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Authors Note


Welcome to Book Two in the Legends of the Whisper Woods: Whisper Falls.

***

Beware potential spoilers ahead.

***

In this book, we follow Theo and Roan on their journey immediately after the events of Whisper Wells. So while this book can be read as a standalone, it is best read in order.

A couple of Very Important Things. This book deals with some extremely sensitive topics, including emotional abuse from an ex-partner. The abuse is historical and also recurrent in the book.

Because I want to be sensitive to readers who need it, there are two deaths in this book. One is historical, off page and only briefly mentioned. However, it is the death of a child. The other is a graphic depiction, on page (not an MC).

Further, more general content warnings include:

	Depictions of grief, depression and mental health

	Complicated parental relationships

	Violence on page including MCs

	Semi-public sex

	Somnophilia

	Kidnapping of MC





Dedication


To Ellen and the Whisper Wells Wednesday crew.

Have fun reading this one in the breakroom.


Prologue - Roan


Inside the cottage, the door explodes open with a spirit-jarring sound, as wood and debris fly. My friends—the witch Edith and the shifter Seff in his wolf form—are beside me, ready, we think, for whatever lies on the other side. But we are completely unprepared for the sight before us.

At first, I can’t quite comprehend it—her—as she stands before the table in the centre of the room, magic swirling around her like a golden gossamer cloud. Her arms are held aloft, something wicked gleaming in her hand. Her form flickers repeatedly, almost as if it’s a trick of the light. It looks like a photograph I’d seen as a kid, back when we still used film in cameras, and someone had used the same roll twice.

All at once, she is a glistening, ethereal being, her golden hair floating delicately about her head. But somehow, also decaying and rotten, haggard rags slipping from her misshapen form. She is both; she is neither. She is wrong.

Awestruck by her magnificent and horrific visage, we lose any advantage we had from Edith’s dramatic entrance. The thing pins us with her foul gaze, splintering our ears with her blood-curdling cry.

As the fae begins to recite magic in long-dead tongues, the spell pulses around us, choking the air from our lungs.

May the Gods ever bless Edith—she alone manages to resist, snapping to action and blasting back with her own magic.

That’s how the fight begins. Edith charging across the chamber, sword raised, Seff’s gold and grey wolf form gnashing his teeth at her side.

It’s my job to find him, Theo, the one we’ve all risked our lives for. Find him and get him out. My heart seizes when I realise he’s there, on the table, where the fae had stood with the knife. With only the singular conscious thought—get Theo to safety—I summon the power of my fae and berserker blood for protection as I run the gauntlet of the chamber to him.

To Theo.

He looks so fragile on the table. What has happened to him here?

Around me, I am vaguely aware of the blasts of magic, the explosions of glass jars and ceramic pots. Their contents fly as the ancient fae defends herself against the furious attacks of Edith and Seff. The latter’s growls echo somewhere close to me.

Theo looks so small. I am not even sure if he is breathing. There is no rise and fall of his breath. No flicker of his eyes under his lids. Just stillness.

His skin is unnaturally white where his golden lashes brush his cheeks. There is a smattering of freckles there, too. They look so harsh against his grim pallor. We’re here to save him—it’s why we risked everything to come. The fear that we are too late, that we’d risked ourselves for nothing, is overwhelming.

Theo.

The room is chaos, the air rippling with magic and power. I need to get him to safety. Everything in my very being screams at me to do so. To run. To keep him safe. Protect him. Like a caged wild animal gnashing its teeth, something vicious inside of me rattles its cage demanding I save him. Take him. Claim him.

Mine.

He is warm to the touch, which is a relief, but before I can slide my hands beneath him, there is a screeching next to me. I feel it in my bones rather than hear it. The air wraps itself around me, flinging me like a pebble instead of the hulking mass of fae I am, pulling me away from Theo. I barely register what is happening before I slam into the stone wall of the cottage with a grunt, the air knocked from my chest. My horns slam into the wall with the impact, protecting the back of my head, but the hit vibrates through them, ringing my skull like a bell.

Fuck. That fucking hurts.

Pain blooms everywhere, but I shove it down, lumbering to my feet to face the she-bitch attacking my friends. We came too far, and too much is at risk to quit now. We journeyed for days to reach this point, never knowing what we’d find at the end of our search or if Theo would still be alive.

My friend, Caelan, who is somewhere in this Godsforsaken cottage attempting to rescue his bonded mate, Tor, travelled the longest. Risked the most. He faced the evil here before and lived to tell the tale—but only barely.

On Caelan’s and Tor’s initial journey to find Theo, they were joined by Edith. Together, they had faced the unimaginable.

It was only Tor’s love and magic that had rescued them, but it had cost him his own freedom. Tor had been trapped here with Theo.

Apparently, they are brothers, Theo and Tor. Even though I’d never met either of them, I joined the journey. I’d been late, but I’d come. My fae knowing—or “fae-tuition” as Seff would call it—told me I had to come. It screamed that it was vitally important that I joined Caelan, Edith, and Seff in their mission to rescue Theo and Tor.

And so here I am.

This fae is like nothing I have ever seen before. The cottage itself, and the grounds on which it stands in the middle of the enchanted Whisper Woods, is already steeped in a heavy sense of foreboding. Wrongness. Her presence corrupts the balance of nature itself.

It is unnatural for any being to live forever; death is an important part of life. But for centuries, she’s skirted it, perverting the magic here.

Dazed, I watch in horror as Seff, fur matted with dirt and blood, charges down the flickering, formless fae once again. She flashes rapidly between her images, of haggard crone, golden floating fae, in the eerie glow of the green sacred fire burning in the hearth behind her.

Her arms dance magnificently, drawing up monumental power to blast at Seff as he bears down on her, jaws twisted in a snarl.

Protected by the charmed amulet hanging from his neck, another blessing from Edith, the magic is nowhere near as lethal as its intent. But Seff is still sent sliding across the debris-littered floor on his back. I can only watch in horror as he whimpers before launching himself to his paws, shaking the muck from his fur, growling in outrage, hackles raised.

Edith, the most powerful and strangest witch I have ever met, seizes on the distraction, summoning wicked blue balls of fire in her hands, circling them for a moment, then tossing them at the fae, her red mouth drawn into a shrieking laugh.

My head clears enough of the ringing fogging my brain to take advantage of the chaos surrounding me. Dodging the minefield, I return to Theo, still lying in the middle of it all, still encircled by the rocks and candles and incense from her abomination of a ritual.

The carved bone boline is still there, discarded next to him, the one she held raised above his chest. The wicked blade catches my eye, the strong magic imbued in the relic calling to me like a siren's song with its promise of power. But the pull to Theo is stronger.

With gentle hands that belie the adrenaline and berserker rage running through me, I slip them under his shoulders and knees, cradling him against me. The knot that had tangled itself up inside me loosens as his slight weight settles in my arms, but only barely.

Only enough to take a shallow breath and make my, our, harried escape from the room.

But she spots me.

Her screech once again howls through my very being. A pulse of power waves through the air, like a rip in the current trying to pull me to her.

Her magic is strong. So fucking strong. Only the protection spell I weaved over myself before we entered the cottage and the primordial need to protect Theo grant me the strength to move through each agonizing step away from the fae and her power until I am far enough to slip from her hold.

Free at last, I run from the room, catching Edith’s eye as I leave. Her white face is ferocious, smeared with blood, sweat, and dirt from the herb jars she exploded when she burst into the room.

She is always one for drama.

There are growls behind me, but I refuse to look back, instead flipping Theo over my shoulder in a fireman's carry, freeing myself to run faster.

I want to stay and help my friends, but Theo needs to get out. Every instinct I have burns within me to get him somewhere safe.

The magic pulsating through the air has time, existence itself, feeling like molasses, completely unreal.

All I know is that he still hasn’t moved—I still haven't felt him breathe—but I need to hope. Faith is the only thing keeping me moving, keeping that caged beast inside of me from unleashing unchecked destruction upon us all. My berserker side, the brutal strength and lust for blood, is already rattling my sanity. This crazed need to make Theo safe is shaking the last vestiges of my mental strength.

I make it to the next room, the small antechamber we’d entered through earlier. In here, reality no longer feels warped and twisted, but there is no time for relief.

My stomach drops as I run into Caelan dragging a healthy but haunted-looking man who can only be Tor behind him. Tor’s beautiful purple face cracks into devastation, tears pooling in his bloodshot, icy blue eyes, when he spies his brother slung over my shoulder.

“Is he—?” His voice is hoarse, like he can’t get the words out around the pain.

I grimace against the hard lump in my throat. I cannot tell him that I have no idea, that I may be carrying his dead brother. Not when I can’t even face that myself. “Barely.” The lie falls from my lips easily. “Come with me, I am taking him—”

There is a shriek from Edith in the other room, and I duck instinctively.

Fuck this.

The thing inside me roars to fucking go, and so I listen, slamming the final door open and jumping down the wooden steps into the unnaturally warm sunlight, running as fast as I can away from the mayhem raging in the cottage.

I run until we clear the maze of overgrown, monstrous flowers. I run until my legs are screaming and my lungs are blazing. I run until my instincts tell me I am clear, free to finally collapse, my blood burning every raised vein in my body.

I fall to my knees, sliding Theo around my body to cradle him gently to me like the most precious of jewels. Still in my enlarged berserker form, my red-veined hands look monstrous against his delicate body. But I let myself hold him for just a moment and bask in the feel of him in my arms. His scent, sweet like honey, wraps around me, invading the core of my being, latching on, settling in, taking root.

The enormity of it all floors me, my gut bottoming out as I place him on the soft bedding of grass and leaf litter covering the Woods floor with trembling arms.

Mine!

That thing inside of me screeches. More primal than my fae instincts, it rages inside of me to take Theo and run, run further, hide, keep him safe, and claim him for myself.

Instead, I sit back on my heels, taking one deep breath after another, forcing them into my quivering lungs, steadying the buzz under my skin.

Mates are common practice amongst beings. A stronger bond than human marriages, most being species mate for life—pairing off on instinct or love or choice, they are bound by magic.

Shifters are generally known for mating more instinctively, fae less so, often choosing to mate for love or power. Beings of all kinds fall along the whole spectrum in between. There are even some beings, such as fauns, whose traditions are not to form permanent mating bonds.

Maybe it’s my berserker heritage making this feral, greedy flame flare to life.

Berserkers, especially full-blooded berserkers—which I am not—are rare nowadays, but the stories of their matehood are legendary. They were known for being fiercely, dangerously protective of their mates, their families—
basically anyone or anything they proclaimed as theirs. Hence a lot of the fighting and warring that went on. They just couldn’t leave shit alone.

Is that why Theo, small, fragile Theo, who I still haven’t seen breathe, is triggering this violent need in me? Or is it just the instinctive urge to protect something, someone fragile?

Despite my lizard brain screeching to claim Theo, my more rational brain knows this is insane. Dating hasn’t even been on my radar lately, let alone taking a mate.

I don’t have the time. The Black Stump Tavern takes up my entire life. When I’m not crashing through the Woods on hair-brained rescue missions with my friends, that is.

Well, too fucking bad, we’re keeping him, that voice spits back at me. I completely ignore the hard lump that forms in my throat when I consider my internal conflict may all be for naught. Theo may not even wish to be kept. He’s not even conscious yet.

The smell of fire rouses me from my contemplation of Theo’s still body and my mental spiral.

I glance up and finally see my friends running towards us, violent green flames licking at their heels as they dash for their lives across the grassy field between us and the blazing inferno.

I snatch Theo back into my arms, scurrying backwards—away from the fire or my friends I am not sure—but a final explosion rocks the earth, knocking them off their feet, and we scramble as far into the Woods as we can until we all collapse in safety.

It’s gone. All of it. The gardens, the cottage, all engulfed in the blaze. Any doomed creature still trapped inside is completely swallowed in the sacred fire purifying the land, black smoke billowing into the sky.

“Is it over?” Seff is human now, having changed at some point in his escape. Naked and dirty, bloody and bruised, he curls his large body around Edith. She strokes his hair, holding him tight. Caelan and Tor are slumped together, wrapped in each other for comfort.

“Yeah, hun, it’s over. She’s gone now.”

I look down at Theo still nestled in my arms, and finally see the faintest movement in his chest, the warmth of his delicate breath making my soul soar. And something tickles my intuition, a horribly beautiful knowledge that for me, this may only be the beginning.


Theo


Well. I’m free.

Apparently.

It’s over.

I lean my forehead against the heavy wooden door, so similar but a world apart from the door that kept me captive for weeks, and inhale a deep breath. Hold it for one count. Two. Three. Four.

Breathe out.

Then in again.

It’s an old trick, but it doesn’t work. I squeeze my eyes shut against the violent feeling boiling up inside of me, threatening to burst out of me like a volcano.

It is too much, too many emotions fighting a savage battle inside, and I don’t know what to feel first. A sob escapes the breath I’m holding, and I reign it all back in.

Another breath.

It had been easier before, surrounded by my rescuers -my friends?- for days. Even during our arrival here at the Black Stump Tavern, mobbed by patrons celebrating our return. I could keep control, hold it together…

Maybe I should call Seldon back, the pretty, flamboyant server who came and showed me to my room. He seemed kind. Maybe he could…

Do nothing.

Because there is nothing to be done.

My rescuers—my brother and his mate Caelan, the wild witch Edith, goofball wolf shifter Seff—have all gone off to their own rooms for an extremely well deserved rest.

Roan is probably here too.

Of course he is.

Fucking Roan.

It’s like his scent is imprinted everywhere. Which makes sense, because this is his tavern. But it’s not that. It’s like it’s imprinted in me. I hate it.

That’s a lie.

Perhaps I should call Seldon back. He can knock me unconscious, and I can just not face this.

Big deep breath again.

Ok, maybe facing this doesn’t have to be so bad. Maybe I don’t have to face being kidnapped by a murderous ancient fae- also known as Marieth- and having her steal my fae gift and power, the very essence of my being, who I am.

Or that without them I have no future. Well, certainly not one in academics, anyway. Or that I put my brother and his friends in mortal danger. Or that she was going to eat my heart while I still breathed.

Maybe I can just face this room, and another shut door, and being alone. Again.

I’ve had enough practice being alone, even before the whole kidnapping and being held captive thing. One night in a tavern full of people shouldn’t be hard. I can do this.

Strengthening my resolve I push myself away from the door, scrubbing furiously at my face, wiping away the tears that had escaped, as though erasing them erased their having existed. Stepping away from the anchor of the door, I take in my room here at the tavern.

It’s big, warm and inviting, and utterly perfect. A fire burns in the wooden fireplace beneath a beautifully shining mantle piece, hand carved in dark timber that matches the rest of the room's furniture. Above the mantle, a large oval mirror reflects the light of the candles burning there.

A small table with two chairs and a steaming bowl of something that smells delicious is tucked into a little breakfast nook off to one side of the fireplace and a large chest of drawers to the other.

Standing large and imposing, taking up much of the room, is a four poster bed with navy and emerald green patterned bedding and more pillows than I know what to do with.

It looks so soft and cosy, but nearly anything would after sleeping on the ground for the last few nights and before that, the awful cot at Marieth’s. A shiver wracks through my body as the memories seep into the edge of my consciousness.

Violently shoving them back where they belong, into the deep dark recesses of a box labelled “later”, I cross the room to push open the only other door in the room. And there it is, one of the many things I had dreamed about during my captivity.

The Bathroom.

Blessed and glorious indoor plumbing.

The bathroom is only small, tiny really, compared to the bathroom in my quarters at home. My parents’ home. Everything there is big, though, as they tend to be in castle-like mansions like our family estate.

But this tiny, white-tiled bathroom is fresh and clean and comfortable. Which is a billion times better than having to scrub your bits quickly out in nature, or the bucket I’d been subjected to in the basement.

It takes me a second to figure out the hot water but I manage to get it turned on and let it run to get the water steaming hot.

Sitting on the toilet lid while I wait, steam billows out of the shower and fills the room, fogging up the mirror I have been avoiding. I don’t think I am quite ready to face myself just yet.

Once the water is perfect I strip my borrowed, too big clothes, refusing to look at myself. I have always been skinny—unlike my brother and his perfectly sculpted muscles. I had never really grown into my “grown up” body.

I can do without the reminder that I’ve become weaker, scrawnier and paler than ever. Stepping out of the pile of clothes gathered at my feet, I wobble over the edge of the tub and into the shower.

My legs are exhausted and trembling, but I refuse to give in to the weakness and manage to get myself under the scalding spray. I have a lot of experience shoving down uncomfortable feelings, painful experiences. Growing up a gifted fae prodigy, blessed with the gift of Knowledge like no one had ever seen before hadn’t been the boon everyone assumed.

As a child I’d easily blown past my peers. I’d then been pushed into higher and higher levels of academics until eventually I landed in amongst a bunch of adults who had no idea what to do with the brilliant but weird kid that had landed in their midst. As I had gotten older, their amused tolerance had become more jaded, filled with envy and scorn.

It was lonely. It was isolating. It was a curse.

And now it is gone.

Soaking under the water I let my mind drift, the depressing thoughts floating to the surface, too tired to fight the memories of schoolyard bullies and teasing, of my academic peers’ rejection and eventually of pain and torture. Of Marieth standing above me, boline poised to rend my heart from my chest to complete her ritual.

And that’s enough of that.

I slam off the water and grope in the bathroom for a towel, almost slipping when I step over the tub edge. Rubbing myself with a towel, it finally dawns on me, I have no underwear. Nothing to wear at all actually.

That stupid little detail is the thing that breaks the final thin thread holding me together. My eyes blur with tears, and I stumble through the room, trying valiantly to inhale the sobs of the total meltdown I have been waiting weeks to have.

Thankfully, I manage to make it to my bed just as the torrent unleashes. The sheets are soft and comforting against my skin and I hate the pleasant sensation so at odds with how I feel on the inside.

I wrap my naked, still damp body in the sheets, letting the heavy bedding weigh me down. My sobs overtake me, silent and breathless. My lungs burn with each gasp. A tidal wave of guilt smashes into my pain, shame that I am feeling so wretched when I had been saved. When people, good people, had risked themselves to save me.

Guilt, fear, loneliness, shame and sorrow war within me, battling to crush the last remaining bits of my spirit.

And I let them.

Always too weak to fight, I let my emotions run rampant through me, until exhaustion finally, blissfully claims me.

***

The scent of flowers and death are suffocating. Like the scent has become corporeal and is smothering my face. I can almost see it. Bile rising and burning my throat, I choke on it.

There is a laugh, only I don’t hear it. I feel it. It vibrates in my bones and I realise I am pinned to something hard and wooden. The texture is rough under my skin and I try to open my eyes, but I can’t. They are closed. Locked. Sealed by the deathly floral phantom permeating my oxygen.

Someone is talking.

They are close.

I can feel them by my side. There is no heat from their body, but I can feel their energy, their power. Their wrongness, like a buzzing under my skin making primitive fear flare in my body.

I should run. I need to go.

I try to lift my limbs but I can’t. I have lost all dominion over my body. It no longer belongs to me, I am powerless. That spark of fear combusts into a raging inferno, every instinct I possess telling me to flee. But I can’t.

I try to recognise the words she - I am sure it is a she - is speaking. If you can call the disembodied echoing noise she is making, speaking. Her words are not in this language. They are not in any language I have ever heard.

But it is one that I have read.

“Wake little fae, I know you can hear me,” there is a cackle and my skin singes as if electrified, “today your pain ends. I can feel it all. But your torment is soon over. And then, I will take your brother too.” She titters a laugh that was probably intended as girlish but is instead gruesome.

There is a rush of air and chanting. And then pain. Pain the likes of which I have never known. My mouth snaps open in a silent scream as my body contorts—the loud snaps of my bones bending and breaking, then resetting again is deafening. I can still hear her laughter. She enjoys my pain.

Marieth.

And then I feel it, what she was truly after.

My power. My gift.

I have never really felt them before, they simply exist inside of me, but I can feel them now. Burning my insides as she calls them forth. Like balls of lava, they flow from me, through my body, out of my gaping mouth. I feel the burn as the energy passes my lips and then, the unnatural emptiness within me. Like I have been carved out, hollow.

There is a rush, and a burst, blinding white light which fades rapidly to darkness. Empty, vast black.

Like the world is blank.

Until it’s not.

Chaos. Chaos and explosions.

I don’t know and I can’t move.

I need to get to safety but I cannot make my body go. Why can’t I make my body move?

But it doesn’t matter, because safety is here. The smell of rotting death and flowers is gone, replaced by something else. Something spicy and warm and safe.

I know it in my spirit. I am taken from the rough wooden thing, and the warm, spicy smell wraps around me like a blanket.

But then it is gone again.

And I am in the Whisper Woods. Alone. Where did it go?

I try to find it, but everything is moving out of sync, out of time.

It is night here. The trees are looming above me. It is so cold. I miss that warmth. It was good. At least the pain has ended.

I look around the Woods, the world and time finally catching up to each other. There are many paths, but there is no light, not even the moon is shining in the blank dark sky. There is just me, and the darkness. And the beings of the Woods. I shouldn’t be here alone.

It isn’t safe.

I was safe a moment ago.

Where did the warmth go? It was so nice. I’ve never felt like that before.

Someone is calling my name. I can hear them, calling from one of the dark paths. The voice is familiar. Deep and rich and melodious. It feels like it should be safe, but cold tendrils of fear creep up my back, making me shiver.

They are still calling. Deep instinct tells me that whichever way they are calling from, I should go the other. But I do not know which way that is.

I take one step, and can feel the leaves crunching under my bare feet. There is a rustle in the trees. My name is calling louder. Why can’t I place that voice? Irritation tickles the base of my skull, the name on the tip of my tongue. There is a rustle again and I jump.

“There you are, Theo, it’s time to come home.” Roan. It is Roan. Roan is safe. I run towards him, his big, muscular body barely visible in the shadows. I can see the outline of his magnificent horns, the glint of his skin and his outstretched hand. Warmth infuses my bones again, chasing away the chill of my fear and the night of the Woods. It feels as if I am running in place to get to him, my feet burning from being scratched in the leaf litter, the distance seeming to grow the more I try to reach him.

When I finally draw near, he changes shape. It is no longer Roan waiting for me. But someone else.

The voice. Darius.

Tall, slim, his perfectly styled blonde hair and sleek suit at odds with the wild woodland surrounding him.

“There you are, Theo, it’s time to come home.” His voice is kind, and his arm is outstretched. Darius. He is right. It’s time to go home. Darius is always right about these things.

I reach out to take his hand, still missing that warmth that was there only moments ago. Where did it go again? I see my hand reaching out, brushing Darius’ long, elegant fingers.

My hand rests in his for a brief moment before his hands snap around mine like a trap and they transform into something wrong and beastly. At once beautiful and golden, ethereal perfection and ghostly deathlike claws. Marieth.

The grasp on my hand is vicious, tugging me forward. I daren’t look up at the hideous being. She was dead. She was gone.

“Time to come home, Theo,” her incorporeal voice vibrates through every cell in my body. And I scream.

I awaken with a hard jerk, which is extra uncomfortable because I have somehow wrapped myself up so thoroughly in the sheets that I am completely restrained.

A dull throbbing pulses in my skull with even the smallest movements. It hurts so much I give up. Everything aches, and for a second I relish that my body is in such good alignment with my head. I try to blink my eyes open but they are gritty and swollen, no doubt from the masses of tears I shed last night.

After my time in Marieth’s basement, I doubted I would ever have any tears left, but I have definitely proved myself wrong.

Guess I wasn’t such a genius after all.

I laugh bitterly at my own wit, enjoying the biting slice of self deprecation, but laughing hurts my head so I regret it.

Carefully I try to extricate myself from the sheets that are somehow knotted around one of my thighs. Thankfully, I have lost so much weight from my already too skinny body, I can just slip my leg out.

My mouth feels like cotton, and I lick my parched lips, slowly sitting up, swinging my now free legs over the side of the bed. Sitting upright, the throbbing feels so much stronger, it feels loud.

I realise a little too late that it’s because it is loud. It’s also not coming from inside my head - someone is pounding at the door. I glance down at my pale body, almost an exact match for the sheets, and then back over my shoulder, towards the door. Whoever is knocking is calling for me now.

The little latch is in place, keeping the outside world securely out there. And me in here. Where it’s safe.

Exhaustion overwhelms me, despite not having done much of anything. Maybe I don’t need that water after all. My eyes flick from the door to the now cold, untouched dinner sitting on the tiny table and back to the bed.

I try to will myself to stand up, but I seem to have no agency over my body. On the other side of the door I can hear whispers. They sound angry. Harsh. And I glare at them, the people I cannot see, the people disturbing my rest.

I definitely need rest. Rest is a good idea.

Weariness washes over me, and I slide back between the still warm sheets of the bed. It’s better this way. I squeeze my eyes shut against the world, against the black thoughts swirling in my subconscious, burrowing myself into the blankets like a child afraid of the dark.

Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll get up and face them. Face it all.

***

I do not, in fact, get up tomorrow. Or the next day. According to the group of people huddled around my bed whispering incredibly rudely, I have been in my cocoon for three days.

Well, not continuously.

I’ve left it to go to the bathroom. And pick at the food Seldon has been leaving, like a little mouse stealing crumbs in the night. He has come the past couple of days, fussing and tutting while he tidied the room. Today he is joined by them.

All of them.

Edith is crouched next to me, her crazed violet eyes sad as she pokes and prods in my head. I can feel her there, but have no energy to push her out. Or even the magic to do so.

Let her look, it’s just a swirling black mass anyway.

My brother, Tor, sits on the bed, his face tight with concern, and I don’t think he realises he is actually sitting on my foot. He’s heavy, and he’s squashing the ball of my foot, but I don’t move it. The pressure feels nice.

His bonded mate, Caelan stands by his side, leaning against him, and I can see him rubbing Tor’s shoulder. Comforting him. I’m glad they have each other. Tor deserves that kind of love and happiness.

Seff is behind me. I can feel the heat of him, even through the layers. When they invaded my room, he’d dive bombed the bed with his giant body, almost crushing me in my tight nest. He’d caught himself just before he’d done any actual damage, and now his big body is pressed against me, his heavy arm over my body like a weighted blanket.

And, finally, Roan. I can see him, just out the corner of my eye, half obscured by the quilt I have refused to take off my head. Roan hangs back silently by the corner of the bed opposite me, his arms crossed across his chest, making the sleeves of his white shirt bulge and protest, his chin angled down while he frowns intensely at me.

I think I’ve made him mad.

“What’s going on, Theo?” Tor pats my calf through the mound of blankets. I can’t really feel it, but he does realise he’s on my foot and shifts so he’s no longer crushing it. I don’t flinch though, just blink at him once and continue staring off into the room. Because I don’t know how to answer the question. I don’t know what’s going on. I’m just… hollow.

“I don’t get it, he was okay on the way home? I thought he was, well, not okay, but you know…” Seff whispers, like he isn’t right next to my ear. He quickly realises his mistake, and his arm tightens around my middle in a quick hug.

There is a grunt from somewhere off to the side, and I know it’s Roan doing that weird grumpy thing he does. I just keep ignoring them. Edith reaches out and strokes my face with one milky white, bony hand, her vibrant red lips twisting into a sad smile.

“Sometimes these things can be delayed. Like shock. The high of being rescued probably got him home, and now he’s here…” There is another voice, I can’t hear what they say but I recognise it from his time fussing in my room, talking to himself, talking to me.

Seldon is in here too. Great, everyone’s here for the intervention. Amazing.

“We shouldn’t have left him alone that first night.” Somewhere in the deep dark depths of my pity party the guilt in Tor’s voice pierces something inside me. But it’s still not enough to make me haul myself out of my bed. Instead, my body seems to sink further into the soft mattress.

It really is a nice mattress.

I can see Caelan rubbing Tor’s shoulder, and he leans down to press a kiss to my brother's head, before he crouches down so he is eye level with me. His green eyes are filled with concern, just like everyone else's. But there is something else, less like pity. More like understanding.

“Theo, I don’t know what you’re going through, but I’d like to understand,” his voice is deep and rumbly. I try to hold his eye contact but my tears make my vision all fuzzy. Caelan’s mouth tries to smile, but it is more like a straight line, his lips turning in on themselves. “We’re here for you. If you want to come back to the farm with us, you can.”

There is a sharp intake of breath, almost a growl, from somewhere in the room. Then a cough.

I don’t want to go to the farm though. Tor and Caelan deserve their privacy. Their chance to figure stuff out, without me weighing them down. And, even though I’m not acting like it right now, I meant what I said when Caelan made the offer a few days ago on our trek home. I want to do things on my own.

“We have clothes for you,” Seldon pipes up again. “They are old as fuck, and definitely not my style anymore. I knew I’d kept them for a reason. Anyway, I brought some that you can borrow until you get yourself sorted.” He waves at the pile of jeans, tee shirts and sweaters stacked on one of the dining chairs.

My nod is barely imperceptible, but he must notice because he winks his bright yellow eyes at me in that breezy way he has.

Shameful gratitude burns my throat like acid. He really didn’t have to do that, I mean, I hadn’t spoken a word to Seldon in all the times he’d come into my room. I hadn’t even acknowledged his existence, just ignored him like a sparkling, pretty bird flitting around my room.

Like a tidal wave, the caring and niceness in the room crashes over me, wiping me out. The tears fall from my eyes, and I can’t stop them. Instead, I close my eyes and try to block everyone out. Maybe I can force myself back to sleep.

Not that sleep has been a good thing. Strange nightmares of Marieth and the Woods have somehow combined with my old life. Which is odd, because I hadn’t thought about Darius in the whole time I had been captured. Or since I was rescued. And that is just more kindling for the raging dumpster fire that is my mind right now.

Despite what my brother assumes, I am not a virgin. Darius was my, well, not my boyfriend. But he was more than just the guy that I blew after tutoring sessions.

Darius was, well, it doesn’t matter what it was.

That whatever had been between us was over had been made abundantly clear during an extremely embarrassing- and more than a little heartbreaking- fight before I’d returned to my parents’ estate and subsequent kidnapping.

Now he was joining the party in my nightmares, because my subconscious can’t help but rub salt in the wounds.

Gods, they are still here.

I can hear them murmuring around me. Why won’t they just go? They are so loud, and I just want to rest. Through the thick cushioning of the quilt, I can feel Seff tracing the pattern of the cover over my shoulder. It’s helping to lull me further into sleep.

Slipping deeper into my dozing state, I hear Tor and Caelan whisper arguing about returning to their farm, but I miss the end as I fade into the blackness and the comfort of its misery.


Roan


I can’t help but look up at the window overlooking the gardens as I climb into my truck, just like I’ve done every time it catches my peripheral vision. It’s the corner room, and as usual at this time of day, the blinds are completely drawn.

It’s Theo’s room.

He’s been lying in that room, marinating in his own depression for the past few days. It’s been easy to put it down to exhaustion. That he needs to rest. But after yesterday's “love in” as Edith and Seff had dubbed it, it was apparent that it’s more than just needing to sleep.

Unfortunately, it didn’t go as well as the others had hoped. It had only seemed to overwhelm him, and now he’s even more shut off than he was before. I didn’t even know that was possible.

I’d given Tor and Calean a lot of shit for not wanting to leave yesterday; they’d needed to get back to the farm, and I’d promised we’d watch him. Take care of him. But now that it’s my turn to get in the car and leave, I can’t.

I need to go to Twin Heads, to go pick up our fresh produce and other supplies. And maybe I need to get away from here, from Theo and everyone. Get out of my head for a bit.

Having him here, so fucking close, is doing something to me. Maybe it’s just stress from everything that’s happened. Mauvy the little faun who is my life-long best friend and co-boss of the Black Stump Tavern, keeps giving that look, asking if I want to talk.

But I don’t. I know the others are feeling some heavy shit after what happened in the Woods, but I’m not. Okay, there’s been a couple of sleepless nights where I’ve woken up in a bit of a panic, but that seems normal all things considered.

It’s just Theo and the feral drive to go to him. Protect him and watch over him.

But I can’t. It makes him uncomfortable; I saw it, from the moment he flinched when Edith woke him from his magical sleep, to the unease in his stance whenever I got too close. I’d been shocked when I’d offered for him to stay here at the Black Stump with me. I hadn’t even had the thought before it came out of my mouth.

I’d been even more shocked when he'd agreed.

Not that it’s doing him any good.

Shouts from the tavern draw me from my reverie, rapping some sense into my skull. Maybe that hit to the horns had done some damage to my brain. Without another look, just in case I get distracted yet again, I climb into the cab and slam the door. The hunk of metal acts like a barrier between me and the tavern. I already feel a little less clouded. Clearer.

With the sun shining, my radio cranking and the drive smooth as a baby's butt, I make my way to Twin Heads.

Pushing all thoughts of Theo, and the Whisper Woods, murderous ancient fae, and primitive urges to claim like a barbarian firmly out of my mind.

***

I don’t even know how I came into the second-hand bookshop. But on my way out of town, after finishing all my errands, my knowing told me to pull over.

It led me here. To the Young Adult section.

I scan the shelves, wondering why I need to be here. But then I see it.

Sitting there, in used but still very readable condition, is a complete set of Radomir, Creator of Darkness. I pick up the first book, turning it over in my hands. I read the lot of them as a teen. Not that they were really that appropriate, especially as they go along in the series. But I loved them. They were dark and gruesome, but also funny. Very weird too.

I bet Theo would love them.

Well fuck. There it is. Considering I’m a good ten years older than him, he may not have read them. Huffing a sigh, I slide the book back on the shelf along with the others and turn to walk through the narrow, rickety shelves right out of the shops.

But something stops me.

That fucking fae-tuition has got me again. I need the books. Theo needs the books.

My head hangs heavy as I turn back and pull the books off the shelves, stacking them in my arms. Paying for them is relatively painless, the crotchety old store owner only sniffs in general disdain for my book choice before giving me my receipt.

I place them carefully in an old lettuce box in the passenger footwell of the truck. That intuition now satisfied, the drive home is a breeze. But by the time I make it back, self doubt has gnawed away at my decision. It feels like overstepping again.

And so, after unpacking the rest of the truck, I leave the books where they are. Safe.

***

He’s at the window again. He definitely can’t see me. I know because I’ve seen him every night for the past few evenings. Like a ghost haunting my tavern, he gets up when it's quiet, and everyone is asleep.

Everyone but me.

It was late the first time that I saw him. I had been on the close shift, and on my way back to my house.

The little one behind the tavern.

If I ended up restructuring the roster to have me closing every night since, well, that is just because I’m a good boss.

Back lit by the lamps in his room, his silhouette wanders back and forth, before he settles in front of the window. He’s cracked it open, just a little, to let in the breeze. It shouldn’t make me pleased to see him up and moving, but it does. Logically I know he has been. Seldon always reports back - only somewhat sarcastically - that the food’s been eaten, and the bathroom’s been used. Even the Godsawful tea Edith has been stinking up the Black Stump with for him is being drunk.

I swear, I can still smell the putrid brew in the night air, mixed with the smell of the Woods and the dying weeds mouldering in the overrun kitchen gardens.

I don’t know how long I stand there, watching him stare out at the night sky. Probably far too long, considering the exhaustion in my body. But eventually he gets up and shuts the window. When the curtains draw close, I finally move. My feet are aching and my back is screaming with tension on the short walk to my house. It was the staff quarters or maybe even just storage with how small it is, before it was converted to a small house. The family, my family, lived in the big house next to it. It’s dark and empty now.

On the way home I pass my truck, parked off to the edge of the property. The books are still there on the front seat. I must be more tired than I realise because I can almost feel them calling me a coward for not handing them over.

Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll do it.

Decision made, I head home at last for a much needed rest.

***

I did not, in fact, take the books to Theo the following day. Theo, Caelan, Seff, and Edith had all made appearances throughout the day and so I’d thought it best to not to interrupt their time together.

But they haven’t visited today. Well, Edith has, but she’s downstairs engrossed in a game of poker. I’d warned Mauvy to not let them turn it into another round of strip poker, but she hadn’t exactly given me confidence in her agreement. Rather the opposite actually.

At least, when I liberated Theo’s dinner tray from her hands, Edith's antics distracted her from the other type of looks she’s been giving me. The one where her eyebrow arches, and her lips purse in a kind of smile and a little wrinkle forms around her eyes.

She gets it whenever I mention Theo. Which is a lot more than I realise considering how often I get the look from her. I don’t know which is worse; the Theo Look or the Concerned Look.

My hands are heavy as I knock on the door. Despite it being my tavern, I am nervous about going into the room.

He doesn’t respond to the knock, but Seldon had let me know that’s normal. In fact, more often than not, he’s been huddled in his pile of blankets fast asleep. So, juggling the tray laden with Mauvy’s cooking and the books, I pull out my master key and let myself in, not at all prepared for what’s on the other side.

The first thing that hits me is the smell. Just a wall of musty depression smacking me in the face like a wet towel.

“Hello? Theo? I have your dinner.” On my first glance around the room, I can’t spot him. Maybe he’s in the bathroom? But no, I realise, setting the tray down on the small table. He is, in fact, hiding amongst the big nest of blankets in the middle of the bed. I wouldn’t have spotted him if not for an errant copper curl peeking out of the navy and green quilt cover.

“I’ll just put it here, shall I?” It feels strange, talking to a lump of blankets, but I can feel his eyes on me. The same feral pull towards Theo, the one that has been tormenting me since the day I found him on Marieth’s table, ready to be sacrificed, harangues me to stay. To just spend one more minute in his company.

Shifting awkwardly from foot to foot, I scratch at the base of my horn and survey the room. The innkeeper in me is glad that he has at least kept his mess confined to the bed. The room is otherwise almost completely undisturbed. But those sheets really need changing. So far no one has managed to coax him out of bed long enough to get the job done.

Someone has delivered chocolates. The wrappers are piled sky high on the bedside table, along with a discarded mug. That he’s drinking the tea is a small comfort. There is also a neon green plastic yard cup with an extra long straw angled towards the pillow. It’s empty now, but at least he’s had some water.

Every little sign that he is doing something to take care of himself fills me with a little more hope. Even so, enough is enough. I know that everyone - everyone but me that is - says that he needs time, but maybe gentle hands aren’t helping as much as they are all thinking.

I take a deep breath, which I instantly regret, and take the box of twelve books to place them on the chest of drawers on the other side of the fire.

“I bought you some books. I’ll leave them here. You need to eat more of your dinner.” The words tumble out a lot sterner than I intend, but holding back the lecture that wants to spew forth is a challenge.

There is a shuffle under the blankets as I move around the room, using the tea towel I always have on hand to wipe down various surfaces until I reach the bedside table. Scooping the chocolate wrappers up and tucking them into the front pocket of my apron for disposal later, I catch his unnaturally white face glaring out at me from under the blankets.

“Why would you do that? It’s not like I need the books without my gift.” He spits the words like the venom of a childish, tiny snake on the attack.

I bend to swipe up the yard cup so he can’t see the face I pull. He does hear my loud snort though, as I take the cup to the bathroom and quickly refill it. While I’m in there, I rehang the towels too, noting that he is, at least, showering too.

“You don’t need to be a genius to read Theo.” Embarrassment and irritation prickle under my skin at Theo’s haughty dismissal of my present. He’s still scowling away at me when I reenter the bedroom.

His unique brown eyes, rimmed with gold with bright golden flecks, are blazing with anger, but hey, after days of nothing but apathy, I’ll take anger. When I lean against the door frame, folding my arms over my chest, I swear I see Theo’s eyes flick to my biceps straining under my shirt. But when I blink again, he’s back to trying to kill me with his mind from the comfort of his nest.

“When was the last time you read for fun?” He looks so perplexed he stops trying to set fire to me with his thoughts.

“What do you mean? I read all the time.” His voice, already strained from lack of use, goes oddly high pitched as he gets even more defensive, scrambling up onto his knees to argue, blankets still wrapped firmly around his body.

Not going to lie, I enjoy seeing this more fiery side of him. It’s shown up a few times on our trek home, and it does something to me.

“Right, yes, we all know you’re a genius—” his outraged snort interrupts me.

“Was. Was a genius Roan. My gift is gone now, remember?” I suck at my teeth and nod, not giving into the bitterness of his words.

“Right, your gift is gone, and you’re no longer a genius. But that’s not what I asked. When was the last time that you, Theo, read a book, any book, for the fun of it?” He looks… stunned. Like I’ve smacked him across the face with a dead fish, and I realise I’ve hit a nerve. “Gods, when was the last time that you did anything for the fun of it? Because it was what you, Theo Hivercouer, wanted?” I watch as a myriad of emotions play across his face, until his pale, deathly white cheeks flush red hot, his eyes narrowing in outrage.

“You don’t know anything about me, Roan. Get out of my room. NOW!” With a tired sigh, I ignore his bellowing outrage and heave myself off the bathroom door to leave.

“Right, suit yourself. Either way, the books are on the drawers.” I pause, hand on the door, unsure whether to push my luck any further. But then, I decide, in for a penny, in for a pound, and I turn back to face him, huddled back inside his blankets. “And this room stinks. The bedding needs to be changed, and the room aired. If you aren’t going to leave your nest long enough to let someone else do it, I’ll have sheets brought up, and you can do it yourself.”

“Fine. Anything else?” His words are icy cold and hard. I wonder if I’ve pushed too hard and how much it will hurt when they get their revenge on me tomorrow. Edith might not even wait if she decides to check on him again tonight.

“No, Theo. That’s it for now. I’ll check on you soon.”

***

Edith thankfully, did not turn the poker match last night into a strip poker match. She did, however, goad an orc and minotaur into a knife fight, so swings and roundabouts I guess.

Seff and Tor have both been in today, and neither eviscerated me on their way out for upsetting Theo. It was somewhat reassuring.

Unfortunately, it takes all day to get on top of things with work. Everything built up while I was off in the Woods, and now, because I’m the boss, I have to deal with it. By the time I’m done, it’s late, and for about thirty seconds, I consider not going up there.

But I made a promise. And I really want to see what happened to the sheets I sent up with Seldon earlier today.

And I want to see Theo. Like an addict in need of a fix, the urge to check on him, reassure myself he’s okay, is overwhelming.

My chest is tight as I walk down the hall to his room, the vise-like band around my chest tightening its grip with each step. My skin burns, my nerves on fire. Anxiety. Anticipation. They fire through my nervous system in rapid pulses.

He doesn’t answer my knock on the door, but I didn’t expect him to either, already turning the master key in the lock.

Every cell in my being relaxes at the sight of him, curled on his side, the ghostly lines of his shoulder barely visible above the quilt. But I see it.

See the way it slopes down into his neck. The elegant, delicate lines there. See where the curling tendrils of his copper hair kiss his skin.

The air evaporates from the room, while my eyes feast on the tiny hint of exposed flesh, like an animal starved. The feeling in my chest swells, urging me toward the bed. I lick my lower lip, tugging it between my teeth as my traitorous feet drag me closer.

A chorus of laughter from downstairs snaps me out of my stupidity. I shove my hand in my hair, rubbing at my horn to soothe the racing feeling in my body. It’s then that I notice the sheets.

They are untidy, and I’m pretty sure that the quilt cover’s on sideways. But they are fresh and clean.

He’d changed them.

The pride might be misplaced, but it tickles my chest anyway. I’m glad he’s not looking at me right now, so he can’t see the smile on my face. No doubt it’d just piss him off again.

“Everything okay, Theo?” His shoulders only rise with a humph. But it’s a response. It’s a tiny win, but I’ll take it. It takes the edge off the need to go to him, to slide in the bed behind him, wrap myself around him and take everything haunting his mind from him.

But that isn’t my place. I’d made the mistake of giving into those feelings before, and I’d only hurt him. So, summoning every ounce of willpower I have left, I walk to the other side of the bed to collect the pile of old bedding I spot there.

On my way back out of the room, I see it. Tucked under his pillow, hidden between it and his body, is a book. A scrappy old paperback I recognise. A quick check of the mantlepiece confirms that there are only eleven books.

I can feel his eyes on me as I make my way back out of the room, so I try to keep the cocky smile to an absolute minimum. It’s hard though, and I definitely fail.

“Right. Night then, Theo. Tomorrow, why don’t you try coming downstairs? It’s the middle of the week, so it’ll be quiet. Especially if you come down late.” There’s no response, but I expected that, so with one last eyeful of his back, I slip from the room, shutting it firmly behind me.

***

I didn’t tell anyone that I’d suggested he come downstairs tonight. I was worried they’d be a little too helpful in their agreement and push him into obstinate resistance.

“The glass is clean, Roan.” Mauvy flips one of her long brown braids over and shoulder and hip checks me as she passes. But she’s so short it only hits mid thigh, knocking out my knee. I set down the glass I’d been polishing and rap on the bar instead, drawing a muttered curse from my oldest friend. “Gods’ teeth Roan, what is your problem tonight? You’ve been a right nuisance. Worse than usual.” She frowns behind her gold rimmed glasses and clucks her tongue at me when I shrug.

What can I say? I already feel like an idiot, mooning after a kid ten years younger than me. It couldn’t be more inappropriate, even without the whole, he’s depressed and vulnerable after a traumatic, life-altering, life-threatening event thing. But the dumb ass, feral beast inside doesn’t care. It just wants. Craves.

“Just an off night, Mauvs.” I pick up another glass, my eyes returning to the curving, woven tree branches that make the staircase to the upper floor of the tavern. Mauvy laughs, loud and gleefully, with an added chortle for good measure. Thank the Gods we're basically empty tonight. She pats my arm, not exactly gently.

“Yeah, sure, Roan. We all believe that.” Under her breath I swear I hear her mutter men are fucking ridiculous. I’d argue but I wholeheartedly agree. She finally leaves me be, needing to start the bread for tomorrow before heading to bed herself. Yanking my arm for leverage, she pulls me down to give me a kiss on one cheek and a light smack on the other.

“Good luck,” she whispers, her eyes dancing with mischief.

With her gone, the place is officially empty. It’s too early to actually close, so I keep myself busy, cleaning and stacking the dishes, wiping down the tables. Every night I’d hoped Theo would make his way downstairs to join the land of the living.

But tonight I am especially hopeful. It feels imperative that he takes this step. But as time drags on, I don’t see hide nor hair of him as I make my way around the tavern.

That is, until, out of the corner of my eye, I spy skinny legs, in far too baggy jeans and white socks, padding their way down my stairs.

Butterflies explode in my stomach, and I have to bite my cheek to keep from shouting in triumph.

He came.


Theo


I don’t want to go downstairs. I really, really don’t want Roan to be right. But he was right about the sheets wasn’t he? And the eating. Well, everyone was right about me eating more. And well, he was right about the reading.

The well-loved third book of the Radomir, Creator of Darkness series is taunting me with Roan’s rightness from its place on the bedside table. In amongst my extremely full schedule of wallowing in self pity and ignoring everyone who’s come to see me like I’m a raging toddler, I’ve managed to read the first two.

I’ve actually really enjoyed them. I’d heard a lot about the series, but I’d never had the time to read them. They are creepy, and weird. And fun.

Maybe the disturbing horror tale about a young man haunted by twelve increasingly deranged ghosts determined to use him to bring about the end of times and release the damned from the ether should be upsetting in my traumatised state, but they have been oddly comforting.

Radomir, despite the calamity in his life, is strong, stoic, and brave. But also terrified of his growing madness. I can empathise. I have no idea how Roan knew I’d like them, but he’d done a good job. It had been a thoughtful present.

And now it was time to thank him. And pull my head out of my ass. Maybe Edith’s disgusting tea is working but I can finally see that cocooning in my little nest isn’t making me feel any better. It’s not healthy.

As much as it hurts to drag my body out of the bed and pull on the clothes Seldon has left for me, some things need to be done. Going downstairs, late enough that the tavern should be bare, seems like a good first step.

Facing Roan might not seem like a big deal, and it probably shouldn’t be, but ever since he pulled me from Marieth’s cottage, the man has irritated and fascinated me, and I haven’t known how to handle it.

The worst is when he gets all protective, watching over me whenever he thinks I can’t tell, or just out in the open, like he can’t help it.

I like it.

Too much.

I risked my life in some stupid attempt to assert my independence, and one glance at that stupid man with his stupid handsome face and his stupid handsome horns and I just want to throw myself into his arms and beg him to take care of me forever. To keep me safe. Make me his.

Not happening.

Especially judging by how things went when I’d kissed him. Because I had done exactly that on our trek back to Black Stump.

He’d been horrified.

It had been a few days after my rescue. He’d avoided me wherever he could, but I’d still felt his eyes on me whenever he thought I wasn’t looking. Our group had run into a herd of centaurs that Edith and Caelan had met earlier in their rescue trip.

The invitation had soon turned into a party, and it had been almost funny watching the centaur leader hit on Caelan repeatedly until my brother was forced to step in. But for me the night had been stressful.

After being on my own for weeks in Marieth’s basement, I’d been overwhelmed enough by our little group. The herd drinking and feasting around us had been even worse. At first Seff had provided a welcome barricade, but then he’d left to go and hit on one of the centaurs himself.

That was when Roan had decided to stop glowering at me from across the fire and come and sit with me instead. And by “with me”, I mean he shoved me behind him and glowered at everyone who dared to walk past him. He hadn’t said anything, just mumbled something about keeping me safe after everything that I’d been through.

I’d tried to say something to him, but I couldn’t make the words come out. I felt so woefully inadequate next to him. He was so calm, so sure of himself. There was a steadiness to him that I’d never had.

“Are you hungry? I haven’t seen you eat.” His voice had been gruff as he’d questioned me. That he’d noticed, or even cared had sent a flurry of butterflies off in my stomach, even as his concern rankled.

The idea that he thought I couldn’t take care of myself, that I was somehow weak and needed to be protected chafed at my nerves. I’d wriggled on my spot on the blanket, both trying to get close enough to smell his warm and spicy scent and also escape his claustrophobic presence and the feelings he brewed up in me. It made my skin itch with a need for something I couldn’t name.

“I’m fine. I’m not hungry anyway.”

He’d grunted at me, in that way that he does. In our short time together I’d already learnt that it meant that he wanted to lecture me about something but was trying to keep it to himself. He’d turned over his shoulder to shoot me a fierce glare, his dark hair had fallen from its tie, loosely framing his face.

I’d been struck by the heat in his gaze. No one had ever looked at me like that before, not even Darius.

That itch beneath my skin finally had a name, a hot bolt of lust had shot through my body, making my cock hard and my fingers ache to trace the shadowy lines of his back under his shirt. But I hadn’t, because in an instant the look had been gone, and I convinced myself it wasn’t real.

The air between us had grown more and more tense as the night went on. He’d steadily ignored me, and I tried to think of anything to say that wouldn’t make me sound like an idiot.

In the end I’d needed a break. I needed air. Which was a ridiculous thought because we were literally outside at the time. I stood, brushing myself off when Roan captured my hand in his. It had been the first time we’d touched properly since he’d rescued me, and the feel of his skin against mine had shocked me like a branding iron.

I’d swallowed hard, terrified he’d see the outline of my embarrassingly rapidly growing erection in my borrowed jeans. He hadn’t noticed though, instead his dark grey eyes had been filled with worry.

“You okay?” He was stroking my wrist with his thumb, wiping every thought from my brain with every swipe. Instead, I’d flapped my hand around and garbled something about it being too loud before ripping my wrist from his hold and turning to walk out into the dark Woods.

He hissed for me to wait and jumped up to follow me as I’d stalked off, snatching up my hand again. I hadn’t looked back. I couldn’t. I’d just stalked off into the night with Roan dragging behind me. Thankfully, whilst my gifts and power had been taken from me, I still had my enhanced fae eyesight so I could see mostly where I was going.

I had pulled him through the trees until they got so dense we couldn’t pass any further. With nowhere to go I’d collapsed against a thick trunk of an oak, Roan still holding my hand tight.

“You okay?” He’d sounded sincere, and he’d been so close, his scent wrapping around me, sending goosebumps up my skin. I’d laughed, shaking my hand free so I could rub my face and pull at my hair.

“No Roan, no I am not okay. I was kidnapped by an ancient fae, and almost died, all because of my own stupidity. I have lost everything and almost risked my brother's life. And all of yours. And now we’re in the middle of the enchanted woods, and I am tired and scared and it just feels-” Tears pooled in my eyes as I ranted hysterically, but I didn’t get to finish.

Instead, Roan had pulled me to him, and I was encased in his strong arms. His body wrapped around me, pressing my face into his hard chest. He was so much bigger than me. Not that he’s a giant like the rest of them, I am just short. He’s wide, muscly, and thick, though. Like a wall. And so warm too.

I’d wrapped my arms around him, my fingers digging into the flesh above his waistband as I’d tried to get a hold of myself. Roan had nuzzled against me, his beard scraping against my curls.

“It’s going to be okay Theo. You are going to be okay.” His deep voice had rumbled through his chest, and I’d felt him staring down at me. I’d pulled back, as much as the steel bands of his arms and the tree at my back would allow, and stared into the depths of his eyes.

It was hard to see in the dark of the night but I saw, well I thought I saw, something there. Heat and wanting. Need. I’d swallowed hard against the nerves that had twisted up my spine, my anxiety having turned into something new and different, hotter, more intense.

The noise of the party had dimmed to nothing, there was just us, Roan and me, the whisper of the Woods around us. I tried to pull away, to say something to break the spell between us. But I couldn’t. I can remember vividly the heat of his breath ghosting across my cheek as his eyes had searched for something deep in mine.

I hadn’t been able to take it anymore, launching myself up to my tiptoes to press my lips to his. They were cold at first, from the chill of the night, and hard. He hadn’t been prepared for my attack, and he had stood unmoving for one heartbeat, and then two, while I raised my hands from his waist to tangle my fingers into his long waves. But then, by the Gods, he’d opened his mouth, sweeping his tongue against my lips, forcing them to part for him.

In that moment I think he owned me. Nothing had ever felt like that kiss. A rough growl rattled between us, as he bent lower to take more of me. Devour me. I had whimpered, whimpered as his mouth danced over mine, desperate to get as close as possible.

I wanted to climb inside him.

My fingers had pulled tighter at his hair, and his hands, his glorious hands cupped my jaw, possessive yet delicate, his fingers stroking my neck until I trembled.

Roan pushed his body harder against me until I was shoved against the unrelenting tree trunk behind me. I felt the heat from his whole body against me, making me even more aware of the places we weren’t touching. With no thought other than that I would die if he stopped kissing me, his tongue plundering my mouth, I’d jumped and wrapped my legs around his waist, forcing him to catch me with those big hands I had suddenly become obsessed with.

Pressed together like that, I’d felt his cock, hard and impossibly thick, straining against his pants, as though it were trying to break free. Grinding my own leaking dick against his felt glorious. So I’d done it again. And again.

But then, I made the mistake of needing oxygen. On a particularly pathetic cry, I pulled back, breath heaving, sucking down lungfuls of air, his forehead dropping to the bark beside my head. My hips hadn’t stopped riding his.

In my delirium it took me too long to realise that, while I was basically dry humping him like a dog, he was still. The humiliating realisation, the fact he was attempting to hold his hips back from mine, the way his fingers dug into my ass, the pain no longer pleasurable, soured my stomach.

I’d unlocked my legs from where they were crossed behind him, his fingers squeezing me once more, before releasing, and I’d dropped to the ground.

“I’m sorry, Theo.” Well fuck. My heart had dropped out, and my stomach soured.

“I - I. What?” I’d stammered incoherently, my brain unable to keep up with the whiplash of that kiss being followed by an apology.

“I shouldn’t have kissed you. It was wrong. You’re vulnerable and -”

“NO! Don’t worry. It’s fine. Just—it’s fine.” My voice was harsh, laced with hurt. But then, I’d just had hands down, the very best kiss of my life, not that the list was long, but still, and he gets all shamey about it? Way to ruin the moment.

The idea that he didn’t want me, that he just felt sorry for me made me feel sick. Hot tears had welled in my eyes, but I’d been damned if I was going to let him see them. So, I’d shoved him off me and stalked back to the centaur camp.

It had taken him a moment to readjust and chase after me, but I’d only hurried faster in the dark, running from the sounds of him crashing through the trees.

“Theo, wait!” I’d heard him just as his hand landed on my shoulder, but I’d shrugged him off. I didn’t want to hear any more of his apologies. I didn’t want to hear all the ways he didn’t want me, all the ways I didn’t measure up. I’d heard it enough in my life.

“I don’t want to hear it, Roan.” I continued shoving my way through the branches, ignoring his huff behind me.

“You’re going the wrong way.” Annoyed, embarrassed, horny, I’d turned to face him, or where I thought he was, in the dark, my hands on my hips. “Camp, it’s that way.”

I’d thought I saw him throw a thumb over his shoulder, but refused to speak to him any more. Instead, I’d stomped off in the direction he’d pointed.

It was late when we’d returned to camp, with everyone fast asleep. Edith was gone as usual, Seff had disappeared, and I wasn’t about to cuddle up with my brother and Caelan for the night. I’d already done that and waking up with them snuggling and rubbing all up against each other in their sleep once had been enough. Which only left Roan.

I had managed to set up our bed on one of the unused blankets, pinching another from a sleeping centaur to form a barricade between us for the night.

That had been then though.

And now I just have to open the door of my room. I twist the sleeves of the overly long sweatshirt around my hands. Seldon might be slim like me, but he has a lot more lean muscle on him. Plus, he has a serious height advantage, making his clothes make me look even more like a child.

One deep breath. In and out.

With my book in one hand, all the better to ignore anyone who wants to talk, I open the door and make my way out of my room.

The socks on my feet are silent as I pad into the dimly lit hallway. My shoes are long gone, the sneakers I’d been rescued in had only been fit for the fire by the time we’d made it back to the Black Stump. I’d been lucky that I’d been wearing them to keep warm in the basement cell when Marieth had taken me that final morning, otherwise they would have burned in the fire too. The walk back was tough enough without doing it barefoot.

The hallway is all dark woods, with a handful of doors leading to separate bedchambers. A richly patterned runner runs the length of the hall, a riot of greens and yellows, embroidered spring flowers, and bright gold tassels.

Considering it is late, though I am not quite sure how late due to the whole hermit thing, the hallways are lit with brass sconces glowing with soft yellow light.

The Black Stump itself has no electricity, so the light had to be coming from a magical source. If I’d still had my gift, I would have known without a second thought, but now I had to, I don’t know, guess? How do regular people figure things out? I’d always just… known.

Curiosity getting the better of me, or maybe just the need to rub some salt on my wounds, I wander over to inspect one of the lights. Unfortunately, being height deficient like I am, I am too short to see inside, but I quickly find a chair and drag it over as quietly as I can.

Knowing my luck lately, I’d probably be interrupting a vampire's breakfast and they’d come out to make me their dessert. A shiver skids over my skin. I shake off the thought and climb onto the chair. Unfortunately, after all that effort, it ends up not being interesting at all. Inside the light is a hunk of Cyaertite, a glowing crystal that grows in the northern caves of Ulydessia and is known for producing its own light.

I’d studied it briefly a few years back to see if it could be used as a new electrical energy source, but it was ineffective in the end. The stone had been too unstable to generate consistent or amplified power.

I humph as I jump down from the chair and drag it back to its place in the hall. Disappointment follows me as I make my way down the gorgeous tree staircase leading down to the main hall.

I can’t put my finger on why I’m disappointed, whether it’s because I didn’t know the answer for once, or due to the reminder of what I once was. Either way, it rankles and leaves a bitter feeling in my stomach as I make my way down the steps.

The tavern is silent; there is nothing but the crackle of the fire in the large fireplace. Like a magnet, my eyes find Roan in the middle of a cluster of long tables, wiping them down and tucking in the stools. Just for a moment, I take in his broad shoulders and how his muscles play under his shirt when he moves. But then, almost instinctively, he freezes, snapping to attention. His cloth is dropped, forgotten, his dark eyes snapping to mine.

With all the power of his attention on me I forget to breathe for a moment, but then he breaks into a wide, beard-twitching grin, his eyes crinkling at the sides like a man who has known a lot of laughter, and throws his arms wide.

“Theo!” Ugh, that deep voice of his still does something to me, sending a thrill up my spine. I hate that he can do that to me. He takes a step towards me, and I try and fail not to notice the way that his tan pants strain across his thighs with his step, but then he hesitates. Like he’s scared of spooking me.

I might hate how much I’m attracted to the man. But I hate this more, this worry that I am so fragile and need to be protected. That hard little ball of anger had softened as I’d perved on Roan, but now it flares again, into something else. Something petulant and irritable.

To his credit, Roan notices the flicker of emotion across my face and instantly softens his stance, crosses his arms across his big chest, and tilts his head as he watches me. His long wavy hair has fallen out of its usual bun at the back of his head into his face. Despite my irritation, my hands itch to tuck it behind his ear. I shove my traitorous hands in my pockets to stop myself from doing anything stupid.

“You made it down.” He’s right in front of me now, and I lean my hip against a table, aiming for casual nonchalance.

“Yeah, I, uh, thought it was about time, you know?” One of Roan's eyebrows lifts like he was desperate to call me on my bullshit but knows better. Smart man, I wonder if he can taste blood from all the tongue biting he’s doing.

I clear my throat and try again, but at the moment I can’t actually face looking at him and all his intense sincerity in the eye, so instead I focus on the stool tucked under the table.

“Actually, I wanted to thank you. The books—they are good. I appreciate it. Really.” I flash the novel in my hand and take a chance to look up. And thank the Gods I did, as I am rewarded with the hint of a blush under his thick beard, his lip between his teeth, with his small smile.

“No problem.” He nods back over at the gleaming wooden bar behind him. “I have a couple of hours left till we close for the night. I need to catch up on my bookwork. Why don’t you sit at the bar and keep me company?” There is a hopefulness in his voice that I try not to put too much stock in.

Roan’s a friend—well my brother's mate's friend. Of course he doesn’t want me wasting away in one of his tavern rooms. Surely that's not good for business. Reason doesn’t stop the little spark of foolishness that flames to light in my chest anyway.

“Yeah, sure, I’d like that.”


Roan


I slide the bowl of pretzels down the bar to the waiting patron and try not to stare at the empty stool at the end of the bar. Theo’s stool. Tucked away, close enough to the door to the kitchens that most people wouldn’t notice him. Or so he thinks.

He has come down a few hours before closing every night to read and “keep me company” for the past week and a half while I catch up on fluffy admin tasks. Mostly it’s just a cover to keep him occupied and out of his room, but my already tidy books have never been this organised. Mauvy is chuffed over the whole situation, especially since I started doing the ordering for the kitchens and polishing the silver after I ran out of things to do.

But just because he thinks the handful of patrons in the bar most nights don’t notice him, doesn’t mean he's correct. It just means that any time they’ve dared to go near him they’ve been met with a harsh warning from myself, Mauvy, or Seldon, who have both taken to protecting our silent sentinel like he is a wild animal they are attempting to train into being a friend.

They aren’t entirely wrong.

Theo is skittish. He skips the busier nights, choosing to stay in his room, and I’ve found I really missed his silent company. Edith, Seff, Tor, and Caelan have all been by regularly and are over the moon to finally see him out of his nest. They say he still isn’t talking much, but hey, it’s a start, right?

Tonight is one of those busier nights, which is expected for a weekend. So to say I am shocked to see his shy form, hidden in the overflowing layers of his too big, borrowed clothes, making its way down the stairs is an understatement. Especially since his brother and Caelan were by earlier today while I was out.

I’m more than a little stunned to watch his shock of vibrant, copper curls make their way closer to me. To the bar, I mean. Because that’s where he’s headed, definitely not to me, specifically. That would be ridiculous; I’m nearly ten years older than him, and he’s not in the place for that sort of thing, is he?

Shit. Getting wildly ahead of myself here. He does that to me.

I can’t help my body's hyper awareness of him, that primitive little pull in my chest telling me to snatch him up and throw him over my shoulder to hide him in my small cabin out in the back where I could - yeah, doing it again.

Probably best not to think about all that right now. Not only would that plan go down like a sack of lead with him, but the last thing I need right now is for my cock to get any harder in my pants. One of the feral animals around here is bound to notice and make a big deal out of it. He makes his way carefully across the bar, completely oblivious to the stares of the beings crowding the bar.

I keep my eyes trained on Theo as he approaches, devouring every detail of his pale face, with its sharp, high cheekbones and the dusting of vibrant freckles across the bridge of his nose, his strawberry lips curled into a shy smile. He shoulders his way past a loud and blustery crowd of fauns to jump up onto his usual stool at the end of the bar.

For someone that spends all day in bed, he looks exhausted. His unnaturally pale skin starkly contrasts the dark shadows under his eyes.

It doesn’t help that he's wearing more of Seldon’s old clothes—an oversized forest green sweater rolled up at the sleeves and a baggy pair of jeans that I am pretty sure were more of a slim fit on Seldon when I last saw them . The outfit swallows him, making him look smaller, more vulnerable.

Something stirs in my chest— a tight feeling that has me rolling my shoulders and stretching my neck. That insidious possessive part of me hates seeing him in someone else's clothing. But considering he still hasn’t arranged for his things to arrive from his home in Loqueaur, and obviously hasn’t been up for a trip to Twin Heads to go shopping, it’s the only real practical solution.

Other than him roaming the tavern naked, and while I’d definitely be up for that, I don’t think going on a rampage against the patrons of my tavern for looking at him would be a great idea.

Might be a bit of fun though. It’s been a while since I’ve had a good brawl. I mean, there was the time in the cottage. But I mean a good brawl. Not a life and death situation. There is a difference, even if Mauvy has never really gotten it.

Theo sets himself up with his book and the bowl of nuts he helps himself to over the bar, studiously ignoring the fauns jostling him, as they exuberantly recreate a fight that had occurred earlier in the week at their gathering.

Well, I think it was a fight from the looks of it? The wrestling is awfully… gropey.

A level of rowdiness is expected here this late on a weekend, and Theo seems to be okay with them, so I let their behaviour slide.

Until one of the wrestlers shoves his opponent a little too hard, sending the other faun flying into Theo.

There is a horrifying moment, panic overtaking his face, as his chair wobbles precariously and topples to the side. Theo crashes to the floor in a loud clatter. The fauns quickly rush to his aid, scrambling to right the stool and help pick him up, but their flurry of apologies are drowned out.

“Get! OUT!”

Drowned out by me apparently. Fury boils through my veins as I do the one thing I have tried to avoid my whole tenure as Keeper of the Tavern - allow my berserker rage to show.

Red hazes my vision as I watch the fauns fall all over themselves and Theo, trying to get away from him. I can feel the power pulsing in my veins, a violent throb that feels like a marching beat, pushing me to fight, battle, protect.

A low growl rattles through the now silent tavern and a dim part of my brain recognises that it comes from me. I know I need to knock this shit off, but this anger is too big, too fresh for me to contain.

My nostrils flare, my breath a rough snort as I take a step towards the cowering fauns as they scramble back into the other patrons—my patrons—sputtering apologies and pleading for mercy.

The bar itself blocks my advance and just as I prepare to leap over the bastard thing, a firm smack clips the back of my head.

I shake it off with a grunt, but the interruption gives me a blessed moment of clarity, an opportunity to pull myself back from the abyss of doing something monumentally, and unforgivably, stupid.

The rage pumping through me slowly dissipates, settling into something much more murky, like regret. Beside me, out of the corner of my eye I see the deliverer of my much deserved smack.

Mauvy, in all of her five-feet-nothing-if-she-is-lucky glory, on her stool, arms crossed across her ample chest, glowers from behind her thick round glasses.

“Do I need to do it again? I will. Gladly.” She sounds a little too keen to deliver another slap for my liking, but focusing on her familiar face is helping me get a handle on the roil of emotions clouding my thinking. Her brows furrow in assessment, her arm drawing back for another whack.

“I’m good.” It comes out as a rough grunt as I struggle to catch hold of my breathing.

Mauvy is staring at me like I am a complete stranger—and a dangerous one at that, which is saying a lot.

She and I have been friends since we were tiny little babies. Her parents had been here a little too regularly, and we basically grew up together until my Uncle Inigo just moved her in with us as a young teen.

She knows full well how hard I work to keep cool and calm and never let my berserker heritage take over. I’ve certainly never raged out like this before.

I manage to take in three deep lungfuls of breath, each one burning my chest. The fauns are still collecting themselves from the floor. I haven’t dared look at Theo yet. What must he be thinking? Already, the whole Black Stump had screeched to a halt to watch my shit show go down.

I drop my head and try to relax my body into a less aggressive stance, forcing my muscles into submission.

“I’m sorry, gentlemen. Sincerely. I overreacted.” The band of fauns, only six of them in all, stammer for a moment, backing towards the exit, bumping into things as they go.

“Gods, enough of this. You lot, head outside, it’s where you should’ve been anyway with the way you carry on. Hildy will be out with some drinks for you on the house soon enough, okay?” Mauvy turns her stern eye to the rest of the tavern, clapping her hands once and making a shooing motion, “and you lot can mind your own business. Get on with yourselves.”

And this is why she is my second in command. We often joke that we are each other's platonic life partner, both tied to the tavern we call home. Soon enough, the fauns find their way outside, eagerly awaiting their delivery from our weekend waitress while the rest of the tavern go back to their previous endeavours, unwilling to cross Mauvy. After all, she is usually the scary one around here.

“Ok, well, now that’s over, I have things to do in the kitchen. Keep your shit together, I don’t have time to take care of you and everything else around here.”

Only now does she spot Theo cowering in the corner, doing his very best to remain invisible. It is almost comical to see the quick change from being intensely serious and kind of threatening to warm and friendly.

“Theo, my darling! I am so glad you made your way downstairs. I’ll fetch you something to eat.” There is a small clop when she jumps off her stool and makes her way around the bar, patting Theo’s arm fondly as she passes him . Theo’s cheeks flame at the casual affection, and the roller coaster of emotions I seem to be on tonight takes a sharp turn, my stomach swooping.

“Don’t bother about me, I already ate,” his voice trails after her as she shoves open the heavy swinging kitchen door.

“Wasn’t a suggestion.” I chuckle at her sing-song reply as the door swings shut, adding a nice punch to her rejoinder. I nod to the stool he’d been tipped from that he is now hovering near, aware that there was now a long line forming at the bar I had to deal with.

“I really am sorry about that. I was—” I huff a breath and scrub a hand over my jaw, unsure how to explain my fit of possessive fury. Unable to find the words, I wave my hand, like I can just scrub the incident from existence.

Theo at least sits. He seems hesitant, but still, he parks that cute little butt of his on the stool and pulls out his book. The book I got him.

The roller coaster takes another swerve as an arrogant sort of pride makes my chest puff up a little that he enjoys my present, that I gave him something that no one else was able to.

Shaking my head again, I try to focus. “Never mind, anyway. I’m sorry. Did you want a drink or anything? Are you okay?” My hands are still clenching by my side, itching to grab Theo, to take him somewhere. Keep him safe. Check to make sure he’s not injured. Maybe kiss him better… shit. No. Wrong track.

As my thoughts stray and that possessive fire surges again, I take a half step towards him. His eyes track the movement like prey being hunted, and his lips part with a sharp inhaled breath, making me freeze and instantly pull back. Fuck. I’m scaring him. After everything he’s been through, here I am blundering around him like a feral animal in heat. Theo’s eyes dart nervously down the bar towards the increasingly impatient beings waiting for me to finally give them my attention.

“Uh, I’m fine, Roan. Seriously. I’ll just have a water, whenever you’re free. No biggie.” I nod and tap my knuckles on the bar, reluctant to move away from him as he opens the book to the dog-eared page, already focused on the words in front of him.

“Right, well, you know where I am if you need me.” He doesn’t even look up, just waves his hand.

Summarily dismissed, I roll my shoulders, dust off the whole awkward encounter, and move over to the deal with my customers.


Theo


It takes Roan longer than I thought it would to get back to me. I try to ignore him and focus on my book instead, but despite the protagonist, Ragomir, being in yet another deathly and horrifying jam, I can’t help getting sidetracked by the hunky barkeep and the way his leather harness strains across his chest when he moves about the bar, lifting heavy things and just generally being hot.

It’s distracting. Every so often, out of the corner of my eye, I catch sight of him pouring a beer from the brass taps, his white shirt rolled to his elbows, solid forearms flexing as he holds the glass in his dexterous fingers.

It was bad enough during that sexy as f- I mean, completely feral and terrible display when I’d been knocked off my stool, but just watching the quietly confident way he goes about his work, the way he laughs and jokes with his customers, and his friends, it drives me a little crazy. I am more than a little afraid that if he dares to come over here and carry on our conversation, I’ll do something incredibly stupid, like pounce on him and rub myself all over him until we both cum.

But no doubt if I did, he would do something mortifying like set me somewhere safe and pat me on the head like the child he thinks I am. Someone weak. And in need of protection. And there goes my boner. Silver linings and all that.

As I pretend to read and instead watch him like the pathetic sap I am, I pick at the roast chicken dinner Mauvy delivered before disappearing to her rooms for the night. Apparently she lives above the guest rooms—didn’t even realise there was space up there.

The food is good—Mauvy’s food always is—which is saying a lot because our chef growing up had been trained in the finest kitchens around the world. But while Edouard’s food had been beautifully crafted delicacies, Mauvy’s food is different, homelier, cosier. It doesn’t just feed your body; it feeds your spirit. Maybe that’s her magic? She’s a faun after all.

My appetite is still really struggling since my rescue and living on Marieth’s gruel for far too long. So I really just push the chicken and vegetables around in the gravy. Nibbling at what I can while I force my eyes back to the words on the page and not to devouring Roan as he throws back his head and lets out a booming laugh at whatever the hot vampire falling all over herself at the bar is saying to him. I’m not even sure if he swings that way, but it still raises my hackles.

Before, before I lost my gift and my fae magic, I would have been able to make the glass of blood teetering in her hand spill over the cleavage currently attempting to bust out of the lace of her top.

But I can’t, and the reminder flames something even pettier and more childish inside me.

Which obviously makes it the perfect time for Roan to make his way over to me. It takes every ounce of my pitiful self control to keep my eyes on my book. I must’ve read the same sentence a dozen times, but I still have no idea what the words on the page mean because Roan has completely invaded my space, sparking electricity across my skin.

He leans across the bar, elbows resting on the wooden surface. He’s so close that his hair brushes my cheek, his breath fanning across my hands. The spicy scent of him blending with the hoppy smell of the beer he’s been serving is not something I ever thought would be erotic, but here we are.

My breath shudders from my lips as I try desperately to rein in my thundering heartbeat. He is so close—too close; the need to say something, to poke at him and push him—and this too big feeling—away, surges within me, but he has scrambled my brain, turning me into a mindless idiot.

I pray to the Gods that he doesn’t notice how my hands tremble when I fold over the corner of my book to mark my page—something Darius always badgered me over.

The reminder of my quasi-ex, and the fact that I should probably get in contact with him and the entirety of my old life like Tor reminded me this morning, is enough to reset my equilibrium and gain back some of my sanity.

“What are you doing?” The words are harsher than I intended, and Roan stills for a moment. Regret needles me, especially when he withdraws, taking in my scowl and countering it with a cheeky grin that seems to make his dark eyes a little brighter.

“Just grabbing a little snack.” He nabs a nut from my discarded half filled bowl and tosses the thing in his mouth. I try not to be jealous of the salty little treat, but my patheticness knows no bounds as I watch him lick the salt from his lips. “I’ve been busy.”

I slide the book closer to myself, tugging it close to my chest and hugging it tight, to keep my hands from doing something stupid.

“I noticed. It’s a busy night.” Is that a squeak in my voice? Smooth, Theo, smooth. Gods.

Roan shifts to match my stance, crossing his arms and stepping his feet out wide to brace his considerable mass. His head tilts as he considers me. The intensity of his gaze feels like too much again, and I can feel the stupid blush heating my cheeks, neck, and ears under my freckles.

“Weekends usually are. Was a bit surprised to see you tonight, to be honest.”

I focus on the shining buckle of his leather harness and gulp. He’s right, it really goes against my usual M.O. to be out here while there are so many other beings with us.

I rake my hand over my head, unsettling my hair. It’s probably due for a cut, but I kind of like how long the curls are getting.

“Yeah, thought I would try something different. Uh, push my boundaries a bit.” I am rewarded with a full smile from Roan now, the joy radiating from him as he beams at me, nodding.

His approval pokes at that peevish, irritable place inside of me that chafes against being everyone's good little boy. But for the first time in too long, even before my capture, the annoyance is duller and far outweighed by the good. The acknowledgement brings me up short, makes me want to confess more things in search of more of his approval.

“Tor came by today. He said that he and Caelan are hopefully going to head to Loqueaur City sometime next week.”

Roan watches me carefully. “You going to go with them?”

Am I imagining it or does he sound… hesitant? I shake my head, dislodging a lock of hair that falls over my eye, and pick at the corner of the book I have hugged to my chest like a lifeline.

“Nah. I don’t think I’m quite ready for that. But they offered to pack up my rooms at my parents’ house. And sort things out at the University for me, get my laptop and phone and all my stuff. I will probably need to work things out there eventually. Leaving my position there is going to cause some headaches for my colleagues.”

Roan grunts noncommittally. “You sure you want to quit?”

The laugh that escapes me is a little too loud and not very pleasant. “I have lost my gift, Roan. Without it I am just another average fae. And not even that considering I’ve lost my magic. There is nothing for me there anymore.”

“You don’t know that. It could come—” I know what he is about to say; it’s what they’ve all said trying to comfort me, but it doesn’t help, just ignites my temper simmering beneath the surface. And just like that, it flares in another outburst. I stand suddenly, my stool screeching on the flagstone floors as I shove it back.

“It’s not coming back! It’s gone! Forever! But if you want me gone that badly I’ll—” I can almost see the rolling of his eyes as I spit my angry words at him.

I know I am being a petulant child but I cannot seem to help myself, my anger taking over. He holds his hands up, fingers splayed in the universal sign of surrender.

“Stop. I’m sorry. I get it. I am sorry.” He gives me a moment to catch my panting breath and indicates to the stool, using a gentle wave of magic to stand it up again.

For what feels like the millionth time tonight, there are too many eyes from too many beings on me, and their scrutiny feels unwelcome, like bugs skittering along my skin. Embarrassment burns my cheeks. Is it any wonder he thinks I’m some broken little creature to be wrapped in cotton wool when I keep acting like this? No longer willing to cause a scene, and my temper fading, I return to my seat.

“And no, I don’t want you to go anywhere. You are more than welcome to stay here as long as you need to. Though…” He eyes me again, like I’m a child he’s scared of setting off into another fit. “Are you happy here?”

My shock is genuine, and I pull a face.

“Uh, yeah? I mean, it beats staying with my brother and hearing him and Caelan go at it all over the farm?”

Roan huffs a laugh and nods in agreement—we’d all had the unfortunate experience of hearing them on our trip back, and they had been enthusiastically reunited. It scarred me more than the whole kidnapped and nearly dying thing.

Roan leans forward on his elbows again, and I try not to inhale him like a junkie.

“Right, well, after that ringing endorsement, I have an idea. Maybe it’s time that you have something to do with yourself during the day.” He smirks at my raised eyebrow, my back immediately straightening, readying for a fight.

“Sitting in your room holding yourself prisoner isn’t doing you any good. You need to get out and do things. Accomplishments and all that. I told you about the cottage at the back? You might have seen it the night you got here? Or maybe out your window?”

I try to cast my mind back to the night we arrived, but it had been late and chaotic and the very definition of overwhelming.

I had seen it out of my window. There are actually two cottages out there. A tiny little one that I know is Roan’s—not that he is ever there except to sleep—and a larger one all behind the neglected, overrun kitchen garden. It looks like it has been more than a decade since anyone has stepped in the place.

“I know it. What about it?”

He raps his knuckles on the bar a couple of times and winks, while I try to stop my stomach from knotting itself up from his proximity.

“Right, well, it was my Uncle Inigo’s. I actually grew up there with him and my parents. But I moved out into my place back when I was eighteen. It’s been sitting there for just over a decade. I cleaned it out after he passed, but I never had it in me to deal with the place properly, then I got too busy here and time got in the way and now it’s too big a job to handle.”

If he has a point, I sincerely hope he finds it soon because my brain is turning to mush with the overstimulation of him coupled with the noise of the bar and too many people around. I’m not used to it anymore.

I give a small smile, hoping to encourage him to get to the point, and he chuckles. “Right, anyway, I suggested it before we got back, but I realised you probably forgot. I was thinking maybe you could fix it up. Like a project?”

“Roan, are you trying to take advantage of my fragile mental state for… free labour? Have you seen me?”

Roan sucks his teeth, dragging his eyes over me like a trail of fire, his grin turning sly. “I sure have, Theo, I sure have.”

Is he… flirting with me? Surely not. Before I can second guess myself, or his intentions, he drops the heated looks and stands again, spreading his big hands on the bar top, distracting me with the thick vein trailing across the back of the left one up to his wrist.

“There isn’t any construction type work. Well, there shouldn’t be much. It just needs a good clean out. Maybe some patching and painting. Change things up.” I stare at him, more than a little shocked but definitely intrigued. It’s not something I had ever really done before.

Growing up as the pampered child prodigy in one of the wealthiest and most influential families in the country—the world really—manual labour had never really been a necessity. Not that I’ve ever gone looking for it either.

“Gonna ask again because you seem to have confused me with someone else. Why me? Also, why would I agree to clean up your spare cottage? Don’t you have employees for that sort of thing?” His bark of laughter attracts the attention of a group of shifters down the bar, and he waves them off.

“Careful brat, your privilege is showing.” It’s a testament to how bad I have it for this guy. Brat isn’t exactly sweetheart, but my stomach swoops just the same, even while I try to convince myself I hate it.

Large hands drop onto my shoulders, yanking me backward into a hard wall of man, cutting off my snarky reply. I do, however, let out a super manly squawk of surprise.

My eyes are squeezed shut in fear as strong arms wrap me in a tight bear hug, lifting me off the stool. It’s not until one of the big hands ruffles my hair, and I’m wondering what in the name of the Gods Roan is doing not interfering again, that I realise what’s going on.

“Theo, buddy! You’re downstairs! Good to see you, bro.” Seff’s deep voice rumbles in my ear as he deposits me back on my stool. Ignoring my glare, he throws his arm around my shoulder, tucking me under his armpit.

I wriggle a little, fighting just enough to appease the little demon beast inside me that is disgruntled by his oafishness, but then I settle in.

There is no fighting Seff and his affection; he needs it like he needs oxygen. Plus, I am not really going to complain about rubbing up against a giant, sexy himbo, am I?

“I didn’t realise you were down here, or I’d have come in earlier.” Roan’s eyes are trained on Seff’s arm around me, but everyone is more than used to Roan's weird protective daddy act and have made the collective decision to ignore him.

“What am I? Chopped liver?” Seff waves off Roan’s feigned indignation with a genial laugh.

“You know I love you. What are we talking about?” Noticing my discarded half dinner, he picks at a piece of chicken and puts it in his mouth. “Damn, that’s good.” The man is a savage, honestly, but I still roll my eyes affectionately and bump my shoulder into his chest.

“Sure, help yourself to my dinner. Actually, Roan was trying to con me into doing his house renovations under some weird pretence of it being some new self-help program.”

“What the fuck, dude? He’s meant to be re-” My shoulder to his chest is a lot sharper this time. I tug his arm hard, pulling him to face me.

“Do not finish that sentence if you know what’s good for you.” Seff’s tanned, perfectly carved face splits into a million watt smile, and he ruffles my hair again, not at all helping my temper.

“Right. That. Sorry. Anyway.” He looks down at me, his golden amber eyes taking in my scrawny body under Seldon’s too big clothes. “Maybe a little hard work would be good for you.”

His charming smile takes the edge off his words, especially since I don’t think Seff has ever had a mean thought about anybody in his life. Roan, obviously sick of being ignored, clears his throat.

“And I’ll help, obviously. Once you get it cleaned up enough, you can even move in there.” He takes a beat, then continues, “That is, uh, until you’re ready to move on or whatever.” Over my head Seff shoots Roan another “what the fuck?” kind of look that he doesn’t intend me to see but I catch out the corner of my eye. Roan just shrugs helplessly.

Not for the first time, I miss my fae magic and my knowing.

Not necessarily my gifted knowing, but that intuition that drives every fae. Without it, I feel rudderless. Now, I’m always missing a piece of the conversation, and I don’t know how to make decisions for myself.

And this decision feels particularly heavy. I know I definitely don’t want to go back to Loqueaur and my life at the University.

But do I want to commit to staying here at the Black Stump—with Roan?

I could always make my way to Twin Heads. It would still be close to Tor and Caelan, but probably not close enough. And I’d be on my own.

Here at the Black Stump, I would have everyone, this group of weirdos that have somehow adopted me into their little family.

I would have Roan, an idea that thrills me as much as it irritates me. I look into the depths of his slate grey eyes, the lines around his eyes crinkling as he smiles gently.

Even without my knowing, the rational part of my brain points out that agreeing to help with the stupid house doesn't mean I have to stay forever. Even if it sounds… nice.

“Fine, I’ll do it.” The two of them release their breath with comical timing, and Roan knocks on the bar again, the approval in his eyes making my stomach squirm with hot anticipation.

“Good. Excellent. Good choice.”


Roan


Guilt niggles at my conscience, the sun beating down on my neck, as I survey Uncle Inigo’s run-down old cottage. I’ve really let this place get out of hand. He loved this place, we all had, but time and life just has a habit of passing you by.

Well, that’s my excuse anyway.

It’s definitely past time to deal with it. The small flower garden that had been his pride and joy is long since dead, completely overtaken with the same weeds running roughshod over the once gleaming gravel path to the tavern. The Black Stump itself has been in our family one way or another since it was built nearly seven hundred and fifty years ago.

Mum and Dad moved here to work at the tavern with Inigo when Dad ran into a rough patch. I was only a baby, so I grew up here from the start.

Inigo was a lot older than Mum and had never married himself. He’d been happy to have us come and show my parents the ropes. By the time they got here, he was happy to step back a little. When I was sixteen, Dad ended up getting a job back in Twin Heads doing booking for a small surveying company. I’d already fallen in love with the place, and Mauvy’d been here permanently by then, so I’d stayed on and learned how to run the place.

Unfortunately Inigo had fallen sick, something incredibly rare for a fae, and we’d lost him young. He’d only been seventy-six when he passed; it’d been devastating, like losing a parent. But he’d left me the place, and at eighteen, Mauvy and I took it over together. We’d been a solid team over the past fifteen years.

Rubbing at the hard lump in my chest, I survey the damage to the front exterior of the house. The cream stucco-like material clinging to the stone bricks is chipped in places, but otherwise just needs patching and some fresh paint. The exposed wooden framework, mainly just decoration, could do with a new coat of staining.

I continue my assessment, sweating in the afternoon sun, as I wait for Theo to join me. From the looks of things, the thatch needs replacing on the roof, which isn’t at all surprising. I’m not quite sure how we’re going to manage it, but at least three of the wooden shutters need to be rehung. All of them need a good sanding and paint, along with the window frames.

A flush of shame shoots through me over the state I let the house get into. It was such a charming house, pretty even, with a steeply pitched roof, dormer windows, patch worked with colourful glass and an arched front door hand carved with flowers and vines. Apparently my great-great-grandfather had carved it for the house. Now it is peeling and weatherworn.

A flower box my mum had tended is hanging at a precarious angle out of what was her bedroom window on the second floor. The whole thing looks so tired and bedraggled.

My face contorts in a grimace, and I kick the half rotted planter box next to the front door, spooking a little white mouse who scurries off toward the garden. At least I have a semi-decent excuse for that one going to waste. Mauvy and I were both cursed with a black thumb, and none of the staff have ever been interested enough to get it started.

Finally, I spy Theo making his way out the back of the tavern, chatting to Seldon and Seff. Seldon waves them goodbye and heads back inside, but Seff sticks to Theo’s side as they make their way up the path, past the broken kitchen garden fence to the cottage.

The lump in my throat shifts, landing like a stone in my stomach as I watch them approach.

Just like last night when he’d wrapped himself around Theo, I want to rip Seff away from him and roar a little. Only a little. Just enough to maybe scare Seff into keeping his hands to himself for once.

Anxiety ripples under my skin, sending my already overheated nerves into hyper-drive. The possessive, domineering act really pisses Theo off, and I don’t want to step on his toes today, not when it feels absolutely vital to have him working on Inigo’s cottage, to stamp himself there.

I tug at my black shirt, airing myself out a little. It might only be the middle of spring, but the sun is packing a punch today. Not that you can tell by Theo’s now-standard oversized jeans and sweater combo. He managed to find a pair of sneakers from somewhere, but they are obviously too big.

I make a mental note that maybe it is time to coax him on a day trip to Twin Heads with me to get some of his own clothes, rather than having to schlep about in Seldon’s cast offs.

Seff, true to his “suns out, guns out” life philosophy is in loose basketball shorts and an oversized singlet with massive arm holes cut out, basically making the top useless. His navy ball cap is tugged low on his brow, shielding his face from the sun as they amble up the path.

“Seff. You're joining us?” Subtle. Really subtle. Seff gives me a cheeky half grin and slaps my shoulder, obviously relishing in my discomfort. It’s not that I don’t want him with us specifically—I mean, he literally works in construction. It’d probably be good to have him give the place a good once over, and we’re definitely going to need a hand here and there. But I am greedy for time with Theo, and he is horning into that time.

I attempt to rearrange my face into something welcoming and friendly, giving my horn a scratch. Seff’s shit-stirring wink lets me know that I’ve failed miserably, so I turn to Theo instead.

Probably not the best move as he’s now got his adorable upturned nose all scrunched up, his head tilted back to squint at the bird's nest in one of the upper floor window sills.

His freckles seem extra bright against the glow of his milky white skin in the sunlight. The sunlight looks good on him, though. Despite his pale, exhausted appearance, Theo strikes me as someone who is made for the sunlight. There is something about him that seems to glow with it.

“You ready to go have a look, brat?” A ginger curl slips out from behind his ear, and I clench my fist to refrain from reaching out to tuck it back when he turns to look at me, still incredibly unimpressed.

“Are you sure it’s safe?” Seff and I scoff at the same time, stoking something competitive in me.

“Like I’d ever put you in danger,” I scoff, not bothering to hide my eye roll. “It’s a bit of a shit show, but it’s still sturdy.” Still, he cuts a look over to Seff who gives his own reassuring smile and nod. To cover my own shitty attitude and irritated huff, I turn from the both of them and shove the arched wooden door a little too forcefully.

There is the obvious sound of something scampering to safety somewhere in the house, and the grimy windows do a terrible job allowing the light in, but Seff and Theo follow me into the front room of the cottage. It was originally the main living room, but my grandfather and Inigo had built an extension on the back years ago, and it had become more of a formal sitting area. Not that it had any furniture here, just built-in bookshelves flanking the hand-carved fireplace.

Carpentry had been a big hobby with my ancestors; the floral motif from the door was carried throughout the original sections of the house on the exposed beam archways, the cabinetry, and mantelpieces. Even the staircase bannister.

Seff whistles a low sound and clucks his tongue, while Theo shuffles across the wooden floors—another thing in need of sanding and varnish—kicking at the leaves and dirt that had blown in from somewhere.

The floorboards are made with timber from the Woods themselves. My grandpa told me as a kid that the house had been a gift from the Woods, providing for our family for as long as we protected them. As a kid, I’d always thought he’d just been spinning tales, but the older I got, the more I understood that he wasn’t telling tales. The Whisper Woods are fickle, but they protect their own however they can.

A pang of nerves hits my stomach as I watch Theo take in my family home, inspecting the remnants of my past. His eyes narrow on the ceiling of the living room where my mum had painted the constellations in gold paint when I was in primary school. A wooden chandelier hangs below the painting— a simple circle to hold the candles used to illuminate the room. A small smile passes over Theo’s lips, and my shoulders loosen a bit.

“It’s, uh, obviously a bit of a mess. This was the sitting room. Back in the day, it was the only real living area.” I feel compelled to explain. Seff has switched into professional mode, examining the window sills, poking at all the wood. Muttering to himself, he moves on to the bookshelves, lovingly caressing the carving before checking everything for its structural integrity.

Theo and I watch him in silence for a moment because watching Seff is always a fun time, but then I point to the arched doorways exiting the room. “Through there are the stairs, the dining room, and the sunroom. That’s the room my grandfather added for a bit of extra space. Downstairs bathroom’s that way too.”

Theo nods, chewing on the sleeve of his jumper, the other arm crossed across his chest. He looks overwhelmed. I want to pull him to me, wrap myself around him, and promise it will all be okay, but I don’t. My fingers itch with need, so I stuff them in my pants pocket and nod to the other doorway.

“Kitchen’s that way. I should probably tell you, it’s a wood-fired stove.” Theo’s face drops, his hand falling from his wide open mouth as his eyes practically bulge.

“What?!” At Theo’s indignant screech, Seff chuckles from wherever he went, still in Professional Builder Guy mode. I smile wide and ruffle his hair, unable to not touch him any longer. All I can do is keep it friendly as I walk past, leading the way to the kitchen. Theo squawks again and hustles to keep up.

I can feel the heat of his scowl on my back, and my cock swells—just enough to make my pants uncomfortable. Feisty Theo is my favourite Theo.

“I’m just kidding. It was wood-fired. But it was a pain in the ass. Inigo had the house and the tavern converted to have some electricity back in the day. It was a fight and a half, but he managed it. The tavern still runs old school except for the cookers. So long as the wiring’s not destroyed, you’ve got electricity in the kitchen, and that’s it.” I throw my arm wide, presenting the kitchen.

Theo moves around quietly, throwing daggers my way and stroking the benches, opening cupboards here and there. The kitchen is spacious with an exposed beam ceiling. My great grandmother's collection of copper cooking pots used to hang from the rafters, but it’s all empty now except for a small round dining table with four matching spindle-back chairs.

I spent many an hour at that table as a kid, eating my mum's chocolate chip biscuits, doing my homework after school, chatting with her while she cooked dinner.

The kitchen holds a lot of fond memories for me, hanging out with her. Especially as I got older, and it got harder to catch up around life. Mum and I are close—I even call her every week like a good son—and visit her whenever I make the trip to Twin Heads.

The cabinets had been replaced when Inigo and Mum were kids, but Mum painted them blue when we moved in, and then in later years, she painted a white floral pattern over the blue. Mum loved to paint small details over the place.

There is a large white sink underneath a big window, which, back when it was clean, had a magnificent view of the Woods and opened outwards to let the fresh air in.

Theo turns on one of the brass taps, physically recoiling at the murky brown sludge that runs for a moment. Thankfully, it turns clear eventually.

“Why only the kitchen?” I am too busy staring at him and don’t catch the question at first.

“What?” I grunt like a buffoon, and he rolls his eyes, waving his hand around the kitchen.

“Why just the kitchen for electricity? Why not the whole house?” Ah, yeah, that. I lean my shoulder against the arch frame while he pokes and prods at the large oven and stove top in the nook where the old wood burner used to be. The old one is in my place, mainly as an ornament because I never use it, preferring to nip over to the Black Stump.

“The Woods wouldn’t let him. Caused problems after problems. Then there was a big storm when they were trying to hook up the house.” Despite everything we’d been through in the Woods during his rescue, he still gives me a little look like I’m pulling his leg. I shrug a shoulder at his disbelief. “It’s true. Big snow storm in the middle of summer. There was even a small landslide that blocked the truck’s access.”

“Uncle Inigo ended up going into the Woods for a couple of days. He never said what happened but when he came back, he said to keep it in the kitchens, and it will be fine. Never had a problem after that. But then he also negotiated the plumbing for the toilets so…” I shrug again, like a family member negotiating house renovations with a sentient Whisper Wood is entirely normal, and push off the wall. Like I said, I’d learnt a lot after my grandpa’s tales.

Theo frowns at me like something is wrong and goes to ask another question but shakes his head. Seff pops his head into the room, a big grin on his face.

“I’ve checked downstairs, everything seems safe. Just gonna head upstairs.” We wave him off and move on to the other rooms. The bathroom is only just off the kitchen and is obviously a recent addition. With only just enough room for a toilet and handbasin, the onetime-storage-closet-turned-bathroom was small and relatively boring. Except for the hundreds of miniature strawberries Mum had painted over the walls one summer.

What really seems to thrill Theo is the sunroom. A large, airy room built onto the rear of the house, with giant windows that run from the ceiling nearly to the floor. The glass is a patchwork of regular and coloured glass, with delicately curling framework.

Bench seats and more bookcases hug the perimeter of the windows. Half the ceiling itself is glass, too, and, thankfully, the room was at the perfect angle that it only ever caught the sun's full force for a brief time in the morning in summer, spending the rest of the day in light shade. There are even ornate double doors leading to the backyard—a small courtyard completely private from the tavern.

I watch Theo spin in the centre of the room, head thrown back, copper curls glistening in the sunlight that beams into the room. Rightness settles in the pit of my stomach, and that feral thing inside me that was awakened when I saw Theo lying on that Godsdamned table growls inside me.

I can see him here in this room one day, clean and tidy and furnished. Filled with plants and books, just like my dad had. Hopefully, in the not too distant future. Happy and healthy. Healed.

Mine. That devious little gremlin growls, and I shove it back down, swallowing against the hard lump in my throat.

Theo finally realises that I’ve been staring like a creeper again and stills, that shy smile back on his face, a pretty pink tinge to his sharp cheekbones. I clear my throat, hoping to clear away the fantasies in my head. Of fucking Theo in here under the starlit sky. Watching him writhe on the floor covered in luxurious blankets and cushions, bathed in our cum and the moonlight. The force of the vision is so hot, so real, I feel it viscerally, heating my blood, making my cock throb with desperation.

“Uh, what do you think so far?” Godsdammit, is that my voice? I sound husky, sex drunk.

Theo obviously notices I’m back to being a lecherous perv because a look I can’t read washes over his face as he stammers to reply. Probably to deliver the blow that this is madness, and he’s heading back to his old life in Loqueaur City. Or to start a new life in Twin Heads. Away from me and my insane ideas.


Theo


What do I think? My brain is far too scrambled to think about such hard-hitting questions.

I have no idea what I think. Where to really even begin.

The place is a mess. Not even a hot mess. Just a dirty, dusty, kinda gross mess. I am pretty sure I saw a dead mouse in the kitchen. At the time I just ignored it because that’s disgusting, and I just had lunch.

And then there is Roan, just hovering about being all Roan-like. Smelling like Roan. Talking like Roan in that deep growly voice that sends a thrill under my skin and straight to my cock. Existing like Roan.

Sending me filthy looks like he wants to do increasingly nasty things to me and then ruffling my hair like I’m his bratty little brother like Roan.

I exhale a sigh of frustration and run my hand through my hair. I instantly regret it when I find a cobweb I’d managed to walk through at some point. Gross.

Shuddering at the thought of spiders creeping around unseen, I switch my focus back to more important things. I consider the room again, turning in one last circle, focusing on how this place makes me feel. I may not have my fae-tuition as Seff calls it. Or any of my gifts or powers. But it doesn’t take fae cunning for me to feel that buzz under my skin again. The way it swirled deep in my spirit. There are some things that are so true that even the most mundane humans would be able to feel the shiver of knowing up their spine.

“I think… I think it feels like home.”

***

It takes a little while to survey the rest of the house. After my little declaration, the tension between Roan and I skyrocketed to palpable levels of horny awkwardness, or maybe that had just been me?

We’d stared at each other for a handful of throbbing heartbeats, the temperature of the sunroom ratcheting up several degrees with the pulsing desperation wafting off me. But then Seff had slammed a door upstairs, breaking the spell, and we’d both shaken free of the moment and skedaddled up there to inspect the rest of the place.

Despite sticking close to Seff, we keep managing to find ways to brush against each other, all in seemingly innocent ways. I swear to the Gods, if Roan places that hot paw of his on my lower back one more time to steer me through a doorway, I am either going to climb him like a tree or throw myself into the ether.

Seff shows us through the rooms like it is his childhood home rather than Roan’s, explaining where rotted wood needs replacing or repairs are needed. I only really listen with half an ear because, if all else fails, I can just pay someone to do the work. Probably Seff.

Instead, I try to look past the grime and neglect to see the potential, the life I could build here. It’s all too easy to see that future. Filling the rooms with comfortable, handmade furniture and sumptuous fabrics. Having Tor and Caelan visit, Seff and Edith too. Visiting the tavern together and evenings in that decadent sunroom. And Roan, too. Try as I might to stop myself, I can’t help but picture him here with me.

That it would be ours.

Turning from the window frame where I’d been idly tracing the painted daisy pattern, I watch Roan as he inspects the door frame with Seff, arms folded across his chest, nodding all seriously like he knows anything about renovations or load bearing beams or whatever they were talking about. Though he possibly could. It’s not like I know him that well. It doesn’t stop that pull he has over me. That need to be with him, near him. It’s pathetic.

I’m obviously staring too hard because they both sense my stare. Seff gives me his usual affable smile. Roan frowns, his thick eyebrows pinching together. Absolutely typical.

I shove myself off the windowsill, ignoring the way it groans and paint—or at least I hope it’s paint—flakes off, sticking to my jeans.

“Are we done? It’s hot as all get out up here.” I’d stripped off my sweater on our way up the stairs, tying it around my waist, but I can still feel the trail of sweat building at the base of my spine.

Though at this point, I’m not quite sure if the heat in my skin is from wandering around the sweltering upstairs rooms or straight lust. Either way, it’s definitely time to leave. Seff looks a little startled, like he’s shocked that I’m not as enthralled by the intricacies of historical home design as he is, but then nods, his navy ball cap bobbing.

“Yeah, let’s just take a real quick look in the bathroom.” There is a round of mumbles, and I follow him out of the room, a good-sized room just like the other bedrooms, actually. Roan hangs back to wave me through the door, touching my back again as I pass.

A whimper slips past my restraints, and I think I can hear a gruff snort from behind where he follows me. For my own sanity, I ignore it.

The inspection of the bathroom, with its yellow walls and rust-stained clawfoot tub, is quick. It’s small, but cosy.

After growing up with all the space in the world, this place feels comfortable. Like a real home. Seff pokes and prods around the room, checking the plumbing the best that he can, while Roan and I stand awkwardly in the slightly too small space.

He’s right there next to me, close enough that I can feel the buzz of his skin but not so close that he is actually touching me. It’s torture.

I wonder if he feels it too?

Seff pulls his head from the cabinet he’s currently half-shoved in, inspecting the pipes, and dusts himself off, his pecs flexing through the ginormous holes in his singlet.

Despite all the man candy dancing in front of me, my fingers still flex with the need to reach out towards Roan. At this point, I’d even take the innocent brushing of my fingertips against his pants.

I really need to get back to my room and have a shower. A long one.

“It all looks fine enough for something that’s been unused for so long. I mean, everything basically needs replacing, but it’ll be an easy fix.” He pats the white sink affectionately. “I can help with the big things. I’ll fit you in around work, but it’s all easily done. If I show you how to do the small things, you can get cracking.” His wink in my direction teases an irritated huff from Roan. The cheeky flash in Seff’s eye makes me think it was entirely deliberate.

“Right, are we done here then?” Roan’s voice is deeper, gruffer. It’s hot. Seff wipes his hands together, trying to brush off some of the dirt.

“Sure are. Why don’t you buy me a beer, and we can all discuss logistics.” Roan is the first to leave, and I immediately miss the irritating hand steer.

“Sounds amazing—let’s go.” He’s already out the hall and halfway down the stairs. Seff bumps my shoulder with his arm as he passes, scooping me up under my arm to take me along with him.

The walk back to the Tavern manages to cool me off a little, which is weird considering it’s roughly a million degrees out. Once inside, we head to the bar to get a drink from Woodsy, the sometimes bartender. The mid-afternoon crowd has gathered out on the patio and gardens to enjoy the sun, and they are feeling rowdy today, so we decide to stay inside. I’m not really feeling up to all that right now.

My nightly trips down to the tavern have gotten me a little more used to being around people again, but large crowds are still overwhelming. But I’m getting there.

Can’t say the same about the nightmares though. Every night—okay, morning, daytime, whenever my messed up body clock decides it’s naptime and I fall asleep—I find myself back in the Woods, running from voices calling for me.

Sometimes it’s Marieth. Other times it’s Darius. Mostly, it is indiscernible shadows lurking in the darkness all chasing me, reaching for me, screeching for me to come back to them while I run uselessly to escape them. It is, to be honest, exhausting, and I've found myself avoiding sleep wherever I can. Doesn’t take a genius to know that’s a terrible idea.

“Theo, my baby!” Clutching my freshly poured, ice-cold lemonade, the cry is the only warning before I am attacked by a flurry of herbs, stale wine, lace, and velvet. Edith’s bony arms wrap around me tightly as she rocks me side to side. I can’t see anything past her frizzy white hair but submit to her embrace, only relishing in the motherly affection just a little.

I can hear the others snickering around me, but we ignore them. She finally pulls back, moving her hands to grip my biceps so she can look me over. There is worry in her violet eyes, but she knows me well enough now to not mention how tired I look. It’s a rare moment of tact from our resident mother-hen-slash-wine-loving witch.

“You’re out of your room. I’m so glad.” A small whisper of magic dances around me, her maniacal red smile beaming. I roll my eyes, trying to squash my smile. Praise from mother figures always gets me. Maybe because my mother barely remembered I existed, except for when she needed to trot us out for social events.

“I even went outside and everything.” I whisper to Edith conspiratorially. She rewards me with a chuckle and a slap on the arm before slipping her arm through mine to lead us over to the table in the middle of the tavern where Mauvy and Seldon are having a break. A pitcher of beer and a jug of water sit on the table with a myriad of glasses. Seff wraps his arm around my shoulder, but he’s so big he manages to hug Edith under it, too, pulling us close.

“Yup, sunlight and fresh air. He’s doing good. We were looking at Inigo’s old cottage out the back.”

We settle ourselves around the table, Seff and Edith snagging the seats on either side of me, leaving Roan to huff about where to sit for half a moment too long and for everyone to notice. I didn’t know you could slide a chair out with a tone, but Mauvy manages it, shoving the chair next to her in Roan’s direction, leaving him sitting opposite me.

As his legs settle under the table, I can feel his calf brush mine. For just a moment I feel it press harder against me, and everything inside of me hones in on that singular point of contact. I don’t move, just in case I spook him into withdrawing his leg from mine, but he relaxes, leaving his leg there.

The heat is back from the cottage, singing through me from that point on my leg, making me squirm in my seat to diffuse the tension. By some type of miracle, I manage to hold myself still though, too scared that he’ll stop touching me.

“So, how’s the cottage?” Seldon asks from the head of the table, busying himself with pouring drinks into the glasses and sliding them around the table. I catch the hint of the highlighter on his cheeks as it catches in the light.

Judging from the painfully basic jeans, tees, and sweater combos he’d lent me, and the sheer black cropped tee shirt that shows his tanned and toned stomach complete with a shiny belly piercing, Seldon has gone through a bit of a transformation in recent times. I hadn’t really noticed as he’d fluttered around my room, but now that I’m coming out of the fog, my curiosity is piqued.

Roan grunts and takes a long sip of the water Seldon passes him, and I do everything to not stare as his throat bobs. Seldon, on the other hand, has exactly zero qualms eye-fucking his boss. It would be wrong to jump across the table and scratch his eyes out to keep them off Roan, but it is tempting. Extremely tempting.

“Dude, at least try to be subtle.” Seff nudges my shoulder with his elbow, and I realise that I have done a terrible job hiding the venom I’m shooting at Seldon. Just when I was hoping we could be friends.

Seff mutters something under his breath, but I’m not paying attention. Seldon had unfortunately caught the look I’d thrown his way before I could rearrange my face into something less bitchy. Rather than lowering himself to my level though, he laughs instead, pulling a silly face and smiling. He doesn’t seem to take my ridiculousness seriously, thank the Gods. A tentative smile creeps over my face, followed by a heated blush over my cheeks.

“—but besides the roof, everything is pretty manageable. I reckon it won’t take too long to get it all cleaned up. Not in any rush are we, Theo?” Shit. I wasn’t paying attention at all. Roan’s foot taps mine under the table as I scramble to catch up to the conversation.

“Uh, yeah. It’ll be fine.” I reach for my lemonade and take an overly large gulp. It ends up going down wrong making me choke and gasp. For a moment there is an incredibly embarrassing fuss while Edith rubs my back, and Mauvy mops up the liquid I manage to spill.

Seldon and Seff, the absolute dicks, just laugh at my awkwardness as, once I regain my ability to breathe, I reassure Edith that I am fine. Roan just watches with a dark look in his eyes.

“You okay?” His gruff voice comes out in another grunt, and I cannot help my eye roll. There is something about his concern that brings out the brat in me. Hence the nickname, I guess.

“Yeah, fine, carry on with whatever.” He stares me down for a beat longer, until I pull another face, making Mauvy snort. With a shake of his head that makes his hair fall out of that ever-present bun, he turns back to the others.

“Well, sounds like you’ve got a big job. Let me know if you need a hand with anything. And by that I mean, anything that isn’t heavy lifting or cleaning. Theo, you need to eat. I’ll make you a plate.” Mauvy slaps the table and stands to leave before I can argue that I already had lunch. Not that her leaving stops Seff.

“What about me? I’m a growing boy. I need food.”

“Pfft, you get what you pay for. Go order from the boys at the bar if you're hungry.” Seff huffs and mumbles something about favourites, so I poke my tongue out at him like the mature adult I am now.

Mauvy, to her credit, smiles indulgently at me, dropping her small hand on Seldon’s shoulder, “Come on you, you have work to do, too. Break’s over.”

There is a bit of shuffling as they both get up to leave, and we rearrange ourselves. I’m surprised by a quick hug from Mauvy, and then one from Seldon. I’m even more surprised that amongst the reshuffle, Roan has kept his leg against mine. Can he feel the heat of my skin against his through the far too thick layers of our pants? Is it driving him a little crazy too?

“So, did Tor catch you yesterday? They’ve headed into Loqueaur for a few days.” Edith quickly sculls the rest of Seldon and Mauvy’s drinks. And mine, apparently.

“Hey! That was mine!”

Edith grins, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, smearing her lipstick.

“You shouldn’t be drinking soda, it’s bad for your health, little one. But I asked a question. Your brother?”

Seff surreptitiously slides the beer jug closer to himself and Roan and pours them both a glass.

“Yeah, he stopped by yesterday. He’s going to tie up some loose ends for me as much as he can at the University. Bring me my laptop and stuff so I can do the rest.” I’ll figure out exactly how that’s going to work with the extremely limited phone and internet connection out here and electricity only in the kitchen of the cottage later. “And they are going to bring my clothes and stuff, I guess.”

Not that I want them. Quite frankly, they can put it all in a bonfire and torch my old life. Not to be dramatic about it, but that Theo is very much dead and buried.

“Don’t you have people you need to, like, catch up with or something? Say goodbye?” It’s a very Seff question, and for someone like him, naturally friendly, and outgoing, it makes sense. But for me? Well, I’m sure the University will miss my gift, but I doubt anybody would notice me, Theo Hivercouer, having ghosted the lot of them.

Vague guilt niggles my conscience about Darius and that maybe I should get in contact with him. The old part of me, which I guess is not as dead as I like to think, can’t let go of the fear that I’ve upset him by not getting in contact. By not being there if he has tried to contact me.

Maybe that’s why he’s been in all my dreams? I promise myself that once I get hold of my phone, I’ll send him a text or something, and lock the irksome little feelings away for another time.

“Not really. There may be a couple.” I’m exaggerating, which makes Seff’s flash of pity even more pathetic. “But I can message them when I get my phone and stuff back. Honestly, it’s fine.” Edith clucks in sympathy and embarrassment heats the back of my neck, making me nauseous.

I bypass the beer on the table and pour a large glass of the water, desperate for something to do with my hands. But then Roan knocks my leg again, and I look up to his small half-smile, and the buzzing under my skin calms a little.

“Wanna get started on the cottage tomorrow?” I could kiss Roan for changing the topic. Not that I really need a reason to want to climb him like a tree. He’s not exactly tall, but I am short enough to make it work.

“Uh, no. That sounds like hard work and effort to be honest with you.”

Roan’s bark of laughter sparks a different sort of heat inside me this time. He raps on the table and shoves back on his stool.

My eyes eat up the sight of his muscles stretching under his shirt as he stands, pointing a finger in my direction. “No getting out of it now. I’m on the late shift tomorrow night, so we’ll start after lunch. Have a good one, Seff.” He nods at Seff, who raises his hand in a little wave.

But then Roan turns to Edith next to me, eyes narrowing. “No more conning Woodsy into free drinks at the bar. I’ll ban you if I have to.” Edith smiles sweetly, resting her chin on her hand, her elbow resting on the table.

“You wouldn’t dare. Mauvy would have your balls.” Roan narrows his eyes further, but Edith just smiles wider. Realising his lost cause, he waves the witch off and turns from the table, waving to the three of us as we watch his gorgeous ass flex under his tan pants.

“That, my friends, is a work of art.” Roan catches the last word to Seff’s whispered admiration and our sighs of agreement, flipping the bird at us from across the tavern.

A fit of giggles overtakes us, and the thought smacks me over the head that it’s the first time that I’ve ever done this.

And it’s nice. It’s nice to have a friend.


Theo


I’m late to Inigo’s cottage, mainly because I don’t really want to be there. Well. No, that’s not fair. I do want to see the cottage reformed back to its former glory, and I do want to be the one to live there when it’s all said and done, and I really do want to spend more time around Roan.

But it’s been a week now of backbreaking labour, and I’m sore. Maybe it makes me sound like the privileged little rich boy that I am, but I am not built for this kind of work.

Nevertheless, everyday I drag my butt out of my room over to the cottage, like there is some irresistible pull to the place. And maybe, just maybe, there is a tiny little piece of me that likes the work.

Maybe.

It’s hot enough today that even I can’t justify hiding inside of one of Seldon’s sweaters. I really need to get myself to Twin Heads so I can stop running around in his castoffs.

I spent a little too long considering my limited wardrobe, especially since I am spending the day toiling under the hot sun (okay, inside a well-insulated house) getting all gross and sweaty. But Roan’s going to be there. And that man is so far under my skin, he is basically embedded in my cells by now.

I’d settled on jeans that had pre-torn holes and a singlet top, with a high neck but slightly larger scoops in the armholes. Like everything else, it is a little too big, so when I move you catch a glimpse of my nipples. It isn’t much, but it is wildly different to anything I had ever worn back in my old life back in Loqueaur, where it was all pressed pants, polished shoes, starched collared shirts, and expensive knitwear. It had never been comfortable. I’d never been comfortable.

The door groans slightly when I push it open, still chewing the sandwich Mauvy pressed into my hand. Whenever she sees me she refuses to let me go without feeding me. I’d complain, but her cooking is insanely good, and already it’s making me feel better. I have more energy, and I’m already looking a little less, well, starved.

I don’t call out as I enter; I can hear Roan moving about upstairs so I make my way up to him. He’s muttering and cursing, and I have to stifle a laugh at his frustrations.

He’s in the master bedroom, on his hands and knees, pulling back the disgusting old carpet that had been put in there fifty-odd years ago. I watch for a moment, taking full advantage of his ignorance of my presence to take in the view.

Like he has every day, Roan has ditched his shirt and harness combo, something I’ve mourned greatly. A great consolation, however, is watching his back muscles work in a glorious dance under his worn and thin shirt as he rips the carpet back.

As my pervy gaze moves to his ass, I notice two things instantaneously. The first is that Roan is in shorts, something I’d never seen before, and secondly, his legs are absolutely covered in tattoos.

The pattern dips into the scrunch of his socks above his boots and trails all the way up to his thighs, sneaking into the legs of the shorts hugging his thick thighs. The patterns swirl over his legs, and I desperately want to explore every inch of them.

My mouth hangs open a little, embarrassingly so, and he must’ve noticed my presence in the room because he turns and catches me ogling him like a starving man. To be fair, it’s been a while, and I am pretty starving for a taste of him.

“You right there?” Roan chuckles darkly when he catches me. To stop myself from blurting out something reckless, I stuff the last of my sandwich in my mouth, like that was the point all along. “Right. Well, I figure we can strip this room and get it prepped today. Then it’s just the hallway and second bedroom that needs to be stripped, and we can do the floors next week. You’ve only got me for two hours, then I need to get ready for work.”

I have to swallow the too-big mouthful of sandwich around my agreement, and we set to work ripping out the disgusting old carpet and rolling it up. Roan cuts it into sections and makes me drag them downstairs to the pile of rubbish Seff is taking for us when he can. By the time we’ve got it out and the room and cupboards empty, I’m exhausted, sweating, and covered in a thick layer of dust.

I climb the stairs again, for what feels like the fifty millionth time today, uselessly trying to brush the grime from my body. My arms feel like jelly, and there is a quiver in my thighs as they struggle with a level of exertion I’d never subjected them to before.

Not for the first time, I consider just paying for the renovation to be done, grumbling to myself about how much easier this would have been with the aid of my powers. Not even for all this lifting. Summoning a cool breeze would be amazing right now.

Making my way into the now-bare master bedroom, I spy Roan reclining against the wall, legs stretched out and crossed at the ankle, head tipped back, eyes closed. A giant streak of dirt is smeared against his cheek above the line of his beard.

He looks peaceful, driving that devilish little imp inside me to seek out his attention, to stir him up a little.

My footsteps are heavy on the floorboards, but he doesn’t acknowledge me when I drop next to him. My eyes trail over him, eagerly taking in every detail I can, from the way his tee shirt pulls against his shoulders, to the imprint of his nipples against the worn material, to the sliver of skin over his hip bone where his shirt has ridden up and then down further to the tattoos trailing down both legs.

We’d been working so hard I hadn’t had a proper chance to take a good look, and I wasn’t about to miss the opportunity. I shift forward as much as I can without touching his leg, leaning in, examining the swirls, lines and patterns that make up the design.

There are large blocks of patterns, some geometric shapes, others filled with line work, others with floral motifs, some with sigils, all interconnected with broad swoops of black. It’s beautiful. I wonder how far it goes up his legs?

This close, the smell of him is damn near intoxicating, which is probably why I do the stupid thing and let one mischievous finger reach out and trail delicately over the patterns on the sensitive flesh of his inner thigh. Like an out-of-body experience I can see the blazing line I leave along his hairless skin, closer and closer to the hem of his shorts, nestled dangerously close to the juncture of his thighs.

I can feel the radiant heat from him there, and I lick my lips, desperate to continue doing something stupid. It is so brazen, so unthinking.

So unlike me.

The old Theo, the timid man-child who got on his knees for an uncaring asshole after tutoring sessions desperate for a smidgen of affection or acceptance. No, this is different.

Drunk on need, my hand skims the line where the edge of the fabric bites into his skin, along a line of identical repeating tiny roses. My hand trembles, matching the tremble in my breath. My heartbeat flutters erratically under my skin.

The firm clasp of a warm hand around my fingers, enveloping them, pinning them where they had been seeking, jerks me from my reverie. What in the actual fuck was I doing? Panic floods my system, completely overriding my lust. I still beneath Roan’s firm grasp.

“Theo.” There is a dangerous timbre to his voice; I can feel it vibrate through him, and I can’t suppress the shiver that runs up my spine. Despite being caught basically molesting him sleeping like a hideous lecher, my cock is still hard as a rock. In fact, I flick my eyes up to his tense face, his half-open eyes deceptively calm, I think it’s making me harder.

“Roan.” I am extremely proud of myself for keeping my voice even. I even manage to thread a little sass into the single word. His hand tightens around mine, squeezing just once. Not enough to be painful. A warning. I swallow hard, not missing how his eyes follow the bob of my throat.

“What are you doing?” The tone of his voice, firm, strong, is much unneeded fuel to the fire in my veins.

“I didn’t know you had tattoos.” I can’t help but notice that he hasn’t removed my hand. Interesting.

“Not what I asked, Theo.” As much as it provokes my temper when he goes all bossy and serious, it is hotter than lava, turning me into a weak and needy mess. Which only makes me want to provoke him more.

“I just wanted to see how far they go.” I try to keep the needy thread of desperation from my voice but fail miserably.

Roan’s hand tightens around mine again, and I can see the battle raging within him. He wants me, I can see it. Gods, it would be nearly impossible to miss the monster slowly filling, thickening in his impossibly tight shorts.

He just doesn’t want to want me.

I squash down the spike of insecurity and hurt. I will not let anything get in the way of this moment. I shift closer, shuffling on my knees until they are pressed against his thigh and he just… watches. When I am as close as I can be without straddling him, his eyes find mine again, and the feral greed in them steals the last of my erratic breath.

“Please.” The whispered plea barely passes my lips before an anguished growl tears from Roan, and his free hand snaps out to wrap around the back of my neck, hauling me to him.

With little choice and zero complaints, I throw myself into the embrace, swinging my leg over those solid thighs. His hand releases mine, moving to instead tangle themselves in my hair, tugging tightly. It stings, and I wince but don’t pull out of the hold or drop his stare. Below me, his chest heaves, the last of his control fraying and withered until it breaks, and he crushes me to him, his mouth on mine, and I am drowning in him.

His beard is soft against my face, contrasting against the rough pull of my hair and the heat of his mouth as he ravishes me. I am utterly helpless to do anything but gleefully accept the onslaught.

My hands dance over his chest, hungry for every inch of him they can reach. I climb higher in his lap, grasping at his shoulders to drag my hips up his thighs, to pull him down closer to me, until my ass settles on his lap.

I have to stretch to meet him halfway but when his tongue swoops inside my mouth—fierce, claiming, dominating; the strain is lost in the pleasure. Underneath me, I can feel the hot, hard length of his erection straining. I give into the impulse to grind myself down, and I’m rewarded with a warning growl from Roan. I feel powerful, wanton, when I do it again, and he pulls at my hair, the sharp tug radiating molten lust down my spine to my balls.

Even in the haze of lust currently clouding my brain, the irony doesn’t escape me that despite his roughness and the intensity of the moment, I feel safe. Safe enough to keep provoking him especially.

My hips begin to roll, my ass dancing over his straining cock, teasing us both. I am achingly hard in my jeans, the zipper sweet torture against me, but I don’t want to spook him into ending this between us before I sate the hunger I have for him.

My dumb horny mind is completely convinced that we can do this right now and have it affect nothing, mean nothing after this moment. I don’t care that I’m lying to myself, instead I focus on dragging my hands up his neck, past his beard, to tightly grasp his horns, using them to better angle his head.

A vicious snarl erupts from him, tearing his lips from mine and for a heartbeat I don’t know if I should be terrified or turned on. But with quick movements that belie his size, he flips me off his lap and onto my back on the rough, unfinished floorboards.

It doesn’t hurt though, because even with the feral gleam in his eye taking over, he protects me, cushioning my head and my back before settling his weight on top of me. The pressure is divine, pulling me back into my body, awareness overriding my senses, driving me to the edge of sanity.

My legs wrap around his hips and I arch up into him, needing more. Needing everything. Roan hovers over me, his breath coming in short, hard pants from his wet kiss-stung lips. I am desperate to taste them again.

Roan is definitely getting in his head again, the forceful change in our position obviously startling him back to some level of sanity. But I’m not going to let him overthink himself out of this. My hands are currently kneading his shoulders, but touching his horns seemed to do something wild for him before, so maybe it’ll work again.

Daring him with a wink, I reach up to the very tip of his right horn. It’s smooth and hard under my hand, with bumpy rings circling the curved length. I slowly stroke until I reach the base. A deep shudder racks through Roan’s body when I grasp the wide juncture where the horn meets his scalp. I twist my hand there, then stroke my hand back up.

I continue to jerk his horn like a dick and I don’t think Roan realises he’s begun to move, his hips undulating against me. A snorty huff fans over my skin as Roan leans heavily into my touch, eyes closed in apparent bliss. Who knew horns were a hot spot? I sure as fuck didn’t, but I’m going to take full advantage.

My left hand encloses on the other horn, but before I can even tease him further, Roan’s hips punch into mine with enough intensity to slide me along the floor. A cry rips from my throat as liquid fire fans through me.

Playtime is apparently over, judging by the way Roan drops his body, rolling slightly to the side so as not to crush me, his mouth reclaiming mine, hard and insistent, swallowing the breathy whimpers I am helpless against. The feeling of him rutting against me, on top of me, surrounding me, is glorious, more than anything I have ever felt before, but still I want to demand more. I am greedy for him.

I grope my way down his body, rucking up his tee shirt until I can finally get my hands on his fevered skin, digging my fingers into his back, nails scraping at the skin. The animalistic sounds coming from him are dizzying, his hips never stopping their onslaught.

My cock is leaking in my jeans, throbbing, in need of release, relief. Roan’s hand on my hip, fingers teasing over the sensitive nerves there in the dip of my hip bone, trailing under the band of my jeans, seals the deal for me.

Unable to take any more, my hands are shaking as they reach for the button on his shorts, hesitant in case he calls a halt to this thing between us. But he doesn’t; instead his groan drowns out the sound of the zipper in the otherwise empty house, his forehead dropping to the floor above my head.

I stretch to bite high on his chest through his shirt, the only part I can reach without him bending to accommodate my tiny size as I liberate his cock from the straining confines of his boxers.

And what a magnificent cock it is. Fat and heavy in my hand, impossibly thick and… are those ridges threading over his dick? I trace my hand over the lines wrapping around the girth and length of his cock to the flared bulbous head. Swiping up the pre-cum leaking there, I continue my exploration. I am desperate for a peek, but I’m pinned and can’t see past Roan’s hulking mass above me.

Roan groans again, swearing and muttering incoherently under his breath as he pumps his dick into my hand.

I manage to wriggle around enough to have a peek and whimper when I see the ridges are indeed raised red veins roping themselves around his cock. I wonder what they would feel like inside of me? I squirm again, my dick sobbing, neglected in my jeans.

He shifts his angle again, bending awkwardly, but he makes it work and his mouth is back on mine, devouring me like a starving man. Then finally, finally his hand finds its way to my cock, straining against my pants. He unbuttons my jeans with unsteady fingers, fumbling over the zip.

Freedom, combined with the brushes of his fingers, almost has me coming without warning. Thankfully, I manage to pull myself off the ledge, shimmying out of the jeans as best I can. And then Roan’s hand is touching me, his fingers grasping me firmly, and I cry out, loud enough to startle him.

“You-” I cut him off with another fevered kiss, using the hand not currently jerking his cock to cup his jaw and tug his beard. He hisses again and bites my lip. The sting filters through my veins, and I love it.

“Together.” How I manage to summon the brain power to utter the words while Roan uses those magic lips to kiss and bite and suck at my neck, I’ll never know, but I do.

And he listens—thank the Gods—he listens, because he moves again, lining up our dicks, and I manage to see them, together, a sight burned into my memory for all time.

His wide cock pressed hard against my longer, thinner dick. The patch of hair over his tight sac next to my hairless body. Both cocks glistening with dripping pre-cum that he scoops up with his fingers and smears over us both.

I have always wanted to try this, fantasised about it. But I never knew anything could feel like this. As Roan strokes us together, the ridges on his cock massage the underside of my overly sensitive dick.

The sensation is too much, and I writhe restlessly beneath him, unable to bear the contact but unable to stop him or pull away. Out of my mind and body with lust, I am vaguely aware that his eyes are on me, watching as my head tips back, eyes clenched in pleasure, biting my lip to try to contain my whimpering sobs.

“That’s it, baby, give it to me.” Fuck. It’s the baby that does it to me, sending me over the edge. My legs tighten around his hips, my fingers gouging into his shoulders, the only thing grounding me as I fly from my body in ecstasy.

Behind my clenched eyes, constellations explode, white noise filling my ears. In his hand, my cock jerks against his, my cum flooding his dick as he strokes faster. I feel him swell, the throb at the base of his cock, and then his own release joining mine, as he growls my name.

It’s almost enough to make me cum again, but I don’t have it in me, my body buzzing as I slowly come back to reality, Roan peppering my face with snuffly kisses, nuzzling at my neck affectionately. It’s too much, foolish butterflies fluttering in my stomach. But I’m too sated, too happy to do anything but run my hands over his back, feeling the connection to him.

Only when I stretch, relishing in the pleasant, heavy ache in my body under his do I realise that we never got undressed, and my singlet is now streaked with our joint release.

Shit.

Reality seems to be hitting Roan too, if the way he’s just stiffened under my touch is any indication. I breathe a deep sigh as he slowly moves back, his shuttered eyes downcast, avoiding mine like a curse. The change in him is visceral. I mentally slam the cage on those stupid butterflies as I feel him withdraw, bracing myself for the inevitable rejection.

Because there is always rejection.

My parents. Darius. Roan.

It always comes eventually.

The hazy afterglow clears rapidly when I see the look coming over Roan’s face. Solemn, concerned, tinged with regret. I flush hot and cold all at once as I try to not cry. I know that I’ll break if he tries to tell me we shouldn’t have done what we just did. Not when I just came so hard I think I saw the faces of the Gods. Not when it was so beautiful. So right. I don’t want to have that conversation.

So, I do the only other thing I know to do, and plaster what I hope is a sassy smile on my face. “All that to get out of showing me your tattoos, Roan. Really not complaining, but it seems a bit much don’t you think?”


Roan


I can’t believe we did that—I can’t believe I did that. I can’t believe I came like that. It had never been so… intense. Primal. Connected.

The feral need that had been growling and stretching inside me since I pulled Theo from the cottage should be finally sated, but instead it’s clamouring for more. To claim him. Own him. Give myself to him. To tie him to me and never let him go.

It is, quite frankly, terrifying. Despite preferring one-night stands or casual things, I have been in relationships before. But never has anyone consumed me or my mind as much as Theo. Never has anyone driven me to the depths of desperation he has. The need to devour every aspect of his passions.

Never once have I yearned for more, for everything, with another being. Except for Theo. For him, I have fucking yearned.

Feeling how it could be between us, how it is between us, has shaken me to my very core.

The floorboards are hard under my knees, the ache from the pressure only just beginning to seep into my consciousness. His ankles are still locked over my calves, and I can feel the strain there, see the tenseness in his body, despite his joking.

The seductive smile doesn’t quite mask the hurt in his eyes. I sit back on my heels, or try to, instead my ass hits his feet. But he doesn’t move them and so I sit there and tuck my dick back in my pants to buy myself and my short-circuited brain some time.

His fingers are toying with his singlet, pulling and twisting at the fabric, right beside the combined mess we made. I blink my attention away and scrub my face with my hand, like maybe I can scrub away the last twenty minutes.

The last twenty minutes that had been the most consumingly passionate, perfect minutes of my life.

Fuck.

“Theo we—”

His hand strikes through the air swiftly, cutting me off. The harried movements of him untangling his feet from under my ass almost pitch me forward as he scrambles to sit up. Away from me.

“Do not say it, Roan. Do not fucking say it, or I swear I’ll burn the tavern to the ground.” He turns his back to me as he puts himself back together, only turning to face me after he is all zipped up.

He gets to his feet, brushing himself off. There are tears in his eyes; they glisten in the golden afternoon sun streaming through the windows. He looks so beautiful in the light. Golden. Ravaged. Powerful. Sated. But now devastated.

Because of me.

I didn’t mean to tense up and diminish the afterglow. But I also know that we shouldn’t have done this. I’m eleven years older than him. He’s been through, fuck, he’s been through unimaginable trauma and has lost everything.

He deserves to be free. To find himself, whoever that is and wherever it takes him. But my life is here, tied to this place, the Black Stump, and the Woods. He deserves more, to experience life on his terms.

And I know, I know, that if I let myself have him—really have him—I will never be able to let him go.

“I don’t know what your fucking problem is, Roan. But I will not do this again. Not have the most incredible experience of my fucking life and have you rip it from me with your fucked up noble ideals.”

If his words were venom, I’d be dead twice over with the way he spits them at me, stabbing his finger for added effect. Beard rash and anger flush his skin, the tips of his pointed ears fiery red. “Get it together. I deserve better.” The pain in his broken voice is palpable. His head shakes, his eyes low, his copper curls a mess from the floor and my hands.

“I fucking deserve better.” His final words are whispered, almost to himself, and finish with a nod.

I desperately want to reach out, to stop him, explain everything. That it’s not him, it's how much I want him, but I can’t.

My mouth flaps uselessly, my brain unable to scramble together the thoughts to tell him that even though I need him more than the air I breathe, I can’t have him. It’s not right. My stupid lizard brain knows that not having isn’t right either, and I’m left with nothing.

Nothing but his look of disgust before he stalks from the room and out of the house without a backwards glance. Maybe it’s better this way, better that he doesn’t think I want him like I do. It might hurt now, but it could save more pain in the future. If I can’t give Theo what he needs, it’s best to let him go.

The thought slices through me like a knife, stealing my breath and making my heart squeeze violently.

Indecision flares once more when I hear his footsteps on the floor below me, and I can see myself chasing after him, wrapping him in my arms and promising him the world, whatever he wants, to forgive me. Have me however he wants me.

I see myself walking away from the Black Stump, my home, Mauvy, everything, to follow him to wherever he wants to go. But the slamming of the front door pulls me back into bitter reality.

I can’t leave the Black Stump. I can’t, in all good conscience, tie him here, either. And I can’t have him a little bit, without needing it all. So, I stay frozen in place, on the floor of Inigo’s cottage terrified of what I’ve done.


Theo


It has been three days since the incident. That being the one where Roan made me come so hard I saw stars and then acted like I was a leper. And in those three days, I have regressed into being the sad little gremlin in my cocoon.

But it isn’t as satisfying this time. It feels like defeat. I’ve come so far, and this feels like too many steps back.

My books lie discarded on the table next to the food I’d stopped eating again. Tor had come to visit yesterday with Caelan, fresh from their trip to the city, Caelan’s truck loaded with all of my stuff from home. Well, it was home at least.

They’d been so excited to see me after stories that I’d not only gotten out of bed, but I’d left the tavern and even talked to people outside of our little group.

Because I had talked to them, and that was another thing I missed since I hadn’t gone down to see Roan over the last three days. Missing it has only made me madder.

Seldon has still come to see me a couple of times a day, just like right now, where I’m ignoring him pawing through my suitcases Tor had left.

But over the last week, I’d started to chat with the customers. It was awkward at first, when they asked about the cottage or included me in random conversations they were having around me, but it was nice.

“Can I have this?” Seldon breaks through my pity party to hold up a cream cashmere sweater. It would be far too small for him, but considering the cropped shirt riding up his back and exposing the baby blue lace of his lingerie, I’m thinking that may be the point.

“Have whatever you want.” At first I’m not sure if he can hear me over the muffle of the blankets wrapped around me. But the ruffling of him digging further into my suitcase reassures me he did. Or he doesn’t care and decided to pillage my belongings anyway. He roots through the clothes like a man on a mission, pulling things out, holding them up for inspection, and tossing them back in with careless disregard for the careful way Caelan—and it was very definitely Caelan and not my pampered brother—had folded my belongings.

“So,” he declares, flopping dramatically onto the bed when he is finally done picking over the remnants of my old life. I bounce in my nest from the force of it. “Are we done with this, yet? Because I’m telling you, as a friend who cares about you, you need to be done with this now.” He waves at my situation, encompassing my patheticness.

He’s right, I may hate it, but that doesn’t change the truth. So, I fight to pull myself out of the covers until my head is finally free. With a humph, I petulantly try to blow an errant curl out of my face, but it just lands right back where it was. Seldon beams at me like I’m a child accomplishing a great feat. Ugh.

“You gonna tell me what’s going on and why Roan has been stomping around downstairs like a sad, angry puppy who’s lost his favourite toy?”

I’ve never actually had a friend that I could confide in before, and suddenly the urge to spill my guts to him is almost irresistible. But I bite my tongue, pulling the quilt back up and over my face. Seldon’s chuckle is muffled, and there is the creak of my door opening and shutting.

“Why is he back in there?” Dear Gods, it’s Edith. Absolutely not. I may have groaned my displeasure too loudly because Seldon laughs again.

“I think something has gone wrong with Roan.” There is another bounce as Edith throws herself on the bed, her weight a comforting presence on my legs.

“Yeah, I saw him downstairs. Mauvy is out for blood. He was yelling at Woodsy about a keg spill. Hildy was in tears about something else. His head is so far up his own ass I think his horns have gotten stuck up there.”

I try not to giggle at Edith's assessment, but it escapes in a snort and bright light assaults my eyes when her bony white hand rips down the quilt.

“What did he do?” Her face is far too close, her violet eyes peering into me too intently for comfort.

“How do you know it was something he did?” My question catches me off guard; it’s certainly not like I want to defend him. Edith's hand captures my jaw, and she squeezes my cheeks, shaking my face.

“Because you are all that is good and perfect in this world and can do absolutely no wrong.” She releases my face with a pat to my cheek, finally sitting back. I can almost feel Seldon’s eye roll next to me. I shift on the bed, shimmying to loosen the quilt trapped around me. Finally free, I sit up on my elbows so I can see them.

“Well, I can’t argue with that, obviously.”

Edith pats my leg affectionately.

“I swear to the Gods, if you do not tell us what happened, I am going to choke you with this cashmere,” Seldon finally bursts, aggressively waving the sweater in my face. “And that would be a travesty because it would probably stretch and this is incredible.”

Another laugh escapes me, and I don’t miss that I have laughed more in my weeks here—well the week and a bit I wasn’t in my little nest—than I ever did back home. Rather than give in to the reminder of the laptop and phone, both with dead batteries, sitting like a ball of dread on the table, I swallow it down and bump my shoulder into Seldon’s knee where he sits next to me.

“Shut up.” My sigh is big but so is the weight of their eyes while they wait for me to talk. “Fine! Okay. We, uh, hooked up.”

“Ha! About time. Woodsy owes me fifty bucks.” Edith ignores Seldon’s little triumph, staring at me hard until one eyebrow raises in question. I can feel the heat of my blush creeping up my neck all hot and itchy.

“What happened next, Theo?” I try to stare her down, but it doesn’t work. She’s too confident, too calm.

“He said we shouldn’t have done it. He regretted it.” I hate how small my voice is. How weak. Especially under Edith’s piercing gaze.

Beside me Seldon clicks his tongue and makes soothing noises, reaching for me and hauling me up to him, wrapping his arms tight around me. I didn’t even know we were hugging-level friends, or that we were really friends to begin with, but I surrender to his cuddle because it’s nice and it breaks Edith’s hypnotic gaze.

“Did he say that?” There is something in the witch’s words that makes me think she knows more than she is saying. Edith usually does. She just enjoys toying with her prey. The heat in my cheeks blazes into an inferno.

“Well, no. Not the actual words. I stopped him. I couldn’t hear them a second time.”

Edith's arched brow is raised to include a knowing head tilt and pursed lips. Shit. “Come again? A second time?”

Seldon’s harsh intake of breath tickles my ear. My eyes find the pattern on the quilt cover and I focus on it with all the intensity I can muster.

“Uh, yeah. The night we camped with the centaurs? I kissed him. He was just so… and I was all upset and he comforted me and then I kissed him and it was fucking incredible. And then he said that he shouldn’t have kissed me back because I was vulnerable or whatever. He was horrified. I felt like a fool.”

“To be fair, hun, you’d just been rescued from being kidnapped and, um, not to defend him because obviously he is one hundred percent the villain here, but maybe he had a point and you weren’t in the right state for a quickie with a guy you’d known for a couple of days out in the middle of the Woods with your brother and a centaur herd and Gods knows what else lurking nearby?”

I tip my head back to glare at Seldon’s face, his sharp but pretty features pulled into a wince. Edith pats my leg sympathetically.

“Baby boy.” Edith is the only person on the planet that can get away with calling me baby boy, “I hate to say it. But maybe he had a point. You have been through a lot. You are only just getting yourself back. Have you, and I know this is a wild thought, but have you talked to him?”

I scoff and squirm uncomfortably in Seldon’s lap, unable to look anyone in the eye. Because I definitely didn’t talk to him. I’d thrown a tantrum and hid in my room. Shame snakes through my belly, making me feel queasy and uncomfortable. I hate it.

“Look, my darling, I think that might be the first step. Roan will understand. I don’t think-” Edith moves her face to catch my eyes so I have no choice but to look at her. “I don’t think he meant what he said. And if he did, maybe he needs some convincing. Yeah?” My nod is small, the idea of talking to Roan and discussing my outburst makes me want to vomit from embarrassment.

“You can do it. But you need a new outfit. In fact, you need all new outfits. I’m in the mood to shop, and you have credit cards to burn.” Seldon shakes my shoulders, squeezing me with affection. “Get your butt out of bed. We’re going shopping.” My nose scrunches at the suggestion, anxiety joining the shame party already making me feel queasy.

“What time is it? Don’t you have work? Not today, I don’t even know-” I’m cut off when Seldon shoves me off the bed, sending me sliding on to the floor with a loud yelp. Edith only cackles at my pain, managing to jump out of the way in the nick of time.

“Enough excuses. It’s midmorning; I only came here to see you, and you need to stop hiding in all my hand-me-downs. You’re too young and too cute to be walking about like a child in their big brother’s clothes. It’s time to find who you are, Theo. And what better way to do that, than with new clothes?”

Unlike my haphazard dismount, Seldon slips off the bed gracefully and stretches out his hand to pull me up. His plan sounds dubious at best, but I’m too caught up that he came to the tavern specifically to see me on his day off. And now he wants to spend the day with me. It’s absurd how the notion of it all lights up something inside me, fighting away the dark thoughts clamouring for me to crawl back into my nest.

Maybe he is right; maybe a new outfit will give me the confidence to face Roan and explain, well, everything. I might just have to figure it out first.

“You coming, Witch?” I accept Seldon’s hand and let him pull me up. Edith has found my suitcase, rummaging through the lot just like Seldon did.

“Absolutely not. You boys have fun. I’ll let myself out when I’m done.” She doesn’t even look up, just holds up a shirt before discarding it and waving us off over her shoulder. I hesitate for just a moment but decide to let it slide. Edith’s going to do what she’s going to do—a locked door is certainly not going to stop her. I grab some cleanish clothes from the stack and duck into my shower.

“Just give me five, and I’ll be ready.” Seldon waves me off, flopping back onto my bed to inspect the green chrome polish on his nails.

“Take ten and make yourself cute. No rush.”

***

“So, question. Roan wasn’t your first, was he?” Seldon catches me off guard as I slide the hangers full of tee shirts across the racks. After a very quick shower we’d managed to escape the Black Stump without catching sight of Roan. Edith promised to let Mauvy know we were heading to Twin Heads when she was done pillaging my old belongings.

Not that I needed to tell anyone. I’m an adult and free to do what I want. I just didn’t want them to worry if anyone came to check on me.

We’d piled into Seldon’s crappy, old, convertible four-wheel drive, and he’d torn out of the car park blasting pop music out of tinny speakers. We’d cruised down the winding, tree-lined mountainous roads to Twin Heads singing along at the top of our lungs, sun on our face, wind blowing our hair wild.

When we’d pulled up, he’d insisted our first step was ice lattes for energy, and then he’d proceeded to drag me to every clothing store in town.

Twin Heads marketed itself as a small town, but with its position as being the easiest, not to mention friendliest, access to the Whisper Woods and its historical seaside location, it is actually quite a bustling township. Almost a city in its own right.

We’d walked up and down the aesthetically pleasing, coastal-inspired main street, our arms sagging with our purchases. “Ours” specifically because I couldn’t help but buy Seldon some new bits and pieces here and there. I have more money than I’d ever know what to do with, and he looked cute in the sheer white shirt with bold floral embroidery. After that it just became more fun to buy for the both of us.

I hold up a shirt, not even looking at it before putting it back just to avoid his question for another moment.

“Uh, no. There was someone. Back at the University.” On the other side of the racks Seldon’s head pops up like a children’s toy, his face far too enthusiastic for gossip.

“Tell me everything.” I can’t help but laugh at his enthusiasm. Giving up on this rack of clothes, I shrug my shoulder and turn towards the other rack, Seldon coming along like a puppy following bacon, sidling up next to me.

“Not much to tell really. He was in some of the classes I helped facilitate.”

“You were his professor?!” Seldon fans himself dramatically, and I bump my shoulder into his arm.

“Knock it off, it was nothing like that. He approached me when I was finished guest lecturing in their classes and asked for help with his tutoring.” The iced coffee I’d enjoyed earlier curdles in my stomach as I remember how nervous I’d been when Darius had approached me on campus.

Sensing there is more to the story, Seldon’s big yellow eyes soften, and he nods encouragingly. It’s embarrassingly little encouragement, but it’s enough to unlock the dam that has been building in me, releasing the need that had been bubbling inside since, well, forever, but especially since my capture and rescue. The need to share, to finally pour every detail of everything that had happened between me and Darius.

The words flowed from me. How he was, without a doubt, a beautiful man, even if he had always seemed cold and aloof. I remember being impressed that even at the end of a long day of classes, his mousey blonde hair was still perfectly styled, carefully parted at the side and pushed back. Never a hair out of place, like it was scared to risk his wrath going rogue, his signature button-down shirts and slacks still stiffly pressed like it was freshly laundered.

I’d always tried to play the part of the dignified professor and academic, but my shirts had always become rumpled and my curly hair chaotic after running my hands through it a thousand times a day in frustration. I’d looked like the mess that I was. But then he cornered me in one of the quads while I was rushing to my office to begin the chase of my latest wild hair. I can’t even remember what it was my gift had been inspired to know every single detail about before it inevitably moved on.

He’d called my name, and I’d spilled my coffee all over myself in shock, not used to being approached by the students at the University. It was another one of those awkward things. They had been close to my age, some older, some younger, only by a matter of a couple of years, but I wasn’t one of them. I wasn’t even technically a professor. I occupied a kind of nebulous space there, part-teacher, part-researcher, part-side show exhibition.

Ok, maybe the last part is me being melodramatic again, but it’s how I felt whenever they had trotted me out at fundraisers and the like. The strange man with the unique and extraordinary brain.

Darius had helped me to clean up and smiled at me in a way that I’d never really experienced before. He’d flirted shamelessly as he’d asked for tutoring help in a couple of his classes. I’d turned down plenty of tutoring opportunities, mainly out of lack of interest and time. And because my upbringing had made me especially wary of people using me for their own gain. But I’d been struck dumb with horniness and agreed to give him a helping hand.

Which had eventually led to a different type of helping hand.

It had been… okay. Not the mind bending pleasure that I’d expected, but then, as a twenty-year-old virgin, I’d thought I’d just built my expectations up too high. All too often, I’d “helped Darius out” and been left hanging. Eventually, things progressed, hand jobs had led to blow jobs, which had eventually led to me sleeping with Darius.

He had always insisted on topping, and I’d been so desperate for any ounce of affection that I’d agreed. I’d learnt quickly that he was just as ungenerous in that regard too. I didn’t mind bottoming; in fact, through my own super thorough and incredibly scientific experimentation, I’d found it incredibly pleasurable. But Darius had left all prep up to me, more often than not chasing his own orgasm at the expense of my own.

I’d been so wrapped in having someone that was mine, I didn’t see the parade of red flags he’d been dropping.

It started when I smiled and waved at him on the grounds of the Uni after our first tutoring session, and he’d coldly turned his back on me. It confused me at the time, as when we were alone together during our session, he didn’t hesitate to flirt with me or laugh at my awkward attempts at jokes.

The whole session he’d been in my space, holding eye contact a little too long, leaning in a little too close, brushing his hand “accidentally” against mine where I’d traced it along the text book.

I put the dismissal from my mind, writing it off as a mistake. Maybe he didn’t see me, I told myself, even though I’d have sworn he’d been looking right at me when I waved to him with his friends.

The next tutoring session, I’d casually dropped I’d seen him, and he apologised profusely, telling me that he hadn’t wanted to explain to his friends that he was seeing a tutor. He’d asked that we keep our tutoring to ourselves. He leaned in close when he’d whispered the suggestion, like we were sharing a secret. His intensely dark blue eyes held me captivated, and he tucked one of my loose curls behind my ear.

I’d been done for.

I agreed to keep our time together private, and a part of me had even thought it was almost… sexy. It seemed fun, exciting. I even managed to convince myself that our clandestine rendezvous were romantic.

And when I became aware that there were others he was sleeping with, he insisted it meant nothing, that it was me that he cared about. It was me that he came back to repeatedly. He’d made promises that when he was done with his studies and had graduated we’d get to be together, officially.

Whenever I would get frustrated, which happened increasingly over the two years we were secretly together, he would wrap me in his arms, kiss me sweetly and tell me all about how wonderful our life would be together, if only I could just give him time to complete his degree. I just needed to give him time. That I was it for him. He’d never told me he loved me, but that had been enough. I crumpled like soggy paper every single time.

It was just the contradiction of him. The way he could be so sweet and caring, promising me the world. He was the first person to ever pay me attention, and I’d revelled in it. I’d never seen how shallow it was. How fickle. It was never outright cruelty, just small things I hadn’t seen, like sand in an hourglass until it had all built up.

If I’d ordered us dinner to be delivered, the restaurant or meal was never correct. The clothes I wore were never quite up to standard. Despite being, well, me, quite literally a genius, he would find the need to correct what I said or how I did things.

Tiny little things, one by one, until he eroded my confidence. I was second guessing myself at every turn, even my academic studies, questioning whether or not Darius would agree, or Darius would approve.

Despite my gift, I found myself checking in with Darius before pursuing an idea. Sometimes sitting in increasing anxiety, my power growing and pulsing inside like a volcano until he gave his approval.

I’d even started using my money to pay for things for him. Again, it had started out small, he ordered us dinner and had casually mentioned that it left him short of funds for the month. Darius had come from an upper-middle class family, and his parents were still supporting his studies at University.

Even without my extravagant bank account just sitting there, I had very few living expenses with my University housing and my rooms back with my parents, so I’d obviously been more than happy to pay for dinner.

But that dinner had led to the next. And then I was buying our meals every time. It hadn’t really made a dent in my finances, and I’d enjoyed spoiling him with the fancy meals he’d started requesting.

But then he’d come to me saying that his parents were experiencing financial hardships and reduced his monthly allowance, and he was short for his books that semester. So, I paid for them. Then some new clothes and the latest fancy gadgets he simply had to have. That was the beginning of the slippery slope of me becoming his silent benefactor and secret lover.

None of it had bothered me.

Until it had.

I’d been so wrapped up in him, the little crumbs of love and affection he dropped for me, that I hadn’t seen the forest for the trees.

It all blew up in the weeks leading up to my capture by Marieth. I’d probably already been under her thrall, since the first letters between us had been exchanged. Maybe that was what broke the intense hold he had over me? Maybe that was what had ignited the sudden urge for independence from the life that had me so constrained.

Or maybe it was because he got engaged.

Yes, engaged.

To a woman.

A woman I grew up with, Mathilde Vernilart. She was the daughter of one of my father’s cronies and an heiress to an eye-watering fortune. Not as much as mine, but what she lacked in grotesque, historical money hoarding, she made up for by being a truly horrible being.

We had been running in the same social circles our whole lives, and she never missed an opportunity to go out of her way to torment me. Once she finally made her way to my University, she’d had to control her natural impulse to be truly heinous—I was faculty after all. But she’d never quite managed to hide her disdainful loathing of me. And then she took the one good thing I’d had.

I’d been in the University’s cafeteria when I found out. He was there with a group of his friends, chatting over their lunch. I’d studiously tried to avoid looking at him, but his friends were being loud, shouting about something I hadn’t really been able to hear. Then she sauntered into the cafeteria with her best friends, all loud and excessively beautiful just like her.

Darius caught Mathilde as she ran and leapt into his waiting arms, swinging her about. She squealed with glee, her waist length jet black hair fanning around her like a cape. Then she’d flashed the ring to everybody suddenly crowded around the still lovingly embraced couple.

I’d seen it glinting in the sunlight from across the cafeteria. It felt like the world underneath me had simply… disappeared. My stomach dropped to somewhere near the basement, and my knees felt weak, like the weight of gravity was suddenly impossible to bear.

The people in the line around me tried to talk to me, asking if I was okay, but the world had turned to static, the truth of Darius’s betrayal, of who he was and what I was to him, had turned me inside out. I fled the cafeteria to the toilets where I vomited up the contents of my stomach until I’d almost passed out.

I called and texted Darius repeatedly, taking the afternoon from my work to lock myself in my office to stare at my phone until he responded.

It took him two days.

He’d seen me in the cafeteria, and it had taken two days to respond. He finally agreed to meet me at my apartment, where I’d angrily confronted him.

It was then that he’d spat the truth at me. That what was between us wasn’t real. That he’d been biding his time until he could secure something greater for his future. I was a back-up plan. A last resort. A means to an end. A place to get off in the meantime. An idiot with a large bank account he was willing to sponge off of while he set his social climbing sights higher.

I’d been absolutely gutted by his tirade, staggering to collapse on the hard, ugly couch supplied by University faculty housing, crying loud, heart-wrenching sobs.

Darius at least had the good grace to look mildly shocked by his outburst. I still don’t think he meant to unleash so much honesty on me—it had just spewed forth like he was compelled to do it. He’d stammered stupidly for a moment before fleeing my apartment.

The next day, I returned to my parent’s house, unable to face the risk of running into him, Mathilde, or any of their friends on campus.

There had been a letter waiting for me from Marieth, again inviting me to join her to further my studies into the history of fae magic. I’d been wavering—the need to exert some control over my life was pushing me to go.

Tor had tried to discourage me, but it was Darius that had kept me from the trip. The idea of leaving him, of disappointing him. Of him finding my replacement while I was gone. But with that no longer an issue, I’d written my letter agreeing to visit as soon as possible, basically signing my own death warrant to avoid the humiliation of my rejection.

When I finally finish recounting my whole sorry tale, I manage to face Seldon, shame heating my cheeks, burning the tips of my ears. His sad little warble makes me laugh despite the moment, and then he is pulling me to him, shoving my face into his lean chest, the rough glitter embroidery of his tee shirt scratching my cheek.

Our bags, and there are plenty of them, have been discarded all over the floor while Seldon embraces me, rocking me back and forth. I can feel his tears on my scalp where he is rubbing his cheek on my head, his hands rubbing small circles on my back.

I’m more than just a smidgen grateful that the store is basically empty except for the sales assistant who had made herself pretty scarce while we’d shopped. I’ve experienced a lot of embarrassing moments in my life—I don’t want to add this emotional bonding session to the list.

Because Seldon is not the only one crying. Tears stream down my cheeks, wetting Seldon’s shirt. I hiccup on my sobs, trying to pull back the threads of my emotions, to pull myself back together, but it’s just not happening.

“I am so, so sorry, Theo.” I squeeze my eyes shut even tighter against his sympathy. It feels too much like pity.

“You don’t have to apologise. You didn’t do it.” There is a sharp whack to my butt where Seldon slaps me, and I flinch, my face turning up to scowl at him.

“Don’t be a dick. I’m sorry that it happened to you. Not taking credit for the dickbaggery. Nobody, absolutely nobody deserves to be treated like that.” I nod against his chest, still hugged tight against him by his deceptively strong arm. I swallow down the big feelings threatening to once again spill over.

“Yeah, you’re right. I’m sorry.” I huff a humourless laugh. “It’s funny, I know that now. I know how wrong it was. Being kidnapped and almost dying kinda put a lot of things in perspective. I had a lot of time to think while I was in Marieth’s basement. About my life. About who I was. I didn’t like the image it all painted very much. I’d never been happy. I’d… never felt like me. I’d been desperate for approval from everyone, to constantly prove myself.”

“Everything was driven by my parents and their aspirations for me, or my gift and what I needed to study, or what the University wanted from me. And then whatever I could do to keep Darius interested in me. I promised myself… I promised myself that if I survived, I wouldn’t do that anymore. I wouldn’t be that way anymore. I wouldn’t be that meek little pushover.” Seldon’s sharp features contort into a look of disbelief.

“You? A meek pushover? I don’t believe it.” I shove at his shoulder, extricating myself from his embrace to flip him off. Our bags are a giant mess, so I bend to pick them up.

“Now who’s being a dick?” I hand some of his bags over. He’s right, something about facing my own mortality and being surrounded by people who genuinely care about me has changed something in me. I feel safe to be myself. Or whoever it is I am becoming. Even if that means being a bit of a dick sometimes while I figure it out. Deep down, I knew they still had my back.

“Well, I think all that trauma requires something shiny and more iced drinks. We’ll hit a couple more shops, and I’ll take you back. And you can talk to Roan.”

I groan loudly, throwing back my head dramatically. He laughs musically, whacking me playfully with his handful of bags.

But then he sobers, giving me his serious look. “Also, I think, on top of Edith’s tea, maybe you should speak to someone? Like, a professional? You’ve been through a lot.”

Everything sounded great until he got to all that stuff about talking. That sounded a bit shit to be honest. That uncomfortable tight feeling came back, that one where someone has told you something incredibly true but you don’t want to hear it.

“Ugh. Fine. But I’m not going to enjoy it.”

Seldon loops his arm through mine, leading me out of the store.

“Sure, you keep telling yourself that, bud.”


Roan


“Are we going to have a repeat of this morning, Roan? Because I swear to the Gods, I am not hiring new staff because you can’t keep your shit together.” The tray of clean glasses rattles precariously as Mauvy slams them onto the bar top for me to stack away, ready for the night shift.

I grimace, not looking at my long-time best friend, completely ashamed of my behaviour. It’s been three days since Theo and I had sex at the cottage, and every day, I’ve wavered between standing solid in my decision that pursuing whatever this is between us is a no good, terrible, and bad idea, and throwing caution to the wind and going for it, come what may.

Right now, I just want to see him. Even if it is just so I can know that he’s okay.

He’s been hiding in his room. Tor was devastated when he’d come to drop Theo’s things to him, only to find Theo wrapped up in his little nest again. He asked if I knew what happened.

Mauvy, who didn’t know but had some pretty accurate guesses, had stared me down, her thick glasses magnifying her scowl. I’d chickened out of saying anything. I mean, how did you tell a guy that you fooled around with his brother and then accidentally triggered a depressive episode?

Probably not like that, anyway.

I stammered and hesitated until Seff, who’d been catching up with some friends over on the other side of the tavern, had seen my wide-eyed panic and came to my rescue. Again. He’d sauntered over to join us, pinching both Caelan and Tor on the butt for attention, gathered them in his arms and redirected the conversation to their trip to the city.

I comped Seff’s drinks for the rest of the night, right before he warned me, in a tone I’d never heard from him before, to fix my shit with Theo or else. I’d seen a flash of his wolf in his eyes when he’d spoken, the threat antagonising that beastly feeling I’d been battling with ever since Theo had come into my life.

Jealousy and anger flared that he was protecting Theo, my Theo and I’d come close—far too close—to hauling off and punching Seff right in his pretty jaw. The last threads of my common sense held me back, but they were only fragile little strings now after days of irritation and frustration at the situation with Theo.

For three days, I have been lashing out at everyone, snarling and snapping at my employees. My control over the berserker side of me is slipping as its compulsion towards Theo grows more agitated.

The beast had been sated at least, seeing him slip down the stairs with Seldon before they’d headed out earlier. I’d seen them through the window on the kitchen door. They’d been laughing together. I couldn’t hear about what, but the sight of Theo with his head thrown back, giggling with his new friend, had soothed something inside me. Not a lot, but enough that I could focus without the haze of violent anger clouding the edges of my vision.

“I honestly don’t know, Mauvy… I’m sorry. I really am. I shouldn’t have unleashed on Woodsy this morning.”

I finish stacking the glasses back into their place under the bar and stand, squeezing my eyes shut until the colours burst behind my lids and run my fingers over my beard, pulling at it lightly. “I’m just-”

“Completely torn up by the kid?” I open my eyes to thin slits and glare at her, mouth pulled into a tight frown.

“Don’t call him that.”

Mauvy snorts at me, rolling her eyes and turns towards the kitchens. I follow, along behind her, her hooves clattering on the flagstone tiles.

“That’s what you’re focusing on there?” She clocks the blush hiding behind my thick beard and shakes her head, jumping up on the stool at her work table and pulling a bowl close to her to tip the dough out onto the table, kneading it with her small but incredibly strong hands.

She ignores me pointedly, working the dough, shaping it into loaves and moving onto the next bowl. She moves along with her dinner prep in silence.

This is a time-honoured tactic of hers, her patience absolutely endless because she knows the pressure will eventually get to me, and I will spill everything. I can already feel it, the burgeoning impulse to tell her the whole sorry tale. My hands drum on the bench, ringing out through the otherwise empty kitchen. Hildy is resetting outside, and the other kitchen staff are on their breaks before it all starts again. Mauvy likes to prep on her own in peace—the kitchen is her domain, the food her magic. It’s a faun thing.

From across the workbench, she unpacks the vegetables for dinner. I groan loudly and throw my head back, sliding out one of the stools tucked under the prep bench and slumping into it in defeat.

“Fine. We messed around at the cottage the other day, and I reacted badly…”

Mauvy says nothing, but the metallic ring of the long and extremely sharp knife she pulls out to chop the carrots probably says enough. I wince as she bluntly cuts the tip of one particularly large carrot while holding eye contact.

“Yeah. I know.”

I scrub my face with my hand again, trying to get hold of my racing thoughts. Like, how can I tell her everything without coming out like a giant jackass? “I didn’t mean to, it was just… intense. And he’s so… There is just something about him that makes me a little crazy.” At this she snorts, rolling her lips into her teeth like she is trying her best to contain her smile. Or her comments.

“Yeah, yeah. Shut up.” I wave her off.

“I know. I’ve not been myself since we got back. It was just finding him there on that table, Mauv. He was so broken. I thought he was dead.” My head drops to the cool surface, the sudden chill anchoring me in the present while the memories of that day tease at the corner of my mind.

Another steadying breath and Mauvy’s hand on my shoulder, patting comforting circles brings me back.

“It did something to me to see him like that. I just felt this… compulsion towards him.”

“Obsession more like, from what I’ve heard,” Mauvy whispers under her breath, and I only hear because she’s so close.

“Not going to lie to you, Mauvy,” because I’ve never been able to, not even when we were tiny kids playing together on the grassy grounds of the tavern hunting butterflies, “you’re not wrong. Whenever he’s not around, I get this anxious feeling under my skin. It just gets worse and more intense until I get this feral feeling built up, and I explode. And it’s not even any better when he’s around. It’s like… he’s opened up this side of myself that I’d always been able to keep under control.”

“Because you see him as a victim? Because he was hurt?” Her words rankle, echoing too closely to those spat at me by Theo himself. I shake my head, tucking loose strands that escaped their bun behind my ear, my eyes trained out the back window of the kitchens, unfocused.

“No, definitely not.” But then I tilt my head, eyes focused on the corner of the kitchen, considering those first couple of days.

“Maybe. At first. But that wasn’t all of it. I saw him, flashes of the real him as we made our way home. He is far more resilient than he gives himself credit for. Funny too. And so fucking sassy. He just never gives me an inch. I like it.”

I finally turn to Mauvy and wink at her, she rolls her eyes, giving my shoulder one last pat before returning to her prep.

“I don’t think I feel like I need to protect him because he’s some victim.” I pause. "No matter what he thinks.” Mauvy raises her eyebrow but lets me continue without interrupting, chopping and peeling with practised efficiency. “I want to protect him because he feels like mine.”

Even without turning to face her, I know she is staring at me hard, her eyes boring into the side of my head like she is trying to burrow into my skull. “Roan, are you certain? That boy has been through enough-”

“I know Mauvy. I know. Shit, what we all went through in the Woods was enough. I don’t think Seff is quite over it yet, either. Tor sure as shit isn’t. But Theo obviously copped the worst, Mauvy. He needs time, to heal, to figure out what he wants. Not to be-”

“Thrown over your shoulder and carried off to the nearest bed to shag until you both pass out from dehydration?” Mauvy cuts in with a bark of laughter at her own joke. I flip her off and scrunch my nose up at her.

“No, well, yes. But I don’t have the space in my life for a mate. I have the tavern. I have you…”

Mauvy rolls her eyes, carrying too many bowls into the small basement that acts as a cool room for the tavern. There is silence for a moment until she reappears, looking exasperated with me.

“Yes, that does sound like a very full life there, Roan. Absolutely no space for a partner or someone to stand by your side or warm your bed. Absolutely chock-a-block full.” The sarcasm drips from her like honey.

“I’m too old for him, Mauvy. He’s got his whole life ahead of him; he has been through all of this shit and lost his gift. He is going through this massive traumatic life event where everything he’s ever known has been ripped from him all at once; he has infinite possibilities ahead of him. It’s not the time for me to go all domineering berserker weirdo on him.”

Mauvy lays both hands wide on the table, fixing me in place with a knowing look over the rim of her glasses. “You’re making excuses, Roan. And shit ones at that. I get it, you’re scared of hurting him more than he has been. Maybe he doesn’t need everything right now, Roan. But he does need a friend. And if you can keep your berserker instincts in check—like I know you can—and your dick in your pants, that might get to be you.”

I swallow the hard lump in my throat. Friend. The feral voice in my head rebels at the idea, pushing me to do something irrevocably stupid, like pick up that idea that Mauvy had a moment ago about just throwing him over my shoulder and locking us in my little house until we were too drunk on cum to think.

But I think I can do friendship. It’s what I’d been trying for until he snuck up on me while I was resting and traced those delicate fingers all over my tattoos, right the way up to my cock. I nod resolutely at Mauvy, who gives me a tight mouthed smile in return, eyes full of sympathy.

Friends it is, then.

***

To my great disappointment Theo doesn’t come down to join me at the bar later that evening. He’d snuck in while I was serving, arms loaded down with an insane amount of bags, the happiest smile I’d ever seen plastered on his face.

Jealousy churned in my gut that I hadn’t been the one to put that smile on his face, but whenever it rises, I just continue the constant litany of “just friends” in my head. It hasn’t sunk in yet, but I am hoping. Instead, I work my shift, resolutely keeping my temper in check, one eye constantly on the stairs, the other firmly closed against the sympathetic looks thrown my way by the staff and patrons until I finally close the bar in the dark hours of the morning.

***

It's well into the afternoon when I make my way to the cottage. One of the only real drags of running the tavern is the strange work hours. The place basically consumes my life, Mauvy’s too, especially since we live on the property. We’re often up all night and sleep away the mornings.

Since Mauvy had moved mainly to the kitchens, she managed to wrangle a more normal sleeping schedule, but mine was still subject to the whims of closing time. I try to not roster the others on close too often, even though we’re probably at the point of needing more staff and giving some of the regulars more responsibilities. Maybe we could free up more time for ourselves?

The door is unlocked, the knob surprising me as it twists easily in my hand, swinging open to reveal the loud grunts and thuds coming from upstairs. I cautiously approach the stairs, but they creak under my heavy frame - the boards in need of replacing - warning whoever is there of my presence.

I don’t know who I was expecting, considering there is little chance of it being anyone but him or Seff, but I’m startled when Theo’s head pops out the second bedroom doorway, stubbing my toe on the stairs when I stumble. The sharp stabbing pain in my big toe immediately lessens when he smiles brightly at me, highlighting the dark smudges under his eyes.

Theo only pauses for a quick hello before ducking back into the second bedroom where he is working on stripping back the carpets. The musty grey rolls are all stacked neatly in the corner where he’d cut them into manageable rolls to be hauled downstairs, so I silently grab the first one and started carrying them down.

We work in silence for the rest of the afternoon, pulling the room apart until I have to go get myself cleaned up for work. I don’t want to leave him and linger pathetically in the door as we say our goodbyes.

He seems completely unbothered by my leaving, waving at me and calling “seeyalater!” over his shoulder before pulling at a loose skirting board to inspect the damage.

At least he’s not upset with me anymore. He’s happy, that’s what matters. I try to convince myself that I am perfectly fine with his apparent moving on. It’s a good thing, right? My feet thundering down the stairs is just because I’m in a rush, so is that tight feeling in my chest. Not because of what might be the cause of him being so happy with our totally platonic working relationship.

By the time I get myself cleaned up and behind my bar, I still haven’t been able to successfully gaslight myself into being okay with him being okay. But I do manage to wrangle my emotions into lockdown enough to be able to play the friendly barkeeper role.

I only catch a flash of him, late in the evening, covered head to toe in dust and dirt. He smiles at me briefly, the same one he gives Seldon or any of the others, not the pretty, flirty smile I’d gotten so used to, waving across the tavern on his way up the stairs.

I keep an eye on the stairs for the rest of the night, enduring the constant ribbing of the regulars who were more like friends. My attention hasn’t escaped their notice, and they all like Theo, trying to include him and make him welcome wherever they can. Whether or not Theo knows it, he is a being of the Whisper Woods now, and the other beings here have his back.

Theo doesn’t make his way back down. I finish closing the place out and lock the doors to make my lonely way back to my cottage, keeping an eye out for the light in his window. But his curtains are drawn, the lights seemingly off for the night.

The week continues in the same pattern. I try to make it to the cottage by midday, bringing the lunch Mauvy has waiting. We eat quickly, and I help out with whatever project he’s already started until I have to leave to shower and get ready for my evenings in the tavern.

At least, as the week progresses, the uneasy silence slowly disappears until we are back to chatting and laughing easily as we work side by side, peeling the ugly, aged wallpaper from the walls, sanding down the window sills, patching holes and what feels like constantly cleaning.

Despite the conversation flowing freely between us again, there are obvious boundaries we’re both wary to cross. And you never seem to know when you’re stepping on a landmine.

I tell him stories about growing up here with Mauvy. He still doesn’t believe me that Mauvy and I used to love to party back in the “olden days” as he likes to call them. He certainly didn’t believe me when I told him that Mauvy used to be a known rave queen until I managed to dig out an old photo from one of our many nights out.

I don’t miss the sliver of envy that sneaks into his voice when I tell him the stories of our old partying days. It only hardens my resolve not to tie him down. Tie him to me.

Theo, I’ve noticed, is an expert at sharing a lot without sharing absolutely anything. Even after the stories of growing up in his castle-like mansion with his nannies, and all his studies at the university, it still feels like I know nothing about him other than the things I’ve learnt since we met.

No matter what we talk about, though, we keep the conversation safe. Especially after we waded too far into the topic of Radomir, specifically book ten, where he grew up a bit and dealt with a particularly lecherous ghost.

Theo had blushed prettily, the heat in his cheeks making the gold of his freckles shine like a beacon before he’d dropped the screwdriver he’d been using onto his toe. We’d avoided the topic entirely after that.

Thankfully, it's hot and sweaty work, and Theo has needed help getting the hang of some things, so we’ve managed to fill the time and find things to keep our hands busy. A distraction I’ve sorely needed.

Theo picks it all up relatively quickly, especially for someone who swore up and down that he isn't built for manual labour. His favourite jobs involve anything to do with demolition and destruction.

The third bedroom has an old built-in wardrobe, the wood warped beyond repair. Well, it did. I’d left him to happily destroy the thing with a sledgehammer while I sanded back window sills in another room.

It really looked like he was working through some things.

He has started joining me in the evenings down at the bar again, too. The first night he came down, Seldon had unfortunately caught the giddy smile that had taken over my face before I could catch it. The cheeky shit slid behind the bar where’d I’d been pulling beers to hip check me and tease me about being a little too obvious.

I’d whipped his butt with my tea towel, but he’d only laughed a little too loudly, catching Theo’s attention entirely on purpose and slunk away, swishing his hips sassily. I’d rolled my eyes at his antics, Seldon had always been a bit of a flirt, but he was harmless. It didn’t stop me puffing up my chest a little when I saw Theo shooting daggers at his new friend.

That night, Theo plonked himself on a stool right in the middle of the bar, claiming a new seat, no longer hiding in his corner. It’s where he sits now every night for dinner. Which is great, but him coming down earlier means we don’t get to catch up. He still has his books, my books, and it looks like he is nearing the end of the series, but he is often distracted by other guests roping him into a friendly chat.

Theo and I still have to have that chat, as Mauvy likes to remind me at every opportunity she finds. She even has Edith in on the act too; the two are a deadly combination when they team up and I’ve taken to dodging them wherever I can. Which is nearly impossible considering Mauvy and I both live at the Black Stump.

I get their point, but honestly, I am a little frightened of rocking the boat. Whatever has changed Theo’s opinion—and I am pretty sure a sassy red-headed fox shifter is the cause—we’ve managed to come to a good place after our fight. Even if having him so tantalisingly close without being able to touch him is doing untold damage to my nervous system. Spending all day everyday half hard at the bare minimum can’t be good for my health.

And Theo is even starting to look a little healthier. Between Mauvy’s cooking and the physical labour, he’d started to fill out his slight frame a little more, losing the gaunt, undernourished look he’d had since his rescue.

If only those dark smudges under his eyes and general air of exhaustion could be healed, too. Occasionally, I find him distracted, staring off into the distance with a haunted kind of look in his eyes, but I am too scared to break the fragile truce between us to broach it with him.

Instead, I just try to distract him where I can. I am itching to ask Seldon about it, or even Seff.

Seff has been true to his word, popping by whenever he can to help out and show Theo the things I can’t. The two of them seem to be growing close, something I am diligently trying to not to be a dick about.

Theo having friends here is a good thing; he deserves to have all the love and friendship in the world. Even if it means I want to punch my friend in his too-handsome jaw whenever I see them laughing together over dinner after working together on our cottage.

His cottage. Theo’s.

Not ours.

After another couple of weeks of sanding, scrubbing, painting, patching, and our tenuous friendship with absolutely no touching - no matter how much my hands have blissfully reached in his direction of their own accord - Seff announced two nights ago that he had time to replace the decayed thatched roof of the cottage.

He arrived just after sunrise this morning to set up the scaffolding with one of his crew. A brutal time to be awake by any estimation, but worse when I’d been up ‘til the wee hours. I hadn’t worked the close, but it had still been a late one.

Spring has begun its descent into summer, and the days are getting stiflingly hot. Still, that doesn’t stop Theo, Seldon, Edith, and me from hovering around the back of the tavern to watch as a shirtless Seff lifts the bundles onto the scaffold. Edith whistles and catcalls obnoxiously when he uses his impressive upper body strength to haul himself up onto another level.

“Gods, that man is glorious.” Seldon is nearly panting as he snaps open his large fan dramatically, waving it in front of him. Theo snickers in agreement, his eyes following Seff with absolute precision, his pink lip caught between his teeth.

A ripple of jealousy crawls up my back and my powers itch my palm to send out a pulse of power to do something petty like make Seff fall. Not far. I don’t want him injured or anything. Just a little less… perfect.

I clench my fist against the urge and grunt, folding both my arms across my chest for a little extra restraint. Theo notices my reaction; it would be hard not to since he’s standing right next to me at a safe distance - something that isn’t a coincidence at all - and tips his face up to look at me, the sunlight catching his golden eyelashes, highlighting the freckles on the bridge of his nose just perfectly.

A small smile toys on his lips, and he twists, bumping his elbow into my arm, winking. Heat floods my limbs. Suddenly, with him looking at me, really looking at me, for the first time in weeks, and far too close, it’s hard to breathe.

I stare, too hard and too long, unable to pull my eyes away from him. But Theo stares back, his eyes flicking from mine down to my mouth and back up again, his tongue darting out to lick his lips in an act I am ninety-percent sure was unconscious, even as it sends a bolt of white hot lust to my cock. Fuck.

“I have good news and bad news, Roan.” Bless Mauvy and her fishmonger wife ways. Her yell from the back door of the tavern snaps Theo and me clear of the moment brewing between us. I manage to tear my gaze away from the blush creeping up his neck, up to the points of his ears, to watch my best friend make her way to our group. Keeping my back firmly to the lot of them, I can hear Theo hissing at Edith and Seldon to shut up over their obvious snickers.

Mauvy plonks herself down on the garden wall next to Edith, who pulls a bottle of wine out of Gods know where, uncorking it with her teeth and taking a swing.

“Good news is, the mages are coming next month. They are wanting to put their tents up on the lawns as usual.” Mauvy accepts the offered bottle of wine, taking her own drink before passing it along to Seldon. The mages taking over the lawns during the summer is nothing new; they’d been visiting every couple of years for decades, setting up their opulent tents and charming the locals. Coming from the Overlands, their magic is tied to the lands in Ulydessia, but they enjoy visiting other sacred grounds and the beings there to learn new gifts.

In a strange way, Mauvy and I had grown up with a lot of them, and we were all friends. It’s a bit like a reunion whenever they can visit.

“Ok, so what’s the bad news?” Mauvy takes a moment to take in Seff, who has caught on to our spectating and is now pouring a full bottle of water over himself like the show pony he is.

Mauvy may not swing Seff’s way as first preference, but he is an incredibly built specimen, and even she can’t deny it. Standing behind her, I have to poke her in the ribs to get her attention. The others are ignoring us now, completely engrossed in Seff’s ridiculous display—he definitely does not need to bend like that to pick up whatever he’s just purposely dropped.

“Uh, yeah.” Mauvy shakes her head, her braids wiggling on her chest. “It’s Hildy. Her sister is pregnant with triplets, so she is leaving to go help her. Apparently, she lives a couple of hours away. So, she’ll be finishing here in a couple of weeks. We need another permanent server.”

Shit. We could probably cover with some of the casuals, but Mauvy and I like working with our core team—since it helps keep things running smoothly. A sudden impulse strikes me, that old fae instinct knocking into me hard and fast. Before I can consider the stupidity of the idea, I turn to Theo, clapping my hand onto his shoulder to get his attention.

“Theo, how would you like a job?”


Theo


I have no idea why I agreed to this. I mean, I know Roan was right about working on the cottage. As sore as I am every night when I collapse into bed, I am feeling better. Seeing the progress I’ve - we've - made, doing something with my hands, challenging myself to do things I never thought I could do, learning. Like, actually learning, not just knowing. It’s been, well, fun.

Plus, I’m so exhausted from all my hard work in the day that I’m sleeping easier at night. The nightmares haven’t exactly gone away. Most nights I still end up in the dark Woods and I can still hear Marieth and Darius calling to me in their haunting disembodied voices, but they aren’t as intense and vivid as they had been.

Between the sleep, the exercise, the good food, and Edith's disgusting concoction, I am starting to feel like, well, definitely not my old self, but like myself. It’s an entirely new feeling, almost like a weird confidence spiral. The more I manage to achieve, the more I want to - like a slippery slope of positivity turning me into this insane being who enjoys other people’s company and agrees to dumb new things.

Like working at the Black Stump Tavern.

Because Roan and I need more time to be sexually frustrated around each other.

But maybe it’s just me. Or maybe he’s a masochist. I don’t think that’s my thing, but I could learn if that’s what he’s into.

I pull nervously at my black jeans and tee shirt that serves as the loose uniform of the tavern. My tee shirt feels a little tight, but Seldon had insisted that it looked perfect and made my “wee, little, baby biceps pop” in a distinctly mocking tone. I have no idea why I am friends with him, but still I make my way down the stairs to the tavern for my first shift.

If only my parents could see me now. I almost giggle with glee at the horror Almithera and Tyne Hivercouer would experience knowing that their second child had abandoned their heritage, their legacy, to pursue a life in service.

Though Tor’s deal was a little different. Before he did… whatever it is he does at Caelan’s homestead, other than get in the way, he was a dancer-slash-bartender. Basically, he hung around the place looking good in teeny tiny shorts.

From what Seldon said, I’ll be mopping spills and running dirty dishes for the night.

But rather than dwell on that, and the anxiety boiling in my guts at the idea of hanging around a tavern full of beings all night, or the way my shoulder is aching already from stripping wallpaper from the downstairs of the cottage today, I cling to petty joy of rebellion against my parents. It doesn’t matter that they aren’t in my life anymore to see it. I see it. And after spending my life cowering from experiences and desperately seeking everyone's approval, it feels good. Better than good.

It’s liberating.

I thud down the stairs with a little extra pep in my step, smiling and nodding at the tall, pale vampire coming up the stairs. He’s in the room next to me and has an awful habit of slamming the bathroom door at five a.m. when he showers, but otherwise isn’t a bother.

As we pass, he looks down his aquiline nose at me. His black irises are tinged with red giving him a rather malevolent look, as his gaze bores into me. The look is disconcerting, making the hairs on my arms stand and tingle.

Maybe he just enjoys freaking people out, because when he registers my fear, his face slips easily into a surprisingly charming and handsome grin, and he nods back. The weirdo.

The tavern’s ornate staircase balustrade is cool beneath my hand as I make my way down. It is easily one of my favourite things about the place. The ancient tree trunk stands at the foot of the stairs, its long branches tamed hundreds of years ago to thread their way up the slightly curved staircase, almost like they had been braided by the Gods into subservience. I give the staircase a final pat and jump from the bottom step, running into Edith, who surprises me, threading her arm around my waist.

“My darling, we’ve all come to support you on your first day!”

And just like that, there goes my good mood.

My groan is loud and petulant, but I don’t care. It’s only the middle of the afternoon, so the tavern is largely empty. It’s easy to spot Roan behind the bar, where he’s scratching at the base of his horn, an apologetic smile on his face. Edith pulls me along, literally. I’m stumbling along the flagstone floor to keep up with her as she leads me to one of the booths built into the stone walls.

Horror fills me when Seff, Tor, and Caelan cheer exuberantly at my arrival, all obviously too many pints deep in the beer already. Embarrassment scorches the back of my neck, shooting down my arms to tingle my fingers.

Behind me there is a second round of cheers and laughter as another rowdy group of patrons join in the antics. I am not sure if they are aware of what they are cheering for, but at least they are enthusiastic about it.

I cover my face with my hands, pushing my fingers into my eyeballs until colours dance in the darkness.

“What are you idiots doing here?” I pout after a moment of hiding. Edith had rejoined the others, pouring herself a beer from the jug, overfilling her glass. She leans forward and slurps at the precariously filled glass and then beams her manic, red smile in my direction.

Seff slams his big hand on the table, jabbing a finger in my direction. “That’s rude, my friend. We wanted to be here for you on your big day!” His eyes are glassy and his smile sloppy. Awesome. Just what we need, a drunk, giant wolf shifter.

I turn to my brother and his mate, who has the decency to look a little ashamed. “What? I thought maybe I could help, give you some tips, brotherly advice, you know?”

Well that may be impossible because I think I just disowned him.

What time did they start drinking, I wonder? Because they are a mess. Tor’s hand is wandering dangerously up and down Caelan’s thigh, creeping closer and closer to the no-go zone, his head resting on Caelan’s shoulder with a contented sigh.

Caelan, thankfully, grabs my brother's hand, forcibly moving their now joined appendages to the table. I eye him balefully and Caelan, out of the lot of them, is the only one with the good grace to look chagrined.

“I’m sorry, honestly. I thought we were going to come for a quiet drink, but then these two idiots got all competitive and started drinking some special drinks Roan cooked up and now here we are.” He shrugs apologetically, a hint of a blush on his handsome face, and his sincerity thaws me. Just a little.

I’m still mad that my brother decided to come here at all on my first day, like a child on the first day of school. But whatever. Tor beams at his mate, cow-eyed and dopey, drunkenly shaking his hand free to squeeze Caelan’s bearded cheeks with both hands.

“You are just so gorgeous. I love you so much.” I’ve never seen my brother so sloppy as he tries to mash his face against Caelan’s in what I think is meant to be a kiss.

Seldon arrives just as Caelan manages to wrangle Tor back into his seat. Meanwhile, Edith and Seff had slid out of theirs, falling under the table giggling at Tor and Caelan’s struggle. It’s an absolute shit show, and they are definitely earning every second of their hangovers tomorrow.

“What in the Gods’ name did they drink?” I frown at Seldon as he approaches. But switch to a smile when I notice he’s wearing a shirt I’d bought for him on our shopping trip in Twin Heads - a satin, slightly oversized black shirt tucked into his trousers and unbuttoned to almost his navel, showing off his smooth, defined chest and a chunky diamante choker that accentuates the creamy paleness of his neck. Seldon has a definite flair about him I am still a little in awe of. “Nice shirt.”

I even throw in a little wink, and he preens, running his hand over his impeccably styled hair, the vibrant red locks pushed back in a way I could never achieve with my curls.

“Thanks, a cute boy bought it for me.”

I snort and roll my eyes with a goofy smile. The others at the table ignore us, now yelling at each other about the results of some sports thing I have absolutely no interest in or understanding of. Seldon watches them for a moment with growing horror, like a mad scientist witnessing his monster come to life. Except there are four of them.

“Uh, Roan’s been playing with some cocktail recipes, and they offered themselves as taste testers.” He looks back over his shoulder at Roan who is behind the bar trying to contain his laughter. His face is bright red and strained from the effort.

How he still looks incredible is beyond me, but that flicker of heat that he always manages to ignite in me flares to life once more. I swallow hard, my tongue thick in my mouth, and try to refocus on Seldon. “They may have been a little strong…”

With a dramatic flair that I only would have dreamed about in my past life, I wave my hand at the lot of them, now once again falling all over each other crying with laughter. I don’t even think they are laughing at anything.

“Yeah, ya think? I’m not dealing with this one. These guys are yours.” I stalk off towards the bar, flipping them the bird over my shoulder as they cry out for me to stay.

The night is long, and I am a special new kind of exhausted when I eventually crawl into my bed above the tavern later that evening. The work is hard, in a very different way to what I am used to. Lots of running back and forth, carrying precariously large loads of glasses and dishes, trying to navigate the crowds with a level of grace I never really knew I had.

Only in the solitude of my shower, with the water pounding my shoulders in an attempt to work out the knot hiding there, would I admit it had been… fun.

The patrons had been lively but always nice and respectful enough. I have a sneaking suspicion that is owed largely to Roan standing behind the bar, his arms crossed over his wide chest, glaring down all of his customers, like they hadn’t all heard the story of the time he’d got all weirdly hot, berserker protective the night the group of fauns had bumped me.

The way he’d flexed those thick ropey muscles, getting all growly and intense, was definitely a memory I’d replayed more than once during my, uh, special alone time.

I’d always thought I was an introvert or at least a loner. But after the past few weeks hanging out here at the Black Stump, and even tonight working, I’m beginning to think that maybe the problem was just that I was surrounded by assholes.

I mean, yeah, I’m too tired for that special alone time, even if Roan had looked especially hot tonight wearing the white shirt that is a little tight and see-through, so you could see the outline of his nipples and the dusting of hair on his chest when the light hit just right. And I’m a little burnt out on the socialising thing for the day, but it feels like a good thing. My cup is full and all that.

The sheets of my bed are cool and soft, just like they always are. I’m even getting better at making my bed. Since I've gotten to become friends with everyone here, it feels weird having them clean up after me, so I am trying to learn, reminding myself that I wanted to learn how to take care of myself and be my own person.

Turns out that was a lot easier to do when you had a safe place to land when you fell. And that’s what I had growing here, even if the Darius-shaped ghosts in my dreams like to taunt me that I’m taking advantage of their kindness. That they pity me. That I’m still not doing things on my own, still relying on someone else to pave the way for me, and hand things to me.

Dream ghost Darius likes to pull at the threads of my insecurities just as much as real life Darius did.

I shove at my pillow a couple of times to rearrange it under my head and curl up on my side, the dim sounds of the tavern a comforting white noise. I wait for the prickle of bitterness to creep in, that I once could have cast a quick spell to drown out the noise, one of the constant niggling reminders of everything that I lost, but it doesn’t come. Only a cosy feeling of rightness that follows me on the grounds of the Black Stump Tavern. Settledness. Like coming home, as my eyelids finally grow heavy, and I drift into sleep.


Theo


I’ve worked harder in the last couple of weeks than I swear I ever have in my life. We’ve been smashing out the work on the cottage and it is almost nearly liveable.

After essentially bullying and then emotionally blackmailing Seff into letting me pay him - all that trauma I’d been through has to have a silver lining somewhere - he managed to fit us into his schedule more consistently and without sacrificing other work.

Caelan and Tor have been swinging by whenever they can, too. Tor is always super apologetic that it’s never as often as he feels it should be, but in the past couple of months I’ve seen him more than I had in the entire year before that.

I mean, we’d called and texted, and I’d kept up with his social media stuff, but we’d both been caught up with life. So, it’s been great hanging out with him when he comes to visit, especially because Caelan is crazy handy and a fantastic teacher.

The big downside is apparently my brother has a capability kink, and if he’s around while Caelan’s getting all manly, things get gross really quick. Edith helps exactly zero percent by egging it on like the dirty perv she is. Since the beginning of summer has meant a lot more shirtless construction going on, she has been hanging around like a loveable, loud, bad smell.

Roan has been stopping by whenever he gets the chance, absolutely thriving whenever he gets to go all boss man mode telling me how to do things. It takes every single shred of my willpower to not back talk and give him grief when he does.

Which is probably why I fail so often.

That and it’s so insanely hot when he gives me that intense frowny glower like he wants to lecture me. Or put me over his knee and spank me for my sass.

I’d been on a roll one day last week and called him Daddy. Thank the Gods my brother had been outside harassing Caelan because I’d seen an unmistakable flair of lust flare in Roan’s eyes as he’d pointed a finger firmly in my direction.

“No.” He’d flushed all the way to his horns when I winked in response. He’d gotten extra growly afterwards too, his shoulders tense, and he very definitely tried to keep me from being able to catch sight of the crotch of his pants. He spent the next twenty minutes hiding it like a pregnant actress on a sitcom attempting to hide her belly.

Nothing more has happened between us. Which is frustrating as fuck—the man only had to breathe in my general direction, and I end up with the world’s most inconvenient erection.

At least we are getting to know each other, which is cool. I guess. Except my pesky feelings keep getting in the way, my little crush blooming into an overgrown garden of unrequited, complicated feelings.

It’s pathetic, really, how every small smile or joke we’ve shared has made my heart flutter and my knees go weak. Or the way it felt like the cottage is starting to feel like a thing we are building together, to be shared.

It was only yesterday that I’d brought him his iced tea, sweetened just the way he likes it, like I do every day now somehow, and we’d bickered like an old married couple about the exact shade of cream to paint the walls. Seff ended up walking out, completely fed up, mumbling something about foreplay and getting it over with already under his breath.

From his mouth to Roan’s ears, I wish.

But Roan was steadfastly keeping things platonic between us. Just like I have steadfastly avoided that conversation I’d told Seldon I’d have with him about my freakout.

Now, it’s been too long, and it would just be plain awkward to bring it up again. Especially now that things are smooth between us.

Funny how that happened.

It’s not like I’m hoping that he’ll just see how entirely not vulnerable I am and be impressed with all my hard work and growth and sweep me off my feet to his bed. At all.

On the topic of growth, between all the work on the cottage, and so much cleaning, and my shifts at the tavern, I’d successfully avoided looking, or dealing with the remnants of my old life.

But last night, in the quick break between the two jobs, I’d found the strength to finally turn on my phone and laptop. They’d been sitting there since Tor had dropped them off, haunting my room with their presence, except for their brief trip to the cottage to charge after Seff’s electrician had okayed the wiring.

Unfortunately, there’d been so many emails and alerts, both had gone nuts when I turned them on, so I left them to update in peace while I’d worked, and I’d been too tired to bother with them when I’d gotten back to my room.

There had been a rowdy gang of orcs playing drinking games with a reptilian shifter crew out in the patio garden, and I’d been run ragged keeping up with their drink orders and clearing up the giant mess they’d made of the place.

The group of fauns that had had an unfortunate run in with Roan's temper also made their hesitant return last night. When they saw me working, they almost left in a panic, but I reassured them that it was all fine and there was no harm done and then I made Roan give them a bottle of Caelan's rose wine as a peace offering. He grumbled adorably about already apologising, but I just stared him down until he caved. He likes to act like he’s this big tough berserker fae, with those muscles and horns, but he is just a giant softie.

Unbidden, my eyes find their way to the laptop and phone sitting on the table in a stream of morning sunlight. I’ve been lying here far too long already, wasting the cool temperatures of the morning catching up on some rest where I can.

The dreams had been bad last night, and I feel like I’d barely slept at all. Darius had been chasing me through the Woods until they had turned into the grounds of the University, a new landscape no doubt inspired by my impromptu opening of the laptop.

I felt the terror of my dream almost like an actual memory, the pain in my bare feet as they’d been cut and scratched as I ran, the tightness in my chest. I felt it all until I’d woken up just moments before Darius’s hand wrapped around my arm.

I have no idea why he is guest starring in these horrific dreams—Marieth barely even guest stars anymore. Like, yeah, he’d been a major dick and emotionally abusive, but I’d never once been scared of him. He’d never been violent or raised a hand to me.

He wouldn’t have dared.

It would have ruined his hair.

The only explanation I’ve managed to come up with is that my subconscious has somehow confused all my emotional baggage about our clusterfuck of a relationship and its ending and everything that had happened with Marieth, making it this one hot mess of a nighttime adventure.

Which was why I’d made an appointment to speak to a psychologist in Twin Heads. I had to wait a couple more weeks to get in, but it should be good. Probably.

At least I’m keeping one promise to Seldon.

When I told him about the appointment, he’d given me one of those hugs I was still getting used to and promised to give me a ride. It made me realise I should probably learn to drive at some point. I’d spent my childhood with personal drivers, and at the University it was like its own little town with everything I needed within walking distance. I’d never needed to learn. Living here on the edge of the Whisper Woods, it feels like more of a necessity.

I look back at the laptop and phone and take an exaggerated deep breath. If I've learnt anything over the past few months, it’s that I can do hard things. Even if I really don’t want to. So, with that thought to bolster my confidence, I throw back the covers and drag my no longer scrawny butt up and across the room, scratching at my belly above my boxers.

I’ve been working so hard, I’ve actually developed some muscle definition and started bulking up. I wasn’t at all mad about having to go buy new underwear when my old ones had gotten a little tight on my growing ass.

It takes a moment for the laptop to come to life, but once it does it doesn’t take too long to sort through the literal hundreds of emails. Without even one iota of regret I delete a good ninety-percent without reading them.

I save the one from the woman who was effectively my boss. It’s dated after Tor’s trip to the city and is surprisingly sincere, expressing genuine sadness about not only what had happened to me but also that I was leaving the University. She promises the door is always open for me to return should I be willing and able.

Considering that was highly unlikely I type a quick reply, thanking her for her well wishes and everything she had done for me over the years. In another email, I contact the staff housing administrator and let them know I am not returning. All the furniture came standard with the apartment, but I include that they can keep, toss, or pass on any personal items that remain. Tor had taken all of my important personal possessions on his visit. Anything there couldn’t be overly important, and in all honesty, it feels like they belonged to another person entirely anyway.

After that, I email a handful of professors and researchers I’d worked with, using a copy and paste message to tell them that, because of personal reasons, I will not be returning to the University or my research and direct them to the directory of all of my relevant files.

Sitting back in the hard wooden chair, still only in my boxers with sleep in my eyes, I realise it’s done. There is no one left to contact.

A rush of emotions ploughs into me as I shut the lid to my laptop, like the seal on a chapter of my life. While I am more than ready to walk away from it and am definite in my decision, the sudden welling of too many feelings inside me leaves me off kilter. The tips of my fingers and toes tingle, and suddenly I can’t sit still anymore.

I throw myself out of my chair and pace the room for a moment, shaking my hands to try to get rid of the pins and needles there. My phone catches my eye, and I pick it up. When my hand hits the button on the side, the black screen lights up, and I see the alerts filling the screen.

How embarrassing is it that I have disappeared from my life for over three months and the most notifications on my phone are appointment reminders for classes?

Pathetic.

I clear them quickly, taking half a second to turn off notifications on my calendar app until I can find the energy to clear all my Uni commitments. Once they are all finally clear, I see the missed calls and texts.

There must be over a hundred of them. All of them, every single one, is from Darius.

All in the first three weeks of my disappearance.

My already nauseous stomach clenches hard, and I stalk to the tall, ornately carved wardrobe on the other side of the room, yanking the bottom drawer that holds the spare blankets so hard it cracks into my shins. I hiss at the pain, blinking back the tears and shove the phone as far into the drawer as I can, burying it under the thick pile. I slam the drawer shut like it has mortally offended me.

With it hidden and gone, I manage to claw back some of my sanity, the sudden, absurd panic burning my throat receding. I slump back on my ass as hysterical laughter sweeps over me, and I wipe my face with my hand, before running it through my sleep-tangled curls, tugging on them hard enough to feel a sharp sting.

A knock on my bedroom door finally distracts me from whatever insanity has just overtaken me.

“Theo, you in there? It’s Roan.”

I glance at the clock on the mantle—it’s only quarter past ten, basically dawn for him.

Emotionally spent and suddenly exhausted again, I haul myself awkwardly to my feet, my arms and legs heavy from the surge of adrenaline, and make my way across the small room to swing the door open.

When Roan’s dark grey eyes go comically wide, fixed at a point over my shoulder with a jaw so tense I’m a little concerned he’s cracked a tooth, I remember I am still only in my small white boxer briefs that I’d been asleep in. Whoops.

This morning’s been too much of a rollercoaster to get myself worked up over this little blip, so I lean against the door frame, folding my arms across my chest. Roan’s eyes flick down, just for the briefest of moments, and I greedily note the way his throat works as he swallows hard.

“What can I do for you, Boss Man?” I’d started the nickname because calling him Daddy or Sir at work to get a rise out of him was kind of a dick move to everyone around us. Especially if he got that kinda rise too.

He shifts on his feet, his heavy boots thudding on the waxed floors of the hall. He is back in the shorts that he favours when we work on the cottage. They are my favourite, too—on just the safe side of indecent, the thick cotton grips his tattooed, meaty thighs like they are clinging on for their life, and I completely understand the sentiment.

I realise, just moments before disaster, that I probably shouldn’t be salivating over his legs whilst in my own skimpy underwear and divert my eyes back up to him. He’s still refusing to look at me, and that small detail makes my heart skip a beat in a giddy thrill.

“Uh, well, I wanted to show you something.” I love bossy and commanding Roan. And sassing back at bossy and commanding Roan. But I also kinda love when he gets all flustered and awkward. Adds a lustre of imperfection to a man who stands a little too high on the pedestal.

Just to be a shit, and because teasing and playing with Roan gives me back a little bit of the calm I lost this morning, I drag my eyes down his body, past the faded navy tee shirt straining across his chest to the bulge between his legs.

“Really?” I draw the word out slowly, letting it roll around my mouth, biting my lip and flexing slightly for a bit more flair.

He’s looking at me now, a flat and exasperated look on his face, but I can see the smile tugging at his lips under his beard. I even find the audacity to wink at him, and he finally rolls his eyes.

“Knock it off brat and get dressed. We’re going for a hike.”

My eyebrows shoot up, ready to fight back, even though we both know I’m going to go along with whatever he says.

“Who says I don’t have plans?”

“Seff is off on pack business with his dad, your brother and Caelan are busy planting today, and it’s Seldon’s day off, and I know he’s hanging out in Twin Heads with his cousin. You don’t have any other friends. I know you’re free. Stop being difficult and go get dressed.” My eyes narrow, and I try not to react to the authoritative tone.

“Or what?”

“What do you mean?” He shakes his head, throwing his hands up in frustration.

“What if I don’t want to get dressed?”

Flirting like this is dangerous considering everything that happened last time and the fact that we’ve both been too cowardly to discuss it. And by that I mean I was. Either way, we’ve been tiptoeing around this thing around us like a bomb waiting to explode.

Unfortunately, this morning I’m feeling brave and more than a little reckless.

Roan leans forward. I can feel the curve of his horn brushing my hair and I suppress a shudder. His breath fans over my skin and I can see the flecks of black in the dark grey of his eyes.

“Then I will come in there and make you. Get dressed, Theo.” There is a thread of something akin to danger in his voice, not that I believe for a second that Roan would hurt me, but it’s something predatory nonetheless.

This time I can’t contain the shiver that rolls down my spine and I bite my lip, hard this time, to keep from doing something stupid like kissing him. He watches my teeth sink into the soft flesh with wolfish focus.

My breath is harsh as I push myself away from the door frame, legs quivering at the effort of removing myself from him. I can feel him watching me.

“Don’t threaten me with a good time, Roan.” I force a laugh to cover the breathy tone to my voice and pull out a drawer to find a pair of shorts to throw on.

“Just get dressed and meet me downstairs in five minutes. Wear decent shoes.” The door slams before I have a chance to sneak in the last word, so I let him have this one and get ready for whatever it is he has planned for me today.


Roan


He’s going to be the death of me. This friendship is going to be the death of me. But I’m determined. The idea of keeping him close like this is the only thing that keeps that Theo-obsessed beast inside of me calm enough to not berserker rage out on everyone.

He’s been working around the clock, and we’ve all seen the change in him. It’s like he’s come to life working at the tavern. From the stories Tor shared about him, and who he was before his kidnapping, I never would have imagined he would be the sassy, smart-mouth man he is today.

I feel a strange sort of pride at every hurdle he’s overcome. It hasn’t been easy for him here, learning to live an entirely new way of life, but he has taken on every single challenge with fierce grit and determination. Not once has he backed down.

Not even the other night when a minotaur had gotten in his face after Theo accidentally spilled a drink all over the beast's fur. Mauvy had to physically restrain me when I tried to rush over to intervene, reminding me that if he was going to work there, he needed to learn how to deal with the customers on his own.

It’s a tavern after all, and sometimes they get drunk and belligerent.

Despite the fact that the minotaur stood three and a half feet taller than him and was using every inch of it to stand over Theo, huffing and snarling, Theo hadn’t budged an inch. Sure, he apologised first, but the minotaur was determined to start something that night and decided Theo was it.

Theo stood there toe to toe, staring down the predator armed with nothing but a black plastic serving tray and all the attitude and audacity of the generations of his haughty, pretentious, elitist fae ancestors. Gods, he didn’t even have his powers anymore.

After what felt like an hour but was realistically only probably two minutes, where the tavern was silent enough to hear a pin drop, the minotaur backed down, snorting once more before turning back to his friends.

Theo slid out the back for a moment to compose his shaking hands and then confidently returned to the floor, continuing to serve the group as if nothing had happened. They’d tipped him extra that night.

Mauvy clucked over him like a proud mother until that blush had crept back over his cheeks, and he’d begged her to stop.

We all knew he loved it, though.

But being so close to him and not being able to touch him? Torture. Absolute torture. More than once my hands had wandered, as if they had a mind of their own, reaching for him, straying just a moment too long when I finally got my hands on him, making every excuse to loiter in his presence like a sad little puppy. It’s pathetic. I haven’t been so pent up and horny since I was a teenager. All it takes is a stiff breeze, or a hint of a glance of Theo, and I am hard as a rock.

So, being the incredibly intelligent man that I am, I’ve decided to take him on a hike. On our own. In absolute solitude.

As surreptitiously as I can, I take the chance to look over my shoulder to take in his toned thighs, significantly more muscular since his arrival at the Black Stump, flexing in his miniscule shorts.

Honestly, where in the name of the Gods did he get those things?

Quickly, I return my eyes back to the path ahead of me before I trip or make a total fool of myself drooling over him. Not for the first time, I am aware I made an extreme tactical error, and I should have invited someone else along as a chaperone.

“Ugh, it’s hotter than a dragon's asshole, Roan. Why in the Gods names did I let you drag me out here?” I roll my eyes and bite back a smile at his dramatics. With one hand, he wipes away the sweat at the back of his neck and then looks at it, offended. “Where are we going anyway?”

The path here is old and significantly overgrown. Apart from Mauvy, I’m pretty much the only one who knows about it nowadays, and it’s rare that I get the opportunity to come out here. He’s right though, it’s not sunny here with the dense woods forming a thick canopy, but the trees are trapping the heat, making the air thick and humid.

Before I answer, I haul back a particularly large fern so Theo can pass—and I can appreciate the sight of his round ass in those tiny shorts—and then jog ahead to help him down a ridge just ahead in the path. It’s only a couple of feet, but it’s covered in loose pebbles, and I don’t want him to slip and fall.

I jump down first and hold out my hand for him to grab to keep steady. He eyes it for a second before placing his hand in mine. My fingers burn at the contact, like a bolt of lust shooting straight through my body. I can feel my cock thickening dangerously in my shorts, my blood surging in all the wrong directions.

I pray to all the Gods, old and new, that he doesn’t look down to see the extremely obvious bulge in my shorts. He doesn’t look down, but he does keep his hand in mine. I don’t let go either, and we walk along the narrow path side by side, his shoulder brushing my arm.

“We’re heading to the Falls.” I explain, and I feel a tug on my arm when he stumbles, pausing briefly to look at me.

“The Falls?”

A grin spreads over my face, and I re-adjust the straps on my backpack to make it a bit more comfortable. I have more water, some towels, and some snacks stowed away in there.

“Yup, the falls. Technically, they are known as Whisper Falls.”

Theo snorts, “Of course they are.”

I chuckle at his interruption. “Yeah, I know. But anyway, they used to be common knowledge. The stories are that there used to be a mage clan that lived here, before they died out centuries ago. Beings used to go there all the time when they visited the Black Stump. But decades ago, there was a big accident. A fight broke out between some warring orc clans who were visiting at the same time. It was busy that day, apparently, a lot of families were there. Unfortunately, a lot of bystanders got hurt. Some had decided to join in and pick sides. It was mayhem according to all the stories. But then a kid was hurt. A faun child, completely innocent. They got separated from their parents when they were attempting to flee.”

“What happened to the child?” Theo whispers the question, already knowing the answer. I squeeze his hand twice, and he squeezes back, his fingers tight against mine.

“They drowned. It was awful, from what Inigo said. He was only a boy when it happened, but he said the cries of the mother haunted his nightmares for years. The clans settled their differences after that, and Inigo's parents limited access to the Falls for a while. Not that anyone wanted to go there anyway. But then time marched on, and everyone forgot about the Falls and Inigo decided to keep it that way. Too many visitors had eroded the area, and he said the Woods preferred the Falls kept quiet. The creatures that lived there were thriving.”

“You say that a lot, about Inigo knowing what the Woods want. What does that mean?” Theo might’ve lost his gift, but he’s still smarter than he gives himself credit for. No one else has ever picked up on the way I talk about Inigo. Even Mauvy is hazy on the situation, and she grew up here.

“Inigo had a very special relationship with the Woods.” An immature snort and giggle bursts from Theo, and even though I roll my eyes, I snicker along too, “Grow up, brat. Anyway, he always had a special tie to the land. The land that the Black Stump sits on specifically. According to Mum, he’d always been that way since he was a child. He’d declare that the Woods were unhappy, and some major weather event would occur or the like. He treated the Woods like they were a sentient being.

“Mum is actually Inigo’s niece. But she said that her grandmother would tell her stories about Inigo disappearing into the Woods for days, even as a child. He said that he could talk to the trees, and they talked back. As he got older, he didn’t talk about it as much, but it was obviously his gift. He told me one night, after a few drinks, that he was the protector of these parts of the Woods. That it was his job to make sure that everything was in balance. He couldn’t really explain how it worked, but then he was a few beers deep at the time. We never really brought it up again, it just was a thing that was, you know?”

I shrug my shoulders, and pull Theo to a hard stop. We have reached the end of the overgrown path where the dense undergrowth has completely overtaken the entry to the Falls. I spin to face him, looking at his beautiful face, reddened by the exertion of the walk and bordering on irritation.

I must be going insane because the grumpy look on his face fills me with a giddy, floaty sort of feeling, and my heart skips a beat. His glittering gold and brown eyes spark in a way that makes me want to lecture him about something so he can sass me back.

Despite all the warm and fuzzy feelings, anxiety floods my stomach. It feels imperative that he likes this place that’s so special to me. I hesitate, chewing on my lip, his grumpy face only getting more intense.

“We’re here.” I wave vaguely behind me to the blocked path, and his eyebrows raise with impatience. “Just… I just hope you like it.”

His face melts almost instantly, a sheepish smile creeping over his face, his already ruddy complexion turning pinker with his blush. I shuffle on my feet and then take a deep breath and shove my way through the lush overgrown ferns, dragging Theo close behind me.

***

Theo stumbles behind me as I pull him into the clearing beyond the fern blockade. The sun is brighter here, the air sultry but less oppressively humid. Over the thundering sound of the waterfall, I hear his sharp intake of breath and the crunch of his sneakers where the pebbly rocks blend in with the mossy dirt, the border of the Falls and the Woods blending into one.

As he moves to stand by my side, he drops my hand, and I miss it immediately. My fingers twitch to grab hold of him again, but I manage to catch myself just in time. I’m not quite ready to do something quite so desperate.

Yet.

Theo’s face is awestruck, his perfect strawberry lips have fallen open into a little “o” shape. His arms come to wrap around himself, almost as if he needs to insulate himself against the beauty before him.

And I get it.

Whisper Falls is, in my opinion, the most magnificent creation in the land. The clearing is wide and open, filled with rocky dirt, greenery, and dotted with brightly coloured exotic flowers and small curling fern-like plants. Many of the plants and flowers in this clearing exist nowhere else in the world.

The clearing is not quite circle-shaped, joining to the high rocky cliff of the waterfall, forming a ring around the pool at the base of the falls. Large flat stones line the perimeter of the pool at varying heights, providing access to the water, almost as if they were arranged specifically for sunning yourself next to the water. In fact, my grandfather told me stories that giants - a long-extinct race of beings - had set them up exactly so. The rocks are covered with moss and vines, much like the cliff face not raging with water.

There was, long, long ago, a steep staircase carved into the cliff to allow beings to climb to the top and jump into the water below, but it has long since been reclaimed by the Woods.

A salamander scuttles across the ground in front of us, pausing only to meep indignantly at our intrusion. Next to me, Theo laughs softly, as if scared to break the serenity of the moment.

“Roan.” He lays a delicate hand on my arm, and it’s like an electric shock through my system. “It’s beautiful.”

As if to accentuate his hushed reverence, there is a loud squawk accompanied by the flapping of wings. We turn as one to watch an eri—a large parrot-like bird with bright blue wings, red belly, and yellow face and back, with large venomous claws—fly down to perch low on one of the trees close to us. The bird watches us intently, its black beady eyes trained on us. Then it cocks its head to the side, squawks again with its ear-splitting call, and flies off again.

“Are we safe here?” Theo’s hand is still on my arm, and I feel his hand flex slightly with nerves.

“Of course. There is a nest of nabras living in the trees we just passed. If they, or the Woods, didn’t want us here, we certainly wouldn’t have made it this far.”

I look down to Theo’s now horrified face as he turns over his shoulder to stare wide eyed at the trees we had just passed through. I clap him on the shoulder and tug him under my arm because I’m a weak man, and I only have so much willpower in a day.

“Come on, let’s go swimming.” Theo stumbles again, either because I’m dragging him towards the rocks or because of my suggestion. Either way, he’s tight enough against me that he just falls into me. I use it as an excuse to squeeze him even tighter.

“I didn’t bring anything to swim in. You didn’t tell me we were going swimming.” He sounds nervous, and I hesitate.

“You can swim right?” I feel the intensity of his eye roll and smile to myself at his attitude.

“Of course I can swim, old man. We had three pools and two large water features on my parents’ property. Not to mention our summer home and the lake house.”

“Why would anyone need three pools? That’s just stupidity. And that doesn’t mean you can swim. It just means your parents know how to waste money.”

Theo’s laugh echoes through the clearing, and I have to let go to haul myself up onto one of the stone slabs. It is not nearly as mossy as the others, perfect for sun baking.

“You kind of answered your own question there. But when you have that much money, it all becomes a bit superfluous. Why not have three swimming pools? And yes, I can swim. I’m quite good at it, too.”

He accepts my offered hand to pull him up, and he stands next to me on the rock, surveying the turquoise water of the pool. I drop the backpack and roll my shoulders, having a stretch.

“But I expect it is rather different to swimming here. How deep is it? Where does the water go? Where does it come from?” I guess those old curious habits die hard. He blushes and waves me off. “Never mind.”

“You’re right, swimming here is much different to swimming in a pool. General rule of thumb is it’s shallow towards the edge, deeper towards the Falls. We can stick to where you can reach the bottom. As for the water, I don’t have a clue, but I expect the water comes from all around the Woods and feeds the hot springs over past Caelan’s. As for what we are swimming in,” I circle back to one of his earlier questions, “we can swim in our underwear. What do you think?” Theo’s lips draw into a pout, and he looks up at me, all wide-eyed, faux innocence.

“I think I probably should have worn underwear.” His voice is breathy and flirty, but dramatically so, and I gulp. Hard. Every single drop of blood flooding to my cock so quickly my head spins a little.

Completely of their own accord, my eyes drop to the crotch of his indecently short shorts, where the fabric is tight against his dick. Is he really…? Unable to contain himself a moment longer, a burst of laughter explodes from Theo, and he punches my arm. I narrow my eyes at him, folding my arms across my chest, drawing myself up to my full height.

“Gotcha,” he continues to laugh, and I enjoy seeing him so happy I don’t even care about the tease. Or the fact that my cock is painfully hard, the sight of his head thrown back in laughter sending a dangerous pulse of lust through my cock.

I still feel the need to get my own back for his teasing, and so, without a word, I reach back and pull off my tee shirt and toe off my shoes and socks. I quickly undo my shorts, dropping them to the rocks.

Now it’s Theo’s turn to watch. When I invited him out today, I never intended for us to end up here. Well, I wanted to show him the Falls and get him out of the tavern. To spend time together. Now I see the faults in my plan and there is a warning bell somewhere in the back of my head reminding me that we haven’t discussed what happened between us. And that we certainly shouldn’t be flirting and swimming in our underwear. And he certainly shouldn’t be eyeing my cock like he is a starving man where it is tenting in my black boxer briefs in protest to its restriction.

But we are. And he is.

His tongue darts out to lick his parted lips and a shudder rocks through me. His eyes finally drag their way up my body and lock onto mine, glimmering with heat and lust. His nostrils flare slightly, and I hold his eye contact as I step backwards until I finally have to turn to lower myself into the cool water. His eyes burn my skin, and I swear, even over the sound of the Falls, I can hear his whimper.


Theo


Watching Roan's body disappear into the water is one of the single hottest things I have ever seen. Despite having fooled around twice, this is still the closest to naked I’ve seen him. And he is magnificent.

Watching the way his muscles worked to lower himself in? Ngh.

My fingers tremble as I race to undo my shorts and rip off my tee shirt all the while trying to kick my way out of my shoes. I hop on one foot, trying to regain my balance, fighting the tee shirt I have caught on my head, but my shorts, on the slightly too snug side, have trapped my thighs.

I am very close to tipping and embarrassing myself entirely by cracking my head open on the stone slab beneath me but manage to somehow get the top off my head and the shorts to slide down the thick part of my thighs to pool at my feet.

Because I have thick parts of my thighs now. It’s been a lot of hard work, but they are there.

Ignoring Roan’s booming laughter at my close call, I flick the tee shirt free and bend with my back to the water to take off my socks. Roan’s laughter cuts off with a sharp intake of breath.

In my hurry to join him in the water, I had completely forgotten the underwear I had selected this morning after I showered and changed. It’s nothing overly racy, like the lacy lingerie Seldon had tried to convince me to buy, but it’s definitely the nicest I’ve ever owned.

The hot pink briefs stretch across my ass, the scraps of material struggling to maintain some level of dignity. This particular pair barely covers my cheeks, especially with the wide cut out beneath the thick waistband that gives a peek at the cleft of my ass.

Not that Roan had seen just yet, but they also dip almost indecently low at the front. When I slipped them on in a rush this morning, I'd been extremely grateful that I naturally have no body hair so I hadn't needed to take care of any maintenance to wear them.

As I become very aware of Roan's gaze on me, and the fact that I am bent over basically presenting myself to him, I freeze, and it feels like the Falls freezes with me.

I’m slow to stand, my breath shaking with anticipation. I try to breathe slowly and deeply, try to focus on anything else but the intense awareness building in the moment but I can’t, and I can feel my cock rapidly, dangerously, filling in my tiny, inappropriate briefs.

In the seconds that it takes to stand, ready to face Roan, my dick is already rock hard, further testing the integrity of the fabric, straining like a divining rod to what it wants. Roan.

Maybe I should just make a run for it? Just walk out of the Falls and back into the Woods? A neric—a bear-like creature with poisonous claws—could grab me. Or maybe a nabras could just swallow me whole and save me from the embarrassment?

Or maybe Roan could swallow me and save me from blue balls? A particularly unhelpful voice chimes in. I take a deep breath in and hold it for a few counts before releasing it. Deep breath in. Deep breath out.

And then, I turn to face the water, acutely aware of the warmth of the stone, rough beneath my feet. The heat of the sun's rays on my creamy, pale skin, the way my gold-flecked freckles glow in the light, the flutter of the cool breeze as it passes, the roaring sound of the Falls.

Of the way Roan swallows hard when he rakes his dark grey eyes over me from head to toe. He mutters something under his breath, and I am pretty sure that it was “fuck me”, but I am all of a sudden too hyper aware of the moment to risk it all by being a dick. My legs tremble when I lower myself to the rock at the edge of the pool, Roan treading water in front of me, as I hesitantly slide myself in.

The water is cool, refreshing on my overheated skin, relieving the frantic pulse throbbing through me, pushing me closer and closer to Roan. I can only reach the sandy floor of the pool here on my tippy toes, so I bob, treading water. Roan’s big arms swing wide to keep himself afloat, and his fingers brush mine with each pass.

The air between us crackles as we circle each other, drifting further into the water, neither of us willing to break eye contact. A fidgety sort of tension builds in my chest, bubbling through my body. It all feels a little too intense, making me giddy and unsettled.

That is, until a ripple from the waves formed by the base of the Falls meets Roan’s swaying arm, sending an arc of water in my direction. I screech indignantly, and obviously in a very manly way, as the water smacks me in my face.

Kicking furiously to tread water while I rub at my eyes, I huff and fume. Curses fall from my lips that would have meant something if I still had my powers. When I open my eyes, I see that Roan has darted away, hovering just out of the potential splash zone.

“I’m sorry, it was an accident!” He pleads with his hands held up in surrender, but the mischievous smile on his lips and devilish glint in his eye really detract from the sincerity of his apology.

“That’s right, you will be sorry!” I crow with a laugh, lunging at him from across the water to tackle him around his big shoulders, trying to shove him under the water.

From there it’s on, tackling, splashing, and wrestling each other, while our laughter rings loud over the sound of the Falls and the calls of the creatures hiding in the trees. Roan has a definite strength advantage, which he uses regularly against me, hauling me around the waist and launching me across the water. But I am small, sneaky, and like I said, quite a strong swimmer. I manage to dive under the water more than once and trip his feet as they struggle to maintain their purchase on the sandy banks.

After Roan once again launches me into the air, I swim back to him along the bottom of the water but loop around behind him. I can see his feet clearly under the water and know that his back will be to me. His feet swivel, obviously searching for where I am in the pool. Before he has a chance to catch me, I surge up, collecting a mouthful of water on the way, spurting it like a fountain at the back of his head. My cackle of laughter rings through the Falls, blending with his playful howl of outrage at my attack.

Unfortunately, I’m too distracted giggling myself stupid, so I miss his dark brows pulling together in a mock frown, right before he lunges for me, wrapping his big hand around my hip, fingers digging in tight as he hauls me to him.

I slam against his slick chest, the light coating of hair there tickling my own damp skin. In a heartbeat the air between us changes as we become aware of the way that we are pressed together. My being so much shorter than him means that despite being chest to chest, my hips only come to his waist. And being so close, my legs naturally wrap around him. Honestly, there was no way to prevent it. I promise.

With his mouth not even an inch from mine, I couldn’t not hear the hitch in his breathing, see the way his tongue darts forward to lick his lips so close to mine. His hand on my hip flexes, almost too tight, but the pain blooms like pleasure, radiating from the pinpoints of his touch throughout my body.

I know exactly when he feels how hard I am up against his abs; I see it in the flare of his eyes, the way they turn predatory and narrow in on my mouth. I can feel every heartbeat in my chest like a big booming bass drum as we float in the Falls. I slide my arms around his shoulders, digging my fingers into the nape of his neck. He nuzzles back on my fingers ever so slightly, it would have been imperceptible if my body wasn’t honed in on every facet of his existence.

“We need to talk.”

Shit. Was that me? Why the fuck am I cock blocking myself like this? Roan doesn’t catch what I’ve said immediately but then shakes his head, as if clearing it of every dirty thought he’s ever had about me, before pulling back, not too far because where was he going to go? But enough. His eyes search mine again, this time without the feral heat that promised he would devour me.

“We probably should.” He sounds hesitant, resigned, and I could honestly kick myself.

“Ok. Well, I’ll start. I’m sorry.”I take a deep breath and circle my fingers in the hair at the base of his skull, the unconscious movement grounding me. “There may, may, have been a tiny, infinitesimal chance that perhaps, the past time or two that we have…”

I search for a word that doesn’t sound gross or too flippant. “…been intimate. I could have possibly overreacted and projected some stuff onto you. And that maybe, all of the stuff that has happened over the past,” I remove a hand from his hair to wave it in the air but promptly return it to his hair to continue my massage, “whatever, may have had a significant impact on my emotions making me react somewhat irrationally.”

My cheeks heat as I ramble through my apology, unable to look Roan in the eye. Instead, I direct my apology firmly to his shoulder. I finally raise my eyes to look at him, but the flat look on his face gives me nothing. That is, until, a smile cracks his face and he huffs a laugh, squeezing my hip, gently this time. With his free hand he wipes over his face before shoving it back through his hair.

“That’s what you call an apology, brat?” Laughter laces his voice, making me tug at his hair in retaliation. He just winks though. “Look, Theo, I get it. You don’t have to apologise. Really.”

He sighs deeply, like there is a heavy weight on his soul. And I can feel whatever he is about to say ballooning between us. All too late, I try to patch those flimsy shields against all those feelings he draws out of me that I just cannot tame.

“I know you don’t like it when I get all protective of you and your feelings, Theo.” I squirm against him because that is not one hundred-percent true. I like it a little too much, just not when it goes against what I want. He continues, “But I was worried about you. I felt like I was taking advantage of you, and I care too much about you to do that.”

His hand comes up to tuck a curl behind my ear, his fingers following the curve to cup my jaw. I swallow thickly, my heart seizing in my chest. I don’t think I’m even breathing, too scared to ruin the moment with silly things like my need for oxygen.

His eyes watch mine intently, his nostrils flared like he can smell the lust pouring off me. “You deserve the chance to heal, Theo, to explore the world on your own terms. I want us to be friends.”

Friends. A knife slices through me at the pithy word. But, deeper than my initial reaction, I know that maybe he’s right. And maybe being friends with Roan wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.

“Friends with orgasms?” I plaster a cheeky smile on my face and grind my erection into the firm planes of his stomach. It had flagged during our talking but I’m young enough, and Roan is hot enough, that I’m never really more than an errant thought away from a hard cock.

It is almost comical, the way Roan’s emotions play across his face until he finally gives in with a feral groan. With a hard yank I am pressed tight against him as he swims us back to the rocky water edge. His mouth is hard on mine, demanding, and when I part my lips his tongue sweeps inside, dominating, tasting. Claiming. I cling to him as hard as I can, digging my fingers hard into his skin anywhere I can reach, and he swallows every single one of my whimpering cries.

When he tries to peel me from him, I squeal in protest, fighting to keep myself wrapped around him until he laughs, kissing my lips quickly before withdrawing.

“Trust me, Theo.” His whisper is gravelly with need, and I nod mindlessly, not trusting myself to form coherent sentences right now.

Water rushes from my body as Roan lifts me. He doesn’t even strain as he places me delicately on the low slab behind me. The stone is hot under my ass from the heat of the sun, but I barely register it, the cool water lapping at the stone, offering a reprieve from the sting.

Roan hovers in front of me for a moment while he gains steady feet beneath him, his hands stroking my knees, thumbs rubbing wider and wider circles on my inner thighs. Impatience builds within me, waiting for him to take the next step, make the next move, but he seems content stroking my thighs in increasing sweeps.

The wild look in his eyes is almost reverent, taking in every inch of me, tracking the rivulets of water trailing down my now slightly defined stomach, to where they pool at the thick band of my briefs. The hot pink fabric is stark against the creamy white of my skin, no longer sickly but still pale.

Under Roan’s hot gaze, my cock hardens further, reaching the very limits of the fabric. When it twitches, impatient and eager, a rumbling growl vibrates through his chest, and he shoves my knees wide, forcing himself between my thighs. Despite the fierce and wild look in his eye, he still pauses with his hands on the waistband, his eyes finding mine for approval. I bite my lip to keep from screaming at him to hurry up and nod.

There is a ripping sound when he yanks them down and I have to fight him to give me enough room to lift my hips so he can get them past my ass. Finally, my cock is free, slapping my stomach with a hard thwack, leaking a puddle of pre-cum at my belly button. I lean back on my hands, laying myself out for Roan to feast on, but he still takes his time, his hands roaming my body, stroking, worshipping, everywhere but my hard and leaking dick.

His thumbs brush along the sensitive indents of my pelvis, tickling me, and I cry out, pleading with him to please, please touch me. His chuckle is dark, his breath so close to my high, tight balls. I am so wound up that I am scared that I’ll blow the moment he touches me.

But thankfully I don’t, even though the strain hurts every muscle in my body to hold it together. Even when one of his hands wraps around the base of my dick, pulling it back towards him, into his hot, wet, and utterly incredible mouth. I shout my pleasure sharply, and, somewhere in the trees, creatures call back.

But I do not care, Gods, a corion could slither up and crush me to death and I would die an extremely happy man with Roan’s perfect lips sliding down my considerable length, until I am completely encased in him. A shudder racks my body when he swallows, and a thick pulse of pre-cum spurts from me, threatening to open the floodgates.

He swallows it greedily, sucking his way back up to lavish attention on my weeping head. His free hand moves to stroke me, twisting and jerking me in rhythm with the tight suction on my head.

When his tongue traces the sensitive place under my head, I almost lose it, curling my body around, arching hard into his mouth. My hand dives into his hair, tangling with the long loose strands until I can get a firm grip on the base of his horn.

It isn’t even intentional, I just wanted a good grip, but it unleashes something in Roan, and he doubles his efforts, taking me to the back of his throat with almost punishing intensity, encouraging me with a slap to my thigh and a rough growl to fuck his mouth.

The rough stone scrapes my ass as I undulate my hips the best that I can to take advantage of Roan's offer, chasing my release with wild abandon while jerking off his horn.

My orgasm is right there, like a tidal wave I can’t hold back. I’ve already fought it too long, and so I hook my calf around his back to bring him even closer. I can feel the frantic movements of his muscles in his back as he uses his free hand to stroke himself off.

That he was getting off with me, that the idea of pleasuring me got him hot and desperate, pushes me over the edge. My fingers lock in his hair, the other hand scraping my nails harsh against the rock, clawing my way through my release, body tight as a bow.

“Roan!” The cry of his name falls from my lips in ecstasy, as my cock spurts a stream of cum into him, pulling him to fall into the abyss with me. I watch his eyes flutter, the almost pained look on his handsome face when he comes making my cock twitch again in his mouth.

He groans again, pulling his mouth off my over-sensitive dick, and, with a move that my orgasm-addled brain can’t keep up with, he pushes his way out of the water, up and over me, pressing me back onto the stone with an animalistic kiss. Even in his frenzy he protects me, his hand pillowing my head against the hard surface.

He kisses me as if his very life depends on it, and I can taste my release on his tongue. After devouring my lips until they are tender and swollen, he pulls back with a grunt, kissing and biting his way along my jaw, his hips still grinding against my thigh despite coming only moments ago, just seeking the pleasure, the friction. He kisses the juncture of my neck where my heartbeat throbs frantically. Once there, he loses even more composure, until he is sucking a hard bite against my soft flesh.

Pleasure and pain combine, shooting a thousand tiny sparks of fire throughout my body, and I arch up into him, my cock already hard and ready to go again, my breath in hard whiny pants.

But instead he pulls back, gentling his kisses, licking and teasing at the bruise. Finally he stops, and I think it will kill me when he brushes his nose delicately back up my neck to place a delicate kiss on my lips.

The silence is deafening between us as we attempt to gather ourselves. Vaguely, I’m conscious that I have no idea where my underwear is, but that seems like a later problem because Roan’s hand has dropped between us, right next to mine, and he has hooked his pinky finger over mine, completely decimating those fragile barriers I had attempted earlier in the water. My heart melts, and I tuck my finger more securely around his. But, not being one to let a beautiful moment pass without making a comment, I turn my head to smile at him.

“So, friends with orgasms it is then, Boss Daddy?” His big chest rises and falls with his huff of annoyance, but I can see the genuine affection in his eyes when he turns to face me, his horn scraping on the rocks beneath us.

“It seems that’s so, brat. It seems that’s so.”

I think I can work with that.


Theo


The sun is burning the bridge of my nose. I can feel the sting that I’ll regret later this evening in the shower, but I ignore it. Today has been a long one. I spent the whole day sanding down the kitchen cabinets that I pulled apart yesterday. Tomorrow, I’ll re-stain them.

The house is really coming together, even in only a few weeks. Which isn’t terribly surprising considering the worst of the worst was just a lot of dirt and cobwebs.

And, to be fair, everyone has been amazing about coming around to give me a hand. I even managed to change the taps and faucet in the kitchen yesterday and the pipes under the sink without any help, remembering everything Seff had taught me when we’d worked on the bathroom.

There is still some patching and painting to do, and the downstairs floors need to be refinished - a horrible job with the chemicals involved but I’m not sanding them by hand - and I’ll be able to start moving in.

That idea might be daunting, but that’s not what’s bothering me this afternoon. I swat away a fly that’s buzzing around my head and cross my arms, shifting my weight on my tired, sore legs. The kitchen gardens, or what remains of them, are a mess. The sight of them has been increasingly irritating, like a mosquito humming around my ear, getting louder and louder, and I don’t think I can take it anymore.

I need to deal with them. Not that I know the first thing about gardening. But I also didn’t know how to re-hang shutters, or pour a beer, or pretty much any of the things I’ve done over the past two months. I can handle something as simple as a garden, right? Caelan is a farmer—I’m sure he’ll help me with the basics.

I raise one of my hands to my lips and chew on the hangnail there,while I stare down the broken-down fence, collapsing under the weight of the weeds and vines taking it over, as if I can glare it all into submission.

There is the crunch of boots on the gravel pathway, but I don’t need to look to figure out who it is. After the past couple of weeks of fooling around at every opportunity, my body is finely tuned into his presence.

Even now, the electrical impulses on my skin spark to life when I feel the heat of his skin next to mine, close enough to brush against me in a gentle tease but not enough to give anything away. Our friends with benefits situation is currently the worst-kept secret in the tavern. But, so long as we all agree to play along, it’s fine. Right?

“I’m going to fix the garden.”

Roan huffs an exasperated sigh and his elbow bumps into my arm, completely ignoring the fact that I have just claimed another part of his tavern. We still haven’t discussed anything like rent for the cottage. We haven't discussed a lot of things, actually. The conversation at the Falls was a good start, but a lot of things have been left unsaid.

Like my history with Darius. My future. That even though I’m sleeping better, the nightmares are still there. That I am terrified that he only wants me out of some sick protective instincts from hauling me out of Marieth’s house half-dead.

Our easy friendship, the way that he looks at me, the way he touches me, like I am the most valuable thing in the world, like I am his, tells me that logically it isn’t the last one, but fears aren’t always rational.

“With all that spare time that you have? I have some better ideas for things you can do if you're getting bored.” His voice is low and rumbly, sending a shiver down my spine. I chance a look at his face and find him staring down at me, his heavy-lidded eyes full of heat and the promise of pleasure.

My cock responds like it always does whenever Roan is within touching distance, plumping up in my shorts. Roan must sense it because his nostrils flare, his breath coming out in a rough snort. Heat floods my cheeks, prickling down my neck and across my chest.

It’s the first time that I’ve seen him today, but it was only last night that he took his break from the tavern and came to the house to “check up” on me and bring me dinner. It had ended in an extended make-out session, and me sucking on that gorgeous veiny dick of his in the sunroom.

He’d been late back to work, especially since I’d failed abysmally at swallowing his load and spilled all over his pants, so he’d had to nip home and change. When I’d visited everyone later, Seldon had given me a wink and a high five without a word.

Needing to clear my head of the replay, I cough to clear my throat and shake my head. “There isn’t too much left to do inside, really. And I can’t stand looking at all this for the rest of my life.” I wave my hand in the general direction of the travesty of the garden, ignoring both my lifelong claim of it and Roan’s answering grunt.

Roan is closer again now. I’m not sure he even realises that he keeps creeping closer—he does it whenever we’re together. Even if we start on opposite sides of the room, we will end with him touching me. I do not hate it, not even a little bit. I keep my face directed at the garden, so he hopefully doesn’t see the small smile toying with my lips.

“Theo, you can do whatever you like here. My home’s your home. Just let me know if you want a hand with anything.” Completely unable to resist, I turn to face Roan, my stomach turning to liquid heat when I glimpse his strong profile lit in the fiery sunset highlighting the intense shadows of his face. He is a work of art. I plaster the sauciest smile I can muster on my face, even throwing in a wink for good measure.

“I can do whatever I like, hey?”

It takes a second for him to catch on and his face darkens, his eyes narrowing in on my lips. I run my tongue across my lip, and bite down. A low rumble comes from his chest, and I know I’ve got him exactly where I want him. My fingers thread through his like we are made for each other, and I walk backwards to the privacy of the house, tugging him with me. “I definitely have something you can give me a hand with.”

Completely unheeding of the fact that anyone could be watching from the tavern, Roan pounces on me with another growl, scooping me up and throwing me over his shoulder.

My yelp of shock scares a flock of some kind of bird or other in the trees surrounding the house, causing them to explode in a cacophony of sounds that could only attract more attention. Roan doesn’t care though, slapping one big hand on my ass, then slipping his fingers between the juncture of my thighs so his fingers stroke my balls with each step. Heading to the engraved door of the house, my rock hard dick digs into his shoulder as I bounce along.

“How long have you got ‘til you need to go back to the tavern?” My hands wander down his flanks to cup his ass. He grunts, kicking the door shut, plunging us into the cool darkness inside.

Deftly, he lowers me back over his shoulder, but my legs fight their way back around his waist, locking tightly behind him when he spins us and slams my back against the door, pinning me with his big body, his arms bracketing my head. Completely enveloped in him, he overloads my senses, and my cock gives an overly enthusiastic throb, leaking into my pants.

Roan traces his way down my jaw with his nose, snuffling around behind my ear. He presses a gentle kiss there, then reconsiders, sucking hard, leaving a big bruise. Marking me in a way that it is going to be near impossible to cover.

“Long enough, beautiful, long enough.”

***

“Yeah, yeah, I’m coming!” I yell over the raucous crowd, waving off the group of fauns yelling at me for service. I’ll get their food to them when I can. Right now, I am trying to focus on winding my way through the dense crowd of bodies without dropping the overloaded tray of glasses in my arms. My muscles are trembling under their weight as I deftly step around a patron drunkenly telling their story with over-exuberant arms.

The Black Stump Tavern is apparently the place to be tonight; we are packed to capacity inside and out. It feels like all the beings of the Whisper Woods have made their way to us to see the mages and the spectacle they have made of the grounds surrounding the tavern.

There is definitely an appeal there, and they certainly are a dramatic bunch with their long jewel-toned capes in their elemental colours and penchant for many layered belts that jangle when they walk. Not to mention the jewellery and scarves they drape over themselves.

Add in their glamorous circle tents that have taken over the gardens and the way they show off their elemental magic like a parlour trick, and they have the locals eating out of their hands.

Personally, though, I am exhausted and very ready for the end of my shift in an hour. Dumping the tray of glasses behind the bar with Roan, Woodsy, and one of the other bartenders I haven’t caught the name of yet, I manage to sneak in a cheeky grope of Roan’s ass before dashing out the back to get the food the fauns had ordered.

I quickly drop it off at their table, stopping for a quick hello and a chat, because that’s the kind of thing I do now, and I am off again, hip checking Seldon as I pass him just for the fun of it.

I am more than a little disappointed that it is so busy tonight. I’d spent the whole day staining kitchen cabinets and ripping out weeds, fantasising about a hot and heavy, sneaky make-out session and maybe a cheeky blow job in the supply closet tonight, but it doesn’t look like we are going to be able to make it happen.

I’d spent longer than I meant to in the garden today, and I’m paying for it now. Not only are my muscles exhausted, but I have a sunburn along the top of my shoulders because I stupidly wore a singlet in the heat. In my defence, once I got started I hadn’t been able to stop. It was therapeutic ripping out the weeds and hacking back the plants, dead and alive, stripping the garden beds back to bare.

For the last week, I’ve been out there every second I can. Working with the sun beating down on me, my hands in the soil, the smell of crushed leaves in the air, something had fizzed to life deep inside, like another piece of me was being put back into place.

I was nowhere near finished this afternoon, when Mauvy came out from the kitchens with fresh water to remind me of the time, clucking her tongue over my reddened skin. It rankled to leave the job half finished, but I didn’t really have a choice. I couldn’t leave Roan and Mauvy in a lurch at the Black Stump, so I’d had to leave my half-destroyed garden to get cleaned up for work.

“I hear you’ve been working on the gardens.” A hand on my forearm pulls me to a stop as I pass the group of mages congregated on the patio; they take up a considerable amount of room, spread out in their robes on the outdoor lounges like they own the place.

There is a sharp thrill shooting through my body from where the mage’s hand rests on my bare skin, power just breaking through the surface. My heart stutters, a cold shiver overtaking me, even in the oppressive heat of the night. It’s the first time I’ve had any real contact with them, despite Roan hanging out with them a few times since they arrived earlier in the week. I wasn’t avoiding them exactly—I’ve been busy after all—but I was glad that they were in Seldon’s section for the night.

They all seem nice enough, if incredibly loud once they get into the wine, but they are intimidating, unfamiliar. I get that same nervousness around them I had before, well, y’know, everything, and it makes me feel out of sorts.

Plastering a smile on my face, I look down at the mage holding me hostage. He is older, with silver hair swept back and a short pointed silver beard. His eyes are intensely focused on me, the irises completely devoid of colour except for a stark black ring.

I can feel his magic rippling off him, prodding at the edges of my being, and without my own gifts, I’m powerless to shield myself from his probing. Such an invasion is considered incredibly impolite, but these are Roan’s friends, so I try to not squirm even as my skin crawls.

Finally, I remember he asked a question, and I bob my head in a quick nod, hoping that maybe I can end this potential inquisition before it gets started. “Yeah, just started.”

The mage’s head cocks to the side as his hand slips down my arm to turn my hand at my wrist, and he finally takes his unsettling eyes off me to stare at my palm. His touch is like ice as he inspects my hand. I’m not sure what exactly he is hoping to find. His group of friends stop their conversation to watch us intently, and I smile brighter, intent on not making an idiot of myself in front of Roan’s friends. I wish I could remember his name.

Eventually the mage with the white eyes drops my hand and tilts his face back up to mine. His smile is handsome but laced with danger. There is something there that reassures me though, that he is not dangerous for me. The intense coldness leaves my body, leaving goose pimples in its wake.

“That, my friend, is a very, very good choice for you.” He drops my hand and the others return to their conversation.

I have no idea what to make of the mage or his pronouncement, so I settle on a tight grin, raising my eyebrows. “Cool, thanks.”

I make my way back to the bar. It’s late, and I’m due to finish some time soon, hopefully.

Thankfully, Seldon sidles up next to me in the middle of the tavern, taking my tray from my hands. Looks like I’m finally off duty for the day.

“I see Alain finally caught you. Tarook, the head mage guy, said he needed to chat with you, but it’s been so crazy tonight. What did he want?” He waves his hand to encompass the general chaos of the room. At least I found out the mage's name.

“Uh, just to say that he’s heard I’ve been working in the garden and that it’s a good idea?” I leave out the inappropriate magical probing— something tells me it wasn’t malicious. Plus, Roan trusts them, so I’m happy to give Tarook and Alain the benefit of doubt.

Seldon pulls a face, rolling his eyes and shaking his head. “Is that all? With the way he was nagging me about getting you over to say hi, I thought it was some big drama. Weird. Anyway! More importantly, we need the spare blankets from your room. Run and grab them, and then you’re officially off shift for the night.”

“You sure? It’s busy out here, I’m happy to stay if you need -” Seldon cuts me off with a wave of his hand.

“Absolutely not. We’ll be fine.” The quiver of exhaustion in my limbs begs me not to argue, so I wave my goodbyes before jogging up the stairs to my room to get the blankets.

As I pull them out, I hear a dull thunk on the floor but can’t see anything that has dropped. Not wanting to waste any more time, and wanting to squeeze in another shower before bed, I run down the hall, almost colliding straight into Roan. His big hands steady my shoulders as he pushes me back into a shadowy corner.

His lips are on me before I can speak, not that I’m complaining. With an impatient groan, I deepen the kiss, dropping my hold on the blankets to thread my fingers into his hair to tug him closer. His tongue sweeps into my mouth and my knees go weak, only the pressure of his body against mine and his hands now cupping my ass keeping me upright. Unfortunately, we eventually need to break apart for silly things like breathing, and so with great regret I pull myself back, nuzzling my head into the hollow of his neck.

“I met one of your friends, the mages.”

Roan hums in response, as his hands make delicious circles on my ass. I’m not even sure he’s paying attention. “He was weird.” This time Roan chuckles.

“They can be like that. They didn’t upset you did they?”

His breath tickles my ear as he rubs his cheek over my head, almost like a cat marking their scent. It quickly changes to soft kisses behind my ear, and I shift my head, rising on my tip-toes so he doesn’t have to bend so awkwardly.

“Nah, it was fine. He was just intense.” I groan impatiently as his lips latch onto the ultra sensitive skin at the base of my throat, biting down. “Come by after you finish.” Roan’s head pulls back, his eyes searching mine for a moment.

It only just occurs to me that we hadn’t done that yet. Sure, we’d fooled around at the house and in the storage closet and small bedroom kept downstairs for staff who work too late to drive home, but we hadn’t yet made it into each other's private spaces.

Roan’s smile is small, and I give in to my urge to pull down on his neck to give myself enough leverage to rise up to give him a quick kiss on the corner there. His head bobs in agreement. “It’ll be late?”

I raise a shoulder, shrugging casually, stroking my fingers down his thick biceps and back up again. I truly don’t care how late it is. Finding time to be with Roan, alone and unhurried, is starting to get impossible.

And I’m not going to lie, the idea of waking up with him in my bed thrills me in a way that can only be dangerous.

“Don’t care. You have a key. Let yourself in when you’re finished.” Roan’s roaming hands have found their way back to my hips, and he gives me a possessive squeeze, making my stomach drop.

“I’ll be there as soon as I can.” And then his lips are on me again, hard and with the promise for more. Down the hall, a doorway slams, and suddenly there is a professional distance between us, the blankets now firmly in his arms. The only hint of our secret moment are his swollen, kiss-stung lips and blown out pupils and my panting breath. Another guest passes us, waving as they go, and then Roan is gone, following them down the hall.

There is a little extra pep in my step as I make my way back to my room, gathering my things for my shower, determined to get myself extra clean for when Roan comes by later.

Making my way to the bathroom, skirting around the tight space between the bed and the chest of drawers, my foot kicks something hard on the floor. I hiss and curse, hopping on one foot to nurse my injured pinky toe. After rubbing away most of the sting, I crouch on the floor to see what I managed to stub my toe on.

There, under the bed where I kicked it, is my phone. I sit back on my heels, considering leaving it there. It must’ve dropped out when I grabbed the blankets from the drawer. I stare at the shadows under the bed for a moment, like a spider or monster might come jumping out any minute, my heart beat increasing with my anxiety.

“This is ridiculous,” I mutter to myself. With determined resolve, I shove my hand under the bed and blindly pull out the device.

The screen is black, and I can see my warped image in the reflection. The protective cover is cool under my fingers as I flip it around in my hand. It seems silly to be so scared of such a tiny inanimate object, but it’s what it represents that bothers me so much.

My lip finds its way between my teeth, while my hesitant finger presses the power button. This is probably a terrible idea, but I seem to be doing it anyway.

The screen lights up and flickers through its loading screens. I unlock it with my old pin and wait for the notifications to load. My lip has begun to bleed, so I press my thumb there to take away the sting while I continue to stare, entranced by the phone. As it finds its limited connection, it explodes in vibrations from my most recent notifications.

Every single one is Darius.

And they are recent.

Once the phone stops its conniption, I use an unsteady finger to scroll through the missed calls. There are literally hundreds. I swallow hard, guilt settling low in my belly about having ghosted him. Even though he was the one that broke it off with me, the same distressed feeling at displeasing him creeps into my being, urging me to frantically fix it before I upset him further.

I can feel every beat of my heart, every throb of blood in my veins, even the whisper of my eyelashes when I blink as I click on the message thread.

It loads to my last read message, the ones that I had sent him begging him to return. To talk to me. Pleading for him to come back to me, that I didn’t care if he was engaged.

Bile rises in my throat as I read my own pathetic desperation. There is a delay between my last messages and his. He’d left me on “read” until I’d left. The first few messages are the standard fair for him after one of our break ups, when he would come scrounging around looking to get laid.

Theo, I’m sorry you feel like I abandoned you. We could meet for coffee? At your apartment? I miss your touch.


Theo, baby, don’t ignore me like this. I’ve said that I’m sorry. I will meet you at yours and we can figure something out.


Don’t be like this, you know how things are. Don’t you want to figure things out?


I thought you loved me, Theo. You said you loved me and now you just abandon me like this? When I am risking my future to see you?


They are saying at school that you have left?! And you didn’t even tell me? So much for “loving me forever” and “doing anything for me”. I need you and you aren’t even here.


This is so childish Theo. One mistake and abandon me and run away from everything? This is why we could never be together. Absolutely pathetic, I made the right choice. How could I ever trust you when you are so unreasonable?


I am sorry, baby; I was hurting and lashed out. I miss you, please baby, call me.


Everything is going wrong Theo, and it’s all your fault. I needed you and you weren’t here. You left! Everything would have been fine if you weren’t so dramatic about everything. But no, you had to run off and have a tantrum and left me alone to pick up the pieces.


They go on and on, increasingly unhinged messages, alternating between rage and apologies, blaming me for destroying his life. Until the final message, received just after I checked my phone the other day.


I can see you have read my messages Theo. I will find you.


My stomach threatens to bring up everything I ate in retaliation for the adrenaline pumping through my veins. My body nearly vibrates with anxiety, but my actions are surprisingly calm as I silently hold down the power button until the screen goes black again.

Ever so carefully, as if it is a bomb about to explode, I gently place the phone in the back corner of the drawer it had been in earlier and softly shut it again.

Darius has lost his mind. I shake my hands as I make my way to the shower to turn on the water, my body switching to autopilot with my brain currently occupied with the overwhelming barrage of emotions smashing into me. He broke up with me, and I somehow ruined his life?

An almost overwhelming part of my brain is screaming at me to go back to the drawer and turn my phone back on. To call him and plead with him to forgive me. That I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to him, even if it means leaving the tavern here and going back to the University. To be his side piece while he marries Mathilde.

But then, the thought of doing that, actually debasing myself like that, enrages the other side of me. The new me.

The weak fae who cowered before everyone they disappointed died on Marieth’s kitchen table. I viciously scrub at my body while my thoughts chase themselves around in my head, leaving violent red marks on my skin.

The messages and calls, the nightmares about Darius and Marieth calling to me and chasing me in my dreams, my friendship with Roan and the life that I’m building here. It is all suddenly too loud and overwhelming in my head. Beneath the parade of misery is the gentle hum that maybe… maybe I should tell Tor or even Roan about the messages. Even Seldon.

But I shove the idea down into the deep, deep recesses of my mind. The thought of sharing this… I can’t. They are just starting to see me as a real being again, not as some little victim. Rinsing the soap off my body, I slam the water off and dry myself like I can cleanse my spirit by removing the top layer of skin from my body.

My body keeps up its momentum, dragging me through getting on clean underwear and sliding in between the sheets of my bed, my calm and smooth movements at odds with my tumultuous, vibrating insides.

I flick off the lamp on the bedside cabinet, plunging the room into complete darkness, while my mind plays a revolving movie of every mistake I have ever made, every person I’ve ever hurt, its soundtrack and endless taunt of my failures and insecurities on an endless loop, while I pray for sleep.


Roan


The soft roundness of an ass grinding itself into my morning wood is my first clue that I am not in my own bed. A happy little growl rumbles through me, while content, sleepy horniness drives my hips to grind back against the softness. Pleasure ricochets through my body, making my back arch and my toes curl.

A soft cry sounds out from next to me when my cock, fighting valiantly against the material of my boxers, slips between the crack of the two perfect globes, but in my hazy, sleepy pleasure I’m unable to open my eyes.

My body is wrapped around them, our legs tangled together. I can feel their toes stroking my calf, spurring me on, and my hips continue their rhythm, a sensual and slow movement, dragging my cock into their sheathed ass. My hand drifts down their smooth, bare skin, stroking teasingly across their belly.

A hand comes up to wrap itself around the back of my neck pulling me in closer, but they are too short and I nuzzle my nose into their hair, breathing deeply of them. Like a love spell, their sweet scent is overwhelming, flooding my senses and my already leaking cock jerks hard between their cheeks, threatening to come already. Too soon.

I turn my head slightly, despite the resisting tug of their hand, burying my nose in the pillows beneath us, but it’s no use. He is all over them. He is everywhere. I nuzzle into the softness, breathing in the heady smell like an addict, because that’s what I am. I want to drown in it.

A loud groan vibrates through my chest and I drive my hips in harder, the fabric of both our underwear tugging painfully in constraint. Their hand shifts to tangle their fingers in my hair, loose from sleep, and they pull the strands almost violently, sending sharp pleasure down my spine right to my balls, and I again threaten to spill.

Once again, I bury my face in his hair, curling my body around him as far as I can without breaking the delicious, torturous connection of our hips, to brush my lips against any skin that I can reach, along the side of his face.

Not wanting to give him an inch of reprieve against the seductive onslaught, I slide my hand down further to cup his cock through the straining fabric of his briefs. His dripping head is poking out of the waistband, coating everything in his slick pre-cum.

My grasp is firm as I slip my hand underneath the taut fabric, giving him a long, slow stroke from root to tip. A soft, mewling whimper breaks the quiet of the room; the only other sounds are our desperate breaths and the slick, wet sound of my hand jerking his length. The hand in my hair tugs again, hard and rough, those delightful toes digging into my calf, pulling me in. I roll with the movement, tilting the angles of our hips so I am half on top of him.

It's awkward to hold myself up without completely crushing him or ceasing the drive of my hips, but I manage. My thrusts are erratic now, the pulsing need to come urging me relentlessly on, matching the strokes of my hand around him. I can feel my orgasm building in my balls, high and tight against my body, but I shove it back, snarling ferally, thrusting hard enough to rock the bed, the telltale rhythmic banging joining the chorus of our lust.

Beneath me, I can hear his nonsensical cries, whimpers of pleasure, cursing and pleading, until I feel him swell, the base of his cock jerking with his blissful cries. His hips jerk erratically under me, humping into my hand, riding through his orgasm almost deliriously. I follow him over the cliff, spurting jet after jet of cum inside the confines of my boxers. I continue to ride him through my release, smearing my come soaked boxers all over his ass and back like a mark of ownership.

The primitive part of me likes that thought—mine.

It fits perfectly. I rub myself against him once more, dragging the wetness as far as I can. He doesn’t seem to care, rubbing himself back against me like a cat marking his scent, his murmuring sighs of pleasure sound like he is smiling. That is, until I remove my hand from his briefs, bringing my fingers, slick with his come, to his mouth. His complaints cease as quickly as they started when his tongue darts out to clean himself off my fingers.

He laps at my hand until I am clean of him, groaning his approval, tonguing between my fingers to leave none behind and then sucking my forefinger into his mouth, swirling it with his tongue.

“Fuuuuck.” It’s my turn to whimper, my cock trying valiantly to rally, twitching against his ass when he sucks his way up my finger, pulling off with a soft popping sound.

We lie together for a moment in still silence, trying to catch our ragged breaths. He, Theo, feels perfect in my arms. It’s almost dangerous how well he fits against my body.

Like he was meant to be there.

The fuzz of sleep and lust is slowly dissipating from my mind, allowing me some clarity. When I’d crept into his bed in the early hours of the morning, after barring the doors for the night, I had hoped the morning, or whatever time it is now, would begin something like this. But honestly, waking up tangled up with his body was more than I ever could have expected.

I have never really enjoyed sharing a bed with others. It's always too hot, our sweaty bits end up rubbing against each other uncomfortably, and I never know where to put my arm. But with Theo it feels… different. It always does.

I feel the sheets shift as he squirms to roll over, escaping the wet patch beneath him and pushing on my shoulder until I am lying on my back. He tucks himself back around me, lying half on top of me, tracing his fingers over the top of my tattoos where they end on my hip bones. I crack my eyes open ever so slightly, barely making out the golden red of his curls with my bleary vision. With a few blinks it clears and the morning light is no longer so offensive. His head tilts back, his bright brown and gold eyes meeting mine, before he winks and presses a soft kiss to my chest. His contented sigh tickles my skin as he nuzzles in, the arm slung over my chest squeezing tightly for a brief second.

“Morning.” The word is soft and breathy, satisfied. Unable to resist, I bend to kiss the crown of his head.

“Morning. What do you have planned for the day?” Theo stretches his lean body, giving me the opportunity to take in even more of it, the long line of his back, the curve of his ass as he tips it back, the bright golden freckles across his shoulder like stars on his milky skin.

As I suspected, when he wasn’t sick and malnourished, his milky skin has the most beautiful golden glow to it. Almost like he holds sunshine within him.

My hand travels, worshipping as it goes, down the length of his spine, massaging the muscles there, the bumps and bones of his vertebrae no longer visible, to cup his ass. I can feel the smile on his face against my chest, making me chuckle with pride.

“I have more of that garden to tackle and then Seff is coming by later to help me replace some tiles in the bathroom and refinish the floors downstairs. It’s a big job, and I don’t want to stuff it up.”

I grunt, trying to tamp down the completely irrational jealousy of Seff coming to help.

“Let me know-” His scoff cuts me off, and he lightly pats my hip, then goes back to tracing his finger around my hip.

“I know, ask you if I need help. I got it, Boss Daddy,”

Oh Gods, there it is again. Boss Daddy. That has never been a thing for me in my life, but ever since he started teasing me with it, it never fails to make me hard. Boss Man was bad enough.

He knows it too, loving to throw it out when we’re working, and I am annoying him with my bossiness or over-protectiveness. At least he only uses Boss Daddy when we’re alone. The last thing I need is the staff getting in on it, too. Or the customers.

I grunt, hoping to distract him from the fact that my cock has plumped to half hard beneath his thigh. There is honestly zero chance of that though, and he presses his thigh back down on my dick. It’s kind of uncomfortable, considering my come is drying on my skin.

His head cocks back, eyes half lidded, bottom lip between his teeth. I reach down just as he arches up, our lips meeting somewhere in between, and he crawls his way up me until he is straddling my waist, his tongue in my mouth. His hands cup my jaw under my beard, his long fingers almost cupping my throat, too. I groan into his mouth, gathering handfuls of his ass to bring him as close to me as possible.

Our tongues and teeth clash until eventually we part to breathe again. Theo rises, dragging his hands down my neck and massaging across my shoulders, all the way down to my hands, where he threads our fingers together.

“I just don’t want you taking on too much. Burning yourself out. That’s not why I wanted you to stay at the tavern.” His face twists in adorable confusion, his lust-addled brain not able to keep up with the switch back to our original topic. But he catches on, playfully thrusting his now-hard again dick towards me.

“I know why you invited me to stay here,” he teases.

I manage to shake off his hand to swat at his ass, but that only encourages him. He bites down on his lip, throwing his head back on a salacious moan.

“Yes, Boss Daddy, spank me harder!”

Gods, the room next to him might hear his ridiculousness, and I wasn’t exactly as subtle as I should have been about where I was going last night. My traitorous dick flexes behind him, brushing against his ass, and he winks saucily down at me, knowing that he’s won. A flush creeps up my neck, and I roll my eyes.

“I am being serious; you’re only just getting healthier. I don’t want you going backwards.” The poor man looks torn between being besotted with my concern and wanting to fight me on it.

The debate plays across his face with zero inhibition. It’s one of the things that I love about him.

The casual thought smacks me in the face, stealing my breath. Love?

I have been obsessed with him since his rescue. He’s become a friend. A good friend, actually. Both of us go out of our way to spend every moment that we can together. Not even to do anything. Some of my favourite moments with him are those quiet moments where we are just… together.

He is the first thing I think of when I wake up, the last thing I think of when I go to sleep. Not to mention the way that he has both awakened and settled that sleeping beast within me, the berserker part of my heritage constantly rattling its cage to be near him, touch him, claim him.

Shit. I think I love him. He stares down at me, an easy, happy smile on his pink lips, completely oblivious to my confusion and panic. At least I manage to hide it this time. Because we promised to be friends. My reasons for not pursuing this seriously still stand.

Even if we are majorly blurring the lines with this whole friends with orgasms things. I mean, he is still free to go live his life. There is no commitment here.

Though the idea of him going and actually doing so makes my blood pump with rage and - shit. I can feel my blood pressure shift and my muscles begin to swell, veins rising to the surface as my berserker side rebels at the idea of Theo leaving.

I take a deep breath, trying to settle myself and pull myself back from the edge, red seeping into the edge of my vision. Theo’s smile turns, his brows furrowing.

“Roan, what’s happening?” Hearing the concern in his voice is enough for me to regain the final control of my body, and I take a shuddering breath, shaking my head to throw off the last of my rage.

“Nothing. Nothing, I promise.” I try to keep my voice gentle, but it’s shaky. Theo doesn’t look at all like he believes me, but the concern softens back to a small smile, highlighting the shadows under his eyes. They are no longer as pronounced as they were, but they are still there.

He doesn’t sleep well; I saw it last night when I crept in. He’d been thrashing about in the bed, crying out and whimpering in his sleep. When I’d slid into the bed he’d fought me for a moment, crying out not to take him. I’d been terrified I’d made a mistake; he’d obviously been trapped in a nightmare, and I’d feared I’d made it worse, but then he’d stilled when his hand had touched me. Safe. He'd breathed the word and then wrapped himself around me like an octopus.

“Are you sleeping okay?”

Theo pulls back at my abrupt topic change. He tries to slip his hand from mine, but I keep my fingers locked around his. His frown is back, but his eyes, they look… wary, darting all over the place. They land on the chest of drawers on the wall opposite the bed a couple of times before resting on the pillow beside my head.

“I sleep fine, Roan.”

I snort a huff of laughter at his flat tone; he really is a terrible liar. He’s not even trying.

He glares at me for laughing at him, squirming to get off me, his cock no longer proudly bobbing between us. I squeeze his hands again, pinning them against his knees to stop him from getting up.

“I’m not trying to coddle you, Theo. But you were obviously having a bad dream last night.” Fear flashes over his face before he blinks it away again, and I wish I could take it from him, whatever is haunting him. “It’s not unreasonable to be having bad dreams after everything.”

He opens his mouth to interrupt again, and I increase the pressure on our joined hands against his knees. “I have nightmares too. I think we all do.” Theo’s shoulders sag as the fight disappears from his body.

“You do?” His voice is small, fragile, and my heart breaks. I gently tug on him, and he slowly drops his chest to mine, his head resting above the beat of my heart. I let go of his hands to rub his back in long, firm strokes.

“Of course, Theo, that shit was fucked up. Of course it’s still affecting us.” There is a sniffle against my chest, the first tear tickling me.

“You don’t act like it.” With my hands on his ass again, I haul him up, so his face is tucked into the hollow of my neck, so I can brush a delicate kiss across his temple.

“It may not seem like it, but it’s true. None of us are unaffected. Theo, I think you need to speak to someone. You can’t just keep burying yourself in work, hoping to not feel anything. There is no rush on the house. Or healing. Or any of it. We’ll still be here for you, even when it’s messy and hard. Even if you aren’t okay.”

There are more tears now. Followed by a choked sob and a frantic head nod. His sobs are silent, tearing at my soul with each shuddering bounce of his chest. But I just hold him while he cries until he is ready.

Eventually he pushes back, wiping the tears from his red and swollen eyes.

“I’m sorry, this isn't how I wanted this morning to go.” His watery voice threatens more tears, and he fans his eyes with his head tilted back, trying to banish them.

“Don’t you dare apologise. Look, I’ll help where I can. You have that appointment coming up right? I will take you.” Theo nods, lips rolled into his teeth like he’s scared to open his mouth and unleash more emotions. “And in the meantime, try to take it easy, okay? You don’t have to do it all at once. There is no first place in self improvement.”

I am rewarded with the eye roll I’d been gunning for. With all the sass in the world, Theo rolls off the bed, standing hand on hips, in his tight, white briefs marked with both our cum like he didn’t just have a small breakdown.

“Yeah, yeah, Boss Daddy. If we’re done with all that, I need a shower. Would you care to join?”

I’m not quite certain that the tavern’s showers are big enough for the both of us, but I am more than willing to give it a red-hot go. I almost fall out of the bed, my feet caught in one of the sheets in my rush. Theo’s ring of laughter at my expense is well worth it, the sound lighting dark, lonely parts of myself I hadn’t known existed.

“Lead the way, brat.”


Theo


I think I’m in love with Roan.

I know, I know, what’s not to love about a kind and generous, funny man who touches my body like he worships me, always looks out for me, and has that amazing, thick, ridged cock?

I am still desperate to get that thing inside me, fascinated to know how those veins feel when he’s filling me up. I bet it is mind blowing. Everything else we’ve done has been, so why wouldn’t that be as well? Not that we’ve fucked yet. For some reason we’ve both held back. Or maybe we’ve just been too frisky and impatient and managed to always get off before we get to the main event.

I skim my hand along the water, the current swirling around me, the thunder of the Falls’ calming white noise under the ripples. I need to think, and as has become my new habit, I’ve come back to the Falls. It really is the perfect spot to float, relax, and let everything fall away. I never fail to leave feeling regenerated, like the water has knitted back the broken bits inside of me.

Roan wasn’t too happy when I told him that I have been coming here on my own. He’d got that look in his eye, the one that said that he wanted to tie me to a chair and lecture me about my safety. I’d let him, too.

Because I love him, apparently.

I didn’t mean to. It just sort of… happened. I’d had the first inkling in my second session with Doctor Brordieu when I spent the whole time talking about Roan. In my defence, I’d originally meant it as a deflection technique when the doctor asked me about my nightmares because I made the vital error of yawning and admitting I hadn’t slept well the night before.

One comment about being busy with the house and the garden and working at the Black Stump and everything else and how great Roan has been, led to even more word vomit, and then I spilled the whole damned thing to the doctor. He’d looked down his beaklike nose, blinking his owlish yellow eyes at me, tapping his pen on his notepad thoughtfully.

Then he’d said, in that unnaturally calm, unflappable voice of his, that it sounded like Roan was very important to me. I almost said it, too. Doctor Brordieu has this way about him that makes me want to spill everything inside me on the floor so he can put it all back together again.

I am not sure exactly what his being status is, but with those eyes and long claw-like fingers—not that I’m one to judge—he is definitely not human. Sometimes I hate that it’s impolite to ask when things are a bit obscure, like with fae, because it can leave you defenceless against their powers.

But that’s neither here nor there. It wasn’t compulsion or magic forcing me to blather on like an idiot; it was him, and his patience, and those eyes. They said that he understood and didn’t judge.

Not even when I eventually told him that my friends had ventured into the Whisper Woods to kill an ancient fae who had kidnapped me and murdered hundreds over the centuries. And that was pretty murky waters, legally.

I mean, there is no legal jurisdiction in the Woods—the beings there fend for themselves. But there are still some sticky laws about entering the Woods to strictly pursue illegal activities. He’d just smiled calmly and nodded, stating in that sedate voice of his that it sounded like a very intense situation. And then he asked how I felt about it all.

Anyway, back to Roan. I’d almost blurted it out. “Well, yeah of course he’s important. He is amazing, that’s why I love him.”

I’d managed to hold my tongue and murmured something incredibly unconvincing and rubbish, and Dr Brordieu had just scribbled on his pad while I nervously chugged the glass of water he always had waiting for me.

At first, I tried to convince myself that I meant that I loved him like a friend. But after I’d left the doctors’ offices in Twin Heads and had to occupy myself until Seldon could drive me back to the tavern, I’d been left with even more time to think. After chasing myself around in circles, drinking an iced latte and window shopping, and then actual shopping, I realised that, nope. I was “in love” love with Roan.

Going back to the tavern that night had been awkward as all get out. I didn’t know what to do with my hands, stuttering with the customers and just generally getting in the way.

Roan had slid me some wary looks over the night, trying to pull me aside to see if I was okay, but I dodged him at every turn. It was Mauvy that finally cornered me, dragging me back into the kitchens after I’d dropped and smashed half a dozen glasses. She plonked me down on one of the kitchen stools and stuck a plate of fries in front of me, and then she’d waited.

I think she and Dr Brordieu might be related, because her round eyes and eternal patience had me squirming and shoving extra fries into my mouth. Can’t talk if your mouth is full, right?

But then Roan had walked into the kitchen to ask for one of the kitchen staff to run to the cellars for more of Caelan’s rose petal wine. I’d flushed an undoubtedly attractive red colour, the pointy tips of my ears burning furiously.

All it took was for Mauvy to take one look at me, shoving even more potato in my mouth and she’d known. I saw it in her kind, round face. Except she wasn’t kind then, she was exasperated, huffing something about men getting their shit together before she dies of old age, and then she pulled me into a hug, smashing my face into her more than ample bosom.

It’d been hard to chew the far too many fries in my mouth, but I managed and hugged her back, because Mauvy gives the best hugs, kind of like what I imagined a mother’s would be like, if they weren’t heartless and dead inside. You know?

She sent me back to work eventually, making me promise not to break anything else, or she’d have me scrubbing the grease traps.

“Don’t tell him, please,” I’d whispered, both my hands in hers as we pulled apart from another hug. Her full cheeks had almost squished her eyes shut with her smile, and she’d squeezed my hands.

I know everyone knew Roan and I were sleeping together—it’s not like we’re subtle about it. Especially not about the fact that he had spent every night in my bed since that first one. But I didn’t want to be the poor sap they pitied, mooning over their boss and friend.

“I don’t like keeping things from Roan. He’s my best friend and business partner. But I won’t tell him. You should though. And soon.” She’d scoffed and smacked my arm when I’d dramatically rolled my eyes.

“That sounds terrible. Absolutely not. You give terrible advice, Mauvy. You should make it up to me with chocolate lava cake.” She laughed and shoved me from the kitchen to get back to work.

But then I had a chocolate lava cake delivered to me with my lunch the next day when I was digging in the garden.

I keep floating on my back in the cool water, occasionally dragging my arms through the waves to move myself about. Even though today is my day off, I’ve got to be careful of the time, so I keep an eye on the sun as it passes overhead.

Over the last month, I’ve been taking them, days off I mean, much to everyone’s joy. Apparently, they’d all had Big Conversations about me avoiding emotions through work, just like Roan said. I’ve only had four sessions with the good Doctor, and he’d agreed. I’d been well and truly outvoted, and so I agreed to lay off a bit.

At first it sucked, especially because it meant that progress had slowed a little on the house, but it had been very apparent that I had two settings—overworked, or depressed mess holed up in a nest in my bed. I’d sulked for a bit, but after a bit of practice, I’d gotten the hang of it. The only thing I haven’t been able to give up is the garden.

I’ve been working there every day, puttering around, planning, digging, building. What the hard work in the house had done for my self confidence and mind, the garden was doing for my spirit.

Things have been happening.

Strange things.

The first was two weeks ago. I’d had some seeds in my hand that I found in an unmarked envelope in the cupboard under the stairs in the house. I had no idea what they were and was thinking about just throwing them in the freshly made garden beds and seeing what happened.

I didn’t have high hopes, considering it was the middle of summer and I didn’t know what the seeds were, let alone when they were meant to be planted. I’d stood in the garden, between two of the long garden beds, next to the arches I’d prematurely erected.

The seeds were nearly just over a centimetre in length and black with white stripes. I was about seventy-percent sure they were sunflower seeds, but I was willing to just roll the dice.

I had the little black seeds in my palm, staring at them, thinking about the possibility of them… and I’d felt a tingle in my hand. It was pleasant and warm.

Then they started to sprout.

Like little popcorn kernels in my palm, their little green shoots popping out of their shells like excited caterpillars.

I’d dropped them all in shock, and then quickly scrounged along the gravel paths, all freshly laid and raked by yours truly, to find the precious babies and get them in the soil. Turns out I was right, and they were sunflowers.

Now they are six feet tall.

I’m definitely not a professional gardener, but that seems a little fast.

The other seeds I’d thrown in, again all unmarked from the cupboard, have also been sprouting fast, too. I have a trellis overflowing with cucumbers, more tomatoes than neither I nor Mauvy know what to do with, and a very delicious fruit I don’t know the name of with thick purple skin and vibrant green inner flesh that is sweet and tangy and my new obsession.

I have plants growing, thriving, that are more than out of season. They shouldn’t even be grown here. I make sure I give them the best love and care that I can, even in my ignorance, so I haven’t put the phenomenal growth down to anything suspicious. I just thought maybe they were enchanted seeds Inigo had picked up, you know? Maybe it’s the soil from the Woods.

But then there are the storms.

Seff was over, and we were cobbling together an irrigation system between the rain water and the well. Honestly, the whole lack of electricity thing out here was enough to drive me around the bend.

We were both getting frustrated with the piping, and I’d thrown myself dramatically on a garden bed declaring, with every ounce of feeling in my body, that it would be easier if it would just rain.

The sky had been a brilliant clear blue, and then, seemingly out of nowhere, thick black clouds rolled in, dumping fat raindrops over the tavern grounds. Seff and I had scurried to the house to escape the deluge, laughing and giggling like mad. But then, when we’d collapsed on the empty floor of what will one day soon be my living room, he looked at me with a curious look on his beautiful face.

“Was that you?” He’d looked at me more keenly than, I admit, I’d ever given him credit for. It was easy to take Seff’s playfulness for ignorance, but it would be a dangerous mistake to make. He was all wolf underneath the sweet exterior.

I stared at him, confused and a little bewildered because it was a pretty shocking coincidence. But then, with the sunflower seeds and the garden?

When the clouds rolled in, there had been that same peculiar tingle as the time with sunflowers, or the warm buzzing feeling I get when I’m tending to the garden… almost like before. With my gifts, my powers. But different in a way I haven’t pinpointed yet. Even now, it’s been too sporadic and surprising to pin down.

“How could I have done that?” I’d shoved a finger in the direction of the nearest window to the rain dumping down.

Seff turned his head just in time to see the rain cease and the clouds lift, bright sunshine beaming through the window like we’d imagined it all. He’d turned back to face me, his eyes narrowed, carefully considering.

I’d felt horribly exposed. But then he’d broken into his usual goofy grin, wrapping one big, thick arm around me to pull me under his armpit for a noogie. He’s such a shit. We’d managed to get the irrigation set up easily after that—not that the saturated grounds needed water that day.

And then there are the creatures. Just the thought has me quickly checking the shadowy perimeter of the Falls. I feel like I’m going mad even thinking it. Which is why I’ve explained this all to absolutely no one, not even Roan.

And I tell him everything now.

Well, except all this.

And everything with Darius.

Ok, I tell Roan some of the things, more than I tell anyone else.

It started on my second trip back to the Falls on my own. I’d been walking along, trying to remember the path, though it didn’t have the tendency to change or confuse a traveller like the other paths of the Whisper Woods.

It was hot, and I’d been lost in my thoughts. Mainly thoughts about how Roan had sucked my cock so well that morning that I’d pulled a neck muscle when I came.

My neck was aching, and I was massaging it as I walked. But then it started to feel strange, like eyes were on me. Watching. I’d paused, finally paying attention to my surroundings, just as a nabras appeared from the shadows of the trees. I’d nearly wet myself in fright facing the giant creature and its giant yellow eyes watching me intently out of its massive bird-like head.

The beast's feathers were a shining grey colour, with an eerie green sheen to them in the light. The feathers around its face, and its deceptively small black beak—deceptive because the thing’s mouth transformed when hungry, unhinging and growing large enough to swallow a large man whole—were tipped with white.

The dark grey-green fur on its chest looked soft enough to pat, if you wanted a quick death that is, but the fur melded into those brilliant large feathers on its back and wings. The beast's two legs, like absurdly large chicken legs with black feet and deadly black claws, scratched on the Woods floor while it observed me.

The nabras twitched its head from one side to the other and then warbled a pretty call to me. Another head twitch and a ruffle of feathers.

Safe.

I’d known the word came from the nabras. I hadn’t heard it so much as felt it. Like an impression in my brain. Intangible yet somehow very real.

Not wanting to spook the deadly creature, I nodded and smiled thanks like an idiot and kept on walking. But then it happened again. And again.

Not just with the nabras herd that were residents of the Falls—other creatures had begun making themselves known to me, too. They weren’t talking to me—communication with creatures is a gift that was pretty much unheard of. Many had claimed it, but it was always universally debunked.

This was an awareness, a connection, an impression. And this was why I hadn’t told anyone, because how do you explain it? It felt easier to take each individual odd occurrence as a random blip, no matter how much they were starting to build into a rather damning collection that others began to notice.

But that is all very much neither here nor there, because the sun is very much past the halfway point in the sky, which means it's time to leave my little oasis and head back to the tavern to shower and get ready for another one of Caelan and Tor’s bonfires.

We’ve had two so far this summer, another one of those small but impossibly big changes in my life. Who ever thought Tor and I would be close enough to be having friendly bonfires together? On the cosy homestead he shares with his bearded bonded mate of all the places.

Edith had made it to the first but not the second—she’d been caught up doing Edith things. Probably randomly hiding wine throughout the Woods, considering they drank some on my rescue.

Should I give her some bottles to replace them as a thank you? Wine for risking her life does sound like a very Edith appropriate gift, so I make a mental note of it and start swimming back to the shore from where I’d drifted to the centre of the pool.

I don’t really bother to towel myself off—the humidity of the Woods on the walk home was just going to have me sweating anyway. I just want to get home and have a shower. Roan can actually make it tonight. Last time he had to work, and I caught a ride with Seff. I am trying to not get too excited about it; we’re still in that ambiguous friends with orgasms situation. And my brother will be there, obviously, because it’s his house.

Roan and I are the worst-kept secret. Everyone’s just agreed to not talk about it. And by everyone agreeing to not talk about it, I definitely do not mean my brother.

Tor cornered me when he was here helping me paint the downstairs hall last week. I don’t know why I keep inviting him to help because he is terrible at it, but it’s nice to have the brotherly bonding thing, I guess. Anyway, he cornered me and started asking if I was okay, asking if there was anything big happening in my life that maybe I need to discuss with him. Get some advice.

My brother one hundred and ten-percent thinks I am, or was, a virgin. Not a giant stretch of the imagination but ouch.

I distracted him by telling him I was going to therapy, and he’d been so happy, his purple cheeks flushing with pink, before he picked me up into a giant bear hug.

He’s a good brother, he really is. I just don’t want to discuss my sex life with him. Or see the pitying look on his face when he figures out that I’ve fallen hopelessly in love with Roan, and he still sees me as the wounded bird he’s nursing back to life.

A small voice in the back of my head—it sounds remarkably like Doctor Brordieu—reminds me that it's unfair to put that on Roan, that it's my own insecurities, and his words and actions show me every day how much he values me.

But I’m a work in progress, and sometimes progress is slow. Pretty sure it was Roan that pointed that out to me in the first place.

With one foot in front of the other, I make it back to the tavern. Roan is waiting for me by my garden, leaning one elbow casually against the posts of the fence I’d repaired all by myself. He’s still in his white work shirt, sleeves rolled up his forearms in the way that is universally sexy, his tree trunk thighs stretching his tan pants with his legs crossed.

And that harness. I love that harness. His eyes light up when he spots me. He must be hot—the sun is beating down, and he’s fully clothed, always a shame.

I walk towards him, like a thread is tied between us, the knot pulling us closer. Absently, I am aware that if I were in one of those cartoons I used to sneak when I was a kid, my eyes would be shooting love hearts in his direction, so I try to tone it down, schooling my face into something more neutral.

I obviously fail because when I reach him, I let my eyes feast up on him, gobbling up every inch of him before pulling on one of the harness straps. It’s leather, so it doesn’t snap, but it does tip him off balance, tumbling him into me. He catches me, like he always does, righting us both, but he keeps us pressed together, from chest to toe. Just how I like it.

“I like this harness. You should wear it for me one night.” Heat floods his eyes, and they narrow on my lips. His head dips, and he steals a fierce kiss that burns my blood. But he pulls away before we can get too into it.

“Noted.” He nods over his shoulder to the garden. “Garden’s doing well.”

I pull out of his arms, delighting that I’ve left a me-shaped wet mark over his front, and dance away.

“Turns out I am an exceptional gardener.” I preen like a goofball.

He isn’t buying it for a second, but I don’t have an answer for him, so I turn and walk towards the tavern, putting a little extra wiggle in my step. I hear his grunt behind me, before he calls out something about leaving in thirty minutes. I turn back to blow a kiss and make my way up to the tavern.


Roan


The air is muggy tonight—the heat of the day just hasn’t dissipated into the night making the heat from the fire pit slightly uncomfortable. Still, the drinks are cold, the stars are bright and the air is heady with the perfume of the flowers from Caelan’s expansive flower gardens.

In the darkness surrounding the fire pit, the chickens cluck contentedly in their pen for the night. Even Henny had eventually been captured and locked up safe. Caelan’s wayward hen had us all chasing after her through the gardens to get her in safe for the night.

It’s a new thing, hanging out with Caelan and Seff outside of the Black Stump. We’d spent years as friends, but it was pretty much always them coming to the tavern. I don’t think we’d ever intended it; it was just how things had worked. Probably because that was how it had started between us.

Things have changed a bit since the rescue. It isn’t just having faced death together and all that stuff—Theo and Tor coming into our lives has shifted the dynamics a bit. We’d gone from a bunch of loosely acquainted friends to something closer. We’d bonded, we’d shared something.

I’ve been lucky to have Mauvy by my side since forever, but I’ve never had anything like this before. It’s been nice, which is why it sucks that Mauvy couldn’t make it tonight as well. Someone had to run the tavern after all. So, it’s just us tonight—my friends, Caelan, Seff, Edith, Tor, and Theo.

And there is the thorn in my side. Any combination of the words friends and Theo is starting to feel like a festering wound.

As it is, it's hard enough to not stalk to the other side of the fire to where he is chatting animatedly with Caelan about the monstrous sunflowers he’s grown, and throw him over my shoulder to drag him back over here to sit with me. Where he belongs.

He seems to sense me staring, because I’ve lost what little ability I had to be subtle about this weeks ago. He freezes mid-sentence, turning to me, his pointed ears red-hot and not from the fire or the heat of the night. His teeth bite into his lip, and I can feel the demand for me to quit it in the look he gives me.

Instead of giving into his silent demand, I wink, raising my bottle slowly to my lips. He watches me take a long sip, greedily taking in every detail, blushing even harder.

Caelan isn't nearly as oblivious as I’d like him to be, though. He looks between us both and rolling his eyes, chooses to chug the beer dangling in his fingers to keep whatever commentary he has to himself.

A flurry of black fabric collapses into the chair next to me, lace, velvet, fur. Absolutely none of it is appropriate for the weather. But I don’t believe Edith has been appropriate a day in her life, so why would she start now?

“So. Goat Boy. How’s things?”

Her look is pointed and staring between me and Theo. Out of reflex, I sneak a look at Tor, who is sitting just behind Edith, showing off his chicken bag to Seff. Apparently when the chickens are giving him troubles, he picks them up and tucks them in the purse-like thing.

He’s certainly changed from the hot pants wearing club dancer-slash-bartender.

Whether it is his fae hearing or that Edith is as subtle as a bulldozer knocking on your door, he hears Edith’s question. I see the exact moment he hears; the tension locking in his back. He holds it for a moment but visibly shakes it off.

At this point, the low key secrecy, or just not talking about what’s happening, feels like a lie by omission. And almost too much effort to maintain.

I know I love Theo. I’m pretty confident that he’s feeling some kind of way about me, too. I want to be with him. My concerns about being with him, really being with him, are still there, but when he looks at me, touches me...when he laughs, I forget all of that, and I just want to claim him already. Tie our spirits together so we never have to spend a moment apart.

Conversations need to be had. The clock is ticking on them. There are things he’s keeping from me, I can see it, but as his friend, it’s not my place to pry.

And I am not going to tell Edith any of this.

“Good. Things are good.”

My sip of cool water is refreshing. I’d switched from beer after my first, wanting to keep a clear head. I don’t drink that much anyway, being around a bar my whole life, I’ve seen the worst that alcohol can do to a being.

Edith’s violet eyes pierce into my spirit, and I can feel her witchy ways poking into my brain. I slam my mental doors shut, blocking her from seeing too much.

“That’s impolite Edith.” I try to keep my tone friendly, but there is still a thread of irritation in my voice.

Edith, being Edith, has exactly zero shame at being called out and smiles wryly at me, waving me off.

“Posh. If you’re not going to give me the gossip, I’ll have to get it by other means.”

She settles back into the old camp chair, kicking her legs over the thin fabric armrest, taking a large gulp of wine from the bottle in her hand.

She brought her own, but I know for a fact that particular bottle is from the guy's private stash in the house. Something special, and expensive, Tor brought back from their trip to Loqueaur City.

“Mauvy tells me that you two haven’t talked yet.”

Bloody Mauvy, always sticking her nose in. She’s lucky I love her.

“Ugh. You two need to stop talking. We’ve talked. We talk. We know what we’re doing.”

Seff and Tor are both doing extremely poor impressions of people not eavesdropping when Edith throws back her head in maniacal laughter. The chickens, incensed at having been disturbed, squawk back at her.

“My darling, I love you, but you know nothing. Time will show you. So long as you know it all turns out well in the end.”

Well. If there is one thing Edith knows, and knows how to do well, it’s be discomforting and mysterious. For once, I’m willing to use my size to intimidate. I angle my body towards her, crowding into her space.

“What do you know, Witch?” Edith, not one to actually be intimidated, just leans forward, pressing her ghostly white forehead to mine. Her red lipstick is smeared across her cheek, completing her unhinged demeanour.

“Everything.” Her whisper tickles the hairs of my beard, and she pulls back to laugh loudly again. I grunt petulantly and lean back, digging my toe into the dirt.

There is very little chance Edith actually knows everything. She just likes to play the all-knowing, all-powerful witch. Problem is, she is right just often enough to make her point.

Across the fire, Theo catches my eye again, smiling that pretty smile of his. His conversation with Caelan seems to have derailed as they realise Edith is back to her interfering ways. Not that Caelan has really noticed—he’s only got eyes for Tor, shooting pining, puppy dog eyes his way like the distance between them is painful.

Not judging, because I one hundred-percent get it.

Satisfied that she has made everyone uncomfortable for her own amusement, Edith stands with her nearly empty bottle of wine, and wanders off in the direction of Caelan’s gardens to pillage them for her supplies.

“You be careful with that bottle in there!” Caelan calls out after her when she wobbles slightly, but she ignores his warning, holding the bottle up high with one hand like it’s the championship cup, and blows a raspberry at him.

“She is a menace,” Caelan mutters, stretching in his chair to watch as she climbs through a raised garden bed to pick at a vine climbing up a trellis.

Tor clucks his tongue as he stands, like he can feel the pull of Caelan’s anxiety. He moves to the other side of the fire to settle himself on Caelan’s lap, wrapping himself around his mate, nuzzling into his neck affectionately, murmuring sweet, loving words.

Jealousy hits like a punch to the guts. I want to be able to do that. With Theo. By reflex my eyes flick back to Theo. The same yearning is all over his face like a neon beacon. Yeah, it’s definitely time to have that conversation about what we are and how it’s changed.

Or maybe it’s best not to rock that boat.

“Oh, for the love of the Gods, you all suck.” Seff cries out in put-upon angst, sliding down in his chair until his head rests on the low back. With another pained groan he slides his ever present cap down over his face.

So dramatic, this one. Always has been.

I chuckle and throw one of the marshmallows we had every intention of roasting at him. It bounces off his impressive chest into the darkness outside the firelight. The others join the laughter, and Tor throws another marshmallow in his direction; it bounces off the cap and onto Seff’s lap.

“What’s wrong Seffy?” Theo asks, voice dripping with laughter and exaggerated concern.

Seff pulls the cap off his face to glare at Theo, who only smiles back wider at him, sticking a marshmallow in his mouth. Lucky marshmallow. Seff narrows his eyes and picks up the marshmallow missile in his lap. Rather than eating it, he squishes it between his fingers like a sugary stress ball.

“Nothing, Thee.”

Since when did these two have nicknames for each other? I try to not let the niggle of jealousy blow this into an overreaction.

They are friends.

Just like Theo and I are friends.

Only different apparently. They have nicknames for each other.

Seff sighs deeply again and sits up in his chair, finally putting the now mangled marshmallow in his mouth, and slips his cap back onto his head.

“I dunno. Just sick of being alone or whatever. It’s not easy when you're surrounded by happy couples. No one likes being the fifth wheel.”

As if to prove his point, he nods toward Tor, who had frozen in the middle of feeding Caelan his own marshmallow. Tor, not being an idiot and hearing what we’d all heard, swivels his head to Seff with the focus of a predator eyeing fallen prey.

“But, Seffy.”

Oh shit. His voice is cold, his ice-blue eyes narrowed in on Seff, who is now blushing and squirming under Tor’s focus.

“How could you be a fifth wheel? That would mean my baby brother and Roan might be somehow involved. That wouldn’t be right, would it? Because surely if the tavern keeper who took my tender brother when he was in a vulnerable time of his life was schtupping him on the regular, one of them would have thought to tell me, their concerned ol-”

“Oh, for the love of the Gods old and new Tor, give it a rest.”

The thread of steel in Theo’s voice as he shouts down his brother is impressive. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Seff staring at me, and I look just enough to see him mouth a big “I’m sorry!” but I wave him off.

There is nothing to apologise for—we haven’t done anything wrong.

“Excuse me?” Tor’s attitude is now entirely directed at Theo, and I have to start my calming breath exercises to stop my rage from taking over. Good thing Theo doesn’t need me to stand up for him—he’s already leapt up to face his brother.

And by face, I am talking metaphorically because there is a foot and a half height difference between the two. Theo thrusts his finger aggressively into Tor’s chest, sending him stumbling back into Caelan’s leg.

“You are my brother, not my keeper, I don’t have to tell you shit. Like I keep telling you, I’m a grown-ass adult—I don’t need your permission if I want to schtup the tavern keeper.”

Hurt flickers over Tor’s flushed purple face, but in his anger, I don’t think Theo sees it before it’s quickly replaced with anger again.

“For fuck’s sake, Theo, I’m not mad you are sleeping with Roan, or whatever you two have going on. I’m not upset that you didn’t ask for my permission,” he spits the word at Theo, who shrinks back almost imperceptibly at his brother's ire. Like he is just cluing in that maybe he has the wrong end of the stick here. His arms fold at his waist as he tries to rally himself in the face of his brother's emotions.

“I’m mad that you never once thought to tell me yourself. I knew, of course I did. Everyone knows. He leaves your room every morning for fuck’s sake, Theo. And you two—”

He finally looks at me. I shift in my seat, straightening myself as if I don’t have a fierce blush heating my beard like a schoolboy and not a thirty-three year old man.

“—are the least inconspicuous beings on the planet. Honest to the Gods, you make Caelan and I look casual about our feelings.”

Edith has come back to join us, lured by the raised voices and the chance for gossip. Her hand is resting on Seff’s shoulder, as if it is just there casually, but I can see her fingers flexing into the meat of Seff’s shoulders.

Theo has sunk in on himself completely now, his face hidden by the curtain of copper curls as his head droops low. Setting my bottle to the side, I stand and walk around, positioning myself behind him, pulling him until his back is flush with my chest. With my arms on his biceps, my thumbs rubbing calming circles there, I can feel the shudder of his breath. I have no doubt that tears will be staining the perfect freckles across his cheeks.

“I’m sorry.”

The devastation in his whisper tears at my heart, and I weigh up the very real risks of thumping Tor for making his brother cry. I’m iffy on who Seff would side with in the fray. Only the matching heartbreak on Tor’s face keeps my anger in check, not a mild feat considering that primal thing inside me is rattling its cage over Theo being hurt.

“I just thought things had changed between us, little bro.” Tor smirks down just as Theo tilts his head back up to give him a half-hearted glare.

“It hurts that you felt like you had to keep it from me for some reason.”

A creak of a chair and the shuffling of feet on the gravel almost covers Theo’s sniffle as he nods. The brothers share a small smile, Tor punching Theo’s shoulder affectionately. I can still feel the tension in Theo’s body, so I keep rubbing circles on his arms with my thumbs and drop a kiss to his head. Tor recoils, scrunching his pretty face up to almost make himself not almost blindingly handsome.

“Yeah, that’s weird. Let’s keep it under wraps again, yeah?”

Theo’s snort matches mine, and he spins in my arms, my hands dropping to his hips, reaching his arms up around my neck to slowly pull me down for a proper kiss. Caelan and Edith cheer over the top of Tor’s groans, but before my lips manage to land on their target, there is a loud cough from the other side of the fire.

“Yeah, well, glad you lot could somehow manage to make my pain at being permanently single about yourselves, but do you think you can all manage to not rub salt in the wound like absolute dicks?” Theo ducks his head out from our embrace, tapping my arm when I grunt, pulling him back closer.

“Naw, Seffy, you jealous? You can come cuddle.” Theo cackles as a large marshmallow is lobbed at my back.

“No, he absolutely cannot.”

Seff makes disappointed noises, and Edith boos noisily, like she would somehow have been invited to the cuddle party Theo is apparently planning. Tor is back on Caelan’s lap, rubbing himself all over him like an oversized house cat, so I sit in one of the now vacant chairs and pull Theo down on top of me.

The others return to their conversation over the fire, Seff telling Edith and Theo all about the latest non-starter date he’d been on. He seems pretty serious about this whole dating over hooking up thing. I don’t think I’ve seen him with anybody since… well, shit. Since Caelan. Is that why he’s suddenly so gung-ho about it all?

Considering the man is sitting right next to me, it’s probably not the right time to dive deep into Seff’s love life, so I wriggle around to get comfortable before turning to Caelan.

“Did you make these?” He nods, his hand rubbing circles under Tor’s tee shirt.

“Yeah, comfy aren’t they?” I rub my hands along the sleek wood of the chairs. They recline slightly with notches along the high arched backs to lay them back further, and they have roomy seats, with thick armrests wide enough to safely rest a drink.

“Can you make me a couple? For the house?” His grin is genuine and wide, and he promises to get them to us, me, as soon as he can. Theo doesn’t even blink at me ordering furniture for his house without even asking him. Like I have some kind of claim to him.

“When are you going shopping for the house?” I hear Edith asking the first practical question she’s ever asked in her life, and I am shocked she hasn’t fallen down dead. She is perched on one of the camp chairs, the bottle having disappeared, now picking petals off a flower mumbling something under her breath. I feel the slightest ripple of her magic float around the circle of the fire and wonder what she’s up to. Not that she’d share.

On my lap, Theo gets himself comfortable, wriggling his ass enough that I need to think some very specific thoughts to avoid an awkward boner. He eventually leans back against me and sighs contentedly, my arm rests heavily across his lap, taking full advantage of our ability to touch each other in public now.

“Uh, Seldon mentioned maybe taking a trip to Twin Heads next weekend. He wants to take me to the gay bar there? What’s it called?”

“Slash,” Seff pipes up across the fire.

Theo nods enthusiastically.

“Yeah, that’s the one. Anyway, we were talking yesterday, and he said that we should go there, and then I thought maybe I’d go have a look at some furniture at the same time. I have an appointment with Dr Brordieu that weekend, too, so it all works out.”

He turns to me, his hand absentmindedly patting my arm, “Sorry, meant to mention it last night but got distracted.”

I snort because I remember exactly how he got distracted. I’d gone up to his room just as he was getting ready for bed and gave him the blowjob of champions. He’d passed out hard when we were cuddling in the aftermath—he certainly hadn’t had the presence of mind to share plans.

Not that he owed me that. Because despite him sitting on my lap in front of his brother, and me making furniture plans for his new place, we’re still just friends. I shake my head to stop myself dwelling on later’s problems.

“No stress at all.” To prove my point, I kiss his cheek, and he blushes prettily for me.

I want to kiss him all over to see how far I can make the blush spread.

“I’m inviting myself to tag along, you know.” Seff demands, his upset about being the only single man here forgotten again.

Edith shudders next to him, no doubt at the idea of going to the nightclub. Caelan’s is as far as she ever ventures out of the Woods.

“Oh, yeah, I’m sure Seldon will be devastated about that. What about you two?”

Caelan and Tor briefly look at each other, no doubt doing their freaky bonded mates communication thing.

“Yeah, hard pass. Caelan got the full experience at Faetesque when we went back to Loqueaur to pack everything up. That was probably enough for him.”

Caelan’s eyes are wide when he nods, like he’d seen things he could never unsee.

I try to ignore the clench in my stomach that Theo has pointedly not invited me to come with them. In all our avoidance of talking about this thing between us, we’d never discussed exclusivity. It had just been a given considering our constant proximity.

Maybe he wants to go and hook up? Broaden his horizons? I mean, he’s young. It’s the right thing to do, that’s the reason I was so hesitant to do this, I didn’t want to tie him down, to stop him from experi—

“Roan?”

Shit, in my little spiral I think I missed something.

“Huh?” I try to piece together what has happened, but everyone's eyes are on me, and I have no clue. Theo sighs and rolls his eyes.

“I said, do you think Mauvy is going to be okay without us?”

It would be hard on a weekend night without Seldon and Theo serving, but we had other employees.

“I mean, I know she’ll be fine without me and maybe Seldon, but without you, too, it leaves the tavern super short if she runs into troubles.”

Oh. He meant us. Including me.

I feel like a raging dumbass, but everything in me loosens a little bit, and I wave him off, taking a sip from his bottle to cover the surge of emotions threatening to make talking difficult.

“Yeah, she’ll be fine. We’ll work it out.”

Theo gives me a kiss to the base of my horn, and I shudder again, wrapping tighter around him.

Things settle down after that, and we mostly just chill in silence, enjoying the balmy night air and the humming of insects in the otherwise silent night. Eventually the fire dies and someone yawns and we pack up for the night.

Edith hugs us all, pressing a kiss to both of Theo’s cheeks, before disappearing into the Woods with a wave. The rest of us make our way to Caelan and Tor's cabin.

It’s a little awkward for a moment when we remember that there is only a couch for the three of us to share, but Seff changes into his wolf form, curling up on the rug in front of the empty fireplace.

It’ll be uncomfortable, but Theo and I can squish on the couch together. Wouldn’t be the first time he slept on top of me, and now that it is all out in the open, we don’t have to be inconspicuous about it.

I head to the kitchen to fix myself another glass of water, running into Tor. He’s hovering around the cabinets, fussing at everything but doing nothing. I pointedly ignore him while I fill the glass, and eventually he stops pretending to clean and spins to face me.

“I don’t care that you’re sleeping with him. I like you, Roan. I don’t think you’d take advantage of him.”

Ah, the big brother speech.

I raise an eyebrow and wave for him to continue because there is a very big “but” coming.

“But if you hurt him, I will slit your throat in the dead of the night and leave you for the neric that likes to hang about the Woods just beyond our land. Got me?”

Nerics, bear-like creatures with poisonous claws and phenomenally powerful jaws, probably wouldn’t be able to eat me all on their own, but I still understand the threat. I clap my arms on Tor’s shoulders, looking him as sincerely in the eye as I can.

“Look, Tor, I can’t promise that I will never hurt Theo. I am not arrogant enough to think I’m never going to fuck up or make a mistake. But I will never do it intentionally, and I will always do whatever I can to do right by him. Right now, we’re just friends.”

Tor snorts.

“Yeah, I’d love something more with him. But there are things… I don’t want to be the one to tie him down before he has a chance to experience life. I don’t want him to regret… anyway. Thank you.”

Tor’s smile is more straight than not, and he nods like he heard what I had to say. He starts to leave the kitchen, heading for the hallway to his room, but stops at the door, debating with himself. Eventually the need to meddle on his brother's behalf wins out.

“You two aren’t just friends, Roan. It’s not fair to either of you to keep lying to yourselves like that. And it’s not fair to Theo to deny him something special because you've decided what he needs from life. If you haven’t noticed, he’s kind of sensitive about that shit.”

I huff a laugh and cross my arms over my chest.

“Yeah, I noticed that. I’ll think about it.”

Tor raps a quick knock on the door frame.

“You do that. Night.” He leaves before I can say goodnight.

I stay in the kitchen a few moments, sipping my water, gathering myself back together before going back to the lounge. Theo is waiting patiently for me so we can get ourselves settled. Standing there in his shorts, chest bare, looking so pleased to see me, my heart stops for a second, just perfectly full of love for him. I offer him my water and get myself settled on the couch. Once I’m settled, he arranges himself on top of me, tangling us together until he is satisfied.

Under the hazy contentment of him falling asleep above me, his breaths slowing as he relaxes, I feel that niggle of worry. It doesn’t quite matter if we don’t want to rock the boat of whatever is between us. It seems like the waters may tip us in anyway. I stroke his back gently, and he sighs happily in his sleep, burrowing in closer. Maybe jumping in won’t be such a bad thing after all?


Theo


I snap awake with a jerk, shoving at the heavy-weight pinning me down. Scrambling, still half caught in my dream, I manage to squirm my way out of the bed, hitting the hard floors with a loud oof. Above me on the bed, Roan mumbles something unintelligible and rolls over.

A quick glance at the thin light trailing through the crack in the blinds lets me know that he’s only been asleep for a couple of hours, having stayed up drinking with his mage friends until Woodsy and Mauvy closed the tavern. He’d been mostly sober last night, but still smelt strongly of the spicy cherry liqueur the mages favoured.

Reassured that I haven’t woken him, I sit up, resting my back against the bed, placing my elbows on my raised knees to cup my head in my hands. I massage my temples hard, trying to drive out the last of the adrenaline in my body. My breathing is still uneven, the panic of my dreams still flooding my system.

The dreams are getting worse, more realistic. Not only scarier, as the Marieth/Darius - though it is Darius more often than not now - hybrid hunts me through the dark Woods.

I can feel the exhaustion from running all night. The desperation to reach safety. The terror when the safety is within reach until the cold grasp of them reach out to grab me, like frozen tentacles.

He caught me this morning. I felt his hand touching my arm and dream-me had screamed. I think Roan must’ve knocked me or something; I don’t know. But I woke up just as Darius’s monstrous and dream-weird fingers, too long and blackened at the tip, had locked around my arm.

He’d cried out in triumph, and then I was on the floor. Only centimetres in front of me within touching distance, is the drawer with my phone. It’s still off, and I haven’t been brave enough to check it since the last time, but now in the aftermath of that dream, I’m morbidly curious and willing to poke at the bruise to see how much it hurts.

With jerky movements, I pull the phone from its hiding place, stopping only to check that I haven’t woken Roan, and then I hold down the little button on the side to turn it back on. I chew on my finger and tap my toe on the wood while I wait for the screen to load, failing to unlock it three times before I finally get my fingers to cooperate and enter the pin.

It trembles violently in my hand as a barrage of new messages are delivered. But there is only one from Darius. Huh. I close my eyes when I click to open the message, like that will somehow help the vast stupidity of my decision.

Theo, my beloved. I am sorry. I was hurt and lashed out. Please, have it in your heart to forgive me. Are we not all flawed beings? I hope to see you soon, and then I can explain it all and we can be together again. For real. I love you, Darius.

Guilt once again gnaws at my insides that I’ve hurt him. I should have contacted him after I was rescued. Before that even. I never should have ignored him after he reached out after our fight. That was wrong.

I read over his words again and again, searching every part of me for how I feel.

Once, not too long ago, this message would have made me ecstatic. I mean, he’d made the same promises before, but I’d always had faith in us. Well, at least in him.

Now though, the promise leaves me cold and uncomfortable. More than a little scared. I don’t think he’d actually do anything to me, and I’m so well protected here at the tavern. There’s always a million beings floating about, not to mention Mauvy and Seldon and Roan.

I’m scared I won’t be strong enough if I have to face him, that he’ll resurrect that dead part of me that contorted himself into whatever he demanded.

I don’t want Darius; he is very firmly in my past. My eyes land on the hulking, horned man in my bed. Roan snores loudly and throws himself over in the bed, one arm reaching out, searching for something. Me. Like he always is. Because he is my future.

Once I find the guts to actually have the conversation, that is, and make him listen and finally convince him he doesn’t need to save me from whatever scary future he thinks he’s trapping me into.

But maybe I do owe Darius some type of closure? A goodbye? The idea eases some of the guilt chewing at my insides, and I decide to bring it up with Dr Brordieu.

After my slight overreaction with Tor last weekend when we were all at the farm for a fire, I have a decent range of topics to bring up today when I have my appointment.

The other thing is whatever is going on between me and Roan and this whole friends with orgasms business. We’re both done fooling ourselves, I think, if his repeated huffs and random aborted attempts at conversations mean anything. Unless he has something else he is avoiding getting off his chest.

I want to shove him to take the next step, but I don’t know how to do it. I could ask one of our friends, but I don’t want to put them in the middle. And I want healthy advice, not whatever buffoonery they will peddle.

I quickly check the other messages and, finding nothing important, I power the phone back off and slip it back into the drawer, tucking it under the blankets inside like that will protect me from everything the phone represents.

We have a big day today, and I am not in the mood to get started too early. It’s going to be a late one with our trip to Slash tonight, so I slide back under the blankets and snuggle up to Roan. The moment I touch him he is wrapped around me like a barnacle, nuzzling his head into my neck, pressing soft sleepy kisses along my jawline.

I sink into the feeling and let him chase away the last of the memories from my nightmares. The cosy warmth eventually settles my racing heart, and my eyelids get heavy, drooping until before I know it, I’m back asleep.

***

Hot, wet open-mouthed kisses trail down my chest, detouring only to bite gently on my nipples before continuing their journey down my stomach. My cock was obviously awake well before I was because by the time his mouth has reached my belly, where it deviates again to nibble blindingly hot kisses over my pelvic bones, it smacks him in his cheek. Roan’s beard tickles the sensitive head of my cock, and it jerks, whacking him again.

A soft chuckle tickles my skin, causing me to shiver and moan under his touch. My brain finally comes online, and I plunge my fingers into Roan's long, loose waves, fingers flexing hard against his scalp, making him hiss with pleasure as he trails his tongue up the length of my dick. Pure, unfiltered pleasure pulses through me.

“Gods, yes,” My voice is hoarse with sleep and lust, and when his big hand wraps around the base of my dick, I crack my closed eyes to watch him bring the leaking, reddened tip into his mouth, enveloping me in that intense heat.

My breaths come in short pants, my toes digging at the mattress to both gain purchase and also resist slamming my dick into his mouth. Roan seems to sense my need, winking at me sinfully with a mouthful of cock - my cock - then holds my eye contact while he slowly swallows me down to the root. When his nose is nestled in my pubes, he swallows around me, and I almost come undone.

My head throws backwards on a soundless cry, the tendons in my neck aching from tension. The hand that had been holding my cock steady, now slick with saliva, rolls my balls for a moment, pulling them away from my body and me back from the brink. Roan slides his mouth back up my cock, cheeks hollow, eyes never leaving me, then dips back down, teasingly slow, his tongue torturing my length. Obscene nonsense falls from my lips as I gasp and moan, white-hot pleasure licking my skin.

“Yes, more.” I am panting, whining, desperate, even more so when Roan chuckles around me and the sound vibrates down my dick. His hand releases my balls, and I almost complain but a solitary finger trails down over my taint, teasing down to flutter around the rim of my hole.

Impatience burns in me, but he acts like he has all the time in the world. I drive my hips down on his thick digit, but he deftly avoids my attempts to fill myself.

Instead, he pulls off my cock, kissing along my pelvis. His beard tickles me, drawing a pained laugh from me. I’m in no mood for the teasing. I want his mouth back on me. I want him to spear me on those thick fingers of his. I want him to work me open when I fuck myself into his mouth. Then I want him to paint my body with his come.

“Patience,” he whispers against my hip, making me shiver again. Then he shimmies down further, wedging his big wide shoulders between my thighs, forcing them up to get out of his way. My breath seizes in my lungs when those big fingers dig into the flesh of my ass cheeks, spreading me for his feasting gaze.

He isn’t going to- Oh, and he is.

If the whole tavern didn’t know we were sleeping together, they definitely will now from how loud I shout his name when his tongue brushes my hole. I am dimly aware that I have been asleep and am probably not the freshest, but it’s hard to be self-conscious about such mundane things when Roan is between my legs creating such wicked magic.

His tongue breaches my entrance, making my cock jump for joy on my stomach, a trail of pre-cum connecting the tip to the puddle beneath.

Roan diligently plunders my ass, spearing me again and again and then alternating his lascivious attentions to licking and nibbling around the rim.

Apparently not as mentally broken with lust as I am, he manages to put both hands to use to multitask, returning one hand to stroke my cock in firm, mind bending tugs. The other returns to toying with my ass, working in tandem with his tongue until he has two fingers deep inside me. The stretch of his wide fingers burns, adding to the assailing of my body. His fingers find my prostate, pounding against it with their deep, unrelenting thrusting.

It’s too much, my skin is on fire, my hands tug hard at Roan’s hair both to pull him away and also push him tighter against me. He growls, low and deep, the sensation vibrating directly against my balls and it is over for me.

I come completely undone as my world explodes—come shooting from my cock hits my chest, my chin, and even my eyebrow. But I don’t move, I can't. I am boneless, utterly wrecked from my orgasm. I only whimper when Roan gently withdraws his fingers from me, leaving me hollow and sated.

The glint in his heavy-lidded eyes is feral as he climbs over me, straddles me, thick, heavily veined cock in his hand. He jerks himself with almost punishing ferocity, his hips arching into his hand as he moves. His eyes flicker all over my body, lingering on the patches of come already decorating my body.

My fingers find their way to the sexy patterns inked over his thighs, trailing over the geometric shapes and petals, to the crease of his ass cheeks. I dig my fingers in there, cupping his ass, moulding the meaty globes in my hands as they flex with his thrusts.

His eyes fall closed when he licks his lips, as if he can taste me still and cannot get enough of it, his head dropping back in pleasure. Watching him over me, fisting his leaking cock, bringing himself to the brink over me, has my cock stirring beneath where he’s straddling me. He looks like a god.

“That’s it, give it to me, Boss Daddy.” The teasing, seductive huskiness to my voice surprises me, almost as much as my ability to talk coherently at all. His head snaps back, his eyes locked on my face once again. The pure lust on his face is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen. Capturing my lip between my teeth, I nod, affirming my lustful demand, my hands stroking his fevered skin wherever they can reach.

It’s enough for Roan, too much even. An absolutely wild groan, pained and hoarse, rips from him, and I see his cock jump in his hold. I can see the swelling of the base only moments before the first rope of come jets from the flared, red head of his cock. More spurts land on me, decorating my skin, mixing with my release, as he milks his cock over and over, rending every last drop of pleasure from himself.

At last it’s too much, and he drops down on top of me, rolling to one side to stop from crushing me completely but still with one thick thigh resting across my softening cock and his arm pinning my chest. He draws absent-minded patterns across me with our cum, swirling it together over my skin, while we both recover our breath.

When his head burrows into my neck to press hot, biting kisses at the sensitive tendons there, I turn my head to kiss at the base of his horn, wriggling restlessly against him. “We’re going to be late.”

He just grunts. “How can you know that? Don’t even know what the time is. We could have all the time in the world to do all kinds of things.”

He kisses his way across my collarbone and neck, shifting his body over mine.

“Fun things. Like I could lick this all off you and we could do it all over again.”

My hips arch up to grind into his stomach, but then I stop, grabbing both of his horns at the base, which, admittedly, is not the best thing to do if I want him to quit what he’s doing, but whatever. I tug hard to pull him up so his face hovers over mine.

“As amazing as that sounds, and I really wanna come back to that later, I have an appointment at one. And we have to go furniture shopping. And meet up with Seldon. So, why don’t we continue this in the shower at least?”

Seeing Roan, the perpetual adult, grumpy and pouty always makes my heart skip a little beat.

“Fine. If we have to.”

He slides off me and out of the bed, and I linger a moment to admire the way his ass flexes as he walks to the bathroom. He stops at the doorway, looking back at me, waiting for me. “But you’re making it up to me later.”

Definitely not going to argue with that.

***

The sun is glorious on my skin as I step out of Dr Brordieu’s office onto the busy sidewalk. A cyclist almost takes me out immediately, riding by way too fast on the footpath. But after righting myself and flinging them the finger when they abuse me, my good mood returns.

If said cyclist also happened to ride straight into a bin at their high speed, sending them flying, just as I was thinking about them having an accident, well, that is just a coincidence isn’t it? For a brief moment I consider joining the beings rushing to assist him but think better of it, turning on my heel to walk in the opposite direction, hands stuffed in my pockets. I take a deep breath, letting the comforting sea air of Twin Heads fill my lungs, and continue down the street.

The doctor's office isn’t too far from the hotel Roan and I had rented for the night. He booked us a nice, mid-rate room at the chain hotel on the main strip by the beach. I then called and upgraded our booking to one of their more luxurious suites on the upper levels with a balcony and a very pretty view of the sea.

When we checked in and had been given our room key, Roan was a teeny, tiny bit upset with my change in plans. I just told him to be grateful I had some self-restraint and hadn’t booked us into the penthouse with the private rooftop spa. He was kind of disappointed after that.

The sunset will be perfect, so we arranged for Seff and Seldon to meet up with us here at the hotel for some drinks and snacks before we head out tonight. Seldon promised to help me get dressed for our night out, and I don’t know whether to be excited for the opportunity or nervous about the wicked gleam in his eye when he’d made the promise.

The mutterings about glitter and chain mail didn’t really help my misgivings.

But until they were set to turn up this evening, we had other things to do.

Shopping things.

Shopping had never really been something I cared about before—it had always been a chore really, but now I've found that I love it. Maybe it’s because I know myself better now? Either way, it’s time for an iced beverage and to find wherever Roan is lurking on these streets. He went to visit his parents while I was at my appointment but promised to be waiting for me afterwards. I just have to find him. There was a small awkward moment where he invited me to actually come with him to go see his parents but that had been a little too much for me just yet, while everything between us was still this big nebulous, nameless thing.

Plus, I don’t exactly have a great running history with parents.

It takes me a little too long to find him—not that I start to panic or stress that I really need to get a replacement phone to avoid these kinds of things. Nope. Not at all.

Eventually, I find him stretched out, legs lazily crossed at the ankles, showing off his tattoos in his shorts, hands casually clasped in his lap, head tipped back to enjoy the sun on his face on a park bench, patiently waiting for me, completely oblivious to the humans and beings hurrying past him.

From across the road, I watch as an older woman takes a double glance back at him, no doubt admiring the way his worn soft blue tee shirt hugs and accentuates his impressive muscles, then blushes when he turns his head to her and winks. I kind of miss his harness when he dresses all casual like this, but he still manages to look like sex itself somehow.

I chuckle to myself and cross the road at a light jog, giddy excitement bubbling through me. Roan had been the main topic of conversation with Dr Brordieu today, specifically me sorting through all my feelings to figure out how I want to tell him that I am madly in love with him and want to get married and have his babies.

Ok, not that, because children scare me and also I can’t have babies considering I don’t have the right bits. But maybe him moving into the house with me might be a good start, eventually.

Or like, tomorrow. If he’s into it.

I am trying to not get ahead of myself and break into his tiny little place and just move his stuff into the house. Though that does sound like an excellent plan, so I file it away for later. It’s not like he seems too attached to his place, anyway. He hasn’t even gone there to do anything other than get clothes since he started sleeping with me, like, actually sleeping. His toothbrush even made its way to the bathroom in my room at the tavern. But like I said, not getting ahead of myself.

The other thing we discussed was Darius. I finally explained about our relationship. Mostly. And the messages. Kind of. The good doctor had that look on his face that he was about to get all concerned about me or whatever when I’d trod a little too far into how bad things had gotten, and I just… I couldn't bring myself to say anything.

So I didn’t.

He still expressed some caution about me contacting Darius, but he agreed that just sending a message would be safe. So, we mapped that out, and I have a plan to contact him next week. Hence the good mood when I left the office.

I try to keep my footsteps light as I reach the footpath near Roan, but he manages to sense my approach anyway. His big body tenses, and then his head snaps to my direction, the massive smile on his face making him the most handsome man I’ve ever seen.

My stomach does a swoopy, flip-floppy thing when he jumps to his feet to rush towards me, swinging me into his arms. Pure affection radiates from his being, the edge of his aura sizzling against mine. I wrap my arms around his neck and lock my ankles behind his ass so he can’t put me down just yet. He grunts when I shift my weight around but still moves his hands down my back to cup my ass.

Only to hold me up better. Obviously. We’re in public after all.

A large, hairy being passes us, I’m not sure what he is, but he is massive, with long luscious midnight blue hair covering most of his body. As he passes, he manages to knock into me with his shoulder, sending Roan stumbling back.

“Oi, watch it!” Roan calls after him, nostrils flared. His berserker side has taken offence to the altercation, eyes turning a deep red black and the red veins under his skin becoming thicker and more prominent.

The hairy being, now only a couple of metres ahead, turns on his heel to face us, and roars. Loudly. Like, I feel a ripple of wind from the power of his high-pitched objection.

Thankfully, it was so loud that nobody—because several bodies had stopped to watch—would have been able to hear my super-manly squeak of terror.

I wrap myself tighter around Roan, both to get away from the hairy being and to also weigh down Roan, whose breathing is now coming in rapid fire pants, his body braced to charge.

“Hey babe, can we maybe not pick fights on a public street out in front of a children’s park? I don’t want to get arrested today.”

The other being is staring down Roan, one hundred-percent ready to fight. Both of them have their eyes locked on each other, so I cup both of Roan’s cheeks in my hands and, with great force, pull his face around so his eyes are locked on me instead.

“Hi. Did you hear me? Get it together. Nothing happened.” Roan's nod is stiff and almost robotic, but he manages.

His eyes drift to my lips and, for a moment, I think he’s going to funnel that rage into what would end up a really inappropriate kiss, but instead he seems to be watching my breathing, so I focus on making the breaths long and obvious until he gets into the rhythm.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see the hairy being flip the double bird at Roan and stalk off in the other direction. What a dick.

Eventually Roan calms and comes back to himself, the red veins receding, the warm slate grey returning to his eyes. When he no longer feels big and imposing under my arms, the swelling of his muscles gone, I give him a quick squeezing hug.

“Thanks.” His voice is muffled in my neck, where he presses light feathery kisses, sending shivers down my spine.

“Ready to shop?” I drop my forehead forward to whisper conspiratorially. He drops his forehead forward too, pressing them together, making my eyes go blurry.

“No, but we’ll do it anyway. Lead the way, babe.”

Ugh, the way he has started to drop pet names for me never fails to make me want to giggle like an idiot. I manage to contain myself, instead disappointed when he removes his hands from my ass so I have no choice but to drop my legs and let go.

But then he slips his hand in mine and follows me down the street in the direction of the shopping district, and the overwhelming urge to simper and giggle comes right on back.


Roan


“I cannot believe you bought that bed.”

I slide the keycard into the door lock of the hotel door and shove it open with my shoulder, holding it so Theo can shimmy past the bags digging into my hands.

“That bed is gorgeous and you know it. You can admit you were wrong, you know, you won’t keel over and die.”

Our bags bump and collide as he tries to make his way past in the narrow entry. I grunt when one of his bags pushes into mine, shoving something pointy into my crotch. Theo winces in apology, but I shrug him off.

We look like a couple of pack mules with all our bags. I knew today was going to be big, but I didn’t quite understand how exhausting it would be when I agreed to help Theo shop for the house.

There had been endless debates on the exact shade of white, and we must have felt up at least three hundred different sets of sheets to find the exact right softness. I wish I was exaggerating, but I’m not. It could very easily have been more than three hundred.

Theo stumbles his way into the hotel room, dumping the mountain of bags containing linen and curtains and a bunch of other stuff he deemed essential, before flopping onto one of the slightly too small two-seater cream leather couches in the living area. I’m not complaining because even though I’m tired and every muscle in my body hurts, and somehow shopping is the most intense exercise I have ever experienced, it was also… fun.

Maybe it was just the Theo Effect, because things are just that little bit better with him around. Or maybe it was the mildly disgusting way that we bickered like an old married couple over the furniture that is due to be delivered early next week.

He likes blond woods, I like darker tones; he likes “interesting” patterns and details, and I like clean lines. It became a fiery debate for the dining table, because, even though it was his dining table, he wanted me to agree.

We ended up finding an oval table with delicately carved legs that is going to work in the space. It’s actually painted black with blond wood chairs that somehow all blended in. The side table was a natural decision after that.

But somehow, there was a giant gold-framed mirror that was getting delivered, and Theo decided we were painting the room a dark emerald green. He picked up several gold accessories to “tie it all together”.

Ok, the rug had been my idea, but it was the same colour green that he was talking about painting the walls and was covered in roses and vines just like the carvings in the house. We agreed that it was meant to be, and that was it.

That bed, though. Ugh. I groan as I kick off my shoes and roll my shoulders, making my way over to collapse next to Theo on the couch. Before I’m even settled, Theo has snuggled into my side, pulling my arm around himself as he digs his feet into the arm of the couch, getting as comfortable as the seat will allow.

At least the bed will be comfortable. The price he paid for the mattress had been eye-watering, but he didn’t bat an eyelid as he handed over his card. Sometimes, I forget just how much money Theo has—it’s not like he flashes it about or anything.

It definitely showed today with how ridiculously fussy he got over sheets, scolding me about the thread count and origin of the different threads. I have no idea how he’s survived on the sheets at the tavern.

I thought the hideous bed was a joke at first, but he was in love with it, and there was no talking him out of it. The headboard was an intricate monstrosity featuring two peacocks framing other smaller woodland animals and flora, all meticulously hand-carved into the piece like wooden lacework and inlaid with mother-of-pearl accents. I thought the thing was ugly enough, until I saw the matching armoire, of which he had bought two after furtively looking at me and blushing adorably at the sales assistant.

That one was specifically for me made me see them in a new light. A tacky, gaudy light, but a new one nonetheless.

“What time is it?” He sounds sleepy and relaxed. Sure enough, when I look down, his eyes are gently closed and he’s rubbing his cheek on my inner arm like a kitten. I dig my phone out of my pocket and check the time. There are a couple of messages from Seff and Seldon letting us know they are on their way.

“Late. I’m glad we grabbed noodles at that place you talked about because the guys said they were on their way fifteen minutes ago, which means that they should be here any minute.”

Theo whines, burrowing himself deeper into the crevice between me and the couch.

“No. Don’t want to go out. Tired.”

My laugh jostles him enough that he whines again, and so I use the arm that he doesn’t have pinned to tickle at his side.

I mean, I’m tired too, but even though this night out was entirely his idea, I’m actually looking forward to it. I know Theo thinks I’m just a crotchety old man, but I’m not actually that old. And I like going out, it’s just hard with the tavern. Plus, I’m looking forward to seeing him all dressed up and out on the dance floor.

Seldon mentioned something about nipple pasties in passing, and I’ve spent the last week half hard, daydreaming about what he was going to dress Theo up in.

Theo’s laughter has completely stolen his breath as my fingers dig into the sensitive spot under his ribs. Somehow, he manages to squirm and writhe his way around, almost falling onto the floor, but he saves himself just in time to scramble his way into my lap. Breathless, creamy skin flushed pink, eyes bright with laughter, hair a tousled mess, he is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

My eyes search his as they flick back and forth between mine, and when his perfect white teeth bite into his strawberry pink lips, my stomach swoops, time standing still in one perfect moment.

Before I can do something stupid like blurt out that I am crazily, madly, deeply in love with him, and I just want to tie him to that ugly travesty of a bed and make love to him and worship him and take care of him for all of eternity, I cup his jaw in both my palms, to pull him slowly down to lay his lips on mine.

In the seconds before our lips make contact, I fear he has seen the truth in my eyes, because his breath hitches, and his hands, which have drifted to my chest, grip my shirt in tight fists. Before he can question me, I crush his mouth to mine, and he opens for me, letting me swoop my tongue in and claim him.

His fists flex on my chest, and he shuffles higher on my lap until his ass is firmly on my cock. The kiss starts soft and sweet but quickly turns hot and hungry as he devours me, desperate to get as close as he can.

Frantic whimpers escape from his lips, his hands fluttering their way down to skirt under my shirt, tugging it from my pants and trying to yank it off me. It’s stuck behind me, and he can only get it far enough to show a few centimetres of my stomach before he grunts in frustration and starts undoing my pants instead, nimbly getting the buttons and zipper undone despite my raging erection forcing itself against the seams. Those same fingers dance and trace over the ridges of my cock through the stretched fabric of my boxer briefs.

My dick jerks excitedly, making him laugh softly against me. But then I suck one of those plump lips between my teeth, biting down hard enough to cause pain but gently enough so as not to break the skin, in punishment for his teasing, and I arch my hips hard up into his hands.

Theo hisses at the contact and, the moment he is released from my bite, he is on me, grinding his hips down into my cock, kissing and biting his way down my neck and across my collarbone, leaving a necklace of bruises in his wake.

A deep groan of pleasure rumbles through me, and I lean my head back on the couch, exposing myself to him. Those devious little hands make their way back to my tee shirt, pulling and tugging at the hem trying to expose more of my skin.

“I don’t trust anything you have to say, you don’t even eat cake, Seff. Your judgement can’t be trusted. Oh, why, hello, what do we have here?” There is the dull thud of the hotel room door shutting.

“I do eat cake, just not that kinda ca—”

Seff’s response is cut off as he smacks into the gawking Seldon, gleefully taking in the way Theo is astride me. With an embarrassed little squawk Theo jumps off my lap and onto the arm of the couch, escaping my arms like I’m on fire.

I would laugh, but his escape has just exposed me, and my dick, as it stands proudly straining against my underwear in my open jeans, to our friends. One of whom is my employee.

“Fuck’s sake.” I mutter under my breath, quickly fumbling with my pants to cover myself, while Theo wipes at his kiss swollen mouth with the back of his hand.

Seff snickers and at least gives me the dignity of turning away to inspect the hotel room to give me a moment. Seldon just winks, the saucy shithead.

“How did you two get in here?”

“You left a key at the desk for us in case we got here before you. Remember?”

No. I obviously don't remember that but rather than admit it, I just grunt like an animal.

Now that I'm all covered up, I finally take a proper look at Seldon and Seff, who’s walked back into the living area, now holding four opened beers. Seff is in baggy jeans that sit obscenely low on his ass, showing the band of his underwear; a white tee shirt that is stretched so tight across his body it is nearly see through; and, naturally, his navy baseball cap backwards on his shaggy sandy brown waves. Knowing him like I do, I’m pretty sure he’s all set for tonight.

Considering Seldon is holding a giant black duffle bag and is in plain low-slung jeans and a peach baby doll top, I’m guessing he still needs to get ready.

“Oh, yeah. I forgot. Sorry.” Theo still sounds a little strung out on lust and not at all sorry. His hand drifts back to my shoulder, kneading it gently, like he can’t stop touching me. Seldon drops the bag where he’s standing and throws himself dramatically onto the other two-seater.

“Yeah, you totally sound it. Thanks.” Seldon accepts the beer Seff hands him as he passes them round and rolls his eyes.

When Seff parks himself next to Seldon on the couch, the fox shifter makes himself comfortable, lying back on the armrest and throwing his legs up over Seff’s lap, purring when Seff strokes his calf over his jeans.

Considering Seff’s reaction at the bonfire and the numerous abysmal dates, I am pretty sure that nothing is happening between them. It’s one of those shifter touchy feely things. They are always an affectionate bunch.

“Yeah right, anyway, you guys ready to party tonight?” Seff claps his hands and rubs them together. I nod and take a swig of my beer.

“Yeah, it’s been a while since I’ve been to Slash. Should be a good one.” I feel the heat of Theo’s confused stare on the side of my head and, sure enough, when I turn to him, his disbelief is written all over his face.

“I know you said that you used to party but…” He scrunches up his nose a little with a laugh. “I don’t see it.”

Seldon and Seff snicker from the other couch. And I throw a cushion at them. Unfortunately Seff catches it, but then I turn back to my kind-of, sort-of, not-actual boyfriend, poking his knee playfully.

“What do you mean you don’t see it, brat?”

He laughs louder this time, his face scrunches up even more, making his pointed ears twitch.

“I dunno, you’re all old and serious. Like, the tavern, yeah, I get it. But a club? Dancing? Nah.”

There is a wicked, teasing glimmer in his eye, like he is daring me to punish him for needling me in front of our friends. My eyes narrow, holding his gaze, and I am very tempted to take the dare. His tongue darts out to lick his lips before his teeth come down to bite onto the lower one. My eyes track the movement like a hunter watching its prey, and my cock starts to firm up again as the air between us crackles with electricity and wanting. My hand is halfway to him, to pull him to me when a voice clears from the other couch.

“Yeah, so if you guys are gonna keep this up all night, I’m going to need you to turn it into a group thing or knock it off, kay? Some of us are having a dry spell and don’t need their friends rubbing their noses in it.”

“Oh, Seffy, babe, you know that if you’re ever in need, I’m always here for you. Even if you do have appalling opinions on desserts.” Seldon pats Seff’s shoulder in a way that starts off comforting, but he immediately gets distracted by the size of the bulging bicep and starts fondling it instead.

“Right, and we’re the problem.” Theo drains the last of his beer and jumps up from the couch.

“I’m going to shower, and then we can start getting ready. You guys try not to kill each other.” He eyes Seldon still fondling Seff’s arm. “Or get weird.”

“Perfect. And while we’re getting ready, I can tell you all about the absolute disaster of a date I rescued Seff from this afternoon. Honestly, it was award-worthy.” Seff groans loudly, punctuating the sound with loud exaggerated sobs muffled by his big hands covering his face. Seldon elbows Seff in the chest as he now slumps over the fox shifter.

“Cannot wait. Give me fifteen, then you can tell me everything.” You can hear the smile in Theo’s sing-song voice as he disappears into the bedroom.

The moment the door is firmly closed, Seldon swings his legs off of Seff’s lap, dislodging the bigger shifter. Seldon, obviously done with needling Seff, turns his vivid yellow eyes on me. He leans forward, one elbow resting on his knee. “Have you guys figured out what you’re doing yet?”

My groan is loud and long, and it feels like I’m competing with Seff in the melodrama department. He offers no sympathy though, the traitor. Instead, he perks up, pulling a cushion into his lap to hug. Searching for how best to answer, I scrub my hand down my face. “Not you, too. Why is everyone so invested in our shit?”

“Because we love Theo.” Seldon pauses and see-saws his head. “And you, too. But also because the whole, ‘will they won’t they’ thing. I mean, you two are well beyond that, but now we are invested. We want to see your little red-head grumpy babies with their cute little horns running around the tavern.”

“Yeah, well. First, that isn’t going to happen because, well, we’re men. But look, not that it is any of your business, but no. We haven’t had the talk about being exclusive or labels or anything like that. But I don’t want to be with anyone but him. I am pretty sure he knows that.”

“What if he sees someone tonight and wants to hook up with them?”

The feral other side of me wants to burn the village to the ground at Seff’s suggestion, but I manage to choke out an even reply around the bile rising in my throat.

“If that’s what he really wants, I’m not in any position to stop him.” They both laugh loudly, Seldon playfully slapping Seff’s chest with the back of his hand.

“Yeah, right, boss. I’m actually impressed that you managed to get that one out around the berserker rage there.”

Shit, I hadn’t even noticed the way my body had become inflamed at the suggestion. I inspect the veins on the back of my hand, watching them recede and fade as I try to control my breathing.

“Stop being a dickhead. Of course I don’t want Theo sleeping with anyone else.”

I manage to keep the he is mine to myself.

“But one of the reasons I’ve held back on all of this is because I don’t want to stop him from experiencing this new life he is making. If someone else is what he wants, well, then, that’s his choice.”

Seff’s eyes narrow slightly. He’s leaning back on the couch, dwarfing the thing with his giant body sprawled low over it. His elbows are spread wide as he cups the back of his head casually in his hands, fidgeting with the bill of his cap, making it jump on his forehead.

“Sounds bullshit. But whatever. Just don’t push him away in some noble sacrifice. He knows what he wants. Listen, when he tells you.” Seff holds my eyes for a moment until he’s sure that I understand.

Something in my face must reassure him because he nods and slaps Seldon on the calf.

“Go and get ready. I know you have something crazy planned, so get on it or all the hot guys will be taken and it really will have to be a group thing.”

Seldon’s laugh is musical as he stands and makes his way back to the giant duffle he’d dumped on the floor. He groans as he lifts it, making his way to the bedroom.

“Yeah that’s not at all the incentive to get moving that you think it is. The only downside is how badly Edith would kick my ass over missing it! And besides,” Seldon taunts, poking his head back out the doorway to the bedroom, “I thought you weren’t hooking up anymore?”

His cackle of laughter echoes behind him as he disappears to go get ready for the night.

I watch the empty space for a second and turn back to Seff, now violently red with his blush. “Not hooking up, hey? Wanna explain that one?”

Seff slides impossibly lower onto the tiny couch. He’s basically horizontal. How he’s managing to fit, I have no idea. “No, Roan, no I do not.”

***

This was a mistake, I am realising far, far too late. Absolutely nothing good is going to come of this, surely.

We arrived at the bar to the usual gawking that follows Seff wherever he goes. If that wasn’t bad enough, Theo and Seldon were attracting the rest of the attention. And yes, of course I’m jealous. Not that I want the attention for myself. I just don’t want any of these vultures anywhere near Theo.

We’d started off with the round of absolutely toxic cocktails still sitting on the table, helpfully procured by Seldon and his flirting. Seldon is in fine form tonight, stirring up the table as much as he can, continuing to torture poor Seff with his absolute shambles of a love life—the guy is a mess. It was only when Seldon dropped Daddy in my direction that Theo had dragged him to the dance floor.

Which is not helping the violent battle of emotions raging inside me. Watching Seldon and Theo writhing around together on the dance floor is making me a confusing and dangerous mix of horny and jealous.

Between the pair of them grinding all over each other and the predatory eyes of half the men in the club watching them, my body doesn’t know what to do with the ferocity and the heat inside of me. I want to rage. I want to fuck.

I want Theo.

He looks fucking incredible out there—Seldon truly outdid himself. I’m starting to think his talents are wasted at the Black Stump. He dressed Theo in tiny denim cutoffs, ones that accentuate the burgeoning muscles in his thighs - muscles he’d earned working on the house and the gardens - heavy black boots, and a sheer crop top that cuts off just under his nipples.

Seldon teased Theo’s soft copper curls into a contrived sexy mess, the curls bigger, bouncier, framing his face artfully. It looks like he’d been fucked, and fucked hard, while someone had locked their fingers into those strands to hold on for life while they ploughed into him.

Or maybe I’m projecting.

He’s wearing makeup tonight, too—they’d argued over it, but Seldon had won. Of course he had. They covered each other in glitter and highlighter, across cheekbones and collar bones, highlighting the arches of their faces and bodies until they shimmered like mirror balls. The slight smudge of eyeliner and mascara wasn’t overly done, but the effect was perfect, highlighting the innocence of his eyes.

They are a sight together under the flashing lights. Seldon’s taller frame is a perfect complementary contrast to Theo. Seldon’s fiery red hair is pushed back in a way that seems effortless but I knew for a fact it took twenty minutes of exact styling, with a careful lock falling just so over his brow.

He is his best flamboyant self out there on the dance floor, in a short black pleated leather skirt, heeled boots, and a halter top that is actually just silver chains threaded over his body.

They grind their bodies together, hands dancing carelessly over each other, not even in a sexual way, just caught up in the rhythm of the pulsating music. The colourful lights of the club flash over them again, highlighting a yellow-haired fae sliding in between the pair, rubbing his chest in Theo’s face as he does so. Rage boils inside me, my fist clenching dangerously around the cocktail glass in my hand.

A hard whack to my leg pulls my attention from the asshole on the dancefloor just as Seldon and Theo manage to get rid of him.

“How’s Mauvy?” It takes me a second to switch my focus, but I swing back to Seff, just catching the roll of his eyes as he settles back on the couch. He manages to distract me with chatter about the bar and Mauvy just long enough for the anger to subside. I wonder, if Theo stays, will all this uncontrollable rage be a permanent thing? Because that sounds exhausting.

Speaking of exhausted, my eyes wander over Seff. Really looking at him. Maybe it’s the colours of the lights against his face, or knowing just how bad today’s date went for him, leading to his completely out of character vow of abstinence, but there’s tiredness in his face. More than tiredness. A heaviness to his entire being that has been growing. He’s good at hiding it, an expert really, but it’s there.

“You okay? Really?”

He blinks at my question, confusion written all over his face. Because really, how often do we question him on that one? Eventually he bobs his head, but it’s a little too zealous to be believable.

“Yeah man. I’m fine. Just been busy at work. Tired.”

Well, that’s a lie if I’ve ever heard one.

“That is putrid.” I make the mistake of having a sip of my cocktail, my face contorting involuntarily while I try not to gag on the drink.

“Just with everything with Theo… I don’t wanna miss things again. If you need to talk, we’re here, you know. We all went through something big. It’s cool if you need to talk.”

Maybe the overpowering music of the club gives him the cover he needs because he talks. Not a lot, but a little, admitting he’s been having nightmares and a few other problems. It’s hard to talk over the throbbing bassline, but hopefully it’s enough to let him know that he can talk to us at least.

The conversation peters out and Seff does what he does best. Distraction.

“He really doesn’t believe you can dance does he?” He nods in Theo’s direction on the dance floor.

My grin takes over my face, and I shake my head. “No, no, he does not.”

“Think we should show them a thing or two?”

Having edged myself for what feels like hours of not touching Theo, I am more than ready to hit the dancefloor already. I almost tip the table with my enthusiasm, earning me a warning look from a passing glassie. “Oh, it’s on.”

***

The crush is almost oppressive, but I still love it. The feel of all those bodies up against me, the way the music vibrates through me, the subtle pulse of energy and magic filtering through the air as drunk and horny beings let go of their control.

It’s a heady mix, intoxicating even. But my eyes are only on Theo. He’s too short to watch our progress into the crowd, so I manage to sneak up behind him. Wrapping my arms around his waist I haul him against me. Underneath my hand on his waist, I can feel his muscles tense as he freezes, a strange burst of white hot lightning skittering up my arms.

I hiss at the unexpected pain, unsure where it came from and lean in close to Theo’s ear. “Come here often, hot stuff?”

Instantly his body relaxes, and the sizzling pain firing up my arm ceases. It’s weird, but I don’t have a moment to consider it before Theo turns in my embrace, sliding his arms around my waist, hands burrowing under my shirt, untucking it to stroke the skin at the base of my spine.

The colours of the lights dance around us, the music forgotten with his perfect, impish face tipped up to look at me, that luscious strawberry pink lower lip between his teeth. Overtaken by the impulse, I duck my head to kiss him hard and fast, my tongue darting out to lick those delectable lips, desperate to taste him.

It’s been too long. He tastes like sweat and alcohol and Theo, and I send a silent prayer to the Gods that he doesn’t have too much to drink tonight. I have plans for that hotel room of ours.

I manage to pull myself back before we take it too far, and I’m rewarded with the sight of Theo’s lips chasing mine, his eyes closed in bliss. He must feel my chuckle, blinking his eyes open a few times before he grins at me again with a lazy smile. I begin to move my hips to the rhythm, subtly guiding him with me as my body rolls in time to the pulsating beat.

It takes Theo a few moments to catch up, his body is flush against mine, and I can feel the hard line of his cock against my thigh. His eyes flick down to where his chest is pressed against me and back up again, his grin turning devilish.

“You can dance! How did I not know this?”

I laugh again, pleasure and outright happiness bubbling through me. Behind me, I spy Seff and Seldon dancing together, platonically grinding on one another.

“I told you, brat.” I have to lean down awkwardly to yell into his ear, but the way he shivers makes it worth it.

I kiss my way down his neck until I can’t reach any further, my teeth finding the sensitive skin there, biting and sucking until I know that I have made my mark there. Branded him so every one of the lecherous eyes on him knows he is mine. When I pull back, Theo’s eyes are soft and dreamy, and he spins again so his back is pressed to my front, and we dance together wrapped up entirely in ourselves.

More than once, someone attempts to join us, but they all leave disappointed, Seldon happily collecting any that take his fancy. Late in the evening, after what feels like hours of dancing, our bodies sweaty, our thighs fatiguing from the constant grinding, one brazen man—a fae I am guessing from their black eyes and flat face with strangely sharp cheekbones—tries to get in between us.

The being’s hand slides around my front, boldly slipping between us, trying to pry us apart to slide on in. Before I can react and remove the offending appendage, Theo spins, his curls flying as his head snaps to see who dares to intrude on our fun. His eyes narrow and darken, a crackle of energy flying through the air. The being jumps, withdrawing his hand as if he’s burnt, cradling it against his bare chest.

“No need to be a bitch about it. Gods.” His voice warbles, almost like he is talking under water, but he turns on his heel and stalks off through the crowd before either of us can reply. Theo watches him go, murder in his eyes, until the being finally disappears into the crowd.

“What was that about?” Seff spooks us both, coming up on our other side, making us jump.

“Fuck’s sake, Seff. Guy was just being a dick.”

We hardly leave the dance floor—the lines are too long to bother waiting for shitty overpriced cocktails anyway. By unspoken agreement we dance together, Seff and I sandwiching Theo between us, Seldon lost to the crowd, having disappeared somewhere with someone. A flash of worry spikes in my mind. He is an employee, and fast becoming a friend, too. But then I remember he’s a big boy who can more than handle himself and once more lose myself to the music, to the feeling of being pressed into the crowd and, most importantly, Theo.

We dance for hours, Seldon drifting back and forth to our group, Seff dancing with others for a song or two but always returning to us, almost like we were a refuge from the groping hands pulling at him.

Something is off with Seff though, he looks a little too… wolfy. It’s a big no-no in the club to be so obvious as a predator type, but his wolf-self is simmering just below the surface, his body primed and ready for… something.

“You alright?” I mouth at Seff over Theo’s head, and he waves me off. But then he only gets worse. The change is shimmering all over him, his body tense and covered in a sheen of sweat. I can’t tell if he’s excited or about to go completely feral. I don’t know if he’s going to start throwing punches or puke.

Really concerned for him now, I get Theo’s attention. He takes one look at Seff with his shallow, fast breaths, and then frowns up at me.

“What the fuck?” I shake my head at Theo, and we both try to gently shake Seff to attention. He stares blankly at us as we question what the fuck is wrong with him.

People press in around us, bumping us as they grind against us. One guy behind Seff is essentially using him as a wall to dance against at this point. He goes tumbling when Seff’s attention snaps suddenly, spinning his body to face… I can’t tell. He’s looking at the balcony overlooking the dance pit, but with the sea of beings I can’t tell who he’s focused on.

Theo tugs on Seff’s giant bicep, trying to pull him back to us, yelling his name.

“I’m fine guys. I just gotta…” At least he is gentle when he bats Theo off, so I don’t have to thump him. But then he’s off, moving through the crowd, like he’s on the hunt.

Or being hunted.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see movement on the balcony, a man dashing in the same direction as Seff.

“What’s up with Seff?” Seldon yells into my ear over my shoulder. I can only shake my head with a shrug because I have no idea what we just witnessed.

Tugging Theo close to me, the three of us edge our way through the crowd until we find them.

Talking.

It was the guy I saw, but Seff certainly doesn’t seem threatened by his presence now. Just the opposite. Or maybe both?

The man is tall but not as tall as Seff. Nor does he seem to match him for strength, either. But he has Seff held in place, almost lazily so, with a simple hand on the shoulder. Even in the miasma of the club, you can sense the tension rolling between the two as they lean in to talk to each other.

When Seff looks in our direction, neither Theo nor Seldon let the moment pass with dignity, hollering and flashing rude gestures in Seff’s direction. It only gets substantially worse when Seff indicates that he’s leaving with the guy.

“Should we, I don’t know? Stop him?” Theo has to yell to be heard, his head tilted back against my chest. Seldon and I exchange a look because yeah, that was all weird as fuck. But we’d both seen Seff on the pull before. And there are some things that you just don’t interfere with. My knowing is telling me this is one of them.

I shake my head down at Theo, tugging him close as he turns in my arm so we’re chest to chest. “Nah, he’ll be fine. I feel like it’s a shifter thing.”

Seldon murmurs his agreement, rolling his eyes as Theo’s hand snakes up to my shoulder, squeezing the juncture of my neck.

“Ugh, you two are gross.” Seldon slugs back a drink he got from who knows where - honestly, he needs to stop hanging out with Edith - and puts it on a nearby table before slapping us both on our shoulders. “If Seff’s gone, I’m out.”

Theo twists enough to look at Seldon properly without removing himself from being plastered against me, our bodies swaying as one to the music. “You sure?”

Seldon nods, his eye back on the sea of dancers. He seems to find what he is looking for, waving to someone in the distance with a flirty smile.

“Absolutely. Unless I’m the meat in the sandwich, I have no interest in third wheeling. You two have fun though.” He winks and pulls Theo in for a quick hug and gives me another pat on the arm. One that seems to require a quick grope, too. Our goodbyes are quick before we lose him too.

I tip my face down to Theo, who’s staring up at me, his lip between his teeth, watching me with a fiery gleam in his eye.

“You ready to go?” I squeeze my arms around his waist, letting him feel my hardness against him.

“About time. Let’s get out of here already.”

He grabs my hand quickly, and I let him pull me hastily from the club, my laughter smothered by the music.


Theo


Tonight has been… amazing. I never really thought I’d missed out not going to clubs or out drinking with friends. Or by not having friends at all. Okay, that’s a lie. I knew I was missing out, but I’d steadfastly tried to convince myself that it was okay. I had more; I had my gift, my work.

Tonight confirmed how very wrong I was. The music, the dancing, the energy. I wanted to eat it up, gobble it down, consume it into every molecule of my being.

It was electric.

I felt beautiful, wanted, with all those hands and eyes all over me. The frenzied energy of the club, being connected with magic again. Maybe even a little too much.

It happened again. The flicker of power coming back, flexing like an underdeveloped muscle with no control. I’d zapped that fae who tried to get between Roan and I. I think I even zapped Roan at one point when I’d been too consumed in the moment.

And Gods, Roan, when he finally joined Seldon on the dance floor, he had shattered the image I had of him. But he’d only pieced it back together—bigger, stronger, better. Hotter. If his stern lectures and bossy affection wasn’t enough, now I know the unspeakable ways he can use his body.

It was obscene how he could wind and writhe himself around. And those hips… ugh. His impossibly tight white shirt and leather harness hadn’t restricted him at all as he rolled his body behind me all night, pressing me against him, driving me insane until my skin was on fire, and I was drunk with lust for him.

Seldon had warned me when he was primping and priming me, getting us ready to go out, to lay off the drinks, especially if I wanted to make the most of my night with Roan. I’d taken his advice to heart, laying off alcohol after our first few rounds, and now I am more than glad because I don’t know if I could have handled being drunk on top of the sensory overload of the night.

We walk back to the hotel hand in hand—the salty sea air is warm, but much cooler than the intense heat of the club. The walk, in the relative quiet of the night once we leave the party district, cools the burning need to get my hands on Roan naked, letting me get my body and head back under control.

With the moon silver and round in the sky, it is kind of romantic. We haven’t even talked, just walked silently together, our bodies bumping together occasionally as we seek more connection between us. But then some drunken idiot stumbles past us and violently throws up in the gutter under a light pole as we pass.

Roan pulls me away from the man doubled over, heaving his guts out onto the pavement, rescuing me from the splatter. His friends, also drunk and obnoxious, apologise loudly as they collect their friend and carry him away. Thankfully, that’s the only hazard on our way back and we make it back to our hotel, splatter free and safe.

The bench of the kitchenette is hard against my back as I lean against it, staring out the window at the lights bobbing in the water. The view from here really is spectacular. By unspoken agreement, we left the lights off when we came in, making our way to the kitchen for a glass of water.

Roan drains his glass and, in the dim light of the full moon and surrounding lights from town, I can see the way his throat bobs as he swallows. Anticipation simmers between us, but now that we’re out of the club, neither one of us seems to be in a hurry to act on it, preferring to let it bloom in the atmosphere.

“How about a nightcap on the balcony?” Roan’s voice is quiet, not a whisper but not too much more. It’s still startling in the quiet of the hotel room; my ears haven’t adjusted to the silence yet. I place my glass carefully on the bench.

“Sure, I think they left some wine in the fridge?”

I realise my hands are shaking as I open the door, hunting for the bottle while Roan pulls two wine glasses from the shelf and gives them a quick wipe. I have to squeeze my hands a couple of times to disperse the tingling and grab the bottle. We make quick work of pouring the glasses and head out the sliding door onto the balcony. Roan takes a moment to follow me, pausing to do something in the room before I hear the sound of the glass sliding closed behind me.

Considering it’s past three a.m., I should probably be more tired than I am, but I’m wired, wide awake. The balcony is larger than I expected, with a tinted glass barricade and two wooden sun loungers with plush cream cushions. A small table sits between the loungers, so after a sip of the wine—which I barely taste—I walk to the glass to take in the view.

From here, we have a perfect view of the seaside harbour. There are too many lights to see the stars like we do back home, back at the tavern, but with the moon glistening over the water, the smell of the salty sea on the breeze, it’s still pretty.

Heat encompasses me as Roan comes up behind me, enclosing my body in his, pressing himself into me until I am flush against the barricade. His thick arms wrap around my waist.

I am trapped, pinned between his hard body and the glass. A shiver runs down my spine, the heat from his skin burning through my nearly non-existent clothing, the sheer crop top offering no protection against the fire sizzling through me.

Roan’s thick fingers flex on my waist, palming my hips, pinky fingers stroking the hyper-sensitive flesh where the skin meets the waistband of my shorts. The anticipation that had been an amorphous cloud around us has condensed into a pulsating ball in my stomach.

Not for the first time, I curse my height when I feel Roan’s cock, thick and hard as steel against my lower back. When his lips fall to my neck, pressing hot, open mouth kisses to my skin, I cry out softly, my head falling to the side to allow more access. He licks and bites his way down, and then back up, excruciatingly slowly, his beard teasing the skin as his mouth trails along.

When he bites down on the sensitive point he knows is my weakness, the ball of anticipation explodes in my stomach, flooding my body with heat so heavy I collapse with it, falling entirely into Roan's embrace.

My laxness doesn’t escape his notice, and he subtly shifts me, lifting me so my toes are no longer on the ground, entirely held by Roan and the pressure of him against me and the glass.

“Did you have fun tonight?” His words brush against my ear, and I whimper, nodding, unable to summon a coherent verbal response. He chuckles softly—I can feel the vibrations ricochet through me, goosebumps exploding over my skin. My cock is desperate and needy in my shorts, pressed painfully hard against the barricade. A roll of Roan’s hips, his own dick now firmly lined up with my ass as I dangle in front of him, has me throbbing dangerously, leaking in my barely existent underwear.

I brace my hands against the metal railing lining the barricade. It’s cold against my palms, grounding me, keeping me from becoming the mind-numbed puddle Roan’s hands are reducing me to. Pinned as I am, his hands are free to roam, drifting over my skin, teasing in tantalising strokes. One of his hands finds my nipple, and he takes it between his fingers, pinching it tight until I hiss at the pain, and then he releases it, and the rush of blood to my abused little nub has me groaning loud enough to wake the neighbours. Not that I care. Fuck them. They can watch as he takes me. They all can.

Lips sucking at my neck, branding me as his, Roan tortures my other nipple, pinching and pulling, before alternating back to the other, while images of him fucking me here on the balcony, where anybody could see his big body taking mine, using me, flood through my mind. A feral groan rips from my throat.

“What do you want, beautiful?” Roan kisses his way across the back of my neck to the other side to continue his ministrations there. “What do you need?”

“You, need you.”

Roan’s groan is positively feral, tearing his lips from my neck. My desperate hand gropes blindly behind me, reaching to pull him back to me. Groping wherever I can reach, my fingers bury themselves in his hair, loose from his bun now, tugging impatiently. But he doesn’t give me what I want, grinding his hips against my ass until the pressure of the glass against my leaking cock makes me hiss.

“You want me, is that it? Want me to fuck you here, on the balcony, where anyone can hear your cries? Hear you begging for it?”

His mouth is back against me, whispering hot words against my ear. He licks along my neck, trailing his tongue against my skin until I shiver.

Without warning, he drops me so my feet are back on the ground, but my jelly legs are not prepared, and I stumble. Not too far though, it’s impossible, because Roan is right there behind me, his big hands gripping my hips, massaging as he pulls at them, tugging me with him as he steps back, leaving me bent forward, ass pushed out, still braced on the cool metal of the barrier.

Those same hands leave my hips, groping their way across my ass, toying with the edges of the denim of my shorts, until one hand finally, finally reaches around to cup my aching dick in a firm grip just this side of too much. I whimper pathetically at his touch, desperate for the friction.

He traces my length, down to where the head has escaped the confines of my underwear, breaking free of these fucking shorts, leaking onto my thigh. One fat finger glides over my head, collecting the pre-cum pooling there.

When he swipes that finger over my lips, pushing his way into my mouth so I can taste myself on him, my nonsense murmurings turn into a guttural groan, lightening hot lust bolting through my body.

“That’s right, baby, you want it, don’t you? Get my finger nice and wet for me.”

I suck on his finger like I want to suck his cock, swirling and massaging with my tongue, gathering saliva in my mouth to get it as soaked as I can. I chase it when he withdraws it from my lips, unashamedly seeking its return. Roan just chuckles, almost gloating. I think I can hear him mumbling something about being desperate, but I’m too far gone to care. Just a bundle of nerves and heat and wanting. How can I be mad when it’s true?

When his strong fingers deftly unbutton my shorts, shoving them down, fingers accidentally brushing the sensitive spots there, it drives me even closer to the edge.

“What is this?” His voice is filled with awe, pulling back just enough to catch a glimpse of the skimpy black g-string, fingers trailing the edges, until they dip into the crack of my ass.

It’s too much, if he doesn’t fuck me now I am going to come pathetically in my underwear. Sure, it’ll be one of the hottest orgasms of my life, but I need him inside me. His fingers leave my crack, not even brushing against my hole to firmly grip my exposed ass cheeks, squeezing them in rough circles, so the night air brushes against me instead of him. Horny frustration overwhelms me until I just can’t take it anymore. How the fuck can he be so patient when I am climbing the walls with need?

“Roan, fuck me, or I swear to the Gods I will do it myself.” My threat would probably be a lot more impressive if I wasn’t panting like an animal in heat, humping myself against the air.

But he just laughs. Laughs!

“Patience, brat.”

A firm hand swats my ass, and I jump, squealing. My cock jumps too, throbbing in my tiny underwear. He’s teased me about spanking me before, and, even though I’ve never tried it, I’ve always thought it was kind of hot.

But my imagination had never quite captured the sting of his hand, the flush blooming on my ass, the way it sends shivers skittering all over my body. My eyes flutter shut with my groan while I rise to my toes, arching my back to taunt him to do it again. To mark me.

Roan doesn’t miss any details of my reaction, the air shifts behind me as the last threads of his control fray, and his magic seeps out around us. His presence feels bigger, his hands rougher as they squeeze the reddened flesh of my ass, toying with the string between my cheeks. There is a rough snorting breath behind me and I crane my head to take him in.

The light is dim here on the balcony, and the harsh shadows and silver moonlight only highlight the savagery in his gaze, his eyes almost black, laser focused on my ass -on my hole- as he rhythmically palms my cheeks.

Roan has completely given over to his berserker side now, feral, primal. His nostrils flare, as if scenting his prey, the raised veins marking his body as his body floods with power. His face is harsh, tight with focus, like a predator about to launch itself at its prey. And more than anything, I want him to consume me.

He drops to his knees with a thud, hands ripping the flimsy underwear from my body with such force I vaguely register the tear, but I am too focused on him and his breath on my skin, on the way the air around him is moving, flowing out like tendrils.

Through hooded eyes, I watch him lean forward, like slow motion, and when his bearded cheeks are nestled between my ass, I whimper, my upper body collapsing to hang from my hands, completely surrendered to him.

My cry echoes through the silent night when his tongue darts out to lave at my hole.

“Fuuuck!” I press my face into my bicep, trying to not shove my ass back into his face while he works me open with that magic tongue, licking and nibbling at my rim. His fingers nearly tear me apart as he spreads me for his feast, but they soothe where they dig. One hand stroking closer and closer to my hole and the other my aching cock.

A satisfied grumble vibrates from deep within his chest when he feels just how hard I am for him, and he takes full advantage of the way my cock is leaking for him, scooping up the pre-cum dripping from the over-sensitive head to jerk me.

One finger breaches my softened rim, and I almost explode right there, but he only chuckles devilishly and squeezes the tip of my dick between his forefinger and thumb, forcing back the overwhelming rush.

“So tight, so hot. I can’t wait to be inside you.” He fucks me with one finger for what feels like eternity, until he finds my prostate, stroking it relentlessly.

I am powerless to do anything but take it, my legs trembling in their attempts to ride his filthy hands. When I finally find a rhythm, the brush of his beard where it is pressed against my ass tickles as he turns his head, sinking his teeth into the flesh there. The pain stings, but the flood of pleasure overwhelms the burn, especially as he slides another finger in to stretch me.

He continues to tease me mercilessly, stretching me, stroking me, licking, biting, taking me to the very edge and bringing me until I am a quivering, broken mess, begging and pleading, for what I don’t even know anymore.

“Are you ready, brat? Did you like teasing all those men tonight? Having them watch you? Want you? Touch you?” His voice gravelly, deeper, harsher, he looms over me now, crouched over me where I hang, breath tickling my neck where his nose trails around the sensitive outer shell of my ear, he is everywhere, those tendrils of his magic brushing over my fevered skin continuing his torment.

His cock is like a steel rod in his pants, and I am vaguely aware that he is still dressed behind me, the fabric of his clothes, the leather of his harness, and the scratchy top I have managed to keep on, rough against my skin. A tug of his hand in my curls brings me back to the moment.

“Yes!” I manage to choke the word out, and I don’t recognise my voice. That breathy, wanton voice isn’t mine. It's Roan’s. Only he can draw it out of me. The way he owns my body with his touch.

“That’s right. You fucking loved it.”

His lips are hot against my neck, pressing fierce kisses there. “But you’re mine, aren’t you, brat? All mine.”

“Only yours, Roan. Only ever yours. Please, Roan.”

The snarl that tears from him is the single hottest sound I’ve ever heard in my existence. He must use his magic, or I am officially delirious from needing his cock, because one moment we are standing and he is still fully clothed, and the next he is naked and we are on the lounger, me astride his waist. He grapples to rip my top from me while he devours my mouth, his tongue fucking me like I’m dying for his cock to.

He grunts when I try to sit up to actually get the flimsy crop top over my head, and he solves the dilemma by just ripping it off me instead. I smile against his lips, kissing him back harder, and shuffle my body down, sliding my ass over his cock.

He has to hunch uncomfortably because of the height difference but it makes his abs pop to do so, so I trace my hands lovingly over the smooth bumps of his muscles and the ridges of raised veins under his skin. I can feel the power pulsing through him, the fragile tether of restraint in his magic. It crackles under my touch.

Our ridiculous need for oxygen finally forces us apart. I delve one hand further between us, gripping our dicks together, stroking them as one. The veiny ridges lacing his cock feel divine against me, my head dropping back, eyes squeezed tight in pleasure as I hump into my hand. Roan’s hands grip my hips, urging me on, heels digging into the cushion of the lounger to thrust up with me.

“Lube?” There is plenty of pre-cum between us, and he’d stretched me with his fingers and mouth, but Roan is still girthier than I’ve ever had, and it’s been a while.

The harsh, predatory look fades for just a moment as he tries to register what I’m asking, but then he pulls it together, using his magic to drag his jeans closer so he can snap them up. His movements are so jerky and rushed as he digs in the pockets to retrieve his wallet and the lube, the giddy urge to laugh bubbles up inside me, spilling over so my laugh reverberates through the warm night air.

“What’s so funny, brat?” He flicks the lube packet towards me, and it rebounds off my chest to land on his belly, but I ignore it, capturing his frowning face in my hands and leaning forward.

This is the moment. I’d avoided it all day, the talk, saying the words, naming what it was between us. Before I can second guess the impulse, I brush my nose over his cheeks, letting my joy, the deep satisfaction of this precise moment fill me, the rush and urgency gone, just this perfect, magical and stupidly mundane moment between us.

I want to bottle it, preserve it, hoard and guard it. Roan’s brows are furrowed, deep creases between them as his intensely dark eyes track every movement. Holding his gaze and his jaw between my hands, I drop all the masks and pretences, everything guarding how I feel about this man, and what he means to me. I watch the emotions play over his face, the confusion, the shock and finally the wonder. And then I see it, there, the unspoken words and promises.

Before I can say anything, his strong hands pull me down, crushing me to his chest, his lips find mine in a kiss full of sensual heat. His tongue slides against mine, and I whimper softly, tugging on his beard, trying to get closer. It doesn’t take long for hands to begin to wander again, for the kiss to shift, from soft and slow to hot and urgent, the embers of our earlier frantic wanting smouldering back to life.

I fumble between our bellies to find the lube, and in my haste to tear it open, I manage to spill more than a little. I curse as I scoop it up, shimmying back along Roan’s stomach and hips to settle on his thighs. Through half-closed eyes, he watches, every muscle locked in anticipation, hands gripping the frame of the recliner above his head, as I slick his straining, vein-covered cock with my lube covered hand.

A harsh hiss erupts from him when I trace over the sensitive V under the flared head, his hips thrusting on reflex. I watch, fascinated, as his cock jerks and pre-come leaks from him. Unconsciously, I lick my lips, desperate for just a taste.

“Don’t even think about it, brat.” Roan’s voice is strained and harsh, threaded with need. “I’m too close.” Only centimetres from his dick, it jerks toward me, completely at odds with his demands. I smirk, licking my lips again.

“Are you not able to keep up with me old man? Maybe I should go back to the club. Find someone young enough to—"

My yelp of surprise is shockingly loud—even more shocking is the way that Roan has snatched me up, his fingers digging into my side, holding me so my hole is hovering right at the tip of his cock, teasing my entrance. My hands brace on his pecs, and I glare down at him.

“You were saying?” His voice is smug, and so is his smile when my cock visibly throbs at his manhandling. Unable to let him have his win, I bear down with my body, though I’m not sure if it really counts as getting one up on him.

There is a slight burn as the wide head of his cock breaches me, and I shiver at the thrill of it. Roan’s fingers rub firm circles on my ass as I slide down his length, his eyes squeezed shut, the cords of his neck tight with tension.

I was one hundred-percent right, those ridges feel fucking amazing as I settle him deep inside me. When my ass finally rests on his hips, I give myself a moment to enjoy the feel of it, being filled completely by him. My toes dig into the cool tiles of the balcony when I tentatively rock my hips, testing the motion. Roan’s fingers leave my ass, fluttering restlessly over my body stroking everywhere.

“So fucking beautiful.” His whispered words sound like a prayer, urging me to move. His eyes are hot on me, and so I move again, experimentally at first until I find the rhythm and angle to drive myself, and him, wild. The animalistic slap of my ass against his hips as he rises to drive himself into me works in time to the thwack of my cock against his belly. We move our body as one, desperately chasing our release.

So caught up in the moment and the feel of his hands everywhere, it takes too long to realise that it isn’t just his hands stroking me. His magic, those tendrils from earlier, are everywhere, stroking me, teasing my flesh, driving me insane. I can feel the flush heating my body as my orgasm builds, his cock driving relentlessly against my prostate. My thighs burn, and my body aches with pressure building inside me.

Leaning forward, I grab hold of his horns, stroking the base in the way that I know drives him wild, while I devour his mouth, trying to offload some of this feeling. But Roan is relentless, raising his hips to drive into me harder, shifting his hand between us to grip my cock in his hand. One pump, two, that’s all it takes, and I’m crying out in the dark of the night against his lips, my come slick and hot between us.

“Fucking finally.” I can feel his growl as his forehead presses hard to mine, pinning my face to his with one hand pulling hard at my hair as he cries out silently, punching his hips up one last time. His cock jerks hard inside me, swelling and throbbing as his release pulses.

Our breathing is loud and harsh, the rise and fall of Roan’s chest, the pounding beat of his heart is like a calming sea beneath me, my chest pressed against his, squishing my cum between us. It gives me a strange sort of satisfaction, like I have marked him as he’s marked me, because he has.

It feels like I’m branded, Roan’s, body and spirit. His fingers drift lazily up and down my spine, soothing the electric sizzle left there.

Vaguely, I’m aware I should say something, but in the afterglow I can’t seem to find the words, too content to bask in the rightness of it all, draped over him, soaking up his steady, calming essence. Thankfully, Roan feels the same, only moving to press a kiss to the crown of my head, once, twice.

Sleep creeps in the edges of our bubble, the dark reaching its peak, just before the light returns for the day. Too exhausted and satiated to fight, I let Roan’s hands and the cocoon we’ve built around us soothe me to sleep.


Roan


There is something different, and in my hazy half asleep state I can’t seem to summon the brain power to put my finger on it. Then the heavy weight on my arm shifts and rolls— Theo.

He’s exactly where he should be, pressing every inch of his body against me like he’s trying to climb inside me, just as he is every morning. Tensing my arm to keep him against me, I shift and roll to my side, easing the ache in my back and shoulder.

Sleepy grumbles of protest huff from his still-sleeping self as he rolls onto his other side to tuck his back against my chest and his ass firmly against my morning wood. He’s not satisfied until he rearranges my arm to wrap around him and my thigh dips naturally across his to keep him pinned to me. When I am completely surrounding him, he sighs contentedly and slips back off into a deeper sleep.

Unable to resist, I bend to kiss the haphazard mess of his copper curls, and shuffle myself so I can tuck my other arm under the pillow to cradle our heads. The pillow is different. Like a moron I finally click that we’re not at home in Theo’s room at the tavern after going out last night.

And fucking on the balcony this morning.

My already half-hard dick swells to aching in a heartbeat with the memory of the absolute feral need that had overtaken us last night. It was hot as fuck, the way he had surrendered. The taste of him, the way he cried out as I’d eaten his ass out in the dark of the night.

But even better was that look, the one that said everything we had been too scared to voice over these past months. And then, the way he had taken me, ridden me, the feeling of him coming around my cock.

I would say that I could die happy knowing what it finally felt like to be inside him, but I am a greedy, greedy man when it comes to Theo, and I want to feel that infinitely more times in this life. There will never be enough of him. Of us.

With my cock prodding its way between his cheeks, my hips grinding and seeking at the memories of only last night —or more accurately, this morning, since I have no idea how long it’s been since he passed out in exhaustion and I carried him inside—Theo wakes again, thrusting his own hips back until my dick makes contact with his sensitive hole. His sharp hiss stills my movements, my hips pulling back sharply, putting distance between him and my horny, unthinking dick.

“I didn’t say stop.” He grumbles, his voice still thick and slurred from sleep. His hand flops back, blindly groping to find me and drag me back to him. When he fails abysmally, prodding at the blankets a couple of times before giving up, he struggles to roll over to face me under the weight of my arm still pinning him, blearily opening his eyes to glare at me.

The bright light streaming through the shitty hotel blinds must be harsh in his face.

“Nrgh. What time is it?” A grimace comes over his perfect face as he cops a whiff of our stale, post-night out dancing selves. “Never mind that, we need a shower. And coffee.”

He looks adorable, so confused and put out, like a grumpy ginger cat, shoving at the blankets and my arm so he can sit and leave the bed.

Laughing, I refuse to let him, instead moving quickly to cover his body with mine, pinning him with my weight. Capturing his wrists loosely in one hand, I hold them to the pillows above his head. He blinks up at me a few times like he is unable to comprehend how he got in this position.

Love, pure and unabashed, complete and ferocious, overwhelms me. I drop a soft feathery kiss to his nose and then to his cheeks, still covered in glitter. I brush lightly over his makeup-smudged eyes as they flutter shut and his forehead as a soft sigh breathes from those perfect lips.

I wait for his eyes to open, to look at me, so he can see the sincerity in my face, and my teeth worry at my lip for the several heartbeats that it takes for his gold and brown eyes to meet mine.

“Theo” My stomach swoops and drops at the soft look that fills his eyes when I say his name. “I love you.”

Beneath me, his body tenses, and his eyes flare wide. Dread instantly replaces the soft and loving feelings, dousing their warmth like ice. I start to pull back, withdraw from towering over him, release his hands, but he senses the movement, clasping my restraining hand in both of his in a vice-like grip and raising his legs to wrap around me like steel bands.

An unseen force, shimmering like magic, aids his hold of me, pressing my body down further against him. I can feel the weight of it against my back, but I can’t understand where it’s coming from. It’s certainly not from me. In the back of my mind, the memory of the zap of power from Theo in the club flags, but I shove it aside, too concerned with the fierce stare being thrown my way.

“You did not just declare your love for me while we are all festy and crusty from last night did you? Are you kidding me?!”

He nearly shrieks that last part, and I am not sure whether to laugh or be relieved. His glare, and the pressure on my back and his legs is a pretty big give away that laughing won’t do me any favours. A hot flush rises to my cheeks, my lips hooking into what I hope is an apologetic smile. Hoping, because I’m not apologetic at all.

I drop my forehead so our noses brush, and then I capture his lips in mine. He opens for me instantly, his body softening, relaxing, allowing me to sink into him, my tongue licking into his mouth to plunder as I will. I swallow the soft little moans like the victories they are.

When I’m satisfied he’s going to be soft and compliant, I pull back enough to look him in the eye, trying to ignore the way he is hard against my stomach.

“I love you, Theo. I love you when you are hurting, I love you when you are strong. Whether you’re a gifted genius or a sassy brat. I even love you when you have hideous morning breath and smell like a swamp. I tried not loving you, I tried not needing you. I tried to just be your friend.”

Despite the tears welling in his eyes, he still manages a sarcastic snort.

“Yeah, and we sucked at that. I was scared, because I knew if I ever allowed myself to have you, I would never be able to let you go, that I would be keeping you from exploring and finding your life, your new life, your freedom. But it’s too late. I need you, I need you at the tavern sassing me about everything. I need your laughter. I need the way that everything just feels better having you with me. I need you to be mine like I need air to breathe.”

I take a deep breath, kissing away a tear trailing down the side of his face. “But more than I need you, I want you, too. It’s not just that you make my berserker side feral with the need to claim you and make you mine. I want you too. I don’t just love you, Theo. I like you too.”

My heart thunders in my chest while I wait for Theo’s response, his reaction, anything. I can feel the moment my words sink in, the heaving shudder and the choking sob before he rips his hands from mine to wrap around me, yanking me down to collapse completely on top of him.

His tears are hot on my shoulder where his head is buried. With the way he clings to me, I can’t move my arms to comfort him without crushing him entirely, so I simply stroke my cheek over his head while making nonsense soothing noises. Eventually, his tears subside and his breathing evens out. I don’t try to pull back until his grasp loosens slightly. But he doesn’t let me pull back far enough to look at him, just enough so that he can talk into the hollow of my neck.

“Roan, you could never hold me back. You gave me my freedom.” I tense, ready to argue, but he squeezes me hard enough to sting. “No. I don’t mean when you rescued me. While I am grateful for that, you know that’s not it. You have been there, without question. No pressure, no demand. Just you and your support and kindness. It allowed me to be me without any of the bullshit.” A huffed laugh tickles at my neck and is quickly replaced with a firm kiss.

“I love you, too. I love you with every molecule of my being. I want to be with you. Properly. No more bullshit about friends with orgasms or whatever other lie we have to tell ourselves. I want you to be mine, and I want to be yours.”

He wriggles under me, and I take the hint to shift off him so I can look him in the eye. The wide smile across his face matches the one currently pulling at my cheeks. “I want you to move into the house with me. I want it to be ours.”

His nose wrinkles adorably, making me ache to kiss him again, but once I start I am not going to stop.

“It sounds weird offering your own place to you. But I want it. You there, with me. Every day. Every night. Together. I mean, we basically planned it all together, anyway. There is no way I could be there without you.”

“Then why did you buy that ugly ass bed?” My laughing question is met with a swift pillow to the side of the face. I chuckle again and steal a quick kiss.

“That bed is gorgeous and you know it. Not that it matters because the offer’s rescinded. You can go back to sleeping in that tiny little shack you haven’t ever invited me to, cold and alone.” He sniffs, raising his nose snootily in the air, exposing the long creamy length of his neck.

I kiss my way along it, hot, open mouth kisses, from his shoulder, up past the sensitive dip at the hollow of his neck and the taut tendons to bite just under the line of his jaw. Goosebumps erupt over his skin, and the feral part inside me gloats with happiness at his reaction.

“I’ve never invited you there because it is cold and lonely. It is not my home. It is the place I sleep. The tavern is my home.”

I continue to kiss and bite along his neck, sucking at his flesh until there is another bruise to add to the others decorating his skin. “It was my home. Now, my darling, sweet little brat, you are my home. Wherever you are is where I lay my head.”

I suck particularly hard at the place I know he loves, where his shoulder meets his neck, and he writhes beneath me, arching his hips up to grind his dick into me, seeking friction and more. I bite down again and he cries out my name. I want to beat my chest and roar with pride.

“Even if it means an ugly peacock bed.”

Theo’s lustful moans turn to outrage again.

“You are lucky I love you, you dick.” The laughter in his voice fills me with the type of contentment that I’ve never felt until him. Like a wholeness of being. It almost hurts to pull off him, sitting back on my heels to let my eyes roam over him.

His legs unlock from my waist, falling to the bed, spread wide on either side of my thighs. He is no longer the pale, scrawny, under-nourished man who we’d first taken from Marieth’s cottage. Muscles rope over his body from the hard work he’s put into the house and the garden and from his hikes and swimming at the Falls.

His skin is still pale, but it has lost its unnatural whiteness—instead, he seems to glow with a halo of golden light seeping through his pores and his freckles. He is sunlight personified.

The fact that his copper curls are a tangled mess only adds to the vision, as does the leftover makeup and glitter streaking his face and body. No doubt much of it has transferred to me, too, but it is just another mark of the way we fucked and loved last night. His perfect cock juts up between his legs. The same creamy colour of his skin, only more of a blush at its weeping head, his balls tight to his body.

A pearl of pre-cum pools at the head there before dripping down the length. I want to take him again. Fuck him into the mattress. Own him, possess him. Theo must see it in my eyes, or maybe it's the way I lick my lips while eyeing his cock. With a sly smile, he tucks one hand behind his head, displaying himself, and strokes his cock from root to tip, gathering the slick there and coating himself with it.

I flick my eyes up to his face, and he raises an eyebrow, teasing me. But all it does is make me want to push back against him—the dance between us is one of the things I love about him. Us.

“Enough of that, brat. You complained about being festy. Time to get in the shower, and then it’s probably time to head back to the tavern.”

Before I go back on my own word, I roll off the bed and make my way to the hotel ensuite. I can feel the way he watches me, and I make sure to put a little more ass into my walk.

Never one to ever let me get the last word in, his heat is on my back all too quickly as he brushes past me to get to the shower first. As he passes, he makes sure to drag his still rock hard cock against me as much as possible, and he gives me deceitfully innocent eyes, pulling himself up close on my arm.

“Whatever you say.” His breathy whisper tickles my skin. “Boss Daddy.” Exasperation and lust war within me, and I groan, too late to snatch him up, Theo already having darted away to start the shower. I grumble, mostly pretending, and join him, waiting for the water to heat. He is bound to torment me for the rest of my life. And I can’t help but be excited about it.

***

My truck bounces along the dirt road through the Woods to the Black Stump, strangely in time with the beat to the music playing softly through the radio. With Theo’s hand in mine over the centre console and the windows down to let in the fresh summer breeze, things feel good. Right.

I could basically do this drive in my sleep, which is handy because I’m exhausted from last night, but the creatures of the Woods aren’t used to vehicles and have a horrible habit of darting out when you aren’t looking. So I keep my eyes trained on the path ahead of me, rolling along fast enough to get where we’re going, but slow enough that we’re not going to have any unfortunate accidents on the way. It’d probably kill the mood.

I risk the chance to take my eyes off the road for a second, shifting slightly to look over at Theo in the other seat. His head is tilted back, eyes closed softly, a soft smile on his lips as he sings along to the decades-old pop tune.

Watching those delicate pink lips move, it’s all too easy to remember how they were wrapped around my cock only a couple of hours ago as I fucked his mouth in the shower. His doe-like, innocent eyes had watered as he’d sucked me down harder and harder. I worried I was hurting him, but he only gripped tighter to my ass, digging his fingers in, urging me on, until I grabbed handfuls of his hair and rode his mouth until I came down his throat.

I tried to return the favour, dragging him from the hard floor and pushing him against the shower wall, but he came the moment I dropped to my knees and wrapped my hand around his cock.

His head thunked against the tiles, loud over his pained cry, his cock jerking in my hand as thick white ropes of cum spurted over me. We both watched his release as the water rinsed it from my chest and belly, swirling down the drain. A look of shock and horror morphed over his face as he blushed furiously, and he groaned, cupping his face in his palms.

“Gods, that is embarrassing.” The blush spread down his neck and covered his chest. Unable to hold in my laughter, as I stood and scooped him up in my arms, I kissed his head when he buried his face in my chest. I’d laughed even harder when I’d pinched his ass, following it up with a swift wet smack, making him yelp adorably.

“More like a compliment.” I flicked off the water and half carried him out of the small shower cubicle. It wasn’t until I was almost finished towel drying him, kissing my way around his body as I did so, that the blush left his skin, and his shy smile turned eager again, and we kissed, with me pinning him against the bathroom cabinet, until we grew hard again, and he came rubbing his cock against me, whimpering mindlessly about love.

Like I said, it had been a good morning. Even if we had to rush to get back in time for lunch when I was due back.

He must sense my eyes on him because Theo’s hand gives mine a little squeeze, and he opens his eyes, just enough to look over and smile at me sleepily. The way my heart squeezes and somersaults with the look of love in his eyes would have made a younger, more immature me feel vaguely nauseous.

“I cannot wait to get home, and just ugh. I miss Mauvy’s cooking.” Theo slumps dramatically in his seat, and my heart squeezes again at him calling the tavern home. I look back towards the road. We are within spitting distance, really, of the tavern, and I can feel it singing in my blood.

“Yeah, it’ll be good to be back. It’s only one night, but it’s always a lot to leave.”

Theo hums in agreement and moves again in his seat to look me more square on, tugging on our joined hands as he does so. I go to release him, thinking that he wants to let go, but he only holds on firmer.

“So, are we going to tell everyone or…” he lets the question hang there, anxiety lacing his words.

As the road deviates towards the grounds of the Black Stump Tavern, I glance over at him. He stares me down warily, his teeth worrying at his lip. I have to navigate the small car park and the guests waving at us from the lawns, so I squeeze his hand again, rubbing my thumb along the soft skin on the back of his hand.

“I don’t really think there is any hiding it, Theo.”

Huffing a laugh, I pull my car into its spot next to my tiny, white house and switch off the engine. “I don’t think we’ve ever done a particularly good job of hiding it.”

Theo’s nose scrunches with his smile, making my heart sing and then he’s clambering over the console, giving me just enough time to slide the seat back before he’s straddling me, gripping my beard to angle my head in just the right position to press tiny, biting kisses up and down my neck.

In the heat of the sun beating down on the glass, the car becomes stiflingly hot, though neither of us pay it any attention, Theo riding my lap, my hands burrowed under his tee shirt to grope at his sweat slick skin.

That is, until a tap on the window interrupts us. Theo’s surprised yelp drowns out my groan. A stony-faced Edith peers over the top of the glass. In the heat of the summer, she is still covered in her many black layers—her only give to the sway of the season is the layers are cotton and lace, rather than the velvets and furs of the cooler months.

“There is someone here for you, Theo. He says…”

It’s never good when there is worry in Edith’s face, and it’s there now. Her purple eyes are tight with concern.

“He says… he’s your boyfriend. Darius.”

Blood rushes my ears, and in that moment it feels like my spirit has left my body, but my first concern is for Theo, who is now paralysed above me, not even breathing, his gaze locked on Edith. Despite the warring flood of emotions flooding me—rage, panic, fear—I rub gently at the small of Theo’s back, trying to tell myself that this has to be a mistake. Theo has been here for months now, not to mention his time with Marieth, surely he’d have mentioned a boyfriend at any point along the way.

“Theo, what’s going on… I…” I immediately regret the harshness of my voice, but I can’t hold it back, too many feelings choking me in the heat of the car.

Theo withdraws from my touch, pulling back into himself in that way that he does. Unable to look me in the eye, he slides off my lap to curl up on the passenger seat.

“Darius is, was, is?” he shakes himself as if he’s confused. “Someone from my past. I thought it was over. I really did.” Tears shine in his eyes when he looks up at me pleadingly. “I should talk to him. Let him know…”

His voice trails off, and I try to smile reassuringly, but this all feels wrong. But with my fae knowing silent on the issue, I feel… bereft.

“I don’t like this.” Edith scowls under her breath, still outside the window, but Theo is already on his way out of the car, slamming the door and hurrying along the path to the back door of the tavern.

I scramble out of the car and watch Theo quickly disappear up the path. Without waiting for Edith to follow me, I trudge along behind him, in much less of a rush to find out what is going on here. Edith keeps up, though, and, thankfully, manages to keep her worries to herself as we walk together into the tavern and through the kitchens.

Mauvy isn’t in there, and when the door swings open and we make our way into the tavern proper, I can see why. Everyone is there except Seldon, who won’t be in for another hour or so for his shift.

But Caelan, Tor, and Mauvy, along with more than a few of the regulars, are watching with all too keen an interest in my Theo and the smarmy bastard stroking his arm and laying his hand on his knee, like he has any claim to him.

Still flustered and flushed in the face, Theo seems to have taken the guy over to the empty hearth. The high-backed chairs give the illusion of privacy but the angle allows us to still keep an eye on them. Was that strategic on Theo’s part?

I hate this guy on sight, unreasonably loathing his presence in my domain. My only comfort is that Theo is determinedly keeping his distance, shuffling the chair along the flagstones whenever Darius gets too close.

Sliding onto the bench seat next to Caelan, I nod over to my friends, the mages, watching from their table with curious, dour faces. Their disapproval only adds to the icy lump in my stomach. Do they know something I don’t? Or are they just being protective because of their friendship with me? Why is my fae-tuition so fucking silent about this?

“Did you know about this bloke?” Tor leans across the table to ask. I shake my head and drain the beer Caelan has slid in front of me.

“Nope.” The “p” pops loudly, and I rap my fingers on the table. “I did not. I assume you didn’t either?”

Tor snorts. “My bet was on him being a virgin. Turns out my little brother has some secrets. Shocking.”

The man, who I guess is handsome, in a preppy and uptight kind of way, has both of Theo’s hands clasped in his now. I can’t see his face, but that doesn’t matter. The irrational and insane part of me reasons—I don’t need to see his face to rip it from his skull. A hand on my arm yanks me back to the seat roughly before I even realise I am standing.

“Look dude, I get it. But you need to let Theo deal with this one. He looks fine.” Caelan murmurs in my ear. And sure enough, Theo does look fine, maybe a little worried at most. Knowing that the lot of us are watching, he shoots us a smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. I still grunt and elbow Caelan roughly, not appreciating his sensible attitude at all right now.

“I scanned him when he came in.” Edith murmurs against my ear, now standing behind me with a gentle, yet firm hand on my shoulder. Theo is making his way over to us, waving to the clumps of guests calling out to him. He’s become a fixture here in such a short time, and everyone is more than keen to make sure he is okay. “But there was nothing. No ill intent, nothing. Almost… blankness.” That certainly is odd, but I don’t have time to reply because Theo is shuffling his feet in front of us.

“As much as I do love being the centre of attention here, I’m going to take Darius back to the house.” At the collective intake of breath, Theo sharply cuts his hand through the air and glowers at each one of us individually. “I owe him a conversation without you fishwives hanging about.”

His smile softens when he looks at me again, no doubt because the sick feeling in my guts is written all over it. With no choice other than causing an embarrassing scene that I know Theo won’t appreciate, I bob my head along with everyone's murmurs of agreement.

The only thing that keeps me in my seat as the pompous asshole follows him out the front doors is the way Theo deftly avoids his hand, and the way he turns back to mouth “I love you” to me across the room.

“Are you going to tell me what that last thing was about?” Tor’s eyes swing back to me the moment his brother leaves eyeshot. I pour myself another pint and drain it.

“Absolutely not.”

Caelan chuckles on one side of me, jostling me as he lightly kicks his mate under the table. Mauvy and Edith plonk themselves down to join us, and we sit and force idle chatter for a while.

We catch up about the farm and how Caelan had trusted Tor with a chainsaw for the first time resulting in them all narrowly escaping with all their limbs, and Edith tells us all far too much about her latest rendezvous with a Tree Spirit in the Woods.

But I think she only shared that tidbit so I’d shut her up with bottles of wine to hide around the Woods for her travels.

After half an hour or so of mundane chit chat, the conversation shutters.

“How long do we give them?” Mauvy eyes the door with a fierce frown on her face, fiddling with the ends of her braids worriedly.

“As long as he needs. This was Theo’s thing the whole time, people not trusting him,” I counter.

“It’s not him we don’t trust.” Caelan’s voice is more shrewd and harsh than I am used to hearing from him. “It’s that other bloke. Darian.”

“Darius. And yeah, but Theo won’t see it that way,” Tor counters, sighing heavily and shifting uncomfortably at having to be the reasonable one.

“Theo won’t see what that way?” Seldon, having slid in through the back door unnoticed, now elbows his way between Edith and Mauvy on the other side of the table. He is dressed for work. Just not necessarily for work here, with his creative liberties on the already liberal uniform of a button up in white or black and clean trousers.

His cropped and perfectly pressed white shirt is in stark contrast to Edith's all black. But his high-waisted trousers, complete with pleats and wide belt, mean that he isn’t flashing too much skin. It’s a fine line Seldon likes to tread with his work attire. Flipping his head as if he were tossing his fiery red hair over his shoulder, he eyes everyone in turn, waving his hand to encourage us to continue our gossiping.

I rap a quick rhythm out on the hard wood of the table and avoid his gaze.

“Theo’s boyfriend’s here.” Tor's voice is pointedly expressionless. Seldon’s pointed features scrunch in confusion.

“Uh, do you mean Roan, because I can see that.”

Caelan snorts next to me, and I whack him with the back of my hand in his stomach. He doesn’t even register the hit. Mauvy clears her throat and leans forward on her elbows.

“Nope. Apparently there is another one.”

“Well, that’s bullshit because he and Roan have been all loved up and -” his laughing tease cuts off abruptly, and for a split second I wonder if it’s because he thinks we’re still pretending this is all a secret, but no.

He pauses unnaturally still, like the hunter he naturally is, only a flicker of emotions flashing over his eyes. His head snaps, cocking to the side suddenly, spooking us all, and we jump, a dark look falling over Seldon’s face. Everything gets sharper as his eyes turn a deeper yellow colour, his pupils elongating with his partial shift. “What was his name?”

“Damien? Darwin?” Edith waves her hand about trying to remember and being unhelpful. Before any of us can jump in with the actual answer, Seldon has shoved himself to standing, leaping to the end of the table.

“Darius?!” His screech is loud enough to disrupt the entire tavern, everyone pausing to turn and stare at my employee who is becoming more hysterical by the second. Panic grips my chest, and I shove the long bench seat back with enough force to dislodge the others sitting there with me.

“You let him go with that asshole? What the fuck guys! How could you?”

The icy ball in my stomach explodes, sending heat throbs in my veins, pounding in my brain. A heavy hand claps onto my shoulder, pulling my attention away from Seldon’s panic.

“Roan, my friend, is everything okay?” Tarook eyes us all with wary concern, and I shake my head. Tor pales as Caelan jumps from the table to rush around to comfort his mate.

“I don’t know. I don’t think-” I turn back to Seldon, running a hand through my hair tugging at the strands slightly.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” The others murmur their agreement and confusion. Tarook’s hand squeezes my shoulder roughly.

“Darius,” Seldon says, shooting a pointed look at Edith, “was Theo’s… I don’t know. I wouldn’t call him a boyfriend. They were sleeping together for a long time. But from what Theo told me, the guy is bad news. He toyed with Theo and his feelings for too damn long. Keeping him like a dirty secret, breaking things off whenever it was inconvenient, using him to get off whenever it was. He wasn’t a nice guy. He apparently got engaged to some girl you all knew growing up…” He nods to Tor who shrugs because, honestly, it could be anyone. “…he broke it off with Theo. The guy is a fucking dick and Theo should be nowhere near him.”

Why had Theo never told me any of this?

“He never told me…” Similar hurt colours Tor’s voice, that we couldn’t protect Theo because he hadn’t trusted us with his pain. Tor’s eyes meet mine, and I shrug, shaking my head that I didn’t know either.

“He didn’t tell anyone. He wouldn’t have told me, but it became a recurring issue with other stuff,”—another pointed look at me—"and he just sort of word-vomited it out at me one day.”

“This guy, Darius? He wouldn’t hurt Theo would he? Maybe he just wants him back and-”

“How did he find him?” Tarook’s calm, deep, almost monotonous voice interjects over everyone. “Theo told us just the other day that he had not told anyone in his old life about where he is. He was nervous that someone would come visiting here, and he would be found. It seemed to worry him, the idea of being found.”

Another thing he’d kept from me.

Try as I might, I can’t help but feel another lance of hurt slice through me. Mauvy meets my eyes, sensing my pain maybe, after our decades of friendship. The sympathy in her face makes me feel slimy inside.

“That is a really, really good question, handsome.” Even in the grimmest moments, Edith never misses an opportunity to be inappropriate, batting her eyelashes at my old friend. I’d already noticed her pocketing the silverware from the table as we chatted. “I had a little poke and prod around his brain when he was talking to Mauvy. It was empty. Nada. Not even wards or protection. Just an open landscape of nothingness.”

“And that wasn’t a warning?” Tarook’s mellow softness is heavy in contrast to the sharpness of Edith's voice. At least his rebuke knocks off her flirting, firing up her notorious temper.

“Well, truth be told, I just put it down to him being a man.”

Tor’s hand slams hard against the table, putting a stop to whatever pettiness was about to ensue.

“Enough. Edith, I love you, but now is not the time.” Now he’s the one stress pulling at his hair while Caelan rubs his back tenderly. His phone is in his hand, and he seems to be texting madly. When I catch his eye, he mouths Seff at me. Thankful for his good sense, I just smile tightly and nod.

“He didn’t send off signals for any of us. Is there a chance that he’s here for something totally innocent? Like, maybe to apologise or whatever? Maybe we have it wrong?” Tor continues, not noticing the exchange between Caelan and I.

The hope in his voice is so fragile, but everyone clasps on to it with both hands.

Seldon raises his hands to stop everyone from talking. “Good point, I mean, after everything that’s happened before, it makes sense that we’re all a little sensitive, but maybe we’re jumping to conclusions.”

Some people are shocked when they see this more responsible side of Seldon, but it’s the guy I knew him as before he broke out of his shell and became the flamboyant, dramatic flirt we’d all gotten used to.

He takes a deep breath, sticking his hands on hips, popping one dramatically. “Look, he doesn’t know I’m here. Where are they? I’ll go and say hi and check how everything’s going.” We let him know that he’s out at the house and begin the anxious wait to find out what’s going on.

That slimy fear still fills my guts while we wait, making me feel sick. Needing something to do, I go and check in with Woodsy and make sure he has it all in hand, along with the couple of casual servers we keep around. But as usual, he has it all under control.

He could honestly run the place in his sleep, so I leave him to it. Mauvy heads out back to check on her kitchen hands, while the others just sit….

Patrons come and go from the table to visit and have a chat and, on the outside, things seem normal. But inside, we are all freaking out, every single one of us reliving the fear from Theo’s rescue.

When Seldon hurries back into the tavern, the kitchen door thuds against the wall as he slams it open in a hurry. A strange sense of calm settles over the table, conversations cease, the answer clear well before Seldon, hands wringing, voice strained, confirms our worst fears.

Theo is missing.


Theo


Darius keeps talking, but I’m having trouble keeping track of the words coming out of his mouth, my brain too busy scrambling to catch up.

Why is he here?

What does he want?

Why does he keep touching me?

Sure, I might have the answers to those questions if I listened, but his hand is on my knee again, and my senses are at panic stations. I just want to run upstairs to my room, lock the door, and wrap myself up like a burrito until the thundering screaming in my head stops.

Shit.

Darius is looking at me like I’m meant to be answering. My lip has found its way between my teeth, and I can taste the blood where I have chewed on it too hard.

How had I ever thought his face was handsome? It is good looking, yeah, but devoid of personality, of life. There is nothing in his eyes. Like affection is just a mask slipped on his face, a role he is playing.

How have I never seen this before? Was I always so blind?

Well, yes.

To fight the overwhelming urge to flee, I focus on my breathing, cycling my breath in and out, until it steadies again. Darius takes both my hands in his, leaning forward to do so as I’d somehow shuffled my chair back while I’d been zoned out.

“Theo, are you okay, my love?” Man, it seems like I’ve missed a lot, what the fuck?

I try to pull my hands out of his grasp, but he holds tight, squeezing my fingers with punishing strength. His thumbs stroke my hands in a way that emulates soothing to the observer, but his grip doesn’t loosen until I quit resisting.

“How overwhelmed you must be, here, in this… place.” I’ve never been a violent man, but the snobbish sneer on his face when he casts his eye over the Black Stump Tavern helps replace some of my anxiety with rage. My palms itch to smack the look off his face.

“But never mind that, Theo. I’m here for you now. There was talk, back at the University, about what happened. I spoke to the Dean, and he confirmed that you weren’t returning and that you…” A passably believable look of empathy moves over his face, and he leans even closer, hinting at my lost gifts.

A shudder ripples up my spine, but I don’t pull back. This was the plan, wasn’t it? The one I made with Dr. Brordieu? To talk, clear the air. Another deep breath. This is a good thing. Even if it feels incredibly, cosmically wrong.

Darius sighs, that sigh he always did when I had disappointed him or failed to live up to his expectations. “I want you to know that I forgive you Theo. That it doesn’t matter to me that you lost your gifts or that you ran away. Or that you didn’t answer my calls when I needed you. There is no need to be ashamed, I am still here for you.”

His voice is soft still, wrapping around me like a ribbon. Unbidden, those old feelings stir deep in my gut, throwing my world as I know it off its axis, clouding my judgement until it settles around me like a fog.

“I-I-” I shake myself, trying to clear my head of the shame and guilt, to remember the points that I had gone over with Dr Brordieu, but for the life of me I can’t seem to remember them. “What about Mathilde? You’re going to marry her. You said-”

He squeezes my hands again, eyes flicking cautiously around the tavern when I hiss loud enough to draw the attention of others. “My darling Theo, that was nothing. I swear it. Why don’t we go somewhere more private? The beings here, they are so… unseemly. I can explain everything.”

In the very distant back of my mind there is a fuzzy voice yelling a warning, cursing a storm that he was talking shit about my friends. But it is quickly snuffed out. Darius would never hurt me, the more logical, reasonable voice reassures me. He’s safe—he cares about me. The first flicker of real emotion flashes in his eyes as I nod, satisfied that I have agreed.

Leading Darius to the table filled with my brother and my friends and most importantly, Roan, is a surreal feeling. He keeps trying to touch me, to lead me, with a hand on the back or the arm, but each time a fiery spark warns me of his touch, and I jump from his reach.

It’s a stark contrast to the safety I feel when Roan does the same thing. Everything about this interaction feels vaguely wrong, like it is happening beside me, not to me. But I can’t seem to stop it all from happening.

The adrenaline of the moment is making me feel like I’m watching the scene from outside my body as I reassure them, play-acting normalcy, even maintaining my newfound sass like a puppet. My mouth aches as I mouth “I love you” across the tavern to Roan.

Darius keeps close as I lead him down the path to the house, and I can feel the judgement rolling off him. The knowledge feels exterior to me, outside of my body.

Even though none of this feels real, his touch still burns through my shirt. Obviously, he still feels the sting in his hand as he has thankfully stopped trying to grab me. If I didn’t know better, I would think my body is trying to repel him, even if my mind can’t seem to.

“Well, isn’t this… charming.” He follows me through the carved door into the living area, freshly painted a soft and creamy butter yellow and waiting for its new curtains, and spins on his heels.

He looks so odd here, his pressed and starched clothes, pristine hair and icy aura completely at odds with the warmth, comfort, and love of the room. He looks alien, unreal. Maybe this is all still some dream, and I’ll wake up in Roan’s arms once again.

“Thank you. I did most of the work myself. Well, what I could. The others helped.” I step closer, and he turns back to me, coming to stand before me, chest to chest—well, waist. Like everyone, he is considerably taller than me—looking down at me. Not even metaphorically this time. His hands rise to grasp my arms before he remembers and drops them, resting them on his hips instead.

“Of course, Theo. And what help you would have needed, I mean, you, a Hivercouer, doing manual labour.” He scoffs, pretentiously.

I want to argue back but hold my tongue, not wanting to ruin things with a fight.

One of his hands comes up again, ghosting over my cheek with the back of his hand, while his eyes search mine for something I don’t know how to give him. A warm buzz skates over my skin, like a million pinpricks poking holes into my spirit.

I can’t seem to take my eyes from his—like a compulsion, I’m locked onto them. They are so deep, the dots of his pupils widening until his eyes are pure blackness. Panic rises in my subconscious, but it’s too late. The earth drops from beneath my feet, plunging me into blackness. As the world disappears and I sink into oblivion, one thought overwhelms me.

Oh fuck. Not again.

***

The ground beneath me is hard, rough. And also kind of damp? With my eyes still shut, I scan my body, testing my limbs for movement. Fortunately, there is no pain, no apparent injuries to my body except for a dull ache to accompany the mental grogginess.

Unfortunately, my arms and legs are completely unrestrained. That would have been a good thing, except there is a slick patch of something wet beneath me—is that moss?—and my body jerks wildly in shock.

“Ah, I see you’re finally awake.” Hearing Darius’s voice seems to unlock my hearing, the sounds rushing my ears.

Bird calls, trees rustling in the breeze and, most importantly, the pounding of the Whisper Falls.

How did I get here? Hysteria wells in me, as I become all too aware that, for the second time in my life, in this year, in the last six months I have been bespelled and kidnapped.

What in the actual fuck?

Hysteria gives way to white hot rage. How fucking dare he? How dare he victimise me again? The anger flowing through my body balls into furious sparks from my fingertips.

Thankfully, my fingers are hidden from view under my chest where I am sprawled on the floor. The sparks burn my chest, but I take the pain and let it fire me up further. Whatever is about to come, I am going to need whatever advantage I can get.

“You can stop pretending now, Theo, I know you’re awake. You might try to act with some dignity.”

Despite being loath to do a single thing he says, I push myself to sit, tucking my knees into my chest and crossing my arms over them to conceal my sparking hands.

The sun is worryingly low to the treeline—though summer means longer days, it seems late in the afternoon now. We arrived at the tavern just before lunch. How long have I been out?

Somehow, and I hate to consider how exactly he’s done it, he has managed to get us both to the top of the Falls, setting us up beside the rocky creek bed right before the water tumbles over the ledge. From my sitting position, close enough to the edge to raise my blood pressure, I can see the pool below and the surrounding trees. If I squint really hard, I can see the white of the tavern and the house, so far, yet so close.

Actually close by are the slick rocks that form the wide creek bed. The bed is covered in moss and scraggly trees struggling to take root in between the large, flat slate sheets and smaller water-tumbled pebbles. The water is crystal clear, flowing rapidly towards its descent.

Naturally, the Whisper Woods surround us, and for a moment I consider pushing to my feet and bolting for the safety of the trees. But the distance is too far, even if I did manage to make it past the slick rocks without Darius and his absurdly long legs capturing me, there are still several metres of overgrown grass and shrubbery before you get to the treeline. I’d never make it.

Darius huffs impatiently from where he is fiddling about at a large stack of flat rocks. It almost looks like a primitive altar. Probably because he is setting it up to look like one, with bundles of herbs and a large seashell, candles, and a rather wicked looking knife.

What is it with my kidnappers and knives? It’s starting to hurt my feelings.

I meet his huff with a solid glare, happy to see his perpetually pristine and starchy pressed shirt and trousers stained and streaked with mud and grime. It is petty and childish, but it feels like a win to see him dirty. I know it will have cost him.

“Yes, yes. Enough of that. But don’t be mad, I’m about to give you everything you ever wanted, darling Theo.”

How had I ever thought his smug, pretentious face was handsome? His sneer twists his handsome visage into something sinister and gross. His hands rest on his hips, a length of black ribbon wrapped around one hand.

“What are you talking about, Darius? Why have you brought me here?”

“You should be grateful.” That honeyed quality I’d always loved is back in his voice and for the first time, I recognise the gentle press that accompanies it.

Is he compelling me?

Had this been going on for our entire relationship? How naive had I been? I manage to swallow my groan, gritting my teeth against the emotions bubbling up, focusing instead on my anger to stay tapped into the power sparking from my fingers. Feeling the pressure of his magic in my mind, I’m torn by indecision.

How much does he know about what happened to me? I had told the University, with extreme brevity, about the loss of my gift and my powers. Is he counting on my fae abilities being gone? He wouldn’t know they had begun to return, different as they are.

No one knows.

But also, if he had been managing to compel me for years, and I had been too stupid and happy to be wanted that I hadn’t noticed, he wouldn’t think my magic would be a roadblock to his control at all.

There are too many variables, too many unknowns, and I can’t seem to scramble a thought about what to do. Darius watches me closely, assessing—I need to do something. I send a quick prayer to the Gods for help, like a mental SOS, and tentatively push back at the compulsion prodding at me. Darius’s head cocks to the side, the sneer fading ever so slightly, becoming more shrewd.

“Interesting.” The word hangs in the breeze between us. He seems so unhurried, like he has all the time in the world for whatever he has planned.

“Are you going to explain what’s going on here?” I work to calm my voice, my breathing. I need to focus.

Deep breath in, deep breath out.

Darius goes back to the altar, fussing at the things he has there, withdrawing a thick, leather-bound book from a bag or something hidden behind the stone. It looks ancient, delicate; the pages yellowed and frail. He places it reverently on the slab, stroking a finger over the cover.

“Theo, my darling, we are to be mated. Isn’t that wonderful?” Both hands spread wide on the waist-high altar, he leans forward, a flat, emotionless smile on his face.

He isn’t even trying to hide it anymore.

Dimly, I am almost offended, the pressure of the situation, the insanity of it all sending me over the edge.

“What, and I mean this with all sincerity, Darius, are you fucking talking about?”

I’m met with a scowl and stony eyes.

“Language, Theo. You are a Hivercouer for the Gods’ sake. You should bloody well act like one for once!” His lightly tanned skin flushes with rage, his words ending on a broken shout. Taking a moment to collect himself, he breathes deep, smoothing down his shirt, running a hand over his hair. Physically pulling himself back together.

Out of the corner of my eye, I can see the gathering of Woods creatures hanging in the shadows, all watching with interest. A herd of nabras captures my attention, their feathers ruffling like they do when they stalk their prey. They are too far to recognise if they are the herd I am familiar with, but I can only hope so.

If not, I might also be on the menu for whatever is running through their heads. I swallow down the fear of one more potential villain in this scenario and try to get a hold of my panic before it spirals out of control.

From over a kilometre away, the largest, obviously the leader of their herd, locks eyes with me. Help. That knowledge again, communication felt rather than heard.

They are here to help me? Maintaining eye contact I give the briefest of nods—nabras’ eyesight is inherently powerful—I know they can see me. My nod is confirmed by the bow of the nabras’s enormous head, their beak snapping once, menacingly. For whatever reason, they wait, holding position in the shadows. Are they waiting for my signal?

“It seems…” Darius’s much calmer voice pulls me back to the moment. “…that I have found myself in a bit of a dilemma, sweet Theo. And you, you are my solution. Don’t you want to help me?”

“Not particularly.” My cheerful taunt only angers him again, his eyebrows flying up before slamming back down in a frown.

“Well, that really is beside the point, now, isn’t it?” He stalks around the side of the altar towards me again, his shoes clipping loudly on the stone.

Not wanting to let him tower over me again, I stand, planting my feet wide, strengthening my stance, crossing my arms over my chest to hide my hands. He still stands over me, until my neck cranes back so I can glare directly in his face.

“You never even deserved it. None of it—not the money, not the power, not the influence. And Gods, your gifts! Useless. Wasted. But no more. I need your inheritance, Theo. And you, you obviously need someone to show you how to act. Behave. I tried and tried, but you never learnt. But maybe now you will. Who knows? And who cares? After we’re mated, and we’ve secured your place back in your family, then you can disappear however is necessary.”

Wow. I can feel my eyes widen in shock at the vicious diatribe —not to mention casual threats to my life—he literally spits in my face.

“I don’t know if you’ve heard, Darius.” I pump as much venom into my tone as I can muster, that spark in my fingers stretching through my palms up to my wrists, almost unmanageable, searing my skin. “But I’m disinherited. It all goes to cousin Gerald. Seems like you weren’t the only one whose expectations I failed to live up to.”

His smug smile is back, and I want nothing else in this world but to wipe it off his face, but I don’t have any faith that I could actually manage to overpower him.

“Wrong again, Theo. Your father is ready to welcome you back to the fold.” He pauses on a breath. I really think he enjoys the drama of all of this. “Under the right circumstances, of course.”

“And you’re the right circumstances?” I let my eyes trail over him, derisively. “I hardly think a commoner like you would be suitable to my father.”

My parents' classism and bigotry is a core aspect of their personalities. In fact, throw in their paranoia and it’s their entire personality. But Darius just laughs.

“Yes, well, his acceptance is more of a commentary on you rather than me. They’ve given up on you, and your brother as well, but I managed to convince him of my advantages.”

He compelled my father? That would be nearly impossible.

Father is as paranoid as he is a dick. Protection is his strength. What kind of power does Darius wield to be able to compel a man as gifted as him, or even me, without any hint of his magical presence? But most importantly, how did he manage to get to him? As far as I am aware, they had never met.

“How did you even meet my father?”

Casually, he brushes lint off my shoulder, hissing at the shock he is given when he makes contact with my shirt.

“My engagement to Mathilde opened doors to me. I managed to make friends in the right places. One thing led to another, and here we are.”

“That explains literally nothing, Darius. Tell me what happened. What happened with Mathilde?” I shift my arms on my chest, stinging him when I accidentally brush against him.

“You were never this mouthy before… but I’m sure I can break you of the habit.” My stomach turns at the sinister look on his face, but he continues before I can answer back. “With the new connections afforded to me by my fiancée, I saw an opportunity and seized it. They all looked down on me, snide and condescending. Like I was something undeserving.”

He scoffs, his face twisting in derision. “But they were fools, and so I showed them. Outsmarted them all. It wasn’t even hard. They are all so greedy for more, when they have everything. A whisper here, a rumour there. A little convincing, and I had them eating out of the palm of my hand. That was until that nosey bitch stuck her nose in and figured it out—”

“Figured what out? What did you do to them?” Not that I particularly care, but I can sense the increasing anxiety of the creatures watching in the shadows. Darius is too focused on me to notice that we are surrounded. By the water, creatures of the Woods and, the thing I am most concerned about, a plunge to our deaths.

Completely unconcerned, he smiles contentedly, remembering how he had outsmarted my father and his peers. “I convinced them to invest in a business opportunity. I’d mastered the art in school. It was expensive, you see, keeping up with Mathilde and our friends. They didn’t understand, they didn’t care. With the contacts Mathilde introduced me to, I could increase my game a thousandfold. And it worked. They invested more and more—I just had to stay ahead of the game, ahead of them all.”

His sharp inhale through his nose as he blissfully closes his eyes and turns his face to the sky shocks me, and I startle, my nerves frayed. It nearly unsettles him, almost has him casting his eye about the small clearing, but he is too wrapped up in the high of remembering the apparent thrill of investment fraud.

He’d been running a fucking investment scam.

“You compelled them to invest, didn’t you?”

His furious face snaps back to me. “A gold star for the little genius. Yes. None of you knew I had that particular gift. None of you had any idea of what gifts my parents gave me. They taught me how to be clever, to use the skills they had to my advantage, to be more.”

His eyes are crazed, his voice frantic. “But then Mathilde found everything—well, mostly. She never found out the truth about my talents. My mother was not only a powerful witch, but she was cunning too. She taught me how to conceal the gifts inherited from my father, how to mask my magic so as to appear weak and harmless. But then Mathilde ran crying to her father. Rather than risk the scandal, he made me quietly end the engagement and disappear. And I would have.”

“Until I heard a rather interesting argument between your father and your cousin. Your cousin Gerald was mad he had invested with me, and your father threatened to disinherit him and welcome you back into the family. Especially if you made a suitable match. It hadn’t taken much more effort to convince him that none other than yours truly would be an impeccable mate for you. I only had to find you. And you were wiley, I’ll give you that. But…” He quirks an eyebrow, calm again now. “…here we are.”

“And how exactly did you find me?” He startles me again, stepping away quickly, turning on his heel to return to the altar.

“Do you know anything of the mages that once resided on this land?”

I shake my head and throw my hands in the air, forgetting for a moment the magic sparking there before quickly tucking them back into hiding. Gods, I hope the stance at least looks casual and not like I’m hiding or cowering.

His monologuing was really taking away from the stress of the situation for me. A part of me considers just making a run for it, but now I am invested. I want to know. Need to know.

“No, Darius, I don’t know anything about the mages that once dwelled in the Whisper Woods.”

A flurry of magic whips from his hand, smacking me hard across the face. The pain stings my cheeks. Blinking back tears of pain I refuse to show him, I rub my cheek with my palm, still trying to conceal the uncontrolled power sizzling at the place where my fingers meet my palm.

“I will only tolerate so much, Theo. I warn you now.” Darius strokes the cover of the ancient tome again and rolls his shoulders. “Mages are known for their elemental control. But that is child’s play compared to the mages of the Woods. They were masters of the astral realm. Weavers of spiritual threads that bind us all. They could walk amongst the dead. Talk to spirits. Dream walk…”

It was him.

The thought hurts like a punch to the guts, winding me, wounding me more than any of the bullshit this encounter has wrought. He had stalked my dreams, tortured my sleep, until he found me, took me from the people I love, to force mate me? Fuck this.

“You bastard.” He knows. I know. He knows I know, and I know he knows I know. Sounds confusing, but it means it’s all out in the air now.

That same empty smile is plastered on his face again, and, before I can raise my hand to wipe it off as painfully as possible, my arms are bound to my body with magical bonds. I fight with all of my strength, but there is nothing I can do when I’m raised in the air til my sneakers drag on the rocks, carrying me closer to the altar and my deranged ex.

“Now, now, that’s no way to talk to your beloved, is it? I don’t understand why you are fighting this, Theo. Isn’t this what you always wanted? To be by my side forever? For me to finally claim you? For someone to finally want you?”

Acting on some childish reflex, I draw back my head, gathering up all the saliva in my mouth, and spit in his face. The wad of gunk lands on one eye with a loud thwack, dripping disgustingly down his cheek. His horrified expression makes it worth the way the bonds around my chest squeeze terrifyingly tight.

“If you were so confident I still wanted you, you wouldn’t have kidnapped me, Darius. I wouldn’t mate with you if you were the last being on earth. Gods, I wouldn’t piss on your teeth if your mouth were on fire. Rot in the ether, Darius!”

My voice raises to a furious shout, echoing through the Falls over the sound of the rapids below us. The rage only feeds the power buzzing inside me, but it’s volatile, like a child learning to hone their gifts for the first time, only bigger, stronger. It feels like a volcano inside me about to burst.

Darius, a man I once thought I loved, and I stare each other down from opposite sides of the altar. His hand flexes by his side, bound in that black ribbon, no doubt used in the mating binding ritual. His chest heaves with each breath he takes, power and anger rippling from him in waves. Tipping me closer to the edge of exploding.

“Good thing I don’t need your agreement. The magic of my father’s people may be largely lost, even before the Great Wars that ripped the power from us beings to save the pathetic humans, but some have remained loyal. Haven’t forgotten the way of our people. And my people, Theo, didn’t ask for what they wanted. They took it. Not through war or other barbarities. No, we used our wits and our cunning-”

“Yeah.” It seems my fool mouth has a mind of its own under pressure nowadays. And there is a lot of pressure on my chest—it’s getting more than a little difficult to breathe. “And that worked out great for your clan didn’t it?”

Another hard slap of magic, this time to my other cheek for good measure, snaps my head to the side. He didn’t pull back at all this time, pain radiating through my jaw and down my neck. My head spins from the whiplash, and it occurs to me that maybe I should keep my mouth shut if I want to get out of this alive.

“Enough of this, Theo. It’s time.” When my eyes blink open, through the haze of tears and black spots blurring my vision, I watch in horror as Darius raises his arms to the blue sky, his head thrown back as he chants mystical words, channelling ancient powers.

The candles before him are lit, the incense is burning, and the magic is brewing. I don’t know the words he is chanting. I can’t recognise the language, a long dead tongue, but I can feel the magic swirl around us and this sacred space.

Everything grows dimmer, greyer, as he casts his circle, as though we are encompassed in a mercurial cloud. The world feels detached from us, like we are displaced from reality.

He has managed to call the astral plane to us, merging the astral and physical realms in one temperamental convergence, a powerful and complicated ritual. The magical bonds around me loosen as Darius’s power is diverted into his workings, allowing me more precious oxygen into my lungs.

“It’s time, my mate, to bind our lives together.”

Pure, primitive fear floods my very spirit, wiping my mind of every thought, logical or not. There is only instinct. Wild, perilous, and stupid instinct. There is no possible way to escape. Desperate, I wrench my arms against their bonds as Darius rounds the altar with jet-black eyes and malevolent intent in his step. In the hand wrapped in the black ribbon he carries a blade. It is obviously ceremonial, but that doesn’t mean he is not going to draw blood. In fact, that is definitely his number one intention.

He stops immediately before me and cocks his head, listening for something in the distance. The gesture is so unexpected I almost giggle, obviously having lost my mind entirely. But then I hear whatever he has heard.

There are people calling. Yelling. Down below, their voices faint from the distance and the roar of the falls and the pounding in my ears. But it’s there. People calling out.

For me.

Darius and I seem to have the same realisation at the same instant, and everything becomes confusing and chaotic all at once. The cloud-like circle around us drops immediately, Darius instead diverting his power entirely to the bonds around me. With the last full breath of air before the bonds seize again, I yell as loud as I can to the people below.

“You fucking idiot!” Darius seethes, snatching me up roughly, pressing my back to his chest like a shield, the knife in his hand suddenly against my throat. There is a sizzle where his body makes contact with mine, but he is too far gone to feel it.

Instead, like the cornered animal he is, he frantically eyes the scene, above and below the Falls, edging us dangerously close to the cliff's edge to see who has arrived.

“Theo!” My brother's broken cry breaks my heart. He stumbles free of Caelan’s grasp to race to the edge of the pool as if he can somehow swim up the waterfall to me.

They are all there—Seff, Edith, Seldon, and Roan. My poor Roan, he looks frantic and ready to go completely off the rails. Every vein on his skin raised and red, his muscles enlarged. I can see him heaving in rage even from this far away, feel the burn of his eyes on me.

But there are others there, too. More witnesses than I can count to my mortifying second kidnapping. They are patrons. From the Tavern? The mages are there in their swirling jewelled cloaks, fae of all varieties, even a pack of bear shifters I’d been friendly with whenever they passed on through.

Even that minotaur who’d been a massive dick a few weeks back. Turns out he was a nice guy, just problems with his mate had made him act like a jerk.

Well, shit. My eyes begin to burn with fresh tears. The idea that so many people had come to find me is somehow more overwhelming than the kidnapping itself.

Behind me, I can feel the anxiety vibrating off Darius. He seems to also be realising just how big the crowd is, and what it might mean for him.

What he doesn’t seem to realise is that behind us, the nabras have been silently stalking their way across the clearing.

“Don’t even think about coming up here!” Darius screams hysterically to the crowd gathered below, jerking me wildly about with his movements.

This whole thing has spun wildly out of control. Though it wasn’t exactly a well-thought-out plan to begin with. Darius seems like he is on the edge of losing it entirely. But then, sane men don’t kidnap their exes to force them to mate with them, so I’m not sure he ever really had it to begin with.

I doubt rational decision making is top of his agenda right now. In the deepest recesses of my consciousness, I almost feel bad for him, but if only one of us is making it out of here, it’s going to be me.

Far down below us, I can see everyone anxiously trying to devise a plan. I can see the ball of magic in Edith’s hand ready for her to launch her own offensive. The bonds wrapped around me tighten threateningly again, cutting off the circulation in my extremities.

That is the final threat to my existence my subconscious can seem to stand. Like a match to the tinderbox, the unstable power brewing inside me bursts forth like a blinding yellow light.

My explosion of power renders his hold useless—I can smell the singed skin on his front where my magic burnt him as I step out of his grasp. Balls of light still encompass my hands, and I hold them up defensively, pretending I know how to wield whatever new magic I possess.

But it doesn’t matter.

Screeching in pain, Darius backs away from me, the entirety of his front melted into a vile, blistered red mess. Bile rises in my throat at the hideous sight.

“Just stop, Darius! Just stop!” My pleas fall on deaf ears as he continues to stumble back away from me, too encompassed in his pain.

It is all for naught anyway; he backs up too far, too close to the nabras that have been watching him from the very edges of the rocky creek bed. They had patiently waited, biding their time, so their talons didn’t give them away by clicking on the rocks.

Help, that word again, slithers its way into my skull. The largest nabras rises to its full height behind Darius—who is gasping and wailing in his horrific pain—expanding its feathered wings and elongating its neck. It isn’t until the beast unhinges its jaw that my shock-addled brain understands what it is about to do.

I lunge forward, trying to grab Darius, but he jerks back, screaming anew, unaware of his fate, terrified of being burnt further by my hands.

As he jerks back, my screaming cries become choked by the vomit rising in my throat, and he tumbles back just as the nabras’s impossibly large beak descends, devouring him whole.

The vomit finally wins, and I unload my stomach contents onto the creek bed. It’s not the visuals, but the visceral wetness of the action, the gulping and swallowing that upends me. The nabras rises and for a moment, in my demented state, I almost expect it to burp like a character in one of the cartoons I watched in secret as a child.

But it doesn’t, obviously.

Instead, he raises his head, leaving a blank spot where my ex-lover, my kidnapper, had been.

Only dust, and the scuff marks from where he’d shuffled from me remain. He didn't even have a chance to scream in fear. Well, he had been screaming but because of me, not the nabras about to swallow him whole.

It is the last thought that tips me over the edge, and I wrap my arms about my waist, my hands now extinguished of their magic, dropping hard to my knees on the stone.

Hysterical crying laughter overtakes me in gasping, choked sobs. I can hear the yells from below me, the rushing of the water, and the gentle trill of the nabras as it edges closer to me, brushing its hard beak lovingly over my tangled curls.

The noises are dim, echoey. I’m too consumed with the agony inside myself, expelling the pain inside in gut-wrenching tears. The nabras envelopes me in its feathered wings, using its warmth to shelter me from hurting myself further.. It warbles softly, a vibration through the cocoon in which it has encompassed me.

You can only cry in terror for so long before exhaustion claims you, and so it comes for me, too. Sucking the fight from me, leaving me with sweet, sweet nothingness.


Roan


“Theo!” My bellow rings through the trees of the Woods surrounding the Falls, and echoes the other searchers, our friends, and patrons from the tavern as we scour the paths together. Panic and rage claw at my insides, the last threads of my control frayed, my berserker-self only reined in by the constant reminder from Mauvy that rampaging through the Woods and tearing them to shreds until I found him would only waste time.

Mauvy hasn’t left my side since Seldon returned and told us that Theo and Darius were nowhere to be found. Even her usually gentle and reassuring presence is vibrating with anxiety, but still, without my tiny platonic life partner, I no doubt would have lost it entirely by now.

I’d lost my shirt when I’d raged out a little too quickly and the thing had shredded under the strain of my expanding muscles. Sweat slicks down my back in the sultry heat of the Woods as we make our way up the gently sloping incline.

Seldon and Seff, who we’d finally gotten in contact with, had quickly shifted into their animal counterparts to better track their possible location. They are now in the lead, circling back to us impatiently every so often to round us up, to move us along faster.

The entire tavern had cleared out to help with the search, only Woodsy and one of the casuals staying back to manage anyone who came while we were gone. The Woods behind the tavern, my once peaceful sanctuary, are now crawling with a few dozen beings, all hollering for my Theo.

I was frantic when Seldon told us the news—only Tor had beaten me to the house to check for ourselves. We ran as fast as we could, bursting into the house screaming his name. I think we actually broke the door off its hinges.

Tor was tearing at his hair by the time the others reached us. I could live a thousand lifetimes and be happy to never see the tortured look on his face ever again. He’d collapsed into Caelan’s arms, body heaving with heart-wrenching sobs when the group finally reached us. Mauvy had carefully pulled me into her arms, whispering softly that we would find him, but still, the anger and fear had exploded into my body.

I’d worked so hard my whole life to not let my feelings get the better of me, but Theo, the idea of losing him, was my complete undoing.

“Roan.” Mauvy had actually kicked me, hard, with her cloven foot to get my attention. My vision had been a stark reddish blur at that point, but I’d managed to see the outline of her. She kicked me again for good measure. “You cannot go off half-cocked. We will find him, but you will fuck this up if you do not manage your emotions. Breathe Godsdammit. Emotions are fine. Rampaging is not.”

It was what my mother used to tell me when I was emotional as a child and would become a little berserker causing a storm in her house. As always, my little faun managed to pull me back from the edge. Edith and Tarook, in a worrying alliance, had taken charge of the situation, gathering the patrons and organising the search.

The end of the path is nearly visible, the sounds of the Falls piercing the yells of the searchers. Memories of coming here with Theo for the very first time flit through my mind. Kissing him on this path, sharing this secret place with him.

My heart squeezes in my chest, and I stumble, the wave of feelings knocking me almost off my feet. Wordlessly, Tor helps me straighten, slapping my shoulder and giving me a nod. I think he goes to say something, but his throat works hard, like he’s choking on a sob, and he just nods again. I smile at him. It must look feral because of the way the veins are protruding from my skin, my features exaggerated and dominating, but I try anyway.

“Gods, I wish we were bonded mates like you and Caelan.” My voice is gruff with my change. “I could know where he is, if he is safe.”

Tor turns to look at Caelan, who is walking with the mages. As if he knows we are talking about him, he leans forward to give us a tight smile around the air mage Alesander. He probably did know, felt it through his bond with Tor. I don’t want to be jealous of their connection; bonded mates are rare, almost unheard of. Even if I did—when I do—mate with Theo, it won’t be a bond like theirs, blessed by the Whisper Woods themselves.

Because we will find Theo, and, Gods willing that he will have me, he will be my mate. Is my mate. Mine.

“You guys are really that serious, huh?”

I raise my eyebrow and pull a face up at Tor where he manages to tower over me just slightly. Thankfully, he has the decency to blush, a pink stain to his purple cheeks when Mauvy snorts loudly on the other side of me.

Tor stuffs his hands in the pockets of his shorts, tipping his head to the ground while he nods. “Yeah, I guess that was a dumb question. It’s just… strange. Theo, growing up and all that.”

“Keep talking like that, and he will find us to hit you upside the head.” Mauvy chides Tor, reaching out to pinch his side. Tor yelps and huffs a laugh, scrubbing at the back of his head.

“Yeah, yeah he would.” A sad, resigned smile plays at his lips, but we don’t say anything more. We walk together for a short while, our shoulders bumping with our steps, almost reassuringly. When Seff and Seldon, along with a few of the other shifters in our search party, start barking and yipping up ahead, Tor grips my arm, his sharp intake of breath almost inaudible.

The others shout and call out amongst each other, but we don’t bother to wait, running together, our feet thundering on the dirt path until we crash into the clearing. The others are soon behind us, but I can’t see anything.

He’s not here.

The Falls are empty except for the thundering rapids. Anger and terror boil within me, and I scrub at my face, trying to think.

“Up there!” I have no idea who shouts, but I force myself to look up. The sun is directly behind the Falls so it takes a moment to focus, but then I see… what in the fuck is that? A swirling purple grey cloud hovers near the cliff edge. Is Theo in there? My fae instincts, my fae knowing, are too overwrought at the situation to give me any guidance.

“Is that him?”

“How do we get up there?”

“Surely there is a path?”

“I can summon the water element to get us up. Maybe.”

“Or I can use the air.”

The conversation happens all at once, but it ceases immediately when the circular cloud dissipates to reveal Theo and Darius facing off, far enough back from the cliff's edge they are only just visible. A strained yell echoes down to us before Darius snatches Theo up in his arms, edging them closer to the precipice.

“Theo!” Tor screams beside me, pulling himself free from Caelan’s hold, running towards the water before he realises the futility of it all, and collapses to his knees on the pool's edge. There are once again cries and gasps from around the clearing as everyone notices the blade glinting in the sunlight against Theo’s throat.

“What do we do?”

“If we try, he’ll kill him.”

“There is too much risk.”

“What in the actual fuck?”

The chatter is too loud. But also distant. Like I’m not connected to the moment. I’m here but also in the cottage.

Overlaid with the present moment, my mind's eye shoves the memory of Marieth’s blade held aloft, ready to pierce Theo’s heart to the forefront. Only this time, I can’t just run to him and snatch him up. He’s too far out of reach, that blade all too ready to rip into his body. My lungs seize entirely, every cell in my body vibrating with tension.

“Don’t even think about coming up here!” The hysterical yell from Darius is barely audible over the sounds of the waterfall, but he makes his point well enough by pulling Theo even tighter to him, jerking him around wildly.

Usually something as simple as a cut to the throat wouldn’t kill a fae, but if the blade is enchanted, there is always the possibility. Not to mention that it would incapacitate Theo long enough to do something that would kill him, like remove his head or heart, before any of us could get there.

Gods, we don’t even know what power Darius wields. There are too many things that can go wrong.

The conversation continues to swirl around me, but I can’t hear them. Time is like sludge. Surely we’ve only been here for minutes, but it feels as though I’ve been trapped in this moment for centuries.

Once again, the conversations cease on a sharp collective intake of breath. On the Falls edge, a brilliant yellow light explodes from Theo, like the sun bursting through his very being, blinding us all.

There are screams of surprise, and I spin to cover my eyes from the light. Tortured screams fill the falls, echoing off the stones and cliff side. Tentatively, I uncover my face, but the light has faded. It’s hard to see from the low vantage point, but Darius seems to be retreating from Theo, screaming.

He looks… burnt. Even from this far the wounds look horrifying. He is backing away from Theo. My Theo. My Theo who has balls of magic encompassing the palms of his hands. Those hands are raised trying to reassure Darius, who doesn’t seem to spot the nabras he is scurrying back into.

There are more screams from the witnesses around me as the nabras swallows Darius whole. I can hear the horrified cries and gags as those around me watch the gruesome scene. But all I can see is the beast now facing down Theo, who has dropped to his knees, hysterical.

“I need to get to him! Now!” I feel the ruffle of the wind, and Alesander is beside me, his black cloak swirling against my calves as he steps to my side.

His chants are melodic in his deep, musical voice, conjuring a wind that circles us both, lifting our feet. My stomach hits my knees when I realise that my feet have left the ground. I turn wide-eyed to Alesander, but he just smirks back at me, raising his arms as we rise. Tor hurries to our side, tugging on my arm.

“Wait! I need-” Edith tugs him back but only after shaking the blue orbs in her hands away. He fights her hold, but she must be using magic against him, because he can’t seem to escape her hold as he cries out for us, and for Theo.

By the time that he quiets, sobbing in Edith’s arms while she rubs his back, whispering soothing words in his ear, we have already reached the top of the Falls and the wind dumps us on the ground.

Well, it dumps me. Alesander seems to have expected it, stepping onto the ground elegantly while I stumble to find my footing.

For one terrible second, I think we are too late and the nabras has eaten Theo, too, because I cannot see him. But then I realise he is safely cradled in the nabras’s downy wings.

Like a lumbering idiot, I lurch towards them, Alesander hot on my heels, both stopping short when the nabras snaps its beak in our direction, eyeing us with its narrowed, yellow eyes. Alesander heeds the warning, but I cannot take one more thing being between Theo and myself. I don’t want to hurt the beast, but I will if I have to.

I take a deep breath to calm the murderous rage, stepping towards the creature who trills threateningly. My hands raise in front of me, and I slow my steps, exaggerating how careful I am being.

“It’s okay. I don’t want to hurt you. I just want to take Theo.” Channeling every ounce of calm I can, despite being very, very not calm, I ease my way to the nabras. It eyes me like it can smell my fear and hear the racing of my heart, cocks its head and rumbles out a strange cooing sound.

Alesander moves behind me and then to the side, doing I have no idea what. The beast snaps furiously at him but makes no move to attack, instead watching him intently, twisting its head almost one hundred and eighty degrees to track the mage’s movements.

But then, finally, it unwraps its wings, revealing Theo curled in a small ball on the ground. Relief floods my body when my hands finally make contact with him, scooping him into my arms and cradling him to my chest delicately.

He feels so fragile. I hate the feeling. With every fibre of my being I hate the memory of him unconscious in my arms, I hate being here again. Hate that I failed him, failed to protect him, keep him safe. Hate that he was put in this position again. Hate that he was hurt. That he has experienced this pain again.

The nabras coos softly, head cocking to the side, watching me carefully as I place a delicate kiss to Theo’s forehead, brushing my lips gently over his skin, just enough to remind myself that he is real. Droplets fall onto his stained and torn tee shirt, and I dumbly look up to the clear sky before realising they are from me. Tears stream down my face, but I can’t find it in me to care.

“Thank you.” I have no idea if the nabras can understand me. It doesn’t matter anyway because, with a loud rustling sound, the beast rises to its feet and, with an even louder whoosh of its wings, launches itself into the air to join its herd. Nabras can’t really fly, it’s more of an exaggerated jump.

All that I care about, though, is the man in my arms. He has changed so much since I last cradled him like this; he was frail then. But not now—his body is strong. He fought back and saved himself.

Again, I brush my lips over his face, kissing him gently over his brow, his cheeks, his nose. My chest is tight, squeezing painfully. At least this time I can feel the steady rhythm of his heartbeat, his even breath.

“You were so brave, Theo. So brave.” I manage to choke out the words before I crush my cheek to his forehead, squeezing him against me as if I can absorb him into my very being.

“Are you ready to go down?”

I look at Alesander, then down at Theo, and then back up to him again, grimacing. On the ride up, I was able to ignore the sensation, but now, especially with Theo at risk, it has my stomach turning.

“I guess there isn’t much of a choice is there?”

His chuckle isn’t exactly encouraging.

Riding on the wind is significantly more terrifying on the way back down. With Theo cradled in my arms, the risk feels like it’s grown exponentially. It feels wrong—one slight movement could send us plummeting. But soon enough, we are back on solid ground, and our friends and family are wrapping Theo—and me by default—in their love.

“Is he okay?”

“Why is he unconscious?”

“What happened?”

Once again, a thousand conversations pummel my ears, and it’s everything I can do to not roar at them to leave us alone.

Deep breath in, deep breath out. Just like Theo taught me.

“That’s enough! Let him breathe for the love of the Gods.” Edith shoulders her way through the crowd, her voice breaking through the chorus, until she is directly in front of me. The air shimmers around her, her magic unrestrained.

“Well, this feels familiar doesn’t it?” Her big violet eyes meet mine. There is a joking tinge to her voice, but it’s fragile, like the grasp we all have on our sanity right now. Her nose twitches like she is holding back a sniff, daring the tears to fall. I can only reply with a tight smile and a shrug, Theo’s limp body rising with my movements, causing his arm to flop from where it was resting across his chest.

A choked gasp, followed by a whimper escapes from Tor, hovering at my elbow.

“He’s not-” The words are watery—he can’t even finish his sentence. Caelan tugs his mate tighter under his arm. There are tears on his face, too, as he pulls Tor’s head into the crook of his neck.

“No.” I manage to choke the words out around the emotion clawing at my tongue. “No, he’s breathing.”

While I reassure everyone, Edith runs her hands lightly in the space just above Theo’s body, her eyes closed, once again assessing his body. She flinches and then does it again.

I desperately want to shake her, scream at her to tell me what she sees, but I don’t. Instead I watch Mauvy, working in the background as always, rounding up the rescue party with Tarook to send them back to the tavern. She catches my eye and signals that she’s going to leave with the others, and I nod briefly, mouthing my thank you across the clearing, but she only waves me off with her usual smile. Doing for each other is what we do.

“What’s the verdict, doc?” Seldon has stuck behind with us. His fingers are knotted tight in Seff’s fur and they are leaning together, wolf-Seff whining softly.

“Our boy’s okay. He’s distressed but resting.” Edith gently trails a bony white finger over Theo’s cheek before pressing a soft kiss to his forehead, leaving a smudge of red lipstick behind. Behind his closed eyelids, Theo’s eyes flicker under her touch, a soft whimper breathing from him before he resettles. My heart lurches once again at the sound.

“Come on, why don’t we head back to the tavern?” Caelan’s calm voice breaks through the moment, and I nod, shifting Theo so he is more secure in my arms.

“Right, let’s head home.”

***

We only made it as far as my house. I didn’t want to take Theo back to his room in the Black Stump. I don’t want him waking up in that bed, falling back into the same depression. Hiding from the world in his cocoon again. Instead, Theo is settled on my bed, wrapped up in my old quilt and a hand knitted blanket my grandmother gave to me as a kid.

He looks odd in my space, maybe because I’ve never really thought of it as my space? It’s just the place that I sleep sometimes. The tavern is my real home. And Inigo’s cottage, or, well, Theo’s house now. I guess it really is ours now if he still wants it to be. I tear my eyes from his resting form on my bed and scrub my hand over my face, turning to the surplus of people in my home.

There are really only two rooms in the place. The door opens to an open plan, with an L-shaped room, the tiny kitchenette and dining area in the immediate entry. A small living area, really just a couple of small couches and a bookcase, separates the “kitchen” from the bedroom area and has the door to the bathroom.

My bed is on a raised floor, giving it the illusion of being its own separate space. The bed is nothing special, just a mattress on an ensemble base and a couple of wardrobes I picked up at the big box store a few towns over.

Considering most of my hook ups either happen when I’m in town or in the tavern, I’ve rarely brought anyone back here, certainly not this many people. I’ve never really considered how little effort I’ve put into this space. Especially with how much effort we, Mauvy and I, have put into the tavern.

The walls are white, the couches barely comfortable, the cabinets generic fake wood from the hardware superstore. There are some framed photos on the bookcase, my parents, my uncle, Mauvy, and me over the years, moments from the Black Stump. It’s probably the only noticeable stamp of my specific existence in this space.

Edith is currently inspecting every single one of the photos, smiling softly at the younger faces of Mauvy and me out at festivals or on holidays. Tor and Caelan are cuddled together on the couch facing Theo. Despite the heat of the day, I made everyone tea just for something to keep my hands busy. Tor has his mug grasped tightly in his hands, staring at his brother like he can will him awake. Caelan is next to him, rubbing his back, staring off like he isn’t really here.

Seff and Seldon are on my only two dining chairs, Seldon awkwardly watching everyone like he desperately wants to say something but isn’t sure what. I sympathise because what can we say?

Seff, poor Seff, is obviously struggling, leg bouncing under the table, knocking it every so often, sending tea all over the table.

“Sorry,” he mumbles, sopping up the mess with a tea towel I’d thrown him the first time it happened. But I wave him off. It’s fine. Well, nothing’s fine right now, but the spilled tea is fine.

“I have food,” Mauvy announces as she swings open the door. The bang as it hits the wall makes everyone startle. Mauvy watches us all with a raised eyebrow, carefully placing her basket on the bench and digging out the sandwiches she’s brought over.

Mauvy, like all fauns, is a big believer in food solving all ills. Shifters might be touchers—they need it to feel connection to themselves and others. Fauns show their love, for each other and for life, with food and wine.

One by one, Mauvy hands everyone their sandwiches, each one made specifically with our favourites. She even puts a plate of brownies out too. Only murmurs of thank you ripple through the room. I take a large bite of the roast beef with relish and lettuce on rye and nudge her with my hip when she settles next to me at the kitchen counter. She leans in close, resting her head on my elbow.

“I should have known.” Tor is the first to cave, breaking the silence as we eat. I look up at the tears streaming down his face, then look back to Mauvy and my mostly eaten sandwich. Did she enchant them to make us talk? She one hundred-percent knows what I’m thinking, scoffing and hitting my stomach with the back of her hand.

“You’re an idiot.” She mumbles at me on her way to join Edith and Caelan in wrapping Tor in a firm hug.

“How were you meant to know?” Caelan rocks him gently in the group hug.

“If I was a better brother, if I had just talked to him-” Tor hiccups and sobs his way around the words.

I can’t stand it—there is no way that I can let him blame himself for this. I walk towards the huddle and crouch down so I can look him in the eye where he is huddled over his knees crying gut-wrenching sobs.

“That, Tor, is a load of horseshit.” The weight of my tone snaps through his tears. He turns to face me and, for the briefest of seconds, I recognise how wildly unfair it is that even though he had been ugly crying only moments ago, the red tinge to his eye somehow doesn’t detract from the overall perfection of his face. Neither does the heated glare he’s firing my way. I rush to explain.

“I love your brother with everything I have in me. But this one isn’t on you. Theo has many, many amazing qualities, but he also has a massive chip on his shoulder about not being seen as a competent adult. Is it justified? Sure. You two growing up with your parents and not turning out to be psychopaths like them is a feat in itself. Not to mention growing up being a child genius amongst adults. But your brother can’t communicate for shit.”

Tor snorts a laugh and nods. I’m more than a little glad that he hasn’t taken my honesty the wrong way. “Not that I’m any better. But he’s working on it. This isn’t all on you. It’s not all on him. And in his warped little way, he would be insanely pissed if you tried to take all the responsibility and blame for this.”

“Oh my gods, I can hear him now.” Seldon breaks in from the other side of the room, “Tor can’t even let me be responsible for my own kidnapping. Gods, when is he just going to let me breathe!” He adds in a terrible impersonation. But it has the desired effect, and we all chuckle, releasing some of the tension.

“Ugh, you’re right.” Tor throws himself back on the couch, running his hand through his hair. It should be a sweaty, tangled mess, but the curls just fall perfectly back into place.

Edith and Mauvy arrange themselves on the back of the couch and continue to rub his shoulders. I’m only seventy-percent convinced it’s for comfort and not just to feel him up. The area is more than a little crowded, so I move back to my spot leaning against the counter.

“We let him down last time, when we left him alone. After, you know?” Seff is staring into his tea like it holds the secrets to the universe. His leg continues to bounce; he is like a ball of energy about to combust. “We can’t do that again.” Seldon reaches out across the tiny table to pat his hand.

“Of course we won’t. But Seff, last time… you guys were hurting, too. You all went through something then.” Seff goes to interrupt but I see the knuckles on Seldon’s hand turn white where he is holding Seff’s hand. “Yes, Theo went through more. But trauma’s not a competition. You were all pretty fucked up when you got back. Will we make sure it’s different this time? Yeah. But things are different now. You can’t beat yourself up about all that.”

From the look on Seff’s face, he listened to approximately zero of that, despite his nods.

“So, uh, I thought he lost his fae magic.” Caelan lets Seff off the hook. “You know anything about the exploding sun thing he had going on today?”

He’s looking at me, but I spread my hands in front of me and shrug, heaving a giant sigh. “Honestly, there were a few things that made me suspicious. But that communication thing, you know? The mages know what’s up. I overheard Tarook and Alesander talking on the way back. But I missed the important bit.”

Mauvy jumps off the back of the couch. “Which reminds me, I have a Tavern to run. I’ll get rooms done for you lot. Don’t linger too long, you need rest.” She stops to pull me down for a hug.

“I owe you.” I whisper in her ear. She pecks a quick kiss near my ear and slaps my cheek affectionately.

“Absolutely not. You know I have the Tavern handled. You take all the time you need here.”

After she leaves, it doesn’t take long for everyone else to clear out for the night. Granted, Caelan has to basically drag Tor from my couch, but he manages. After a quick shower—the sweat and dirt from the rescue had caked firmly onto my skin—I grab a cloth and towel and head to the bed to clean Theo off as well as I can.

It is a delicate process, stripping him off while unconscious, but I manage. His body is riddled with red burns under his arms and bruises blooming across his chest and face. My hands shake with anger as I trace the thick purple bands across his chest. There is no way they didn’t hurt.

Gently, I kiss my way across them, wiping at the traces of dirt. His knees are black and bloody where he slammed into the rocky creek bed, and he hisses in his slumber as I clean him and brush more kisses against the marks there.

Eventually, he is clean as I can get him without disturbing him further, and so I slide into the bed next to him, not bothering with clothes for either of us, needing to feel as much of his skin against mine as possible. I pull him close, so he is tucked into my side, wrapping myself around him. Safe.

Safe. The word breaks the dam inside me, the emotions of the day slamming into me like a board to the face, and I let them fall. Every single one of them falling with my tears, I cry holding Theo, weaving promises into the night that I will love and protect and care for him for the rest of our lives.


Theo


A shuddering snore wakes me, and I panic, flailing wildly at the heavy arm wrapped around me. I am not a hundred-percent sure why I’m panicking, but I do, tearing at the unfamiliar sheets. But in my panic, a familiar smell hits me, spicy and warm, like safety and home.

My racing heart slowly settles, and I blink away the sleepy confusion. The heavy arm tightens around me, and the solid wall of man snuggles closer to my side, a grumpy huff of breath tickling the side of my neck.

Roan. I am in Roan’s bed.

It’s so strange that in all our time together, I’ve never seen where he lives. I mean, we’ve talked about it. He just prefers the tavern. I hope he prefers my house—our house—the most.

In the dim light filtering through the curtains, I can’t see much from where I’m pinned next to him, just the cheap bedside cabinets and wardrobe. The generic, fake beechwood timber looks out of place against the white-washed walls and exposed beams. He doesn’t even like light-coloured wood. Even the plain navy quilt feels out of place. There is nothing of Roan here, like a stranger's room.

At least in the cocoon of his bed, of him, it feels so calm. So different to the cocoon I last wrapped myself in—sure it was safe, but I was a mess. This morning feels different. Clearer.

Shit. I was kidnapped yesterday.

Again.

Was it yesterday? What day is it? How long was I out? Shouldn’t I be freaking out about the kidnapping and not the time?

Dull anxiety leadens my limbs while my fingers and toes tingle. There it is. I can feel the racing of my heart under Roan’s muscular weight; it feels like that is the only thing tethering me to this world. Grounding me.

Deep breath in, deep breath out.

Ok. So my ex had been haunting my dreams.

He stalked my nightmares and found me and managed to magic me away to try and force-mate me. Turns out that he was far more powerful than any of us gave him credit for. And then the nabras ate him. The nabras that one hundred-percent talked to me. Again. Or whatever it is that’s been happening with me and the creatures of the Woods.

Cool. Easy.

Oh.

And I exploded magic at him.

I forgot that.

I’m grateful that I haven’t eaten in Gods knows how long because the memory of the sight and the smell of his burnt flesh turns my stomach dangerously.

Apparently my magic is back? But different? I don’t understand what’s been happening to me over the past few months. I’ve felt it growing, but I have all the control of a fae toddler. It’s dangerous.

Just ask Darius.

Nope. Nope. We’re not doing that. Dr Brordieu is going to have a field day with this. At this rate, I should just buy him the boat and be done with it. Gods knows I’ll pay for it anyway with the amount of therapy I’m going to need after this.

At least this time feels different; I don’t feel the need to hide. Well, not yet anyway.

I mean, I felt okay when we made our way home from Marieth’s, or at least I managed to keep myself together until we got back to the tavern. But then, I’d been raw on the inside. Vulnerable, fragile.

With every deep breath, I mentally catalogue my body and my feelings, a technique I’ve been working on with the good doctor. Apparently, the first step to good communication, which according to him is a skill I suck at, is knowing yourself.

Do I feel great? No.

Physically, my body is bruised and aching. I must’ve hit my knees on those creek bed rocks because they are hurting like a bitch. And my chest is aching from those bands that’d pinned me. Not to mention the burns under my arms. How bad a control do you have to have to burn yourself with your own magic?

But mentally? I poke and prod around the edges of my feelings. I feel a little rocky, but it doesn’t have that same brittle feeling. This is different. I fought back. I stood up for myself in a way that I never have before. I was different this time.

And to be fair, Darius was scary, but he had nothing on the ancient and terrible awesomeness of Marieth. The leadened feeling in my arms and legs begins to relax slightly, giving me some of the feeling back.

The relief allows me to really revel in the warmth of Roan’s bare skin against mine. I don’t know how I ended up naked, too, but I’m grateful. I shimmy around so we’re pressed chest to chest, my half -hard dick against his belly. At this point, it’s just a permanent state of semi-erection whenever I’m near him.

It takes a little wiggling, but I manage to thread my thigh between his, so his cock is pressed against me, too, his thigh trapping my hip in a way that makes me feel secure and claimed. In all my fidgeting, his hand has settled on the small of my back, his fingers stroking there possessively.

He looks younger in his sleep—not that he’s old, even if I like to tease him about it. But the laugh lines around his eyes are smooth, and I kind of miss them. I lightly trace where they should be, and then trail my hand over his beard. I love that beard, too. It feels incredible against my skin when he does wicked things to me with his mouth.

My hand keeps moving, trailing over the sensitive tendons of his neck, leaving a trail of goosebumps in their wake, before I stroke the hard and smooth length of the horn not tucked into the pillow. In his sleep, his breathing increases at my touch, a grunt accentuating the punch of his hips when I grip the base of his horn, jerking it like his cock.

Continuing to tease, I run my fingers through his hair, long and loose, free from its usual bun, before tracing back around his neck and down his wide pecs. His already marvellous skin is even more tanned from all our work out in the sun. Reverently, my hand ghosts over the skin of his pecs, down to the hardness of his stomach, watching the muscles under his skin dance at my touch.

This is the true magic, right here, in this moment between us.

His cock is hidden from my touch, barricaded by our entwined legs, but I can feel it there, stiff and aching against me. My hand skirts back up to his nipples, brushing over the hardening nubs, until they get the better of me, and I give one a hard pinch. I quickly soothe it, rubbing it firmly, but the damage is done. Roan lets out a harsh huff, rearing back slightly, which only rubs his cock harder against me. Almost like it was by design.

A firm swat to my ass has me yelping, but it only makes my skin flush with heat. When his hand squeezes my cheek, grinding me impossibly closer, the flush turns to a fever, electricity sizzling through my veins.

“Brat.” The smile on his face is only topped by the affection in his voice. The love. My breath catches in my throat when I look into his dark grey eyes and the emotion there. If I am lucky, I will get to wake to that sight every morning for the rest of my life.

“So, this is your place, huh? It’s… not very you.”

He barks a laugh, dropping a kiss to my forehead, his hips grinding into me lazily, like he doesn’t even notice that he’s doing it.

“I told you, this isn’t my home. It’s just the place where I sleep so I leave the tavern once in a while and don’t go insane.” His beard tickles the sensitive places on my neck as he trails soft kisses from behind my ear all the way down to my shoulder. Between his mouth and the way his hand is possessively stroking up and down my spine, groping at the flesh of my ass, pulling me to him, my brain has turned to goop. The heavy anxiety in my body is replaced entirely with the consuming, languid weight of wanting.

With a groan, Roan’s mouth finds mine, his lips claiming my mouth. I open to him, lust firing all the circuits in my brain when his tongue touches mine, the kiss fire and heat. Helpless against the tide of need, our bodies grind together, seeking the reassurance of our touch, our connection with one another.

Breathing seems like such a petty thing, an unnecessary inconvenience when I have Roan’s mouth on me. I would happily drown in his kiss, but my lungs have other ideas, and we part only long enough for a quick panting breath before we are on each other again. Roan falls back, dragging me with him, pulling at me, manhandling me until I’m straddling his waist, writhing and glorying in the friction of my cock trapped between our stomachs.

Our rhythm syncs, our hips moving in a perfect dance, and as I grind down, his hips thrust up, and his cockhead teases my hole. Shudders wrack my spine, only Roan’s fingers biting into my flanks keeping me from slamming myself back on to him. Unprepped as I am, that is probably a terrible idea, but in my lust-addled insanity the fantasy of the stretch and the burn makes my already straining cock leak.

The buzz of my orgasm collects at the base of my spine, the tingling flush overwhelming my skin. I look down at Roan, the outrageous strength of him, veins rippling along his skin as he fights to maintain the last vestiges of his control. His eyes are screwed shut, the tendons on his neck tight as he tilts his head back into the pillows beneath.

Needing something to fill my mouth, I lean forward to suck hard on the skin beneath his jaw. Mewling whimpers and grunting breaths fill the otherwise silence of the room—I am so close, devastatingly close.

“Ew!”

“For the love of the Gods”

“Guess he’s feeling better then?”

“Don’t stop on our account.”

The slamming door of the front door being thrown open heralds the ridiculously loud and wholly unnecessary interruption of the people I used to love and care about. As my cock rapidly deflates, and I wave goodbye to the blissful orgasm I had been riding just on the edges of, I sob an exaggerated cry, dropping my face into the hard comfort of Roan’s chest.

“You didn’t lock the door?!” I feel him dragging the sheet over our bodies to preserve something of our modesty.

There is a snicker somewhere in the room, and whoever it is is very lucky I don’t have full control of my new gifts, or they would be roasting like a chestnut right now. Roan, the traitor, just laughs, kissing the side of my head and rolling me off him. Unlike me, he is still half hard, and he traps my thigh across him to keep from sharing too much with our intruders.

“No, no, I did not.” He rises on his elbows to level a rather unimpressed look at our friends.

“Have you lot heard of knocking?” The barrage of noises in their defence, sends me diving under the pillows.

“Can you at least give us privacy to get dressed then?” Like the mature adult he is, he attempts to reason with the posse of clowns invading his living room.

“No.” Edith sounds far too close as she declines Roan's request. The bed dips beside me and her herby smell permeates the pillow I have wrapped firmly over me. “You all good under there?” Her hand rests on my back, a subtle flow of pleasant, healing energy radiating from her palm. For all her wildness and eccentricities, Edith truly cares about us.

Well, me at least.

I pull my head out of its hiding place to look at her in her smirking face. There is a violent red blush to my cheeks, and she is enjoying it far too much.

“I would be much better if you would all clear out so we could finish up. Or at least get dressed.”

“Ugh, gross.” The disgust from my brother wafts across the room. Awesome. Tor saw me riding my boyfriend like a pony. Why couldn’t the nabras have eaten me? Edith pats my cheek, her eyes dancing with laughter.

“You have exactly three minutes. And then I demand a show.”

“Get out, Edith, or I’ll finally do the maths on your tab.” Roan’s threat holds very little weight. Nobody, being or otherwise, has the powers to calculate something of that magnitude. But it works, and she stands, sniffing.

“Fine. We’ll leave. But be quick.” With a flurry of black lace, she rounds everyone back out of the cottage.

“Don’t suppose you have any pants I could borrow?” I headbutt Roan’s chest affectionately, nuzzling in. His fingers wind their way into my tangled curls, massaging my skull for a moment.

“Yeah, they’ll be a bit big, but we can make it work.” I kiss his chest, unable to resist the open expanse of skin, before I roll off the bed.

“We always do, babe, we always do.”

***

Apparently, we were lucky, if you can call it that. From what Seff has said, we could have been woken up before dawn if my brother and Edith had their way. They were, from what everyone has said, chomping at the bit to invade Roan’s house before the sun had even cracked the horizon. Seff, Caelan, and Mauvy struggled to keep them away for as long as they had.

They couldn’t have held them off a couple more minutes, though?

Roan and I dress quickly and make our way to the tavern to meet our friends. Because of the early hour, the tavern is empty of anyone except for an older fae couple staying in one of the rooms. They are happily ensconced in one of the booth nooks and wave when they see me, both pulling me in for a hug to welcome me back, safe and whole.

The wife, Jacinta, holds my hands tightly in hers as she gushes her relief at my safe return. Even her husband claps me on the back repeatedly. I only met them once before, but they are so effusive in their well wishes. It makes me blush painfully until I manage to escape and get to our table.

“Our” being everyone minus Seldon, who is still asleep in one of the employee rooms. They used to be known as the servants quarters, but Mauvy and Roan nixed the name when they took over. It’s where Mauvy’s rooms are, and any of the staff can sleep there if they are working a late shift and don’t want to drive home.

It was a flurry of crushing, squeezing hugs and whispers of gratitude and love when we all reconvened. It had taken more than a moment to pull ourselves together, but we managed, eventually crowding around one of the long wooden tables, clutching cups of coffee.

While everyone had been interrupting my morning orgasm, Mauvy had been busy cooking up a feast—her second of the morning, apparently. Bacon, eggs, toast, and fruit are laid out in front of us. I surreptitiously shoved the plate of bacon away from me, the smell uncomfortably reminiscent of the scent of Darius’s burnt flesh. The memory was a little too fresh. Instead, I take a sip of the coffee in my hands, letting the warmth fill me while we wait for Edith to finish her mouthful of food and say what she has to say.

She makes the hand rolling gesture like she is hurrying and swallows with a big gulp.

“So yesterday.” She pauses again for a slurp of coffee. “I think you have some explaining to do.”

Butterflies swarm in my stomach when all eyes fall on me. My brother raises an eyebrow, and I can see he is literally biting his tongue so he doesn’t jump in. Seff has no such reservations. Shooting a frown at Edith, he leans towards me.

“But only if you’re up to it. Yesterday would have been traumatic, and we don’t want to push you.” He might have been speaking to me, but the words were definitely directed at Edith. She just scoffs and waves off Seff’s rebuke. I smile at them both and lean into Roan next to me on the bench seat.

“It’s fine. I, uh, yeah. Darius is—was—my ex.” I heave a sigh, trying to untangle my thoughts.

I don’t even know where to begin; it all feels like a tangled mess. But then Roan’s big hand squeezes above my knee, and I look up to meet his eyes. His smile eases the nervous twisting inside me, the weight of him beside me tethering me to right now, reminding me that no matter what I have to say, they and, most importantly, he will still love me.

And so I tell them. Everything. At length.

From the first day I ran into Darius at the university, to our shitty relationship, to my nightmares and his messages, to my rekindled powers, and, eventually, after approximately a thousand hours of talking, everything that happened at the top of the Falls.

Halfway through my monologue, Seldon joins us at the table, still half-asleep. He gives me a half hug around my shoulders and kisses my head before dropping onto one of the vacant stools. Once he has a mug of coffee, he joins the others, listening intently. The mages follow not too long after, Tarook, Alain, and Alesander nodding while the others pull another table closer so they can listen to my story.

Every so often, someone tries to interject with a question, but they are quickly smacked down. More than one person threatens to reanimate Darius’s remains so they can kill him again.

But most importantly, I manage to get it out. All of it out.

By the time I am done, I am emotionally wrung out, tears staining my cheeks, the bruises on my chest aching, the burns itching. Roan’s fingers are digging hard enough into my thigh that I know that I’m going to have more bruises there, too, but I don’t pry his fingers off just yet. There is silence when I’m done talking, everyone processing the avalanche of information I just dumped on them.

“Father must be pissed.” There is a cheeky glint to Tor's face that I can’t help but mirror.

“It’s almost enough to make me want to go back and see him. I can’t even imagine Mother’s reaction.” My cheeks hurt from smiling, my body not quite ready for mirth just yet. But it’s worth it to see the pleasure in my brother's face when he chuckles.

“Setting aside your previously terrible taste in men, how did Darius manage to mask his magic so well?” Edith's voice is hard, like Darius’s abilities are a personal slight.

I am saved from answering when Tarook clears his throat from the mages’ end table. “I think I can answer that one, if you will, Theo?” My head bounces like a bobblehead, eager to get the attention off myself.

Tarook nods gracefully, rearranging his body so his cloak swirls around him melodramatically. “Alesander managed to recover some items during Theo’s rescue. There was a book of magic there. Old magic. The kind thought to be lost with the clans that once resided here. But magic is never truly lost, only ever hidden. Darius descended from those mages, and his line had practised in secret.

“Between the knowledge of his father’s people and the magic shown to him by his witch mother, Darius would have been indescribably powerful. There were notes, accountings of spells in that book, not just those he had inherited but those he had collected along the way…. When I say that we are lucky that he used his powers for something as asininely mundane as money, I mean we are lucky. He could have wreaked untold havoc not just in this land but across the world.”

My mouth drops open at Tarook’s fervent warning, and I’m not the only one. Collectively, we exchange glances, a ripple of disquiet moving through us all.

Until Edith leans forward, a leer on her face.

“And what, my darling Tarook, would a girl have to do to have a little read of this book?” She bats her eyes at the Head Mage, biting her lip provocatively. And to her credit, despite being the personification of chaos energy, it works for her.

It’s the same uncomfortable feeling you get when you realise other people think your mum is hot.

Magic wafts off her in waves. Tarook, to his credit, stands firm against her charms, his angular face contorting into a genial smile.

“Not on your life, witch. We just narrowly missed one apocalypse—we’re not risking another.” Across from me, Seff’s eyes go comically wide, and the colour drains from his face.

“You’re messing around, right?” Tarook winks at Seff’s horrified face, a not-at-all-comforting gesture.

“Am I? Fortunately, he did not seem to possess the skill or wit to realise what power he really had with that book.”

Our group murmurs uncomfortably for a moment, individually processing just how bad things could have been. Only Seldon remains unaffected, but I think he may be sleeping with his head on the table.

“What about the explodey ball thing Theo did? You guys got answers for that?” Nope, he’s awake. He props his elbow on the table and his chin on his hand.

It isn’t Tarook that answers this time but Alain. I’d avoided him where possible. He seems nice enough, but he is always watching me intently, as though he is cataloguing every single detail of my being. It’s unnerving.

“Actually, I do. I told you the garden was good for you, Theo.” His eyes bore into mine, willing me to make the connection.

“It’s the earth, right?” Earth is Alain’s element after all. His smile is crooked due to a scar on his cheek but wide all the same.

“Yes! The earth. By caring for it, nurturing it, it allowed you to foster that connection to your magic, the magic of the Whisper Woods. The fae may have stolen your unique gift and most of your power, but it was like a seed in your spirit. It just had to be brought into being.” He pauses, rearranging his emerald robes around him in a pompous kind of way. The mages are big on using their robes for dramatic effect, I’ve noticed. Once he’s satisfied, he waves his hand in the air, gesturing grandly. “It also helps that the Woods blessed you. Rather like it did Inigo.”

The Woods blessed me? What is he on about? My brain scrambles to catch up. Mages aren’t known for being direct about things, and it is very early after a rather traumatic day. Something finally connects, and I slap the table.

“It’s the creature thing, isn’t it?” Several of the mages laugh at me, like I’m a child solving a simple maths equation.

“What creature thing?” Caelan interjects just as Tarook confirms my guess. I wince at the incredulous looks around the table, worrying at my lip with my teeth, completely unsure how to explain this one.

I’m temporarily saved from having to answer by the arrival of a vaguely familiar-looking man. The conversation stops immediately, everybody's attention swivelling to the black-haired man coming down the stairs of the tavern. He seems coolly unaffected by everyone’s attention, his focus entirely on Seff’s back.

“Who is that?” Edith perks up as Seff turns to face the man. The three of us—me, Seldon, and Seff—all seem to recognise him at the same time, Seff turns a rather brilliant red colour as he turns to face him.

“I know you!” This is just too much fun. I jump to my feet excitedly. “You’re the guy from the club!” I shake Roan’s shoulder, to get his attention, but he is too frustrated at the interruption to care. Seldon slaps the table, all too ready to shit-stir Seff with me. “Yes! Oh, my Gods. What is he doing here?”

“Wasn’t he here for the search yesterday, too?” Mauvy throws in distractedly. Well, that certainly is a bit of information. Seff is barely paying any attention to us. He’s entirely focused on the guy who is taking our delight at his arrival with good humour despite being scary as fuck. He’s not exactly big or intimidating, but there is something about him that definitely gives the impression of power.

Roan, who is far too close to going on a rampage out of sheer frustration, tugs me back into my seat, and I go willingly just to snuggle up close to him again. I can feel his tension easing as I tuck myself in close.

“Hello. Yes, that was me at Slash.” The man nods his head in greeting, and, when Seff turns back around in his seat, his hand stays on Seff’s shoulder. “When Seff got the news yesterday, I drove him here. Naturally, I stayed to assist as much as I could. I’m glad to see you are safe and well.”

“Yeah, well, it wasn't exactly my first time being kidnapped and almost murdered. You could say I’m an old hand at it by now.” No one seems to appreciate my flippant response, judging by the curses around me, except for the new guy. I can see the small quirk of a smile in the corner of his mouth.

“Ah, yes, well, everyone has to have their hobbies. Though I can see your loved ones here would probably prefer you give this one a rest.” A chuckle escapes me. I like this guy.

“Yeah. Should probably retire for a bit. Anyway, what was your name again? Seff forgot to introduce us.”

I take pity on my poor, stressed Roan and try for a redirect. My brother isn’t holding up any better with the interruption. Seff flips me off in response to my little dig, and so I return it in kind.

“I am Rafe Miyares.” He gives another little bowing nod.

“Pleased to meet you, Rafe. I’m Theo. The guy glaring at you is my brother Tor, and the other one glaring at you, the one with the beard-seriously guys?” I whisper-yell the last bit, but Tor only rolls his eyes. “Is Caelan. The one eyeballing you down there is Edith. Then you’ll remember Seldon from the club, and then there’s Mauvy and Roan. They own the Black Stump here. And this is Tarook, Alesander, and Alain, our guests here at the Black Stump. Obviously, I don’t need to introduce you to Seff here.” I point to everyone in turn, sticking my tongue out at Seff when he flips me off again. Roan’s exasperated huff tickles my hair as he tugs me closer into him and kisses my head.

There is a flicker of recognition in Rafe and the mages’ eyes as they are introduced, but the moment passes when Rafe returns Seff’s phone and heads upstairs.

But only after kissing Seff stupid at the table.

“What was that?!” Edith screeches as soon as Rafe disappears up the stairs—definitely still within hearing distance, though.

My brother, the absolute spoilsport, cuts her off before she can grill Seff any further, pulling us back to the original conversation. The one about me.

“You were saying something, Theo. Something about talking to fucking creatures?”

I take a bracing sip of my coffee before I begin again, trying to find the best way to explain it.

“Uh, so I can kind of hear creatures?” I look to Tarook and Alain for confirmation. They shrug and nod—this is probably the best way to explain it. “It’s not a voice exactly but an impression. Anyway, it’s a thing, a new thing. That I can do. Or experience.”

“Godsdammit, Theo!” Tor slaps the table, making everyone jump, his frustration boiling over. I keep my eyes trained on my brother, who has a rather pink flush to his pointed ears. “You can talk to creatures, and you don’t tell anyone? I felt kinda bad about not knowing about the Darius thing, like I’d let you down, but honestly, bro, your communication sucks. Why didn’t you mention this to literally anyone? What if it was dangerous?!”

Caelan pulls Tor into an embrace, kissing his temple and rubbing his back. Roan is still as a statue next to me. The arm that had been secured around my shoulders drops. He folds his hands in his lap, his back rigid. He’d flinched at my brother's words, though. I think I’ve pissed him off. My face heats, the rush of blood making my neck itchy.

“I’m sorry. I know. It was stupid. I just didn’t… I didn’t want to face it? Any of it? Like if I didn’t talk about it, none of it was real. Darius, the message, the whole relationship, and then my powers returning, or changing, or whatever. And I didn’t want anyone to see me that way again… you know. All broken and different and stuff… I, uh. It’s a thing. I’m working on it.” I drop my hand under the table to squeeze Roan’s thigh. He presses his calf against me, but that’s it.

“Well, that’s enough bombshells for me this morning.” Edith stands, snagging a piece of toast from the picked-over breakfast trays.

“Theo, my darling, I am very glad that you are well after your ordeal. And I want to learn the exploding fire thing. I have a few people I would like to practise on.” She hurries around the table to give me a squeezing hug from behind. “I will see you all later.” We watch her leave, and Mauvy turns to the mages.

“She’s going for the book, you know that, right?” Caelan points out to the completely unconcerned mages.

“Indeed, we do. But never worry. We’re a step ahead of the witch. But we, too, must be away. Things to do, elements to master, and all that.” With that, and a dramatic flurry of cloaks, Alain and Tarook leave, too.

Tor shoves himself away from the table to pace around the space between the benches. He mumbles to himself, arguing his own points. And then he turns sharply on his heel, stalking his way around to my seat.

For one horrifying moment, I look at my brother's staggeringly handsome and angry face towering above me, and I think he’s going to hit me. Instead, he reaches for my shoulders, yanking me upright and hauling me to him in a breath-stealing hug.

“I am so fucking mad at you, Theo. You need to talk to me. Tell me shit. Not so I can protect you or baby you. But because I’m your brother, and I love you, and we’re the only family we have left.” I think Caelan and Roan and the others at the table would violently disagree with his fervent whisper in my ear, but I let it go. “But no matter what, baby brother, I am grateful you’re safe. That you’re here.”

He leans back, holding my shoulders tight. Tears glisten in his eyes, making their vivid blue turn icy. My own tears are only being held back by the tight seal I have on my lips, so I nod and pull him back in for a tighter hug.

Seff, ever the snuggle slut, and never one to let an opportunity for a group hug pass, launches himself around the table to wrap his beefy arms around us. Caelan and Roan join the pile next, followed by Seldon, who I think might be trying to feel up my brother just a little. Mauvy takes the longest to join in because she drags a stool over so she isn’t just hugging man-butt.

It’s a different kind of cocoon from the one I made myself after my first kidnapping. Unrestrained love wraps around us all like a bond. Safe. Welcome.

Home.


Roan


I am not the only one who’s been watching Theo with a careful eye over the past few days.

The first day, after an extended goodbye—which burned my ears when I had the misfortune of overhearing them in their room—Caelan had returned to the homestead while Tor stayed at the tavern.

Theo had insisted on spending the day in the garden, puttering about between the beds, threatening people with his trowel if they tried to get him to rest. Realising that Theo wasn’t going to give up, Tor had joined him in the gardens. Not working, obviously. Instead he’d laid in the sun on a lounger he’d dug out from somewhere. Seff was already long gone by then; his dad had called him about something at work and he had to leave. He hadn’t been happy about it, swearing up a storm and leaving a message for that Rafe guy. Not that it had mattered, since the guy is staying at the tavern for a bit.

Rather irritatingly, I still had to show my face in the tavern but still popped out every hour or two to check on Theo and Tor, just to reassure myself that he was still there and safe.

He’d been exhausted when we collapsed into my bed that night, snuggling under my arm and passing out before his head hit the pillow. I’d stayed awake most of the night worrying that he was repressing his feelings with work again. I tossed and turned, the knot of fear in my stomach ballooning until I finally fell into a fitful and unsatisfying sleep.

All my worrying was for nothing though. Yesterday morning he’d woken up and called Dr Brordieu first thing. Apparently, being kidnapped and held at knifepoint constitutes an emergency house call, so the doctor made the trip out to visit with Theo before lunch.

They’d talked for hours, choosing the privacy of the house, while I had kept myself busy annoying everyone behind the bar. It was mid afternoon, and Dr Brordieu was only just leaving when more visitors arrived, only much more inconvenient and unexpected.

The police.

I hadn’t even considered the possibility of the police being called. After all, the beings and creatures of the Whisper Woods deal with their own. So long as we keep to ourselves and don’t interfere with the rest of the land, the authorities don’t bother us. So, unless there is a good reason, say… someone using their magic to pilfer the funds of some of the most influential and wealthy beings in the land, the police stay out of our matters.

It’s safe to say we were all startled when two detectives from Twin Heads, one human and one a canine shifter, came knocking on the tavern doors. They had been tight-lipped at first, but then we had been, too, when they asked after Theo.

Eventually, after they realised they were getting nowhere, they relented and informed us they were investigating on behalf of the Loqueaur City P.D., who were investigating Darius for investment fraud and manipulation by magical means.

When they raided his apartment, they found Theo’s name repeatedly amongst his belongings. With the evidence of Darius’s and Theo’s past relationship, Theo’s estrangement from his father and subsequent disinheritance, it had seemed fishy that his father was then a victim.

Thankfully, we had at least two dozen witnesses to corroborate Theo’s innocence and Darius’s fate. Then Theo had pulled out the big guns, a phone he had hidden in his room with masses of unhinged texts he’d received from Darius.

I almost raged out when I saw it, sitting there in front of the detectives in the small staff quarters at the back of the tavern. Theo had placed his hand on my arm, telling me with his eyes to hold it together, and he’d explain later.

The detectives were leery of the entire situation, and if they hadn’t been under pressure from up high, it would have definitely been written off as Whisper Woods business. But they were under orders, so they collected their statements and took Theo’s phone as evidence.

He’d gladly surrendered it, almost relieved to have the thing gone from his possession. When they left, they’d heavily suggested that he not go too far in case they had any more questions.

My intuition was pretty certain that they wouldn’t be back.

The visit from the police had left Theo shaky. Understandably so. He sent me back to work behind the bar, saying he needed to go work on the garden for a bit. I hated leaving him; the interview had shaken me too. But I knew he needed it. There was something about the dirt in that garden that soothed the pain inside him. So, I watched him go and went to visit the mages.

They were getting ready to leave over the next few days, Tarook making it clear that they needed to get Darius’s book as far from Edith as possible, as soon as possible. I’d lounged around on the cushions and rugs in Alain’s tent for as long as I could, sipping at their cherry liqueur and listening to them talk until Alesander waved me from the tent, telling me to go find Theo and quit pining.

The sun had begun to set over the tavern, and I found him standing at the edge of his garden, staring vacantly at the overabundant tomatoes dripping off his plants. Not wanting to startle him, I stomped a little harder on the gravel path to let him know that I was coming, but he still jumped a foot in the air when I came up behind him. As soon as he realised it was me, though, he’d melted into me, pressing his back to my front. It was all too easy to wrap my arms around him and lean in to inhale his delicious scent.

The moment had been perfect, the night air held the remnants of the warmth of the day, despite the chill beginning to settle in. The birds sang their night time lullabies, and the trees whispered with the breeze. The tavern had always been my home, but with Theo here, it was like the last remaining pieces of the puzzle had fallen into place.

I kissed the spot behind his ear, smiling when he sighed happily, rubbing my arms around his waist.

“I’m sorry.” I almost missed the soft whisper of his apology. He turned in my arms, forcing me to lean back so I could look him in the eye. “I don’t mean to keep things to myself. It wasn’t like I was hiding everything that happened with Darius…. I was embarrassed. Ashamed. And then, with the messages, it was just too much. I didn’t want to deal with it. Not when I was finally feeling happy again. Happier than I’d ever been. I guess I felt like if I didn’t talk about it, it wouldn’t be real, and I wouldn’t have to deal with it. I was already dealing with too much and—”

I pressed my lips to his, taking advantage of his soft whimper to sweep my tongue into his mouth, eliciting more of those delicious sounds. His eyes had been half-closed and dreamy when I pulled back. My hands came up to cup his jaw, to trace those perfect golden freckles with my thumbs.

“Theo, I understand, it’s fine.” The confused look on his face had me huffing a laugh and diving in for another kiss. When his arms had wrapped around my neck, my hands had naturally found their way to his ass, kneading the softness there for a moment before I grasped him tight and lifted him. His legs wrapped around me eagerly.

“Take me home, Roan.” His frantic words, harsh whispers against my neck where he’d bitten and kissed his way around my throat, spurred me on, and I’d quickly got us back to my house. It had been an unspoken agreement that we weren’t returning to his room in the tavern.

Once safely inside and away from prying eyes, we stripped as quick as our shaking hands had allowed. We hadn’t even made it to the bed; instead Theo had shoved me onto the uncomfortable couch and slipped between my thighs. He’d sucked my cock like he was worshipping me, reverent and needy. I’d been more than happy to return the favour, and the way he’d cried my name when he’d come down my throat would be forever embedded in my spirit.

Despite being boneless, we finally managed to make it to my bed where we collapsed, entwined in one another.

“Are you sure this is it, Roan? That you love me?” He’d whispered the words half-asleep while I stroked his hair. His voice was fractured with insecurity.

“I think I’ve loved you from the very first moment I saw you. I have always known you were meant to be mine.”

In the dark of the night, it had been near impossible to see his face. But I knew his face well enough now to know how his eyes would have shone with that vulnerability he only ever shares with me. How the slope of his eyebrows would have been drawn tight in a worried frown. How he would have sunk his tooth into his lush pink lip to chew at it. My hand had stroked his back, his hip, his ass, mapping the hills and valleys of his body, delighting in the soft sighs of pleasure he gave me.

“Even if this is it? What if something happens and I can’t handle it and I hide again? What if I can never be as strong as you? As steady?” His body had grown rigid with his increasing anxiety. “What if I get kidnapped again?”

His hands had been tense balls against my chest, so I caught them up, bringing them to my lips to kiss and massage the taut knuckles.

“I hope this is it. Because this is it for me. You are it for me. And I promise to show you that every single day for the rest of our lives. That’s what this is. If something happens and you can’t handle it, you don’t have to do it alone. I’ll be right here to help you. And if you need to cocoon, I’ll build you the nest and care for you until you’re ready. We will be strong together. And in the unlikely event that you get kidnapped for a third time, I will find you. But I have every faith in your ability to save yourself, just like you did before. You are more capable than you know, and I have every faith in you.”

“You really are the best boyfriend, you know.” His voice was thick, and when I kissed him, just a gentle brush of our lips once, and then twice, I’d tasted the salt of his tears. The feral beast in me, my berserker instincts, twisted at the taste of them.

“Boyfriend.” I tested the word on my tongue, it felt sharp, unpleasant. “I’m not sure how I feel about that label.” Theo tried to pull back, but I was quicker, snapping my arm around his waist, securing him in place. “How about mate instead?” His sharp intake of breath tickled my skin.

“Really?” The doubt in his question was worse than boyfriend.

“What, you don’t want to be mates?”

“No!” He’d launched himself, landing hard on my chest and shoving me back, pinning me, drawing a hard grunt from me when his knee landed on my hip. He quickly scrambled all the way over, leaning over me, his hands cupping my face, holding tight to my beard as if I were ever going to try to escape him. “I mean, no, I don’t not want to be mates. No. Was that right? Fuck. Ask me again. Ask me properly.”

My smile ached on my face, my heart too large in my chest. I hoped he is always as ridiculous as he was at this moment.

“Theo Hivercouer, will you be my mate?”

He squealed. Excited and eager like a puppy, wiggling his hips where he was straddled across me, he squealed.

“Yes! Gods, yes!”

Then he’d crushed his lips to mine, collapsing into me. I’d felt the emotion feeding into me, the full power of his love flowing into my spirit completely unrestrained, lighting up every part of my being. I’d been unable to hold the reins on my own magic in that moment, letting it loose to wrap around us like a thousand tendrils of light.

As we moved together, the kiss deepening, his tongue stroking mine, tasting each other, I’d felt the buzz in his body begin. As our kiss turned to touches, and the touches led to more, with Theo riding me in a slow, sensual rhythm, I’d opened my eyes to watch him, eyes closed, head thrown back in ecstasy.

When he’d finally come, coating me in his release, he’d been aglow, a halo of golden light blooming from his pores, melding perfectly with the soft, blue shimmer of my own magic to light up the room. Sated, complete, we’d finally collapsed into blissful sleep.

But that was last night, and now I had to find him.

We’d woken late, and as much as it hurt to leave him, I needed to get some work done. So far, all I’d managed to do at the tavern was faff about and get in everyone’s way. I’d taken enough advantage of Mauvy’s understanding and good nature, not to mention Woodsy taking care of the bar at the drop of a hat.

After seemingly a hundred goodby kisses, I’d made my way to the tavern and got to work. Secretly, I’d been hoping that Theo would come and keep me company at the bar, especially since I was doing the book work, and it was the dullest, most tedious thing on the planet. By the time lunch had passed without a visit, I’d finally accepted that he wasn’t going to show, and I set aside my disappointment to catch up with the regulars who’d stopped in for a gossip and a beer.

It’s not until much, much later that afternoon, while I am pouring drinks for the minotaur herd who’d just arrived, including Ricky, the big guy Theo had fronted up to, that I find out what is going on.

“What’s with the moving truck?” Davis, a minotaur with cream coloured fur, deadly ivory-coloured horns, and a big barrel chest with an absurd amount of muscles on display, asks curiously. I slide him his drink, a spicy fruit cocktail he is partial to.

“What moving truck?” I wipe down the bench and nod to a group of fae over in a wall booth waving their empty bottle of rose wine in the air.

“Big truck, out back, at Inigo’s old place? We couldn’t see if they were bringing stuff in or taking things out. There is a heap of people there.” Ricky leans on the bar, making it creak from his weight.

I have no idea what he’s talking about. But it is pretty likely that Seldon knows what’s up as he slinks behind me at the bar, shooting death glares at the minotaurs, who it seems are running their mouths.

“What’s going on, Seldon?” I rap my knuckles on the bar, trying to not let my nerves get the better of me, my mind rapidly spinning a bunch of wild conclusions. It’s not like Theo would just up and leave, right? Or, even more unlikely, my parents would just decide to move into the house out of nowhere? He couldn’t be getting taken again?

No. That’s insane.

Seldon’s eyes dart from me to the kitchen door to the minotaurs to the door of the tavern, for the Gods' sake, and finally back to nothing. When he paints that smile on his face, the one he uses whenever he swears he didn’t just hook up with a customer in the staff rooms—despite all evidence to the contrary—and fiddles with the beaded tassels on his shirt, I know not to believe a word that comes out of his mouth.

“It’s nothing.” Thankfully, my employee can read me and my bullshit face perfectly because he rushes on, “Just, let it go. It’s a surprise, okay?” I grunt and give him my shoulder, turning to scrub at the bar, anything to keep my hands busy.

I last fifteen minutes before the curiosity and anxiety gets the better of me. Literally throwing in the towel, I wave down Seldon.

“Man the bar, I’m going to go see what’s going on.” He scrambles after me, begging me to wait, but I shake him off and stomp my way out of the tavern.

My stomach is in knots as I make my way down the path, muttering curses under my breath. There is a hive of activity around the house, a moving truck, too. I can see Seff there, talking to two big guys who are unloading things from the big truck parked far too close to the flowerbed Theo replanted just last week. If they aren’t careful they’ll damage the flowers he enticed into blooming.

I spot Caelan and Tor making their way out of the house, Caelan carrying his tool bag, Tor a ladder slung over his shoulder. They carry their loads over to Caelan’s truck, dumping them in the back, but turn right back around, ladened down with what looks like pot plants and boxes.

Whatever scenario I’d conjured up in my stressed and anxious mind, I hadn’t expected this. I still can’t see Theo, but a small spark of hope lights in my chest, chasing away the dark thoughts. Is he moving in? When the two unknown guys enter the truck and come out with that damned peacock bed, I have my answer.

Theo’s furniture is being delivered.

My feet crunch on the path, my pace getting quicker the closer I get. Caelan spots me first on his way back out to collect more things from his truck. He nods in greeting.

“He’s over there,” he calls out, reading my intentions perfectly.

I skid a little in the gravel with my abrupt turn, changing course for my house. The door slams when I open it—it’s been all this time, and I still haven’t bought a stopper for the damned thing.

“You’re not meant to be here yet!” Theo screeches in way of a greeting.

I’ve caught him red handed, my clothes on their hangers clutched in his hands, my meagre personal possessions stacked up haphazardly. I lean on the door frame, arms folded across my chest, ankles crossed casually.

“Whatcha got there?” I chuckle, and he blushes bright red from the tips of his pointy ears all the way down to his chest under his shirt.

“It was meant to be a surprise.” He sounds petulant, and I almost feel guilty for laughing. Almost. I push myself off the door frame and assess the room, straightening one of the books stacked on the coffee table.

My photos, their frames wrapped in old tissue paper, are laid out next to the tower of books. When I reach Theo, I pull him into my arms, giving him a squeezing hug, bending to kiss the crown of his head.

“I’m sorry.” My words are muffled in his copper curls. He mustn't be too mad that I’ve ruined his fun because he hugs me back with one arm, squishing his cheek into my chest, the hangers on my clothes digging into my chest.

“The delivery guys called and Mauvy let me know they were coming and then I remembered all the sheets and curtains and stuff we bought the other day. One thing led to the other and we were going to get it all done and surprise you.”

“And you were moving all my stuff in too?” His cheek rubs against me when he nods, and my heart thuds a little harder.

“How about I help? We’ll get it done quicker that way.” It takes him a moment to consider whether or not to send me back and surprise me anyway, but in the end he agrees.

“Sure thing, Boss Daddy.”

***

It takes us a surprisingly short amount of time to get everything set up and packed away. That could be because I came in halfway through when all the heavy lifting was done, leaving us with just hanging the curtains and putting away clothes and unboxing all the kitchen things.

Watching Theo fill the bookshelves with his old books, the same bookshelves that held my family's belongings for centuries, feels so inexplicably right.

He’s exactly where he belongs. The thought flitters through my mind watching him boss us all around.

Everyone pitches in for the final touches and, by the time the dark falls, we are officially moved in. Mauvy brings us dinner on her break, joining us for a picnic in the sun room. Tor and Caelan went on a small shopping spree as a housewarming gift, and the room is once again filled with ferns and house plants, along with the mountains of cushions, pillows, and blankets Theo bought in Twin Heads.

We’re laid out around the large coffee table, currently covered in Mauvy’s homemade pizza, laughing over Tor’s latest adventures in learning on the homestead.

“I still think we should get the heissenfreur cows.” Tor demands from where he is laid out, leaning against Caelan’s reclined body. This is obviously a well-worn argument because Caelan’s head falls back in weary exasperation.

“We are not getting cows,Tor. Do you know how much work they are?” Tor waves his hand away with all the care of someone who would not be responsible for said work.

“But they are adorable!” He’s met with a round of agreement, because he’s not wrong there—heissenfreurs are a rare breed of miniature cows with long, shaggy fur. With their big eyes, they do look adorable, but I think this is one fight Tor is not going to win.

“Yes! You should do that! Get the cows!” Edith exclaims with far too much enthusiasm and a mouth full of pizza, elbowing Mauvy as she claps excitedly.

“No, you are far too excited about them, Edith. Absolutely no cows.” Caelan points in Edith’s direction with absolutely no malice in his voice. She just laughs manically, while Tor boos loudly.

I can feel Theo laughing against me, snuggled up tight like he should be, picking at a pizza slice. Seff is by his feet, laughing as well. The night, our laughter, is a reprieve we’ve all needed after the stress of everything that’s happened.

“You lot are all impossible,” Caelan grumbles, shoving more pizza into his mouth.

The conversation changes course to one of Edith’s rambling stories from the Woods, but I’m only half listening, distracted by the way Theo is drawing patterns on my arm.

“And, then!” Wine sloshes precariously as Edith gestures wildly. “They had the audacity to accuse me of stealing their sacred emerald!” I’ve obviously missed something, by the way Tor rolls his eyes and throws a small pillow in Edith’s direction.

“Edith, you did steal their sacred emerald.” Theo and I snort at the same time, and he tilts his face up to smile at me, wrinkling his upturned nose at me. I drop a quick kiss to his head and squeeze my arm around him. Edith scoffs indignantly at Tor’s retort, glaring in his direction.

“Well, yes. But I needed it and I—” Whatever insane reason she was going to use to defend herself is cut off by the harsh sound of a phone vibrating on the glass topped side table.

Seff reaches out and picks it up, eyes lighting up at whatever is on the screen. He quickly reads whatever message is on the screen before launching himself to his feet, sending the trays of half-finished food flying in his rush.

“Fuck, sorry!” He tries to help Seldon tidy the mess but only makes it worse, so he gives up, patting himself down to make sure he has everything.

“Look guys, sorry to dine and dash, but I gotta run. Love you, enjoy your new home, and congrats and all that. Don’t touch the paint in the downstairs toilet, it’s wet.” He shouts the warning down the hallway, not even letting us say goodbye before he’s out the door.

“That was a guy right?” Caelan asks the room at large when we hear the slam of the front door.

“Oh, one hundred-percent, that was a guy.” Seldon sighs, snuggling back into the cushions.

“Not just any guy. It has to be that Rafe right? You saw them the other day? The way Seff was basically panting all over himself—”

“You should have seen them at Slash!” Seldon cuts Tor off excitedly, sitting up to gossip more effectively. Edith is the only one not into it, groaning loudly and cutting the moment off.

“I love you lot, but if you could all go a week without some life-changing drama, that would be amazing.” She pins us all with a glare but then ruins it by smiling affectionately. “Right, so I’m done with people for the night. I’ll see you all when I see you.” She kisses us all goodbye in turn and leaves by the back door to make her way through the garden to the Woods that lead to the Falls.

After her white hair disappears into the black, Mauvy leaves, too, taking Seldon with her. Caelan and Tor are the last to leave, Tor lingering at our door, giving his brother one last hug.

“Tor, I will see you in the morning. Go away,” Theo teases his brother, but I can see him give one last extra tight squeeze before he pushes him away.

“Fine! Good night. Enjoy your new home, baby brother.” Theo slams the door shut on them but only after flipping the bird. I can hear their laughter through the door as we flip the lock. Coming in behind him before he can turn, I crowd Theo against the door until he is trapped against the wood. His breath catches when I drag my nose along the sensitive skin of his neck, breathing in his scent.

“Want to go to bed?” I whisper against his ear, grinding my half-hard erection into his back, cursing our height difference.

“Please,” Theo whimpers, nodding against the door, pushing back against me. He yelps when I pick him up, throwing him over my shoulder, laughing and cursing at me. That is until I smack his ass with a firm swat, and the yelp turns to a moan. So, I do it again.

Taking the stairs two at a time, I finally reach our room. His hideous bed is there, and I guess it’s my bed now, all made up with too many pillows. I throw him onto the mattress, and he bounces twice before he sprawls out reclined on his elbows.

“You gonna join me in our bed?” His thighs part with a complete lack of subtlety, and he eyes me like a juicy peach, his tongue darting out to trace that full lower lip.

I crawl over him, covering his body with mine. Unable to resist, I lean down to bite that lip he’s taunting me with, rejoicing at his hiss of pleasure.

“Only every night, forever and ever.” I promise. Theo’s eyes flick between mine, his lips hooking up into a coy smile.

“You promise?”

“I promise.” I can feel the power of the promise, a magical oath rippling through the air, threading us together. We seal the promise with a kiss. Our future, entwined together as one.

It sounds perfect to me.


Epilogue - Theo


Six Months Later

Once, many moons ago—but not too many—a boy was born. A fae boy who was gifted with the remarkable burden of knowledge. Others considered it a gift, but they did not know, did not consider the strain such power would place on a small child. How it would isolate him. Other him.

This boy, alone in the world, neglected by his parents, navigated theories, ideas, and situations beyond his years. No matter how dark or harrowing or vast, he delved in wherever his gift pushed him. His gifts, as they were, separated him from those his own age and the adults with whom he studied and later worked.

Desperate to prove himself worthy, he persevered; despite the continual rejection of his unloving parents, judgemental social peers, and jealous colleagues, he worked diligently. Alone.

Until, one day, another boy took notice of him. But that boy was not good of heart and hurt him. Used him for his love. He took and took until there was almost nothing left.

And then, our boy genius received an opportunity. A moment to prove that he had grown, to delve further into life's mysteries. He seized the offer, but, again, all was not what it had seemed. Danger lurked behind the golden chance, and the boy's life was nearly lost.

Indeed, he did lose much—he lost his powers, his gifts, leaving him but a shell, unknowing of who he was without the responsibility he had been saddled with.

But he was rescued.

His brother, who had loved him throughout, gathered his friends and searched the deep dark woods to find the boy. After a daring rescue, they were freed. But the boy was lost.

Until another boy saw him. A man. A man whose steadfast spirit cared for the boy, even while he was broken. A man who loved him and laughed with him and gave him a new opportunity to grow. To become the man the boy was destined to be without the weight of his gift. The man saw the truth of the boy, the good and the bad, and loved him wholly.

And that man, that glorious man, with his dark eyes and horns and wicked smile, is the man I am mating today.

That is, if my friends ever get themselves together to get this show on the road.

“Seldon, you do remember that I am the one getting mated today, right? Not you? Could you move?” I shove at my friend who is standing in front of the singular full-length mirror in the house, primping. He does look amazing in his soft green satin suit embroidered with a riot of pastel flowers, but I still need to get ready.

Roan is back in his old place, getting ready with the help of Mauvy and Caelan. Who are, you know, actual help. I have Seldon and Tor competing for mirror space. Edith is at least floating back and forth between us, dabbing at her eyes with a lace hanky under her black veil every so often.

Seff is out in the Woods near the Falls, doing all the heavy lifting necessary to get things set up for the ceremony. And assisting in whatever secret plans are being enacted on the front lawns of the Black Stump. The ones that had seen Roan and I barred from passing the front door for the past two days. We hadn’t even been able to leave the doors open yesterday, even though it had been a beautiful spring day.

“What are you talking about? You’re all ready to go.” Seldon waves me off, leaving the mirror at last to recline on my bed and inspect his nails. He’s right, though, I’ve been ready for the past two hours—I was too excited, and we all got ready early.

Now we have to wait. It’s torture.

It’s only been six months since Roan and I moved in together, but it feels like we’ve been waiting an eternity. First, we wanted to wait till I’d recovered from everything with Darius, and then everything had happened in autumn with Seff. Before we knew it, winter was rolling around and we decided to hold off until the spring full moon.

The wait has been excruciating.

We could have done it like Caelan and Tor, alone in the Woods, but there is part of me that wants the traditional mating ceremony. And Roan wants whatever makes me happiest.

“You nervous?” Tor asks as he slides up next to me, as perfectly gorgeous as ever, his iridescent skin shining just a little brighter with his happiness. Before I can respond, he wraps an arm around my shoulder and pulls me in for a quick selfie.

“Uh, no. Why would I be nervous? That’s not going on your page, is it?”

Tor laughs brightly and moves away to get a solo shot of his beautiful pearlescent suit, complete with a cape for added drama. I think he’d been a little envious of the mages and their cloaks on their last visit.

Giving up on his mini photo shoot, he comes to stand behind me in the mirror. We look absolutely nothing alike—I more closely resemble Seldon than I do Tor. I always felt like an awkward child compared to his six-foot frame and perfect face. But not anymore.

“Because you’re being mated, you dork.” He shakes my shoulders playfully, with a little laugh, and I can’t stop my embarrassing giggle. I’m just too happy today to rein it in.

“Pfft.” I blow a raspberry at my brother and turn so I’m facing him and Seldon. “I’m excited, sure, but nervous? There’s nothing to be nervous about. So long as, at the end of the day, Roan is my mate, I don’t really care about the rest.”

“So, that’s why we’re having the big old circus for the event, right?” Seldon gestures broadly, eyeing our outfits specifically. Because I wasn’t left out of the drama. Oh, no.

My cream suit has been tailored to perfection. And the best part? The cutout back with intricately embroidered lace to show my bare skin underneath. I’m grateful to have my gifts back because there is no way I’m hiking all the way to the Whisper Falls in this get up without a little glamour and protection.

Rolling my eyes at Seldon, I pass out the glasses of champagne on the dresser and take the remaining one for myself. “We’re having the ‘big old circus’ because, after everything that’s happened in the past year, we figured we deserve something special.”

“Cheers to that.” Tor raises his glass, and Seldon follows, murmuring his agreement. Not that he was ever opposed to the ‘big circus.’ He helped me plan most of it. Tor cocks his head to the side and looks at me, a cheeky glint in his eye. “So, just mates, is it? Not bonded mates?” He winks then, buffing his nails on his suit.

“Oh fuck off. You and Caelan got lucky.” I shove my brother, making Seldon chuckle. And even though he stumbles, not a drop of his champagne spills. Fucking luck. “The Woods just knew that if it didn’t give you two a power boost, you wouldn’t have been able to defeat Marieth and save me. The Protector of the Woods.” I add a little flair to my words, but I actually spill my drink.

Tor’s indignant huff only makes Seldon laugh harder on the bed. There is a knock on the front door—hopefully, the knock we’ve all been waiting for: Seff telling us it’s showtime.

“I’ll get it.” Seldon slides from the bed with his usual dancer-like grace. He pauses at the door, thinking for a moment. “You know, it’s not a done deal yet. You guys could still end up bonded mates. Rafe was telling me about it… apparently, it’s not as uncommon as we thought it was.”

And then he disappears, thundering down the stairs in his boots.

“Do you think.…” Tor asks, trailing off, bumping his elbow into my shoulder.

“Honestly, trying not to think about it. Now that I know it’s a real possibility, it feels like I’ll be disappointed if I think too hard and it doesn’t happen.” It’s the only thing that has really niggled at me the whole time we were planning the mating ceremony.

We won’t know until tonight, anyway. Bonded mate rituals are a little more… natural than traditional mating ceremonies. To be fair, though, everything I’d learned about it, I’d really learnt against my will, because it basically meant acknowledging my brother and Caelan getting freaky in the Woods.

There are more footsteps up the stairs, and Seldon bursts back into the room. “Look who came to say hello!” Since it obviously hadn’t been Seff, I’d half expected it to be Edith, but no, it’s Roan’s parents.

I’ve grown close to Dirk and Lydia over the past few months. At first, I’d just gone with Roan when he visited them on his trips to Twin Heads, but recently, I’ve been going on my own, too, when I’ve been in town to see Dr Brordieu. I even drive there on my own now, since Roan taught me how.

“My Gods, look at you boys! Theo, you look beautiful!” Lydia cries as she hustles into the room, just as solidly built as her son, though her horns are a little less pronounced than his, just little nubs. She pulls me into a tight hug, dancing us both side to side. “Oh, I know I should have waited, but I needed to see you and see how you are. Seff is just getting cleaned up over at Roan’s. The guests are being sent out to the Falls now. Because I was coming over anyway, I’ve been told to tell you to wait thirty minutes and head on over. Except Roan’s leaving in twenty, so I recommend waiting forty just to make sure the path’s all clear.”

I blink a few times, processing the influx of information. There is a crinkle in Lydia’s eye from her smile that is so much like her son’s. Over her shoulder, I spy Dirk waiting in the doorway, leaning against the frame with his hands in his pockets. As lovely as Lydia is, and I do genuinely love her, Roan definitely gets his calm demeanour from his father.

“Right. I think I have it.” I eventually nod, hoping someone else caught at least part of those instructions.

“That means I’m going to have to leave now, too.” Tor says, drawing my attention. He looks conflicted, wringing his hands.

I know he wants to walk with me, but considering he’s conducting the mating ceremony, he needs to be there before me to get everything all set up. Lydia releases me from her embrace so I can go give him a squeeze. “Go, I’ll be fine. Promise. I can’t wait to see you up there.”

He squeezes me back, and there are a thousand unsaid words in the hug. I love you. Thank you. I’m grateful to have you. I’m sorry.

I know that sorry is in there, and I squeeze back twice as hard for it, fighting back the tears threatening my eye makeup. We haven’t really acknowledged that our parents aren’t here. Even though we were never close to them in any sense of the word, the hole left by who they should have been is still there.

Since everything that happened with Darius, I’ve spoken to our father twice. Once for him to tell us that he has put Tor and I back in the will, and a second time when we called him to tell him to take us back out.

Mother, on the other hand, has called a few times. It’s extremely delicate, whatever is beginning with the three of us, but it’s something. She even sent a gift for the mating ceremony. An extravagantly large bouquet of flowers and two items from our family’s heirloom treasury. A diamond choker I’d let Tor have and a rather delicate, matching diamond coronet I still need to get Seldon to arrange neatly in my hair.

“Well, darling, why don’t you walk with us and you can tell me all about your picture-thing on the internet.” Lydia effortlessly scoops up Tor, and Dirk silently hands him a tissue to dab at his watering eyes, and they are off.

“You ready for this? Really?” Seldon tops off my champagne from where I left it and I take it gratefully. The giddy blend of emotions is almost too much. I’m liable to cause a thunderstorm the way I’m going.

“Absolutely.” I drain my glass and grab the velvet box holding the coronet from inside the wardrobe.

“Now crown me, and let’s do this thing.”

***

I stumble when I reach the clearing at the end of the paths to the Falls. Not because the walk was especially arduous; the Woods has been rather accommodating, making the walk short and relatively painless.

No, I stumble because I cannot believe this is my Falls. Our Falls.

The creatures of the Woods line the edges of the Woods, my nabras herd keeping careful watch over the proceedings. Leading the way to the gathering of our friends—our family—is a path of white flower petals.

And at the end? I’d expected Seff to construct something simple—a wooden arbour, perhaps with flowers and a podium for the ritual. But no, the man had pulled out all the stops.

An archway, made of the most incredible stained glass, frames the view of the falls. In front of the arch is my brother, tears leaking from his eyes behind the stone altar.

And Roan. My lungs lock when I finally allow myself to look at him, the entire world falling away except for us. Gods, he looks incredible. Everyone dressed in their most flamboyant outfits and Roan wasn’t about to be left out of the fun.

His black shirt is unbuttoned low, and his matching suit is tailored to mould to his thick muscles, with gorgeous golden embroidery on the shoulders just for the drama.

I can feel his gaze on me, but I cannot bring myself to look him in the face just yet. I am going to sob like a baby the moment that I do, and I just want a moment to soak it all in before I drown in it entirely.

My arms begin to tingle, the emotion and the power fizzing together dangerously, and so I tip my head up to the sky, inhaling deeply. Breathe in. Hold. Release.

And again.

I commit this absolutely perfect moment to my mind. Then I meet Roan’s eyes from across the clearing, and let myself fall.

I’m not even aware of my steps as I make my way up the petal path to Roan, completely transfixed by him. I come to a stop in front of him, and the closeness instantly rights my off-kilter world.

“Hi.” He chokes out the greeting through a tear—filled smile. I don’t know what to do with my hands, and for half a second, I regret not having a bouquet like Edith suggested, but then I notice his hands squeezing tightly in front of him. For some reason, the small display of anxiety makes me laugh.

“Hey, Boss Daddy.”

He chuckles to himself, shaking his head at my ridiculousness. “You ready to do this thing?” There is still a rough edge of emotion to his voice as he tips his head towards Tor. Thankfully my brother is fussing with the ceremonial items on the altar to give us the illusion of privacy.

“Absolutely,” I agree, and we turn as one, shoulder to shoulder, to face Tor. He sees us standing at attention and straightens, clearing his throat.

“It’s time to begin,” he announces, raising his hands high, the glowing green of his magic shining in the dappled light of the glass.

The candles flicker on the altar, the incense pungent in the air as he begins the rights. I can feel it as he guides us through the ritual that will bind me to Roan forever and him to me. Tor speaks the words of magic as we raise our hands and, with the silver boline, Tor slices a small cut into our palms. We place them together, palm to palm, while he wraps our hands in white ribbon, and I can feel our spirits knitting together with each pass of the fabric.

“It’s time to declare your vows.” Tor intones, and I have to try very hard to not giggle at how serious he is. Our hands are still tied, as they will be for the remainder of the night until we can sneak away to consummate the union, and we turn to each other. We agreed for Roan to go first because I’m always happy to follow wherever he leads, and so I take a steadying breath to brace myself for his vow.

His slate eyes dance over my face, a soft smile crinkling the corner of his eyes while he composes himself. “Theo,” he begins, his voice so tender my knees almost collapse from underneath me. I don’t think I can get through this without embarrassing myself entirely. “Before I met you, I thought my life was full. Complete. The road I was on was set in stone. And then you came along, and I knew that every step on that path led me to you.” He takes a shuddering breath, squeezing my hands in his.

“You are my sun. Without you, my world has no light, no warmth. You are the spark that lights the joy in my life. I promise to show you every day how much I love you. There is nothing that we cannot face so long as you are by my side. My days begin and end with you. Theo Hivercouer, I am yours. In body and in spirit, I give myself to you.”

A thread winds its way between us. I can feel it in my solar plexus, just below my chest. Roan’s mouth drops open on a sharp intake of breath when he feels it, too. The first thread of our bond.

Through the tears streaming down my face, I beam up at him, my golden glow lighting him up.

“Roan.” A little sob escapes with the word, sending a ripple of laughter through the crowd, making me laugh, too. It takes a moment to compose myself, my tears too close to the surface. I take a few breaths, my heart skipping giddily. “Phew, okay. I can do this.” I shake myself off, our hands still joined between us.

“Roan.” I start again. “If I am the sun, you are the moon, lighting my way in the darkest moments. I never knew anything could feel like this. My greatest achievement will be the life we build here together; my legacy is our love. I could live a thousand lifetimes, go on a thousand adventures, make a thousand new discoveries, and not a single thing would compare to even the simplest moments I get to share with you. It is everything I ever wanted and never dared to dream of. Roan Henrikson, I am yours. In body and in spirit, I give myself to you.”

My last words are a muddled warble, but the magic still takes, that connection in my chest pulsating and growing, joining us together for life.

Tor is speaking again. Well, trying to. He’s sobbing like a baby. But I can’t focus on what he’s saying, too enchanted by Roan’s face as he smiles down at me like I’m his entire world. Mine. The word rolls around my head as we stare at each other, completely consumed by our love.

“For the love of the Gods, kiss already!” Edith’s shriek breaks through the spell. Laughter once again rings through the Falls, along with the shrieks, squawks, and caws of the creatures watching like sentinels as Roan snatches me up, bending me back over his unrestrained arm, and captures my lips in his.

While our friends hoot and holler, Roan’s mouth meets mine in a teasingly chaste way that only makes me need more. My free hand raises to thread through his hair, tugging on his horn to encourage him to deepen the kiss. But my plans are thwarted when our friends swarm us, Roan only having just enough time to pull me up straight and brace before the impact of everyone—Edith, Caelan, Mauvy, Seff, Rafe, Tor, and his parents—slams into us.

From under the crush, I look up at Roan, my face aching from my smile, and he winks. And I know that everything is going to be okay.

The End

***

THANK YOU FOR READING WHISPER FALLS.

Want more Theo & Roan?

Sign up to my newsletter for access to a bonus scene including what happened next on their mating night.


Don't worry, there is more to come for the Legends of the Whisper Woods.

Book three of the Legends of the Whisper Woods series

Whisper Woods

featuring Seff and Rafe is coming soon!

To keep up to date, sign up to my newsletter at aliwoodsauthor.com or join my Facebook reader group Ali's Woods.

Thank you for reading and I'll see you in the Woods again real soon!
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