysen softly. "A-are love potions terribly bad?" He looked up into Aedan's fine-boned features and felt a little surge of wanting, but it was washed away under a tide of despair.


"We'll discuss it over tea," said Aedan. "The card is spelled; it says what you most need to see before we do business." He bustled Graysen through the parlour and into the kitchen, where a cauldron bubbled over the fire and an ordinary tea kettle hung next to it, steam issuing from the spout. There were herbs drying in the rafters and yet more jars, bottles, tins, and boxes of things Graysen couldn't even imagine.


"I-is that a, um, a p-potion?" asked Graysen, cursing his stutter. He'd mostly conquered it years ago, but Aedan had thrown him off-balance from the moment he'd opened the door before Graysen could knock.


"It's soup," said Aedan, using a black oven mitt with a skeletal hand on it to lift the kettle and pour steamy water into a white ceramic teapot. "You can have a bowl, if you're hungry."


Graysen's stomach grumbled on cue; the dining hall was closed over break, and Graysen was rather terrible at making do with food. "Yes, please," he said, wondering if it was possible to die from embarrassment. "Thank you."


"You're quite welcome. Have a seat," Aedan said, nodding to the two-person table in one corner, surrounded by growing plants and lit from overhead. 


When Graysen sat and looked up, there was a skylight high above him atop a shaft that came down from the second storey. Plants grew all around the shaft in window boxes set at regular intervals, a profusion of green growing things that made something inside Graysen relax. "It's very nice in your home," he said quietly, as Aedan brought over the teapot, cups, and a pitcher of milk; there was already sugar and honey on the table in a cluster with other, more mysterious containers.


"Thank you," said Aedan. "Who's the love potion for?" he asked casually, and then, "Let that steep," when Graysen reached out automatically to pour.


"Oh, sorry," said Graysen, hands snatched back as if burned. He'd managed to slowly get rid of some of the scared-mouse reflexes that years in foster care had driven into him, but not all of his responses were back under his control yet. "Um, it's for me?"


"Well, of course for you, but who do you want to fall in love with you?" asked Aedan. He was bustling around the kitchen, gathering a bowl of soup and a slice of bread, which acquired a smear of butter and a plate beneath it on the way back over to the table.


Graysen looked down at his hands. "It's not for someone else," he said softly. "It's for me. I, I want to know what it feels like to l-love, so I'll know it if I ever do fall properly."


Aedan's movement stopped, but Graysen couldn't make himself look up to see the expression on that lovely green face. "You've never known love?" he asked gently. There was no protest about Graysen's age, or his supposed family, just that one simple, sad question.


Graysen shook his head. "Got no family," he said, shoulders slumping, body trying to make itself small and still. "I'm on scholarship at uni, I work odd jobs for spending money."


Aedan sat across from him and checked the tea, then poured for them both, pushing one cup toward Graysen. "What's your name?"


"Graysen. Graysen Westerby," he said, forcing himself to look away from those graceful hands and up to Aedan's face.


Aedan's expression was open, curious, and sympathetic. Or possibly pitying, but he didn't have the condescending quality that Graysen had been seeing on adult faces his whole life. "Who are you hoping to love, Graysen?"


Graysen swallowed, then shrugged. "It doesn't much matter to me," he said. "Um, it should probably be a guy, though, not that I'm going to, um." He toyed with his teacup, adding some honey and milk, and took a deep breath. "I don't plan to act on my feelings, so it'll need to be, um, temporary."


Aedan nodded. "Interesting," he said, adding a bit of sugar and something from one of the other containers to his tea. "Eat your soup."


Graysen bit back yet another apology and picked up his spoon, dipping it into the soup. He inhaled the fragrance, delicious and full of chicken and herbs, then brought some of the broth up to his mouth, blowing in it. His stomach growled again and he took the bite, finding it rich and salty, flavoured with chicken and lemon and some spice he wasn't sure he'd tasted before. He took another bite before he even thought about it, finding it had cooled enough to be edible. "This is amazing, thank you," he managed, setting his spoon in the bowl after the third bite to sip his tea.


"You're welcome," said Aedan. He was cradling his teacup in both hands and watching Graysen carefully, but somehow it wasn't threatening or creepy.


Graysen smiled shyly and took a bite of the bread, which turned out to have herbs baked into it. It was as amazing as the soup, soft and crusty and warm under the melting butter. He turned his attention to the food and tea, giving it all it deserved and feeling something hollow inside him finally filling up, not just his stomach but the love of good food he rarely got to indulge.


He sat back and put the spoon down after the last bite, licking his lips and resisting the urge to lick the bowl. "Thank you, that was the best meal I've had in ages."


"You don't feed your heart enough," said Aedan, pouring them both more tea. "I'll get us some biscuits." He got up and whisked away Graysen's dishes, leaving Graysen to poke through containers and decide what he felt brave enough to try in his tea.


"Try the purple jar, just a little sprinkle," said Aedan. "It goes well with the honey and milk."


Graysen smiled and took his advice and stirred some of the powder into his tea. "Thank you," he said again. He sipped and found it had a lovely floral flavour, subtly reminiscent of sunlit meadows full of buzzing bees that went perfectly with the sweet honey and earthy tea. "Wow, yeah, that's amazing."


A plate of biscuits appeared in front of Graysen, and Aedan put a smaller one at his own place before sitting. "Why do you deny yourself so much?" he asked, his tone purposeful rather than nosy.


Graysen shrugged. "I don't have a lot of money, and I-I was saving up for, um, for this. They don't always have honey in the dining hall, either."


"There are many small ways to feed the soul," said Aedan seriously. "I am going to give you three plants and instructions on how to care for them, and if you can make them flourish I will use them in your potion."


"O-oh, um, how long will that take? And, um, h-how much...?" Graysen fondled his bag strap, fingers twisting in the familiar fraying fabric.


Aedan smiled softly. "The plants are a loan, and you'll bring them back on your next break," he said, answering the questions one at a time. "If you wish to visit before then, you will be welcome. I usually have tea at four but there's always something warm on the hearth."


"That's very g-generous of you," said Graysen, ducking his head and looking up through his lashes. "I hope I, um, can afford the potion."


Aedan waved this away. "I use a sliding scale, we'll make sure you can afford what you need." He took a pointed bite of one of the biscuits, thick golden shortbread with brown speckles throughout the dough.


Graysen found himself smiling as he echoed the gesture, crumbs spilling down his chin and a sound of pure pleasure escaping his mouth as the mix of buttery dough and spices hit his tongue. "You're an amazing cook."


"Thank you," said Aedan. "Food is an earthly pleasure." Something about the way he said it suggested that there were other earthly pleasures Aedan was just as good at, and might offer to Graysen just as freely, should he be brave enough to ask.


Graysen bit his lip; he'd never been good at brave. Stillness and silence had done him better in his life, accepting austerity rather than asking for more. "Your whole house feels like an earthly pleasure," he said instead, looking up at the skylight again. "Like nature is welcome here."


"You are also welcome here, Graysen," said Aedan, giving him a serious look, which softened into something warmer. "The invitation to return is genuine."


Graysen felt himself melting a little and he smiled back shakily. "I, um, I'll try. Feeding my h-heart, and all that." He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, smelling all the plants, the biscuits, the tea, the soup on the hearth and the smoke from the fire, all of it wonderful to his senses. He opened his eyes to find Aedan eating a biscuit and looking speculatively up at the plants above them. Graysen took the hint and ate his biscuits, letting himself really enjoy them, and the tea with them. He also let himself enjoy Aedan's profile, finding the green cast to his skin far more alluring than he'd expected.
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