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Chapter 1

Ifound them outside in the afternoon light, the three of them gathered around an old oak table, which was now buried under bolts of fabric, spools of thread in half a dozen colors, pincushions bristling like small creatures, and scissors of various sizes laid out in a neat row. Sabrina was laughing at something Gabriella had said.

I stood on the porch steps and watched them for a moment, the way you watch something you’ve been afraid to hope for. The recent camping trip had left a pleasant ache in my shoulders and the lingering smell of campfire in my hair, but there was something else too, something that had been building since I’d come home. Sabrina’s hand rested on Gabriella’s forearm as she laughed, and Gabriella leaned into the touch without thinking about it. The distance between them had closed. I’d worried, after everything had changed between the three of us, that something in their sisterhood might fracture. Women could be complicated about sharing a man. But the way they sat together now, their heads bent over the same piece of fabric, arguing cheerfully about whether the hem needed another inch, told me I’d been wrong.

Angelina noticed me first. She’d been sitting slightly apart from them, her own work spread across her lap, a half-finished shirt draped over one knee. Her eyes lifted from the stitching and found me on the steps, and the smile that came across her face made her look younger.

“There he is,” she said. “The man of the hour.”

Sabrina and Gabriella turned together. Sabrina’s face lit up. “Perfect timing,” she said. “We were just about to send a search party.”

“For me? I’ve just been reading.”

“Yes, well, some of us have been working.” She gestured at the table with her hand that nearly knocked over a spool of blue thread.

Gabriella rolled her eyes. “Ignore her. She’s been unbearable all morning because her stitches keep coming out crooked.”

“They do not come out crooked. They come out artistic.”

“They come out like a drunk child stitching them.”

I came down the steps and crossed the yard to the table. Up close, the fabric was finer than I’d realized. There was a dark blue wool that would make a decent winter coat, a lighter gray linen for shirts, and something in a deep green.

“What’s all this?” I asked, though the answer was becoming obvious.

“What does it look like?” Sabrina picked up a half-finished sleeve and held it against my arm. “We’re making clothes for the village idiot. He wanders around in the same three shirts he’s had since he was twenty, and someone has to take pity on him.”

“We’re making clothes for you, Gabriel.” Gabriella’s voice was a bit shy. “Proper ones. Not the patched things you’ve been wearing since you got home.”

I looked at the table again, at the careful cuts and pinned seams, at the three of them with thread on their fingers and fabric dust on their skirts. Angelina had been watching me, and when our eyes met she gave a small nod, as if she’d been expecting exactly the expression on my face.

“You didn’t have to do this,” I said.

“We know,” Sabrina said. “That’s rather the point of a gift.” She set down the sleeve and planted both hands on her hips. “Now. Off with the shirt.”

I blinked. “What?”

“The shirt. Take it off. We need you to try everything on so we can make adjustments.” She reached for a measuring tape coiled beside a pincushion. “And possibly everything else, depending on how thorough we’re feeling today.”

“Sabrina.” Angelina’s voice carried the familiar note of patient warning. “Perhaps inside would be more appropriate.”

“Inside is dark and the light is terrible for sewing. Besides, it’s just us.” Sabrina’s grin widened. “Unless you have developed a newfound modesty I should know about. Have you, Gabriel? Become shy in your old age?”

I’d stripped in front of worse audiences during the war. I’d shared barracks with forty men and bathed in rivers with units I barely knew. This was my loved ones, and the yard was private, and Sabrina had that look in her eye that meant she wouldn’t let this go until she’d won. So I pulled my shirt over my head and dropped it on the bench beside the table, showing off all the battle scars on my back, which they’d seen before.

Sabrina nodded approval. “Trousers next.”

“Sabrina.” Gabriella’s voice had gone up an octave.

“What? I need his inseam.”

“You have his inseam from the last pair you measured.”

“That was for a different pattern. These sit higher.” Sabrina turned back to me. “Come on, trousers off.”

I smiled and undid the buckle. The trousers joined the shirt on the bench, and I stood in the yard in nothing but my underclothes while the afternoon breeze moved across my skin.

Sabrina uncoiled the measuring tape. She started at my shoulders, calling out numbers to Gabriella, who recorded them on a scrap of paper with a charcoal pencil. But Sabrina’s hands weren’t the problem. The problem was her mouth.

“Shoulders, thirty-one. Chest, forty-two. Waist, thirty-four.” Each measurement came with commentary. “Good lord, I love your chest. I can see the veins on your shoulders. I think your arms are bigger.”

“Sabrina, please focus,” Gabriella said, but her cheeks had gone pink.

“Hips, thirty-six. Inseam, thirty-four.” Sabrina crouched to measure my leg, her expression professionally blank. “Though I suppose that depends on what you’re planning to do with these trousers, doesn’t it? Will you be sitting quietly at dinner, or chasing women across the sky?”

“Sabrina,” Angelina said, but she was also chuckling.

“What? I’m being thorough.”

“You’re being incorrigible.”

“I’m being accurate. Accuracy is the soul of tailoring.” She completed the circuit around me, the measuring tape trailing across my skin in a way that was performatively clinical. When she straightened, she caught Gabriella staring at me with the charcoal pencil frozen above the paper. “Oh. I see.”

Gabriella’s blush deepened. “I don’t … I was just—”

“You were just appreciating the view,” Sabrina finished for her. “As one does. As one absolutely does when one’s lover is standing half-naked in the yard looking like he stepped out of a recruitment poster.”

“Sabrina, stop it.” Gabriella covered her face with one hand. “Mom, make her stop.”

Angelina was trying not to laugh and failing. “Sabrina, leave your sister alone. Gabriel, turn around. Let me check those shoulder measurements. Sabrina has the hands of a dreamer and the attention span of a hummingbird.”

I turned. Angelina set down her own work and came to stand behind me. She adjusted the measuring tape across my shoulders, smoothed it flat against my back, called out a number that was half an inch different from Sabrina’s.

“Told you,” she said to Sabrina, who made a dismissive noise.

Angelina’s hands moved to the half-finished shirt they’d been working on. She lifted it, helped me pull it over my head, and began adjusting it. Her fingers settled the collar, checked the shoulders, brushed a loose thread from the sleeve. And then she went quiet. Her hands moved more slowly. She didn’t speak. I could feel her warm breath near my shoulder.

Then it passed. She stepped back and nodded. “There. Shoulders need taking in just a bit. Sabrina, if you’d like to actually finish a garment today instead of tormenting your sibling, the needle is where you left it.”

Sabrina reclaimed her seat with a sigh. Gabriella followed, still pink but determinedly focused on her work. I stood in the yard in a half-finished shirt that smelled of new cloth and Angelina’s hands.

Angelina touched my arm. “Walk with me a moment.”

We moved away from the table, toward the edge of the yard where the old apple tree spread its shadow across the grass. Behind us, Sabrina and Gabriella had fallen into their usual bickering, which was all love.

“I wanted to tell you something,” Angelina said. Her voice was low and meant for me alone. “After your camping trip. After you invited Sabrina to your romantic relationship.” She looked back at the table, where Sabrina was demonstrating some stitching technique that Gabriella was pretending to find ridiculous. “I was worried about Gabriella. I thought she might feel… displaced. As if Sabrina had taken something from her that was meant to be hers alone.”

I understood what she meant. Gabriella and I had found each other first. Sabrina had followed. The order mattered, or it might have mattered, in a different family.

“But watching them today,” Angelina continued, “the way they laugh together. The way neither of them seems afraid of losing anything.” She shook her head. “I should have known better. They’ve always been closer than they pretended.”

“Gabriella would cut off her own arm before she let anything come between her and Sabrina,” I said.

“And Sabrina would reattach it with better stitching than the original.” She smiled. The smile faded into something more serious. “Since you came home, Gabriel. Sabrina smiles more. Gabriella stands taller. This farm…” She looked around at the yard, the house and the fields stretching beyond. “This farm feels like a place people live in again, not just a place they’re surviving. Do you understand what I mean?”

I did. I’d seen it in the way the kitchen stayed warm later into the evening, in the way conversations didn’t end when I entered a room but changed to include me. I’d felt it in my own bones, the slow unwinding of something that had been clenched for years.

“I missed you,” Angelina said. “Every day, I missed you. There were times when I thought—” She stopped and shook her head. “It doesn’t matter what I thought. You’re here.”

I put my arms around her. Her wings wrapped around my back, warm through the thin fabric of her dress. She held me with both fierceness and gentleness, as if afraid I might disappear again if she didn’t keep me close.

“I’m home,” I said against her hair. “I’m not going anywhere.”

She nodded against my shoulder. When she stepped back, her eyes were dry and clear. “Good. Then go put some clothes on before the neighbors fly by and wonder what kind of household I’m running.”

I laughed.

“And then can you fetch me something?”

“Of course.”

“Top shelf,” Angelina said. “The old wooden sewing box with the brass hinges. Not the newer one. The old one.”

“I’ll get it for you.”

She kissed my cheek, leaving a damp spot behind.

* * *

Angelina’s bedroom was at the end of the upstairs hallway, the door usually left ajar unless she was changing. I pushed it open and stepped inside. The same quilt on the bed, the same small vase of wildflowers on the windowsill, the same faint smell of lavender soap and clean linen, the same folding screen. The wardrobe stood against the far wall, oak darkened with age, its doors carved with a pattern of leaves. Everything was clean and pleasant.

I reached up. The top shelf was just beyond comfortable reach, and I had to stretch, my fingers brushing against the smooth wood of one box, then another. I caught the edge of what felt like the right one and pulled it forward. It was heavier than I expected, and I misjudged the weight. The box tipped as I brought it down, and I caught it against my chest before it could fall.

This wasn’t the sewing box. This one was larger, its wood darker, the hinges iron rather than brass. I hadn’t meant to open it. I set it on the bed to steady it, and the lid swung free on its own. Inside were my letters. They were organized. Each bundle tied with a different color of ribbon, arranged in chronological order from the earliest at the bottom to the most recent on top. I recognized my own handwriting on the folded pages, the increasingly hasty scrawl of a man writing by campfire light between battles. There were twenty-three bundles. I’d written more than I remembered.

Beneath the letters, laid flat against the bottom of the box, newspaper clippings. Headlines I’d lived through now preserved in newsprint. Royal Forces Secure Eastern Approach. Pegasus Corps Engages Rebel Artillery. Casualties Reported at Three Bridges. Each clipping had been cut with careful scissors, the edges neat. Some had annotations in Angelina’s handwriting in the margins: dates, locations, unit numbers.

And a map … A hand-drawn one, on parchment that had been folded and refolded so many times the creases had gone soft. The Sky Kingdom in rough outline, the floating islands connected by dotted lines representing trade routes and military supply chains. And across this map, in that same careful handwriting, a trail of small X marks and dates. Each mark corresponded to a place where my unit had been stationed, where a battle had been fought, where news had reached her that I was still alive.

She had tracked me, with nothing but the unreliable reports of a war happening hundreds of miles away, she had tracked my movements across a hand-drawn map and tied my letters in chronological order and cut articles from newspapers that mentioned campaigns I’d been part of. She had built an archive of my survival, piece by piece, and kept it in a wooden box on the top shelf of her wardrobe where she could reach for it when the house was quiet and the fear became too much to carry alone.

I stood beside the bed and looked at what she had collected, and for some reason it warmed my heart. She loved me, and I loved her.

Beneath the map was a book, or a journal. Bound in soft brown leather, worn at the edges from handling. I hadn’t meant to see it. I’d been gathering the scattered papers, trying to restore them to their proper order, when my fingers brushed the cover and it shifted, falling open to a page where my name appeared three times in the first paragraph alone.

I should have closed it. Whatever was in that book was never meant for me to read. But my name was there, in her handwriting, and the war was there, and years of silence I had never fully understood were contained in those pages. So I sat on the edge of the bed with the journal open in my hands, and I read.

The early entries were from the first year. Gabriel’s letter arrived today. Thirty-seven days since the last. He sounds well. The farm needs a new roof before winter. Sabrina won’t speak of him but I hear her reading his letters aloud to herself when she thinks no one is listening.

Then the second year. Casualty reports from the northern campaign. No names, just numbers. I stood in the village square and read the list three times to be certain his name wasn’t there, and then I came home and couldn’t remember what I was meant to be doing. Made bread. Burned it. Threw it to the chickens and started again.

The third year. Gabriella asked again when he’s coming home. I told her soon. She’s older now and knows I’m lying but lets me do it anyway because she needs to hear it and I need to say it.

The fourth year. Birthday today. He would be twenty-four. I made the honey cake he always asked for and we ate it without him and Sabrina said it was the best one yet and none of us believed her.

The fifth year. The handwriting changed, becoming less controlled. Dreamt of him last night. Not as a boy. As the man he must be now. Woke ashamed and couldn’t go back to sleep. What kind of woman—

I turned the page. The next entry was dated two weeks later. It happened again. Worse this time. A vivid, explicit, erotic dream. I stood under the cold pump until my skin went numb and still couldn’t wash it away. “I watched him grow up. Whatever else he is, whatever else the war has made him, I’d known him since he was a boy, and these thoughts have no place in my mind. But I love him. I miss him. And I think I’m developing complicated feelings for him.”

I closed the journal. My hands were steady. I was surprised by that. I set the journal back beneath the map, arranged the newspaper clippings in their original order, retied each bundle of letters with its proper ribbon. Each item returned to its exact place. The map folded along its creases. The journal positioned so that its spine aligned with the edge of the box the way it had been when I found it.

When I was finished, the box looked undisturbed. As if no one had opened it. As if the words inside had remained where they belonged, in the dark, in silence, in the keeping of the woman who had written them.

I found the sewing box on the same shelf, smaller with brass hinges. I took it down, closed the wardrobe, and left the room without looking back at the bed.

Outside, the afternoon had warmed. Sabrina and Gabriella were still at the table, heads bent together over some intricate piece of stitching that had them both frowning in concentration. Angelina looked up as I approached.

“Find it?” she asked.

I handed her the box. “Top shelf, right where you said.”

“Thank you.” She took it from me with a smile that held nothing but simple gratitude, the smile of a woman asking a man to fetch a sewing box and receiving exactly that. No awareness of what I’d seen. No shift in her eyes, no change in the set of her shoulders. She believed her secrets were still secret. She believed the journal was still just a journal, containing nothing that would alter the way a man looked at her.

I stood in the yard with the sun on my face and the weight of what I knew sitting behind my ribs like a stone, and I understood that some truths, once learned, cannot be unlearned. You carry them forward into every conversation that follows. You carry them into the next room, and the next day, and every day after that, and the person who gave you that truth never knows you have it.

Angelina opened the sewing box and selected a silver needle, holding it up to the light to check its point. “Perfect,” she said. “Now we can get something actually finished before dinner.”

I nodded and said nothing at all.

* * *

Sabrina announced their departure like a military campaign, which was her way of making a trip to the market sound like an adventure worthy of song. She’d changed into a dress that probably wasn’t necessary for buying cloth but certainly improved the view for anyone they might meet along the way, and Gabriella had given up arguing about it somewhere around the third wardrobe consultation.

“We need more fabric and cloth. We’ll be back before dinner,” Sabrina said, tying a basket over her arm. “Try not to burn the house down while we’re gone. Or do burn it down, but make it look like an accident so the insurance pays out.”

“Nobody has insurance, Sabrina,” Gabriella said.

“Then burn it carefully. In small, decorative sections.” Sabrina kissed Angelina on the cheek, gave me a look that managed to be both affectionate and vaguely threatening, and took Gabriella’s hand. “Come on. If we hurry, we can stop at the baker’s and still be home before dark.”

They left through the gate, their voices carrying back across the yard until the path took them behind the hedge and the sound faded. And then it was just Angelina and me, and the table covered in the evidence of their morning’s work, and the quiet that settles into a place when the loudest people have gone elsewhere.

“We should put this away before the wind gets ideas,” Angelina said.

We worked side by side, gathering spools of thread, folding half-finished pieces, returning scissors to their leather case. I’d done this a thousand times before. It was ordinary work, the kind that requires no conversation, the kind where your hands know what to do without your brain fully attending. But my brain was attending now. Attending to things it had never bothered with before.

The way Angelina reached across the table, the sleeve of her dress falling back to show the fine bones of her wrist. The concentration in her profile when she counted pins. The smell of her, so feminine and sweet. Small things. Meaningless things. Except they weren’t meaningless anymore, because I’d read the journal, and the journal had given words to silences I’d never thought to question.

“Put the shirt on again,” Angelina said. “I want to check Sabrina’s corrections before she comes back and insists they’re perfect.”

I pulled the altered shirt over my head. The fabric settled across my shoulders, still carrying the scent of the dye.

Angelina stepped close. Her hands came up to the collar, adjusting it. One finger traced the seam at my shoulder, checking the lie of the fabric. “Sabrina took too much out of the right side. See how it pulls?” Her hand pressed flat against my chest, feeling the tension in the cloth. “I’ll have to let it back out a quarter inch.”

She was close enough that I could see the fine lines at the corners of her eyes, the particular shade of hazel that changed with the light. Her wings were partially folded, the feathers brushing against my arm as she moved. I’d been standing this close to Angelina for years. It had never felt like this before.

“You’re quiet,” she said. Her hands had moved to my sleeves, checking the cuffs. “Something on your mind?”

I needed an answer that wasn’t the truth. The truth was thirty pages of handwritten confession in a journal I had no business reading. The truth was that I was trying not to think about dreams she’d had, dreams that had left her standing under a cold pump at midnight, ashamed and alone.

“I was thinking you haven’t changed much,” I said. “You look exactly the same.”

Angelina laughed. “Oh, Gabriel. Those years changed me more than you could possibly realize.” She pulled a loose thread from the sleeve and let it fall. “There were times when I was certain you wouldn’t walk through that door again. Times when the casualty reports came and I stood in the village square reading names and couldn’t breathe until I’d reached the end of the list. Times when I woke in the night and thought I heard you calling, and it was just the wind in the eaves, and I would lie there until morning because going back to sleep felt like abandoning you.”

Her hands had stilled on my sleeves. She was looking at some middle distance, at a memory that lived in the space between us.

“But Sabrina and Gabriella needed me,” she said. “However afraid I was, however alone I felt, they needed their mother to be the steady one. So that’s what I was, steady. Until the day you came home, and then I could stop pretending it was easy.”

I hadn’t known. I’d written letters about battles and weather and the small comforts of camp life. I’d described the landscape, the food, the peculiar camaraderie of men living on the edge of survival. I had never described what it was like to be the one waiting.

“I dreamed about coming home,” I said. “For years. I dreamed about this farm, this house, all of you. But the dreams were always… peaceful and simple. I never dreamed about what it was like for you to wait. I should have.”

“You were fighting a war. Waiting was the easier job.”

“It wasn’t easier. It was different. And I didn’t understand the difference until now.”

She looked at me then, and whatever she saw in my face made her eyes soften. She put her arms around me, and I held her, and the shirt between us was new cloth that smelled of nothing but itself, and beneath it I could feel the warmth of her.

“Having all three of you under this roof,” she said against my shoulder, “is more than I allowed myself to hope for. Every morning I wake up and for a moment I don’t believe it, and then I hear you moving around downstairs or Sabrina laughing or Gabriella arguing with the chickens, or I see you kiss them and I remember. You’re home. However it happened, whatever it cost, you came home.”

I held her and said nothing, because the words I had were inadequate and the words I didn’t have were the ones she’d written in the journal, and those belonged to her alone. But my arms around her felt different. The embrace was the same. The affection was real. But the innocence was gone, and its absence left a space I didn’t know how to fill.

She stepped back and smoothed the front of her dress with both hands. “There. Sleeves are even, collar sits properly. Go change before you sweat through it and Sabrina decides I’ve ruined her masterpiece.”

I nodded, turned toward the house. Behind me, Angelina had already returned to the table, gathering the last of the thread. She had no idea that the man walking away from her carried the weight of her most private self, pages she had written in darkness and never intended anyone to see.

Keeping her secret was going to be harder than I’d thought, because the woman who kept it was Angelina, and I loved her, and knowing what she had endured, knowing what she had felt, what she had dreamed, made the distance between us both smaller and infinitely more complicated than it had been yesterday.

* * *

Eventually, the girls came back from their little shopping trip, and the three of them returned to their sewing. By the time I went out to chop some wood, they had finished the shirt along with a pair of trousers, and Sabrina informed me that the rest would be done soon. The day quickly turned to evening, and I found Gabriella in the eastern orchard as the light was failing, the sky gone the deep blue that means night is coming but hasn’t quite arrived. She was sitting on the low stone wall at the orchard’s edge, a basket of apples beside her, looking out at the clouds that hung below our island like a second, softer earth.

Distant shapes moved against that whiteness. Pegasi or skybirds, probably from the village stable, their riders leaning into the wind. Higher up, the darker silhouettes of angels making their way home from late errands, their wings catching the last light in pale flashes. Gabriella watched them without any particular expression. The look of someone who has made peace with a view she can admire without being part of.

She heard my footsteps on the grass and turned. Her smile appeared the way it always did, as if her face had been waiting for something to smile at and was relieved I’d finally provided it.

“Finished chopping wood?” she asked.

“Finished with everything that involves standing upright.” I sat beside her on the wall. The stone was still warm from the day’s sun. Without hesitation, without seeming to think about it at all, Gabriella shifted closer and settled against my side, her head finding the hollow between my shoulder and chest as if she’d been measuring it for years.

We sat like that for a while. The clouds shifted. A pair of pegasi circled lower, their riders calling to each other across the open air. The sound reached us faintly, words indistinguishable, just the cadence of conversation carried on the wind.

“What was she really like?” I asked. “During the war. Your mother.”

Gabriella’s body went still against mine. “She managed,” she said. “You know how she is. However bad things got, she found a way through.”

“I know how she wanted us to see her. I’m asking how she actually was.”

Gabriella was quiet. Her fingers had found a loose thread on my sleeve and were worrying it back and forth. “She worried,” she said finally. “All the time. Whenever casualty reports came from your part of the front, she would… change, become quiet. Move through the house like she was counting her steps. She memorized how long your letters usually took to arrive. If one was late by more than a week, she would find reasons to walk to the village three times a day, checking the post.”

She paused. A pegasus rider dipped below the cloud layer, then soared back up, trailing vapor.

“And she talked to you,” Gabriella said. “While she cooked. While she worked in the garden. She would narrate whatever she was doing, as if you were standing there. ‘Gabriella burned the bread again, Gabriel. You wouldn’t believe it. Entire loaf, black as coal.’ Or, ‘The north field needs plowing, but the old plowshare’s cracked. What would you do, do you think? Wait for the metalworker or try to braze it ourselves?’” Gabriella’s voice had taken on a gentle imitation of her mother’s cadence. “She wasn’t asking the air. She was asking you. And then she would pause, as if she were waiting for you to answer.”

I closed my eyes. The journal entries hadn’t been isolated moments. They had been the written record of a habit that had woven itself into the fabric of every day. Missing me had become part of how she moved through the world, as natural as breathing.

“Why are you asking about Angelina all of a sudden?” Gabriella’s head tilted back so she could see my face. “You’ve been odd about her since this afternoon.”

I’d prepared for this question. “Coming home I spent so much time with you and Sabrina, I kinda forgot about her for a bit.”

She gave me a look. “No, you didn’t. You’ve spent time with Mom too.”

“Not as much as I have with you two. I realized she’s been missing me too.” It wasn’t the whole truth, but it wasn’t a lie. Gabriella accepted it with a nod.

“Of course,” she said and adorably kissed my cheek. “We all have.”

“What did you miss?” I asked. “While I was gone.”

“You know,” she said with a bittersweet smile. “Everything, but now, I couldn’t be any happier.”

I put my arm around her and pulled her closer. Her body was warm and solid against mine, a woman I was romantically in love with now and not the girl I’d left behind, but the trust between us was the same.

We sat until the last light faded from the clouds and the distant fliers became shadows, then specks, then invisible. The air cooled. Gabriella’s breathing had slowed, her body growing heavier against mine as the day caught up with her.

“I’m getting sleepy,” she murmured. “Carry me back?”

I lifted her. She weighed nothing, or close to it, her arms looping around my neck without opening her eyes. I carried her through the dark orchard, across the yard, up the porch steps. The house was warm, lamplight glowing in the windows.

Sabrina was in the hallway. She’d changed into a nightgown that managed to be both modest and thoroughly distracting, the thin fabric doing interesting things with the lamplight and the curves beneath it. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, and she was leaning against the wall, her wings curled.

“There you are,” she said. “I was about to send a search party. Though you seem to have found something already.” Her eyes moved to Gabriella, asleep against my shoulder, and her expression softened. “Put her to bed. Then come back. I want a proper goodnight.”

I carried Gabriella to her room, laid her on the bed, pulled the quilt over her shoulders. “Kiss,” she demanded before I left.

I pressed my lips to hers, warm and sweet. When I pulled off, she was smiling. “Good night,” I said and left her there.

Sabrina was exactly where I’d left her. I kissed her, and she kissed me back with tongue and biting my bottom lip. When we separated, she was smiling.

“I had letters today,” she said. “From Olivia and Livia. They want us to come to their mother’s farm. Liana’s place, on Ginger Isle. All of us and especially you. Mom, Gabriella, me. What do you think?”

“I think yes,” I said. “I’d like to see them again.”

“Good. Because I already told them we were coming.” She kissed me once more, briefly, her hand resting against my cheek. “Sleep well. Dream of something pleasant … maybe our camping trip and the threesome with Sabrina and Gabriella.”

Giggling, she disappeared into her room, and the hallway was quiet again. I turned toward the stairs and nearly walked into Angelina.

She was dressed for bed. A simple nightdress, her hair loose down her back in a way I rarely saw, usually braided or pinned during the day. The lamplight caught the honey blonde and turned it gold, and for a disorienting moment I saw her as a woman, beautiful in the way that comes with having lived fully and carried that living without bitterness.

She smiled, leaned up and kissed my cheek, her hand resting lightly on my arm. “Goodnight, Gabriel.”

“Goodnight, Angelina.”

She moved past me into her room and closed the door. I went to my own room and lay in the dark. I thought about red hair and emerald eyes and twin smiles that had been flirting with me since the moment we met.


Chapter 2

Morning light filled the room, yellow and insistent, and downstairs I could hear Angelina moving around the kitchen.

I dressed in the new gray shirt and trousers they’d finished for me the day before and headed downstairs. Sabrina and Gabriella were already at the table. Sabrina had commandeered the entire platter of honey cakes and was arranging them in what appeared to be a defensive formation around her plate.

“There he is,” Sabrina said without looking up from her tactical cake deployment. “I was starting to think you’d decided to sleep through the entire social event I so generously arranged for our collective entertainment.”

“Good morning to you too.” I pulled out a chair and sat. “What social event?”

Sabrina paused, a honey cake suspended halfway to her mouth. “The visit. To Ginger Isle. To Liana’s farm. Olivia’s and Livia’s mom. The redheaded twins who have spent the past week talking about you to anyone unfortunate enough to stand within earshot.” She took a bite and chewed. “I told you last night.”

“Oh.” Sabrina had mentioned it last night, standing in the hallway after kissing me. But last night my head had been full of other things. “Right. Today.”

“Your enthusiasm is overwhelming.” Sabrina rolled her eyes. “Honestly, I don’t know why I bother.”

“Because you love organizing people,” Gabriella said. “And because you’ve been talking about this visit the entire morning.”

“I have not.”

“You told me about it twice before he even came downstairs.”

Sabrina narrowed her eyes. “Traitor.”

Angelina was smiling. She looked lighter than she had in weeks. “You’re all going to love it,” she said, pouring tea into my cup. “Liana’s farm is beautiful this time of year. Her orchards are in full bloom, and she makes the best ginger preserves.” She set the pot down and rested one hand briefly on my shoulder. “It’s been too long since I’ve seen her properly.”

“Olivia asked about you specifically,” Sabrina said, reclaiming my attention. “Three times. Once was just ‘How’s Gabriel?’ which is normal. The second was ‘Has he mentioned coming back to visit?’ which is marginally less normal. The third was ‘If he doesn’t visit soon I’m going to fly to your farm and stare at him through the kitchen window until he agrees to come back to ours,’ which I believe qualifies as concerning behavior.”

Gabriella laughed. “They’re not exactly subtle, are they?”

“Subtlety is not in their vocabulary. Or their hair color.” Sabrina leaned toward me. “They like you, quite a lot. I’m just telling you so you’re prepared.”

“I’m prepared,” I said. “They made that fairly clear last time.”

“Good. Because they’ve had a week to think about you, and I guarantee whatever plan they’ve cooked up involves significantly less clothing than would be considered appropriate by any reasonable standard of—”

“Sabrina,” Angelina said with a giggle. “Let your lover eat his breakfast in peace.”

Sabrina subsided with a grin that suggested peace was the last thing she had in mind.

After breakfast, Sabrina and Gabriella disappeared upstairs to get ready. I was stacking plates when Angelina’s hand settled over mine on the counter. Her fingers were warm, the skin slightly rough from years of work. I’d held that hand a thousand times. It had never felt like this before.

“Before you go upstairs,” she said, “could I ask you a favor?”

“Of course.”

She paused for a second. “I’d like your opinion on what I should wear today. I haven’t visited Liana in… well, longer than I care to admit. And most of what’s in my wardrobe belongs to a different woman.”

“I’ll help.”

I followed her upstairs to her bedroom. The same room where yesterday I’d stood beside the bed with an open journal in my hands and learned things about Angelina that altered the shape of every memory I had of her. She didn’t know that. She moved through the room the way she always did, opening the wardrobe, pulling out dresses and holding them against herself in front of the mirror.

“Sit,” she said, pointing to the edge of the bed. “This might take a while.”

I sat. She disappeared behind the folding screen in the corner, and the room filled with the sounds of fabric, hooks, the rustle of clothing being exchanged for other clothing. Every few minutes she would emerge, cross to the wardrobe or the mirror, and I would catch a glimpse of a bare shoulder, the curve of her hip beneath thin fabric or the line of her spine between her wing joints.

I was thinking twice. I was thinking three times, four times, turning each glimpse over in my mind the way you examine evidence. The journal had given me a vocabulary for what I was seeing, and I couldn’t unlearn it.

She tried a blue dress that did nothing for her and she knew it. A gray one that made her look like she was attending a funeral, which she acknowledged with a snort. A green that was better but still not right. With each change she grew more frustrated, and with each frustration she became more herself, teasing, self-deprecating, refusing to take the process too seriously even when it was clearly annoying her.

“You’re being very quiet,” she said during one of her mirror inspections. “Do I look that terrible?”

“You look fine. You always look fine.”

“That is the least helpful opinion I have ever received in my life.” She vanished behind the screen again. “Fine. I’m fine. Wonderful. I’ll wear sackcloth and tell everyone Gabriel thinks I’m fine.”

I laughed.

She went quiet behind the screen. Then I heard a different sound, an exclamation, like a laugh. When she emerged, she was holding a dress I’d never seen before. It was deep amber, the color of good whiskey, cut lower than anything else in her wardrobe.

“I forgot I still had this,” she said. She held it against herself, turning to see it in the mirror. Her expression had changed. Something wistful had replaced the frustration, and beneath that something brighter, a spark of the woman who had once chosen a dress like this because she wanted to wear it.

She disappeared behind the screen one last time. When she stepped out, the dress was on, and the woman I was seeing was gorgeous. The dress fit her the way good clothing fits a woman who has earned her curves honestly. It showed the shape of her, the strength in her shoulders and the softness beneath that strength. The neckline dipped lower than anything she’d worn in years, revealing the smooth skin of her chest and the beginning of cleavage that the practical dresses had been designed to conceal.

She turned to the mirror, adjusted the fit at the waist, and then she saw my face reflected behind her.

She turned. “Is it too much?” The question was genuine. She’d gone from delighted to self-conscious in the space of a heartbeat, her hand moving to the neckline as if she might adjust it higher. “For an afternoon at a friend’s farm? I don’t want to look like I’m trying too hard.”

“It suits you,” I said. The words came out more firmly than I’d intended. “Perfectly.”

She studied me. Whatever she saw made her hand drop from the neckline. “It’s been a long time since I wore anything like this.”

“And now is the perfect opportunity.”

She held my gaze. Then she smiled, and the smile reached her eyes, and she came to me and kissed my cheek and put her arms and wings around me in a hug that pressed the warm, living weight of her against my chest, and I held her and tried not to think about journals or the way her body felt against mine.

When we came downstairs, Sabrina was waiting by the door, already dressed and impatient. Her eyes went to Angelina’s dress and widened.

“Mother,” she said. “You look incredible.”

“Thank you, darling.”

Sabrina’s eyes shifted to me. She looked at my face, then back at Angelina’s dress, then at my face again. Curiosity moved behind her expression then understanding, then amusement so bright I could almost hear it.

“Well,” she said. “This should be an interesting afternoon.”

* * *

We left around midday, when the sun was high enough to warm the stone of the yard but not yet hot enough to make flying uncomfortable. Sabrina helped Gabriella onto Sora’s back, settling her behind the saddle. She wrapped her arms around Sabrina’s waist and looked entirely content to be a passenger, her face already tipped toward the sky in anticipation.

I checked Valen’s tack out of habit, cinch tight, stirrups even, the old scars along his flank pale against his white coat. When I looked up, Angelina was leading her skybird from the stable. The bird dipped its head toward me in recognition, and I scratched the soft feathers beneath its beak.

“Actually,” I said, “why don’t you ride with me?”

Angelina paused, one hand on the skybird’s bridle. “On Valen?”

“If you want. He’s steady with two. Probably more comfortable than trying to balance on your own bird in that dress.”

She looked down at the amber fabric, then at Valen, then at me. “Alright,” she said. “But if I fall off, I’m blaming you entirely.”

“I won’t let you fall.”

She handed the gray’s reins to Sabrina, who rolled her eyes but took them without complaint. Then Angelina came to Valen’s side and put her hand on my shoulder. I helped her up, feeling the weight of her settle behind me on the saddle, her thighs against mine, her body finding its balance against my back, her wings flapping.

“Hold on,” I said.

Her arms came around my waist carefully, as if she were afraid of squeezing too hard or leaning too close. Her wings were folded against her back, the feathers brushing my shoulder blades whenever she shifted.

“We’ll take it easy at first,” I said. “Let you get used to—”

Sabrina shot past us on Sora, close enough that the wind of her passage ruffled Valen’s mane. Gabriella’s delighted shriek trailed behind them like a banner.

“Or,” I said, “we could skip the gentle part.”

Angelina laughed against my back. “Just go. Before she decides we’re boring and leaves without us.”

I urged Valen forward. His wings unfolded with that great, familiar sound of feather against air, and then we were climbing, the farm falling away beneath us, the yard shrinking to a white stone toy house surrounded by green. Angelina’s arms tightened instinctively as Valen found his rhythm, each powerful downstroke driving us higher.

“You’ll need to hold tighter than that,” I called over my shoulder. “When he really gets going.”

Her arms locked around my waist, her chest pressed against my back, her chin near my shoulder. I felt her warm breath against my neck.

“Oh,” she said, a single syllable of surprised pleasure.

Sabrina was already well ahead, Sora cutting a clean line through the blue. She banked, circled back toward us, and flew alongside close enough that I could see the grin on her face.

“Having trouble keeping up, Gabriel?” she called. “Valen getting old?”

“Valen is contemplating whether he should accidentally knock Sora into a cloud on our next pass.”

“Threats! From the great war hero! How shocking.”

She pulled ahead again, Gabriella waving at us over Sabrina’s shoulder, both of them laughing.

Then Angelina playfully said, “You’re not going to let my daughter beat you, are you?”

“Are you encouraging me to race her?”

Her arms tightened around my waist, and suddenly, she sounded a lot more youthful. “Catch her.”

I didn’t need to be told twice. I leaned forward, and Valen understood. His wings drove harder, each stroke eating the distance between us and Sora’s pale blue tail feathers. The wind picked up, rushing past my face, pulling at Angelina’s hair where it streamed behind us. She laughed, and the laugh was wilder than any sound I’d heard from her in years.

Sabrina glanced back, saw us gaining, and sent Sora into a steep dive. We followed, and we raced, and we laughed, and for a while it was nothing but fun.

Then the clouds rushed up to meet us, white and dense, and then we were inside them, the world gone muffled and gray, nothing but the sound of Valen’s wings and Angelina’s breathing against my back. We broke through the clouds and Ginger Isle lay spread below us, green and terraced, the white cottages of the village clustered around the central square. Sora was ahead but not by much. Sabrina was flying hard, but Valen was the faster animal and I was the better rider, and the gap closed with each powerful stroke.

Gabriella was alternating between laughing and shouting warnings at Sabrina, who ignored all of them. Angelina’s voice joined the chaos, urging me faster whenever Sabrina pulled ahead by a wingbeat, her body pressed against mine with an intensity that had nothing to do with balance and everything to do with the pure, childlike joy of competition.

“Left,” she said. “Cut left, she’s wide on the turn, there, go!”

I went. Valen banked hard, and Angelina’s arms locked around me, and for one suspended moment we were flying sideways through the air, the island tilted beneath us, and then we were straight again and pulling ahead of Sora’s wingtips.

Angelina threw one arm up in victory, nearly unseating both of us, and I caught her wrist and brought it back to my waist, laughing.

“We won!” she said. “We actually won!”

“We cheated,” I said. “Valen is twice Sora’s size.”

“Winning is winning. I don’t recall any rules being established.”

We circled down, where a wide, flat field served as a landing area. Valen touched down with his usual grace, his hooves settling into the grass as if he’d been born to that patch of earth. Behind us, Sora landed a moment later, Sabrina dismounting with considerably less dignity and considerably more complaints about unfair advantages and biological determinism.

I swung my leg over and dropped to the ground, then turned to help Angelina down. She took my hand, slid from the saddle, and then she didn’t let go. Or rather, she didn’t step back. She stood with her body still pressed against mine, her hand in my hand, her other arm resting against my chest where it had been during the flight. Her face was flushed from the wind, her hair coming loose from its pins, her eyes bright with the aftermath of speed. For several seconds she stayed like that, as if part of her hadn’t registered that we were no longer moving.

Then she did. She stepped back, smoothed her hands down the front of the amber dress and tucked a strand of honey-blonde hair behind her ear.

“Well,” she said. “That was…”

“Unexpected?” I offered.

“Exhilarating.” She smiled, and then she turned to greet Sabrina, who was watching us with an expression that suggested she had several questions and was deciding which to ask first.

“Don’t,” I said to her quietly as she passed.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were thinking it, loudly.”

Sabrina’s grin widened. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. But if I did have an idea, it would be that my mother hasn’t looked that happy in years, and if a pegasus ride with Gabriel is what did it, then I am entirely in favor of pegasus rides.”

I appreciated the fact that Olivia and Livia’s cottage was now visible through the trees, and the sooner we reached it, the sooner Sabrina would have other things to focus on besides whatever she thought she was seeing between me and her mother.

* * *

Olivia and Livia’s cottage sat at the edge of Ginger Isle’s village, white stone with blue shutters and a garden that had been planted with more enthusiasm than planning. Flowers grew in exuberant clusters between vegetable beds, and two wooden chairs faced the western view where the clouds hung lowest. It looked like a place where people laughed often and didn’t worry much about whether the neighbors approved.

The twins were waiting on the porch. They saw Sabrina first and launched themselves at her with matching shrieks of delight, all three women collapsing into a hug that nearly toppled the railing. Gabriella was pulled into the circle a moment later, and the four of them stood there laughing and talking over each other in the way of friends who have known each other too long to bother with greetings that make sense.

Then Olivia’s eyes found me. She went still. Then she smiled, and the smile was the kind that made men forget their own names on a regular basis. “You came back.”

“I was invited,” I said.

“Details.” She detached herself from the group and crossed the porch toward me. Her red hair was loose today, falling past her shoulders in waves. “The important part is that you’re here, in my garden, looking at me with those eyes, and I have approximately seventeen questions I’ve been saving since you left last time.”

“Seventeen?” Livia had stepped beside her sister, identical except for the quieter set of her mouth and the way her emerald eyes held mine with slightly more patience. “I counted twenty-three.”

“You counted wrong. I have the list.”

“You do not have a list.”

“I have a mental list. It’s very organized.”

“Your mental list is alphabetical?”

“No, it’s by importance. The first question is whether he came back because he missed us.” Olivia turned those devastating green eyes on me. “Did you? Miss us?”

“I’ve recently seen you for one afternoon.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only answer you’re getting.”

Livia slipped her arm through mine with a smoothness that suggested she’d been planning the maneuver. “He came back for me, obviously. You’re merely benefiting from the proximity.”

“Proximity? He’s standing between us. That’s equal proximity.”

“Geographically equal. Emotionally, I have the advantage.”

“You have no emotional advantage. You spent the entire afternoon last time being reasonable and asking sensible questions while I was being charming.”

“You call that charming? I call it desperate.”

I looked from one to the other. “You do realize I can hear both of you.”

They stopped, looked at me, and then, in perfect unison, they said, “Yes.”

Angelina had been watching this exchange with a slightly bemused expression. But when the twins’ attention shifted to her, their faces changed. Olivia’s eyes went wide.

“Angelina,” she said. “You look…” She gestured at the amber dress, at Angelina’s hair coming loose from its pins, at the whole effect of a woman who had decided, for once, to be something other than a mother. “You look incredible.”

Livia was more measured but no less genuine. “I haven’t seen you in anything like that in years. It suits you perfectly.”

Angelina touched the neckline self-consciously. “Thank you. Gabriel helped me choose it.”

The twins looked at each other. A complete conversation passed between them in the space of a raised eyebrow and a slight tilt of the head. Then they looked back at Angelina, and Olivia’s smile took on a new quality: teasing, affectionate, and entirely mischievous.

“Did he now,” Olivia said. “Your handsome war-hero, helping pick out dresses. How very… modern of you both.”

“Very devoted,” Livia added. “Most guys just nod and say ‘That’s nice,’ regardless of what you’re wearing.”

“He has opinions,” Angelina said. “Surprisingly good ones, for a man who spent six years wearing military issue.”

“Military issue does terrible things to a man’s fashion sense,” I said. “You develop an appreciation for anything that isn’t gray or designed by someone who hates comfort.”

Olivia laughed. “I like this version of you,” she said. “The one who talks back. Last time you were all quiet intensity and brooding military restraint.”

“I was recovering from your sister climbing into my lap without warning.”

“That was a strategic reconnaissance. I needed data.”

“We’re walking to Mother’s,” Livia said, cutting off whatever Olivia had been about to say next. “She’s expecting everyone for lunch, and if we’re late she’ll assume we’ve drowned in the cider barrel again.”

We set out along the path that led from the village toward Liana’s farm. The twins established their positions within three steps: Olivia on my left, Livia on my right, both of them close enough that their shoulders brushed mine whenever the path narrowed. Sabrina walked ahead with Gabriella, their heads bent together in conversation, occasionally glancing back with expressions that suggested they were enjoying the show.

“You never answered my question,” Olivia said. “Did you miss us?”

“I thought about you,” I said. “Which, given that I’ve known you for one afternoon, is already more consideration than most people get.”

“I’ll take it.” She bumped her shoulder against mine. “For now.”

Livia was quieter, but her presence was no less purposeful. “Sabrina talks about you constantly, you know. Has for years. We know more about you than most of your actual comrades probably do.”

“That’s… concerning.”

“She’s very proud. Possibly excessively so. There was a period where every story began with ‘Gabriel, the Queen’s Falcon’ and ended with some feat of aerial derring-do that I’m fairly certain violated several laws of physics.”

“I did violate several laws of physics. The queen’s physicists wrote me a strongly worded letter.”

Livia laughed.

Sabrina had been watching from ahead. She caught my eye and raised an eyebrow, her mouth curving into a smile that was equal parts amusement and something warmer. She dropped back until she was walking beside me, and when the twins had moved a few steps ahead, she leaned close.

“I don’t mind, you know,” she whispered. “If they become yours too. They’re good people. And they’ve been in love with the idea of you for years. Might as well give them the real thing.”

Before I could respond, Gabriella appeared on my other side. “I don’t mind either,” she whispered, even quieter. “They make you laugh. I like that.”

“What are you three whispering about back there?” Olivia called over her shoulder. “If it’s about me, I demand full disclosure. If it’s about Livia, I still demand full disclosure but I’ll pretend to be scandalized on her behalf.”

“Nothing scandalous,” Sabrina said. “Just discussing whether Gabriel has any idea how transparent he is when pretty women flirt with him.”

“Transparent how?” Livia asked.

“His ears go pink. Both of them. It’s adorable.”

My ears did not go pink. They might have warmed slightly, which was an entirely different physiological response having nothing to do with the fact that two beautiful redheaded twins were now looking at me with renewed interest and Sabrina and Gabriella had just given me their blessing to pursue whatever was developing between us.

Nothing complicated about that at all.

* * *

Liana’s farm spread across the eastern slope of Ginger Isle like something from a children’s story: white stone buildings with green shutters, orchards heavy with early fruit, gardens terraced into the hillside where herbs grew between rows of vegetables. Chickens scattered from our path as we approached the main house, and from somewhere behind the stable came the low, contented sound of a milk cow.

Liana was waiting on the porch. She came down the steps with both arms outstretched, and Angelina met her halfway, and the two women embraced.

“It’s been too long,” Liana said, holding Angelina at arm’s length. Her eyes went to the amber dress. “You look beautiful. I haven’t seen you in anything that wasn’t practical since…”

“Since before,” Angelina said. “I know. Gabriel helped me choose it.”

Liana’s gaze moved to me. The knowing quality in her smile deepened. She was a redhead like her daughters, same long hair, same green eyes, same face, just a bit more mature, and built like a woman who’d had kids and never bothered pretending otherwise. Average height, fair skin, auburn wings folded against her back. The farm dress she had on was nothing fancy, but it sat on her the way those dresses always did: full chest and real hips.

She came to me and hugged me properly, her arms strong around my shoulders, her red hair smelling of ginger and sunlight, and her breasts mashing against my chest.

“Bringing her back out into the world,” she said quietly, for my ears alone, “might be one of your greatest accomplishments, war hero or not.” Then louder, “My daughters haven’t stopped talking about you. I hope you’re prepared for that. They’ve been insufferable.”

“I’ve noticed,” I said.

“Good. Because insufferable is their natural state, and any man who plans to spend time with them should enter with his eyes open.”

The afternoon spread the way good afternoons do: without a plan, without urgency, everyone finding their flow in the spaces between conversation and work. Liana and Angelina disappeared into the kitchen with armfuls of fresh produce from the garden. Sabrina led Gabriella to the orchard to pick early apples. Olivia and Livia attached themselves to me with the cheerful determination of women who had decided I belonged to them.

“You can help us with the herb garden,” Olivia said, looping her arm through mine. “It’s very romantic. Dirty hands, kneeling close together, the occasional meaningful glance over a sprig of thyme.”

“Thyme is not romantic,” Livia said. “Rosemary, maybe. Thyme is what you put in stew when you’re hungry.”

“Thyme can be romantic if the person holding it is romantic.”

“By that logic, a shovel could be romantic.”

“If Gabriel was holding a shovel, I would find it deeply romantic. Especially if he wasn’t wearing a shirt.”

I extracted my arm from Olivia’s grip with as much dignity as I could muster. “I’ll help with the herbs. Without commentary on my hypothetical shirtless shovel-wielding.”

The herb garden occupied a sunny terrace behind the house, rows of low plants arranged between stone paths. We worked side by side, weeding, harvesting the mature plants, tying bundles to dry from the rafters of the small shed at the garden’s edge. Olivia talked constantly. Livia worked, occasionally delivering a dry observation that made both her sister and me laugh. It was pleasant.

Sabrina and Gabriella returned from the orchard with a basket of apples. Gabriella came straight to me, as she always did, and without seeming to think about it, she leaned against my side, her hand finding mine, her head resting briefly on my shoulder. I kissed the top of her head. It was automatic, the kind of gesture that happens between people who have stopped measuring the distance between their bodies because the measurement has become irrelevant.

I didn’t notice Olivia watching. But when I looked up, she was. Her expression hadn’t changed. She was still smiling, still holding a bundle of thyme, but something in her eyes had sharpened, the way a hunter’s eyes sharpen when they catch a movement in the underbrush they hadn’t been expecting.

Sabrina joined us a moment later. She handed me an apple, and when I took it, she reached up and brushed a leaf from my hair, her hand cupping the side of my face with a tenderness that had everything to do with romance and love.

Livia noticed that. I saw her see it: the slight pause in her movements, the way her eyes tracked Sabrina’s hand on my face, then dropped to where Gabriella still stood pressed against my side. The twins looked at each other. A complete conversation passed between them in the space of a heartbeat.

Olivia turned back to me. Deliberately, with a smile that had shed any pretense of subtlety, she stepped closer.

“Gabriel,” she said. “Would you like to see the view from the ridge? It’s spectacular this time of day. Very private. Very… conducive to conversation.”

“Maybe later,” I said. “I think abandoning everyone five minutes after they joined us might be a little obvious.”

Olivia smiled. “I wasn’t trying to be subtle.”

It was the most transparent invitation I’d received since leaving the military, and Olivia delivered it with the confidence of a woman who had never been told no in her life and didn’t intend to start today.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Sabrina’s reaction, the look of a woman watching her favorite possession being admired by someone with excellent taste. She didn’t interfere. She didn’t need to. Whatever was happening between Olivia and me, Sabrina was part of it by virtue of being Sabrina, and she knew it.

Livia, meanwhile, was watching Gabriella. She had straightened when Olivia stepped close, her body language shifting into protective. The way you protect something that belongs to you and that you’re willing to share but only on terms you’ve approved.

Another look passed between the twins.

The afternoon continued. We moved from the herb garden to the orchard, from the orchard to the porch where Liana had laid out fresh bread and cheese and a pitcher of something cold that tasted like ginger and honey. Olivia sat beside me on the porch swing, or against me to be precise, her thigh pressed to mine, her shoulder against my arm, her hand occasionally finding reasons to touch my wrist or my knee when she made a point. Each time she did, she glanced at Sabrina.

Sabrina noticed, and each time, she smiled.

Livia took the chair across from us. She watched. She listened. She asked questions that seemed casual but weren’t, questions about how long I’d been home, how the adjustment had been, whether it felt strange to be back in a house full of women after years in military barracks. Normal questions, but the way she asked them, and the way she watched Sabrina and Gabriella when I answered, suggested she was assembling pieces of a puzzle she hadn’t known existed until an hour ago.

Once, when Sabrina went inside to help with the meal, Olivia leaned close to Livia and said something too low for me to hear. Livia’s response was a single nod, accompanied by a glance toward the kitchen door through which Gabriella had disappeared moments earlier.

By the time Liana called us in for the main meal, the twins had stopped flirting entirely. They walked on either side of me, close but not touching, and the looks they exchanged had shed all pretense of casual interest and settled into curiosity, speculation, and beneath that a dawning realization that whatever they had walked into today was considerably more interesting than a simple visit to an old friend’s farm.

Sabrina caught the look. She met my eyes across the yard and raised one eyebrow, her mouth curving into a smile that was equal parts mischief and satisfaction.

She had been keeping a secret. And her best friends, who knew her better than almost anyone, were about to figure it out.

* * *

After dinner, Liana and Angelina settled into the sitting room with fresh tea and the contentment of women who have decades of friendship to catch up on and no hurry to do it. The rest of us drifted through the house in the loose, aimless way of people with full stomachs and nowhere urgent to be. I stepped outside to check on Valen, partly out of habit and partly because the evening air called to me after hours inside walls.

The pegasus was dozing in the field, one ear twitching at the sound of my footsteps. I scratched his forehead, told him he’d flown well today, and stood with him for a few minutes watching the light fade from Ginger Isle’s western slope. When I turned back toward the house, the windows were warm with lamplight, and through one of them I could see figures moving in what appeared to be a conversation of considerable intensity.

I should have known. The moment I stepped inside, I heard Olivia’s voice from the hallway, pitched low but carrying the energy of a woman who has discovered something fascinating and intends to extract every detail.

“—holding his hand. Like a woman who’s been sharing his bed.”

“Olivia, for heaven’s sake—”

“And Sabrina. Sabrina touched his face. You don’t touch someone’s face that way unless you’ve been kissing him, extensively, with tongue, I would estimate, based on the quality of the lingering.”

I followed the voices. They were in a small room off the hallway: Liana’s study, by the look of it, shelves of books and a desk cluttered with papers. Sabrina was backed against the desk, her arms crossed, her expression caught between defiance and the mortification of someone whose best friends have just dismantled her entire romantic life in under five minutes. Gabriella stood beside her, one hand covering her face, the visible parts of which had gone the color of Olivia’s hair.

Livia was leaning against the doorframe, her arms also crossed, her posture the mirror image of her sister’s except for the slight smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “She’s not wrong,” she said. “You’ve been behaving like a woman in love, Sabrina. Both of you have. And not with some anonymous village boy … With Gabriel.”

Olivia added, because apparently the point needed driving home with a sledgehammer, “The guy you grew up with. The one you’ve been telling stories about for six years. The one no other man could possibly measure up to, according to seven hundred conversations I have personally witnessed.”

“Seven hundred is an exaggeration,” Sabrina said.

“Six hundred and twelve, then. I kept a mental tally.”

“You did not.”

“I did. It was either that or develop a drinking problem from listening to you compare every man in three islands unfavorably to him. ‘Oh, he’s nice, but Gabriel would have…’ ‘He’s handsome, but Gabriel’s shoulders are…’ ‘He’s brave, but Gabriel once…’ Do you have any idea how transparent you’ve been?”

Gabriella made a small, desperate noise. “Can we please not—”

“No,” Olivia said. “We cannot not. Because I have spent six years listening to your sister talk about Gabriel as if he were some mythical combination of military genius, moral paragon, and physical specimen carved by the angels themselves, and now it turns out she’s been sleeping with him. Which explains everything about the past years of my social life, during which I watched Sabrina reject every decent man who showed interest because none of them were him.”

“Olivia,” Livia said quietly. “Maybe we should—”

“Ask her directly.” Olivia turned to Sabrina. “Are you and Gabriella both involved with Gabriel? Romantically? As in, sharing his bed, kissing him, the whole arrangement?”

Sabrina looked at Gabriella. Gabriella looked at the floor. The floor, unfortunately, had no useful suggestions.

“Yes,” Sabrina said. “We are. Both of us.”

The twins stared. For several seconds, neither of them moved. Then Olivia’s mouth opened, closed, opened again. “You’re joking.”

“She’s not joking,” Gabriella said. “We love him. He loves us. It’s… it happened after he came home.”

“The entire time you were in love with him?” Olivia asked.

“Yes,” Sabrina said. “I’ve been in love with him since before he left. I compared every man to him because no one measured up. I waited years for him to come home because the idea of building a life with anyone else felt like settling for something I didn’t want. Happy now?”

“Ecstatic,” Olivia said. “I’m having the time of my life watching you implode. Continue.”

“There’s nothing to continue. That’s it. That’s the secret. Gabriella and I both love him, he loves both of us, and if you have a problem with that—”

“I don’t have a problem with it,” Olivia said. “I have questions. Many, many questions, beginning with how this arrangement works logistically and ending with whether you’ve considered the possibility that your mother might notice—”

“She knows,” Gabriella said.

Both twins turned to her.

“She knows,” Gabriella repeated. “She’s supportive.”

“Your mother,” Livia said carefully, “knows that he is romantically involved with both of her daughters, and her response was supportive.”

“Yes.”

“I need to sit down,” Olivia said. She didn’t sit down. She pressed both hands to her temples and groaned. “This family. This incredible family. I have been friends with you people for most of my adult life, and I am only now discovering that beneath the respectable farmhouse exterior lies a situation that would make the queen’s court historians blush.”

I stepped into the doorway. “I feel I should point out that you’re discussing my love life in the present tense, as if I’m not standing right here.”

Four faces turned to me. Their expressions ranged from Gabriella’s mortification and Sabrina’s defiant challenge to Livia’s quiet surprise and Olivia’s dawning horror as she realized every word of her interrogation had been audible from the hallway.

Olivia recovered first. She straightened, smoothed her dress with both hands, and fixed me with a look that managed to be both accusing and deeply curious.

“Is it true?” she asked. “You’re involved with both of them?”

“Yes.”

“And you care about them? This isn’t some… wartime confusion, coming home and getting tangled up with the first women you—”

“I care about them,” I said. “Deeply. More than I can explain standing in your mother’s study while you interrogate my love life.”

The teasing edge fell away. Olivia looked at Livia. Livia looked back at her, and the silent communication that passed between them was longer this time, weighted with things neither of them was saying aloud.

Then they both looked at me.

Sabrina saw it. I watched her see it: the moment her best friends’ expressions changed from scandalized curiosity to something that had nothing to do with scandal and everything to do with the way a woman looks at a man she has wanted for a very long time and has just discovered might actually be available.

“Oh,” Sabrina said. “So that’s where this is going.”

Olivia didn’t take her eyes off me. “We’ve been listening to stories about you for six years, Gabriel. Six years of Sabrina turning you into something between a war hero and a romantic ideal. Do you have any idea what that does to a pair of impressionable young women with excellent taste and very few other options?”

“I’m beginning to get the picture,” I said.

“Good. Because the picture, as it turns out, is considerably more interesting than we thought it was an hour ago.”

Livia was still watching me, her emerald eyes thoughtful, her head slightly tilted.

She smiled. Just slightly. Just enough to let me know that whatever happened next, she had already decided it was worth the risk.

Sabrina looked from Olivia to Livia to me, her expression cycling through astonishment, resignation, and a kind of fond exasperation that suggested she had seen this coming since the moment I’d met her redheaded friends and failed to run for the hills.

“Well,” she said. “This should be interesting.”

* * *

After the revelations in the study, everyone needed air. Or alcohol, preferably both. Liana provided the latter in the form of an amber bottle that tasted of ginger and burned pleasantly on the way down, and the former in the form of a fire pit behind the house where the evening cooled toward night and the first stars had begun to appear above Ginger Isle’s eastern ridge.

We settled around the fire on blankets Liana had spread across the grass. Olivia claimed the bottle first. Livia took a cup and sat cross-legged beside her sister, their red hair catching the firelight and turning it copper.

“Story time,” Olivia said. “I would like to tell you all about the time my dear sister Livia attempted to fly through a thunderstorm to deliver a love letter to a boy who, it turned out, could not read.”

“I did not attempt to fly through a thunderstorm,” Livia said. “There was a light drizzle.”

“There was hail. I remember because you came home with bruises shaped like small rocks all across your back, and mother made you sit in a tub of hot water while she picked ice out of your feathers.”

“Ice does not bruise.”

“Hail does. Hail the size of your fist.”

“My fist is three inches across. The hail was pea-sized.”

“Pea-sized if the pea in question was grown by giants with a strange sense of humor.”

Gabriella laughed. Sabrina leaned forward, her eyes bright with the mischief that emerged whenever the twins started competing.

The stories continued. Olivia told one about Livia attempting to bake a cake and producing something that resembled geological strata. Each story was met with interruptions, corrections, and the fond exasperation of twins who had spent a lifetime being each other’s most devoted audience and most merciless critic.

Olivia stretched her legs toward the warmth. “Tell us a story about Gabriel,” she said to Angelina. “Something embarrassing. I’ve been deprived of embarrassing Gabriel stories for far too long, and I intend to correct that deficiency tonight.”

Angelina smiled. “Gabriel,” she said, “once tried to build a treehouse in the old oak behind the farmhouse. He was fourteen, had a hammer, some nails he’d borrowed from the shed without asking, and a vision that owed more to ambition than structural engineering.”

“I remember that,” I said. “The platform collapsed the moment I put weight on it.”

“The moment you put weight on it, the entire tree shook, and three chickens that had been roosting in the lower branches launched themselves into the sky with expressions of profound betrayal.” Angelina’s smile widened. “One of them landed on the roof and refused to come down for two days. We had to bribe it with bread.”

“Bread bribes work on chickens?” Olivia asked.

“They work on everyone,” Livia said. “It’s the universal currency of appeasement.”

“Gabriel spent the rest of that afternoon sitting under the tree with a bruised backside and the certain knowledge that his architectural career had ended before it began.” Angelina’s eyes met mine across the fire. “He didn’t cry. Not once, just sat there thinking, and by dinner he’d already redesigned the entire thing on a scrap of paper, with proper supports and a ladder that wouldn’t collapse if you breathed on it too hard.”

“That sounds like him,” Sabrina said. She had settled against my right side at some point during the stories, her wing partially draped across my back, her body warm against mine.

On my left, Gabriella had done the same. Her head rested against my shoulder, her hand finding mine between the folds of the blanket. I put my arm around her without thinking about it, my hand settling on the curve of her waist. On my right, Sabrina inched closer, her fingers interlacing with mine where our hands rested on my thigh.

I caught Olivia watching. Her eyes moved from Sabrina’s hand in mine to Gabriella’s head on my shoulder. She glanced at Livia. Livia had seen it too. The twins exchanged a look that contained an entire conversation, and then Olivia raised her cup in a private toast directed at no one in particular, and drank.

Liana noticed. She’d raised those two, and nothing they did escaped her. But what she did with the observation was quintessentially Liana: she stored it away, her expression betraying nothing but mild amusement, and turned to Angelina.

“Do you remember,” Liana said, “the summer the twins decided they were going to dig a pond in the back meadow? They were, what, eight? Nine?”

“Nine,” Livia said. “I was the project manager. Olivia was excavation.”

“Excavation consisted of digging for twenty minutes, declaring the hole sufficiently pond-like, and abandoning the project to chase butterflies.” Liana shook her head. “I came out to check on them and found Livia knee-deep in a hole the size of a washbasin, looking utterly betrayed, while Olivia was halfway across the meadow with a net and absolutely no recollection of having agreed to dig anything.”

“It was a very compelling butterfly,” Olivia said. “It had spots.”

“All butterflies have spots,” Gabriella pointed out.

“Not like this one. This one had spot politics. Complex spot allegiances. I needed to capture it for diplomatic reasons.”

The stories continued, and the fire burned lower. Conversation drifted from stories to quieter things, the kind of talk that happens when the night has settled properly around you and the urgency of daylight has been temporarily suspended. Liana mentioned a book she’d been reading. Angelina asked about the herb garden, and Livia explained something about companion planting that lost me about three sentences in but held everyone else’s attention.

I became aware, gradually, that Sabrina’s weight against me had grown heavier. Her breathing had slowed, and she drifted toward sleep. On my left, Gabriella was fighting it more visibly, her eyelids dipping and rising at irregular intervals, her fingers still loosely tangled with mine.

Liana noticed. She set her cup down and brushed her hands together. “It’s gotten late,” she said. “Too late for anyone to be flying home in the dark, even on pegasi. You’re all staying. I’ve got the guest room made up, and the blue room, and the small one at the end of the hall that used to be the twins’ before they moved out.”

She began sorting, the way mothers do.

“Sabrina and Gabriella can take the blue room. Olivia, Livia, you’re in your cottage. That leaves the east guest room for Angelina, and…” She paused, doing a quick mental tally. “Actually, that’s one room short. Gabriel, you’ll have to share with someone.”

The pause that followed was two seconds long, but it contained enough potential energy to power a small village through the winter.

“Gabriel can come to our cottage,” Olivia said quickly.

“I agree,” Livia added. “We’re a package deal. Emotionally codependent. Doctor’s orders.”

“That’s three people,” I pointed out. “In your cottage. Which seems…”

“Crowded,” Gabriella said. She had straightened at the mention of sharing, sleep temporarily banished by the gravitational pull of territorial instinct. “Very crowded. Possibly uncomfortably so.”

“We’re willing to make the sacrifice,” Olivia said solemnly. “For the sake of hospitality. It’s the Ginger Isle way. Generosity through proximity.”

“The Ginger Isle way is not a recognized philosophical tradition,” Livia said. “And also, no, that’s not how any of this works.”

Sabrina had woken up enough to follow the conversation, and what I saw on her face was the delight of a woman watching chaos unfold from a position of complete security. “I think it’s a lovely idea,” she said. “Very communal. Very… inclusive.”

“Sabrina,” Gabriella said, with the weary patience of someone who had been dealing with her sister’s mischief since birth, “be serious.”

“I am being serious. Deadly serious. I think Gabriel should absolutely spend the night sandwiched between my two best friends—”

“Gabriel can stay with us,” Gabriella said. She didn’t look at me when she said it. She looked at Sabrina, then at the fire, then at her hands. “In the blue room.”

The silence that followed had texture. Olivia’s eyebrows had climbed toward her hairline. Livia’s mouth had settled into a small, thoughtful curve. Sabrina looked like someone who had just been handed a gift she hadn’t expected but thoroughly appreciated.

Angelina, who had been watching this exchange, leaned toward Gabriella. Her voice was low, meant for her daughter’s ears alone, but the fire pit was small and the night was quiet and I heard every word.

“Making love in another woman’s house,” Angelina said, “without explicit invitation, is generally considered poor manners.”

Gabriella turned a color that was visible even in firelight. It started at her collarbones and raced upward, flooding her cheeks and the tips of her ears with a scarlet so vivid it nearly matched Olivia’s hair.

Sabrina chuckled. She looked at Angelina, at Gabriella’s mortified face, at me, and then she surrendered entirely and laughed into her knees while her wings trembled with the force of it.

I stared at Angelina. She sat perfectly composed, one hand resting on her cup, her expression that of a woman who had stated a simple fact about social etiquette and was mildly puzzled by the extreme reaction it had provoked. Only the faintest crinkle at the corners of her eyes betrayed that she might, possibly, have known exactly what she was doing.

Liana cleared her throat. “The east guest room has a large bed,” she said. “Angelina, Gabriel, that’s yours. Everyone else, as previously discussed. Arguments will be met with breakfast postponement, and I make very good breakfast.”

No one argued. Gabriella was still scarlet. Sabrina was wiping tears from her eyes and attempting, with limited success, to reassemble her composure. Olivia looked disappointed but philosophical. Livia looked thoughtful, her eyes moving from Angelina to me with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

We dispersed. Sabrina helped Gabriella up, whispering something that made her swat her arm halfheartedly. The twins collected cups and the empty bottle, their movements synchronized without consultation. Liana banked the fire, covering the coals with ash to preserve them for morning.

I followed Angelina into the house and up the stairs. The east guest room was at the end of the hallway, its door standing open, a lamp burning low on the bedside table. The room was spacious, comfortably furnished, with a window that looked out toward the ridge where we’d flown that afternoon. The bed dominated the center of the room. One bed, large enough for two people, certainly, with a thick quilt and pillows that looked like they’d been fluffed recently.

Angelina stepped into the room ahead of me. She surveyed the bed and found nothing remarkable about the arrangement.

“Well,” she said. “This is cozy.”

“It’s one bed,” I said.

“It is indeed one bed. I counted. Your arithmetic remains impeccable.”

“Angelina.”

She turned, and the smile that crossed her face was warm and entirely unselfconscious. “Gabriel, you slept beside me more than once when you had nightmares as a boy. You’d wake frightened while you were staying with us, and sometimes I’d let you climb in until you settled down. This is considerably less scandalous than Olivia and Livia tried to make it sound.”

I set my boots by the door. Angelina had already removed hers and was unpinning her hair, letting it fall loose down her back in honey-blonde waves that caught the lamplight. She went into the bathroom and changed into a white nightdress. It covered her from neck to ankle and still managed to remind me that the body beneath it was the same one that had looked extraordinary in an amber dress that morning.

“We should get some sleep,” she said. “Liana mentioned something about an early breakfast, and if I know her, early means dawn, and dawn means she’ll have something delicious waiting that we’ll miss if we’re not downstairs in time.”

She climbed into the bed on the side nearest the window. I took the other side, careful to leave space between us, and blew out the lamp. Darkness settled over the room, softened by starlight through the window and the faint glow of embers from the fire pit below.

For a while, neither of us spoke. The house creaked. Somewhere down the hall, a door closed. From outside came the occasional call of a night bird, and beneath that the deeper silence of an island suspended in sky.

“I’d forgotten,” Angelina said quietly, “how much I enjoy days like this. Simple days. Laughing with old friends, working in a garden, flying for the sheer pleasure of it. Seeing Liana again was wonderful. But what mattered most was spending an entire afternoon laughing without part of my mind wondering where you were. Whether you were still alive. Whether the next casualty report would have your name in it.”

I lay on my back and thought about the journal. About the entries I’d read. About the woman who had stood in village squares reading lists of names, who had burned bread because her hands were shaking, who had made honey cake on my birthday and eaten it without me and lied to her daughters about how good it was. She was telling me a fraction of it. The fraction she thought I could bear to hear.

“I enjoyed seeing you happy today,” I said. “The way you were on Valen. Challenging Sabrina. Laughing. I haven’t seen you laugh like that in… I’m not sure I’ve ever seen you laugh like that.”

“It’s been a while,” she admitted. “I’d forgotten what it felt like. To want something frivolous and allow myself to have it. To race my children across the sky on a pegasus because the day was beautiful and winning sounded like fun.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then, her voice carried a note of teasing I hadn’t expected, she said, “Did you like it? Having my arms around you while we flew?”

The question landed in the dark between us. I felt my body respond before my brain had fully processed the words: a tightening across my chest, a momentary suspension of breath, the alertness that comes when someone has stepped across a line you hadn’t realized was there.

Angelina laughed. “Your silence is very informative, Gabriel. I was teasing. Though now I’m curious whether the great war hero is actually blushing in the dark where no one can see.”

“I liked having you there,” I said. The words came out more steadily than I’d expected. “It was… good. Having you close.”

The laughter faded. I couldn’t see her face. I could only hear the shift in her breathing, the small adjustment of her body against the sheets.

“It’s strange,” she said after a while. “Having you home. Sometimes I still expect to see the young man who left. Twenty years old, trying so hard to be brave that he forgot he already was. And then I look at you, and you’re… not that boy anymore. You’re someone older and stronger. Someone who carries himself like a man who knows his own worth without needing to announce it.” She paused. “It’s disorienting. In the best possible way.”

“You’ve changed too,” I said.

“Have I?” There was a smile in her voice. “How?”

I turned my head toward her, though in the dark it made no difference. “You seemed more like yourself today. Not just happy to have me home, but happy for your own reasons.” I paused. “I’d like to see more of that, Angelina. The woman who remembers how to want things for herself.”

The silence that followed was long enough that I wondered if she’d fallen asleep. Then her hand found mine under the covers. Her fingers were warm, slightly calloused, familiar in a way that transcended the new awareness I carried. She just held her palm against mine, her thumb resting on the inside of my wrist where she could feel my pulse if she wanted to.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“For what?”

“For seeing her.”

Time passed. The starlight through the window moved incrementally across the floor. My body grew heavy. Somewhere in the process of surrendering to it, the careful distance I’d maintained between us began to dissolve.

It started with warmth, or the lack of it. The night had cooled, and the quilt, generous as it was, had limits. Angelina moved first. A small adjustment, bringing her closer to the center of the bed. Then another. Then her shoulder was against my arm, her body angled toward mine, drawn by the simple animal logic of shared heat.

I put my arm around her. It was the natural response. She meant the world to me, and she was cold, and the thing to do was to hold her. My hand settled on the curve of her waist, and she made a small, contented sound and rested her head against my chest.

The position was familiar. She had comforted me like this plenty of times when I was younger, during the years when I spent more and more of my life at the farm. I had fallen asleep against her before, my face pressed to her warmth, her heartbeat a familiar, comforting sound. It should have felt exactly as it always had, safe and simple.

It didn’t, not anymore. Not after the journal. Not after standing in her bedroom watching her try on dresses, not after feeling her body against mine on Valen’s back, her arms locked around my waist, her breath warm against my neck. The woman in my arms was a dear woman, and I loved her, and also she was a woman who had written things about me, and the combination of those truths made the simple act of holding her the most complicated thing I’d done since coming home.

I wondered, staring at the dark ceiling, whether she felt it too. Whether the tension I carried was mine alone, manufactured by knowledge I wasn’t supposed to have, or whether something had genuinely changed between us.

I looked down. Her face was a pale shape against the darkness of my shirt, her breathing deep and even, one hand curled loosely against my chest. She was already drifting, her body heavy with sleep, her consciousness retreating from the world of conversation into whatever dreams waited for her.

Before sleep took her completely, she spoke one more time. Her voice was barely audible, slurred at the edges, the words formed in that half-conscious space between thought and dream. “Today was one of the happiest days I’ve had in years.”

I held her a little closer. My hand spread across her back, between her wing joints, feeling the rise and fall of her breathing beneath my palm.

“There will be more,” I said. “Now that I’m home. I promise.”

She murmured something that might have been agreement or might have been the beginning of a dream. Her body settled against mine, her weight familiar and strange all at once, and I lay awake in the dark holding Angelina and thinking about journals and amber dresses and the way she had looked at me when she stepped out from behind that screen, and eventually, without deciding to, I slept.


Chapter 3

Iwoke to warmth and a problem. Angelina was curled against me, her back pressed to my chest, her body tucked into the curve of mine as if she’d been carved to fit there. My arm was around her waist, my hand resting on her stomach beneath the white nightdress. And pressed firmly against the curve of her backside was my cock, hard as a fence post and thoroughly committed to its morning routine.

I went still. The room was pale with early light, starlight replaced by the gray of dawn. Angelina’s breathing was deep and even, one hand curled loosely against the pillow near her face. She hadn’t moved. I hadn’t moved. But the position we’d settled into during the night had all the hallmarks of something that would require a diplomatic explanation if she woke before I could extract myself.

Which she did, about three seconds later. I felt her body change. Her breathing altered, her muscles tensing beneath my arm as consciousness returned. Her wings, partially folded against her back, stirred slightly. Then she went utterly still, the way a person does when they’re mapping their surroundings through touch rather than sight.

“Gabriel,” she murmured.

“Good morning.”

“I appear to be using you as a personal heating source,” she said.

“You’re welcome to it.”

Another pause, slightly longer. I could feel her awareness traveling downward, registering the specific nature of the warmth against her backside. Her body went rigid.

“Oh,” she said.

“It’s nothing,” I said quickly. “Just the morning. It happens. Every morning, like clockwork—”

“Gabriel.”

“Yes?”

“It’s okay. I can feel your blush from here.”

I stopped talking. The silence that followed had texture. I could hear birds outside the window, the distant lowing of Liana’s milk cow, the creak of the house settling. And beneath that, the sound of my own heartbeat, which seemed unreasonably loud given the circumstances.

Then Angelina laughed. “You used to fall asleep against me like a fallen tree,” she said, rolling onto her back, so my erection popped free, to look at me. Her honey-blonde hair was tangled across the pillow, her hazel eyes bright with amusement. “Whenever you stayed with us and had a nightmare, you somehow managed to occupy seventy percent of the available space without apparent effort. This is considerably more dignified by comparison.”

“I’m considerably heavier now,” I pointed out.

She reached out and patted my chest. “I had noticed that.”

Her hand traveled lower, as if by accident, and brushed against the tent in my underwear. We both pretended it hadn’t happened. My face went hot. Hers did too, a flush climbing from her collarbones to her cheeks in a wave that turned her fair skin the color of the sunrise beginning outside the window.

“Sorry, that was an accident,” she said with a giggle.

“I get that,” I said, probably still blushing.

She pushed herself upright, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear with fingers that weren’t quite steady. “No need to be embarrassed. It’s perfectly natural.”

She was telling me not to worry while looking thoroughly worried herself, which would have been funny if my underwear hadn’t been doing their best impression of a military salute. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and stood, putting the bed between us with what I hoped was casual discretion.

“The last time I slept that well,” Angelina said, changing the subject, “was before your father died. Years before.” She smoothed the front of her nightdress, her eyes on the quilt rather than on me. “I didn’t wake up once. Not even when the house creaked.”

“You can always come to me,” I said. “If you’re having trouble sleeping. Anytime.”

The words left my mouth before I’d fully considered their implications. Angelina’s hands stilled on the quilt. She looked at me, and for a moment her expression was unguarded, the way it had been in the journal entries, carrying something she wasn’t sure how to name.

Then the moment passed. She stood, crossed to the wardrobe, and pulled out the amber dress she’d worn yesterday.

“We should go downstairs,” she said. “Before everyone starts wondering what we’re doing up here.”

Both of us got dressed, and what they were wondering became immediately apparent the moment we entered the kitchen. Olivia and Livia had apparently already made their way over from their cottage. Olivia was perched on the counter beside the stove, a cup of tea in one hand and an expression of unholy delight on her face. Livia sat at the table with considerably more composure but eyes that missed nothing.

“There they are,” Olivia said. “The east guest room survivors. How was it, Gabriel? Cozy? Intimate? Worth turning down the famously generous offer from the redheaded twins?”

“Olivia,” Liana said without turning from the stove. “Eat your breakfast before it gets cold.”

“I’m merely asking a question of public interest. The man had options. He chose to share a bed with Angelina. I find this decision worthy of examination.”

“Gabriel was a perfect gentleman,” Angelina said, pouring herself tea with a steadiness that impressed me. “As he always is. He kept to his side of the bed and snored with admirable restraint.”

“I don’t snore,” I said.

“Everyone snores,” Livia said. “The question is merely one of volume and musicality.”

Sabrina was watching me from across the table, her eyes bright with the mischief that emerged whenever she sensed an opportunity. “He does snore,” she confirmed. “Like a bear. Very endearing once you get used to it.”

Gabriella was sitting beside her, a piece of toast untouched on her plate. “You are exaggerating,” she said.

I took the seat beside her. Her hand found mine under the table, her fingers intertwining with mine the way they always did when she needed reassurance. I squeezed, and she squeezed back, and something in her posture softened.

Olivia noticed. I watched her see it, the way Gabriella’s body leaned toward mine, the way her hand disappeared beneath the tablecloth, and the expression that crossed her face was not jealousy but fascination, as if she were witnessing a species of behavior she had read about but never observed in the wild.

“So,” Olivia said, her gaze moving from Gabriella to me with slowness, “when are you coming back to Ginger Isle, Gabriel? Third time’s the charm, they say. First visit was courtesy of Sabrina. Second was because Angelina wanted to see Liana. The third had better be because you actually want to see us.”

“Me,” Livia corrected. “Because he wants to see me specifically. With my superior conversation and reasonable expectations regarding morning wood.”

“You did not just say morning wood at the breakfast table,” Liana said.

“I believe I did.”

“With your mother present,” Gabriel added.

“My mother is an adult woman who has raised children and presumably knows what wood is, both the morning variety and the kind you chop for firewood, though I suspect the former is considerably more interesting to discuss at breakfast.”

Angelina was laughing into her tea. Sabrina had given up entirely and was resting her forehead on the table while her shoulders shook.

Liana set a plate of eggs in front of me with the air of a woman who had long since accepted that her daughters were beyond redemption. She was wearing a simple blue dress that did interesting things with the light from the kitchen window, and when she leaned over to refill Angelina’s cup, I caught Angelina watching her, then glancing at me, then looking quickly away as if she’d been caught at something.

“Girls,” Liana said, straightening. “The man has a family to return to and a farm to run. Stop badgering him about future visits and eat your breakfast before I decide you’re both too grown for me to threaten with no dessert, which I will absolutely do despite your advanced ages.”

Olivia subsided with a grin. Livia smiled into her cup. The conversation moved on to ordinary things: the weather, Liana’s preserves, whether we’d be flying home that afternoon or staying another night. But beneath the ordinary talk, Olivia and Livia had changed, their flirting had a new quality to it, less performative and more intentional, as if they’d crossed some threshold of knowledge and were now operating with actual intent rather than playful speculation.

Gabriella’s hand remained in mine beneath the table, and when I glanced at her she was smiling at something Sabrina had said.

* * *

Sabrina found me in the garden while everyone else was inside arguing about how much bread and cheese we could reasonably carry on a pegasus and one skybird. She closed the gate behind her, then leaned against the stone wall and studied me.

“I need to talk to you,” she said. “Without an audience of redheaded twins making suggestive comments every third sentence.”

“Good luck with that. They’ve been following me since breakfast.”

“They’re helping Mom pack food. I created a diversion involving Livia’s favorite apron and a hypothetical stain that required immediate attention.” She grinned. “I’ve known them for fifteen years. I know how their brains work.”

I waited. Sabrina had many expressions, and the one she was wearing now belonged to the category I privately thought of as “negotiation face”: calm, focused, slightly too pleasant to be entirely trustworthy.

“I’ve been watching you with Olivia and Livia,” she said. “Both yesterday and today. The way they look at you. The way you look at them when you think no one’s paying attention.” She paused. “You like them.”

It wasn’t a question. I considered denying it on principle, then decided principle had very little to do with anything where Sabrina was concerned.

“They’re… funny and pretty,” I said.

“They’re gorgeous, clever, and they’ve been half in love with you since the day I told them my lover was the Queen’s Falcon and could shoot an arrow through a moving target at two hundred yards while riding a pegasus backward. Which is true, by the way, and also completely irrelevant to why they can’t stop staring at your chest.”

“I thought you were going to warn me about them,” I said. “Tell me to be careful. Remind me that they’re your friends and I shouldn’t break their hearts or whatever protective girls say in these situations.”

Sabrina laughed. “Gabriel. I am many things, but protective of Olivia and Livia’s romantic prospects is not one of them. Those two could break a man’s heart before breakfast and have him writing poetry about it by lunch. What I’m trying to tell you is that if you want them, you should have them.”

I stared at her. “This is a trap.”

“It is not a trap.”

“It feels like a trap. You’re being reasonable. You’re never reasonable about women who look at me.”

“I’m being practical.” She pushed off the wall and came to stand in front of me. “Olivia and Livia are my closest friends. They’ve been part of my life since we were girls. They know everything about me, including things I would rather they didn’t, and they’ve never judged me for any of it. They’re good people. They’re also, as previously established, gorgeous and clever, funny and currently living alone in that cottage down the road with no one to flirt with except each other, which gets old after the first decade.”

“You’re matchmaking,” I said. “You’re actually matchmaking me with your own friends.”

“I’m acknowledging reality. You’re attracted to them. They’re attracted to you. I am, for the record, completely fine with this. More than fine. Encouraging, even.”

“Why?”

“Because my romantic life already includes you,” she said, as if this were the most obvious thing in the world. “Which means I consider myself entitled to an opinion on who else gets to be part of it. And my opinion is that Olivia and Livia would be excellent additions to whatever this is that we’re building.”

The garden gate opened. Gabriella stepped through, took one look at our faces, and stopped.

“What’s happening?” she asked. “You both look… intense.”

“Your sister,” I said, “is attempting to arrange my romantic future with her redheaded friends.”

Gabriella’s eyes moved from me to Sabrina. Then Gabriella gave me a smile that started at the corners of her mouth and spread upward until it reached her eyes.

“She’s been planning this since yesterday,” Gabriella said. “Maybe longer. The moment Olivia started flirting with you, Sabrina got that look. The one that means she’s rearranging furniture in her head.”

“It is not furniture,” Sabrina said. “It’s strategic positioning of attractive people for mutual benefit. There’s a difference.”

“Is there?” I asked.

“Absolutely. Furniture doesn’t flirt back.”

Gabriella was trying not to laugh and failing. The embarrassment I’d expected wasn’t there. Instead, she looked amused, fond, and slightly exasperated, the way she always did when Sabrina’s schemes reached their natural conclusion.

“Are you actually comfortable with this?” I asked her. The question mattered, more than Sabrina’s enthusiastic matchmaking, more than the twins’ obvious interest, Gabriella’s feelings were the ones I needed to be certain about.

She considered it. Her head tilted slightly, her dark blonde hair catching the sunlight. Then she nodded.

“Yes,” she said. “I am. What matters to me is knowing you love me. I don’t need to keep you away from everyone else to believe that.” She stepped closer and took my hand. “Besides, Olivia makes you laugh, not the polite chuckle you do when a mother tells a joke she thinks is funnier than it is. And Livia… Livia sees things. The way she watched us yesterday, the questions she asked. She wasn’t just flirting. She was learning you.”

The simplicity of it caught me off guard. I’d spent the past weeks waiting for the other shoe to drop, for jealousy or possessiveness or any of the complications that typically accompanied sharing one man between two sisters. Instead, I got this: Sabrina’s cheerful scheming and Gabriella’s certainty, both of them standing in a sunlit garden telling me it was alright to want more than what I already had.

I put my arms around them. Sabrina came easily, fitting against my right side. Gabriella hesitated for half a second, then pressed against my left, her head finding the hollow between my shoulder and chest as if she’d been measuring it for years.

“Whatever happens,” I said, “with Olivia, with Livia, with anyone else, this doesn’t change my love for you two.”

Sabrina kissed my cheek. Gabriella reached up and did the same, her lips warm against my skin. We stood like that for a while, the three of us in Liana’s garden with the smell of ginger and earth around us, and whatever awkwardness might have lived in the moment was nowhere to be found.

* * *

Later after lunch, when we were saying our goodbyes on the landing field with Valen and Sora saddled and ready, Olivia cornered me beside Valen’s flank. Her red hair was loose in the wind, her emerald eyes bright with mischief that meant she was about to say something designed to make me uncomfortable.

“Next time,” she said, “like we said, you don’t need Sabrina as an excuse to visit. Our door is always open. Our beds are always made. The invitation is permanent and includes absolutely no requirement to bring anyone.”

“Speak for yourself,” Livia said, appearing beside her sister with the synchronicity that still caught me off guard. “My invitation is specifically for Gabriel. Olivia is merely an unavoidable architectural feature of the dwelling.”

“I am not an architectural feature.”

“You’re certainly as immovable as one when you’ve decided something.”

“Livia—”

“Girls,” Liana said. She was standing with Angelina near Sora, both of them watching the exchange with the resigned fondness of women who had heard variations on this argument for two decades. “Let the man leave with his dignity intact. You can proposition him more thoroughly next time.”

I looked at Sabrina. She helped Gabriella on Sora before she mounted herself, both of them watching the twins with identical expressions of amusement. When Sabrina caught my eye, she gave me a smile so innocent it could only have been rehearsed.

“You told them,” I said.

“I may have mentioned that you found them attractive. In passing, casually, while helping them fold linens this morning.”

I couldn’t help it but laugh.

She adjusted Sora’s reins, her smile widening. “Come on, fetch Angelina and let’s go.”

We said our goodbyes on the landing field with the wind picking up and the sky to the west gone gray in the way that meant weather was coming whether we’d made plans for it or not. Liana hugged me last, her auburn wings folding around my shoulders, her body warm against mine in a way that felt loving rather than maternal. She smelled of ginger and flowers, and when she stepped back, her green eyes held mine.

“Come back soon,” she said. “With or without your charming entourage. My door is considerably more interesting when certain people aren’t present to monitor the conversation.”

“By certain people she means me,” Sabrina called from Sora’s back. “She finds my presence inhibiting to her creative process.”

Chuckling, she turned to Angelina, and the two women embraced warmly. As they separated, I caught Angelina watching Liana, then glancing at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read before looking away.

We mounted up. Gabriella wrapped her arms around her sister’s waist. I helped Angelina onto Valen, feeling her weight settle behind me, her thighs against mine, her arms coming around my waist with considerably less hesitation than yesterday.

“The wind’s picking up,” she said against my back. “Are you sure about this?”

“It’s just weather,” I said. “We’ll be home before it gets serious.”

We weren’t.

The first thirty minutes was merely unpleasant. Clouds gathered between the islands, thick and low, reducing visibility to the kind of gray soup that makes navigation possible but tedious. The wind came in steady gusts from the northeast, pushing against Valen’s left flank in a way that required constant adjustment. Behind us, Sora was struggling more visibly, her smaller wings working harder against the same headwind. I could hear Sabrina talking to her, steady reassurances delivered in the calm voice she used when she was concerned but trying not to show it.

Then the rain started. Not the gentle mist that sometimes drifts between islands, but proper rain, heavy and cold, driving into our faces with enough force to sting. Visibility collapsed from tedious to dangerous. I could barely see Sora behind us, just the pale blue blur of her wings against the gray, growing smaller as the gap between us widened.

Valen could have outrun the storm. His wings were built for endurance, his muscles conditioned by years of carrying me through conditions far worse than a spring squall. He could have climbed above the cloud layer or pushed forward at a pace that would have had us home in under an hour. Sora couldn’t. And Sabrina wouldn’t leave Gabriella behind, which meant neither would I.

I signaled Sabrina, two raised fingers, the military hand sign for follow me, and banked Valen left, searching through the rain for something, anything that wasn’t open sky. The clouds parted momentarily, and below us, maybe half a mile down and slightly east, I saw it: a small island, uninhabited by the look of it, rocky and green, with what appeared to be higher ground toward its center.

Decision made. Continuing home meant gambling with Sabrina and Gabriella’s safety against a storm that was still building. The island meant shelter, solid ground, and the chance to wait out the worst of it without anyone getting hurt.

I guided Valen down in a tight spiral, feeling Angelina’s arms lock around my waist as we dropped through the cloud layer. The island resolved beneath us: smaller than I’d hoped, maybe two hundred yards across, its eastern edge rising into a ridge of weathered stone. There were no structures, no signs of recent habitation, just scrubby vegetation and rock. But there, on the sheltered side of the ridge, a natural overhang, not quite a cave, but deep enough to get everyone out of the rain.

Valen touched down on a flat stretch of grass near the island’s edge. I swung off before his hooves had fully settled, turned to help Angelina down, and was already moving toward the overhang when Sabrina brought Sora in behind us. The skybird landed hard, one wing dipping, and Sabrina had Gabriella off her back before Sora had fully stopped.

“Everyone to the overhang,” I said. “Gabriella, are you injured?”

“Cold and wet. Not injured.”

“Sabrina?”

“I’m fine.”

“Is Sora hurt?”

“Just winded. She’ll be fine.”

“Check her wings anyway.”

“Angelina?”

“I’m alright.”

I didn’t wait for more answers. I got them moving toward the overhang, away from the exposed edge where the wind was strongest, and then I went back for the animals. Valen followed without being led, his training kicking in the same way mine had. Sora was shivering, her feathers plastered to her body by the rain, but Sabrina was right. She was winded, not injured. I guided her to the sheltered side of the overhang where the rock would break the worst of the wind, then did the same with Valen, positioning them both where they could see each other. Animals calmed faster when they weren’t alone.

By the time I ducked under the overhang myself, Sabrina had Gabriella sitting with her back against the rock wall, a blanket, wrapped around her shoulders. Angelina was standing near the entrance, her wings partially spread as if she’d been about to go back out into the rain, and when she saw me she stopped whatever she’d been planning to do and just watched.

I did a quick inventory. Four people, two animals, all present, all breathing, no visible injuries beyond the general misery of being caught in cold rain. The overhang was about fifteen feet deep, its ceiling low enough that I had to duck, but the rock was dry and the space behind the lip would keep the rain out as long as the wind didn’t shift.

“Gabriella, how’s your core temperature? Can you feel your fingers?”

“I’m fine, Gabriel. Really.”

“Sabrina?”

“Also fine. Also capable of answering questions without being treated like a casualty.”

“Good. Because the next question is whether either of you packed any food in those saddlebags, or if we’re going to be eating whatever grows on this rock for dinner.”

That got a laugh, which was what I’d been aiming for. Sabrina rummaged through Sora’s saddlebags and found a cloth-wrapped bundle that turned out to be bread and cheese from Liana’s kitchen. Not enough for a proper meal, but enough to keep everyone’s blood sugar from crashing while I figured out the rest.

Throughout all of this, the landing, the animal check, the inventory, the questions, I was aware of Angelina watching me with an expression I hadn’t seen on her face before.

I didn’t think I was doing anything remarkable. This was basic procedure. You land, you secure your people, you assess your resources, you plan your next move. I’d done it a hundred times during the war, in conditions that made a spring rainstorm look like a pleasant afternoon picnic. The fact that the people I was securing happened to be my family didn’t change the steps involved.

But to Angelina, standing in that rocky shelter with rain hammering the stone above us and the wind howling across the open sky beyond, I was not the man who had left six years ago. I was the man who had come back. And she was seeing him.

* * *

The storm wasn’t breaking. If anything, it was building, the wind driving the rain in sheets across the open face of the island, the temperature dropping with each passing hour. I stood at the edge of the overhang and watched the sky, and the calculation was straightforward: flying home meant risking Sabrina and Gabriella’s lives against weather that had already proven it could ground a skybird. Staying meant discomfort, boredom, and the certainty that everyone would wake up tomorrow with all their limbs attached.

“We’re staying,” I said. “Until this passes or until morning, whichever comes first.”

No one argued. Sabrina nodded, already moving to unpack whatever useful items she’d brought. Gabriella began arranging the space under the overhang, clearing loose stone, creating a flat area where we could sit without ending up with rock imprints on our backsides. Angelina stood near the entrance, her arms crossed, watching the rain. She had spent enough years running a farm to know when weather was serious and when it was merely inconvenient. This was serious.

I got to work. The overhang kept the rain off our heads, but the wind was still finding its way in, and the temperature was dropping enough that I could see our breath. We needed fire, and fire meant dry material, which meant going deeper under the rocks than the rain could reach.

I crawled into the narrow space at the back of the overhang where the ceiling dipped low enough that I had to go on my hands and knees. The rock was cold against my palms, but the ground beneath was dry, packed earth and ancient dust that hadn’t seen moisture in decades. I scraped together a double handful of the driest material I could find, fine fibrous stuff that crumbled between my fingers and smelled of old stone and things that had been dead long enough to forget they were once alive.

Outside, I gathered what the island offered, which wasn’t much. Scrubby bushes that yielded thin, brittle branches. A fallen log near the ridge that had been dead long enough to be dry at its core. I broke what I could carry, brought it back to the overhang, and built a fire pit against the back wall where the rock would reflect heat inward.

Getting it lit was the hard part. Damp wood, damp air, and the kindling I’d scraped from under the rock was fine but not abundant. I pulled the flint and steel from my belt pouch and crouched over the driest tinder I had, shredded bark and brittle fibers scraped from the dead wood. I arranged thin twigs over it loosely, leaving enough space for air to move between them.

The first strike threw sparks that vanished at once. The second caught for half a heartbeat and died. On the third, a thread of smoke curled from the bark. I bent close and breathed gently into it until an orange glow spread through the fibers. A tiny flame appeared, wavered, threatened to die, then found purchase on a strip of bark.

I fed it slowly, one twig at a time, adding thicker pieces only when the smaller ones were burning steadily. Once the heat built, I set the damp branches near the edge of the fire to dry before feeding them in.

By the time the fire was established, I’d also rigged a windbreak from saddle blankets and a length of cord I always carried in Valen’s tack. Not elegant, but it cut the draft from the entrance and directed the warmth back toward where everyone was sitting.

I checked the animals. Valen was calm, his training evident in the way he’d settled against the rock wall with his wings folded, patient in the manner of a creature who had waited through worse conditions than a spring storm. Sora was more anxious, her feathers still damp, her dark eyes tracking every movement. I spent a few minutes with her, running my hands along her neck, speaking quietly, until her breathing slowed and the tension left her wings.

Only then did I think about sitting down. Angelina had been watching. I’d felt her eyes on me throughout, during the fire-building, the windbreak, the animal check, but she hadn’t interfered. Now, as I straightened from Sora’s side and brushed dirt from my hands, she stepped away from the fire and toward the entrance.

“I’m going to look for more wood,” I said. “The fire will need feeding through the night.”

“I’ll come with you.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know. But I’ve been standing under a rock watching my children work for the past hour. I’m capable of carrying branches.”

We moved out into the rain together. It had lightened from driving sheets to a steady, miserable drizzle, the kind that soaks you through given enough time but doesn’t feel immediately dangerous. The island was small enough that we could walk its perimeter in under ten minutes, and we did, gathering what usable wood we could find, more deadfall from the scrubby vegetation, a few thicker branches that had snapped in the wind.

“We should head back,” I said after we’d collected an armload each. “Before Sabrina decides we’ve drowned and mounts a rescue operation involving dramatic speeches and poorly conceived heroics.”

Angelina didn’t smile. She was looking at me with that same expression I’d noticed under the overhang, the one I still couldn’t quite name.

“I’m proud of you,” she said.

The words landed between us with more weight than the simple statement should have carried. I shifted the wood in my arms and tried to find the appropriate response to that kind of pride, which was not a currency I had much experience with as an adult.

“Thanks,” I said. “Though landing on a rock in the rain isn’t exactly—”

“That’s not what I mean.” She stepped closer, close enough that the rain stopped mattering. “I’m not proud of you for being a war hero. I’m proud of you for slowing Valen.”

I went still.

“Valen could have outrun that storm,” she said. “You could have been home in an hour if you’d pushed him. But Sabrina and Sora couldn’t keep pace, and Gabriella was on Sora, so you slowed down. You stayed with them. And the moment we landed, the first thing you did was check Gabriella. Not yourself, not Valen. Gabriella.”

“It’s basic procedure,” I said. “You secure the most vulnerable first.”

“It’s not basic to me. It’s the first time I’ve seen the man you became when I wasn’t there to watch it happen.” Her voice had changed, roughened by emotion. “All those stories Sabrina told. All those letters you wrote about campaigns and weather and the food, never about what it was actually like. I’ve been hearing about you for years. Today I finally saw you.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. So I told her the truth, or a version of it stripped of the parts that would keep her awake at night.

“Most of what I know,” I said, “I learned from making mistakes the first few times.”

“What kind of mistakes?”

The question was gentle. She already knew the answer would hurt her, and she asked it anyway.

“I took a unit through a pass in the northern mountains during a blizzard because the maps said it was the fastest route home. The maps were wrong about the elevation. We lost two men to exposure before I got them turned around and found shelter.” I shifted the wood in my arms. The rain had soaked through my shirt and the weight of the branches was starting to ache across my shoulders, but the discomfort was useful. It gave me something to focus on besides her face. “Another time, early on, I pushed a pegasus too hard on a reconnaissance run. Exhausted him to the point where he couldn’t outclimb a rebel patrol. We spent three days hiding in a cave while I waited for him to recover enough to fly us out.”

“Gabriel.”

“I got better at reading weather. Better at judging distances. Better at knowing when to push and when to stop.” I looked at her. “The mistakes got smaller. Fewer people got hurt. By the end, most of the time, I got it right.”

She was silent for a long time. The rain fell between us, and I watched her process what I’d said: the ordinary horror of a young officer learning his job through trial and the kind of error that left permanent consequences.

“Those years,” she said finally, “took things from you I can’t even imagine.”

“They gave me things too. They brought me home. Alive, mostly functional, with all the important parts still attached. That’s more than a lot of men got.”

She stepped forward and put her arms around me. The wood was between us, awkward and in the way, but she held on anyway, her face pressed against my wet shirt, her wings curving around my back. I dropped the branches and held her properly, one hand on the back of her head, feeling the damp warmth of her through fabric gone cold with rain.

“I’m proud of the man you became,” she said against my chest. “However it happened. Whatever it cost. I’m proud of you, Gabriel.”

I held her and didn’t say anything, because the words I had were inadequate and the ones I didn’t have were the ones she needed to hear, and in the absence of both, holding her was the only honest response available.

We gathered the wood and walked back to the overhang together, and the rain kept falling, and the fire waited, and somewhere beneath the rock my girls were warm and safe because I had gotten it right this time.

* * *

Night came, and the storm stayed. The fire threw enough heat to keep the worst of the cold at bay, but the temperature had dropped enough that I could see our breath even under the overhang, pale clouds that hung in the air for a second before dissolving. The wind howled across the open face of the island, a sound that started low and built to a wail before fading, then building again, like something alive testing the edges of the rock.

We organized for sleep the way people do when options are limited and warmth matters more than privacy. Sabrina and Gabriella settled together near Sora, using the skybird’s body heat and a shared blanket to create a pocket of relative comfort against the rock wall. I positioned Valen where his larger body would block the draft from the entrance, then spread the remaining blankets near the fire where the heat was strongest.

Angelina took the spot I indicated without comment. She’d been quiet since our conversation in the rain. I gave her the thickest blanket, the one from Valen’s saddlebags that was lined with wool and still mostly dry.

“You’ll freeze,” she said, watching me arrange the thinner blanket for myself. “That thing wouldn’t keep a child warm, let alone a man your size.”

“I’ll be fine. I’ve slept in worse.”

“Gabriel.”

“I’m serious. Military issue bedding makes this look luxurious by comparison. We used to call the standard-issue blankets ‘hope’ because that’s about all they were good for.”

“Then use hope and the wool blanket. I’ll take the thin one.”

“That’s not happening.”

She looked at me for a long moment. Then, with the exasperation that I recognized from about ten thousand childhood negotiations, she opened the wool blanket and held it wide.

“Get in,” she said. “Before I decide you’re too stubborn to live and let you freeze out of principle.”

I got in. The blanket was large enough for two people if those two people were willing to be considerably closer than propriety usually allowed, which, given the circumstances, propriety had very little to say on the matter. Angelina settled against my right side, her body aligned with mine from shoulder to knee, her wings partially folded against her back. The warmth of her seeped through the layers of damp clothing between us, and the combination of her body heat and the wool blanket created a microclimate that was, objectively, the most comfortable I’d been since the rain started.

“This is different from Liana’s house,” she said quietly.

“Considerably.”

“At Liana’s, we were in a bed, with walls and a roof that wasn’t made of rock.”

“Also there was significantly less wind.”

“Significantly.” She was silent for a moment, listening to the storm beyond our shelter. “Does this remind you of it? The war?”

The question didn’t surprise me. She’d been working her way toward it since our conversation in the rain, circling the subject the way she always circled things that frightened her.

“Some aspects,” I said. “The practical parts. Finding shelter, securing a perimeter, keeping everyone calm. The feeling of it is different, though. Being stranded with my family isn’t the same as being stranded with forty soldiers while the enemy is actively looking for us.”

“Were you ever scared?”

I almost laughed. The question was so straightforward, so devoid of the careful phrasing people usually employed when asking a veteran about fear, that it caught me off guard. Most civilians wrapped the question in layers of respectful hesitation, as if fear were a shameful secret rather than the universal condition of anyone with a functioning nervous system.

“Everyone was scared,” I said. “All the time. The ones who said they weren’t were either lying or too stupid to understand the situation, and neither category made for reliable comrades.”

“Gabriel.”

“Sorry. Yes. I was scared. Frequently. Sometimes terrifically.”

She absorbed this. I could feel her thinking beside me, her body still against mine, her breathing slow and measured.

“Courage during the war,” I said, “rarely meant not being frightened. Usually it meant being frightened and still having people depending on you. So you did the thing anyway, and the fear lived in your stomach or your throat or wherever you carried it, and you carried it while you worked because the alternative was letting someone else carry it for you, and that seemed worse.”

Angelina’s hand found mine beneath the blanket. Her fingers were cold, and I closed my hand around them, feeling the fine bones and the calluses that years of farm work had left across her palms.

“When you were a boy,” she said, “I wanted you to feel safe here. Days when the other children were cruel about Gabriella, times when the farm was struggling and I could see you worrying even though you tried to hide it. You’d already lost so much, and I wanted this farm to be somewhere you never had to wonder whether you belonged.” Her thumb moved across my knuckles, a small, unconscious gesture. “Tonight, you made me feel safe. In the middle of a storm, on a rock in the sky, with the wind loud enough to shake the stone. I wasn’t afraid. Because you were here, and you knew what to do, and you did it without hesitation.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. The words that came to mind were either too small for the weight of what she’d given me or too large for the intimacy of a blanket shared beneath a rocky overhang while rain hammered the island above us. So I said nothing. I put my arm around her shoulders and drew her closer, and she came without resistance, her head finding the hollow between my shoulder and chest as if she’d been measuring it.

We talked after that. Ordinary things. The farm, and whether the roof would hold if the storm reached home with the same intensity. Sabrina and Gabriella, asleep now, curled together near Sora with Sabrina’s wing draped across her sister’s shoulders. Liana, and how good it had been to see her laughing with Angelina after so long. Even Olivia and Livia made an appearance, Angelina teasing me about the quality of attention I’d been receiving from a pair of redheaded twins with excellent taste and questionable restraint.

“You seem to be collecting women everywhere you go,” she said. “First my daughters, then the twins, and I’m fairly certain Liana was evaluating you as a potential addition to her literary research.”

“I’m not collecting anyone. Sabrina is apparently doing the collecting for me. She informed me today, in explicit detail, that I have her blessing to pursue her closest friends romantically, which is not a sentence I ever expected to hear from her mouth.”

“Sabrina has always been enthusiastic about sharing. Even as a child. If she had a sweet and you wanted a bite, she would calculate exactly how many bites she could afford to give you before the sweet ceased to be worth having, and then she would give you precisely that many, no more and no less.”

“That explains everything about her adult personality.”

“It does.” Angelina was smiling against my shirt. “She gets it from me.”

“Does she?”

“The practicality, yes. The flirtation, no. That she invented independently, possibly to torment me during her teenage years as cosmic revenge for some maternal transgression I have yet to identify.”

The conversation wound down. The fire burned lower, and I fed it sparingly, knowing we’d need the wood to last through the night. The storm continued, unabated, the wind finding new notes to play against the stone above us. Somewhere in the process of listening to it, Angelina’s breathing slowed and deepened, her body growing heavier against mine, her hand still curled loosely around mine beneath the blanket.

I stayed awake. The rock at my back was cold even through the blanket, and my shoulder ached from the position, and none of it mattered particularly. She was asleep. Peacefully asleep, in conditions that would have kept most people staring at the ceiling for hours, because somewhere in the course of the afternoon she had decided that I would keep her safe and that decision had been enough to let her rest.

The woman in my arms had given me a home, fed me more meals than I could count, comforted me when I needed it, read my letters throughout the war and kept them tied in ribbons by date. She had also, in the privacy of a journal she believed would never be read, dreamed about me.

I held her, and the storm raged, and the fire burned, and eventually, without deciding to, I slept.


Chapter 4

Iwoke to warm skin and a problem I hadn’t accounted for in my emergency planning. I had fallen asleep with her against my side. Sometime in the night she had turned, and I had turned with her. Now her back was against my chest, her body curved into mine beneath the blankets. And between us was evidence of a dream my body had apparently decided to act on without consulting the rest of me.

The dream had been vivid. Her amber dress hitched up around her thighs, her wings spread across my bed at home, her hazel eyes holding mine while I undressed and loved her. I had been rock hard, and her pussy had been wet. I kept thrusting, enjoying every drag of her. The kind of dream that leaves you gasping awake with your heart hammering and your cock throbbing and the absolute certainty that you have just crossed a line that cannot be uncrossed.

Except I hadn’t woken gasping. I’d woken finished, my cum still warm between us, my cock nestled in the cleft of her ass through the thin fabric of my underwear, her dress rucked up enough that I could feel the curve of her butt through the damp cotton. The evidence was obvious, humiliating, and currently cooling against both of us in a way that left absolutely no room for misinterpretation.

I went perfectly still. Angelina’s breathing remained deep and even, one hand curled loosely against the blanket near my thigh. The fire had burned down to embers, and gray dawn light filtered through the entrance of the overhang, turning everything the color of regret. I calculated extraction vectors. Slow withdrawal, careful rearrangement of the blanket, perhaps a strategic cough to cover the sound of fabric separating from skin.

I had inched away two inches when Angelina’s breathing changed. The deep rhythm faltered, her body tensed beneath my arm, and I felt the exact moment her consciousness registered the situation: the warmth, the dampness and the way our bodies had arranged themselves during the night. She went utterly still.

“Gabriel.”

“Good morning.”

“I believe,” she said, her voice carrying the careful neutrality of a woman choosing each word carefully, “something has happened.”

“It has.” There was no point denying the physical reality currently cooling between us. “I’m sorry, very sorry, in fact, and also mortified beyond any previously recorded human capacity for mortification.”

She rolled onto her back. Her honey-blonde hair was tangled across the rock, her hazel eyes clear and awake and, to my lasting confusion, free of the horror I had been braced for. She looked at me with an expression that contained many things, but disgust was not among them.

“It’s alright,” she said.

“It is categorically not alright. I just—”

“Gabriel.” Her hand found mine beneath the blanket. “You were asleep. Bodies do things while sleeping that their owners would prefer they didn’t. This is not the first time a man has woken to an embarrassing situation, and it won’t be the last.”

The casualness of it struck me speechless. She sat up, reached for the edge of the blanket, and wiped at the damp spot on my underwear with the matter-of-fact efficiency of a woman who had cleaned up far worse messes in her lifetime. Her fingers brushed against my softening cock through the fabric, a touch so brief it might have been accidental, except nothing about Angelina was accidental. Then she folded the soiled portion of the blanket inward and tucked it beneath the clean edge.

“There,” she said. “Problem solved. Now stop looking at me like you’ve committed a war crime.”

Behind us, Sabrina stirred. A sleepy murmur, the rustle of fabric, and the awareness that we had thirty seconds before her voice joined the conversation with whatever observation occurred to her first, which would inevitably be the worst possible one.

Angelina met my eyes and smiled. It was the same smile she’d given me a thousand times over the years, warm and slightly mischievous, the smile of a woman who had decided that this awkwardness was not worth the energy required to sustain it.

“Good morning,” Sabrina murmured. “Has everyone survived the night, or do I need to compose a tragic ballad about my lover freezing to death while cuddling my mother?”

“Your lover is alive and regretting several life choices,” I said. “The ballad can wait.”

The transition to normalcy was precisely as awkward as I’d expected. We packed what little we had, checked the animals, and emerged from the overhang to find the island completely changed. The storm had scoured the rock clean, leaving puddles in every hollow and the scrubby vegetation bent double from the wind. But overhead, the sky had opened into that blue that only appears after violence, clear and vast and somehow kinder for having endured the night.

Valen was impatient. He stamped his hooves and tossed his mane, ready to be anywhere that wasn’t a damp rock shelf with limited grazing. Sora preened her feathers, shaking off the last of the rainwater, and submitted to Sabrina’s inspection.

“The wind’s shifted,” I said, studying the cloud patterns to the west. “We’ll have it at our backs most of the way home. Should be an easy flight if we leave now.”

We mounted up. Gabriella behind Sabrina on Sora, her arms locked around her sister’s waist. Angelina climbed onto Valen behind me, and this time her arms came around my waist without hesitation, her body pressing against my back with a familiarity that felt both natural and, after the morning’s incident, dangerously comfortable.

The flight home was beautiful in the way only a post-storm sky can be. Water poured from the edges of floating islands in temporary waterfalls that caught the sunlight and broke it into rainbows. Clouds thinned beneath us, revealing glimpses of the endless white expanse below. The air smelled clean, washed free of dust and pollen, carrying nothing but the cold clarity of altitude and the distant scent of rain still hanging above the lower islands.

Angelina’s mood lifted with each mile. By the time we cleared the cloud layer above Oakwind, she was playful again, her chin resting on my shoulder, her breath warm against my neck.

“You know,” she said, “after surviving a storm with the Queen’s Falcon, ordinary flying seems disappointingly tame. I expected more dramatic banking. Perhaps a dive. Some aerial acrobatics to commemorate our brush with death.”

“You nearly fell off after that last turn yesterday.”

“That was enthusiasm, not imbalance.”

“Enthusiasm looked remarkably similar to panic from my perspective.”

Her laugh vibrated against my back. Her arms tightened around my waist, and I was painfully, exquisitely aware of every shift of her thighs against mine, every press of her chest against my shoulder blades. The morning’s incident had shifted something between us, or perhaps merely exposed what had been there all along: an awareness that went beyond what our relationship had always been, built from proximity, trust, and the intimacy of having weathered something difficult together.

That awareness carried me all the way home, right up until the moment the farm came into view and the relief I’d been counting on evaporated. The damage was visible from the air. A section of the roof on the eastern side had given way, the slate tiles scattered across the yard below like broken teeth. Water stains darkened the white stone of the exterior wall, and through the gap I could see the ruined interior of what was Angelina’s bedroom.

We landed in the yard. Sabrina was off Sora before the skybird had fully settled, running toward the house with Gabriella close behind. I helped Angelina down from Valen and watched her face as she took in the damage. Stillness settled over her, the one I recognized from years of watching her absorb bad news: back straight, chin level, eyes moving methodically across the problem as if cataloging each piece of it for later reference.

“The roof,” she said. “The east beam must have split. I’ve been meaning to check it since the spring thaw.” She was already calculating, already shifting from shock into the gear that had kept this farm running through six years of war. “The mattress is ruined. The wardrobe took water along the bottom. The dressing table, probably. We can salvage the clothes if we dry them quickly.”

Sabrina came out from the house with an armful of wet bedding. “Mom’s room is a swimming pool,” she called. “Or it was. Now it’s a very damp swimming pool with expensive floating debris.”

Gabriella followed with a stack of water-stained books. “The ceiling came down over the bed. Good thing nobody was in it.”

I climbed onto the porch roof and examined the damage from above. The beam had indeed split, weakened by age and finally surrendered to the storm’s pressure. The structure beneath was sound. The roof could be repaired without much difficulty by someone who knew what they were doing.

When I dropped back to the yard, Angelina was already deep in conversation with herself, moving between salvageable items and mental calculations. “We’ll need new slates. The carpenter can cut replacements from the stockpile behind the stable. The beam will have to be sistered, which means finding a length of seasoned oak that matches the existing—”

“Angelina.” I interrupted her. “Stop.”

She turned, a wet shirt still clutched in one hand.

“We’re not rebuilding your bedroom with scrap wood and whatever we can salvage from the stable,” I said. “The room’s already torn up. The mattress is ruined. Half your furniture is water-damaged. This isn’t a repair job. It’s an opportunity.”

Her eyes narrowed. “An opportunity for what, exactly?”

“For me to buy you a bedroom that doesn’t look like it was furnished by someone whose primary design principle was ‘cheap and unlikely to collapse immediately.’”

“I don’t need a new bedroom. I need a bed and somewhere to put my clothes.”

“Which is exactly why you aren’t being allowed to make the decisions.” I crossed the yard to where she stood amid the wreckage of her belongings. “We’re going to Cedar Isle. You and me. We’ll find everything you need in one trip, and none of it will be the cheapest option available.”

Angelina opened her mouth. “That’s … Gabriel, the money the queen gave you—”

“Is mine to spend. And I’m spending some of it on a bedroom for you.” I held her gaze. “This isn’t negotiable. I’ve made up my mind.”

Sabrina appeared beside us, her arms full of damp linens. “I think it’s a wonderful idea,” she said. “Gabriella and I can handle the cleanup here. The roof needs immediate attention, and someone should start drying what can be saved.” She looked at her mother. “You two go to Cedar Isle. Shop. Be extravagant. It’s been forever since anyone was extravagant on your behalf, Mom, and if Gabriel is volunteering for the role, the least you can do is let him.”

Angelina looked from Sabrina to me, then at the ruined bedroom visible through the broken roof, and something in her posture softened. “Alright,” she said. “But I reserve the right to object to anything genuinely ridiculous.”

“Defined as?”

“Anything with gold leaf. Or silk. Or both.”

“Noted. Gold leaf and silk are now mandatory requirements.”

She laughed despite herself, and the sound carried across the damaged yard like something the storm hadn’t managed to touch. I watched her face as she turned back toward the house, and I didn’t miss the quality of her smile, the one she thought she was hiding: pleased, slightly flustered, and considerably more invested in the prospect of a day alone with me than her protests had suggested.

I didn’t mention it. But I noticed.

* * *

The awkwardness of the morning had faded by the time Valen’s wings settled into their cruising flow, replaced by something lighter that felt suspiciously like the mood Angelina had carried during our first flight to Ginger Isle. She held me around the waist without the careful hesitation of yesterday, her body relaxed against my back, her chin occasionally finding my shoulder when she wanted to point out something in the distance. The woman behind me was the one who had thrown her arm up in victory during our race, not the one who had woken to an embarrassing situation and handled it with more grace than I deserved.

Eventually, we reached Cedar Isle, its central market square already bustling with the energy of an island that existed primarily to separate people from their money. Pegasi and skybirds circled the landing platforms in steady traffic, and merchants called from stalls lining the wide streets.

“Shopping with you,” I said as I helped Angelina from Valen’s back, “is going to be more difficult than surviving that storm.”

“I’m a reasonable woman with practical tastes.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

We started with beds because beds were non-negotiable. A person needed somewhere to sleep, and Angelina’s current somewhere was currently moldering beneath a collapsed roof. The first merchant we approached had three options displayed beneath a canvas awning: inexpensive, moderately inexpensive, and something that resembled a military cot with delusions of grandeur.

“This one,” Angelina said, running her hand along the frame of the moderately inexpensive model. “Good solid oak. The mattress is firm but not punishing. And look, storage beneath. Very practical.”

“It’s barely an improvement on the one you had.”

“It’s eighty percent less expensive than the one next to it, which appears to be made of wood harvested from trees that were personally blessed by the queen.”

“I don’t care what it costs. Try again.”

She moved to the next stall, examined a bed with a headboard carved in a simple floral pattern, and nodded with the satisfaction of someone who had found the perfect compromise between quality and fiscal responsibility.

“This, then. Beautiful craftsmanship, reasonable price, and it won’t make me feel like I’m sleeping in a room furnished by someone who’s never heard of comfort.”

“Also rejected.”

“Gabriel.” She turned to face me, her hands on her hips, the amber dress doing interesting things with the sunlight filtering through the market awnings. “Your money is not trying to escape your pockets. You are permitted to spend it on things other than extravagantly overpriced furniture.”

“If we’re buying you a bed, we’re buying a good one. Not the least offensive option you can find that doesn’t immediately collapse.”

The set of her mouth softened. “Alright,” she said. “Show me what you consider a good bed.”

What happened next was not what I had prepared for. Angelina, having relinquished the role of practical overseer, discovered an apparently limitless capacity for mischief. She led me through the market pointing at furniture with escalating audacity, each piece more elaborate than the last, her commentary delivered with the wide-eyed innocence of a woman who was absolutely testing how far I would let this go.

“This wardrobe,” she said, stopping beside an enormous carved monstrosity that could have housed the entire royal wardrobe with room to spare. “It’s perfect. Look at the detail on these doors. I could fit inside it. Possibly with furniture.”

I turned to the merchant. “How soon can you deliver it to Oakwind?”

Angelina’s hand closed around my wrist. “He’s joking. Completely joking. He has a strange sense of humor that manifests primarily through financial threats.”

“I’m not joking.”

“You are absolutely joking, and we are moving along before this nice man takes you seriously and bankrupts us both.”

We moved along. By midday we were laughing our way through the market, Angelina pointing at increasingly ridiculous pieces with the transparent delight of someone who had discovered that spending imaginary money was considerably more fun than worrying about real budgets. I called every bluff. A four-poster bed with silk hangings? I inquired about delivery. A writing desk inlaid with mother-of-pearl? I asked about the wood’s provenance. A chair upholstered in fabric that cost more per yard than most people’s entire wardrobes? I nodded appreciatively and reached for my coin purse.

It was only when we entered the elaborate furniture shop near the eastern edge of the market that the game changed from playful to something neither of us had planned for.

The shop belonged to a family of harpies. The proprietor took one look at Angelina’s wings, one look at my coin purse, and his expression settled into the focus of a merchant who has identified a customer worth cultivating.

“The cedar bedroom set,” he said, leading us toward the rear of the shop. “Recently completed. Cedar harvested from the western isles, aged seven years, finished with oil from the southern groves. A matching set. Unique in the market.”

It was beautiful. The bed dominated the display, its headboard carved with vines and leaves that seemed to move when the light caught them. A wardrobe stood against the far wall, its doors inlaid with a geometric pattern in darker wood. Beside the bed, two nightstands with the same vine motif. A purple divan upholstered in what felt like silk beneath my fingers. And against the window, catching the full strength of the afternoon light, an ornate vanity with a mirror framed in carved wood so delicate it looked like it had grown rather than been cut.

Angelina’s hand moved to the vanity before she caught herself. She traced the edge of the mirror frame, her fingers lingering on the carving, and then she stepped back as if the furniture had burned her. Her eyes found the price placard discreetly positioned beside the bed, and whatever number she saw there turned her expression firmly back into place.

“It’s lovely,” she said to the harpy. “Absolutely lovely. But I think we should keep looking. Gabriel?”

The harpy looked at me. I looked at Angelina, at the way she’d touched that vanity, at the quality of longing she hadn’t quite managed to conceal, and I made a decision that had nothing to do with practicality and everything to do with the woman standing beside me trying very hard not to want something she clearly wanted.

“We’ll take it,” I said. “The entire set. Bed, wardrobe, nightstands, divan, vanity. Everything.”

“Gabriel, absolutely not. That vanity alone costs more than—”

“Put it on the order,” I told the harpy. “Including delivery and installation to Oakwind Isle. Today, if possible.”

What followed was the most enjoyable twenty minutes I’d spent since coming home. The harpy quoted a price that would have made Aurelia’s treasurer cough politely into his sleeve. The harpy’s mate joined the conversation, then his adult daughter, and suddenly I was facing three harpies who had correctly identified that the man with the coin purse was willing to spend and the woman with the wings was determined that he shouldn’t.

I questioned everything. The cedar’s provenance. The mattress filling. The silk’s thread count. The feathers incorporated into the divan’s upholstery, which the harpies insisted were purely decorative and harvested ethically from molting season, a claim I treated with the scepticism it deserved. The delivery charge. The finishing cost. The installation fee. Several mysterious extras that appeared and disappeared from the tally with the fluidity of items that had been invented thirty seconds earlier.

By the time we reached a number I considered fair, the harpies looked marginally less pleased but considerably more respectful. The vanity was included. Delivery and installation were included. The entire set would arrive at the farm tomorrow, assembled by the harpies themselves, because apparently their cedar required specialist handling that only they could provide.

“Tomorrow?” Angelina said. “I was hoping to sleep in something other than a damp ruin tonight.”

“The storm disrupted deliveries across three islands,” the harpy explained. “The finishing work on several pieces needs another day to set properly. Transporting them prematurely would risk damage. But tomorrow, midday at the latest. My personal guarantee.”

I accepted. We left the shop with an order parchment, a considerably lighter coin purse, and Angelina walking beside me in a silence that felt like it contained several conversations happening simultaneously behind her composed expression.

Outside, in the filtered sunlight of the market street, she turned to me. “You enjoyed that,” she said. “You enjoyed every second of it. Bargaining with those harpies like you were conducting a military operation.”

“Negotiating with harpies is considerably more entertaining when nobody is trying to kill you afterward.”

“Where did you learn to do that? The quartermaster never taught bargaining techniques at the academy.”

“Military quartermasters were worse. Try getting fifty men fed through a winter when the supply officer has decided your unit’s allocation is ‘subject to review’ and the review consists of him deciding whether he likes your face. You learn to dismantle an offer or you learn to go hungry.”

She laughed. The sound drew glances from passing shoppers, and Angelina didn’t seem to care. “I’m beginning to suspect the war somehow taught you every skill imaginable except how to spend money sensibly.”

“Buying something beautiful for you seems perfectly sensible to me.”

That quieted her. She looked back through the shop window at the furniture displayed in the afternoon light, the vanity catching the sun in a way that made the carved frame glow, and when she turned back to me her expression had shed its last pretense of practicality.

“I love it,” she said. “The vanity especially. Thank you, Gabriel. Truly.”

She didn’t protest. She didn’t qualify the thank you with a reminder about budgets or practicality or the many other things she could have spent that money on. She simply thanked me, and I realized, watching her face, that accepting something for herself was harder for Angelina than giving things to everyone else. The thank you cost her more than the furniture had cost me.

Hunger arrived the way it always did after shopping: suddenly, without negotiation, and with the insistence that comes from having walked past sixteen food stalls without stopping because furniture had seemed more important at the time. The market had begun its afternoon shift, early diners claiming tables at the restaurants that lined the upper terrace, and the smell of something garlicky and rich carried on the breeze from somewhere east of the furniture district.

“We should eat,” I said. “Before we fly home. Neither of us has eaten since breakfast, and I have no intention of listening to your stomach complain all the way to Oakwind.”

“My stomach does not complain. It expresses dignified hunger through subtle cues that you consistently misinterpret as complaining.”

“Your stomach growled loud enough to startle a harpy three stalls over. The harpy looked concerned.”

“That was you.”

“It categorically was not me.”

We found a restaurant on the upper terrace because Angelina spotted it first, pointing to a doorway framed in climbing vines with lanterns already lit despite the remaining daylight. Only after we were seated at a table beside the railing, with the lower markets spread beneath us and the cloud layer visible beyond the island’s edge, did I register the quality of the place.

It was romantic. Not aggressively so, but romantic in the way that happened when someone had put thought into the details: the tables spaced for conversation rather than efficiency, the lighting soft enough to flatter every face it touched, the clientele composed primarily of angels and fairies and harpies with the occasional man present.

Angelina either didn’t notice or had decided not to mention it. She was studying the menu, her finger moving down the list of Cedar Isle specialties with occasional pauses for clarification.

“What is spiced cloud eel? Because it sounds either delicious or like something that would make me regret every life choice that led to this moment.”

“Try it and report back. I’ll have the cedar-smoked trout.”

“We could share. Half of each. That way one of us is guaranteed a decent meal regardless of what the cloud eel turns out to be.”

The conversation that followed was the first we’d had since coming home that didn’t orbit the war, the storm, or the various complicated entanglements waiting for us at home.

“I did not teach Valen to count.”

“You absolutely did. You were seven. You would hold up fingers and he would stamp his hoof the corresponding number of times. It took weeks. The neighbors thought I’d lost my mind, listening to hoofbeats at all hours while a small child shouted numbers at a pegasus foal.”

“That is a fabrication. A complete fabrication built from fragments of actual events rearranged into something more entertaining than reality.”

“Reality was plenty entertaining. You also convinced Sabrina that pegasi could understand complex instructions if delivered in a firm voice, which resulted in her spending an entire afternoon ordering Valen to ‘fly to the moon and bring me back a star, please, and also some cake if it’s not too much trouble.’ Valen stood there chewing grass and looking profoundly unmoved by the entire enterprise.”

I retaliated by reminding her of the race to Ginger Isle, the way she’d transformed from dignified mother to competitive strategist the moment Sabrina pulled ahead.

“You were shouting directions. ‘Left, cut left, she’s wide on the turn.’ I’ve heard military commanders deliver instructions with less conviction.”

“Valen deserved the victory. He’s built like something designed specifically for winning races against smaller skybirds. Your contribution was minimal. You sat there looking handsome while the pegasus did the actual work.”

“My contribution was not falling off when you threw your arm up in victory and nearly unseated us both.”

“That was enthusiasm.”

“Enthusiasm and poor balance share a remarkable number of symptoms.”

We ordered. The food arrived: my cedar-smoked trout arranged on a wooden plank with herbs, her spiced cloud eel in a sauce that turned out to be considerably more delicious than either of us had expected. We shared, as planned, which meant Angelina’s fork made regular excursions to my plate whenever she decided my choice looked better than whatever bite she’d committed to.

The server appeared midway through this negotiation, a young angel with wings the pale cream of someone who hadn’t yet reached her full coloration. She refilled our water glasses, checked whether we needed anything else, and then, with the casual assumption of someone who had drawn a conclusion from the available evidence, said, “Will there be anything else for the couple today?”

The word landed between us like something that had been dropped from a height. Couple.

I expected Angelina to correct her immediately. That was the script. That was what happened when strangers misread the nature of a relationship involving a man and a woman of noticeably different ages. The older woman smiled politely and explained the actual connection, usually with a phrase that contained the word “friend” delivered in a tone that closed the subject permanently.

Angelina didn’t do that. She looked at me, her fork paused above her plate, her hazel eyes meeting mine across the table. Then she looked back at the server and said, “No, thank you. We’re quite content.”

The server left. The moment lingered. Neither of us addressed it. We ate, and the conversation resumed, but the quality of the silence between sentences had changed, carrying a tension that hadn’t been there before.

“I haven’t done this in years,” Angelina said as the plates were cleared. “Gone somewhere simply to shop and eat well and enjoy myself without an agenda. Without being someone’s mother or the person who needs to get home to feed the chickens or check the plants.” She sipped her water, her eyes on the cloud layer beyond the railing. “It feels strange. Good strange. The kind of strange that makes you realize how long it’s been since you did something entirely for yourself.”

“We should do it more often,” I said.

She studied me over the rim of her glass. “Are you volunteering? After discovering how difficult I am to shop with? Because that’s a considerable commitment, Gabriel. I reject the first seven options on principle. I compare prices until the merchant considers retirement. I have strong opinions about wood grain that I did not possess this morning and will likely abandon by tomorrow.”

“I’ll risk it.”

The bill arrived. I stared at it. The number printed at the bottom belonged in a different category of expense than the one I had prepared for.

“Something wrong?” Angelina asked.

“The harpies were more reasonable.”

She laughed. A fairy couple glanced our way, smiling at whatever had provoked such genuine delight. A harpy merchant at the bar raised his glass in our direction. Angelina didn’t seem to notice or care. She laughed until her eyes watered, until the tension of the afternoon dissolved into something lighter and warmer and entirely worth the price on the bill.

We left as the afternoon began its turn toward evening, the market settling into its slower flow, early diners making way for the evening crowd. Valen waited where we’d left him, dozing in the late sunlight with one ear twitching at the sounds of the island. Angelina mounted behind me without hesitation, her arms coming around my waist, her body settling against my back.

* * *

Home looked better than it had any right to, given the morning we’d left it. Sabrina and Gabriella had been busy. The collapsed section of roof had been covered with a canvas tarp secured by what appeared to be every rope and nail the farm possessed, creating a makeshift shelter that would at least keep any additional weather out until proper repairs could be made. The yard had been cleared of debris. Through the open front door I could see evidence of systematic cleaning: furniture rearranged, wet items hung to dry along the hallway, the organized chaos of two women who had decided that disaster was merely a scheduling problem.

Angelina’s bedroom, however, remained what it had been that morning: unusable. The ruined mattress had been dragged into the yard, its waterlogged bulk lying in the grass like something that had surrendered to the elements. Part of the ceiling was exposed, the lath and plaster removed to access the damaged beam. The furniture that had survived, her dressing table, one chair, the small bookshelf, had been shoved against the far wall beneath the intact portion of the ceiling, leaving the center of the room bare and waiting.

“The harpies said tomorrow,” I said. “Midday at the latest.”

“Then I need somewhere to sleep tonight that isn’t a damp ruin or the stable,” Angelina said. She stood in the doorway of her bedroom, one hand on the frame, taking inventory of what remained.

Sabrina appeared at the end of the hallway, a dust cloth in one hand and her hair tied back in a way that suggested she had been working rather than supervising. “You can share with me,” she said. “My bed’s plenty big enough for two, unless you kick, in which case I reserve the right to push you onto the floor after midnight.”

“I don’t kick,” Angelina said. “I reposition with purpose.”

“I offer the same,” Gabriella said, joining us from the kitchen. “Though fair warning, I talk in my sleep.”

Before Angelina could choose between damp ruin, purposeful repositioning, or nocturnal commentary, I said, “She can sleep with me.”

The hallway went quiet. We had already shared a bed, at Liana’s farm, in the east guest room, assigned by a well-meaning friend who had no idea what she was setting in motion. And then on the island, under a rock shelf, forced together by cold and necessity and the intimacy of having survived something difficult.

But this was slightly different. This was me inviting Angelina into my bedroom because I wanted her there. Because after the day we’d spent, after Cedar Isle and the harpies and the restaurant and the flight home with her arms around my waist, I wasn’t ready to end the day in separate rooms.

Angelina looked at me. She looked at me for long enough that I became aware of my own heartbeat, of the weight of the invitation hanging between us, of the distinction that separated this offer from every previous night we’d spent in proximity. Her hazel eyes held mine, and whatever she saw there made her expression soften.

“Alright,” she said. “Thank you.”

Sabrina’s eyebrows had reached the altitude of the damaged roof beam. Gabriella was studying the hallway wall. Neither of them said anything. The silence lasted exactly as long as it needed to, and then Sabrina clapped her hands together.

“Dinner in twenty minutes. I’ve made stew. It may be slightly burned on the bottom, which I’m choosing to interpret as ‘caramelized’ for aesthetic reasons. Gabriella, help me set the table before the caramelization becomes more complicated than I can defend.”

They disappeared toward the kitchen. Angelina and I stood in the hallway, and the distance between us felt both smaller and more significant than it had that morning on the island, when the problem between us had been physical and embarrassing and ultimately simple compared to what lived in the space between us now.

* * *

Later that night, after dinner and dishes and the ordinary rituals of a household settling toward sleep, Angelina knocked on my bedroom door. I opened it, and the woman standing in the hallway was not the one who had climbed onto Valen that morning in a dress or the one who had bargained with harpies in the market or the one who had fallen asleep against my chest beneath a rocky overhang.

She had bathed. Her honey-blonde hair fell loose around her shoulders, still damp at the ends, carrying the scent of the lavender soap Sabrina made in the stillroom behind the stable. She wore a nightgown I had never seen before, thin white cotton that hit mid-thigh and revealed more of her legs than any garment she owned had any business revealing. The neckline dipped low enough that the shadow between her breasts was visible when she moved, making them jiggle slightly. She had applied a subtle color to her lips that caught the lamplight when she smiled, and her eyes looked brighter than they had at breakfast.

No one wears makeup to bed unless they’re planning to be looked at.

“May I come in?” she asked, though she was already stepping past me into the room, her wings brushing my arm as she moved.

I closed the door. We behaved, initially, like people determined to prove that nothing unusual was happening. I stripped to my underwear, cotton drawstring, military issue, and hung my shirt on the bedpost. Angelina pretended to examine the books on my shelf, though I caught her reflection in the window glass: her eyes tracking the movement of my shoulders, the scars across my back, the way muscle had arranged itself across my frame after six years of flying and fighting. She looked, and she tried not to look like she was looking, and the combination was considerably more revealing than if she’d simply stared.

We climbed into bed. My bed was narrower than Liana’s guest bed, narrower than the blankets we’d shared on the island, which meant that from the moment we settled beneath the covers, her body was against mine in a way that pretense couldn’t mitigate. Her nightgown had ridden up her thighs. The thin cotton did nothing to disguise the warmth of her skin where our legs touched.

“I could have slept with Sabrina,” she said quietly. “Or Gabriella. Their offers were genuine.”

“I know.”

“Then why invite me?”

The question deserved honesty. I gave it to her. “After spending the entire day alone with you, I wasn’t ready for it to end. Cedar Isle, the market, the restaurant, the flight home. However that day started, it became something I didn’t want to conclude by sending you down the hallway to someone else’s room.”

She was silent for a moment. Then her hand found mine beneath the covers, her fingers intertwining with mine the way Gabriella’s often did, except Gabriella had never looked at me the way Angelina was looking at me now: her hazel eyes holding mine in the lamplight, something vulnerable and warm and entirely adult in her expression.

“I wasn’t ready for it to end either,” she said.

We talked about Cedar Isle. The furniture. The harpies and their increasingly creative pricing strategies. Angelina admitted, her voice soft with a wonder she wasn’t trying to conceal, that she hadn’t felt this spoiled in her life. I told her to get used to it. She laughed, and the sound faded into the comfortable quiet of two people lying close enough to feel each other’s breath, and the awareness that had been building since I’d found that journal, since the dress, since Liana’s guest room and the storm and every flight with her arms around my waist, became impossible to ignore.

Her nightgown had slipped lower. The neckline exposed the upper curve of her breast, pale skin glowing in the dim light, and I felt my body respond with the insistence that morning wood wishes it could muster. Angelina felt it too. Her thigh shifted against mine, and her breath caught, just slightly, and her eyes dropped to where the blanket tented between us before finding my face again.

“There’s something you deserve to know,” I said.

She went still. “What?”

“When you sent me to retrieve the sewing box, I found the wooden box on the same shelf. The one with my letters, the clippings, the map.” I held her gaze. “And your journal. I read enough of it to understand what you’d been feeling about me.”

The color left her face. She pulled back, her body creating distance between us beneath the covers. “How much did you read?”

“Enough.”

“Gabriel, those were private thoughts. Things I wrote in the dark because I needed somewhere to put them that wasn’t my own head. Feelings I didn’t know what to do with, and I’ve spent every day since you came home trying to understand them because everything between us used to feel so simple, and now it doesn’t, it’s—”

“Stop.” I caught her wrist, gently, and brought her hand back to the space between us. “When I first read it, I didn’t know what to do with what I’d learned. That’s why I kept quiet. But everything that happened afterward changed the situation. I saw you differently when you tried on that dress. I loved having you behind me on Valen. I enjoyed waking beside you. Protecting you during the storm. Hearing how proud you were of me. Spending today alone with you on Cedar Isle.” I paused, choosing words with more care. “If you’re asking whether I’m saying all of this because I know how you feel, the answer is no. Knowing your secret may have made me notice things sooner. But what I feel now belongs to me. Today made that clear. Nobody forced us together on Cedar Isle. There was no storm, no shared room assigned by Liana, no emergency. I chose to spend the day with you because I wanted your company. And when we came home, I chose to invite you into this bed for the same reason.”

For the first time since I’d discovered the journal, Angelina knew that I knew. There was no longer a secret separating us, no knowledge I carried that she didn’t realize I possessed. We occupied the same truth, and the truth was that whatever lived between us had changed into something neither of us could keep pretending was merely affection.

“I’ve tried,” she said quietly. “Since you came home. I’ve tried repeatedly to make these feelings disappear. But being around the man you’ve become has only made them stronger.” Her hand came to my face, her palm warm against my cheek, her thumb tracing the line of my jaw with a tenderness. “I have feelings for you, Gabriel. Strong ones. The kind that kept me awake at night long before you read that journal.”

“I know.”

“What was the dream about?” she asked. “This morning … on the island?”

“I made love to you,” I said. “In my bed, here. Your dress around your thighs, your wings spread, you looking at me the way you’re looking at me right now.”

Her hand traveled downward, across my chest, over my stomach, and found the hard length of me beneath the cotton. I touched her between her legs through the thin nightgown and felt how wet she was, hot and slick against my fingers, and the sound she made was low in her throat and entirely undone.

“Can we?” she whispered. “Now? Please?”

I undressed her. The nightgown slid over her head. I laid the nightgown aside and looked at her the way I had wanted to look since the amber dress, since the journal, since the morning on the island when my body had already confessed what my mouth had not. Moonlight from the window painted her in silver and pale gold. Honey-blonde hair spilled over her shoulders and the upper curve of her breasts. Her wings opened a little behind her, white and clean, the feathers stirring when she breathed.

She was forty-five and it showed in the best possible way. Work had kept her strong. Motherhood had given her weight and shape that no girl of twenty ever carries. Full bell-shaped breasts sat heavy on her chest, soft at the undersides, the nipples a warm peach color that tightened under my gaze. Her waist still narrowed enough to hold. Below it her hips flared wide, her stomach gently rounded, her thighs firm from years of lifting and walking the farm. When she shifted on the mattress her backside settled with a generous curve that the thin nightgown had only hinted at.

“You’re looking,” she said, but her voice had no scold in it.

“I have a reason.”

I put my hands on her waist and drew her closer. Her skin was warm from the bath, still faintly scented with lavender. I kissed her mouth first, giving her time to decide the kiss was real. She answered it. Her lips were soft and a little slick from whatever she had put on them. When I deepened it she made a small sound against my tongue and her fingers curled into my hair.

I kissed down her throat, along the line where her pulse beat, then lower. I took one breast in my hand. It filled my palm and more. I closed my mouth over the nipple and sucked, not hard at first, just enough to feel it tighten. Her back arched. One wing brushed the headboard. I gave the other breast the same attention, tasting salt and soap and her, while my free hand slid down the slope of her waist to the heat between her legs.

She was already wet. My fingers parted her and found slick warmth, the inner lips swollen. I stroked her slowly, learning the shape of her, the place that made her hips lift. She opened her thighs without being asked. I circled her clit with two fingers and watched her face. Kindness was still there in her hazel eyes, but it had company now: want, surprise, and a flush that ran from her cheeks down her chest.

“Gabriel,” she whispered. “Don’t tease me for long. I have wanted this too many nights.”

I stripped off my underwear and settled between her thighs. My cock was hard against her belly first, then lower, sliding through the wetness I had already found. I notched myself at her entrance and held there. She looked at me. I looked back. Then I pushed in.

She was tight and hot and so wet that the first stroke went deep. Her mouth opened, and she gasped. I stayed still inside her, letting her body take the size of me, feeling her inner muscles flutter and then ease. Her legs came up around my hips. Her hands found my shoulders, then my back, careful of the old scars and then not careful at all.

I began to fuck Angelina. Long strokes at first, pulling almost out so I could feel every inch of her on the way back in. Her breasts jiggled beautifully with each thrust. I braced on one forearm and used the other hand to hold her hip, thumb pressed into the soft give of her. She was gorgeous like this: hair wrecked across my pillow, wings spread wide against the sheets and the line of her throat exposed when she tipped her head back.

“Look at me,” I said.

She did. I drove in harder. The wet sound of us filled the quiet room. She met each thrust, her hips lifting, her body taking what I gave and asking for more. I kissed her again, messy this time, and she sucked my lower lip. When I reached between us and rubbed her clit in time with my hips she broke the kiss to breathe my name.

I rolled us without leaving her. She ended up astride me, knees in the mattress, her weight settling so I was buried to the root. From below she was even more of a sight. Gravity pulled her breasts forward. Her waist cinched above the flare of her hips. Her wings half-spread for balance, white against the dark of the room. She put her hands on my chest and began to ride me, finding a rhythm that made her gasp on every downward slide.

I held her hips and helped her. I watched the place where we joined, the way her womanhood swallowed me, the shine of her on my shaft when she rose. I reached up and cupped both breasts, thumbs on her nipples. She covered my hands with hers and pressed them harder.

“You feel so good inside me,” she said, voice low, almost disbelieving. “I thought about this. I wrote about this. It is better.”

I sat up so we were chest to chest. Her arms went around my neck. Her breasts crushed against me, soft and hot. I wrapped an arm around her waist and fucked up into her from below while she clung to me. Her wings closed around us like a private room. Feathers brushed my shoulders. I kissed the hinge of her jaw, the spot beneath her ear, the upper swell of her breast.

She started to shake. I felt it first in the clutch of her around my cock, then in the way her thighs tightened. I kept the same pace and rubbed her clit with my fingers again. She came with her face buried in my neck, a long broken sound, her inner walls squeezing me in pulses that nearly pulled me over with her. I held her through it, still moving, slower now, letting her ride the end of it.

When she could lift her head she kissed me. I laid her back down. I hooked one of her legs over my arm so I could go deeper. The new angle made her eyes go wide. I fucked her with short hard strokes, watching her breasts bounce, watching the flush spread across her chest. Sweat shone at her throat. Her hair stuck to her temples. She was still the woman who poured tea and ran a farm, and she was also this: open, wet, taking me with her legs spread, pussy stretched and her wings trembling.

“Come in me,” she said. “I want to feel it.”

I lasted only a few more thrusts. The climax hit low and complete. I buried myself and spilled, pulse after pulse, groaning against her shoulder. She held me there with her legs and her arms and the last tight clench of her body. For a long moment there was only breath and the ticking quiet of the house and the faint scent of lavender and sex.

I eased out of her carefully. Seed followed, warm on her thigh. I reached for the cloth on the washstand and cleaned her first, then myself, then the damp place on the sheet. She watched me do it with an expression I had never seen at the breakfast table: sated, a little shy, and deeply fond.

When I lay down again she turned into me without being asked. Her back was no longer to my chest. She faced me, one leg thrown over mine, her breast against my ribs, her wing draped over both of us like an extra blanket. I stroked the feathers. They were softer than they looked.

“That dream,” she said after a while. “Was it like this?”

“The dream was hurried. This was not.”

She smiled against my collarbone. “Good. I would hate to have been outdone by a sleeping version of myself.”

I kissed her hair.

“We should sleep,” she murmured against my skin. “The harpies arrive at midday, and I intend to be fully dressed when they do, which means this particular adventure concludes at dawn.”

I held her closer. “I’m not letting go at dawn.”

“You don’t have to let go. You just have to release me temporarily for the purposes of clothing and dignity.”

“I’ll consider it.”

She laughed, and the sound vibrated against my chest, and somewhere in the process of listening to it, I realized that whatever came next, Sabrina’s inevitable commentary, Gabriella’s careful silence, the village’s opinions, the complicated reality of building a life that included the woman in my arms, would be worth navigating because she would be navigating it with me.

I fell asleep with her weight against me and the journal’s words finally, mercifully, at rest.


Chapter 5

Iwoke to the scent of lavender soap and the weight of Angelina against my chest. Her honey-blonde hair had dried overnight, falling across my shoulder in waves that caught the early light from the window. One of her wings was partially open, draped over both of us like a second blanket, the feathers warm from our shared body heat. Her leg was thrown over mine beneath the sheets.

She was still asleep. I watched the light move across her face and thought about the journal, and the dream, and how none of it had prepared me for the reality of her mouth on mine or the way she’d looked at me when I was inside her.

The door opened. I heard the soft creak of the hinge and opened my eyes to find Sabrina standing in the doorway.

She had come looking for me, probably about the roof or breakfast or whatever domestic emergency had occurred in the two hours since dawn. What she found instead was her lover and her mother, both of us naked, Angelina curled against my chest with the sheets tangled around her waist and her back exposed to the morning air.

Sabrina’s eyes moved across the scene with the thoroughness of someone conducting an inventory. The discarded nightgown on the floor. The way Angelina’s hand rested on my chest. The angle of my arm around her waist. She took it all in without speaking, her expression shifting through several phases in rapid succession: surprise, comprehension, amusement, and something that looked remarkably like satisfaction.

She cleared her throat. “Good morning, you two. Sleep well?”

Angelina woke up with a start. Her body tensed against mine, her wings giving a sharp flutter before settling. She looked up, saw me, saw Sabrina in the doorway, and the color that flooded her face could have illuminated the entire room without the lamp.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh no.”

She tried to sit up. The sheet slipped. She caught it with one hand and pulled it to her chest, which only managed to expose more of her legs. She gave up and pressed her face against my shoulder, her voice muffled against my skin. “This is mortifying.”

“On a scale of one to being caught by the village council,” Sabrina said, “I’d rate this about a four. The council would be worse. They’d take minutes.”

“Sabrina,” I said.

“What? I’m being supportive. This is my supportive face.” She leaned against the doorframe and crossed her arms, her expression the picture of girly approval. “Though for the record, I did knock, twice. You were both exceptionally dead to the world. I was concerned. Now I’m informed.”

Angelina raised her head. The blush had spread from her cheeks down her neck to her collarbones, a geography of embarrassment that was, objectively, beautiful on her. “Sabrina, please. This isn’t … we didn’t plan for you to—”

“I know exactly what this is,” Sabrina said. Her voice had relaxed, but the teasing edge remained. “It’s about time. That’s all I’m saying. About damned time.”

The words landed in the quiet room like something that had been waiting to be said for years. Angelina went very still. I felt her breathing change against my chest.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I mean you’ve spent the past twenty years taking care of everyone else. Every decision you made was about someone else’s happiness. Every sacrifice was someone else’s gain.” Sabrina stepped into the room, picked up Angelina’s nightgown from the floor, and laid it on the bed beside us with a gentleness that contradicted everything about her usual manner. “So if Gabriel finally figured out that you deserve to be loved too, I’m not going to stand in the doorway judging. I’m going to stand in the doorway saying it was overdue.”

I looked at Sabrina, who spent most of her life making jokes at inappropriate moments, who could reduce a serious conversation to laughter in three sentences. This same woman was standing at the foot of my bed telling her mother that she deserved happiness.

Angelina’s hand found mine beneath the sheet. Her fingers tightened, and when I glanced down at her, there were tears in her eyes. “Thank you,” she said to Sabrina.

Sabrina nodded. Then she ruined the moment, because Sabrina always ruined the moment, and that was why we loved her. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a roof to inspect and a breakfast to burn. Gabriella’s attempting pancakes. The kitchen currently resembles a flour-based crime scene. You might want to put clothes on before you join us, unless you’re planning to traumatize your wingless daughter before her first cup of tea.”

She left, closing the door behind her with considerably more care than she’d used opening it. I turned to Angelina. She was wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand, laughing through whatever emotion had caught her, the sheet still clutched to her chest.

“That girl has never learned when to stop,” she said.

“She’s also right.”

“I know she’s right. That’s what makes it worse.”

We dressed separately, which felt both necessary and strangely formal after the night we’d shared. Angelina pulled her nightgown over her head and found her robe hanging on the back of the door where she’d left it yesterday. I pulled on trousers and a shirt and tried not to watch her too obviously, though the attempt failed the moment she bent to retrieve her slippers and the nightgown rode up her thighs.

She caught me looking and smiled.

We headed downstairs, and the kitchen was, as advertised, a flour crime scene. Gabriella stood at the stove with batter on her apron and determination on her face, flipping pancakes. They were coming out fifty percent edible.

“Good morning,” she said without turning. “The blue ones are blueberry. The black ones are also blueberry, but they committed to the char a bit more enthusiastically than intended.”

Angelina took the spatula from her hand. “Let me help before you set something important on fire.”

I watched Angelina move through the kitchen. There was a quality to her this morning that hadn’t been there before, or maybe it had been there and I’d never noticed it until now. She hummed while she worked. Her wings settled against her back with a relaxed looseness I hadn’t seen in years. When she turned to reach for the honey, her robe parted at the neck and I caught a glimpse of the marks my mouth had left on her collarbone, faint bruises already fading to yellow, and the sight of them sent a current through me that had no business existing at the breakfast table.

Gabriella noticed the change. She looked from her mother to me, then to Sabrina, who was leaning against the counter with a cup of tea and an expression of barely contained glee.

“What’s going on?” Gabriella asked. “Mom, you’re nearly floating. Did something happen with the furniture order?”

“Nothing happened,” Angelina said, which was technically true if you defined “nothing” as the most significant night of her adult life. She flipped a pancake with unnecessary vigor. “I’m simply looking forward to having a bedroom that doesn’t resemble a shipwreck. It’s been a trying week.”

“It’s been one day,” I said.

“One very long day. With multiple climate events.”

Sabrina coughed into her tea. The cough sounded suspiciously like laughter.

Gabriella narrowed her eyes. “You’re all being weird. Even for this house, which sets the bar for weird considerably lower than most.”

We ate. The pancakes improved under Angelina’s supervision. The conversation moved to ordinary things: the weather, the roof, whether the harpies would actually arrive today as promised. I watched Angelina across the table and thought about how strange it was to sit across from someone you’d made love to hours earlier and discuss roofing materials as if nothing had changed, when in fact everything had.

We were halfway through the meal when the sound reached us: wings, multiple sets, the distinctive beat of harpy flight approaching from the east. I pushed back from the table and went to the window.

They came in formation on powerful skybirds, carrying between them a cargo net laden with furniture wrapped in canvas. Behind them flew two more harpies with what appeared to be more materials lashed to harnesses. They circled the farm once, assessing the landing area, then descended toward the yard.

Angelina appeared beside me at the window, a dishcloth still in her hand. She watched the harpies land, watched them begin unloading the wrapped bundles onto the grass, and her expression was the same one I’d seen in the furniture shop on Cedar Isle: wonder, barely contained, trying very hard not to look like a woman who had just been given everything she wanted.

“They’re here,” she said.

“They’re here,” I agreed. “And complaining about the price, if I had to guess.”

She laughed, and Gabriella looked up from her pancakes with renewed suspicion.

* * *

The lead harpy was the same one who had tried to convince me the decorative feathers in the divan’s upholstery justified part of his original price. He landed first, his wings folding, and fixed me with a look that contained equal parts professional respect and personal grievance.

“You,” he said, “negotiate like a man who has personally offended the concept of profit.”

“I negotiate like a man who knows what cedar costs,” I said. “And what feather decoration costs, which is considerably less than you quoted.”

“Ethically sourced feathers command a premium.”

“Molting season feathers command a polite thank-you and a fair delivery charge, which is what you’re getting.”

He shook his head, but the corner of his beak curved upward. Harpies respected two things above all else: successful trade and people who understood the game. I had cost him money yesterday, but I had also treated him like a professional rather than a curiosity, and that counted for something in harpy calculus.

His eyes moved to the farmhouse, to the canvas tarp stretched across the damaged section of roof, secured with what appeared to be every rope, nail, and desperate prayer the farm possessed. The tarp billowed gently in the morning breeze, doing its inadequate best to keep the weather out of a room that had already surrendered to it.

“Your roof,” he said, “is a temporary solution with permanent problems.”

“I’m aware.”

“We brought cedar shingles. Good ones. Seasoned, oiled, the kind that last thirty years if installed by someone who knows which end of a hammer is which.” He studied the damage with the assessing gaze of a merchant who had just identified an additional revenue stream. “We could have it done by midday. Labor and materials, at a fair price.”

I looked at Angelina. She was standing on the porch steps, her arms crossed, watching the harpies unload her new bedroom with the expression of a woman who had just been told her modest repair had evolved into a full renovation.

“Angelina?”

“It’s too much, Gabriel. The furniture alone was—”

“The furniture is non-negotiable. The roof is practical. The combination means you sleep in a dry room on a bed that doesn’t smell like a pond.”

She opened her mouth, closed it, and sighed. “Fine. But if I wake up tomorrow surrounded by gold leaf, I’m moving back to the stable on principle.”

The harpy chuckled. “Gold leaf costs extra. Considerably extra. The guy made that abundantly clear yesterday.”

We got to work. The damaged bedroom needed clearing before anything new could enter it. The ruined mattress had already been dragged into the yard that morning, a waterlogged monument to the storm’s thoroughness. What remained was the debris of a ceiling that had given way: plaster, lath, fragments of the beam that had split under the weight of water and wind.

I started with the beam. It was partially collapsed, one end still attached to the wall, the other hanging at an angle that suggested it had been moments from complete failure when the tarp went up. I braced it from below with a length of oak scavenged from the stable, then worked methodically from the center outward, clearing the fallen plaster into buckets that Sabrina and Gabriella carried to the yard.

Sabrina had found work gloves somewhere. She hauled debris, occasionally pausing to make observations that grew progressively less appropriate as the morning wore on.

“Mom, did you see the headboard on that bed? The carving is exquisite. Someone put actual artistry into those vines. I counted at least seventeen leaves. Possibly eighteen. I lost track when I started wondering why a single woman needs a bed wide enough for a cavalry regiment.”

Angelina, who was sorting salvageable clothing from a water-stained pile near the door, did not look up. “The bed is proportionate to the room, Sabrina.”

“The room is being rebuilt to fit the bed. I believe the technical term for that is ‘tailoring reality to desire.’”

“I believe the technical term is ‘mind your business.’”

“My business is currently hauling your ceiling plaster into the yard while you blush every time Gabriel walks past. I’m entitled to commentary.”

Gabriella, who had been quietly efficient with her own bucket, paused. “Why would Mom blush when Gabriel walks past?”

“Atmospheric conditions,” Sabrina said. “Very specific atmospheric conditions involving shared body heat and the absence of clothing. Science, really. Nothing you need to worry about.”

Gabriella looked from Sabrina to me to Angelina, who had gone very still with a damp shirt in her hands. I picked up another fragment of lath and carried it outside before my face could commit any betrayals.

The harpies worked efficiently. The elder harpy, the one who had negotiated with me, handled the measurements and adjustments. His mate directed the unpacking, unwrapping each piece of cedar furniture with the care of someone handling something she had helped create. Their daughter, younger but clearly trained, worked the tools, making precise cuts to the bedroom doorway where the wardrobe proved two inches wider than the frame allowed.

“The vanity won’t fit through the door at all,” the younger harpy announced, after attempting the same maneuver three times with diminishing patience. “The mirror frame is too wide. We’ll need to remove the door entirely and possibly trim the jamb.”

“Remove the door,” I said. “We can rehang it after.”

“Or,” Sabrina suggested from the hallway, “we could leave it off entirely. For improved airflow. And visibility. Certain activities benefit from—”

“Sabrina.” Angelina’s voice carried the note it reserved for moments when her daughter’s mouth had exceeded all reasonable boundaries. “The door stays, rehung, securely, with hinges that function.”

I caught the elder harpy watching this exchange with the expression of someone who had installed furniture in enough households to recognize certain dynamics when he saw them. He said nothing, but the look he gave me contained a silent assessment that translated roughly to: you have an interesting family, and I am charging you for every minute of this entertainment.

The work stretched from morning into afternoon. What had been planned as a delivery became a renovation, with all the attendant chaos: measurements that didn’t match, tools that needed fetching, decisions about placement that Angelina made and then unmade and then made again when she realized the vanity would catch the morning light if positioned by the eastern window.

I worked because sitting still felt wrong. There was something in me that couldn’t watch other people rebuild a room that belonged to someone I loved and not put my hands on the problem. Old habit, maybe. The same part that had kept me moving during the storm, securing people, assessing resources, doing the next necessary thing while everyone else caught their breath.

Angelina worked beside me. She cleared the smaller debris, sorted what could be saved from what couldn’t, and periodically stopped to run her hand along the edge of the cedar wardrobe as if reassuring herself it was real. When the elder harpy suggested a different layout for the room, bed against the north wall, wardrobe east, vanity by the window, she considered it for three seconds before shaking her head.

“No. The bed goes where it always went. I’ve slept in the same corner of this room for twenty years. I’m not giving up cardinal orientation for aesthetic symmetry.”

“But the light—”

“The light is fine. I’m forty-five, not fifteen. I don’t need perfect morning illumination to apply face powder that I don’t own.”

The harpy looked at me. I shrugged. “The customer is occasionally wrong about furniture placement but always right about where she wants to sleep.”

He surrendered with the grace of a professional who recognized a battle not worth his feathers. “As you wish. Bed in the corner, vanity by the door, wardrobe wherever it fits that won’t require structural alterations I haven’t priced into the contract.”

By mid-afternoon, the room had been stripped to its bones. The damaged ceiling was open to the rafters. The floor had been cleared of debris and swept clean. The new bed frame waited in pieces against the far wall, its carved headboard leaning beside the window where the light turned the cedar the color of honey. The harpies had begun installing the roof, their voices carrying from above as they laid the new shingles in overlapping rows that would, if their boasts were to be believed, outlast everyone currently standing in the yard.

Angelina stood in the doorway of her half-demolished bedroom and looked at the space that was being rebuilt around her. Her arms were crossed, her wings settled against her back, and the expression on her face was complicated in a way I was learning to read: wonder, wariness, and beneath both, a quiet hunger for something she had stopped believing she would ever have.

“It’s going to be beautiful,” I said.

“It’s going to be expensive.”

“Those aren’t mutually exclusive categories.”

She smiled, just slightly, and didn’t argue.

* * *

I caught myself touching her waist when I passed behind her, my hand settling on the curve of her hip, fingers pressing lightly through the fabric of her work dress. She didn’t pull away. She leaned into it, just slightly, her wing feathers brushing my arm before I moved on.

Three hours ago, that touch would have been unthinkable. Now it felt like something my body had decided was permissible without consulting the rest of me.

Sabrina noticed, but this particular observation she treated with the delicate restraint of someone handling explosives. She was helping the younger harpy position the vanity base when she caught the exchange, and the smile that spread across her face contained enough mischief to power a small village through the winter.

“Mom,” she called, loud enough for everyone in the room to hear, “would you prefer the vanity mirror angled toward the bed or away from it? Certain activities benefit from visibility, while others favor discretion.”

Angelina, who was sorting nails into a cup by size, did not look up. “Angle it toward the wall. The wall is an inanimate object with no interest in commentary.”

“The wall has seen things. The wall is a silent witness to history.”

“The wall is about to witness me spanking you if you don’t stop talking.”

I bit the inside of my cheek and kept working. The elder harpy had handed me a mallet and a chisel and pointed me at the doorframe where the wardrobe would eventually go. The work was simple, repetitive, the kind of physical task that leaves your mind free to notice things it shouldn’t. Like the way Angelina’s hair had come loose from its tie and curled against her neck. Like the curve of her backside when she bent to retrieve a dropped nail. Like the fact that last night I had been inside her, and now I was trimming a doorframe while trying very hard not to think about it in front of my girls and three harpies.

Gabriella had been quiet all morning. Quieter than usual, even for Gabriella, who had never been the type to fill silence for its own sake. She worked steadily, carrying debris, sorting salvage, occasionally pausing to watch the harpies. But her eyes kept returning to Angelina and me. To the spaces between us. To the way we moved around each other with a new awareness that neither of us was good at disguising.

She found me outside, where I’d gone to fetch more nails from the stable. The day had warmed, and the stable smelled of hay and Valen’s musk, which was not improving my ability to focus on carpentry.

“Can I ask you something?” Gabriella said.

The tone told me this wasn’t about nails. I set down the mallet and leaned against the stable door. “You can ask. I reserve the right to deflect.”

“What does Sabrina know that I don’t?”

I considered several deflections. None of them survived contact with Gabriella’s blue eyes, which were considerably more perceptive than most people gave her credit for.

“Sabrina walked in on your mom and me this morning,” I said. “In my room. We were… not dressed for visitors.”

Gabriella absorbed this. Her expression moved through the expected sequence: surprise, comprehension, a moment of something that might have been discomfort before settling into thoughtfulness. “That explains breakfast. And the blushing. And seventy percent of Sabrina’s commentary since dawn.” She studied me. “Is it just that? One night because circumstances forced you together, or is it…”

“Something changed,” I said. “Last night. Something that’s been building since I came home, maybe longer. I can’t give you a simple answer because I don’t have one. What I can tell you is that I care about her deeply. In ways I’m still figuring out how to name.”

She was quiet for a long moment. The stable creaked around us. Valen shifted in his stall, his hoof striking the packed earth once, then settling.

“She deserves this,” Gabriella said finally. Her voice was steady, certain in the way that Gabriella’s voice always was when she had reached a conclusion about something that mattered. “If you make her happy then I’m not going to stand in the doorway judging. I’m going to stand in the doorway saying it’s about time someone loved her the way she’s loved everyone else.”

“Your answer’s very similar to Sabrina’s.”

“Well, yeah, we’re siblings.”

Her cute blush made me smile, and I put my arm around her, and she leaned into it, her head finding the hollow between my shoulder and chest the way it had when she was small.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Don’t thank me. Just don’t break her heart. She’s waited too long for someone to deserve that.”

“We won’t.”

“We?”

The word hung between us. Gabriella looked up, and whatever she saw on my face made her smile, just slightly. “Never mind. I think I understand,” she said.

We walked back to the house together. The harpies were on the roof, their voices carrying down as they laid the new shingles in overlapping rows. Sabrina had somehow convinced the younger harpy to let her assist with the vanity mirror, which meant my girl was currently holding a piece of glass larger than her torso while offering opinions on reflective angles.

Angelina was in the doorway of her bedroom, directing traffic. She saw us coming, and something in our manner must have registered, because her hands stilled on the cup of nails she was holding. Her eyes moved from me to Gabriella and back, and the question in them was plain.

Gabriella crossed the yard and hugged her, longer, tighter, her arms around Angelina’s waist, her face pressed against her shoulder. Angelina stood very still for a moment, the cup of nails forgotten in her hand, and then her free arm came around Gabriella’s back and her wings curved forward, enclosing them both.

I heard her say, “You know.”

Gabriella nodded against her shoulder. “I know. And I’m happy for you. Really, truly happy.”

Whatever Angelina had been braced for, Gabriella’s simple acceptance undid her completely. I watched Angelina’s face crumple, watched her press her lips together, watched her try very hard not to cry in front of three harpies, me, and her older daughter, who had stopped holding the vanity mirror to watch this unfold with an expression of satisfaction.

“Stop staring, Sabrina,” Angelina said. “This is a private moment involving feelings and the absence of commentary.”

“I’m respecting the moment with reverent silence.”

“You’re smiling like someone who just won a bet.”

“I absolutely am. The bet was whether Gabriella would figure it out before lunch. She made it with twenty minutes to spare. I owe her my best hair ribbon.”

“Nobody placed any bets,” Gabriella said, still holding her mother. “Sabrina invented the bet retroactively to justify her expression.”

“Details. The emotional truth remains.”

Angelina laughed through whatever was happening in her throat. She wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand, smudging a streak of plaster dust across her cheek, and looked at me over Gabriella’s shoulder. Her hazel eyes were bright with tears and something that had been waiting a very long time to be seen.

“Alright,” she said. “Enough sentiment before the harpies decide we’re unstable and add a surcharge for emotional labor. Back to work. Everyone, including the daughter who is currently crushing my ribs with affection that is noted, appreciated, and temporarily excessive.”

Gabriella released her, and the work continued. Sabrina’s teasing lost its edge and gained warmth instead. Gabriella was happy. And Angelina worked beside me with her shoulders straighter and her hands steadier, as if something she had been carrying alone had finally been set down.

* * *

As the day continued, the work took shape. The elder harpy and his mate had the roof three-quarters complete, the new cedar shingles lying in overlapping rows that turned the eastern slope of the farmhouse from damaged to distinguished in the space of an afternoon. Their daughter worked inside, installing the wardrobe. I handled the bed frame, assembling the headboard and footboard with help from Gabriella, who had an eye for joinery that surprised everyone except Angelina, who apparently remembered teaching her the basics years ago.

“Hold it steady,” I said, as Gabriella braced the headboard while I drove the final peg through the mortise. “If it shifts, we’re rebuilding the entire wall.”

“It’s not shifting. I have exceptionally steady hands. It’s the one physical advantage of being wingless. All that stability has to go somewhere.”

The headboard settled into place with a satisfying click. Carved cedar vines curled across its surface, leaves and tendrils that caught the light from the window and seemed to move when viewed from different angles. It was beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with expense and everything to do with someone having cared about the work.

Angelina stood in the center of the room and argued with herself about the divan. This had been going on for twenty minutes. The divan was upholstered in what the harpies had described as “silk-adjacent fabric with ethical feather embellishment,” which translated roughly to “expensive and slightly pretentious but very comfortable.” Angelina had positioned it three different ways against the eastern wall, rearranged it twice, and was currently standing with her hands on her hips, studying it with the intensity of someone solving a tactical problem.

“It’s too large,” she said. “It dominates the wall.”

“It’s a divan,” I said. “Its job is to be sat upon, not to achieve aesthetic invisibility.”

“Yes, but it’s purple.”

“Burgundy.”

“Purple-adjacent burgundy that announces itself the moment you enter the room.”

“That’s generally considered a feature in furniture. Announcement is the point.”

She sighed. I watched her face, watched the moment where practicality warred with desire and desire, quietly but firmly, won. She ran her hand along the divan’s arm, feeling the fabric beneath her fingers, and something in her posture softened.

“Fine. It stays. But if anyone asks why my bedroom looks like it was furnished by someone with more money than sense, I’m blaming you entirely.”

“Blame accepted. Enjoy your purple divan.”

“It’s burgundy.”

“Keep telling yourself that.”

The room transformed around us. Sabrina and Gabriella hung the curtains, simple linen, cream-colored, nothing that would compete with the divan’s enthusiastic self-expression. I built a small shelf beside the bed from scrap cedar the harpies had leftover, just wide enough for a book and a cup of tea, and mounted it at the height I knew Angelina preferred from years of watching her read in bed. Not part of the expensive set. Something made by hand, for her specifically, that cost nothing except time and attention.

The vanity was the last piece to go in. The younger harpy and I removed the bedroom door entirely, trimmed the jamb where the mirror frame caught, and carried it through with the careful coordination of people handling something fragile and important. We positioned it by the eastern window, just as Angelina had insisted, where the morning light would find the carved frame and turn it gold.

Angelina stopped working when she saw it. She had been sorting clothing into the wardrobe, her back to the room, and when she turned and found the vanity in place, the mirror catching the afternoon light exactly the way it had in the shop on Cedar Isle, she went very still. Her hands full of folded linens, her wings settling against her back, her expression doing that thing it did when she encountered something beautiful and allowed herself to want it without immediately calculating its cost in practical terms.

I crossed the room and set something on the vanity’s surface: a small wooden box, old, the finish worn smooth at the corners from years of handling. Inside was a hairbrush I remembered from childhood, the silver-backed one her mother had given her, and a few other things she had kept despite the water damage: a carved bird, a ribbon, small artifacts of a life she had built before any of us existed.

“You don’t have to replace everything,” I said. “Some things are worth keeping exactly as they are.”

She looked at the box, then at me, and whatever lived in that look was too complicated for words, which was fine. Words had never been our strongest language.

The harpies finished the roof as the afternoon light began its turn toward amber. The elder harpy descended from the eaves with the satisfied demeanor of a craftsman who had done good work and knew it. He surveyed the bedroom through the doorway, taking in the assembled furniture, the arranged space, the woman standing in the center of it looking like someone who had walked into a room she didn’t entirely recognize as her own.

“Will it do?” he asked.

Angelina looked at the bed, at the wardrobe, at the divan she had reluctantly admitted to loving, at the vanity with its carved frame and the old wooden box sitting on its surface. She looked at all of it, and then she looked at me, and the smile that crossed her face was the one I had been waiting to see since Cedar Isle.

“It’ll do,” she said.

By the time we cleaned up the tools and thanked the harpies and watched them lift into the darkening sky with the satisfied calls of merchants heading home with full purses, the room behind us no longer resembled the place we had entered that morning. The water stains were gone, covered by fresh plaster. The collapsed ceiling had been replaced by cedar beams and shingles that would, if the elder harpy was to be believed, outlast everyone currently standing in the yard. The furniture arranged itself into a space that felt chosen rather than accumulated, intentional rather than necessary.

It was the room of a woman who had decided, after years of waiting for her life to resume, that it already had.

* * *

We ate on the porch because the kitchen was still recovering from Gabriella’s pancake campaign and nobody had the energy to clean it properly. Simple food: bread, cheese, roasted chicken, apples from the orchard. The kind of meal that requires no plates and generates no dishes, which after a day of renovation felt like its own form of luxury.

The evening was peaceful and satisfying. We arranged ourselves on the bench.

Sabrina claimed the left side of the bench. Gabriella took the right. I sat between them because that was where they put me, Gabriella’s head finding my shoulder, Sabrina’s wing draping across my back. Angelina sat on the porch step, her knees drawn up, a cup of tea warming her hands though the evening was mild enough not to require it.

“Today was good,” Sabrina said. “Despite the harpies, despite the roof, despite my mother’s continued refusal to acknowledge that burgundy is merely purple with pretensions. Good day.”

“Good day,” Gabriella agreed.

I looked at Angelina. She was watching the three of us, her hazel eyes soft in the fading light, her expression carrying a tenderness I had known since I was young: the look of a woman regarding the people she loved and finding the sight of them together almost more than she could bear.

“Thank you,” she said to no one in particular. To all of us, or perhaps to the evening itself, to the fact of a porch and a meal and a family intact after a day that had begun with her naked in my bed and was ending with her daughters leaning against him while the new shingles on the roof caught the last of the sunlight.

“Nobody has ever spoiled me like this,” she said, when the quiet had lasted long enough to become its own conversation. “Not once in forty-five years. I’m not entirely sure how to accept it without feeling guilty.”

“You don’t accept it,” I said. “You enjoy it. Guilt is what happens when you’ve spent twenty years taking care of everyone else and someone finally insists on taking care of you.”

She smiled. “Is that what this is? Being taken care of?”

“Among other things.”

The look she gave me then contained enough warmth to melt the porch steps. Sabrina cleared her throat. “I believe,” she said, rising from the bench, “that Gabriella and I have evening plans. Don’t we, Gabriella?”

“We do?” Gabriella looked up, confused, then caught Sabrina’s expression and understanding dawned with the speed of a woman who had spent her entire life decoding her sister’s signals. “Oh. Yes. Evening plans involving our own bedrooms. Far from here. With doors and possibly locks.”

“Locks are excessive,” Sabrina said. “But doors are non-negotiable.”

Angelina and I exchanged smiles. Sabrina kissed the top of my head, a gesture so feminine and loving, and pulled Gabriella up from the bench. “Goodnight, you two.”

They left. Crickets had started in the grass beyond the yard. The first stars were visible above the eastern ridge, pale against the darkening blue.

I expected Angelina to be exhausted. The day had begun before dawn, continued through hours of physical labor, and contained enough emotional revelation to fatigue someone twice her resilience. What I found when I looked at her was not exhaustion but something considerably more youthful. She was sitting on the top step with her knees drawn up and her wings relaxed against her back, and the look she gave me was pure lust.

She stood. “Come inside,” she said. “I want to show you something.”

What she wanted to show me was the bedroom. Her bedroom, now, though the possessive still felt new enough to catch in my throat. She led me through the hallway, up the stairs, past Sabrina’s closed door and Gabriella’s, to the doorway she had stood in that morning while her life rearranged itself around her.

The room was beautiful in the lamplight. The cedar glowed amber. The burgundy divan had somehow found the exact right position against the wall, as if the furniture itself had decided where it belonged. The vanity caught the lamplight and threw it back in warm patterns across the ceiling. The bed dominated the far corner, its carved headboard a dark silhouette against the whitewashed wall, the sheets we had spread that afternoon still rumpled from our hasty arrangement.

Angelina walked to the bed and sat on its edge. She bounced once, experimentally, testing the mattress. Then she lay back, her wings spreading across the new sheets, her honey-blonde hair fanning out against the pillow, and looked at me from across the room with an expression that contained zero ambiguity.

“You know,” she said, “a woman would be terribly ungrateful if someone spent an absurd amount of the queen’s money buying her a bed this beautiful and she didn’t properly enjoy it.”

I leaned against the doorframe. “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”

“I’m suggesting that after forty-five years of practical choices, I would like to make one thoroughly impractical one and invite my lover to help me break in this obscenely expensive mattress.” She patted the space beside her. “Unless you’re too tired from a day of home renovation, in which case I understand completely and will merely lie here admiring the ceiling while contemplating the many uses of a bed this size without you.”

I closed the door. “I’m not too tired.”

“Good. Because I’ve been thinking about this since the moment those harpies flew away.”

What happened next was not the careful, hesitant exploration of the previous night. That had been necessary, the first step across a threshold neither of us was certain we should cross. This was something else entirely: Angelina sitting up as I approached the bed, reaching for the buttons of my shirt with hands that did not tremble, pushing the fabric from my shoulders with the confidence of a woman who had decided that wanting something was considerably simpler than she had allowed herself to believe.

“I’ve been imagining this,” she said, her palms flat against my chest, feeling the scars beneath her fingers. “All day. While you were cutting doorframes and arguing with harpies and looking at me across the room like you wanted to devour me where everyone could see. I’ve been imagining having you in this bed, in this room that feels like mine again, and not stopping until one of us surrenders.”

“Which one of us surrenders?”

She smiled. “We’ll find out.”

I undressed her slowly because I wanted to, because the luxury of time was something we had earned. Her work dress came off first, then the thin cotton shift beneath it, until she sat on the edge of the bed in nothing but her skin and the lamplight and the white wings that settled against her back like something too beautiful to belong to the same world as ordinary desire.

I had seen her body the night before. I had touched it, kissed it, been inside it. Seeing it now, in her room, on her bed, with the cedar headboard behind her and the knowledge that she had asked for this rather than waiting for me to offer it, rearranged something fundamental in how I understood her.

She reached for me. Her hands found my belt, then the fastening of my trousers, and she pushed them down my hips with an eagerness that made my cock jump against her wrist. I was already hard, had been since she bounced on the mattress, and the feel of her fingers wrapping around me drew a groan I didn’t bother suppressing.

“Lie down,” she said.

I did. She climbed astride me, her thighs on either side of my hips, her full breasts swaying with the movement, her wings half-spread for balance. She was wet when she reached between us, her fingers slick from her own anticipation, and the sound she made when she guided me inside her was low and thorough and entirely satisfied.

“God,” she breathed, as she sank down onto me, taking me to the root in one slow, loving stroke. “You feel even better than I remembered.”

She rode me. Her hips found a rhythm that made the bed frame creak against the wall. Her breasts bounced and jiggled with each downward stroke, heavy and beautiful, and when I reached up to cup them she arched into my hands with a gasp that she didn’t try to quiet.

The room filled with the sounds of us: the wet slide of her pussy taking my cock, the creak of the cedar frame, her breathing coming faster as she worked herself on me. Her wings had opened fully now, spanning the width of the bed. I watched her above me, her honey-blonde hair falling across her shoulders, her face flushed and intent, and the sight of Angelina lost in pleasure because of something I had given her was almost enough to finish me without anything else.

I sat up, wrapping my arms around her waist, and fucked up into her from below. The new angle made her cry out, her inner walls clenching around me, her wings giving a sharp flutter before settling. I held her against me, my face buried between her breasts, tasting salt and soap and her, and felt her hands in my hair, pulling, guiding, asking for more.

“Harder,” she said against my ear. “Please, Gabriel, harder.”

I pulled out of her and used my strength to turn her onto her hands and knees. She shrieked and giggled. The new sheets gathered under her palms. She looked back over her shoulder, honey-blonde hair falling across one cheek, hazel eyes dark and open.

“Now I can give it to you harder,” I said.

She arched for me, ass up, face down. Her wings lifted and opened across the bed, white against the carved cedar, the primaries fanning until the tips almost touched the headboard. I rubbed my wet cock against her pussy, slipping to her rosebud before I guided it down to her womanhood. I slit back into her with a groan, grabbing her cheeks. Each downstroke of my hips made the feathers shiver. When I drove in they rose a fraction, then settled, like they were keeping time with us.

Her ass was gorgeous. Wide, full, soft where work had not taken the give out of her, the cleft deep, the undersides pale where the farm sun never reached. I put both hands on her hips and spread her just enough to watch myself sink in. Her pussy stretched around the head first, pink and shiny, then took the shaft in a slow cling that pulled her lips inward with me. When I drew back they followed, stretched thin and wet, then swallowed me again.

She pushed back onto me. The wet sound filled the room. Her wings stayed high, the inner coverts catching the lamp so every barb shone. I reached forward and traced the joint where wing met shoulder. She gasped. I did it again while I fucked her, thumb on that sensitive seam, cock working her open.

I held her ass apart and watched the stretch. She took all of me. The rim of her clung white for a second at the thickest point, then eased, glossy, greedy. I spat on my thumb and rubbed her clit from underneath. Her arms shook. One wing dropped, then both snapped wide again when I hit the spot that made her moan into the pillow.

“Don’t stop,” she said. “Stay deep.”

I stayed deep. Short hard thrusts, my hips slapping her backside, the generous flesh moving with each impact. Her breasts hung and swung. I reached under and held one, heavy and warm, peachy nipple tight against my palm. The other I left free so I could see it bounce.

Her wings folded halfway, then opened all the way, the white span filling the space above the bed like a second ceiling. Feathers brushed my chest when I leaned over her. I kissed between her shoulders, then the base of her neck, and kept driving in. Her pussy fluttered. She was close. And after a couple of more thrusts and grunts, she climaxed. Her whole body locked. Inner walls seized me in hard pulses. Her wings snapped once, a sharp rustle, then trembled and drooped as the climax ran through her. I held her hips and fucked her through it, watching her hole squeeze and shine around the base of me.

When she could breathe again I put a hand on her back and pressed her chest to the mattress. Ass up. Wings spilled across the sheets, one hanging off the side of the bed, feathers dragging on the floor. I looked down at the stretch again, at how wet she had made us, at the way her body kept trying to pull me deeper.

I lasted only a little longer, a few more slides. The sight of her like that, open and asking for it in the bed I had bought her, finished me. I buried myself to the root and came raw inside her, pulse after pulse, holding her hips so she could not pull off. She clenched around the last of it and let out a low sound that was almost a laugh.

I stayed in her until the twitching stopped. When I eased out, I pulled out trickles of cum with me, thick, running down the inside of one thigh. I spread her with my thumbs and watched it leak from the stretched, used mouth of her pussy. She looked back at me again, flushed, hair wrecked, wings still half-open and shining.

“Leave it,” she said. “I want to feel you there.”

I lay down beside her. She stayed on her stomach a moment, then rolled into me, one wing draping over both of us the way it had that morning. I put my hand on her ass, still warm from my palms, and felt the wetness between her legs against my thigh.

“The mattress,” I said, “has been properly broken in.”

She smiled against my chest. “Good. That’s exactly what I asked for.”

Then she looked at me with a glowing smile. “I could get used to this,” she murmured against my skin.

“Good. Because I’m not planning to stop.”

She laughed, the sound warming my heart.

Outside, the crickets continued. The new roof held the night at bay. Somewhere down the hall, Sabrina and Gabriella had, as promised, closed their doors and left us to the privacy we had earned. The house creaked its ordinary creaks, the sounds of a building settling into whatever came next, and beneath those sounds was something quieter: the breathing of two people who had found their way to the same bed not because circumstances forced them together, but because, after everything, it was where they wanted to be.


Chapter 6

Afew days after the bedroom renovation, things on the farm went back to normal.

I spent the morning splitting firewood behind the stable. The work was simple and physical, the kind of task that let my mind rest while my body did something useful. The axe bit into oak rounds with a clean crack, and each split piece fell to the pile with a thud I could feel through my boots. It was satisfying in the way that honest work always is when you’ve spent too many years doing the other kind.

Angelina came out with a cup of tea for me around midmorning. She wore her work dress, the blue one with the faded hem, and her hair was tied back in a loose braid that left tendrils loose around her face. What struck me was the way she moved across the yard. She’d always been beautiful. Farm life teaches you efficiency if not elegance, and Angelina had both.

She handed me the tea. “You’ve been at that for two hours. Your shirt is soaked through.”

“I’m aware. Occupational hazard of swinging an axe all morning.”

“I’m aware too. That’s why I brought the tea.” Her eyes moved over my shoulders, my arms, the places where sweat had darkened the fabric, and the look she gave me contained precisely zero maternal concern and considerably more appreciation than she would have allowed herself a week ago. “You might consider taking a break before you melt the handle.”

I drank the tea. It was good, steeped with ginger, and warm enough to cut through the morning chill. Angelina stood close enough that I could smell the lavender soap she’d used, and when I handed the empty cup back, our fingers touched and stayed that way a beat longer than they needed to.

From the porch, Sabrina called for us. “If you two are going to exchange meaningful glances over teacups, could you at least do it somewhere I don’t have to witness? I’m trying to enjoy my breakfast without developing an appetite for something other than food.”

Angelina didn’t blush. She smiled, shook her head, and called back, “Your breakfast is cold by now. I made it an hour ago.”

“It’s contemplative cold. Like aged cheese. It improves with neglect.”

Gabriella appeared in the doorway behind Sabrina, a dish towel in one hand. “Your eggs are congealed, Sabrina. There’s nothing contemplative about congealed.”

“Artistic interpretation is subjective, sister mine.”

Breakfast was indeed cold, but we ate it anyway, the four of us around the kitchen table. In her bedroom, Angelina had positioned a pot of early lilacs on the vanity, white blooms against the dark cedar, and the scent carried through the house whenever the breeze shifted.

The change in her was impossible to miss. She laughed more easily. Small things amused her that wouldn’t have registered before. She caught my eye across the table and held it without looking away, and the smile that followed was private and warm and entirely free of the worry I’d seen in her face for as long as I could remember. She looked younger, in the way that happiness takes years off a person without them trying.

Sabrina noticed, filed it away, and deployed it at the first available opportunity. “Mom’s been humming,” she said to the table at large. “All morning. While hanging laundry. While stirring porridge. While allegedly cleaning the stillroom but actually standing very still near the window looking in the general direction of the woodpile where a certain someone was splitting oak with his shirt off.”

“I was not looking at the woodpile,” Angelina said.

“You were. Your wings gave you away. They do this little tilt when you’re pretending not to look at something attractive. It’s subtle but diagnostic.”

“My wings do no such thing.”

“Your wings have been betraying you since Gabriel was sixteen and started filling out that first uniform. I have extensive observational data.”

Gabriella laughed into her tea, and when I caught her eye she smiled at me with the same warmth she’d shown since our conversation in the stable. No judgment there, just the quiet pleasure of watching someone she loved find a happiness that had been a long time coming.

After breakfast, I helped Gabriella carry water to the garden. The pump handle was stiff, and she struggled with it until I stepped in, working it until the water came clean and cold. She stood close while I pumped, her shoulder against my arm, and when the bucket was full she turned and hugged me, her face pressing into my chest with the same easy affection I remembered from years ago.

“I’m glad you’re home,” she said.

“I’m glad too.”

She pulled back, studied my face with those perceptive blue eyes, and added, “And I’m glad you make her smile like that. She deserves it more than anyone I know.”

I kissed the top of her head. Her hair smelled like sunshine and the faint herbal scent of whatever she’d been cutting in the garden earlier. “So do you. Both of you. You know that, right?”

“We know.” She smiled, picked up her bucket, and headed for the vegetable beds. “Sabrina expresses it through relentless commentary. I express it through not commenting on the commentary. Different approaches, same affection.”

Sabrina found me in the stable afterward, brushing Valen’s coat while he lipped oats from my palm. She leaned against the stall door, arms crossed, wings relaxed, and watched me work.

“You’re good at this,” she said. “The farmhand routine. Very convincing. Almost makes me forget you spent six years being shot at for a living.”

“Multifaceted skill set. Hazard of being adaptable.”

“Speaking of adaptable.” She stepped into the stall, reached past me to stroke Valen’s nose, and said casually, “You kissed Gabriella by the pump. I saw it from the kitchen window.”

I set the brush down, turned, and pulled her into a hug that lifted her off her feet. She shrieked, laughed, and hooked one leg around my waist.

“Prioritized enough for you?” I asked.

“Barely adequate. I’ll expect improvement by dinner.”

I set her down. She straightened her dress, adjusted her wings, and fixed me with a look that managed to be both fond and mischievous. “I love you. Even when you’re being deliberately difficult about acknowledging it.”

“I love you too. Even when you’re being deliberately difficult about everything else.”

We were still laughing when the harpy arrived. She came in low from the east, riding a skybird with speckled gray wings. The bird touched down in the yard with barely a sound, and the harpy dismounted.

She was young, her feathers still carrying the brighter coloration of early adulthood, and she approached the porch with the confidence of someone delivering messages to farmhouses every day of her life.

“Gabriel?” she asked, though it wasn’t really a question. She’d been given a description, or she’d asked enough people along her route to be certain. “I have correspondence. Addressed to you specifically.”

She handed me two sealed letters. Heavy paper, good quality, folded and sealed with wax that bore no crest I recognized. No sender’s name on either envelope. Just my name, written in two different hands I didn’t know.

“The sender?” I asked.

“Paid for discretion as part of the fee. My employer values privacy.” She smiled, and there was something in that smile that suggested the contents might be worth the extra coin. “Enjoy your morning, Captain.”

She was back on her skybird before I could correct the rank, and lifted into the air. I stood in the yard with two letters in my hand and absolutely no idea who had sent them.

I took them to the stable, where Valen provided the only audience I wanted for whatever these contained. The first letter, written in a neat, rounded hand with careful spacing between the lines, read:

I expected to be disappointed. Sabrina has spoken of you for so long, with such insistence, that I had prepared myself for the inevitable gap between legend and reality. What I did not prepare for was meeting you and finding the gap did not exist. You were kinder than the stories suggested. More present. I have thought of little else than you, and I find myself hoping that the man who returned from war might have room in his peace for someone who did not know him before.

No signature. Nothing but those words, sincere in a way that warmed my heart unexpectedly.

The second letter was different. The handwriting slanted forward, bold, with flourishes on the capitals that gave it an almost performative quality:

The Queen’s Falcon, renowned for courage under fire, disappears after a single afternoon in the company of perfectly charming women. One might conclude that aerial combat is considerably less intimidating than the prospect of conversation. I wonder, war hero, whether your legendary composure extends to situations where the enemy is merely interested rather than hostile. A girl who loves you awaits your reply, should you find the courage to send one.

Again, no signature. Just that challenge, wrapped in enough flirtation to make its intentions clear as day.

I read both letters twice. They were romantic. And I had no idea who’d written them.

Sabrina found me in the stable ten minutes later, sitting on an overturned bucket with both letters open on my knee and an expression that must have been considerably more confused than I intended.

“What’s that face?” she asked. “You look like someone handed you a map written in a language you don’t speak.”

“Letters.”

“From?”

“I don’t know.”

She held out her hand. I hesitated, then passed them over. She took the first one, scanned the opening lines, and burst into laughter so sudden that Valen’s ears swiveled toward the sound.

“Oh, this is perfect. Absolutely perfect.” She was still laughing, holding the letter at arm’s length as if it might combust from the sheer delight she was taking in it. “You have no idea, do you? You genuinely have no idea who sent these.”

“Should I?”

“Gabriel.” She wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. “These are from Olivia and Livia. The redheaded twins? My best friends? The ones who spent the entire afternoon at Ginger Isle trying not to stare at you while their mother tried not to look at you?”

I stared at her. “Both of them?”

“Both of them. Though I’d bet my favorite hair ribbon that the sincere one is Olivia’s and the shameless flirtation is Livia’s. She’s been practicing that handwriting since she was sixteen. The flourishes are her signature move, pun very much intended.”

She handed the letters back, still grinning, and the look she gave me was the mixture of affection and barely contained mischief that had defined Sabrina for as long as I’d known her.

“Congratulations, Gabriel. You’ve been formally admired by not one but two of the most desirable women on Ginger Isle. I’d say your homecoming is proceeding according to plan, if you’d actually had a plan, which you didn’t, because you’re you.”

I looked down at the letters. Olivia and Livia. The names reshaped the words as I read them again, and the confusion I’d felt moments ago crystallized into something considerably more complicated, and considerably more interesting, than I’d expected my morning to become.

“Olivia wrote the sincere one?” I asked, holding the letter up to the stable light as if the handwriting might confess its origins under proper inspection. “The one that reads like someone practiced it three times before sealing it?”

Sabrina leaned against Valen’s stall, one wingtip idly tracing patterns in the straw. “Olivia is the one who thinks before she speaks. Or writes, in this case. She watches, she considers, she decides. Then she acts. The fact that she wrote at all means she’s been sitting on those feelings since you left Ginger Isle, turning them over, deciding whether sending a letter was worth the risk.” She nodded toward the second page. “Livia, on the other hand, writes the way she talks. Whatever occurs to her arrives on paper three seconds after it occurs to her brain, usually with decorative emphasis. That flourish on the ‘Q’ in Queen? Pure Livia. She’s been doing that since we were competing in pageants together. Drove the judges mad. They couldn’t decide whether it was charming or pretentious.”

I read both letters again with their names attached. The sincere one gained texture. Olivia’s careful spacing, the way each line felt measured, as if she’d weighed every word against the possibility of rejection. The flirtatious one breathed now. I could hear Livia’s voice in it, the boldness, the challenge wrapped in a smile that didn’t wait for permission.

They fit. What little I’d seen of them at Ginger Isle aligned with these pages. Olivia had been quieter, watching from the periphery while her sister dominated the conversation. Livia had been the one who asked the embarrassing questions with complete confidence, who made me laugh within minutes of meeting her.

“They both wrote to you,” Sabrina said. “Not together but independently. That’s significant, coming from twins who have spent their entire lives being treated as a matched set.”

Gabriella appeared in the stable doorway, drawn by the sound of our voices. “What’s significant?”

“Our lover has received love letters,” Sabrina said. “Two of them. From my redheaded friends, who have excellent taste in men and questionable timing in expressing it.”

“Love letters?” Gabriella’s eyebrows rose. “Actual love letters? As in, sealed with wax and delivered by harpy and everything?”

“Actual love letters. With wax. And a harpy. The full romantic apparatus, deployed against our unsuspecting lover with devastating precision.”

I folded the letters and tucked them into my shirt pocket. “They’re not love letters. They’re letters, with romantic undertones. There’s a distinction.”

“Undertones.” Sabrina snorted. “Olivia literally wrote that she’s been thinking of little else since meeting you.”

“Can I read them?” Gabriella asked.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because they’re private correspondence addressed to me, and I have no intention of sitting here while my lovers dissect two women’s feelings for entertainment purposes.”

Sabrina sighed with theatrical disappointment. “Fine. Keep your mysterious admirers mysterious. But at least tell us what you’re going to write back. You are writing back, aren’t you?”

“I’m writing back.”

“Good. When?”

“Today. Now, preferably, if you’ll both stop hovering long enough for me to find a pen and a flat surface that isn’t currently occupied by commentary.”

They left, eventually. Sabrina with promises to return “for editorial consultation” whether I wanted it or not, Gabriella with a quieter assurance that whatever I wrote would be fine as long as it was honest. I found paper in the kitchen drawer, borrowed a pen from Angelina’s writing desk, and sat at the table with both letters open beside me and absolutely no idea how to begin.

Military correspondence I could do. Reports, requisitions, tactical assessments. I had written hundreds of pages under conditions that would make most scribes reconsider their career choices. Love letters, it turned out, were considerably more difficult.

My first attempt to Olivia sounded like a field officer thanking a civilian for a courtesy:

Dear Olivia, Thank you for your letter. I appreciated your kind words and the sentiment behind them. It was a pleasure meeting you at Ginger Isle, and I hope we might have the opportunity to speak again under circumstances that allow for more substantial conversation than our previous encounter permitted.

I read it twice, then crumpled it. It was polite, sterile, and bore no resemblance to how I actually felt, which was that her letter had caught me off guard in a way I hadn’t expected and that I wanted to know the woman who wrote it better.

My attempt to Livia was worse. She had accused me of disappearing. I tried to address the accusation with dignity:

Dear Livia, With reference to your observation regarding my apparent disappearance following our meeting at Ginger Isle, I would like to assure you that no retreat was intended. My responsibilities at the farm required immediate attention upon my return, and any impression of strategic withdrawal is therefore inaccurate.

I didn’t bother reading that one twice. It went into the kindling pile beside the stove with the velocity of something that deserved immediate combustion.

Sabrina found the discarded drafts an hour later. I had gone to the pump for water and returned to find her sitting at the table with both attempts smoothed flat, her expression cycling through amusement, disbelief, and something approaching professional concern for my romantic prospects.

“Gabriel. These are human women, not military objectives. You cannot respond to flirtation with tactical terminology.”

“They’re drafts.”

“They’re catastrophes. If you send either of these, Olivia will assume you’re politely rejecting her, and Livia will assume you’ve suffered a head injury that’s affected your ability to recognize humor.” She set the papers down. “What are you trying to say to them? Actually say, not what you think you should say.”

“I don’t know. That’s the problem.”

“Then figure it out before you commit more trees to this endeavor.”

Angelina found me at the table that evening, surrounded by a graveyard of failed attempts. She picked up one of the drafts, read it, and set it down.

“You’re trying too hard,” she said.

“I’m aware.”

“Not like that. I mean you’re writing what you think a romantic letter should sound like, not what Gabriel sounds like when he’s being honest.” She pulled out the chair beside me and sat down. “Olivia wrote to you because she met you, not a version of you performing courtship. Livia teased you because she enjoyed the you who didn’t run away when she asked inappropriate questions. Write back to the women who wrote to you, not to the idea of what you think they want to hear.”

She was right. I knew she was right the moment she said it. I had been writing to an abstraction, to the concept of Romance with a capital R, rather than to Olivia and Livia, who were, whatever else they might be, specific people I had actually met.

I started fresh. To Olivia, I wrote:

Your letter surprised me, in the best possible way. I’ve been turning it over since it arrived, trying to find the right response, and what I keep coming back to is how much I enjoyed meeting you. Not you and Livia as a unit, which is how most people see you, but you. Olivia. The woman who watches before she speaks, who thinks carefully, who wrote a letter that felt like a conversation rather than a performance. I would like very much to continue that conversation, whenever you’re willing.

To Livia, I wrote something entirely different:

If you’re attempting to intimidate me, you’ll need considerably more creativity than accusing me of cowardice. The Queen’s Falcon has faced rebel ballistae, northern blizzards, and Gabriella’s cooking. Your challenge, while admirably direct, falls somewhat short of terrifying. I accept your accusation of disappearance. I had a roof to repair and people at home I wanted to spend time with. Neither is an adequate excuse for leaving two interesting women wondering whether I’d found them forgettable, which I assure you I did not. Next time, try harder. I’m considerably less easily flustered than your letter assumes.

I read both replies twice. They sounded like me, the me who had conversations with people I genuinely liked. They were honest. They were specific to each woman. They were, most importantly, not embarrassing to attach my name to.

Sabrina approved, with reservations. “Olivia’s is good, warm and sincere without being flowery. She’ll like that. Livia’s is… aggressively you. She’ll either adore it or challenge you to a duel. With Livia, either outcome counts as success.”

I sealed both letters, found a courier heading toward Ginger Isle the next morning, and sent them off with considerably less anxiety than I’d felt drafting them. Whatever happened next would happen because I’d told two women the truth about how I felt, and that, at least, was a foundation I could stand on without wondering whether I’d built it from someone else’s blueprint.

* * *

The next few days passed much the same way. I helped Angelina replant the eastern garden where the storm had washed out the early seedlings. I took Gabriella flying on Valen, her arms locked around my waist, her laughter carrying across the cloud layer the way it always had when she was small. I repaired the hinge on Sabrina’s bedroom door.

And twice, standing at the pump with cold water running over my hands, I caught myself wondering what Olivia was doing at that exact moment. Whether she was working in Liana’s garden the way Angelina worked in ours, her red hair tied back, her hands careful with young plants. Whether Livia was somewhere making someone laugh, the way she’d made me laugh at Ginger Isle without apparently trying.

The thoughts arrived uninvited and lingered longer than they had any right to. I’d be splitting wood and find myself reconstructing fragments of conversation from that afternoon at Liana’s farm.

Sabrina noticed. “You’re doing it again,” she said on the second morning, catching me staring at the eastern sky over my coffee. “That vacant, middle-distance expression. It’s very romantic.”

“I’m drinking coffee, Sabrina. The expression is caffeine-related, not romantic.”

“Your coffee has been cold for twenty minutes. You’ve been holding the same cup while the eastern horizon does absolutely nothing interesting. That’s not caffeine. That’s anticipation wearing a very transparent disguise.”

She was right, and we both knew it, which made her grin all the wider.

“They’re not going to answer today,” she said. “Even if the courier reaches Ginger Isle in an hour, Olivia and Livia still have to actually write back, which they might not do immediately, because Olivia overthinks everything and Livia pretends not to care while caring intensely, which is its own form of overthinking with better hair.”

“Thank you for the logistical analysis. Very helpful.”

“You’re welcome. Now, would you like to know which one of them can identify every edible mushroom on Ginger Isle by smell alone, and which one once climbed the highest tree on the island on a dare and refused to come down until someone promised to name a star after her?”

I would, actually. I discovered over the next hour that Sabrina had stories about the twins that distinguished them in ways their matching appearance never could. And the stories made them real in a way the letters or our brief meetings hadn’t.

I made time for my women already in my life. Sabrina needed help sorting through the summer linens, a task she approached with the enthusiasm of someone facing dental extraction, and I spent an afternoon in the attic with her while she complained about moths and I lifted heavy trunks and pretended her commentary was informative rather than theatrically dire.

“You’re good at this,” she said, watching me maneuver a cedar chest through the narrow attic hatch. “The strong, silent, useful routine. Very appealing. No wonder Olivia wrote you a letter that reads like someone exhaling after holding their breath for a week.”

“I’m lifting a trunk, Sabrina. The bar for romantic appeal is not currently set at ‘performs basic manual labor.’”

“For Olivia, it might be. She appreciates competence. It’s quietly her thing.” Sabrina dusted off her hands. “Thank you for the help. And for not making me do this alone, which you didn’t have to do, and I’m aware of that, and I love you for it even when I’m being difficult.”

I kissed her forehead. She allowed it, which from Sabrina counted as profound affection.

Gabriella found me in the orchard that evening, sitting on the low wall with a whetstone, sharpening the pruning shears. She sat beside me without asking, her shoulder against mine, and watched the light fade across the terraced fields below.

“Thinking about them?” she asked.

“A bit.”

“Good. You should.” She picked up an apple from the grass, turned it in her hands. “Sabrina says they’re wonderful. And Sabrina’s taste in people is actually excellent, whatever her taste in humor might suggest.”

“She has good friends. I’ll give her that.”

“She has you. You’re her lover.” Gabriella leaned her head against my arm. “I’m glad you’re letting yourself want things. After everything. You deserve to want things and have them.”

Later, in Angelina’s bedroom, I lay with my head on her chest and her fingers in my hair, and the ease between us felt like something we’d been building toward for years without knowing it. No more careful distance. No more pretending the space between us was only what it had always been. Her body was warm against mine, her heartbeat steady under my ear, and when she spoke her voice vibrated through her ribs into my cheek.

“You keep looking at the sky,” she said.

“I do not.”

“You do. Every time you hear wings. Your head turns toward the window before you’ve decided to look.” Her hand stilled in my hair. “It’s alright. I’m not offended that you’re waiting for a letter from two beautiful women. I’d be concerned if you weren’t, at this point.”

I propped myself up on one elbow. “You helped me write to them. You don’t get to tease me about waiting for the reply when you were complicit in sending it.”

“I’m not teasing. I’m observing. There’s a distinction.” She smiled, and the smile reached her eyes in a way that would have been impossible a month ago. “I like seeing you nervous about something that won’t hurt you. After years of watching you prepare for things that could kill you, a little anticipatory anxiety over love letters is refreshing. Almost wholesome, by comparison.”

“Wholesome is not the word I would choose.”

“What would you choose?”

I thought about it. The feeling wasn’t simple. It lived somewhere between curiosity and want, between the pleasure of being desired and the sharper pleasure of desiring something yourself.

“I want them to answer,” I said. “Not because I need the validation. Because I liked them, and I want to know if they liked me enough to keep the conversation going. That’s… it’s different from what I expected to feel.”

Angelina’s hand came to my face, her palm warm against my cheek. “Then I hope they answer soon. Before you wear a hole in the eastern horizon with all that staring.”

They didn’t answer that day, or the next. Life continued. I helped Gabriella repair the chicken coop where the storm had loosened the roofing. I flew with Sabrina to the neighboring island for seed, and she spent the entire flight telling me stories about Livia’s childhood disasters until I was laughing too hard to maintain altitude.

* * *

The courier came on the third day, midmorning, riding the same speckled skybird with the same efficient dismount. This time she carried a single letter, thicker than the previous two, sealed with wax that bore what looked like two initials pressed side by side rather than a proper crest.

“For Gabriel,” she said, handing it over. “With the compliments of Ginger Isle.”

She was gone before I could ask whether compliments were included in the delivery fee or supplied separately by the senders. I stood in the yard with a letter in my hand and the mix of anticipation and wariness that comes from knowing whatever’s inside has been composed by two women who have already demonstrated they can dismantle my composure with nothing but ink and good handwriting.

The letter was joint. Olivia and Livia together, their writing alternating on the page in a way that made the conversation visible. Olivia’s neat, measured script followed by Livia’s flowing hand, then Olivia again, as if they’d passed the pen between them while composing.

We compared notes, the letter began, in Olivia’s writing. Not intentionally. Livia walked into my room while I was reading your letter for the third time, and the expression on my face was apparently sufficiently revealing that she demanded to see what you’d written. I demanded to see what she’d written in return. What followed was an hour of mutually assured humiliation during which we discovered that you write very differently to each of us.

Livia’s hand took over: You told Olivia you enjoyed meeting her specifically. As Olivia. Not as one-half of a matched set. You told me to try harder if I wanted to intimidate you. The disparity is both flattering and mildly infuriating. Also, we are certain Sabrina identified us. Only she would recognize our handwriting with that level of confidence, and while we considered being offended by the betrayal of privacy, we’ve decided it’s all love. Sabrina’s meddling is a constant we’ve learned to accommodate, like weather or poorly timed harvests.

Olivia: What we cannot accommodate, however, is the fact that after years of hearing Sabrina boast about her legendary Gabriel, we have only your letters and a single afternoon’s acquaintance as evidence that any of her stories were true. This seems insufficient for two women who have staked considerable pride on their discernment.

Livia: So we’re issuing a challenge. You and Valen against both of us, on a course we’ve flown since we were old enough to leave the ground. Ginger Isle’s eastern circuit. It begins at the northern cliff, follows the ridge above the ginger fields, cuts through the narrow pass between the twin peaks, circles the village spire clockwise, and finishes at the southern landing platform. The locals call it the proving run. We call it Tuesday.

Olivia: If you win, we each owe you a favor of your choosing. Within reason, and subject to veto by the favor-ower if your choice proves creatively immoral.

Livia: If we win, you owe us a date. On Ginger Isle. Planned entirely by us, with no input from you except your presence and your best behavior. I feel compelled to clarify that by “date” I do not mean a friendly outing involving casual conversation and respectable distances. I mean a date. With romantic intentions made explicit rather than implied, because implication is for people who have time to waste, and I have waited quite long enough.

Olivia: What Livia means, in her characteristically subtle fashion, is that we would like the opportunity to know you better. The race is merely the pretext. Though we do intend to win.

Livia: We absolutely intend to win. The Queen’s Falcon against two women who have been flying this island since before they could spell “Falcon.” The odds are not in your favor. Consider this fair warning.

The letter ended with both signatures, Olivia’s neat and centered, Livia’s sprawling across the remaining space with a flourish that nearly crossed into the margin.

I read it twice. Then I took it to the kitchen, where Angelina was rolling dough and Sabrina was ostensibly helping but actually eating berries from the bowl intended for the filling.

“They answered,” I said.

Sabrina’s hand froze halfway to her mouth. “They did? Let me see.”

I handed her the letter. She read it, her eyes moving rapidly down the page, her expression cycling through amusement, satisfaction, and something that looked remarkably like pride.

“The proving run,” she said. “They’re not messing around. That course is brutal. The pass between the peaks is barely wide enough for one flyer, let alone three trying to navigate it at speed. And the village spire… they’ve added the spire? That’s new. That’s mean. I like it.”

“Hold on,” I said. “The aerial race challenge is one thing. The romantic date if I lose is another.”

“Gabriel, are you seriously considering whether the outcome matters? You’re being challenged to an aerial race by two beautiful redheads, with the promise of their undivided romantic attention as the prize. This is not a scenario that requires strategic analysis. This is a scenario that requires you to saddle Valen and practice banked turns until your arms fall off.”

Angelina wiped flour from her hands and took the letter. She read it more slowly than Sabrina had, her expression thoughtful, and when she finished she handed it back with a smile that contained considerably more mischief than I was comfortable seeing on Angelina’s face.

“They’re good,” she said. “Both of them. The challenge is playful, the stakes are clear, and they’ve given you every reason to want to win while making it very attractive to lose. That’s skillful courtship, disguised as competition.”

“Courtship?”

“That’s the word for it, yes.” Angelina returned to her dough. “When are we going?”

“We?”

“Did you think you were going alone? To a race against my daughter’s best friends, with all of us sitting here perfectly capable of enjoying the spectacle?” She raised an eyebrow. “We’re all going. We’ll make a day of it. With picnic supplies, because I refuse to watch aerial athletics on an empty stomach.”

Gabriella appeared in the doorway, drawn by the sound of our voices. “What are we watching?”

“Gabriel racing Olivia and Livia,” Sabrina said. “On the proving run. Which he will lose, spectacularly, because those two have been flying that course since they were twelve and they know every updraft, every blind corner, every tree branch that’s exactly at wingtip height if you’re not paying attention. And they want him so badly.”

“I want to see that,” Gabriella said immediately.

I looked at the three of them. Angelina rolling dough. Sabrina vibrating with barely contained excitement at the prospect of watching her lover race her friends. Gabriella leaned in the doorway with a smile that said she was already choosing which part of the yard would offer the best view.

“Fine,” I said. “We’ll go.”

Sabrina clapped her hands. “Perfect. Send a message tonight so they know to expect us. Not that I’m taking sides, but I should probably mention that I’ll be rooting for the twins … Because I want them in bed with you.”

Angelina and Gabriella chuckled.

* * *

I sat down that evening to write my reply. This time the words came without struggle.

Challenge accepted. Valen and I will be at Ginger Isle on Saturday, weather permitting. The proving run, the village spire, the narrow pass, the full circuit. I make no promises regarding the outcome, but I will say this: if you’re counting on home advantage to carry the day, you’ve underestimated both my pegasus and my capacity for finding the fastest line through terrain I’ve never flown. As for the stakes… I find myself equally content with either outcome. A favor from each of you or a date planned by you. Both options have their appeal. I suppose we’ll discover on Saturday which one I’ll be enjoying.

I signed it simply, without flourishes. Gabriel.

The courier took it the next morning. By midday it was gone, winging toward Ginger Isle with my answer sealed inside, and whatever happened when it arrived would happen on Saturday, on an island full of ginger lilies and redheaded twins who had decided that the way to a man’s heart involved aerial competition, romantic stakes, and the brand of boldness that comes from knowing exactly what you want and being unafraid to ask for it.

I found myself looking forward to it more than I’d expected. Not just the race, though that alone would have been enough. Whatever came after: the date, or the favors, or simply more conversation with two women who had written to me because they liked me and wanted me to know it.

Valen sensed the change in my mood. He stamped his hooves when I entered the stable, tossed his mane, and fixed me with a look that said, quite clearly, that he had been listening to every word of this and was entirely prepared to humiliate two angels on their home course if that was what the afternoon required.

“Easy,” I told him, running a hand along his neck. “Save the attitude for Saturday. They have no idea what they’re challenging.”

He snorted, which from Valen translated roughly to: They’re about to find out.


Chapter 7

Saturday arrived with the clarity that comes before something you’ve been waiting for. The sky held no clouds worth mentioning, the wind came steady from the west, and Valen had been stamping his hooves since dawn.

Angelina appeared on the porch with a basket tucked under one arm and her wings folded neatly against her back. She wore a simple dress, blue, something she could move in comfortably whether we were racing or merely watching. Her hair was tied back in a loose braid that left tendrils loose around her face, and when she saw me checking Valen’s tack for the third time, her expression softened into the smile she reserved for moments when she found me endearing rather than practical.

“You’re nervous,” she said.

“I’m thorough.”

“You’re both, and it’s charming.” She handed me the basket. “Food for after. Because regardless of who humiliates whom, everyone will be hungry, and I refuse to watch aerial competition on an empty stomach.”

Sabrina emerged from the stable leading Sora, who carried Gabriella on her back. My wingless girl sat with both hands gripping the saddle horn, her face bright with the eager tension of someone who had been awake since well before anyone reasonable. She’d chosen to ride with Sabrina rather than waiting for me, which said everything about how much she valued getting to the starting line on time versus getting there comfortably.

“If we’re late,” Sabrina said, “I will personally ensure that your portion of whatever is in that basket finds its way into Sora’s feed bucket. She appreciates variety.”

“We’re not late.”

Angelina mounted behind me on Valen, her arms coming around my waist. Her body settled against my back, warm through the fabric of my shirt, and I felt her breath against my shoulder when she leaned close.

“Try not to embarrass me,” she said quietly. “I’ve spent years building a reputation. Don’t make me revise that assessment in front of my daughter’s friends.”

“That’s not pressure. That’s just ordinary emotional support.”

“It’s both, and you know it.” Her arms tightened. “Fly well. For both our sakes.”

We lifted into the air. Valen climbed with the steady power that had carried us through six years of war, his wings catching the morning light on feathers that still carried the faint scars of battles long finished. Behind us, Sora followed with Sabrina and Gabriella, the skybird’s strokes smooth and unhurried compared to Valen’s more purposeful beat.

* * *

Ginger Isle appeared ahead of us, its terraced fields bright with early summer growth, the village spire rising from the central square where ancient oaks shaded the gathering places. The air carried the sweet, spicy scent of ginger lilies even at altitude, and I watched Valen’s ears swivel forward as he caught it. He remembered this place from our previous visit, remembered the landing area near Liana’s farm where the twins had watched him with the mixture of fascination and wariness that pegasi usually inspire in people who’ve never ridden one.

They were waiting for us near the northern cliff where the course would begin. Olivia and Livia stood side by side on a flat stone platform that extended from the cliff edge, their red hair clear even from a distance, their wings folded but ready. They’d dressed for the occasion: practical flying clothes in shades of green that complemented their eyes, fitted enough to move without restriction, loose enough to breathe. They looked like women who had been planning this morning.

We landed. Valen touched down with the precision of a mount who understood that first impressions mattered, and Sora settled beside him with considerably less ceremony. Sabrina dismounted first and pulled Gabriella down after her.

Olivia reached me first. She was bouncing slightly on her toes, her emerald eyes bright with an energy that made the morning feel several hours younger than it was.

“You came,” she said. “I mean, obviously you came, you sent the letter, but there’s a difference between sending a letter and actually showing up when someone challenges you to humiliate yourself in front of everyone you came with. That’s commitment. I respect it.”

“I’m beginning to regret the commitment,” I said. “The part where I agreed before hearing the actual rules.”

“Oh, the rules.” She grinned. “The rules are perfectly reasonable. Absolutely fair.”

Livia, who had been quietly watching this performance, cleared her throat. “What Olivia means is that she flies the first half, I take over at the midpoint platform, and you and Valen complete the entire route without relief. That’s the course. That’s the challenge.”

I stared at them. “You’re describing a relay race. Two of you, taking turns, against one of me.”

“Congratulations,” Livia said calmly. “You’ve understood the rules on the first explanation. That’s better than we expected.”

“I’m racing a relay team.”

“You’re racing two women who endured years of Sabrina describing you as though you were personally responsible for keeping the islands in the sky,” Olivia said. “‘Gabriel did this. Gabriel flew through that. Gabriel once shot three rebels with one arrow while upside down during a hailstorm.’ We’ve earned the right to find out whether the Queen’s Falcon actually deserves his reputation or whether Sabrina has been collectively gaslighting an entire island chain for the better part of a decade.”

Sabrina, who had been listening with visible pride, nodded. “Everything I said was true, technically. The hailstorm was sleet, and he was banking rather than upside down, but the arrow count stands.”

The course, as Olivia explained it with the enthusiasm of someone describing a favorite childhood game, began at the northern cliff where we stood and followed the ridge before descending beneath the island itself. From there it threaded through the enormous hanging roots and stone formations below Ginger Isle, a section Olivia described as “intimate” and which I translated immediately as “terrifying if you’ve never flown it.” The midpoint platform waited on the eastern edge, where Livia would take over, before the course climbed the eastern face through rising currents the locals had been using since childhood and crossed the southern plateau toward Liana’s farm, where the flat landing area would serve as the finish line.

“Fresh wings halfway through,” I said. “That’s the plan? Livia gets to start with completely rested muscles while Valen and I have already done half the work?”

“Correct,” Livia said. “Any other questions before we begin, or would you prefer to save your complaints for after you’ve lost?”

“I’m picking the twins,” Sabrina said. “Because I want to see you three together.”

Gabriella stepped forward. “I’m picking Gabriel. Because I’ve seen Valen fly and whoever decided that fresh wings beat six years of military aerial combat has significantly misjudged the situation.”

All eyes turned to Angelina, who had been quietly unpacking the basket she’d brought, arranging bread and cheese on a cloth spread across a flat rock. She looked up, caught the collective attention, and brushed a strand of honey-blonde hair from her face.

“I believe,” she said, “that you’d better not embarrass me. That’s my position. Playfully stated, but sincere.” Her eyes met mine, and the smile that followed contained precisely the same mixture of challenge and affection.

Before the race, I took Gabriella up on Valen. We needed to check the wind conditions anyway, and she’d been vibrating with anticipation since we landed. I lifted her onto Valen’s back in front of me, her hands finding the saddle horn, and we rose into the air.

“Faster,” she said, before we’d even cleared the cliff edge. “Please. I want to feel what he can actually do.”

I gave Valen his head. He understood what was being asked. His wings drove downward with the power that had carried us through battles where speed meant survival, and the acceleration pressed Gabriella back against my chest. She laughed, the sound torn away by the wind, her dark blonde hair streaming behind us both.

“This is what it’s like?” she shouted over the rush. “This is what you did for six years?”

“This is the peaceful version!”

She leaned into it, her body trusting mine the way it always had. We were just two people in the sky, and the sky didn’t care what either of our backs looked like.

When we returned, Angelina was waiting by Valen’s tack. She checked the girth strap, adjusted the stirrups, and when she finished she stood on her toes and kissed me. It was a proper kiss, warm and loving, with her hand against my jaw to keep me there for an extra second.

From the platform, Sabrina wolf-whistled. The twins joined in immediately, Olivia considerably louder than her sister, while Gabriella covered her face with both hands.

“Good luck,” Angelina said against my mouth. “You won’t need it, but take it anyway.”

“I’ll take whatever advantage I can get.”

I kissed her once more before mounting Valen.

Olivia grinned and put two fingers to her lips. A sharp whistle carried across the farm, followed by a lower call from Livia. A few seconds later, two large shapes rose beyond the trees and turned toward us.

The first skybird came in fast. Its plumage was deep russet, with darker crimson along its broad flight feathers and a copper-colored crest swept back from its head. Instead of making a sensible approach, it banked sharply over the platform and landed beside Olivia with enough force to make Sabrina jump aside.

“Ember,” Olivia said, laughing as the bird immediately started nosing at her hair. She pushed its beak away. “Behave yourself.”

The second skybird descended behind it without the theatrics. It was slightly larger, with rich auburn feathers that darkened to chestnut along the wings and a pale copper breast. It landed beside Livia, who greeted it with a hand along its neck.

“And that’s Rowan,” Sabrina said. “The sensible one.”

Livia looked at her. “Are you talking about the bird or me?”

“Both.”

Olivia laughed as she climbed into Ember’s saddle. “You didn’t think we were planning to race a war pegasus on our own wings, did you?”

I looked at the two skybirds and then down at Valen. “I was beginning to wonder how desperate you were to lose.”

“Oh, I like him confident,” Olivia said as she gathered Ember’s reins. “It’ll make this much more satisfying.”

Livia mounted Rowan and adjusted her stirrups. “Remember saying that.”

The course stretched ahead of us in fragments. We would descend along Ginger Isle’s northern ridge, pass beneath the island through the roots and rocks along its underside, then reach the midpoint platform on the eastern side. Olivia and Ember would race the first half. Livia and Rowan would take over from there while Valen and I ran the entire course.

Valen stamped beneath me and tossed his head toward Ember. The skybird answered with a sharp cry and spread its crimson wings. Apparently Olivia and I weren’t the only ones taking the race personally.

* * *

Olivia and I launched together, Ember throwing itself from the platform with Olivia low over its neck while Valen drove forward beside them. For the first hundred yards, the race went exactly as I expected. Ember was fast, but Valen was faster. His wings carried us ahead until a gap of several lengths had opened between us.

I glanced back and found Olivia crouched over Ember’s saddle, her red hair streaming behind her. The skybird’s russet wings worked hard as it pursued us, but Valen had only begun to stretch himself. He had outrun rebel riders, carried me through aerial battles, and covered distances that exhausted lesser mounts. A racing skybird on its home island wasn’t going to frighten him.

The northern ridge of Ginger Isle stretched ahead, with terraced fields dropping away on either side and patches of ginger lilies growing in the sheltered hollows. Valen found a strong pace that he could maintain without tiring himself before the second half. I leaned forward and let him work.

Two fresh skybirds against one pegasus running the entire course was a clever arrangement, but Valen had spent six years carrying me through far worse than this. At that point, I was beginning to think the twins had overestimated their advantage.

Then Olivia shouted something behind me. I looked over my shoulder just in time to see her pull Ember sharply to the left. The skybird folded its wings and dropped between two rocky outcroppings along the ridge, disappearing so quickly that for a moment I thought Olivia had lost her mind. A few seconds later, Ember shot from the other side well ahead of where I expected them to be. Olivia whooped as the bird climbed.

I finally understood what she was doing. She had no intention of trying to beat Valen in a straight race. She and Ember knew every shortcut on Ginger Isle, and they were going to use them.

I pulled Valen into a turn and went after her. “What happened to humiliating the Queen’s Falcon? You seem to be working awfully hard.”

Olivia glanced back over her shoulder. “Eat my panties, war hero!”

She leaned into another turn and Ember followed immediately. Now that I was watching the skybird as closely as its rider, I could see why the two suited each other. Ember attacked every opening Olivia gave it, taking the narrower route whenever the course split and responding to the smallest shift of her weight. Olivia barely needed the reins. They had obviously been flying together for years.

Valen was still faster. Whenever the course opened and gave him room, we caught them. Once we had a clear sky ahead, his longer stride ate through Ember’s advantage until I could make out the individual copper feathers along the bird’s neck.

Then Olivia found another shortcut. Ember tucked its wings and slipped between two jutting rocks. The opening was too narrow for Valen at that speed, so I took him around instead. By the time we came out on the other side, Olivia had gained back most of what we’d taken from her. Her laughter carried through the wind.

“You’re enjoying this far too much!” I shouted.

“That sounds like something a loser would say!”

Valen’s ears went back. “I know,” I told him. “I don’t like her either.”

That was a lie. I liked her considerably more every time she did something ridiculous.

The pattern continued along the northern ridge. Valen dominated the open stretches, while Olivia and Ember recovered ground whenever the terrain became complicated. Sometimes Olivia chose routes I wouldn’t have noticed until we had already passed them. Other times Ember seemed to know what she wanted before she gave any visible command. Then the course dropped beneath Ginger Isle. The underside was a maze of hanging roots and stone. Some of the roots were thicker than my waist, twisting down from the earth above and leaving narrow passages between them. Rocky projections broke those passages apart again and forced constant changes of direction. Wind pushed through the gaps in sudden gusts and crosscurrents, making speed dangerous unless you knew what waited around the next turn.

Valen slowed as soon as we entered. Olivia didn’t. She bent close over Ember’s neck and guided the skybird straight between two hanging roots. They turned around a slab of stone, dropped beneath another root, and disappeared through an opening I hadn’t noticed until they were already gone.

Valen was too large to follow at the same speed. I pulled him around the obstruction instead, and when we cleared it, Olivia was twenty yards ahead. “Damn it.” Valen snorted. “Yes, I know. You don’t have to say anything.”

Ember darted through another opening and vanished again. It wasn’t only Olivia who knew this place.

I lost sight of them twice. The first time, Ember disappeared behind a dense curtain of hanging roots. I banked Valen around it and found Olivia already thirty yards ahead after taking a passage hidden behind the roots. The second time, she sent Ember through a gap between two stone pillars that looked far too tight for a mounted rider. Ember folded its wings close to its body, shot between them, then spread them again as soon as there was room.

Valen couldn’t match that maneuver. He was bigger, heavier, and built for sustained speed rather than squeezing through holes in the underside of an island. “Trying to follow her route isn’t going to work,” I told him. “We need to watch them instead.”

I had spent six years learning how to read riders and their mounts in the air. In combat, knowing what someone was about to do mattered more than knowing what they were doing now. A shoulder shifted before a turn. A rider changed her weight before a dive. A mount angled its wings differently when preparing to climb. Those movements were small, but once you learned to look for them, they gave you a warning.

Olivia and Ember were good enough that I couldn’t rely on Olivia alone. I started watching both of them. Before a hard left turn, Olivia moved slightly in the saddle while Ember lowered one wing. Before they dropped, Olivia leaned forward and Ember pulled its legs closer beneath its body. Even their feints had tells. Olivia might look toward one opening while her weight was already preparing Ember for another.

The next time she tried it, I was ready. Olivia aimed Ember toward a wide gap between two roots. It looked like the obvious route, but her weight had already shifted left. Instead of following, I guided Valen around the outside of a stone projection. A narrower passage appeared on the other side. Ember came through it a second later. Olivia looked across at me. I grinned. She made a face and urged Ember harder.

From then on, the race changed. I still didn’t know the terrain as well as her, but I didn’t need to know all of it if I could predict enough of what Olivia intended to do. Valen responded to every correction immediately. He had done this with me in battle often enough that I rarely needed more than a touch of the reins or a shift in the saddle.

We began taking back the distance Olivia had gained. She and Ember slipped through a root chamber ahead of us, but I anticipated where they would emerge and took Valen around the outside. We gained several yards. At the next turn, Ember hit a crosscurrent that forced Olivia to correct. Valen caught the same gust farther out where there was room to compensate, and we gained a few more.

Olivia glanced back and saw how close we’d become. “Stop doing that!”

“Doing what?”

“Learning!”

I laughed. “I’ll try to forget everything before the finish.”

“You’d better!” She urged Ember forward again.

The underside gradually opened as we approached the eastern side of Ginger Isle. More sky appeared between the roots, and the passages widened enough for Valen to use his speed again. Olivia still had the lead, but it was no longer comfortable. Every time we found enough open air for Valen to stretch out, we took another few yards from her.

The midpoint platform appeared ahead, a broad shelf of stone jutting from the island’s eastern edge. Livia was already mounted on Rowan. That changed the handoff completely from what I’d expected. There would be no landing, dismounting, and tagging her sister while Rowan waited nearby. Livia had positioned the auburn skybird at the edge of the platform with its wings already spread. Both of them were watching Olivia approach.

Olivia drove Ember toward them. “Come on!” she shouted.

Livia leaned forward in Rowan’s saddle. Olivia and Ember swept past the platform close enough for her to reach out. Livia extended her hand, and their palms struck with a sharp slap as Ember carried Olivia past.

Rowan launched immediately. The auburn skybird dropped from the platform, caught the air beneath its wings, and surged forward while Ember banked away from the course toward Liana’s farm. Livia had fresh arms, a fresh mount, and the entire second half ahead of her.

Valen and I passed the platform only a few lengths later. He was breathing harder now. I could feel the effort through the saddle, and sweat had darkened the coat along his neck and shoulders, but he still had plenty left. I gave him a quick pat and loosened the reins enough to let him choose his position for the climb. Ahead of us, Rowan flew nothing like Ember.

Ember had attacked the course as if every turn had personally insulted it. Rowan was smoother. Livia kept the skybird on a clean line, wasting almost no movement as they began climbing toward the upper half of Ginger Isle. I had spent the first half learning how to race Olivia and Ember. Now I had to start over with Livia and Rowan. The twins had planned this better than I’d given them credit for.

Valen and I crossed the midpoint only a few lengths behind them, and the first thing I noticed was that almost everything I had learned chasing Olivia and Ember was suddenly worthless. Olivia had attacked every obstacle and trusted Ember to follow her through it. Livia was patient. Every choice seemed intentional, and Rowan suited her perfectly, adjusting course with small movements instead of Ember’s sudden dives and sharp turns. They flew smoothly together, conserving speed wherever they could and rarely making a correction that wasn’t necessary.

“The relay isn’t only about fresh mounts,” I said to Valen, who snorted in what might have been agreement or simple exhaustion. “It’s about making me adapt twice. Two completely different riders, back to back.”

The course climbed now, following Ginger Isle’s eastern face where the terraced fields gave way to steeper slopes and the air currents strengthened with altitude. Livia kept Rowan close to the island, using the rising air along its slopes with the familiarity of someone who had flown here since childhood. I tried the obvious approach first and urged Valen forward. He still had speed in reserve, and whenever the course opened, his greater power began closing the gap.

Each time, Livia glanced back. There was no panic in it. She simply checked where we were and adjusted. A small shift in the saddle sent Rowan toward another current, and the skybird gained several yards with far less effort than Valen had spent trying to catch them. She wasn’t trying to leave us hopelessly behind. She was maintaining exactly as much distance as she needed.

By the third attempt, I realized she was tempting me into making mistakes. Livia guided Rowan toward what appeared to be the faster line around a rock outcropping, only to emerge from the far side with more speed after using a local eddy I hadn’t known was there. I had followed the obvious route and lost ground. She knew which paths looked attractive to someone unfamiliar with Ginger Isle, and she knew which ones were actually faster. That knowledge allowed her to stay ahead without asking Rowan for more than necessary.

The strange thing was how easily I recognized her even from behind. It had nothing to do with her hair, her face, or any of the physical details she shared with Olivia. It was the way she rode. Olivia made decisions quickly and committed to them with complete confidence, while Livia seemed to give herself an extra moment to judge what was ahead. Then she chose her route and stayed with it. Rowan responded in much the same way, calm where Ember was excitable, making the two of them an almost annoyingly good pair.

Once, when I cut inside her on a turn she hadn’t expected, Valen came close enough that his wingtip nearly brushed Rowan’s. Livia glanced over and grinned. The distraction cost her a little speed, and Valen gained several yards before Rowan pulled ahead again.

The course steepened. Strong currents rose along Ginger Isle’s eastern face, and Livia used them with the ease of long practice. She guided Rowan into each updraft and let the rising air do part of the work, making only small corrections to keep the skybird where she wanted him. Valen climbed after them, his greater power compensating for his unfamiliarity with the terrain, but the advantage of local knowledge was real and Livia was using every bit of it.

I stopped trying to overpower her. Years of wartime flying had taught me that raw speed only solved problems when the other rider gave you enough open sky to use it, and Livia had no intention of being so accommodating. Instead, I began treating the race the way I would have treated an aerial opponent, paying attention to the wind, the terrain, Livia, and Rowan at the same time.

The wind told me where the strongest currents were likely to form, while the terrain gave me some idea where they would break apart. Livia and Rowan gave me the rest. A small shift of her weight preceded a turn. Rowan changed the angle of one wing before moving toward an updraft. Livia leaned forward slightly before asking him for more speed. None of it gave me much warning, but in a race this close, I didn’t need much.

Gradually, Valen and I adapted. His experience reading unfamiliar air worked with my experience reading opponents, and together we began to erase the advantage Livia had started with. It wasn’t fast. She was too skilled, knew the course too well, and made too few mistakes for that. Ten yards became eight, then five, until we were close enough for me to see Rowan’s individual flight feathers shifting as he moved between currents.

What impressed me most was how thoroughly the twins had planned the race. This wasn’t a cheap trick built around a loophole. They had looked at the Queen’s Falcon, at Valen, at everything Sabrina had told them and everything they had seen for themselves, and designed a course that forced us to work for every yard.

Olivia and Ember had taken the first half because they were suited to it. Their aggressive flying through the roots beneath Ginger Isle had forced Valen into tight passages where his size and speed became disadvantages. Livia and Rowan were the opposite. They conserved energy, chose efficient routes, and used the eastern currents to make Valen work harder while Rowan began the second half fresh. Changing riders and mounts at the midpoint mattered, but changing the kind of opponent we were chasing mattered just as much.

Valen was tiring. I could feel it in the harder pull of his wings, still powerful but requiring more effort now. He had already completed half the course through the roots and stone beneath Ginger Isle, and now we were climbing against a rested skybird with perfect local knowledge. The gap was narrowing, but slowly, and the finish was still far enough away that I couldn’t afford to spend everything Valen had left.

I put a hand against his neck. “Easy. We’re getting there.”

His ear turned toward me, and I eased the reins enough to let him choose his own line through the next climb. He had carried me through years of fighting. I knew when he had more to give, and I knew better than to demand it too early.

Ahead, Livia glanced back again. She saw how close we had become, and for the first time her expression changed. She had clearly expected to have more room. She leaned closer over Rowan’s neck and urged him forward, and the skybird answered with stronger strokes as they left the next updraft.

I smiled and leaned forward over Valen. “She knows we’re coming.”

Valen drove after them.

The course broke into open sky above Ginger Isle’s southern plateau, and the advantage swung toward us like a door finally pushed wide. Local knowledge mattered less here. The air came clean, unobstructed by terrain or roots or the difficult currents that had defined the first three-quarters of the race, and what mattered now was simple: speed, endurance, and which of us had more of both left to spend.

Valen had worked harder than either skybird. He had spent half the course beneath the island, threading through root-chambers and stone passages that demanded constant adjustment, then climbed the eastern face while Livia and Rowan used currents they had known for years. His breathing came deeper now, each downstroke driving us forward with the focused power of an animal who understood that finish lines existed to be crossed, preferably first. But he was Valen, and even tired, he was faster than anyone gave him credit for.

We closed the gap. Five lengths became four, then three. Livia pushed Rowan harder when she realized we were coming, leaning closer over his neck as his auburn wings drove. The village spire passed to our left, its pale stone bright beneath the midday sun, and beyond it the terraced fields of Liana’s farm spread across the southern slope where the landing area waited.

Three lengths became two. I could see Rowan’s individual flight feathers now, shifting with each change in the air, and Livia’s red hair streaming behind her. Valen found another reserve of speed. It wasn’t his full combat acceleration, nothing that would drain him completely, but it was enough. We pulled alongside them until I could have reached across and touched Livia’s shoulder if either of us had been foolish enough to attempt it in flight.

Then I remembered the wager. Winning meant Olivia and Livia each owed me one favor. Losing meant I owed them a date, planned entirely by them, with romantic intentions made explicit rather than implied. I looked at Livia riding beside us, her concentration absolute, and thought about the letters. Olivia’s careful, measured words. Livia’s bold challenge wrapped in a grin. I thought about an afternoon spent discovering that the twins were not a matched set but two distinct women who approached nearly everything differently, both of them more interesting than I had allowed myself to expect.

I thought about what I actually wanted. Valen felt the change before I gave him any command. His ears swiveled back, questioning, and I pressed my knees gently against his sides. It wasn’t the signal for acceleration, only a reassurance that I knew what I was doing.

I eased him back just enough. Not so much that anyone watching from the farm below would notice anything intentional, only a slight reduction in speed and a wider line where the direct route would have put us ahead. The gap between Rowan and us, which had been narrowing steadily, stopped closing.

Livia and Rowan crossed the finish first by less than a length. From the ground it must have looked like the narrowest possible margin, the kind of finish that would get argued about in taverns for years afterward. Nobody watching would have questioned whether the Queen’s Falcon had given everything he had. I hadn’t, and that was the point.

Olivia reached her sister first. She had been waiting near the finish with Ember, and the moment Rowan landed she rushed forward and tackled Livia out of the saddle. Livia barely had time to get both feet on the ground before Olivia wrapped her in a crushing embrace, laughing and shouting loudly enough for everyone on the farm to hear.

“We did it! We actually did it! I told you, I told you the relay would work, I told you he wouldn’t expect it, I told you…”

“You told me seventeen different versions of how this would go,” Livia said, extracting herself from her sister’s embrace with considerably more dignity. “One of them happened to be correct. I’m choosing to credit the correct one and ignore the other sixteen, which involved you beating him by several miles and also possibly wrestling him to the ground at the finish line for reasons you declined to specify.”

Sabrina was next. She descended from wherever she’d been watching, probably somewhere on higher ground with a view of the entire course, and landed beside the twins.

“I believe,” she said, “you three will have a very romantic date together!”

Gabriella approached more quietly, her expression caught between pride and confusion. She’d felt Valen’s speed that morning and knew what he was capable of. “That was close,” she said. “Really close. I thought for a second there you had her.”

“I thought so too,” I said. “She’s better than she looks.”

“Everyone is better than they look,” Gabriella replied, with the quiet wisdom that made her Gabriella. “That’s usually the point of looking ordinary.”

Angelina was the last to approach. She had been watching from the farmhouse porch with Liana, both of them following the race. She crossed the landing area, her wings resting against her back, her honey-blonde hair stirring in the breeze, and when she reached me her eyes remained on mine a little longer than necessary.

“Valen seemed tired,” she said.

“He was.”

“Not that tired, though.”

I held her gaze. She knew. Angelina had known me long enough to read me more accurately than I sometimes read myself, and whatever calculation had passed through my mind in those final seconds, whatever subtle adjustment I’d made to Valen’s line, she had either seen it or understood me well enough to recognize the difference between losing and choosing not to win. She smiled slightly and said nothing else about it.

The twins recovered their composure eventually, or something approximating composure in Olivia’s case. Livia approached first, her breathing steadier now, her emerald eyes bright.

“That,” she said, “was considerably more work than our letters implied it would be.”

“You’re welcome,” I replied. “I try to make my defeats educational.”

“Consider me educated. Also terrified. Also impressed. The sequence changes depending on which second you ask me.”

Olivia joined her, throwing an arm around her sister’s shoulders. “What she means is that you’re annoyingly good at this, and we’re keeping you.”

They hugged me together, both of them squeezing me with the easy affection of women who had decided that liking someone didn’t require extensive deliberation. Olivia put an arm around my waist while Livia rested a hand on my shoulder, their red hair on either side of my face and both of them still warm from the race.

I let them celebrate. They had earned it. The narrow margin was real, even if the outcome hadn’t been entirely determined by flying skill. Olivia had ridden the first half with a courage that bordered on recklessness, trusting Ember through passages where Valen’s greater size worked against him and using knowledge of her home that no amount of military training could replicate. Livia had taken the second with precision and patience, using Rowan and the currents along Ginger Isle’s eastern face to protect the advantage her sister had given her. Together, they had built a race that made me work for every yard, and whatever I had decided in the final seconds, the work itself had been genuine.

Watching them now, Olivia barely containing her triumph while Livia allowed herself a smile that reached her eyes, I decided that losing might have been the smartest victory I’d had in years.

The date, after all, was the prize I’d wanted all along. I just hadn’t known it until the moment arrived to choose.

* * *

Liana’s farmhouse welcomed us the way it had the first time: with warmth, good food, and the chaos that arrives when six people who know each other too well attempt to occupy the same kitchen without a designated authority figure. Liana herself moved through it all, her auburn wings settling against her back as she directed traffic between the stove, the table, and the various conversational emergencies that erupted whenever Olivia attempted to recount the race for the third time.

“It was magnificent,” Olivia said, reaching for a bread roll with one hand while gesturing broadly with the other. “Absolutely magnificent. He had no idea what was coming. None. The moment we dropped beneath the island, his face, you should have seen his face, it was this perfect combination of military composure and genuine terror—”

“I was not terrified,” I said. “I was reassessing.”

“You reassessed for two miles while I built an insurmountable lead through terrain I’ve been flying since before you knew which end of a pegasus faced forward.”

“Your insurmountable lead was three lengths at the midpoint. Which is not, by any definition I’m familiar with, insurmountable.”

“It felt insurmountable from where I was sitting. The details are less important than the emotional truth, which is that Ember and I dominated the first half so thoroughly that my sister was able to cruise to victory on the residual momentum of our excellence.”

Livia, who was cutting an apple into precise quarters, set down her knife. “What actually happened is that Olivia rode the first half like someone being chased by hornets, built a lead that was respectable but not decisive, and handed Rowan and me a race that was still very much in question. Then Gabriel closed to within a length of me in open sky, at which point either he chose not to win or Valen was more tired than he looked. I’m still deciding which version I prefer.”

“I prefer the version where we won,” Sabrina said, raising her glass. “Because history records winners, not excuses, and also because I wagered my best hair ribbon on this outcome and I’d like it to remain attached to my person rather than migrating to Gabriella’s possession via the mechanism of lost bets.”

“You didn’t wager anything,” Gabriella said. “You declared allegiance.”

“I wagered emotionally. The hair ribbon is metaphorical. The triumph is real.”

Angelina had been quiet, watching the table. She caught my eye across the table and smiled, and the smile contained enough private understanding to make me grateful, for the thousandth time since coming home, that whatever lived between us had found its way out of the categories we’d been using to contain it.

The meal began with everyone talking freely, interrupting one another, laughing, and drifting from one subject to the next as people do when they’ve known each other for years. Liana asked about the farm repairs, and Angelina described the harpies and the cedar furniture. Sabrina demanded details about the root-chambers beneath the island, and Olivia provided them with enough theatrical embellishment to transform Ember’s flight through them into something that sounded like a descent into the underworld involving at least one narrow escape from sentient vegetation.

It was only when the plates had been cleared and Liana had introduced a bottle of something that smelled like ginger and burned pleasantly on the way down that the twins remembered the part of the afternoon that involved me specifically.

“So,” Olivia said, leaning forward with her elbows on the table and her chin propped on her fists. “About that date.”

I had been expecting this. “I believe the terms were clear. I owe you a date, planned entirely by you, with romantic intentions made explicit. I’m prepared to fulfill my obligation at your convenience.”

“How about tomorrow?” Livia said.

That I had not been expecting. “Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow. We’ve already planned everything. The arrangements are made, the details are settled, and conveniently, you’re already here, which eliminates the tedious necessity of flying home tonight only to turn around and come back in the morning.” She smiled, and the smile contained precisely the mixture of warmth and mischief that had been evident in her letter. “Efficiency, Gabriel. It’s what separates the organized from the merely enthusiastic.”

Sabrina sat up straighter. “I want details. What have you planned? The eastern meadow? The cliff pools? The old watchtower that we’re not supposed to know about because the village council thinks it’s structurally unsound but is actually perfectly fine if you avoid the third step? Because if it’s the watchtower, I have opinions about the third step, and those opinions are medically relevant.”

The twins exchanged a look.

“It’s nothing,” Olivia said.

“Nothing,” Livia echoed.

“Absolutely nothing of interest,” Olivia continued. “Just a pleasant day on Ginger Isle. Very ordinary. Terribly mundane. The kind of date that generates no stories worth repeating and certainly nothing that would concern anyone.”

Sabrina narrowed her eyes. “You’re lying. Both of you. You’re lying in perfect harmony, which is actually more disturbing than if one of you were lying independently.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Livia said.

“Neither do I,” I said. “But I’m becoming considerably more concerned about tomorrow than I was thirty seconds ago.”

The decision to stay the night made itself. Flying home to Oakwind only to return at dawn served no purpose except exhaustion, and Liana’s farm had space enough for all of us. The sleeping arrangements sorted themselves the way they had before: Angelina and I in the east guest room, Sabrina and Gabriella sharing the larger bedroom upstairs, and the twins back at their cottage.

* * *

Later, with the house quiet and most of its occupants settled toward sleep, Gabriella found me on the porch where I’d gone to check on Valen. He was dozing in Liana’s stable, comfortable, his coat dry now, his breathing easy. The race had taken something out of him, but nothing that a night’s rest wouldn’t restore. Pegasi were built for worse.

“That was the most fun I’ve had since you came home,” Gabriella said, leaning against the porch rail beside me. Her dark blonde hair was loose around her shoulders, catching the breeze from the east. “Valen, I mean. This morning. Feeling what he can actually do.” She turned to me, her blue eyes serious in the way that Gabriella’s eyes were always serious when she meant something. “Promise me we’ll do that again sometime soon. Fly around. I love it.”

“I promise,” I said. “As often as you want.”

She hugged me, her face pressing into my chest, and for a moment we were just two lovers on a porch with the night settling around us and nothing complicated between us except affection.

Sabrina appeared in the doorway long enough to deliver her own evening contribution. “Full report after the date,” she said. “Every detail … especially the sex.”

“I’ll take notes,” I said. “In triplicate. With diagrams.”

“See that you do.” She gave me an affectionate hug as well, and we kissed for a moment. Then she disappeared. The porch quiet returned, and with it Angelina, stepping through the doorway with a cup of tea in each hand. She handed me one, leaned against the rail beside me, and studied the stable where Valen’s white shape was just visible in the darkness.

“He wasn’t that tired,” she said.

I sipped the tea, which was good, steeped with ginger and something sweeter that Liana had probably grown herself, and considered several responses before settling on the one that required the least decoration.

“No,” I said. “He wasn’t.”

“You could have won.”

“I could have.”

She was quiet for a moment. The steam from her cup rose into the cool air. “After their letters,” she said. “After the race. After an afternoon spent discovering that they’re nothing like what you expected. You wanted the date more than you wanted the victory.”

“Something like that.”

She smiled. The expression reached her eyes in the lamplight from the porch, and when she leaned against my arm her body was familiar in a way that several weeks ago would have been impossible and now felt like the most natural thing in the world.

“I hope they make it worth your while,” she said. “Whatever they’ve planned for tomorrow. Two women who spent their childhood getting into trouble will probably have ideas that would make a military man reconsider his life choices.”

“That’s what I’m counting on.”

She laughed, and somewhere beyond the stable the ginger fields rustled in the night breeze, and the island held us the way islands do: firmly, without ceremony, ready for whatever came next.

I went to bed knowing that tomorrow would be the first time I’d spend an entire day with Olivia and Livia without Sabrina being the reason we were together. Without anyone else around. Just them, and me, and whatever two redheaded women who had been planning this since before I’d written back to their letters had decided was worth the effort of beating me in an aerial race.

Whatever it was, the coordinated “nothing” suggested it involved either significant trouble or significant fun, and I was considerably more concerned about missing out on the latter than avoiding the former.


Chapter 8

Iwoke to tapping. Steady and entirely out of place against the quiet of Liana’s guest room. The sound came from the window, light strikes against glass that might have been branches if the air hadn’t been so perfectly still. I lay there with my eyes closed and tried to ignore it, which worked until Olivia’s voice cut through the glass like someone had opened a door.

“Captain Gabriel. War hero. Queen’s Falcon. Man who owes us a romantic date.” Each title landed with a tap. “Time to pay your debts.”

I opened my eyes. The window framed two women hovering in the morning sky, their red hair catching the breeze, their red wings beating. Olivia was the one knocking. Her hand came up again, knuckles against the glass, while Livia hung beside her with her arms crossed and the expression of someone who had agreed to this plan while fully aware of its absurdity.

“Good morning,” I said through the closed window.

“It’s excellent,” Olivia replied. “The weather is perfect, the day is young, and you belong to us until sunset because we defeated you fair and square. Get dressed. Preferably in something that doesn’t look like you slept in it.”

I sat up and pushed the window open. Cool morning air poured into the room, carrying the sweet-spicy scent of ginger lilies from Liana’s garden. Behind me, the bed creaked as Angelina stirred.

“Normal people,” I said, “use doors. Doors are the traditional method of morning arrival. They involve stairs, which are tedious but respect basic architectural convention.”

Livia considered this. “We discussed the door. It seemed less memorable.”

“Memory was the priority?”

“Memory,” Olivia said, “and the fact that watching you wake up confused is considerably more entertaining than watching you open a door with full situational awareness. One involves surprise. The other involves you being fully dressed and expecting us, which defeats the purpose of a dramatic entrance.”

“Who’s winning?” Angelina murmured.

“The twins,” I said. “By arrival time.”

She laughed into the pillow.

Olivia leaned through the window far enough that her wings had to adjust their angle to keep her balanced. “Ten minutes,” she said. “The farmhouse steps. Don’t make us come back. Next time I bring a bucket of cold water and considerably less patience.”

“We’ll be there,” I said.

They flew off together. They banked around the corner of the house and disappeared toward the front yard, leaving the window open and the room several degrees cooler than it had been.

Angelina had pushed herself up against the headboard, the sheet pulled to her waist, her honey-blonde hair falling across one shoulder. She looked at the open window, then at me, and the smile that crossed her face contained precisely the mixture of amusement and affection I’d grown accustomed to.

“Did they seriously wake you by knocking on the glass?”

“They did.”

“How long have they been planning that?”

“Since the moment they decided beating me in an aerial race was their optimal courtship strategy. Which, based on the precision of their arrival timing, was some time ago.”

She stretched, her wings extending briefly before settling against her back. “They’re good for you. Both of them. Even when they’re being ridiculous.”

“I’m aware.”

“Are you looking forward to it?”

“To being kidnapped before breakfast by two redheaded women with questionable boundaries? Hard to say. There’s a novelty factor.”

She laughed and reached for her dress, which she’d folded over the chair the night before. “Let’s go eat some breakfast before they send a reconnaissance party.”

* * *

Downstairs, the farmhouse was already awake. Sabrina stood at the counter slicing bread, while Gabriella arranged cheese on a plate. Liana moved between the stove and the table, her auburn wings settling against her back each time she stopped, carrying a pot of something that smelled like ginger and honey.

“They came for you,” Sabrina said without looking up from her bread. “At the window. Olivia’s voice carries through solid stone, which is either a talent or a public nuisance depending on whether you’re trying to sleep through it.”

“Both,” I said. “Definitely both.”

Gabriella set the cheese plate on the table and smiled at me. “Have fun. Whatever fun means when it involves those two. I’m choosing to assume it involves less aerial competition and more conversation that doesn’t require shouting over wind noise.”

“Your assumption is generous and possibly naive.”

“I’m wingless, not blind. I’ve seen how they look at you.”

Sabrina set down the knife. “Finally. Actual alone time. No me hovering, no mother watching, no furniture providing convenient distractions. Just you and the twins, discovering whether whatever lives in those letters translates to three-dimensional reality.” She picked up a slice of bread and pointed it at me. “Full report. Every detail.”

“You’ll get the SFW version.”

“The NSFW version or I start writing my own highly imaginative supplement and circulating it at village festivals.”

* * *

After breakfast, Olivia and Livia were waiting on the front steps exactly as promised, which itself was mildly surprising given that Olivia’s relationship with punctuality had seemed theoretical at best during our previous encounters. They’d changed clothes. Olivia wore a green dress that somehow managed to look both casual and like she’d spent twenty minutes deciding on it, while Livia had chosen a simpler blue that suited her quieter presence.

“You’re late,” Olivia said.

“I’m exactly on time.”

“By your definition or mine?”

“By the definition that involves the sun not having moved appreciably since you issued your ultimatum.”

She grinned and grabbed my hand. “Good enough. Market. Breakfast. The day officially begins when food enters the equation, and I’m operating at sixty percent capacity until that happens.”

“A second breakfast won’t hurt.”

The market at Ginger Isle’s village center was the kind of place that made you understand why the island had earned its name. Stalls lined the central square beneath ancient oaks, selling everything from fresh ginger root to woven baskets to spices that turned the air into something you could taste before you reached the vendor. It was busy for a morning, not crowded but active, with early shoppers moving between stalls and merchants calling to one another across the square in the easy familiarity of people who had been neighbors for decades.

What became immediately obvious, within thirty seconds of our arrival, was that Olivia and Livia were not merely known in this market. They were landmarks. The woman selling bread took one look at them and reached for a specific loaf without being asked. The cider merchant had two cups poured before Olivia had finished saying good morning. A harpy vendor arranging feathers on a display table saw them coming and called out, “Whatever it is, the answer is no,” without waiting for the question.

“They remember you,” I said.

“Selectively,” Livia replied. “The bread woman remembers us because we buy from her twice a week. The cider merchant remembers us because Olivia once convinced him that his daughter’s birthday party required a barrel instead of a bottle, and then forgot to mention that the daughter was turning seven, not seventeen. The harpy remembers us because we asked to borrow her skybird for a dare involving the eastern cliff and returned it with feathers pointing in several directions nature did not intend.”

Olivia had already moved three stalls ahead, chatting with a woman selling pastries while somehow managing to change her breakfast order twice in the same conversation. Livia stayed closer to me, her hand occasionally finding my arm when the crowd thickened, her commentary arriving in the dry, observant tone I was beginning to recognize as uniquely hers.

By the time we reached a small table near the square’s eastern edge, Olivia had acquired a breakfast that involved at least twice as many components as any single person could reasonably consume before midday. Pastries, bread, cheese, fruit, something that looked like spiced eggs wrapped in leaves, and two cups of cider that she’d somehow convinced the merchant were necessary despite the fact that none of us had expressed a thirst for cider in the morning.

“Sit,” she said, pushing a pastry toward me. “Eat. The romantic portion of our date officially begins when your blood sugar reaches acceptable levels, and based on your current expression, we have work to do.”

I took the pastry. It was warm, flaky, filled with something that tasted like ginger and apple, and I ate it while watching the two of them settle into what was clearly a familiar routine. Olivia talked to me, to Livia, to passing merchants who nodded as they went by, to a child who stopped to stare at Valen’s distant shape in Liana’s stable yard. Livia listened, ate with considerably more focus, and occasionally reached across to steal a piece of cheese from Olivia’s plate when her sister was too distracted to notice.

Livia caught me watching and raised an eyebrow. “Having second thoughts?”

“Not even the first ones,” I said. “I’m still cataloging.”

“Catalog away. The day’s barely started.”

Olivia swallowed a mouthful of cider and grinned. “And we have plans. Extensive, elaborate, and almost entirely designed to ensure that by sunset, the phrase ‘Queen’s Falcon’ makes you think of something other than military service.”

I believed her. The alarming part was how much I was looking forward to finding out what she meant.

“Today,” Olivia said, brushing pastry crumbs from her dress, “we are showing you our Ginger Isle. The version that involves actual people and the places we actually go when we’re not performing for visitors.”

Livia finished her cider and set the cup down. “What she means is that we’re taking you to the market stalls we’ve been stealing apples from since we were tall enough to reach the display tables, the game boards where we’ve been losing money to the same woman for a decade, and possibly the eastern wall where Olivia once carved our initials into the stone during a festival and then blamed it on a visiting harpy merchant.”

“I did not blame the harpy. I suggested the harpy might have been involved, which is different, and also the harpy was standing right there nodding along because he found the entire situation amusing.”

“We’re banned from three stalls,” Livia said. “Temporarily. The bans usually last until the next festival, when everyone pretends to forget why we were banned in the first place.”

They took my hands, one on each side, and pulled me into the market proper with the determination of women who had decided that my education was their personal responsibility. What followed was less a guided tour and more a controlled collision with every person Olivia had ever spoken to within the boundaries of Ginger Isle’s village square.

The woman selling woven baskets remembered them stealing ribbons when they were seven. The spice merchant recalled Olivia convincing her that cinnamon was an acceptable substitute for pepper in stew, resulting in what the merchant described as “culinary experimentation that should have remained theoretical.” An elderly angel running a stall of handmade toys took one look at the twins and reached beneath her table for a small wooden bird she’d been saving, which she handed to Olivia with the resigned affection of someone who had watched the same child grow into adulthood without shedding any of the mischief that had defined her at seven.

“They know you,” I said, for the second time that morning.

“They tolerate us,” Livia corrected. “There’s a difference.”

The pattern held. Every third stall produced someone who had a story about the twins, usually involving Olivia, usually involving some form of harmless trouble, and usually delivered with the exasperated fondness of people discussing children they’d watched grow up. What struck me wasn’t just that they were known, but how thoroughly they belonged here. These were relationships built over years.

The exception arrived in the form of a harpy merchant arranging feathers on a display near the square’s northern edge. He was older, his plumage carrying the muted colors of age, and the moment he saw the twins approaching he raised one taloned hand without looking up from his work.

“Whatever you’re selling, borrowing, or allegedly returning, the answer is no. The answer was no yesterday, it’s no today, and barring catastrophic changes in the fundamental nature of avian cognition, it will be no tomorrow.”

Olivia opened her mouth.

“I haven’t finished speaking,” the harpy said. “The answer is also no to whatever you were about to say after ‘but,’ ‘however,’ or any variant thereof designed to create the impression that your request differs meaningfully from the seventeen previous requests I have regrettably accommodated.”

Livia leaned toward me. “This is prejudice,” she said, perfectly calmly. “Based on an entirely reasonable amount of historical evidence.”

“We borrowed his cart once,” Olivia explained.

“Once,” the harpy said. “And returned it with two missing wheels, a cracked axle, and what appeared to be ginger root jammed into every conceivable joint. The cart smelled like your kitchen for a month.”

“We replaced the wheels.”

“With wheels from my neighbor’s cart, which you also borrowed without asking.”

“They were identical wheels! From the same manufacturer! We upgraded him!”

The harpy looked at me. “You see what I live with. These two have been a local weather pattern since they learned to fly, and the forecast has never once improved.” He sighed, reached beneath his table, and produced a small feather woven into a bracelet. “For your sister. The sensible one. Tell her it’s for not being the other one.”

Livia accepted the bracelet with a smile that managed to be both grateful and mildly smug. “Thank you. I’ll wear it in remembrance of your continued survival.”

We moved on. The market’s eastern edge opened into a smaller square where the stalls specialized in growing things rather than making them. Herbs hung in bundles from wooden frames. Potted plants crowded every available surface. Seedlings in clay pots lined the walkway, and the air here smelled green and alive in a way that the spice section hadn’t managed.

Olivia and Livia stopped at a stall run by a woman with silver-streaked hair and hands that looked like they’d spent decades in soil. Without discussion, they began unloading the small potted plants they’d brought with them in a canvas bag I hadn’t noticed until now. Lavender, rosemary, something with delicate purple flowers I didn’t recognize, and several ginger seedlings with their characteristic pale green shoots.

“You grow these?” I asked.

Livia was already arranging the plants on the stall’s empty shelf, her hands moving. “Mostly me. Olivia helps when she remembers that plants exist as entities separate from their decorative potential.”

“It started as a hobby,” Olivia said, handing a pot of lavender to the silver-haired woman, who accepted it. “Livia has always been good with growing things. I’m good at convincing people they need more growing things in their houses than they thought they did. Together we accidentally created a business that funds important necessities.”

“Such as?”

“Cider. Dresses. Furniture too heavy for us to move without borrowing somebody’s handsome lover and his military-grade upper body strength.” She grinned at me. “You remember the wardrobe? The one that nearly didn’t fit through the door? That wardrobe was financed by six months of Livia’s lavender and my ability to describe its scent in terms that made strangers feel personally deficient for not already owning some.”

The silver-haired woman counted coins into Livia’s palm without being asked. The exchange had the practiced smoothness of something that happened regularly, and watching them work together: Livia remembering exactly which plant needed what, Olivia charming customers without seeming to try, I saw something I hadn’t expected. Beneath the chaos, beneath the performative recklessness and the coordinated troublemaking, they were good at this. Competent in a way that had nothing to do with flying or flirting or any of the things I’d associated with them until now.

They had built something that was theirs, something born from Livia’s patience and Olivia’s boldness, and the fact that they did it together without either of them seeming to resent the other’s role told me more about who they were than any amount of aerial showmanship could have revealed.

Once the plants were delivered and the coins were pocketed, they returned to the date with the same energy they’d started with. Olivia challenged me to a throwing game at a stall where wooden rings were tossed onto pegs, then deliberately bumped my arm every time my aim looked promising. Livia bought me something that resembled fried dough soaked in honey and ginger, watched me eat it, and pronounced the results “acceptable, if conservative” when I failed to display the theatrical enjoyment she’d apparently been hoping for.

By midday, my pockets were full of things I hadn’t arrived with: a small carved bird from the toy stall, a bundle of dried ginger from a merchant who’d insisted I take it after learning I was “the one who fixed Liana’s roof,” and the distinct sensation that I had been adopted by an entire island in the space of a single morning.

Near the square’s western edge, a stall sold small trinkets: nothing valuable, mostly carved wood and polished stone. I stopped, looked through what was there, and picked out two pieces without overthinking it.

For Olivia, a small wooden fox with its tail curved in a way that suggested it was either mid-leap or mid-mischief, probably both. For Livia, a smooth stone the color of sage, worn smooth by water or hands or both, that felt solid in a way the more decorative items didn’t.

I handed them over separately. Olivia first, then Livia, with no ceremony beyond “I saw this and thought of you.”

They went quiet. Olivia turned the fox over in her hands, her thumb tracing the curve of its tail, and for several seconds the market around us might as well have been empty.

“Nobody,” Livia said finally, “buys us separate things. Ever. We get matching gifts or one gift we’re expected to share or occasionally one gift with a note attached explaining that the giver couldn’t decide which of us would want it more.”

“I noticed,” I said.

Olivia looked up from the fox. Her expression had lost its theatrical quality, replaced by something simpler and considerably more vulnerable. “You’ve been paying attention.”

“Hard not to. You’re not exactly subtle.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

I knew what she meant. She meant I’d been paying attention to them as individuals rather than as a matched set, and the fact that this qualified as noteworthy told me everything about how the world had treated them for most of their lives.

Livia closed her fingers around the stone. Her voice, when it came, was quieter than it had been all morning. “The noisy portion of the date is over. If you’re ready for something that involves fewer merchants shouting our childhood transgressions across public squares, we have a place to show you.”

They led me away from the market, toward the eastern edge of the village, and for the first time that day neither of them felt the need to fill the silence.

* * *

Their hideaway lived beneath Ginger Isle’s eastern edge, where the island’s stone underside met open sky. A grassy outcrop extended from the rock, maybe twenty feet wide, carpeted in soft green that ended at a sheer drop into nothing but blue. Above us, the island’s bulk provided shelter, its hanging roots and stone formations creating a ceiling that filtered the midday light into dappled patterns across the grass. Behind us, the outcrop narrowed into a natural alcove where the stone curved inward, offering wind protection and the privacy that comes from being simultaneously hidden and exposed to the vastness below.

Olivia landed first, her red wings folding against her back as her boots touched the grass. “We used to come here with Sabrina when we were younger. Eventually we stopped inviting her because she talked too much and also because three is a crowd when the seating arrangement only comfortably accommodates two people lying side by side staring at the sky.”

“Which is exactly what we’re doing now,” Livia said, landing beside her sister with considerably less commentary. “Three people, inadequate seating, the mathematical inconsistency apparently irrelevant to my sibling’s planning process.”

“We brought a blanket,” Olivia said, pulling a folded cloth from the bag she’d been carrying. “Problem solved. Blankets are the universal solution to inadequate seating, poor weather, emotional distress, and romantic opportunities. Livia packed the food. I packed the blanket. Together we achieve basic competence, which is more than either of us manages alone.”

They spread the blanket across the grass near the edge, where the view opened across miles of empty sky. Below us, nothing but air and distance, the kind of view that made you understand why people built their lives on floating islands in the first place. Livia unpacked lunch from a second bag: bread, cheese, apples, the remains of whatever pastries had survived the market, and a bottle of something that smelled like the ginger cider from earlier but darker and richer. She mentioned that she’d left another bottle by the path for later.

We ate without rushing. Olivia lay on her back, one arm behind her head, staring up at the stone ceiling above us. Livia sat cross-legged, methodically dividing an apple into precise quarters before eating them one at a time. I sat between them, close enough that Olivia’s wing occasionally brushed my arm when she moved, and tried to remember the last time I’d spent a morning this thoroughly occupied with nothing more urgent than being exactly where I was.

“Can I ask you something?” I said eventually.

Olivia turned her head toward me without sitting up. “If it’s about whether we actually stole that harpy’s cart, the answer is yes, and the details are worse than he described, and I refuse to elaborate on ethical grounds.”

“Not the cart. The letters. You sent them separately. I’ve been wondering why.”

The question changed the air. Olivia sat up. Livia set down her apple. “Because,” Olivia said, “writing together would have been cheating. We do enough things together. Some things deserve their own voice.” She picked at a blade of grass, twisting it between her fingers. “Your reply mattered to me. Not because it was romantic, though it was nice. It mattered because you wrote to Olivia. Not to ‘one of the twins’ or ‘Sabrina’s redheaded friends’ or whatever convenient category most people use when they can’t be bothered to tell us apart. You wrote to me specifically. With my name on it and everything. It was…”

She trailed off, apparently encountering a sentence she hadn’t rehearsed.

“Sentimental,” Livia supplied. “My sister becomes sentimental about handwritten correspondence, which is adorable and also mildly concerning given that her usual emotional range extends from enthusiastic to theatrically outraged with very little in between.”

But I’d been watching Livia while Olivia spoke, and the joke didn’t reach her eyes the way her jokes usually did. There was something underneath it, the same something I’d seen when I handed her the stone, the slight, careful vulnerability of a woman who had spent her life being measured against her more visible sister and had learned to treat her own feelings as secondary.

“We love being twins,” Livia said. “We wouldn’t trade it. But other people…” She shrugged. “Other people see two redheads with the same face and assume we want the same things, think the same way, are the same woman twice. We’re not. We’ve never been. But try explaining that to someone who’s already decided you’re interchangeable.”

“They gave us matching gifts at every birthday,” Olivia said. “Every festival. Every everything. One present, two recipients, because apparently distinguishing between us required more mental effort than anyone was willing to expend. Sabrina was the only one who ever bought us separate things.”

“I don’t understand how anyone who spends actual time with you could confuse you,” I said. “You fly differently. Olivia attacks turns. Livia reads the air first. Olivia talks through entire conversations without stopping for breath. Livia waits, watches, and then says the one thing that makes everyone laugh. You’re not the same person. You’re not even similar, except that you both have excellent taste in friends and questionable judgment regarding aerial dares.”

Olivia’s eyes found mine and held there, and whatever lived in that look was warmer and more complicated than her usual bravado allowed.

Livia stood. “I left the other cider bottle by the path. The good one. The one we were saving for later but apparently later is now because my sister is making faces at you that require alcoholic support.” She brushed grass from her dress. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. Which gives you considerable latitude, but try to exercise basic discretion anyway.”

She walked back along the outcrop toward the narrow path that led up to the island proper, her wings folded neatly against her back, and the transparency of her exit was so perfect that I almost laughed.

The moment she was gone, Olivia sat beside me on the blanket, close enough that her shoulder pressed against mine, and for once she didn’t seem in any hurry to be anywhere else.

“I was nervous,” she said. “Sending that letter. Everyone thinks I don’t get nervous because I talk through it instead of sitting quietly with it, but I was. Flirting with Sabrina’s legendary absent lover was easy. He was a story. Stories are safe. They live in your head where nothing can disappoint you. Then you came home, and you were… you. A person. With actual dimensions and a sense of humor that isn’t what I expected and the way you look at people when you think they’re not watching. That was considerably more frightening than writing to a war hero I’d never met.”

Her hand found mine on the blanket. Her fingers were warm, callused in places I wouldn’t have expected, from gardening, probably, or from whatever work she did around the cottage that didn’t involve charming strangers into buying plants they didn’t need.

“My interest is real,” I said. “Not in the story. In you. The woman who races skybirds through root chambers and writes letters she practices three times before sealing them.”

She turned toward me. Her emerald eyes were close enough that I could see the flecks of darker green near the pupils, and her red hair fell across one cheek where the breeze had loosened it from whatever arrangement she’d started the day with. She smelled like ginger and sunshine and the scent of someone who had been moving through the world with enough energy to leave traces of it everywhere.

“Good,” she said. “Because I’ve spent weeks being insufferable about you, and it would be professionally embarrassing to discover I’d misread the situation.”

I kissed her. Her mouth was warm, slightly sweet from the cider, and she kissed me back, her free hand coming to my jaw to keep me there while her wings gave a single, sharp rustle against her back before settling. She tasted like recklessness and sincerity mixed together, and the combination was considerably more intoxicating than anything the market had sold us that morning.

When she pulled back, her smile had acquired a quality I hadn’t seen before: pleased, private, and genuine, without a single ounce of the confidence she usually wore like armor.

“Well,” she said. “That was worth the entire aerial race and possibly several additional races of comparable difficulty. I may need to reassess my strategic priorities.”

I laughed. “Your strategic priorities seem adequately ordered from where I’m sitting.”

“Don’t get comfortable. This is merely the opening maneuver of what promises to be an extensively planned campaign.”

From somewhere beyond the path, we heard Livia. “If you’re finished with whatever opening maneuver my sister is describing in unnecessarily military terminology, the cider is located twenty yards from where I’m standing, and my patience, while considerable, is not infinite.”

Olivia leaned her forehead against my shoulder and laughed. “She has no idea what she’s interrupting. Absolutely none. This is going to be unbearable.”

I already knew she was right. The unbearable part, I suspected, was going to be worth every second of it.

Livia returned with the cider bottle and an expression that suggested she had three seconds of plausible deniability remaining before she would be forced to acknowledge that the atmosphere on the blanket had rearranged itself in her absence. She handed me the bottle without comment, sat down on my other side, and poured three cups.

“So,” she said, after a sip. “The weather remains excellent. The view continues to be view-like. My sister appears to be experiencing some form of internal celebration that she’s attempting to disguise as ordinary human composure and failing comprehensively. Anything else I should be aware of?”

Olivia took her cup and smiled. The smile contained enough satisfaction to power a small village through the winter. “Nothing of significance. Merely the continued enjoyment of good company in a pleasant location. Absolutely nothing reportable occurred in the four minutes you spent retrieving cider from what I can only assume was a remarkably circuitous path.”

“Four minutes,” Livia repeated. “Four minutes during which your hair acquired a configuration that strongly suggests manual rearrangement, your lips are slightly… Never mind. I don’t want to know. I genuinely don’t. Some questions are better left rhetorical.”

“I agree completely,” Olivia said. “Rhetorical questions are the foundation of civilized discourse.”

They bickered through the rest of lunch with the comfortable ease of sisters who had been having the same argument in different forms for most of their lives. I drank my cider, which was indeed the good one: darker, spicier, with a warmth that settled in your chest the way good alcohol should, and watched the sky below us change from midday blue toward the richer gold of afternoon.

When the food was gone and the conversation had cycled through enough harmless subjects to establish that nobody was going to voluntarily revisit the topic of what had happened during Livia’s cider retrieval, Olivia stood. She stretched, her wings extending to their full span before folding back.

“I have to go pee.” Olivia kissed the top of my head, a gesture so sisterly and affectionate that it contained precisely zero information about whether she would be returning within the hour or the decade, and took off toward the path that would lead to some bushes.

The hideaway quieted. Livia sat beside me, her knees drawn up, her red wings settled against her back, and watched her sister’s diminishing shape until it disappeared around the curve of the path.

“Alone at last,” she said. Without Olivia beside her, Livia changed. She was still sharp, still teasing, still the woman who had written a letter accusing me of cowardice, but the performance thinned. She chose her words with the care of someone who had spent a lifetime measuring the space between what she felt and what she allowed herself to say, and the difference was more revealing than any confession could have been.

“The boldness in my letter,” she said, without looking at me. “It wasn’t entirely genuine. Or rather, it was genuine, but it was also… convenient. Olivia wrote to you because she couldn’t stop thinking about you. She said it. Straightforward, no decoration, just ‘I have thought of little else than you.’ I read that and thought, I cannot do that. I cannot just say the thing. So I made it a joke. A challenge. Something with enough armor that if you laughed, I could pretend I’d been laughing too.”

She picked at the grass beside the blanket, her fingers working a blade loose and twisting it the way Olivia had done earlier. The similarity was there, but the rhythm was different.

“I already suspected there was more underneath,” I said. “The teasing was good. Very good. But people who are only teasing don’t usually bother learning whether the person they’re teasing has a sense of humor worth the effort.”

She looked at me then, and whatever lived in that look was warmer and more vulnerable than anything her letter had contained. Her emerald eyes held mine, and for a moment the woman who had accused me of cowardice was nowhere to be found. In her place was someone considerably more interesting, someone who had been watching, considering, deciding, and had arrived at a conclusion she was finally ready to act on.

“Come here,” she said.

I did. She kissed me with none of Olivia’s impulsive enthusiasm and all of Livia’s deliberate attention. Her mouth was softer, her hand coming to my face with a gentleness that belied the sharpness of her tongue. She tasted like the dark cider, and when she pulled back her eyes were bright.

Then she blinked, and she narrowed her eyes. “She kissed you first,” Livia said. “Didn’t she? Of course she did. Of course. Four minutes alone and my sister, who has the patience of a startled hummingbird, somehow managed to reach you before I did. Again. This is becoming a pattern. First the race, now this. I’m beginning to suspect temporal manipulation.”

“It wasn’t a race, Livia.”

“You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into. The competitive dimension of this relationship is going to make aerial combat look like a meditation retreat.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“You won’t be. You’ll be exhausted, confused, and occasionally used as the unwitting referee in disputes you had no part in creating. Also, you’ll be happy. Probably. The data is still preliminary.”

We were still laughing when Olivia returned. She landed on the outcrop, her red hair windblown, her cheeks flushed.

“I’m back,” she said.

Livia looked at her. “You kissed him.”

“I did no such thing.”

“You absolutely did. Your hair is doing the thing. Your mouth is doing the thing. Your entire person is doing the thing that it does when you’ve gotten away with something and you’re two seconds from being insufferable about it.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You’re a terrible liar.”

“I’m an excellent liar. You’re just better at catching me.”

They argued. They bickered. And eventually, they both admitted they’d kissed me. I sat between them and let it happen, because the important thing, the thing that made the argument something other than genuine tension, was that neither of them looked anything except delighted.

Olivia was thrilled that I wanted Livia. Livia was pleased that I wanted Olivia. The competition was real, but its foundation was the shared, slightly astonished joy of having found someone who saw them separately and wanted them both anyway, and the fact that they could argue about which of them had reached me first while simultaneously being glad that the other had succeeded told me everything I needed to know about who they were together.

* * *

Evening approached, the light thickening toward amber, the sky below us deepening from blue toward something richer that caught on the undersides of clouds. I assumed, with the reasonable confidence of someone who understood basic social geography, that we would be returning to Liana’s farm. Angelina would be there. Sabrina and Gabriella. Dinner would involve whatever Liana had decided to cook, conversation would involve at least one argument about something that didn’t matter, and I would go to bed in the guest room with Angelina beside me and the knowledge that tomorrow would involve flying home to Oakwind and whatever farm repairs awaited us there.

Olivia disabused me of this assumption thirty seconds after I voiced it. “Nobody,” she said, “specified when our date had to end. The terms were clear: a date, planned by us, with romantic intentions made explicit. They did not include a sunset curfew or a mandatory return to the farm. If you’re worried about everyone wondering where you are, we can send a letter. A very vague letter that explains nothing and concerns everyone appropriately.”

“That’s your solution? Deliberate concern?”

“It’s efficient. Concern achieves communication without the tedium of actual detail.”

Livia, who had been quietly listening to this exchange, sighed. “We’re taking you to our cottage. The one where you helped move furniture. This time there’s no Sabrina beside you and no wardrobe providing a convenient excuse for your presence. Just us. And dinner. And possibly other activities that fall broadly under the category of ‘romantic intentions made explicit,’ though I leave the specifics to your imagination pending further discussion.”

Their cottage looked the same as I remembered: small, white stone, every window crowded with plants that turned the glass into something between transparency and texture. The difference was the light. Evening turned the interior amber, and the plants cast shadows across walls that had been bare last time, shadows that moved when the door opened and the breeze found its way inside.

We cooked together. Or rather, Livia cooked while Olivia narrated the process with occasional helpful interventions. I chopped vegetables because chopping vegetables is what you do in someone else’s kitchen when you want to be useful without claiming expertise you don’t possess. The result was something involving ginger, chicken, and enough herbs that Olivia declared it “defensively aromatic” before taking a second helping.

We ate at the small table by the window where the last of the sunlight caught the plants and turned them the color of old copper. Cider accompanied dinner, the same dark variety from the hideaway, and the conversation moved through ordinary subjects with the ease of people who had stopped measuring their words for effect. Olivia talked about a customer who had bought lavender seedlings and returned three days later demanding to know why they hadn’t bloomed yet. Livia described a storm that had nearly destroyed their entire garden last spring and the two days they’d spent rebuilding it with their mother’s help. I told them about Valen’s first battle, which involved considerably less heroism and considerably more swearing than the official accounts suggested.

What struck me, somewhere between the second helping and the moment when Olivia reached across to steal a piece of chicken from my plate, was that they had stopped treating me like the Queen’s Falcon. The legendary war hero. They had spent an entire day watching me lose throwing games, make bad jokes, and stand quietly while they delivered plants to a silver-haired woman who clearly adored them. They had seen me as an ordinary man, and whatever lived in the way they looked at me now had nothing to do with reputation and everything to do with the man who had emerged from behind it.

Olivia set down her fork. The question had been building since the hideaway, maybe longer, and when it arrived it came with the directness that defined her. “Will you come back?” she asked. “To Ginger Isle. Not because Sabrina brings you, or because there’s furniture to move, or because my mother needs her roof repaired, though god knows she probably will by next season. Will you come back because you want to see us? Olivia and Livia. However that looks. However complicated it gets. However many times we argue about who kissed you first on a rock overlooking nothing.”

The cottage went quiet. Outside, the ginger fields rustled in the evening breeze, and somewhere beyond the window a skybird called once and then fell silent. “Yes,” I said. “Next time I come to Ginger Isle, I’ll be coming for you. Both of you. However that looks. However complicated it gets. However many times you make me race skybirds through terrain designed specifically to humiliate military veterans.”

Livia smiled. “Good.”

* * *

After dinner, the evening took an unexpected turn. The cottage darkened around us as the last sunlight left the windows. Olivia lit lamps. And we ended up on the bed. The crimson sunset filled the western window, turning everything the color of old wine, and by the time the last of it faded we were already undressed.

They stood on either side of the bed, identical at first glance and not identical once I looked. Same height. Same long red hair falling over fair shoulders. Same emerald eyes. Same red wings folded close, the undersides flushed darker than the rest of them. What they shared in the body was a compact, lively fullness: breasts that sat high and close, not heavy like their mother’s, but round and tight, with small rose-brown nipples that pointed slightly outward. A faint spray of freckles crossed the inner slopes, denser on Olivia, paler on Livia. When they breathed, the breasts moved together, a quick lift that made the freckles shift.

Between their legs the hair was copper, trimmed short, a neat triangle that caught the lamp. Their pussies were the same shape, plump outer lips that hid a deeper rose inside, the inner folds a little darker, already glistening. Olivia’s sat slightly more open, as if she stood ready. Livia’s stayed tucked until she shifted her weight, then the slit showed, wet and precise.

Their asses matched too: high, tight, a roundness that belonged to women who flew every day. The cleft was deep. When they turned, the undersides were pale and smooth, a dimple at each hip, the kind of backside that looked good in motion and better still when they leaned.

I was hard before either of them spoke. They both looked down at once. Olivia’s mouth opened. “Well. Hello.”

Livia tilted her head. “That is not a polite greeting. That is a problem that requires a committee.”

“I vote we sit on him,” Olivia said.

“I vote we put him on his back first.”

They shoved my chest together. I hit the mattress. Olivia climbed on from the left, Livia from the right, red hair falling around my hips, wings half-spread so the lamp shone through the feathers.

Olivia wrapped her hand around the base. “I kissed him first. I suck first.”

Olivia took the head into her mouth, warm and wet, her tongue circling once before she sank lower. I felt her throat suck. She pulled off with a wet sound and handed me to her sister like a prize.

Livia was slower. She licked a stripe from base to tip, then sealed her lips and took me deep without hurry, her eyes on my face the whole time. When she came up she left a shine of spit and said, “Your turn. Keep the rhythm. He likes it when you pause at the top.”

Olivia laughed around me. They traded. One mouth, then the other. Olivia messy and eager, spit running down the shaft. Livia neat and thorough, a twist of her hand when her lips left. Their hair brushed my stomach. Their breasts pressed my thighs. When they met in the middle they kissed around the head, tongues touching, then split again.

They traded positions, competed for depth, and the wet sounds of their mouths on me filled the cottage alongside the softer, warmer sounds of their enjoyment.

“Told you,” Olivia gasped, pulling off me long enough to deliver the statement to her sister. “Deeper. I can take him deeper.”

“Depth is not the only metric,” Livia replied, and demonstrated her point by wrapping her lips around the head and sucking hard enough that my hips left the mattress.

I pulled them off eventually because the alternative was finishing before either of them had gotten what they came for, and that seemed rude given the effort they’d invested. I pushed Olivia onto her back and put my mouth between her legs. The sound she made was a moan that ran straight through the mattress.

Her pussy was already wet, the plump outer lips parted, the darker rose of her inner folds slick against my tongue. I licked her open from the base of the slit to the small, tight peak of her clit. She tasted clean and faintly sweet. Each pass of my tongue made more of her, and the more I took the more she gave. I sealed my mouth over her and sucked. Her thighs closed on my ears. Her wings thumped the bed once.

“Don’t you dare finish her first,” Livia said from beside us.

I turned my head without leaving Olivia and found Livia on her knees, watching. I hooked an arm around her hip and pulled her in so I could reach her too. She let me. I licked Olivia, then Livia, then Olivia again.

Livia’s pussy was the same shape and a different welcome. The lips stayed closer until my tongue pressed them apart. Inside she was hotter, wetter, her scent a deeper musk that sat on the back of my throat. Her clit sat a little higher. When I flicked it she made a small, bitten sound and put her hand in my hair.

Going from one to the other was the satisfaction. Olivia open and loud, flooding my mouth. Livia reserved until she wasn’t, then suddenly soaking my chin. Same copper hair against my nose. Same taste family, two recipes. I could have stayed there until my jaw gave out.

I pushed Livia onto her back next to her sister and buried my face in her. She arched. Olivia propped herself on an elbow and watched, flushed, legs still spread, her pussy shining where I had left it.

“Share,” Olivia said.

I did. Left, right, left. Tongue flat, then pointed, then sucking. Their scents mixed on my mouth. Their hips lifted in the same rhythm and missed each other by a beat. When Olivia came she grabbed my hair and held me there. When Livia came she covered her own mouth and shook against my tongue, quieter, longer, just as wet.

I lifted my head. Both of them looked wrecked and pleased. I wiped my mouth on the inside of Olivia’s thigh and went back for another taste of each, because stopping felt like wasting something I had only just learned how to want.

I kissed Livia’s inner thigh, then Olivia’s, and sat back on my heels. They looked at me with the same green eyes and two different hungers.

“On your hands and knees,” I said. “Both of you. Side by side.”

Olivia dropped into place at once, ass up, red wings half-open. Livia followed with more care, lining her hip against her sister’s. Two matching backsides, two copper-thatched slits already wet from my mouth. I ran a hand down each spine, then fitted myself against Olivia first.

She took me in one push. Hot, slick, tight around the head and then all the way. I held still inside her and put two fingers into Livia. Livia clenched and looked back at me over her shoulder.

“Unfair,” she said, voice thin.

“Wait your turn.”

I fucked Olivia in long strokes and kept my fingers working Livia. Olivia shoved back onto me. Her wings lifted with every thrust, feathers shivering. I watched myself disappear into her, then pulled out and slid into Livia in the same motion. Livia’s breath caught. She was tighter, a fraction, and she gripped the sheets instead of talking.

I went back and forth. Olivia. Livia. Olivia. The wet sound changed with each girl. Olivia louder, messier. Livia quieter, deeper. Their asses bumped. Their wings crossed above their backs, red on red.

I pulled Livia up so she sat on my cock, her back to my chest, and reached around Olivia to pull her in facing us. Olivia straddled Livia’s thighs and kissed her sister while I thrust up into Livia. I had a handful of Olivia’s ass and a mouthful of her breast. Livia’s wings boxed us in. I could feel Livia dripping down my balls and Olivia’s wetness against Livia’s stomach where they pressed together.

“Switch,” Olivia gasped.

Livia lifted off me. Olivia sank down in her place, facing me this time, riding hard, breasts bouncing, freckles jumping. Livia knelt behind her and reached between us to rub Olivia’s clit while I fucked up into her. Olivia came with a sharp cry, inner walls fluttering. I did not let her finish alone. I tipped her forward onto Livia, who had lain back, and put Olivia’s mouth between her sister’s legs.

Olivia licked while I took her from behind. The chain of it almost undid me: my cock in Olivia, Olivia’s tongue in Livia, Livia’s hand in Olivia’s hair. I changed the angle and watched Olivia’s stretched pussy swallow me. I reached under and felt where we joined, then reached farther and found Livia’s clit with wet fingers.

We rolled. I put Livia on her side, one knee high, and entered her that way. Olivia lay in front of her, kissing her, offering her breasts. I fucked Livia slow and deep and used my free hand on Olivia until she pushed my fingers inside herself and rode them. Two different clenches. Two different breaths. I could have stayed in that tangle until morning.

Livia came second, silent at first, then a broken sound against Olivia’s mouth. I pulled out while she was still shaking, turned Olivia onto her knees again, and drove into her. Olivia moaned into the pillow. Livia, dazed, reached back and spread Olivia for me so I could see the stretch.

That finished the careful part of me. I grabbed Olivia’s hips and went hard. She took it, pushing back, wings flared wide across the bed. Livia crawled close and licked where I entered her sister, tongue against my shaft on the out-stroke. The sight of that red head between Olivia’s cheeks wrecked whatever control I had left.

I buried myself in Olivia and started to come. Heat tore up my spine. I held there for two pulses, filling her, then pulled out mid-orgasm. Seed spilled in a thick line across the high curve of her ass, white on pale skin, running into the cleft. I was still coming when I shoved into Livia.

Livia gasped as the rest of it pumped into her. I kept thrusting, short and helpless, finishing inside the second sister while the first dripped beneath my hand. Olivia looked back and laughed, wrecked and delighted, watching my cock jump in Livia’s pussy with the last of the same climax.

I stayed in Livia until the twitching stopped. When I eased out, both of them were marked. Olivia’s ass shining. Livia’s thighs wet. I collapsed between them. They immediately argued, breathless, about who had gotten more of me.

“I had the start of it,” Olivia said.

“I had the end,” Livia said. “The end counts more.”

I put an arm around each of them and closed my eyes. “You both had it. Stop keeping score.”

They did not stop. They just did it quieter, mouths against my chest, red hair everywhere, wings settling over the three of us like a second blanket.

* * *

None of us were particularly interested in sleeping, and we lay there talking about nothing. It was Olivia who showed me the viewing glass. She reached across to the small table beside the bed, rummaged through what appeared to be a drawer, and emerged with something that looked like a pair of binoculars if binoculars had been crafted by someone with a concerning disregard for conventional optics.

“Contraband,” she said. “Acquired through means I decline to specify from a friendly fairy who may or may not have been entirely sober when the transaction occurred. It’s enchanted. It lets you see and hear distant places.”

Livia sighed. “We’ve had that thing for years. The fairy was completely sober and sold it to you because you convinced her that two women with our temperaments should absolutely not be allowed to possess magical surveillance equipment, which she found amusing rather than concerning, which tells you everything you need to know about fairies as an ethical category.”

“What does it do, exactly?” I asked.

“It focuses,” Olivia said. “On places. People. Conversations occurring at distances that normal binoculars would consider rude. Want to see and listen?”

Before I could answer, she was already adjusting the glass, turning it toward the window and the darkness beyond. What she saw made her grin in a way that should have concerned me immediately.

“Oh,” she said. “This is perfect. Absolutely perfect. Livia, they’re still awake. At the farm. On the porch. Having what appears to be a very private conversation that we are now ethically obligated to observe because the alternative is missing what promises to be the single most entertaining exchange of the entire evening.”

She handed me the glass. Against my better judgment, I took it. Liana’s farmhouse porch resolved in the viewing glass with a clarity that made the enchantment immediately apparent. This wasn’t magnification. This was something closer to transportation, as if the glass had removed the distance between their porch and our cottage entirely. I could see the grain of the wooden railing. I could count the plants in the pots along the steps. I could see Angelina and Liana sitting side by side on the bench, cups in hand, talking.

What I could also see, with growing mortification, was that the conversation had somehow turned toward me.

“—never expected it,” Angelina was saying. Her voice arrived through the glass with the same unnatural clarity as the image, as if she were sitting three feet away rather than halfway across the island. “Not like this. I’ve known him since he was young, Liana. He spent so much of his childhood at the farm that I thought I knew exactly what he meant to me. And then he came home from that war with those eyes and those shoulders and the way he looks at me when he thinks I’m not paying attention, and I… god, I sound embarrassing.”

“You sound like a woman who’s happy,” Liana replied. “Which is considerably more interesting than sounding like someone who’s embarrassed. Also, Gabriel is objectively attractive.”

“Liana.”

“What? He’s handsome. Tall. Those shoulders. That thing he does with tools where he looks like he’s having a private conversation with the hammer. It’s extremely… I believe the technical term is ‘hot.’ War heroes have an appeal, and Gabriel has it in quantities that make the local women noticeably less productive when he visits.”

I lowered the glass. My face felt the temperature of a forge. Across the bed, Olivia had her hand clamped over her mouth, her entire body shaking with the effort of not laughing out loud. Livia had buried her face in the pillow, but her shoulders were doing something that strongly suggested similar distress.

“Give it back,” Olivia whispered. “I need to hear the rest.”

“I’m not giving it back. This is… this is Angelina. Discussing me. With your mother. While your mother describes me as…”

“Hot,” Livia supplied, emerging from the pillow with tears in her eyes. “She said hot. And sexy. And that thing with the hammer, which is actually accurate.”

“Give me the glass,” Olivia said, making a grab for it.

I held it away. “No. This is… no. This is where responsible adulthood draws a line. Several lines. A fence, possibly. With signage.”

“Responsible adulthood is overrated. We’ve established that. The evidence is currently naked in our bed having sex with two women simultaneously, which is not typically featured in pamphlets about responsible decision-making.”

She had a point. An irritating, accurate point that did nothing to improve my burning sense that whatever was happening on Liana’s porch should remain private even if the participants had chosen to have it in full view of an enchanted viewing glass that two redheaded troublemakers had no business possessing.

I set the glass on the table, well out of reach, and fixed both of them with a look that I hoped conveyed the appropriate mixture of affection and exasperation.

“You are,” I said, “both completely unruly.”

Livia accepted this with a cheerful nod. “Accurate. Noted. Duly filed under ‘observations we have no intention of acting upon.’”

But it was Olivia who looked at me with that familiar mischievous expression.

“What,” she said, moving closer, her hand finding my thigh beneath the sheets, “do you intend to do about it?”

Her voice dropped on the last word.

“Behavior like this,” I said, “deserves punishment.”

Instead of looking worried, Olivia’s eyes darkened. She liked that. She liked it visibly, her body shifting toward mine with an eagerness that made the sheets fall away from her breasts.

“What kind of punishment?” she asked.

I didn’t answer with words. I answered by pulling her against me and spanking her ass. “You know damn well,” I said as she eyed my hardening cock.


Chapter 9

Morning came through the cottage windows in long bars of gold, falling across the tangled sheets and the two bodies curled against mine. I lay there without moving, watching the light creep over Olivia’s shoulder first, then Livia’s wing, turning their red hair from copper to flame.

They slept differently. Olivia sprawled, one arm thrown across my chest, her face pressed against my ribs, her wing half-open and draped over my thigh. Livia slept folded, her knees drawn up, her back against my side, her wing tucked close the way a bird might shelter itself. Their hair fell across the pillows in waves that looked identical from a distance but weren’t. Olivia’s was brighter, touched with gold where the sun hit it. Livia’s ran darker, more auburn through the roots. I could have lain there all morning cataloging the differences, and part of me wanted to.

Olivia woke up first. Her eyes opened, found mine, and her mouth curved into a smile that contained enough satisfaction to power a small village through the winter. “Good morning, war hero,” she said, her voice rough with sleep. “I believe you owe me another spanking.”

“You believe incorrectly. The account is settled.”

“Says the man with the handprint on his conscience.”

“I have no conscience. Military training eliminated it.”

She laughed and stretched, her wings rustling against the sheets, and the motion woke Livia. My quieter twin emerged from sleep gradually, with consideration, her green eyes blinking until they focused on the ceiling, then on me, then on her sister already halfway out of bed.

“Someone,” Livia said, “is entirely too awake for this hour.”

“Someone,” Olivia replied, “has plans that require daylight. And food. Primarily food.” She leaned over and kissed Livia’s forehead, then mine, and was gone before either of us could formulate a coherent objection.

What followed was the kind of domestic chaos that happens when two women who share a cottage attempt to produce breakfast while simultaneously arguing about everything. Olivia claimed the stove. Livia reclaimed it. Eggs were broken, bread was sliced, cheese appeared, and through it all they moved around each other. I sat at the small table and watched, offering commentary when it seemed safe and staying silent when it didn’t.

“You’re burning that,” Livia said, reaching past her sister to adjust the heat.

“I am developing a crust. Crust is intentional. It’s called technique.”

“It’s called carbon.”

I laughed. Olivia turned, spatula in hand, and fixed me with a look that suggested my alliance was being reassessed. “You think that’s funny?”

“Immensely.”

She crossed the kitchen, grabbed my face, and kissed me hard enough to make the chair creak. When she pulled back, her eyes were bright. “Traitor. I’m revoking your egg privileges.”

“You never granted them.”

“They were implied through the mechanism of romantic entanglement.”

Livia set a plate in front of me. The eggs were perfect, the bread buttered, the cheese arranged in a heart pattern. “Eat,” she said. “Before she decides revenge is more important than sustenance.”

We ate. Olivia talked through every mouthful. Livia ate. I sat between them and tried not to notice how easily this had become a thing we did, the three of us at a small table with the morning filling the windows, and how little effort any of it required.

After breakfast, Olivia spanked me. Or rather, she attempted to spank me, lunging across the table with her hand raised, and I caught her wrist and turned her over my knee before she reached the halfway point. Five sharp smacks later, she was laughing too hard to continue the campaign.

“We should go,” Livia said eventually. “Everyone at the farm will be wondering whether we kidnapped you and concealed the evidence.”

“They’d assume it was Olivia,” I said. “Nobody would suspect you.”

“Thank you. I consider that a professional accomplishment.”

We flew back to Liana’s farm together, Olivia on Ember, Livia on Rowan, me on Valen between them. The morning air held the sweet-spicy scent of ginger lilies, and the three of us crossed the sky in formation without discussing it, as if we’d been flying together for years instead of hours.

Liana’s farmyard was already active when we landed. Angelina stood by the porch steps with a traveling bag at her feet, her honey-blonde hair tied back, her wings settled against her shoulders. Sabrina was checking Sora’s tack while Gabriella waited beside her.

They turned as we approached. Sabrina saw us first. Her eyes moved from me to Olivia to Livia, registered the way Olivia’s hand had found my arm, noted Livia walking close enough that our shoulders touched, and her face split into a grin so wide it threatened her cheekbones.

“I knew it,” she said. “I absolutely knew it. The minute you two challenged him to that race, I knew exactly what you were planning, and I want it noted for the historical record that I supported this outcome enthusiastically despite the considerable risk to Gabriel’s dignity.”

“My dignity survived,” I said. “Barely.”

“His dignity,” Olivia said, “is currently residing in several interesting locations, none of which involve public visibility.”

Gabriella laughed and came to me for a hug that she held for a long moment before stepping back. “I’m glad,” she said simply. “They’re good for you. Both of them.”

I looked at Angelina. She had been watching the exchange with the quiet observation that meant she was reading more than anyone realized, and when our eyes met she smiled in a way that reached the corners of hers. No words needed. She knew what had happened. She had known before I left the cottage, probably before I’d decided it myself.

“I assume you’re coming with us,” I said.

Angelina shook her head. “I think you should stay.”

The farmyard went quiet. Even Olivia stopped talking, which was itself noteworthy.

“Stay?” I said. “Here?”

“Another day or two. The farm will keep. Valen could use the rest after that race, and these two…” She gestured toward the twins, who were doing an admirable job of pretending they hadn’t been listening with every fiber of their beings. “They’ve spent years hearing Sabrina’s stories. They finally got you to themselves for one day. Now you’re going to fly away because… what? The chicken coop needs its hinges checked?”

It wasn’t about the chicken coop. I knew it, and she knew I knew it. What she was offering, beneath the practical reasoning, was permission. The same permission I’d given her when she needed time to figure out what lived between us. She was handing it back.

Sabrina clapped her hands. “Yes. Absolutely yes. We can survive forty-eight hours without you, Gabriel. The roof will not collapse. The sheep will not unionize. Go. Be romantic. Write us detailed letters if you must, but preferably not too detailed because some of us have delicate constitutions.”

“I have no constitution,” Gabriella said. “I want every detail.”

“Then you can filter them for public consumption.”

The twins were trying not to look pleased. They were failing comprehensively. Olivia’s grin had acquired dimensions that geometry had not yet named, and Livia’s attempt at composure had collapsed into a smile that reached her eyes and stayed there.

Before they mounted Sora, Angelina caught my arm and drew me aside toward the stable. The others pretended not to watch. They pretended very poorly.

“You’re sure?” I asked her. “This is… I didn’t plan to be away from the farm this long so soon after coming home.”

“I’m sure.” Her hand came to my face, warm against my cheek. “Besides…” Her thumb traced the line of my jaw. “They make you happy. I can see it. That’s worth a few days’ absence.”

I kissed her. When I pulled back, her eyes were soft. “Two days,” I said. “No more.”

“Take three if you need them. I’ll send a harpy if the world ends.”

She called for her skybird and mounted with ease. Sabrina helped Gabriella onto Sora, then climbed up behind her, and the three of them lifted into the morning sky together.

I stood in the farmyard and watched them go. Angelina leading on her skybird, her wings beating steadily, her figure growing smaller against the blue. Sabrina followed behind her, one arm around Gabriella’s waist, already turning to shout something I couldn’t hear over the distance.

The sky held them until it didn’t. When I turned around, Olivia and Livia were waiting. They stood side by side on the porch steps, their red hair bright in the sun, their green eyes watching me with expressions that contained precisely the mixture of hope and mischief I was beginning to recognize as theirs.

“Well,” Olivia said. “Now what?”

Now what, indeed.

* * *

We decided to help out Liana on her farm. They argued about everything. Olivia claimed the eastern bed needed weeding. Livia insisted the western bed needed it more. Olivia grabbed the hoe. Livia grabbed the other end of the hoe. They conducted a brief tug-of-war that ended when Liana cleared her throat from the porch steps, at which point they released the hoe simultaneously and pretended nothing had happened.

Their plant hobby revealed itself without ceremony. Beyond the vegetable garden, tucked against the southern wall of the farmhouse where the stone held warmth, lay a smaller plot dedicated entirely to flowers, herbs, and seedlings in clay pots. Lavender in neat rows. Rosemary bushes taller than my knee. Delicate purple flowers, and ginger seedlings with their pale green shoots emerging from rich dark soil.

“This is ours,” Livia said, kneeling beside a row of lavender. Her hands moved through the plants, checking stems, feeling leaves and adjusting the stakes that supported the taller varieties. “We sell what we don’t use. The silver-haired woman at the market takes most of it.”

“Livia grows,” Olivia said, arriving with an armful of freshly cut rosemary. “I sell. Or rather, I convince people they need growing things in quantities that exceed any reasonable definition of necessity. It’s a partnership built on complementary moral flexibility.”

I picked up a trowel and started turning the soil in an empty bed Livia had indicated. The work was simple. My hands remembered it the way they remembered holding a bow: not something you forget, just something you set aside until you need it again. The soil came up dark and rich, smelling of ginger and earth.

Liana appeared beside me. “You don’t have to do that.”

“I know.”

“Guests generally don’t weed gardens.”

“I’m not generally a guest.”

She considered this, her head tilted slightly, and then she nodded and handed me a pair of gloves I hadn’t asked for. “These will save your hands. The soil’s sharper than it looks.”

I took the gloves. Our fingers brushed. Hers were warm, and for a moment I was acutely aware of how close she stood.

Three times that morning, my eyes found her when she wasn’t looking. Once when she bent to lift a watering can, the dress pulled across her back, the curve of her spine visible beneath the cotton. Once when she stretched to reach a high shelf in the toolshed, her wings extended briefly. Once when she laughed at something Olivia said, her head thrown back, her throat working, and I caught myself staring at the line of her jaw and the way her laughter transformed her face from capable to something younger, something that belonged to a woman who had not always been someone’s mother.

The third time, she caught me. A glance, held for half a second longer than courtesy required, and then she was moving toward the house with the watering can, and I couldn’t read the expression that had crossed her face before she turned away. Amusement or curiosity. Or nothing at all, and I was constructing significance where none existed because my brain, confronted with the novelty of two women who wanted me, had decided to expand its operations to include their mother. I couldn’t help but think of Angelina’s and Liana’s conversation last night.

I went back to weeding. The soil was sharp. The gloves helped.

Throughout the day, Olivia and Livia touched me. Olivia’s hand on my shoulder as she reached past me for a trowel. Livia’s fingers brushed my wrist when she handed me a seedling. Olivia hanging from my neck after lunch because, in her words, “verticality is overrated and also your shoulders are conveniently located.”

Once, kneeling beside adjacent beds, Livia looked at me across the lavender and said, “This is nicer than I expected.”

“What is?”

“Today. Ordinary today. After yesterday’s…” She gestured vaguely, encompassing the market, the hideaway, the cottage, the bed, the entirety of what had transpired between sunset and sunrise.

I understood what she meant. The difference between wanting someone and having them was the difference between a destination and the road that led there, and the road, with its ordinary dust and its unremarkable milestones, was where you discovered whether the destination had been worth the journey. This morning, weeding a garden on Ginger Isle with dirt under my nails and two redheaded women bickering over rosemary, I was pretty sure the destination was going to justify every mile.

By afternoon, my back ached in the good way that comes from useful work. The raised beds were turned. The lavender was staked. The ginger seedlings had been transplanted to larger pots under Livia’s exacting supervision, and Olivia had convinced me to carry three bags of soil from the shed to the garden on the grounds that my “military-grade upper body” was a renewable resource that required frequent depletion.

Liana worked beside us the entire time. She moved through the farm, directing without demanding, teaching without lecturing, and whenever our paths crossed, at the toolshed, by the water pump, in the narrow space between garden beds, I found myself noticing the same things and forcing my attention elsewhere with decreasing success.

* * *

Later that day, I found the damage by accident, walking the property’s eastern edge where the old tool shed stood against the hillside. The roof had sagged. Not dramatically, most people would have missed it, but the supporting beam along the rear wall had pulled free of its joint and now hung at an angle that meant the next decent storm would finish what the last one had started.

The beam was oak, thicker than my thigh, and it weighed more than any single person should have been expected to lift. It had been set into stone brackets on either end, and the right bracket had cracked during the storm, allowing the beam to slide several inches downward. The roof, grateful for small mercies, had followed.

Liana appeared beside me, her arms crossed, studying the damage with the expression of someone revisiting an old acquaintance they’d been avoiding. “I know,” she said. “I’ve been meaning to address it.”

“How long has it been like this?”

“Since the storm.”

I looked at her. “You’ve been walking past this for days?”

“I’ve been walking past it with the full awareness that fixing it requires either hiring laborers I can’t afford or performing feats of strength that exceed my personal capabilities. Neither option was appealing, so I elected for a third approach, which involved pretending the problem would solve itself through the mechanism of hopeful neglect.”

“It hasn’t solved itself.”

“It has not. Hopeful neglect, while spiritually comforting, proves unreliable as a structural engineering strategy.”

I studied the beam. The brackets were solid stone except for the cracked one, which could be braced. The beam itself was sound. The roof would hold if we could lift the beam back into position and secure it before the compromised bracket gave way completely.

“Why didn’t you mention this sooner?” I asked.

“Because you’re here to spend time with my daughters, not become unpaid farm labor. Also, I have pride. Stubborn, inconvenient pride that manifests primarily through the refusal to admit when a task exceeds what one woman and two redheaded troublemakers can reasonably accomplish.”

I pulled my shirt over my head and tossed it onto a nearby bench. The afternoon was warm enough that the air felt good against my skin, and the gesture had the intended effect: Olivia, who had been inspecting the lavender beds twenty yards away, turned and made a sound that fell somewhere between appreciation and theatrical distress.

“What are you doing?” Livia asked, arriving from the direction of the house.

“Fixing your mother’s shed,” I said.

Olivia was already moving. “I’ll get ropes. Livia, find the spare timber in the barn. The pieces we cut for the raised beds. They’ll work for bracing.”

Livia went without arguing. That alone told me how seriously they took the problem.

I positioned myself under the beam’s lowest point, braced my shoulders against it, and told Livia where to place the timber supports. Olivia rigged a rope system around the beam’s far end, threading it through the shed’s roof supports, creating a pulley that would take some of the weight off my back when the lift began.

Liana directed from the ground. She knew the structure better than any of us, which timbers carried weight, which joints were critical, which movements would stabilize the roof versus which would collapse it entirely. Her instructions came clear and calm, and we followed them because she was right about every one.

“Now,” she said. “Slow. Gabriel, you take the weight. Olivia, tension on the rope. Livia, be ready with the brace the moment it lifts clear of the bracket.”

I pushed. The beam moved an inch, groaned, and settled back. Sweat gathered along my spine. I adjusted my stance, set my feet wider, and tried again. This time the beam came up, two inches, three, and held. Olivia pulled the rope taut. The timber creaked. Livia slid the first brace into place beneath the beam’s raised end, and suddenly I was carrying two hundred pounds less than I had been a moment earlier.

“Again,” Liana said. “Same thing. You’re doing perfectly.”

We lifted it in stages. Each increment required recalibration: new rope tension, new brace positions, Liana reading the structure the way a healer reads a body, identifying points of weakness before they became failures. By the time the beam reached its original height, my shoulders burned and the shed smelled of sweat and old wood and the satisfaction that comes from forcing something broken back into alignment.

Olivia wiped her forehead. “That,” she said, “was considerably more athletic than I expected from a romantic getaway. I’m revising my expectations downward. Next time, minor repairs only. Nothing involving beams thicker than my wrist.”

“Your wrist is not a reliable unit of measurement,” Livia said. “Last week you described a fox as ‘approximately wrist-sized’ and the fox was visibly larger than your entire arm.”

“The fox was deceiving. Foxes are notoriously dishonest about their proportions.”

Liana was securing the final brace when she paused, looking toward the house. “We’re out of potting soil. And the manure delivery for the flower beds was supposed to arrive yesterday. If you two want those lavender seedlings in the ground before they decide life in a clay pot is preferable to whatever awaits them in actual earth, someone needs to go into the village.”

The twins exchanged a look. Olivia sighed. “We’ll go. Gabriel, try not to disassemble any additional structures while we’re gone. My mother has only so many sheds, and your heroic impulses appear to be operating at full capacity today.”

They left. I watched them go, then turned back to the shed where Liana was checking the repaired bracket with a critical eye.

“One more brace,” she said. “For the cracked stone. It won’t hold forever, but it’ll survive until I can replace the bracket properly.”

I lifted the timber she indicated and positioned it against the cracked stone. The angle was awkward. I had to reach across the beam, my arm extended, my shoulder pressed against the rough wood, and somewhere in the movement I felt the timber’s edge catch my skin. A scrape, the kind that raises more blood than damage, but it stung sharply enough that I hissed.

Liana’s hand was on my arm before I’d lowered the timber. “Let me see.”

“It’s nothing. Barely broke the skin.”

“Let me see anyway. Infection is unromantic, and my daughters would hold me personally responsible if you returned to Oakwind with a festering shoulder wound acquired while performing manual labor on my property.”

She guided me to a bench outside the shed, sat me down, and disappeared into the house. She returned with a basin of water, a cloth, and a small jar of something that smelled like ginger and honey. The afternoon light caught her auburn wings as she moved, turning the feathers the color of old copper, and I found myself watching the way her dress settled against her hips when she knelt to set the basin at my feet.

She stood between my knees. Not intentionally, the bench was low, she was standing, the geometry of the situation placed her there, but the effect was immediate and difficult to ignore. Her thighs were close enough that I could feel the warmth of them through the fabric of my trousers. Her hands came to my shoulder, turning me gently so the scrape faced the light.

“Hold still,” she said.

Her fingers were cool from the water. She wiped the cloth along the scrape, cleaning away the dirt and the thin line of blood that had already begun to dry. The sting sharpened, then faded as the cloth moved.

Except I was very aware of her. Her breast pressed against my upper arm when she leaned closer to examine the scrape. Her breath touched my collarbone. The neckline of her dress had fallen open with the movement, and I could see the shadow between her breasts where the fabric parted, could smell the ginger on her skin, and I fixed my eyes on the shed wall and thought very hard about structural engineering.

“This doesn’t need stitching,” she said. “But it should be covered. I have a salve that will keep it clean.”

“Thank you.”

She reached for the jar, dipped two fingers into the yellowish paste inside, and began applying it to the scrape. Her touch was light, her fingers moving in small circles that covered the injury and several inches of healthy skin around it. One hand steadied my shoulder. The other worked the salve into the scrape with a gentleness that belonged to someone who had spent years tending children’s injuries and had never quite abandoned the habit.

“Are you serious about them?” she asked. The question arrived without warning, her eyes still on my shoulder, her fingers still moving.

“Yes.”

“No hesitation. Good.” She capped the jar and set it beside the basin. Her hand remained on my shoulder, warm through the salve. “They’ve been talking about you for years, you know. Not just since you came home. During the war. Sabrina’s letters were full of you, and Olivia read every one aloud to Livia whether Livia wanted to hear them or not. By the end, I think they both knew more about your military career than some of your commanding officers.”

“I had an idea.”

She smiled. “They’re good girls. Better than they pretend to be. More careful with their hearts than either of them would ever admit.”

“I know.”

She smiled, and the smile reached her eyes in a way that made her look younger. “I believe you do. That’s why I’m not concerned. That and the fact that you apparently lose aerial races on purpose when the alternative is romantic disappointment, which strikes me as the behavior of a man who understands what actually matters.”

I laughed. The sound loosened something in my chest that had been tight since the beam first left the ground. “Why are you doing this alone?” I asked. “The farm. All of it. It’s too much for one person.”

Her hand stilled on my shoulder. For a moment I thought I’d crossed a line, and then she sighed, and the sigh contained more years than the question had been designed to uncover.

“Because nobody offered to help,” she said simply. “Not like this. Not the way you just did, without being asked, because you saw something broken and your hands knew how to fix it.” Her hand was still on my shoulder. I hadn’t noticed when it stopped moving, only that it had been there for longer than the injury required, and neither of us had found a reason to change that.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “For the shed. For staying. For whatever this is turning into with my daughters.”

I covered her hand with mine. Just for long enough to acknowledge what she’d said without making it into something larger than it was. Then I stood, and the distance between us returned.

“We should finish securing that brace,” I said.

She nodded. “We should.”

* * *

The twins found us laughing. Olivia took in the braced beam, the secured roof, the tools neatly arranged on the bench where they hadn’t been before, and then her eyes found me and Liana standing close enough that our shadows touched on the packed earth.

“Well,” she said. “This is cozy. Very cozy. Almost suspiciously cozy. I leave for forty minutes to purchase soil, and return to find my mother and my lover sharing what appears to be a private joke while standing in what appears to be deliberate proximity. Should I be concerned? Am I witnessing the early stages of a conspiracy?”

“You’re witnessing the successful completion of manual labor,” Liana said. “A concept with which you are passingly familiar in theory but rarely in practice.”

“Manual labor is what other people do while I provide moral support and occasional commentary. It’s a division of responsibilities based on comparative advantage.”

Livia said nothing. She studied us, her green eyes moving from my face to her mother’s and back again with the expression of someone assembling a puzzle whose final shape she could already see. Then she smiled and turned toward the house with the soil bags balanced over one shoulder.

“Help me unload,” she said to her sister. “The lavender is judging us for our tardiness, and plants are notoriously unforgiving.”

* * *

Then it was time for dinner cooked by Liana. She had changed before dinner. She emerged from her bedroom wearing a dress I hadn’t seen before, simple linen, deep green, with a neckline that followed the curve of her collarbones and sleeves that ended just above her elbows. It was the kind of thing a woman put on at the end of a workday because she wanted to feel like herself rather than someone’s mother or someone’s farmer, and the effect was considerably more striking than whatever she’d been aiming for.

I noticed the way the fabric moved when she reached for a serving bowl. I noticed the way her auburn wings settled against the dress’s back, the feathers dark against the green. I noticed, and then I noticed Livia noticing me notice, and the tiny smile she gave me from across the table made my wine suddenly fascinating.

“She cleans up nicely, doesn’t she?” Olivia said, following her sister’s gaze. “Our mother. Quite the transformation when she decides effort is warranted.”

“I can hear you,” Liana said, setting a plate of roasted vegetables on the table. “And I’m choosing to interpret that remark as filial admiration rather than whatever you actually meant, which I’m certain was considerably less charitable.”

“Admiration. Pure admiration. The kind that involves no strategic implications whatsoever.”

We started eating. The food was good: ginger-roasted chicken, vegetables from the garden, bread Liana had baked that morning, and the conversation moved through ordinary channels until Liana set down her fork and looked at her daughters with an expression I recognized immediately from similar moments with Angelina. It was the look of a mother who had been saving ammunition.

“Did Gabriel know,” Liana said, “that Olivia once convinced the entire village that ginger root, when properly prepared, could be used as hair dye? And that she demonstrated this theory on her sister’s head while Livia was asleep, resulting in what the local healer described as ‘the most persistent copper tint I have encountered in twenty years of practice’?”

Olivia’s mouth fell open. “That was an experiment. Scientifically valid. The results were inconclusive but educational.”

“The results,” Livia said, “involved me spending three weeks with hair the color of a newly minted penny while Olivia told everyone I’d done it to myself as a fashion statement. I was seven. The children called me Copperhead for an entire term.”

“I was trying to help! You wanted redder hair! I was fulfilling a sibling obligation!”

“You were fulfilling a personal curiosity at the expense of my social standing. There’s a distinction.”

Liana wasn’t finished. “Or the time Livia, at the age of nine, decided that the proper response to losing a village throwing game was to spend six months practicing in secret, challenge the same boy a year later, and win so decisively that he cried in front of his friends. She then comforted him, explained her technique, and became his throwing coach for the remainder of the summer, which I believe qualifies as the most elaborate revenge plot ever executed by a child in Ginger Isle history.”

Livia sipped her wine. “I prefer to think of it as comprehensive conflict resolution.”

The twins retaliated. They had stories too.

“Did you know,” Olivia said, “that our mother once entered the village harvest festival bread competition and won first place with a loaf she’d actually purchased from the baker two islands over because her own attempt had burned so thoroughly that the chickens refused to eat it?”

“I did not burn it. I caramelized it,” she said with a wink, although the blush subtly crept up her cheeks.

“The difference being that caramelization is intentional and what happened to that bread was a tragedy that should have been reported to the appropriate authorities.”

“Or that she used to read to us every night,” Livia said, “but she changed the endings of stories she didn’t like. We didn’t realize until we were old enough to read them ourselves. Apparently in her version, the princess rescued herself, the dragon kept his gold, and everyone lived happily without requiring a prince to arrange matters.”

Liana’s smile turned private. “Some stories improve with revision. The originals had structural problems.”

“Or that she writes—” Olivia began, and Livia kicked her under the table with enough force to make the plates rattle.

“Writes very detailed gardening notes,” Livia finished smoothly. “In multiple notebooks. With illustrations. It’s actually quite impressive. Almost obsessive, one might say.”

Liana gave her daughters a look that contained thirty percent genuine offense and seventy percent maternal indulgence. “I have hobbies. Gardening is one of them. Documentation is another. Neither qualifies as obsessive unless your standard for normalcy is defined by people who consider organized chaos an acceptable lifestyle.”

“Organized chaos is a philosophy,” Olivia said. “Not a character flaw.”

“It is absolutely a character flaw. I raised you. I would know.”

They argued. They laughed. They told stories that Sabrina had either never known or conveniently omitted from her accounts of the twins’ childhood, and through it all I watched Liana transform from Angelina’s capable friend into someone entirely her own: quick, warm, unafraid to be foolish in front of her children, and possessed of a sense of humor that ran deeper than I’d given her credit for.

Once, telling a story about Olivia’s first flying lesson, Liana threw her head back and laughed the way she had that afternoon by the shed, and I caught myself staring again. This time, both twins saw it. Olivia grinned. Livia’s expression was more complicated: pleased, thoughtful, as if she were adding data to a hypothesis that had been forming since we’d repaired the shed.

* * *

When it was late in the evening, and time to go back, Liana hugged her daughters goodbye, and she also embraced me. “Thank you for your time and help,” she said, squeezing me in the hug.

“You’re welcome,” I said, and then she let go of me.

The path to the cottage was dark except for the lantern Olivia carried, its light swinging across the packed earth. Olivia walked between us, one hand in mine, the other holding the lantern. Livia walked on my left, her shoulder occasionally brushing mine when the path narrowed. Neither of them spoke until the farmhouse was far enough behind us.

“So,” Olivia said. “What do you think of her?”

I knew immediately who she meant. “Liana? She’s kind. Capable. Impressive, maintaining a farm this size mostly alone. Good sense of humor, better than I expected. Why?”

“That’s the diplomatic answer,” Livia said. “We’re not interested in the diplomatic answer. We’re interested in the one you’re not saying.”

“I’m saying exactly what I think.”

“Liar,” Olivia said cheerfully. “Absolute liar. Your face does a thing when you lie. Your left eyebrow moves one-eighth of an inch upward.”

“My eyebrow did not move.”

“It absolutely did. Livia saw it too. Didn’t you, sis?”

Livia was quiet for a moment. Then, she said, “I saw you looking at her during dinner. Three times, minimum. Once when she laughed. Once when she reached for her cup. Once when she… actually, I’ll let you recall the third occasion yourself. I believe the memory is fresher in your mind than mine.”

I stopped walking. The lantern light caught their faces: Olivia grinning, Livia watching me.

“Your mother is an attractive woman,” I said. “This is not a revelation. Attractive women exist. I am capable of noticing them without it constituting a personal crisis or, apparently, a topic worthy of familial interrogation barely twenty-four hours after I became your lover.”

“Barely twenty-four hours,” Olivia repeated. “And already you’re defending yourself against accusations nobody has made. Fascinating psychological terrain. Almost as fascinating as the fact that you referred to her as ‘your mother’ rather than ‘Liana,’ which is the verbal equivalent of building a fort out of dining chairs and declaring yourself safe from implication.”

I resumed walking. The cottage was twenty yards ahead, its windows dark, and the prospect of reaching it and ending this conversation was increasingly appealing. “What exactly are you asking me?”

“We’re not asking anything,” Livia said. “We’re providing context. Context you might find useful, or at minimum entertaining, regarding the woman who spent the afternoon standing between your knees tending a scrape that any reasonable person would have bandaged and forgotten.”

Olivia grabbed my arm. “She hasn’t had a lover in years. A very long time. Since before we were old enough to understand what that meant, and we are now adults, which means the drought has persisted for a decade and a half, possibly longer.”

“That’s…” I searched for the appropriate response and found nothing adequate. “That’s her business. Not mine. Certainly not yours.”

“It became ours,” Livia said, “when we discovered the manuscripts.”

The word landed between us like something dropped from a height. I looked at Livia, then at Olivia, waiting for the punchline. Neither of them was laughing.

“Manuscripts,” I said.

“Romantic manuscripts,” Olivia clarified. “Erotic, technically, though ‘erotic’ feels clinical for material that involves considerably more creativity than the term implies. Our mother writes stories. Private stories. Stories she hides in a locked chest beneath her bed that she believes we don’t know about because years ago she told us it contained ‘financial documents’ and apparently assumes we’ve maintained that fiction ever since.”

I stared at them. “You’re inventing this.” But then I thought of the dinner when she’d mentioned writing.

“We are not inventing this,” Livia said. “We found them by accident. Olivia was looking for a hair ribbon she’d lost. I was helping. We moved the chest. The lock was old. It opened. Inside were not financial documents but twelve leather-bound notebooks filled with handwriting we recognized immediately because we’d been seeing it our entire lives.”

“Twelve?” I said.

“Twelve confirmed. There may be more. The chest is larger than twelve notebooks would necessitate, suggesting either additional volumes or an organizational system that prioritizes dramatic presentation over spatial efficiency.”

I kept walking. The cottage steps appeared beneath the lantern light, and I climbed them without fully processing the movement. “This is… you cannot be serious. Your mother writes erotic stories. As a hobby. And you’re telling me this because…”

“Because,” Olivia said, following me up the steps, “every single one of them has the same recurring theme. Older women. Younger men. Not slightly younger. Substantially younger. The kind of age gap that makes village gossips clutch their pearls and reach for additional cider. The heroines are always women in their forties. The heroes are always men in their twenties. The stories are… detailed. Impressively detailed. And concerningly consistent, given that she’s been writing them for what appears to be the better part of a decade without, as far as we can determine, ever acting on the fantasy they clearly represent.”

I sat down on the top step. The night air was cool. The ginger fields rustled. Somewhere beyond the trees, an owl called once and fell silent.

“You’re lying,” I said.

Livia sat beside me. Her shoulder pressed against mine. “We’re not lying. I wish we were. The discovery was embarrassing for all concerned, especially since we were sixteen at the time and possessed zero percent of the emotional maturity required to handle the knowledge that our mother had written thousands of words about a woman her age seducing a man half her age. We put the notebooks back. We never mentioned it. We pretended we’d found nothing. She has no idea we know.”

“Which is why,” Olivia added, dropping onto the step below us and looking up with an expression that managed to be both mischievous and genuinely earnest, “if she ever discovers we’ve told you, all three of us should probably flee Ginger Isle. Possibly the archipelago. The northern islands might be far enough. I hear the weather is terrible, which would provide additional incentive for her not to pursue us.”

I put my head in my hands. “Why are you telling me this?” I asked, my voice muffled by my hands.

The twins were quiet. When I looked up, Olivia’s grin had faded into something softer, and Livia’s hand had found mine on the step between us.

“Because we love her,” Livia said simply. “And we’ve watched her be alone for longer than we should have had to. She pretends it doesn’t matter. She has the farm. She has us. She has her friends, her plants, her routines. But there are moments, very few, and she hides them well, when you can see the loneliness. It’s not constant. It’s not debilitating. But it’s there, and it has been for years, and neither of us has known how to fix it because you cannot gift your mother a lover the way you might gift her a new book or a better trowel.”

“Until today,” Olivia said. “Watching her with you. At the shed. At dinner. Laughing the way she used to laugh before everything got complicated. We’re not asking you to do anything. We’re not matchmaking. We’re… correcting your understanding. The woman you’ve been noticing isn’t just our mother or the capable farmer who runs this place. She’s someone with her own wants. Her own imagination. And apparently, based on twelve notebooks of increasingly specific fiction, a very particular type of want that happens to align with certain demographic attributes you possess in concerning abundance.”

I stood up. The cottage door was behind me, and the prospect of going inside, lying down, and allowing my brain to reboot seemed increasingly necessary. “This is too much.”

“We understand,” Livia said. “Take all the time you need. The manuscripts aren’t going anywhere. They’ve been under that bed for years. They’re patient.”

“Unlike some people,” Olivia added.

I opened the cottage door. We went inside. Olivia lit the lamps. Livia poured wine. The ordinary mechanics of an evening resumed, and through them I tried very hard not to think about Liana. Not about her laugh. Not about her hand on my shoulder. Not about the way the green dress had moved when she reached across the table, or the shadow between her breasts, or the notebooks inside a locked chest that allegedly contained stories about women like her and men like me.

I failed comprehensively. Every time I closed the door on one thought, another shouldered its way through. Liana writing by lamplight. Liana imagining. Liana wanting things she had no reason to believe would ever find her.

The attraction I’d been telling myself was one-sided, inconvenient, and best ignored suddenly didn’t seem quite so impossible. It seemed, if the twins were telling the truth, like something that had been waiting longer than I had, written in handwriting I’d never seen, hidden beneath a bed thirty yards from where I now stood, in a cottage owned by the women who had just handed me the key to a door I wasn’t sure I wanted to open.

The night held us. The cottage kept our secrets. And somewhere beyond its walls, in a farmhouse I could still see from the window, Liana moved through rooms I had only begun to know, and whatever lived in those notebooks remained exactly where it had always been: written, hidden, waiting for someone brave enough or foolish enough to turn the page.


Chapter 10

Iwoke with Olivia’s hair across my mouth and Livia’s wing draped over my hip, the three of us having rearranged ourselves during the night after our lovemaking.

Olivia stirred first. She stretched, her wings extending until they tapped the cottage wall, and her first coherent sentence of the day landed directly on target. “So,” she said, propping herself on one elbow to look at me. “Did you dream about her?”

Livia groaned into her pillow. “It’s too early for psychological warfare, Olivia.”

“I’m conducting a survey. It’s scientific. Did you?”

I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and considered several responses before settling on the one that involved the least immediate self-incrimination. “I dreamed about structural engineering. The beam. Your mother’s shed. My shoulders still hurt.”

“Liar,” Olivia said cheerfully. “Your left eyebrow moved.”

“My eyebrow did not move.”

“It absolutely did. Livia saw it. Didn’t you, sis?”

Livia emerged from her pillow with her red hair flattened against one cheek and the expression of someone who had been hoping for at least seven more minutes of unconsciousness. “I saw nothing. I was asleep. I remain functionally asleep. Any testimony I provide should be considered inadmissible due to insufficient caffeination.”

We disentangled ourselves from the sheets and the cottage warmed around us as we moved through the ordinary mechanics of morning. Olivia claimed the wash basin first. Livia brewed tea. I found my shirt on the floor where it had landed ten hours and one significant revelation ago, and the act of pulling it over my head felt like crossing a threshold back into a world that had fundamentally changed while I wasn’t paying attention.

Outside, the morning was clear, the ginger fields lifting their scent into the air. We headed back to Liana’s farm together.

As we approached the farmyard, Olivia caught my arm.

“You’re not going to mention the notebooks, are you?”

“I have no intention of discussing your mother’s private writing over breakfast.”

“Good,” Livia said. “We’d prefer to survive the morning.”

“Speak for yourself,” Olivia said. “I think I could outrun her.”

“She has wings.”

“Then I’ll run unpredictably.”

Liana was in the kitchen when we arrived. She stood at the stove with her back to the door, her auburn wings settled against the green dress she’d changed into after yesterday’s work, and the sight of her should have been ordinary. A woman cooking breakfast. A mother in her kitchen. The kind of image that belongs on village pottery, wholesome and unremarkable.

She turned when she heard us, and her smile was the same warm, capable thing it had been yesterday and the day before, and I stood there trying to determine whether the warmth I felt looking at it was new or whether it had been there all along and I simply hadn’t allowed myself to name it.

“Good morning,” she said. “I assume you three are hungry, based on historical precedent and the fact that Olivia is already reaching for the bread.”

She was right, and we ate. The food was good: eggs, fresh bread, cheese from the cold cellar, and ginger tea that Livia poured. The conversation moved through harmless channels. The weather. The repaired shed beam, which Liana pronounced “impressively secure” with a glance in my direction that contained nothing but gratitude. The lavender seedlings that needed transplanting. Ordinary topics, delivered by ordinary people having an ordinary breakfast, and through it all I watched Liana the way a man watches something he’s been told is dangerous but can’t quite identify the threat.

Three times during that meal, she did things that would have meant nothing yesterday.

Once, when Olivia mentioned a customer who had special-ordered rosemary cuttings, Liana’s eyes flicked toward a closed door at the far end of the kitchen. Just a glance, quick, habitual, the way you check a stove burner you’ve already turned off.

Once, when Livia reached for the jam pot and knocked a stack of papers off the counter, Liana was there before the papers hit the floor, gathering them with a speed that suggested the contents were considerably more valuable than grocery lists.

Once, when the conversation turned to a village festival happening next month, Liana excused herself to “check something in the study” and returned seven minutes later with nothing in her hands and a composed expression that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

After breakfast, we worked. The morning was warm without being hot, the air carrying the sweet-spicy promise of ginger lilies, the sky a clean blue that made even manual labor feel like something you’d chosen rather than something you’d been assigned. I turned soil in the raised beds Livia indicated. Olivia hauled water from the pump. Liana moved between the garden and the house, occasionally stopping to adjust a plant stake or offer advice.

She worked the way Angelina worked: efficiently, without wasted motion, her hands knowing the difference between a weed and a seedling before her eyes had fully registered the plant. Once, kneeling beside me at the eastern bed, she reached across to loosen a root cluster my trowel had missed, and her forearm brushed mine. The contact lasted less than a second. She didn’t acknowledge it. I pretended not to notice the way the hair on my arm stood up afterward, as if my skin had opinions my brain was still negotiating with.

By midday, the twins had gathered their delivery baskets and were preparing to leave for the village.

“Plant deliveries,” Livia explained, securing a basket to Rowan’s saddle. “Then the cider merchant, who owes us a discount from last month’s overcharge. Then possibly the eastern wall where Olivia plans to carve something inappropriate and blame it on migratory wildlife.”

“I would never,” Olivia said. “Migratory wildlife has a reputation to maintain. I would blame stationary wildlife. Much more plausible.”

They gave me a kiss and promised to be back before I knew it. Then they mounted their skybirds. Olivia leaned down from Ember’s saddle, her red hair falling forward, and whispered close enough that her breath touched my ear.

“Behave yourself. With our mother. Whatever that means in the context of a man who now knows she writes erotic fiction about younger war heroes.”

Livia, already airborne on Rowan, called down as they banked toward the village. “Asking him to behave probably guarantees the opposite, Olivia. You understand that, yes?”

“I’m counting on it!”

They flew off together, and the farmyard quieted around me with the emptiness that follows the departure of people who fill silence as a matter of principle.

Liana appeared on the porch steps, a trowel in one hand and a look on her face that suggested she had seventeen tasks queued for the remainder of the day and limited patience for any of them.

“Where did I leave the pruning shears?” she asked.

“Toolshed,” I said. “East wall, third hook.”

She studied me for a moment. “You’ve been paying attention.”

“Hard not to. You’re very organized for someone who pretends otherwise.”

She smiled, and the smile reached her eyes in a way that made the morning’s ordinary warmth suddenly complicated, and then she was gone toward the toolshed, her auburn wings settling against her back with each step, and I stood in the farmyard with dirt under my nails and a head full of notebooks I’d never seen and a woman I was beginning to think I’d misunderstood from the beginning.

* * *

The pruning shears weren’t in the toolshed. I checked twice, moving lanterns and rakes and the brand of organized chaos that Liana maintained in spaces she considered functional rather than decorative, and when the east wall’s third hook yielded nothing but air and a cobweb, I went looking for the woman who had sent me there in the first place.

I checked the kitchen first, then the sitting room, and was turning toward the garden when I heard it: the scratch of a pen on paper, coming from behind a door I hadn’t fully registered until now.

It was partly open, just enough to let sound through, and the sound was clear. Someone writing. Someone writing with focus, the pen moving in the cadence of sentences being formed rather than notes being jotted.

I knocked. Three light raps against the doorframe. The scratching stopped. A chair creaked. Papers shuffled, the sound hurried, bordering on frantic, and then Liana’s voice came through the gap, pitched slightly higher than its natural register.

“One moment!”

More shuffling. A drawer opened and closed. Something heavy thumped against wood. Then the door opened fully, and Liana stood there with her hair slightly tousled, a flush across her cheeks, and the expression of someone who had been caught doing something considerably more private than accounting.

“Gabriel,” she said. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“I knocked.”

“You did. Yes. Of course you did. What did you need?”

“The pruning shears. You said east wall, third hook. They’re not there.”

Her eyes moved past me, toward the toolshed, then back to my face. “They’re on the bench. Outside the shed. I moved them this morning after sharpening the blade. I should have mentioned that. I’m sorry.”

“No apology necessary. I’ll check the bench.”

I turned to go. I made it two steps before curiosity, which had been conducting a sustained campaign against my better judgment since sunrise, won a decisive victory.

“What are you working on?” I asked, glancing back at the desk behind her. I couldn’t see much. A leather-bound notebook, closed. A stack of papers, neatly aligned. A pen lying beside an inkwell, the nib still wet.

Liana’s hand found the doorframe. Her fingers tightened. “Nothing. Correspondence. Village matters. Dull things that wouldn’t interest a war hero.”

“I find dull things fascinating. Military life is eighty percent dull things arranged in sequences that eventually produce excitement. The dull parts are where the actual work happens.”

“Not this kind of dull,” she said. Then, realizing how defensive it sounded, she softened. “It’s a hobby. Writing stories. The kind of thing you do when the farm is quiet and your daughters are elsewhere and you have more imagination than sense.”

I leaned against the opposite wall, crossing my arms. “What kind of stories?”

“All kinds. Whatever comes to mind. Nothing worth discussing.”

“Try me. I read. Occasionally, when ammunition is scarce and the weather is bad.”

She laughed, and the laugh loosened something in her shoulders. “Historical fiction, mostly. Romances. The kind with happy endings that bear no resemblance to actual human experience.”

“Happy endings are underrated. The world could use more of them.”

“Perhaps.” Her eyes found mine, held for a beat, and then she was moving back toward the desk, reaching for the closed notebook. “I should get back to it. The pruning shears are on the bench. Outside. As mentioned.”

I didn’t move. Something on the desk had caught my eye: a page, partly visible beneath the closed notebook, with handwriting I could just make out if I tilted my head at the right angle. A man’s name, written in her hand, and beside it a phrase that rearranged the morning’s careful neutrality into something considerably less stable.

Returned from the war with shoulders that

The rest was hidden. But it was enough. More than enough. The twins’ revelation, which had been living in my head as theoretical information, something heard rather than seen, suddenly acquired the solidity of ink on paper. She was writing about a war veteran. A man with broad shoulders. A man who had come home to something.

I looked at Liana. She hadn’t noticed what I’d seen. She was rearranging papers, her back to me, and the line of her spine beneath the green dress carried a tension that had nothing to do with pruning shears.

“His name is Marcus,” I said.

She froze. Absolutely still, one hand on the desk, the other holding a page she had been about to set down, and the silence that followed had weight and temperature and the distinct quality of a woman recalculating every life choice that had led her to this moment.

“What did you say?”

“Marcus. That’s his name, isn’t it? The war hero. The one with the shoulders.”

She turned slowly. Her face had gone through several expressions in rapid succession and settled on something between embarrassment and the calm that precedes either confession or strategic retreat. “You read my manuscript.”

“I glimpsed a phrase. Through no fault of my own. Your notebook was open. The page was visible. My eyes function. It’s a regrettable constellation of circumstances.”

She sat down in the desk chair. The movement had the careful control of someone navigating a ship through narrow waters. “How long have you known?”

“Known what?”

“Don’t. Just… don’t. How long?”

I considered the question from several angles, weighed the risks of honesty against the risks of further fiction, and decided that the woman sitting in front of me with ink on her fingers and color in her cheeks deserved better than another lie. She already knew I’d seen enough of the manuscript to realize there was more going on than simple correspondence.

“The twins told me last night. About the notebooks. The locked chest. The stories about older women and younger men. They found them years ago. They never mentioned it to you. They told me because…” I hesitated. “Because they thought I should know. About you. The parts you keep private.”

Liana closed her eyes. When she opened them, they were dry and focused and carried something that might have been anger if it hadn’t been so thoroughly mixed with relief. “Those terrible, wonderful, impossible girls. Of course they did. Of course.”

“They didn’t want you to know they’d found them. I probably wasn’t supposed to tell you.”

She let out a disbelieving laugh. “All these years. I actually thought they believed me about the financial documents.” She shook her head. “I should have known better. Those two have been getting into things they shouldn’t since they were tall enough to reach the cookie jar and smart enough to blame each other for the evidence.”

“So you write,” I said. “Romances. Erotic romances, according to your daughters, though they used considerably more dramatic terminology.”

“I write,” she confirmed. “Yes. That part is true. What they didn’t tell you, because they don’t know, is that I publish.”

The word landed between us. I raised an eyebrow. “Publish.”

“Under a pen name. Madame Scarlett. It’s… it’s moderately successful. More than moderately, actually. The last book sold enough copies that my editor sent a harpy with a contract for the next three.” She was looking at the desk now, her fingers tracing the edge of the leather notebook. “I’ve been doing it for years. My editor is an owl who lives three islands north and asks no questions provided the manuscripts arrive on time and contain what the cover promises.”

I stared at her. “You’re joking.”

“I’m not.”

“Madame Scarlett.”

“Don’t. Just… don’t say it like that. It sounded better in my head.”

“It sounds perfect. It sounds like someone who absolutely writes fiction with happy endings that bear no resemblance to actual human experience.”

She covered her face with one hand. “This is worse than I imagined. And I’ve imagined this conversation many times, usually at three in the morning when the alternatives are sleep or acknowledging that I’ve built an entire second life that could collapse at any moment.”

“There’s more, isn’t there?”

She lowered her hand. Her eyes found mine. “This book. The one you glimpsed. The hero. He’s… I based him on you.”

The admission cost her something. I could see it in the set of her jaw, the way her fingers curled against the desk edge. “Not entirely. He has a different name. Different scars. But yes. A war veteran. A pegasus rider. A man who comes home and finds himself drawn to two women who are nothing like what he expected. And then…” She stopped.

“And then he finds himself drawn to their mother,” I finished.

She nodded. “And now the real version of that story is happening in my house, with my actual daughters, and I can’t finish the book because every time I try to write the scene where the hero tells the mother how he feels, I remember that you’re twenty-six and I’m in my forties and my daughters are in love with you and the entire premise has moved from fiction into territory that makes my editor’s confidentiality clauses look like child’s play.”

I sat down on the edge of the bed. The room’s only other seating option was the desk chair, which Liana was currently occupying with the determination of someone who had no intention of surrendering it, and the bed put us at eye level, close enough that I could see the flecks of darker auburn in her wings where the midday light reached them.

“The twins don’t know any of this,” I said. “The publishing. This specific book. They think you write for yourself.”

“They think I write dirty stories and hide them under the bed like a teenager with a diary. The reality is considerably more embarrassing.”

“I won’t tell them.”

“Thank you.”

“But I would like to read it.”

Her head came up. “Absolutely not.”

“Not now. When it’s finished. The twins promised me twelve notebooks. I’m asking for one. The one with my fictional counterpart making poor decisions that somehow work out in the end.”

She was quiet for a long moment.

“Finish it,” I said. “The book. Write the ending. Then let me read it.”

“I can’t finish it. That’s the problem. I’m stuck at the exact moment where fiction and reality become impossible to separate, and I have no idea how to proceed without one of them collapsing.”

“Then let me help you.”

The words were out before I’d fully considered their implications, and the moment they left my mouth, the room’s careful neutrality rearranged itself into something warmer and considerably more dangerous.

Liana looked at me. “Help me,” she repeated. “With an erotic romance novel. About a man based on you. Falling for a woman based on me. While also involved with women based on my daughters.”

Put that way, it sounded exactly as impossible as it was. “Yes,” I said. “I’m excellent with impossible things. It’s a professional specialty.”

She laughed. The sound broke something loose in the room, some tension that had been building since I knocked on the door, and when she reached for the leather notebook, her hand was steady.

“God help us both,” she said. “You’d better be as good with fiction as you are with shed beams.”

The leather notebook was warm from Liana’s hands. I opened it to a random page somewhere in the middle because starting at the beginning felt too intentional. I read for a while, skipping backward and forward when something caught my attention, enough to get a sense of Marcus, Elora, and the two younger women. Every so often I stopped on a passage that demanded comment.

I read aloud quietly. “‘Marcus turned to her, his steel-blue eyes capturing the last of the evening light, and in that moment Elora knew that the war had not taken everything from him. It had left the parts that mattered. The strength. The gentleness. The capacity for a love that would have frightened her if she had been younger.’”

I looked up. Liana had buried her face in her hands.

“It’s pretty good.”

“Thank you.”

I turned a page. Found another passage. “’He lifted her as if she weighed nothing, his battle-hardened arms cradling her against the chest that had stopped three arrows and lived to tell the tale, and she felt the warmth of him through the thin fabric of her nightdress and knew that whatever came next would change everything.’”

“Three arrows?” I said. “Three? In the chest? This man should be dead. Or at minimum complaining extensively about the medical care available in whatever fictional military he served in.”

“He’s symbolic.”

I smiled.

Liana reached for the notebook. I held it away, turning another page. “’The kiss lasted forever and also no time at all, the way only the best kisses do, and when they finally broke apart, Marcus knew exactly what to say. Exactly. The perfect words, formed in his perfect mind, delivered with the perfect timing of a man who had never in his life fumbled a romantic declaration or accidentally compared a woman’s eyes to weather phenomena.’”

I closed the notebook. “He always knows what to say.”

“Yes.”

“Never hesitates. Never says the wrong thing. Never spends twenty minutes rehearsing a three-sentence compliment only to deliver it with the confidence of someone reading a grocery list.”

“That’s the fantasy. That’s the point. Women don’t buy these books to read about men staring at ceilings trying to remember whether ‘your eyes are like the summer sky’ is better or worse than ‘your eyes remind me of that blue fabric my mother used to have.’”

“Fair. But also, your Marcus has never been saddle-sore. Not once. He rides for days, fights battles, performs feats of aerial derring-do that would leave actual pegasus riders unable to walk for a week, and the next morning he’s fresh as a daisy and ready for more heroic activity. My actual thighs have opinions about that portrayal. Strong opinions, delivered in the language of muscular complaint.”

Liana laughed. “Noted. Chapter twelve, paragraph four: ‘Marcus winced as he dismounted, his thighs protesting the three-day flight with the particular eloquence of overused muscle.’ Better?”

“Better, but he’s a fantasy.”

“Yes. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

“He’s good, though,” I said.

“What?”

“Marcus. He’s good. The writing is… it’s actually good. The women feel real. Elora, the mother character. She’s not a collection of convenient traits. She’s a person. A little too perfect sometimes, but a person. You made her worry about things that real women worry about. Her age. Her daughters. The fact that wanting something doesn’t make it wise. That’s not easy to write.”

Liana’s fingers stilled on the notebook’s edge. She hadn’t expected that. The teasing she’d been prepared for. “Thank you,” she said quietly.

“Don’t thank me. I still think Marcus should occasionally run out of arrows and have to throw rocks. It builds character.”

She laughed again. “Noted. Rocks in chapter seven. Now can we address the actual problem?”

She turned to the back of the notebook, where the pages grew less dense, the handwriting changing pace, sentences starting and stopping, paragraphs abandoned mid-thought. The unfinished section. The place where the story had run out of road.

“I can’t finish it,” she said. “Not this part. The scene where Elora finally accepts that Marcus wants her. As a woman. As herself. With all the complications that entails.”

“Why can’t you finish it?”

“Because it feels false. Every version I write. She’s forty-five. He’s twenty-six. He has two beautiful women who adore him, who are her daughters’ age, who offer everything a young man could possibly want. Why would he look at her too? What could she possibly offer that they don’t? Why would any man in his right mind invite another complication into his life when he already has two women who want him and considerably less reason to invite village gossip of a caliber that would make the harvest festival look like a private conversation?”

The question hung between us. She had asked as a writer about her characters, but the room was too small for fiction to maintain its borders, and both of us knew it.

“He wouldn’t choose her despite her age,” I said. “He’d choose her because of it.”

Liana’s pen paused above the page. “Explain.”

“He’s twenty-six. He’s spent six years at war. He’s watched men die. He’s carried friends who didn’t make it. He’s old in ways that have nothing to do with birthdays, and young in the ways that matter. What he wants isn’t limited to someone who matches his calendar age. He can also be drawn to someone whose experience of life speaks to his own. Someone who understands what it means to have built a life, to have made mistakes, to have regrets that aren’t theoretical.”

I was answering as Marcus. The fact that every word applied equally to the real people sitting three feet apart in a farmhouse study was merely a convenient coincidence, nothing more.

Liana was writing. Her pen moved quickly, capturing phrases, underlining others. She didn’t look at me while she wrote, which was either professional focus or strategic avoidance, and I decided not to investigate which.

“What else?” she asked, still writing.

“What else does Marcus want from Elora that he doesn’t get from the daughters?”

The question was dangerous. We both felt it shift the air. I answered anyway, because I had started this and stopping now would be cowardice of a caliber that even Marcus, with his perfect timing and his medically improbable chest, would have recognized as beneath him.

“He wants her competence. Her steadiness. The way she moves through the world like someone who has seen it break and decided to rebuild anyway. The daughters are wonderful. They’re bright, they’re bold, they’re everything a man could admire. But Elora… Elora knows things they don’t. She has experiences they don’t.”

Liana’s pen had stopped. She was looking at the page, but I wasn’t convinced she was seeing it.

“And her age doesn’t bother him?” she asked, very quietly.

“No. Why would it? Age is just time. Time is just experience. Experience is just… knowing what you want when you see it. Knowing what matters. Knowing the difference between something bright and something that lasts.”

Liana set down her pen. She closed the notebook. “That’s enough for one afternoon,” she said. Her voice was steady. Her hands were not. “You’ve given me… considerably more than I expected. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I should check the seedlings. They’ll need water before the heat sets in.”

“Of course.”

Neither of us moved. The desk between us felt both too large and too small, and the ordinary sounds of the farm filtered through the window.

Liana stood. I stood. We were careful about the distance, which told me everything I needed to know about how careful we were being about everything else.

“I’ll think about what you said,” she told me. “About Marcus. About Elora. It helps. More than I can properly express without embarrassing us both.”

“Anytime. I have strong opinions about fictional logistics. They’re available upon request.”

She smiled.

We heard their laughter before we saw them. Liana went still. Her hand froze on the doorknob, her eyes widening. “They’re back early,” she said.

“The cider merchant must have been closed,” I said. “Or Olivia carved something on the eastern wall that required immediate tactical withdrawal.”

“This isn’t funny, Gabriel.”

“It’s moderately funny from where I’m standing.”

“We have to move.”

Liana shoved the leather notebook into a drawer. She gathered loose pages, stacked them, pressed them flat with both hands, and deposited them into the same drawer.

I helped. Or I attempted to help. My contribution consisted primarily of standing in locations that were not helpful and offering commentary that Liana greeted with the enthusiasm usually reserved for root rot.

“The ink,” she said. “The pen. The inkwell is still out.”

I capped the inkwell. Set the pen beside it. Arranged both at what I judged to be a convincingly casual angle on the desk’s corner.

“Too intentional,” Liana said. “Nobody leaves a pen at that precise angle unless they’re constructing evidence of normalcy.”

“I’m constructing evidence of normalcy.”

“Construct less obviously.”

We heard the farmyard gate. Voices, closer now, Olivia’s carrying over Livia’s, a conversation in progress that involved at least one emphatic declaration and one patient correction. Boots on the porch steps. The front door opened.

Liana looked at the study, at me, at the study again. She smoothed her hair, adjusted her dress, and assumed an expression of such convincing ordinariness that I found myself briefly wondering whether the previous hour had actually happened or whether I had hallucinated an entire collaborative fiction session while standing in a toolshed.

“We were discussing garden rotation,” she said. “The raised beds. The soil needs amending before the next planting. That’s what we were doing. Gardening discussion. Agricultural matters. Nothing of interest to anyone, especially not my daughters, who have the investigative instincts of harpy tax collectors and considerably less mercy.”

“I’ll follow your lead,” I said.

“Don’t follow. Just… be normal. The way you were normal yesterday, before you knew things you shouldn’t know.”

“Normal is subjective.”

“Gabriel.”

We had barely made it out of the study and into the kitchen when the door opened. Olivia entered first, her arms full of plant cuttings, her red hair windblown, her expression shifting from conversational to analytical in the two seconds it took her to register that her mother and her lover were standing in the same room.

“Well,” she said. “This is cozy.”

Livia appeared behind her sister, a basket of lavender in one hand, her green eyes moving from Liana to me to the study door and back to Liana.

“You’re back early,” Liana said. The steadiness in her voice was impressive. It belonged in fiction. Possibly in the next chapter of Marcus and Elora’s story, as an example of maternal composure under conditions that would have reduced lesser women to transparent confession.

“The cider merchant was closed,” Livia said.

“Also,” Olivia added, setting her cuttings on the counter, “we finished the deliveries faster than expected because Livia negotiated a bulk discount that left the silver-haired woman both impressed and slightly concerned about her profit margins. So we thought we’d come home. To our mother’s farm. Where our mother and our lover appear to have been… What exactly were you two doing?”

The question landed precisely where Olivia had aimed it: direct, innocent, and entirely lethal. Liana’s composure flickered. A fractional tightening around the eyes, the kind of microexpression that nobody would notice unless they had spent the morning watching that same face discuss fictional heroes with an attentiveness that had nothing to do with fiction.

“Gabriel was helping me with something,” Liana said.

“Helping you with what?”

Liana looked at me. The look contained seventeen distinct communications, the most prominent of which was a silent, urgent, maternal version of say anything except the truth.

The twins hadn’t wanted Liana to know they’d found the notebooks, and I’d already told her. I wasn’t going to share what Liana had trusted me with as well. The publishing, the pen name, and this manuscript were hers to tell them about when she was ready.

“I was helping her with something personal,” I said. “It’s her business. She can tell you herself if she wants you to know.”

Livia’s left eyebrow rose. The same eyebrow that, according to Olivia, moved when I lied. Except I hadn’t lied. I had told the exact truth, which made Livia’s eyebrow movement either a false positive or evidence that truth could be more suspicious than fiction.

“Personal,” Livia repeated. “How personal?”

“That’s between your mother and me,” I said.

“Between our mother and you,” Olivia said. “Our mother. And you. Our lover. Having personal conversations of an unspecified nature while we were delivering plants to the village. Conversations that apparently require closed doors and, based on the ink stain currently visible on my mother’s right index finger, writing implements.”

Liana glanced at her hand. The ink stain was there, small but undeniable, a dark crescent near the first knuckle that she had missed in her hasty normalization efforts. She covered it with her other hand. The gesture was as effective as using a teacup to stop a flood.

“I was making notes,” she said. “About the garden. Soil amendments. pH levels. Fascinating reading, I assure you. I wouldn’t recommend it without a strong cup of tea and the firm conviction that your afternoon could not possibly improve through alternative activities.”

“pH levels,” Livia said. “Written with such urgency that you failed to notice ink on your fingers, and Gabriel was helping you with this… horticultural emergency.”

“Yes.”

“While standing in your study. With the door closed. During the hottest part of the day, when sensible people are napping or, at minimum, not discussing soil acidity with the intensity of military strategists.”

“That’s correct.”

Olivia looked at me. “You’re enjoying this.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You’re enjoying this. You’re standing there with that face.”

“I’m concerned about many things. My facial expressions are relatively low on the list.”

Liana had been watching this exchange with the growing realization that her daughters, like monsoon weather, could not be outwaited or outreasoned. They could only be redirected. She reached for the counter, picked up a bread knife, and began slicing the loaf.

“Did I ever tell you,” she said, not looking up from the bread, “about the time Olivia tried to dye Livia’s hair with ginger root and instead turned it the color of a newly minted penny?”

Olivia’s mouth opened. “We discussed this. At dinner. Last night. In your presence. With Gabriel present. The story has been told. Its tactical utility is depleted.”

“Did I tell you about the throwing game? How Livia practiced for six months to defeat that boy who beat her, then comforted him when he cried, then became his coach for the entire summer?”

“Also discussed,” Livia said. “Extensively. I believe you called it the most elaborate revenge plot in Ginger Isle history.”

“Did I tell you about the skybird? The one Olivia borrowed without asking? The one that returned with its feathers pointing in directions nature did not intend?”

“That was a collaborative effort,” Olivia said. “And the feathers eventually settled. Mostly. The bird suffered no lasting psychological damage, according to its owner, who was admittedly somewhat biased by the fact that we returned it with a basket of lavender as a peace offering.”

“Did I tell you,” Liana said, setting down the knife and turning to face her daughters with the smile of a woman who had been saving ammunition, “about the village festival when you were fourteen, and Olivia convinced three separate merchants that you were twins and identical triplets, requiring her to change outfits between stalls and pretend to be a third sister who, according to village records, did not exist?”

The kitchen went quiet. Olivia’s cheeks acquired a color that closely matched her hair. Livia’s expression suggested that this particular story had been buried under several layers of agreed-upon forgetfulness and was now being exhumed without permission.

“That,” Livia said, “is categorically false. There is no evidence.”

“The harpy feather merchant remembers. He mentioned it last month. He described it as ‘the most elaborate sibling fraud I have witnessed in thirty years of professional commerce, and I once caught a man trying to sell me feathers he had clearly stolen from my own display.’”

Olivia grabbed her sister’s arm. “We should go. Check the lavender. The seedlings. The many, many plants that require our immediate attention and cannot possibly wait another moment.”

“An excellent idea,” Livia agreed.

They left. The kitchen door closed behind them, and the farmhouse settled back into its midday quiet, if you ignored the distant sound of twin bickering moving toward the garden at a pace that suggested strategic withdrawal rather than genuine plant concern.

Liana set down the bread knife. She looked at me. I looked at her.

“They get it from me. The mischievous streak. I was worse at their age. Considerably worse. My mother still tells stories that make village festivals look like parliamentary proceedings.”

“I believe it.”

“I should check the seedlings. They actually do need water.”

“I’ll help.”

“You’ve helped enough for one day. Possibly for several days. Possibly for the remainder of the fiscal quarter. Maybe go spend some time with them. They’re in love with you, after all.”

I was pretty sure there were more than two women in love at this farm.

* * *

It was evening. I sat on Liana’s porch steps with a cup of ginger tea that had gone cold twenty minutes ago, watching the western sky and trying very hard not to think about manuscripts, or mothers, or the way a woman’s handwriting could rearrange a perfectly ordinary afternoon into something that had no map and several warning signs.

The twins were spending time with their skybirds. I’d told them that I needed some rest after all their flirting, hugging and kissing. And I definitely didn’t have the energy for another race.

Liana sat down beside me. The manuscript was in her lap. The leather cover was dark in the fading light, the edges worn from handling, and the sight of it there, between us, made the evening air feel several degrees warmer than the temperature warranted.

“They’re with their birds,” I said.

“I know.” She set her hands on the manuscript, palms flat against the leather, and studied the western fields. “I’ve been thinking about what you said. About Marcus. About Elora. About why he would want her.”

“What did you decide?”

“Nothing yet. That’s the problem. I can see why he would want her in theory. I can write the reasons. I can make them sound convincing on paper. But when Elora looks at him and tries to believe it, tries to accept that this young, beautiful, celebrated man genuinely desires her, as a real woman with real years and real complications, the words stop working. Every version I write feels like I’m asking her to believe something the reader won’t believe, because I don’t entirely believe it myself.”

She turned to me, and her eyes held mine.

“So I have one more question. Then I’ll leave you alone, I promise. This is the last one.”

“Ask it.”

“How does he convince her? What does Marcus do that makes Elora believe him? What action could possibly cross the gap between what he says and what she’s afraid to hope for?”

I looked at the fields. The ginger swayed in the evening breeze, thousands of pale green shoots moving together, and the smell of them reached the porch with the sweetness that comes from plants settling into the dark.

“You’re still trying to make him prove everything with words,” I said. “That’s the problem. Elora has spent her life listening to men explain themselves. She’s heard every version of ‘I want you’ that language can construct. What she hasn’t heard is silence. What she hasn’t seen is a man who stops explaining and starts doing something that makes explanation redundant.”

“Such as?”

I turned to her. “He finds her alone. Somewhere quiet. Somewhere that belongs to her, not to the story, not to the convenient settings fiction provides. Her garden, maybe. Or her study. Somewhere that smells like her and sounds like her and has nothing to do with dramatic sunsets or convenient plot architecture. And he doesn’t talk. He doesn’t declare. He doesn’t deliver the perfect speech that your Marcus always has ready because your Marcus is a fiction and fictions are allowed to be eloquent on demand.”

“What does he do instead?”

“He touches her face.”

The words landed between us.

“He touches her face with one hand. The way you touch something precious when you’re afraid of breaking it but more afraid of not touching it at all. And he looks at her. The way a man looks at a woman he’s wanted for longer than he’s admitted to himself. And he doesn’t say anything. Not because he has nothing to say, but because everything he could say has already been said by his hand on her cheek and his eyes on hers and the fact that he’s there at all, in her quiet place, choosing her despite every reason choosing her should be complicated.”

Liana was very still.

“That’s what would convince her,” I said. “The absence of words. The courage to stand in her space and want her without dressing it up as poetry or destiny or any of the convenient fictions we use when the truth is too plain to bear.”

She opened the manuscript. Found a page near the back, where the handwriting grew sparse, and she wrote. Three lines, maybe four, her pen moving quickly, and when she closed the notebook, her fingers lingered on the cover the way they might linger on a door they weren’t ready to walk through.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “That’s… that’s enough. More than enough. I can finish it now.”

“Will you let me read it? When it’s done?”

“Yes,” she said. “On one condition. Olivia and Livia can never know what this book is about. Not the publishing. Not the pen name. Not the fact that the hero is based on a man who is currently involved with their mother’s daughters while helping their mother write an erotic romance about himself. Some secrets are too layered for even those two to navigate without structural damage.”

“I promise. They won’t hear any of it from me.”

She smiled. Before she stood, before the moment broke and we returned to whatever version of normal tomorrow would require, she asked the question. The one that had been building since the study, since the shed, since the first time I noticed the way her green dress moved when she reached across a table.

“Was that about Marcus?” she asked. “The advice. The hand on the face. Was that what you thought he should do? Or was that what you would do?”

“You’ll have to finish the book to find out,” I said.

She held my gaze for a long moment. Then she stood, the manuscript pressed against her chest, and walked back into the house without looking back.


Chapter 11

The next morning at Olivia and Livia’s place began with an argument about who had stolen whose blanket, followed by the sound of someone falling out of bed and declaring the fall intentional.

“I was performing an exit maneuver,” Olivia said, gathering herself from the floor where she had apparently executed this maneuver. “The mattress had become untenable. A withdrawal was necessary.”

Livia opened one eye. “You snore.”

“No, I breathe expressively.”

I lay between them and watched the ceiling, thinking back to last night when I’d made love to them both, and also about their beautiful mother, whom I found myself wanting more than I should have.

Last night, I’d said I’d leave though. We would fly to Liana’s farm, and I would say my goodbyes, and then Valen would carry me home to Oakwind. Back to the farm, Angelina, Sabrina, Gabriella, and whatever repairs had accumulated in my absence. The thought should have filled me with the warm satisfaction of returning to familiar ground. It did, mostly. There was just a small, persistent ache beneath it that I wasn’t ready to examine too closely.

I dressed while the twins conducted a strategic conference about breakfast that involved more hand gestures than the subject warranted. The knock came just as Olivia was demonstrating the correct method for breaking an egg one-handed, a technique that had already claimed two casualties and showed no signs of improving. Three sharp raps against the doorframe. Livia answered. The courier was a harpy, male, with the weathered look of someone who had been carrying messages between islands since before I was born. He handed her a sealed letter and was gone before either twin could extract whatever village gossip he might have been carrying.

“It’s for you,” Livia said, turning the letter over. Her eyes found the handwriting on the front and narrowed. “Oh.”

“ ‘Oh’ is not a complete sentence,” I said.

“ ‘Oh’ is the sound a person makes when they recognize Sabrina’s handwriting from twenty paces because they’ve been reading it on birthday invitations since they were tall enough to reach the cookie jar.” She handed me the letter. “Open it before Olivia starts making predictions. Her predictions are invariably worse than whatever’s actually inside.”

I broke the seal. The letter unfolded into two pages of careful script, and the first thing that struck me wasn’t the words but the fact that the handwriting changed halfway down the first page. One hand, bold and looping, with flourishes that belonged to someone who wrote the way she flew. Then another hand, smaller, neater.

They had written it together, Sabrina and Gabriella. The realization settled in my chest before I’d read a word.

Gabriel,

If you’re reading this, Olivia and Livia haven’t intercepted it yet, which is itself a minor miracle deserving of documentation. We’ve been taking bets on whether anything addressed to you actually reaches your hands when those two are within delivery radius. Sabrina says they’re absolutely reading your mail. Gabriella says they have principles. We’ll let you decide who won.

The house is quiet without you. The kind where the floorboards creak and you keep expecting to hear your boots on the stairs and then you remember you’re not here and the creaking is just the house being a house and not a person coming home.

We ate dinner on the porch last night because Angelina said the kitchen felt too empty for three people. Sabrina tried to tell one of your war stories and got halfway through before she realized she’d forgotten how it ended. Gabriella finished it for her, which is how we discovered that Gabriella has been paying considerably more attention to your anecdotes than either of us realized. (She remembers the one about the harpy who mistook a supply drop for a mating display. We now have questions.)

Our mother misses you. She doesn’t say it the way we’re saying it, but she checks the eastern sky every morning the way she used to check it during the war, and the set of her shoulders changes when she turns back to the house. You know the one I mean. The angle that means she’s carrying something she wishes she didn’t have to carry alone.

We’re happy you’re with Olivia and Livia. Truly. Sabrina has been insufferable about being right, which is her natural state, but beneath the insufferability is a woman who wants you to have good things, and those two are very good things. Gabriella says they make you laugh in a way we haven’t heard since you came home, and she’s right, because Gabriella is always right about the things that matter and wrong about everything else, which is why we love her.

But we miss you. The ordinary you. The you who sits at the kitchen table and doesn’t talk for twenty minutes because you’re thinking about something we can’t see. The you who fixes the hinge on the chicken coop door without being asked and then pretends you didn’t notice it was broken. The you who is simply here, in the same house, close enough that if something happened in the night we would hear you moving before we had time to be afraid.

Come home soon. Not because we need you. Because we want you. There’s a difference, and it took us years to learn it, so we’re mentioning it now while we remember how.

With more affection than either of us is comfortable putting in writing,

Sabrina & Gabriella

P.S. Sabrina says if you show this to Olivia and Livia she will personally ensure that your next bath involves frogs. Gabriella says she’s joking. Probably.

P.P.S. Gabriella says please bring more of that dark ginger cider if you see any. Sabrina says ignore Gabriella, bring the cinnamon kind instead. We have attached a drawing of a coin to facilitate this decision. Flip it. We trust you.

I read it twice. The second time was slower.

Olivia had been watching my face. She said, very quietly, “That’s not a joke letter.”

“No,” I said. “It’s not.”

Livia came to stand beside her sister. Neither of them spoke for a moment, which was itself noteworthy. Olivia’s capacity for silence was equivalent to her capacity for underwater respiration: theoretically possible but never demonstrated under observable conditions.

“They really love you,” Livia said.

I folded the letter and put it in my breast pocket. “Even if I’ll get there soon, I need to write back,” I said.

They cleared the table without being asked. Olivia found paper, ink, and a pen. Livia lit the lamp even though the morning light was sufficient, because lamps were for writing important things and morning light was for ordinary minutes, and they had already decided which category this fell into.

I wrote. I told them I missed the porch. I told them I missed Sabrina’s stories, even the ones she couldn’t finish, because half a story from her was worth three finished ones from anyone else. I told Gabriella that the dark ginger cider was already packed and the cinnamon could wait its turn. I told them both that the quiet they described was the same quiet I carried, and that I would rather carry it in a house full of people I loved than anywhere else on these islands.

I sealed the letter. The harpy would be making his return circuit within the hour. Olivia promised to intercept him with coin and instructions, and the matter was settled.

* * *

Liana’s farm greeted us with the smell of ginger and earth and something baking. The yard was empty except for a skybird tethered near the toolshed, its feathers the gray that belonged to birds who had been carrying messages long enough to develop opinions about the content.

I found Valen. He was dozing in the patch of sun that reached the eastern corner every morning, his white coat warm under my hand, his ears flicking at my approach without his eyes opening.

“Time to go home,” I told him.

His ears twitched. Whether this constituted acknowledgment or commentary on the concept of home remained, as always, between him and whatever private thoughts occupied the mind behind those dark eyes.

I checked his tack. The saddlebags were where I’d left them. Olivia found me there. She arrived with a bread roll in one hand and an expression that suggested the bread was merely tactical cover for whatever she actually wanted to say.

“So,” she said. “Oakwind.”

“Oakwind,” I agreed.

“You’ll write … please?”

“I’ll write.”

“And you’ll visit. Soon, right?”

I took the bread roll from her hand and broke it in half. “I’ll visit.”

She accepted this with a nod. She stepped closer. Her hand found the front of my shirt, fingers curling into the fabric the way they did when she wanted to make sure I was paying attention. “Going home doesn’t mean disappearing.”

I caught her hand. “I’m not disappearing.”

“Good. Because I would find you. I have resources. Livia has maps. Between us we could locate a man on any island in this archipelago, and the methods we would employ become increasingly undignified with each mile of search radius.”

Livia arrived as Olivia was delivering this threat, which she had apparently heard from sufficient distance to formulate a response. “She’s exaggerating. Her resources consist primarily of village gossip and the willingness to ask invasive questions in public settings. My maps are accurate but would require actual flying, which Olivia considers a last resort behind charming, bribing, and emotionally compromising anyone within questioning range.”

They bickered. I let them. It was what they did, the way Valen snorted when I adjusted his girth too tightly or the way ginger fields smelled at midday when the sun hit them right. Familiar already, after three days.

When it was time, they hugged me. Olivia first, fierce and brief, her wings rustling against my back. Then Livia, slower, her forehead against my collarbone for a moment longer than courtesy required. They kissed me. Olivia on the mouth, Livia on the cheek, and then they were stepping back, and the distance between us was the ordinary distance of people who had said goodbye and meant it.

“Fly safe,” Livia said.

“Try not to fix any more sheds on the way home,” Olivia added. “Your shoulders have limits, even if your sense of responsibility doesn’t recognize them.”

They left together, walking toward the path that would take them to their cottage, their red wings bright against the green, and I stood in the yard with Valen’s reins in my hand. Now, only their mother was left. A woman I owed a goodbye to as well.

Liana had been there the whole time. I’d known it without turning to look. She’d been near the porch steps, one hand on the railing, her auburn wings settled against her back, and she had said nothing during the goodbyes. She had watched her daughters leave with the expression of a woman who understood exactly what was happening and had decided, for reasons of her own, that commentary was unnecessary.

“Gabriel.”

I turned. She had moved from the porch. She stood three paces away, her hands clasped in front of her, and the look on her face was the one I’d seen yesterday in her study: a woman recalculating.

“I have a favor to ask,” she said. “It has to remain between us.”

I waited. “Go on.”

“My editor. The owl I mentioned. She’s expecting me today. We had a meeting scheduled before you arrived, to discuss the manuscript. The one you helped with yesterday.” Her fingers twisted together. A small, nervous motion that belonged to someone who did not often permit herself nervousness. “She’s read the earlier version. The unfinished one. She’s been waiting for me to figure out how to fix the ending, and after yesterday…” She stopped and then started again. “After yesterday, I have answers. Some of those answers came from you. The parts about Marcus. About why he would want Elora. About the hand on the face.”

She looked at me directly then. “Would you postpone going home? Just for a few hours. Come with me to the meeting. As someone who helped with the manuscript. Someone who understands soldiers, what it means to come home, and the brand of exhaustion that lives in men who’ve survived things they shouldn’t have.”

What she was offering wasn’t the meeting. It was everything around it: the professional life she had built in secret, the identity she maintained separately from motherhood, the part of herself that her daughters had never been allowed to see. She was asking me to step into that space with her. To become, however briefly, a co-conspirator in something that belonged to her alone.

I looked at Valen. At the saddlebags packed for Oakwind. At the eastern sky where home waited, and the women who had written a letter that still sat against my heart.

“Where?” I asked.

“Three islands north. An hour by skybird. Less on Valen.”

“I’ll fly ahead. You follow on your bird. They’ll assume I’ve gone home and you’ve gone to visit a friend.”

Relief moved across her face like weather clearing. “Yes. That’s… yes.”

I untied Valen’s reins from the post. “I’ll see you there, Madame Scarlett.”

The name made her flush, which was considerably more satisfying than it should have been, and for a moment the woman who wrote erotic fiction about war heroes was visible beneath the capable mother, and the combination was something I could have looked at for considerably longer than professionalism allowed.

“A few hours,” I said. “Then I really do have to go home.”

She nodded. “A few hours.”

I mounted Valen. He shifted under me, ready, and as I lifted into the morning sky I caught a last glimpse of Liana below, already moving toward her skybird, her auburn wings bright against the green of her dress.

* * *

Valen knew when I was lying to him. He expressed this knowledge now by maintaining an altitude fifty feet higher than necessary and a pace that suggested he considered the entire enterprise beneath his dignity.

“We’re not actually going home,” I told him. “You know that. I know that. The pretense is for other people’s benefit, not yours.”

His ears flattened. Commentary delivered.

Below us, the islands changed. Ginger Isle fell behind, its terraced fields and white cottages shrinking into the green distance. The channel between islands opened wide, water the color of old slate reflecting a sky that held nothing but clarity and the occasional high cloud. I passed two smaller farming islets, their fields bright with early summer growth, and then the air changed.

You could smell it before you saw it: paper, ink, the scent of binding glue and old leather that belonged to places where books lived in quantities that exceeded personal libraries. Valen felt it too.

The island appeared as a dark shape against the horizon, resolving gradually into something that looked nothing like Oakwind or Ginger. There were no cottages or farmyards here. The buildings were taller, stone and timber, with wide openings where walls should have been and roofs that peaked not for weather but for perching. Windows stacked vertically, connected by narrow exterior ledges designed for creatures who landed rather than climbed. The streets below were secondary to the airways above, which were busy in a way that agricultural islands never were: owls in flight, carrying folios, scrolls, small packages tied with twine, moving between buildings.

I landed Valen in a public paddock near the island’s edge, where a harpy attendant took his reins. The attendant’s eyes found the scars on Valen’s flank, and something in her expression changed from boredom to the quiet respect that veterans extend to other veterans regardless of species.

“He’ll need water,” I said. “Not from the trough. The clean barrel, behind the shed. He’s particular.”

“He’s a war mount,” the harpy replied. “They’re all particular. It’s the one luxury the military allows them.”

I left Valen with a promise of return and walked into the district on foot because walking was what humans did in places built for flight, and I had no interest in announcing my presence more visibly than necessary.

The owl quarter felt like stepping into a different kingdom. The buildings rose three, four stories, their lower floors given over to human-scale commerce: bookshops, stationers, binders working at ground-level benches with tools designed for hands rather than talons. But above, accessible only by the narrow exterior ledges or by flight, the real work happened. Owls perched at elevated desks. They spoke to each other across gaps that would have required shouting for humans. The conversations I caught fragments of were not gossip. They were about margins, print runs, manuscript inconsistencies, the kind of detailed professional discourse that happened when everyone in the room had read the same text closely enough to argue about comma placement.

An owl landed on a perch three feet from my head, adjusted a leather satchel across its chest, and regarded me.

“You’re lost,” the owl said.

“I’m meeting someone.”

“Most people are. The question is whether your someone is expecting you at an elevation you cannot reach without considerable assistance, which, given your physiological limitations, seems unlikely.”

“I’ll manage,” I said.

The owl’s eyes narrowed. “Military?”

“Former.”

“Pegasus Corps?”

“Yes.”

Something changed in its expression. “The north paddock. That’s your mount. The white one with the battle scars.”

“His name is Valen.”

“I’ve read about him. The common thread was that he survived things no pegasus should have survived, which either speaks to exceptional breeding or exceptionally good decision-making on the part of his rider.”

“Both,” I said. “Probably.”

The owl made a sound that might have been a laugh if owls laughed the way humans understood laughter. Then it pushed off from the perch and was gone between buildings before I could ask what, exactly, it had read.

I found a bench near what appeared to be the district’s central square and waited. The square was not a square in the human sense; it was a vertical open space bounded by the facades of four tall buildings, with perches at multiple levels and a constant traffic of owls moving between them. Below, a few harpies and angels conducted business at ground-level stalls, but the real commerce happened above, in the air, in conversations I could hear but not quite follow.

Liana arrived twenty minutes later. She saw me and her eyes lit up. At the farm, Liana moved like someone who belonged to the earth. Her hands knew soil. Her body knew the weight of water buckets and the angle required to lift a beam without throwing out your back. Here, she moved like someone who belonged to paper and ink and the quiet authority of people who make things with words. The woman who had blushed when I said “Madame Scarlett” was nowhere visible; in her place walked someone who expected to be recognized, and who was, repeatedly, by owls who dipped their heads in acknowledgment as she passed.

I followed her and noticed it straight away.

“Madame Scarlett.” An owl called from an upper perch. “The third printing arrived yesterday. Better quality than the second. Your editor has the samples.”

Liana raised a hand without breaking stride. “Thank you. I’ll look at them after the meeting.”

We passed a bookshop. In the window, arranged on a stand of dark wood, three volumes with covers I recognized from nowhere and titles I could not read from this distance. Below them, a small placard: MADAME SCARLETT - NOW IN HER THIRD PRINTING. The books had the worn look of volumes that had been handled, purchased, read, possibly more than once. Not the pristine condition of something that sat on shelves waiting for attention. These had been loved.

“Third printing,” I said.

“Don’t.”

“Three. As in, multiple. As in, enough copies that they needed to make more. Twice.”

“I’m aware of the arithmetic, thank you,” she said with a light blush.

We turned down a narrower street where the buildings pressed close enough that the upper levels nearly touched, creating a tunnel of stone and timber through which owls passed in single file. At the far end, a wider facade emerged: three stories of pale stone, arched windows, and above the door, carved into the lintel in letters deep enough to cast shadow, the name SENSUAL PRESS.

Liana stopped. For a moment, the confidence faltered. Her hand found the strap of her bag, fingers tightening, and the woman who had teased her daughters at the breakfast table was visible beneath Madame Scarlett.

“It’s just a meeting,” I said.

“It’s not just a meeting.” She looked at me. “But thank you for pretending it is.”

She straightened her dress. Adjusted the fall of her auburn wings against her back. Took a breath that I watched her hold for three seconds before releasing it.

Then she pushed the door open and stepped into Sensual Press with confidence and I followed her into the part of Liana that Olivia and Livia had never seen, and might never see.

Sensual Press smelled like paper, ink, binding glue, and the mustiness that accumulates in spaces where old books outnumber new ones. The interior was designed for flight. Desks perched at elevations accessible only by wing, connected by narrow walkways that owls navigated with the casual confidence of creatures who had never worried about falling. Human visitors were provided with ladders, which the owls regarded with the mixture of pity and fascination usually reserved for children learning to walk.

Liana led me up one such ladder to a wide platform that served as her editor’s workspace. The platform was actually the roof of a lower chamber, reinforced and furnished with a desk, three chairs, one clearly designed for human proportions, and shelves that held manuscripts in various stages of completion. A window occupied the far wall, offering a view of the owl quarter that made the verticality of the place immediately apparent: we were three stories up, and the traffic outside moved at eye level, owls carrying folios and arguing about semicolons with the intensity of people discussing battlefield tactics.

The editor was waiting. Female, as far as I could determine owl gender, with feathers the mottled brown that suggested age and the kind of eyes that had read enough manuscripts to develop opinions about human romantic behavior that she kept politely to herself. She wore a small pair of spectacles perched on her beak, secured by a thin chain that looped behind her head, and the way she adjusted them when Liana entered suggested a habit of long standing.

“Madame Scarlett, you’re punctual. I appreciate punctuality. Now, who’s your companion?”

“This is Gabriel,” Liana said. “He’s been… helping me with the manuscript. Specifically the sections involving the hero’s perspective. He has military background. I thought his input might be useful.”

The editor looked at me. Then at Liana. Then back at me, and the adjustment of her spectacles acquired a deliberateness that suggested recalculation.

“Gabriel,” she repeated. “The war veteran. The pegasus rider. The man with the shoulders and the steel-blue eyes who came home to find himself drawn to two younger women and then, inexplicably, to their mother.”

Liana closed her eyes.

“He’s based on you,” the editor said to me.

“Loosely,” I said.

“ ‘Loosely’ is the word authors use when ‘directly’ would cause professional embarrassment. I’ve edited twelve of Madame Scarlett’s novels. I recognize a biographical insertion when I see one, and this manuscript contains enough biographical insertion to qualify as memoir with decorative elements.” She turned to Liana. “You could have mentioned this development.”

“I’m mentioning it now.”

“You’re mentioning it after writing ninety thousand words about a man who is currently sitting three feet from your elbow, which is either remarkably brave or clinically concerning. I haven’t decided which.”

The editor, whose name was Eve according to a sign on the desk, settled onto her perch and opened the manuscript.

“The problem,” Eve said, “is chapter fourteen. Everything prior works. The hero’s return. His attraction to the daughters. The established dynamics there are believable, if somewhat idealized. The prose is your usual standard, which is to say competent bordering on occasionally excellent when you stop worrying about whether anyone is judging you. But chapter fourteen…” She turned pages until she found the section, marked with a ribbon that had seen better decades. “Elora has to believe him. The hero has declared himself. He has explained, at length, in language that would make professional poets consider alternative employment, why he wants her despite her age, despite the complications, despite the fact that he already has two women half her age who adore him. And every time I read it, I don’t believe her belief. I believe she wants to believe him. I believe she’s desperate to believe him. But I don’t believe she actually does, because you don’t believe it, and authors cannot lie about belief any more than owls can lie about having read the manuscript they’re criticizing.”

Liana was very still. Her hands rested on her lap, fingers interlaced, and the set of her jaw was the one I had seen at the farm when she was carrying something heavier than she wanted to admit. “I’ve made progress,” she said. “Since the version you read. Gabriel helped me understand… certain aspects of the hero’s perspective that I was missing.”

“Certain aspects,” Eve repeated. “Such as?”

“Such as why a young war veteran would look at an older woman and see something worth the complication.” Liana’s voice had acquired the careful neutrality of someone navigating a minefield in formal attire. “Why age might actually be an attraction rather than an obstacle. Why competence and steadiness matter to a man who has spent six years in an environment where both were rare commodities.”

Eve looked at me. “Is that accurate? Did you explain this to her?”

“I provided context,” I said.

“Context.” The owl’s beak curved in what might have been a smile. “I would very much like to hear this context. In detail. With examples. Particularly examples involving the specific fictional scenario we are discussing, which bears no resemblance whatsoever to any real persons present in this room, obviously.”

The next twenty minutes belonged to the experience of having my military service dissected by an owl. Eve asked questions. I answered them. Liana sat between us, occasionally making notes, occasionally stopping her pen mid-stroke when an answer landed closer to the manuscript’s reality than fiction should have allowed.

“Your hero doesn’t limp,” I said. “He should limp. Battle does that. It leaves reminders. Small ones. The kind you stop noticing until someone points them out, and then you can’t stop noticing.”

“Noted,” Eve said. “Chapter three, paragraph twelve. Add a reference to the knee. Subtle, one sentence only. Proceed.”

Liana was writing. Her pen moved quickly, capturing phrases, underlining others.

Eve watched her. “Now,” Eve said, “the romance. Why her? The age gap is substantial. Seventeen years, by my calculation. The hero is twenty-six. Elora is forty-three. He has two beautiful, willing, uncomplicated women who are his age. Why would he look at their mother and see something those two don’t offer?”

The room went quiet. Liana’s pen stopped.

“Because they’re not her,” I said. “It’s that simple. They’re wonderful. They’re bright, they’re bold, they’re everything a young man could admire. But Elora… Elora knows things they don’t. She has depth they haven’t acquired yet. Because depth takes time, and they’re twenty-two, and twenty-two is not an age known for its surplus of perspective.”

“What kind of depth?” Eve asked.

“The kind that comes from rebuilding. From losing something and deciding, despite the loss, that the world is still worth the effort of loving it. The daughters love the world because it has always been lovable to them. Elora loves it because she chose to, after it stopped being easy.”

Liana was not writing now. She was looking at the manuscript as if it had rearranged itself while she wasn’t watching.

“And her age doesn’t bother him?” Eve pressed. “Twenty years. That’s not a small difference. Village gossip would have opinions. Family would have opinions. The daughters would have opinions, presumably, unless your fictional version is considerably more evolved than most human families I’ve encountered in literature.”

“Age is just time,” I said. “Time is just experience. What matters isn’t the number. It’s what the number contains. Elora’s forty-three years contain things the hero’s twenty-six years don’t, and he wants those things. Not despite the difference. Because of it.”

Eve was very still. Her head tilted slightly, the way owls tilt when they’re processing something that interests them, and the look she gave Liana contained enough understanding to power a small village through the winter.

“I believe,” Eve said carefully, “that we have sufficient material to proceed. Madame Scarlett, your homework is clear. Revise chapter fourteen with particular attention to Elora’s belief. She needs to believe him not because he says the right words but because his actions make the words redundant. The hand on the face, I believe, was mentioned. Along with other… physical demonstrations of sincerity that I will leave to your considerable imagination, which has never been the problem in your manuscripts.”

“We’ll have a draft by the end of the month,” Liana said. Her voice was steady. Her hands were less so.

“Take six weeks,” Eve replied. “Some revisions deserve their own calendar. And Gabriel…” She turned to me. “Thank you for your service. Both kinds. The military kind, which the kingdom appreciates, and the editorial kind, which I appreciate considerably more than professionalism allows me to express.”

The meeting was over, and Liana and I left the building and headed toward Valen and her skybird. She was smiling, her face glowing. Before I could say anything, she threw her arms around me without hesitation, wrapping her wings around me and pressing her breasts against my chest. “Thank you,” she whispered just for me.

“You’re welcome,” I whispered back.

* * *

The sun was dropping by the time Oakwind’s central island took shape ahead, and below the farmhouse waited where it had always waited.

Valen made the final approach without being told. He circled once, a slow banking turn that gave whoever was home time to look up and recognize his wing pattern, and then he dropped toward the yard.

They were waiting. I hadn’t fully landed before the front door flew open and Sabrina came through it. Gabriella followed.

They reached me while I was still unbuckling the saddle girth. Sabrina first, her light blonde wings half-spread for balance, her arms around my neck with enough force to make Valen snort in disapproval. Then Gabriella, her shoulder pressing against her sister’s, her dark blonde hair falling across my chest as she buried her face against me and held on tightly.

“You’re late,” Sabrina said into my shoulder. “We ate without you. Mom made the chicken thing with the herbs and we didn’t save you any because we assumed you were having some kind of romantic picnic with the twins that involved considerably less clothing than propriety recommends.”

“I brought cider,” I said. “The dark ginger. And the cinnamon, because flipping a coin seemed like an abdication of responsibility.”

Gabriella laughed. The sound vibrated against my chest, and something in me loosened that had been tight since the publishing district, maybe longer. Their hands were on my arms, my back, checking that I was real and intact and actually here instead of a letter they’d written to me.

“You read it,” Gabriella said.

“I read it.”

“What did you think?” Sabrina pulled back far enough to look at my face, her blue eyes searching for whatever lived behind my answer.

“It was sweet,” I said. “Both parts. Even the unfinished story about the harpy and the supply drop, which I maintain was not my finest anecdotal hour and should have been allowed to die with dignity.”

“Your letter was sweet too,” Gabriella said. She’d kept one hand on my arm, her fingers warm through the fabric of my sleeve. “The part about the quiet. That was… it was exactly right.”

Sabrina’s teasing expression relaxed. For a moment the woman who turned heads and won pageants and knew exactly how beautiful she was disappeared, and in her place was the sister who had shared a childhood bedroom with Gabriella and understood, in the way only siblings can, what it meant when the house held one person fewer than it was built for.

“We missed you,” she said.

“I missed you too.”

They let go gradually. Sabrina first, stepping back. She reached for the saddlebags, extracting the cider bottles. Gabriella held on a beat longer, her hand finding mine and squeezing once before she released it and moved to help her sister.

I finished with Valen. Water from the clean trough. A brush-down that he tolerated. By the time I’d hung his tack and given him the apple I’d been carrying since Ginger, the sisters had disappeared into the house with the cider.

The yard quieted. Evening settled across the farm. Chickens had gone to roost. The sheep were moving toward their pen of their own accord, which meant someone had been feeding them on schedule. The ordinary mechanics of a place that had kept running in my absence.

I was halfway to the porch when the screen door opened and Angelina stepped out. Unlike the girls, she didn’t run or call. She calmly came down the steps.

She stopped an arm’s length from me. Her honey-blonde hair was tied back, a few strands loose around her face where the day’s work had undone whatever arrangement she’d started with. Her white wings settled against her shoulders, and the way the evening light caught them turned the feathers the color of fresh cream.

“You’re late,” she said.

“I know.”

“Did you have a good time with Olivia and Livia?”

“I did. But I’m glad to be back.”

She smiled then, and the smile reached the corners of her eyes. “I missed you too,” she said.

I drew her close. Her body fit against mine, and when I kissed her there was no secrecy in it, no checking the windows first, no moment of hesitation while we remembered that the rules had changed. Her mouth was soft, her hand coming to my jaw, and when she pulled back her eyes held mine with a steadiness that made the publishing district feel very far away.

“You’re thinking about something,” she said. Her thumb traced the line of my cheekbone, a touch so light I might have imagined it if I hadn’t been watching her hand. “Something that’s sitting behind your eyes and making them do that thing they do when you’re carrying a thought you haven’t decided whether to share.”

“Observant.”

“I’ve had practice. Years of reading your letters and learning which sentences meant what they said and which ones were holding something back.” Her hand dropped to my chest, resting just above the pocket where Sabrina and Gabriella’s letter still lived. “Did anything interesting happen on Ginger Isle? Beyond the obvious, which I assume involved you being thoroughly adored by two redheaded women with questionable boundaries and excellent taste.”

I thought about Liana’s study. About the leather notebook and the wet pen and the phrase I’d glimpsed: Returned from the war with shoulders that. About Eve’s spectacles and the way she’d looked at us when she connected the dots. About twelve notebooks under a locked chest and a woman who wrote happy endings for other people while keeping her own carefully folded between covers.

“I had an interesting day,” I said.

Angelina waited. Her eyes didn’t leave mine, and the patience in them was the same patience that had kept this farm running through six years of war and the uncertain days that followed. The patience of someone who understood that some stories arrived in their own time or not at all.

“Are you going to elaborate?” she asked.

“I made a promise.”

She held my gaze for three heartbeats. Then she nodded, and her hand found mine and squeezed. “Then keep it,” she said.

We walked to the house together. Her shoulder touched mine with each step.


Chapter 12

Iwoke to an empty bed and the sound of a shovel striking dirt. I lay there for a moment, listening to the farm’s morning sounds: the chickens, the distant bleat of sheep, the steady scrape of metal against earth. I got out of bed and got dressed. I headed downstairs. The kitchen smelled of fresh bread and tea. I poured myself a cup and carried it outside, where the eastern fields spread green and gold beneath a sky so clear it looked freshly washed.

Angelina stood at the vegetable garden’s edge, her honey-blonde hair tied back, her white wings folded neatly against the simple work dress she wore for mornings like this. The shovel moved in her hands.

“You’re supposed to be sleeping,” I said.

She didn’t look up. “The carrots won’t weed themselves.”

“They’ve managed this long without your supervision. I think they’ll survive another day.”

Now she looked at me, one eyebrow raised. “The east fence needs checking after that wind last night. The chicken coop door is sticking again. The well pulley’s making that sound, you know the one, and if we don’t grease it today, it’ll seize by tomorrow and then we’ll be hauling water by hand, which neither of us wants to do in this heat.”

I sipped my tea and waited for her to finish.

“And the north field’s ready for the second planting, which means we need to turn the soil before the end of the week, and Sabrina promised to help but Sabrina also promised to help with the laundry last month and I’m still finding socks in places socks have no business being, so forgive me if I’m prioritizing tasks that actually get completed when assigned to people who remember they were assigned.”

“Done?” I asked.

“For now.”

“Good. Because you’re taking the day off.”

She set the shovel against the garden fence. “Gabriel.”

“Angelina.”

“I have work to do.”

“You have work every day. Today it can wait.”

“I don’t take days off.”

“Today you do.”

We stood there in the morning light, me holding my tea, her holding whatever remained of her resistance, and I could see the moment it cracked.

“I spent the last several days on Ginger Isle,” I said. “With Olivia and Livia. I had them to myself. Now I want you to myself. Just for today. Is that unreasonable?”

She wiped her hands on her apron. “Where would we go?”

“Nowhere elaborate. I’m not flying you to Eden Isle for champagne and harp music. I’m taking you to that spot by the western edge where the grass is soft and the view makes the chickens look philosophical.”

That got a smile. “The chickens are many things. Philosophical isn’t one of them.”

“They have their moments.”

“But this evening, I’ll be taking you out for dinner,” she said confidently.

“Where?”

“It will be a surprise. The girls know already, so no need to tell them.”

“I guess we have a deal then.”

She untied her apron. “Give me ten minutes to change.”

“Take fifteen. I need to pack food.”

The kitchen yielded bread, cheese, early apples from the cold cellar, and a bottle of the dark ginger cider I’d brought back from Ginger Isle. I wrapped everything in a cloth and tucked the bottle into my saddlebag.

When I returned to the yard, Sabrina and Gabriella were taking care of Sora. They had a bucket of water nearby, several sponges and soap.

“Day off?” I asked.

Sabrina glanced up, her light blonde wings shifting as she reached for a sponge. “Not really, Sora needs a bath, and my lovely, favorite sister is helping me.”

Angelina came from the house wearing a dress I hadn’t seen before: pale blue, simple, with a neckline that followed the curve of her collarbone. Her hair was loose, falling past her shoulders in waves the color of honey caught in sunlight, and for a moment I forgot what I was supposed to be doing.

“You’re staring,” she said.

“I’m appreciating. There’s a difference.”

“The difference being that appreciation doesn’t typically involve standing motionless with a saddlebag in one hand and your mouth slightly open.”

“Noted. I’ll work on my appreciation face.”

We walked west, across the rolling fields that bordered the farm, following the worn path that led to the island’s edge. The grass grew taller here, wilder, studded with late-spring flowers that released their scent when our legs brushed through them. At the western boundary, where the land dropped away into open sky, the ground flattened into a natural shelf large enough for two people to sit comfortably with their legs dangling over nothing.

I spread the cloth. Angelina sat beside me, close enough that her wing brushed my arm, and for a while we said nothing. Below us, the channel between islands stretched blue and empty, and beyond it other floating landmasses hung in the distance.

“This is nice,” Angelina said. “Simple. No planning, no grand gestures. Just food and a view.”

“That’s the idea. I’m done with grand gestures for a while. They’re exhausting and someone usually ends up with a sprained ankle.”

She laughed and took my hand. “You know,” she said, “I used to lie awake worrying about the moment Sabrina or Gabriella would walk in and find us. Now I catch myself hoping they will, just so I can watch their faces when they realize I’m not embarrassed anymore.”

“Progress,” I said.

“Revolution. Six weeks ago I would have jumped out the window if Sabrina had caught me kissing you. Now I’d probably ask her to pass the salt.”

I opened the cider and poured two cups. The ginger smell rose between us. “How’s the new bedroom? Really.”

She leaned against me, her head finding the hollow between my shoulder and chest. “It’s perfect. The bed doesn’t creak. The wardrobe actually closes. I wake up in the morning and for three seconds I have no idea where I am, and then I remember that you built me a room because you love me and also because you wanted to sleep with me without worrying about structural integrity, and it’s the strangest, most wonderful feeling I’ve ever had.”

“I had practical considerations.”

“Practical considerations. Right. That’s why you carved our initials into the bedpost.”

“I was ensuring proper documentation of ownership. Military habit.”

She kissed me then, her mouth warm from the cider, and when she pulled back her eyes held mine. “Tell me about Ginger Isle,” she said. “About Olivia and Livia. Not the parts I already know. The parts you figured out while you were there.”

I tore a piece of bread and considered the question. “Olivia is exactly what she appears to be, which is rare. What you see is what she is: bold, restless, incapable of sitting still for more than five minutes unless something genuinely interests her, and when it does, she focuses with an intensity that would frighten most military commanders. She says whatever she’s thinking. There’s no filter, no calculation. It’s… refreshing.”

“And Livia?”

“Livia watches. She sees everything. You can have a conversation with ten people in a room and Livia will be the one who notices the eleventh person’s expression change when a name is mentioned. She’s quieter, but not because she has less to say. She’s quieter because she’s gathering data. And when she does speak, it’s usually the thing everyone else was circling without quite reaching.”

Angelina nodded. “They balance each other.”

“They do. But it’s more than that. They chose each other, every day, in a thousand small ways. The way Olivia reaches for Livia’s hand when they’re walking. The way Livia anticipates what Olivia needs before Olivia asks. They’ve built something between them that doesn’t rely on external validation. It just exists, the way this farm exists: because someone decided it should, and then worked to keep it standing.”

We ate. The cheese was sharp, the apples crisp, and the cider warmed its way through me.

“I never imagined this,” Angelina said quietly. “Any of it. When you left for the war, I pictured you coming home to the same farm, the same routines, maybe a wife eventually if you found someone who could tolerate your stubbornness. I never pictured Sabrina and Gabriella happier than I’ve seen them in years. I never pictured Olivia and Livia becoming part of your life, part of ours. I certainly never pictured myself sitting on the edge of an island with your arm around me, drinking cider and talking about the women you love as if it’s the most ordinary conversation in the world.”

“Does it worry you?” I asked. “The changes. All of them, together. Does it ever feel like too much?”

She was quiet for a moment. Her hand found mine again, her thumb tracing the line of my knuckles.

“Sometimes,” she said. “In the dark, when the house is quiet and my mind decides it’s time to catalog every possible thing that could go wrong. But those moments are rare, and they’re getting rarer. What I’m more afraid of is going back to the years when life was mostly waiting and enduring. When happiness was something that happened to other people, in other houses, and my job was to keep the roof patched and the accounts balanced and hope that someday the waiting would end.”

She turned to look at me. “I’ve stopped thinking of affection as something that becomes smaller when it’s shared. It doesn’t work that way. The more you give, the more there is. I don’t understand the mathematics of it, but I’ve lived it.”

I kissed her forehead. “Sabrina would consider that official permission for me to cause trouble. Just so you’re aware.”

“Sabrina requires no encouragement whatsoever. The child was born causing trouble.”

We laughed. The serious conversation drifted away on the breeze, replaced by stories about my childhood. The cider bottle emptied. The food disappeared. The sun moved across the sky until the western light turned the channel below us the color of burnished copper, and Angelina’s head rested against my shoulder.

“We should head back,” she said eventually. “Before the girls return and decide we’ve eloped.”

“We haven’t eloped. We’ve picnicked. There’s a difference.”

“The difference being that eloping involves considerably more planning and marginally less cheese.”

We gathered the remains of the meal and walked back across the fields, her hand in mine, the farm growing larger ahead of us with each step.

* * *

The farmhouse welcomed us back. The girls were still washing Sora and dressing her up. Angelina’s hand slipped from mine as we reached the porch steps, and she turned toward the kitchen.

“I should change,” she said. “Can I get your opinion?”

“Of course.” I followed her to her bedroom where she tried on a dress. She let the dress fall. It pooled at her feet, pale blue against the dark floorboards. Her back was to me still, her honey-blonde hair loose down her spine, her white wings shifting as she reached for the loose shirt hanging from the bedpost.

I watched her. I had earned the right to watch her, and the sight of her, the curve of her waist, the strength in her shoulders, the way her wings settled against her skin when she moved, was something I still cataloged each time as if I might forget the details between viewings.

She pulled the shirt on and turned. “Better?”

“Marginally less dangerous to local property values.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment coming from a man whose idea of courtship involved repairing a roof before mentioning he wanted to share my bed.”

“I have priorities. Structural integrity comes before romantic declaration. It’s in the manual.”

“Which manual?”

“The one they didn’t give you because you were busy raising children instead of learning how to patch holes in things that people shoot arrows through.”

She was smiling, and it occurred to me, not for the first time, how much had changed between us since I came home. The woman who had once given me a place to belong had become someone I loved, and somehow the change felt more natural with every passing day.

While she finished dressing, pulling on her trousers beneath the loose shirt, I wandered to the bookshelf beside the window. Angelina had always read, at least for as long as I’d known her. I could recall her sitting by lamplight with a book open across her lap while Sabrina and Gabriella slept, her finger moving along the lines the way mine had once moved along bowstrings, with focus and something approaching reverence.

The shelf held the usual assortment. Farming guides. Herbal compendiums. A few works of fiction whose spines had been softened by handling. My hand moved along them idly, and then stopped.

Madame Scarlett. The name leapt from a spine the way a familiar face leaps from a crowd. I pulled the book free. The cover was simple: a woman’s hand resting on a man’s shoulder, the art suggestive without being explicit, the title something about coming home.

I set it on the shelf and reached for the next one. Madame Scarlett again. And the next. And the next. Five volumes, arranged in publication order if the dates on the spines were accurate, and my brain performed the arithmetic of someone recalculating everything he thought he knew about the room he was standing in.

“Find anything interesting?” Angelina asked.

I turned. She had finished dressing and was watching me from beside the bed, one hand braced against the bedpost, and the expression on her face was the one I had seen her use on merchants who attempted to overcharge for seed.

“Just browsing,” I said.

“Browsing specifically, or browsing generally?”

“Specifically. I noticed an author. Madame Scarlett. The name caught my eye.”

Something moved behind her eyes. A fractional tightening.

“Do you like her?” I asked carefully. The way you approach something that might be wired to explode.

Angelina considered the question. “Yes. I like her writing. It’s… thoughtful. For the genre.”

“How many have you read?”

Another pause. “All of them. Every book she’s published.”

I set the fifth volume on the shelf and turned fully toward her. “All of them.”

“Yes.”

“Every single one.”

“Gabriel.” Her voice had acquired an edge. “Why are you asking me this?”

“Because I’m curious. About your reading habits. It’s a normal question between people who share a bedroom and occasionally discuss literature.”

“We don’t occasionally discuss literature. We discuss roof repairs and whether the chickens are plotting against us. Literature has never featured in our conversational repertoire, which makes this sudden interest in Liana statistically anomalous at best and suspicious at worst.”

I crossed my arms. She crossed hers. We stood six feet apart in a bedroom that suddenly felt several degrees warmer than the temperature warranted, and the silence between us had weight and texture and the distinct quality of two people who had independently stumbled upon the same secret and were now determining whether acknowledging it constituted betrayal.

“Liana,” I said.

Angelina went very still. “What about her?”

“You said her name. Just now.”

“I did no such thing.”

“You absolutely did. Your exact response was ‘which makes this sudden interest in Liana statistically anomalous at best and suspicious at worst.’”

“This is absurd.”

“It is. Thoroughly absurd. We’re standing in a bedroom arguing over what you just said while both of us know something the other shouldn’t know, and neither of us wants to be the person who says it first.”

She sat down on the edge of the bed. The movement had the careful control of someone navigating a ship through narrow waters. “How long have you known?”

“Known what?”

“Don’t. Just… don’t. How long?”

“I could ask you the same question.”

“I asked first.”

“Childish.”

“Effective.”

I sat beside her. The mattress was firm, newer than anything else in the house, and it occurred to me that I had bought this bed without knowing the woman who would sleep in it had been reading erotic fiction about older women and younger men for what appeared to be several years.

“Liana told me,” Angelina said. The words came quietly, as if speaking them above a certain volume might summon the woman in question through the window. “Years ago. She’s my closest friend. We’ve known each other since before you were born. When she started writing, she needed someone to talk to about it, and I was… available. Willing, curious, if I’m being honest. I’ve read every book. I know about the publishing, the editor, the pen name. Everything. As far as Liana knew, Olivia and Livia had no idea about any of it. She’s kept that part of her life separate from them for years.”

She looked at me. “Your turn.”

“Liana trusted me. During my stay. I learned about the publishing. The pen name. The manuscript she’s working on. The twins did know she writes. They found the notebooks years ago. They told me about them, but the publishing… that came from Liana.”

Relief moved across Angelina’s face. “So she told you herself.”

“Yes.”

“Good. That’s… good. I was afraid for a moment that you’d discovered it some other way. She’s guarded that part of her life for years.”

I stood and returned to the bookshelf. Now that the pretense had collapsed, I examined the collection with more interest. Five volumes. Each cover more polished than the last, the titles growing bolder, the artwork increasingly confident. I pulled the most recent one free and opened it to a random page.

The hero was twenty-six. The heroine was forty-three. The scene involved a garden, a conversation about age, and a hand on a face that felt familiar in ways I wasn’t prepared to examine while standing in Angelina’s bedroom.

I turned another page. Another hero, different name, same demographic. Twenty-something. War veteran, in several cases. Returning home to find himself drawn to women outside the expected range, women with histories, with competence, with the steadiness that comes from having rebuilt something more than once.

I set the book down and turned slowly toward Angelina.

She was watching me. Her cheeks had acquired a color that closely matched the late afternoon light coming through the window, and her hands were folded in her lap. “So,” she said. “You and Liana.”

“There is no ‘you and Liana.’ There’s a conversation. A professional collaboration. A manuscript I helped with because she asked and I apparently can’t say no to redheaded women who need things fixed.”

Angelina studied me. “How did it happen? How does a woman who has kept this secret from everyone, including her own daughters, decide to trust you with it after knowing you for what, a week?”

“It wasn’t planned. I walked past her study. Heard her writing. Asked what she was working on. She evaded. I pressed gently. She admitted it was fiction. I asked what kind. She said romance. I asked to see it. She showed me. Somewhere in that sequence, the fact that I was standing in her house dating her daughters while reading her erotic manuscript about a war veteran became the least complicated element of the situation, and we just… kept going.”

“You asked to see it.”

“I did.”

“Bold.”

“Curious. There’s a difference.”

“The difference being that curiosity doesn’t typically involve requesting access to your lover’s mother’s private writing.”

I sat beside her. The mattress dipped beneath our weight, and the proximity made the conversation feel both more intimate and more dangerous. “She was stuck with a manuscript. There was a scene she couldn’t finish because she didn’t believe it, and if the author doesn’t believe it, the reader never will. She asked for my perspective. On the hero. On why he would want the older heroine when he had two younger women who adored him. I answered. She wrote. The editor approved. It was… it was just a conversation between two adults about a fictional scenario.”

“And what did you tell her? About why her hero would want the older heroine?”

I looked at her. “I can’t answer that.”

“Because you promised.”

“Yes.”

Something moved across her face then. Her hand found mine on the mattress between us, and her fingers curled around my knuckles with a gentleness that caught me off guard.

“Good,” she said.

“Good?”

“That you kept your promise. Even to me. Especially to me. It’s… it’s the right thing. The hard thing, sometimes, but the right thing.”

“Your turn,” I said. “What has Liana told you about me?”

Angelina’s smile acquired edges. “That’s classified.”

“Classified.”

“Yes. Under the same provisions that prevent you from discussing manuscript details. Friend confidentiality. Sacred, inviolable, and considerably older than whatever promise you made yesterday,” she said with a smile. “But … you’ll know later.”

“I don’t like that cryptic tone.”

She giggled. “Better get used to it.”

We were both smiling now. The tension had shifted from something heavy to something lighter, a game rather than a confrontation.

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll ask a different question. What have you observed? Not what she told you. What you’ve seen with your own eyes, in your own house, when Liana didn’t know you were watching.”

Angelina considered this. Her thumb traced a circle on the back of my hand, and I could see her weighing each word before releasing it.

“She asks about you. More often than she used to. How are you settling in? Is the farm work what you expected? Does military discipline translate to agricultural patience? Normal things, until you notice she’s asked them three times in two conversations.”

“That could mean anything.”

“It could. It could also mean nothing. But then there’s the way she listens when I talk about us. About you and me. She leans forward. Her eyes don’t leave my face. She remembers details I mention once and brings them up again later.”

“She’s your friend. Friends pay attention.”

“They do. They don’t typically memorize the exact date you first kissed your lover, or the specific way you described his hands the first time he touched you without asking permission first.”

I stared at her. “You told her that?” I already had an idea after the night at the twins and their magical binoculars.

“I tell her everything. That’s what friends do. The difference is that most friends respond with supportive noises and change the subject. Liana responds with questions. Detailed questions. About your hands. About your mouth. About whether military service leaves marks on a man’s capacity for tenderness, and if so, what kind, and whether those marks are visible or something you feel rather than see.”

The room felt several degrees warmer. I became acutely aware of Angelina’s thigh against mine, of the fact that we were discussing another woman’s interest in me while sitting on the bed where that interest had, until recently, belonged exclusively to her.

“Do you find her attractive?” she asked.

The question arrived without warning, direct in the way only Angelina could be direct, and I answered before my brain had time to construct a diplomatic alternative. “Yes.”

“Just attractive? Or something more specific?”

“Attractive covers the territory. She’s a beautiful woman. You know that. Everyone knows that. Olivia and Livia didn’t get those faces from migratory storks.”

Angelina was smiling.

“Why are you smiling?” I asked.

“I’m happy,” she said. “That’s all. Two people I love have become friends. It’s a simple thing. Nothing complicated about it.”

The simplicity she described and the complexity radiating from her smile were galaxies apart, and we both knew it.

“We’re going out tonight,” she said abruptly.

“You told me … A surprise, right?”

“Yes. Sabrina and Gabriella promised me a dinner alone with you. Actual food, prepared by someone else, on plates I don’t have to wash.”

She stood and smoothed her shirt with both hands, and the movement carried the particular finality of someone who had said everything she intended to say on a subject and was now moving to the next item on the agenda.

“Dress properly,” she said.

She kissed me, and then she left.

I sat on the edge of the bed and listened to her footsteps move down the hallway toward the kitchen, and the silence she left behind contained several questions I wasn’t sure I wanted answered, and one certainty I was increasingly unable to ignore: whatever Angelina had planned for this evening, spontaneity had nothing to do with it.

* * *

The restaurant occupied the upper floor of a white stone building on an island whose name I hadn’t bothered to learn because Angelina was flying and I was following. Valen carried me. Angelina’s skybird carried her.

We landed in a public paddock where a harpy attendant took our mounts. Angelina straightened my collar with both hands, her fingers warm against my neck.

“You’re enjoying this,” I said.

“I’m enjoying a night off the farm. There’s a difference.”

“The difference being that nights off the farm typically don’t involve you adjusting my shirt with the focus of a general inspecting troops before a parade.”

“Consider it quality control. I have standards.”

She laughed and took my arm, and we walked toward the restaurant together, her wing brushing my shoulder with each step, and the ordinary pleasure of being beside her on a warm evening should have been enough to occupy my full attention. It wasn’t. Something about her manner suggested that dinner was merely the opening movement of whatever symphony she had composed for the evening.

The restaurant was intimate without being precious. Stone walls, wooden beams, tables spaced far enough apart that conversations remained private without feeling isolated. Candles in glass holders cast a light that softened everything it touched, and the smell of thyme and rosemary reached us before the host did.

Angelina gave her name. The host, a woman with wings the color of aged parchment, consulted a ledger and smiled in a way that suggested the reservation had been made well in advance and possibly accompanied by specific instructions.

“Right this way,” she said.

We followed. The table waited in a corner near a window that offered a view of the channel between islands, dark now except for the navigation lights of occasional skybirds passing in the distance. It was a good table, and I was halfway through appreciating Angelina’s forethought when I noticed the third place setting.

Three chairs. Three sets of cutlery. Three wine glasses, arranged in a triangle that left no ambiguity about the intended occupancy.

“There’s a third chair,” I said.

“Observant.”

“Why is there a third chair?”

“Because some tables come with three chairs. It’s a design choice.”

“Angelina.”

She was saved from elaboration by the sound of the host’s voice, directing someone toward our corner of the room. I turned.

Liana stood at the edge of the dining area, one hand on the back of an empty chair, and the expression on her face belonged to someone who had walked into a room expecting one thing and found something else entirely. She was dressed for an evening out: a deep green dress that followed the curves I had been trying very hard not to notice since repairing her shed, her auburn wings settled against her back.

She looked at Angelina. Then at me. Then at the third place setting, and she looked as surprised as I did.

“You didn’t,” she said.

Angelina smiled. “I invited my closest friend to dinner. I invited the man I love to dinner. Both invitations were entirely sincere. The fact that I may have omitted certain details regarding the guest list falls under the category of strategic omission rather than outright deception.”

Liana tried her hardest not to blush and failed. She looked at me demurely, and I looked at her. Internally, I thanked Angelina. I wasn’t against this at all, and I had a feeling neither was Liana.

I sat down. Liana watched me, and I saw the relief of someone who had been standing alone on a ledge and suddenly found company, and then she sat too, her blush still present.

The waiter arrived. Wine was ordered. Menus were presented. The ordinary mechanics of a restaurant evening established themselves around us, and through it all I watched Angelina with the growing certainty that every word out of her mouth for the next hour would be engineered with the precision of a siege weapon.

She began innocently enough. The food. The wine. Questions about Ginger Isle that Liana answered with the ease of someone discussing neutral territory.

“He knows that I know,” she said. “About your publishing career.”

Liana looked at both of us. “Well, I told him, so it’s okay. But don’t let Sabrina or Gabriella know, especially not Sabrina.”

Angelina chuckled. “Don’t worry.”

Liana relaxed, her laugh arriving more readily, her eyes finding mine across the table without the calculation that had been there at the shed, at the study, at every interaction since I’d learned her secret.

She was different here. Away from her farm, away from Olivia and Livia, away from the identity of someone’s mother that she wore with such competence it had become difficult to see the woman beneath it. Here, in candlelight, with wine warming her cheeks and Angelina’s teasing giving her permission to be something other than responsible, Liana stepped out in fragments: playful, quick, capable of turning Angelina’s barbs back on her with a precision that made Angelina laugh in a way I hadn’t heard in years.

“She’s been like this since we were twenty,” Angelina told me, nodding toward Liana. “The village terror. My accomplice in crimes the local council is still discovering evidence of. There was a harvest festival incident involving cider, a borrowed skybird, and three merchants who remain convinced they were visited by the same woman wearing different hats.”

“The hats were a necessary disguise,” Liana said. “The cider was your idea. The skybird was collateral damage in a campaign of agricultural espionage that you orchestrated.”

“I didn’t steal it. I relocated it. For its own protection. That pumpkin was clearly stressed. Its stem was wilting.”

“Its stem was wilting because you’d carried it across two islands in a saddlebag not designed for vegetable transport.”

They were off. Stories I had never heard, from a life Angelina had lived before I existed, with a woman who had been her partner in whatever passed for trouble when trouble was measured in festival pranks rather than battlefield survival. I listened. I laughed. I poured more wine when glasses emptied, and somewhere in the second bottle, I realized that Liana and I were talking directly: about the owl quarter, about Valen, about the satisfaction of fixing something broken and watching it hold, and Angelina had fallen silent, watching us with the quiet pleasure of a gardener who has just witnessed a seedling take root in soil she prepared.

“She’s good for you,” Angelina said later, when Liana had excused herself to speak with the host about something involving the bill. “Both of you. Together. You balance each other in ways I noticed the first time you stood in my kitchen arguing about shed beams like people who had known each other for years instead of days.”

“You noticed a lot of things,” I said.

“I’ve known you for years. Noticing things is the job description. The fact that I occasionally use those notices to arrange dinners without full disclosure is merely a professional extension of core competencies.”

“When did you decide to set this up?”

“After the race, during a night when Liana admitted to liking you. I know she hasn’t been loved for years, so I thought of it as a friendly deed.”

Another woman in my love life. I wasn’t complaining, and Angelina chuckled when she saw my smile.

Liana returned. Her cheeks were flushed from wine, and when she sat down, her hand brushed mine on the tablecloth, accidental, and neither of us moved to correct it.

The evening held us. The restaurant emptied around us in the gradual way that good restaurants empty, without urgency. We talked about ordinary things: the ginger harvest, whether Valen would tolerate a second skybird in the paddock.

And through it all, Angelina watched us with the expression of someone who had planted a garden in difficult soil and was now, against reasonable expectation, seeing flowers.

* * *

The plates had been cleared. The wine glasses held the last half-inch of whatever remained. The restaurant had quieted. Other tables stood empty. The candles burned lower.

Angelina set her napkin beside her plate. “I should go,” she said. “You two know the way back without me.”

She turned to Liana and embraced her, arms around shoulders, cheek against cheek, the closeness of women who had shared secrets and burdens. Angelina whispered something. I couldn’t hear it. Whatever it was made Liana’s eyes close briefly, and when they opened, they were wet.

Then she embraced me. “Enjoy the rest of your evening,” she said, planting a kiss on my cheek.

Then she was moving toward the door, her white wings settled against her back. The restaurant door closed behind her. Through the window, I watched her mount her skybird, and then she was gone into the dark, a pale shape against deeper darkness, and the space she left behind was both emptier and fuller than it had been before she named it.

I sat there. Liana sat across from me.

The realization arrived slowly, assembling itself from fragments I hadn’t known I was collecting. She had wanted me today. Then she had given me away tonight. Not because she didn’t want me, but because wanting me and sharing me had become, in her calculus, compatible equations rather than contradictions, especially with her best friend.

I looked at Liana. The candle between us guttered, sending a brief shadow across her face before steadying, and in that momentary dark I saw the woman who had written about hands on faces and the courage of standing in quiet spaces without words, and when the light returned, she was watching me with an expression that contained more hope than I believed I deserved.

“She’s always been like this,” Liana said. “Since we were girls. Angelina decides she knows what’s best for someone, and then she arranges it with the subtlety of a harpy delivering tax notices.”

“She had plenty of practice with me when I was younger,” I said. “I was a child who required considerable management whenever I was around. She developed skills.”

“She developed something between diplomacy and benevolent dictatorship. It’s impressive and terrifying in equal measure.”

“Mostly terrifying.”

“Mostly.”

We smiled at each other across the ruined geometry of a dinner that had been orchestrated without our consent and had somehow, against every tactical prediction, produced exactly what its architect intended.

The restaurant was nearly empty now. A waiter moved between distant tables, extinguishing candles that had burned beyond usefulness, and the sound of his footsteps provided a rhythm to the silence that had settled between Liana and me.

“You haven’t left,” I said.

She looked at me. “Neither have you,” she said.

The invitation, when it came, arrived without surprise. “Come to the farm,” she said. “Tonight. My daughters are staying with friends. The house is empty. We can… talk. Properly. Without manuscripts or promises or the brand of well-intentioned interference that Angelina specializes in.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Talk.”

“Talk is the socially acceptable term for whatever happens when two adults who have been circling each other finally stop circling. Yes.”

“And if I’m more interested in whatever than the talking?”

Her smile reached her eyes then. “Then the whatever has my enthusiastic support, provided we establish certain parameters regarding my daughters’ potential return timeline, which is tomorrow afternoon at the earliest, which gives us fourteen hours to determine whether fiction and reality can occupy the same space without structural collapse.”

I stood and offered her my hand across the table. She took it, her fingers warm against mine, and the contact carried none of the hesitation that had been there at the shed, at the study, at every interaction where the space between us had been measured in careful inches rather than the reckless abandon of people who had run out of reasons to measure.

“Your farm,” I said. “Lead the way, Madame Scarlett. I hear the heroine’s garden is particularly convincing this time of year.”

She laughed, and the sound filled the emptying restaurant, and as we walked toward the door together, her hand in mine and the night waiting beyond the glass, I found myself hoping for things … that the road ahead would justify the journey, that the destination would be worth every mile, and that the woman beside me, with the courage of someone who had written happy endings for other people while keeping her own carefully folded between covers, might finally believe she deserved one of her own.


Chapter 13

Night flying changed everything about distance. The islands that took an hour in daylight stretched into something longer and quieter after dark, the channels between them gone from blue to black, the navigation lights of occasional skybirds the only confirmation that the world below still held the shape I remembered.

I flew on Valen, and Liana flew ahead on her skybird. She had insisted on flying separately. “My daughters,” she had said at the paddock. “They have friends on three islands between here and home. Friends who notice things. Friends who report things. Friends who would find the sight of their mother sharing a saddle with a man considerably more interesting than the sight of their mother flying home alone after a dinner that ended at a perfectly reasonable hour.”

So we flew apart, far enough that from the ground we would appear to be two travelers bound for the same destination by coincidence rather than design. When we wanted to talk, one of us would close the distance for a few minutes before separating again. The arrangement was sensible. It also gave me alone time with my thoughts, which under the circumstances was either a gift or a tactical error of significant proportions.

Her voice reached me first. “Gabriel.” Then, when I turned Valen to close the gap between us, “Did you tell her what’s in the book?”

“I didn’t,” I said. “I promised you. The manuscript stays between us. That includes Angelina, regardless of how many of your books she’s collected on her bedroom shelf.”

Liana’s skybird adjusted its wingbeat. The navigation lantern swung, sending a brief arc of yellow light across the darkness between us. “She has my books?”

“Several of them. Arranged by publication date. The spines are worn. Someone’s been reading them more than once.”

She smiled. “Of course, she has.”

“She has an exceptional memory when it comes to you. The literature is secondary.”

We flew in silence for a moment, and ahead the first navigation beacons of Ginger Isle’s outlying cottages appeared as pinpricks of warm light against the dark.

“Angelina’s the only one,” Liana said eventually. “The only person in my life, besides the owls, who knows the full truth. And now I know Olivia and Livia found the notebooks years ago, thanks to you. They know I write. They think it’s a private hobby, stories I keep to myself because the idea of their mother writing about…” She paused. “Well. You’ve seen the notebooks.”

“I have. They’re very thorough. Your attention to anatomical detail is impressive.”

“Gabriel.”

“I’m complimenting your craft. It’s what supportive co-conspirators do.”

She laughed, and for a moment the night felt less like something we were moving through and more like something we were sharing.

“They don’t know about the publishing,” she continued. “The pen name. The fact that Madame Scarlett has readers on islands I’ve never visited. I’ve kept that separate. My professional life and my maternal life, divided by a door I lock when I need to be one or the other. It’s worked. Mostly.”

The farm was visible now, a darker shape against the dark, the windows of the main house unlit. Olivia and Livia’s cottage showed a single lamp in what I guessed was the kitchen, probably left burning for their return. They were staying with friends until tomorrow afternoon, which meant Liana’s cover story about dinner with Angelina wouldn’t face scrutiny until then. Small mercies.

“Did she know?” I asked. The question had been forming since the restaurant, since the moment Liana walked in and the surprise on her face told me everything about how thoroughly Angelina had engineered the evening. “About your feelings. Before tonight. Did you tell her?”

Liana’s skybird banked, bringing her closer. “When you stayed with the twins, we sat on her porch. I told her that whatever I’d been feeling about you had stopped being hypothetical. That I wanted you. Actually wanted you, not as a character in a story or a convenient fantasy, but as a real man. I trusted her not to interfere. I trusted her to keep it between us, the way she’s kept every other secret I’ve ever given her. And then she arranged a dinner with three chairs and the smile of a woman who has just solved a problem she wasn’t asked to solve.”

“She did you a favor then … Moving you away from fiction.”

“Well, I’m considering the appropriate revenge. Something involving cider and a borrowed skybird. Historic precedent suggests it will be effective.”

I laughed. Valen felt it and flicked an ear backward, his version of commentary on the humans he carried and their inexplicable behavior.

“And yet,” I said, “you invited me home. After the dinner. After the ambush. After everything. You looked at me across that table and asked me to come to your farm, and the only person who put those words in your mouth was you.”

She was quiet for a long moment. Her skybird had slowed, matching Valen’s pace, and the distance between us had narrowed to the point where conversation no longer required raised voices.

“I might owe her a thank you,” Liana said finally. “A small one. Delivered at volume significantly below the threshold of gracious acknowledgment.”

“Noted. I’ll ensure the message is conveyed with the appropriate lack of enthusiasm.”

We were descending now, the island rising to meet us, the farmyard taking shape below: the toolshed, the porch, the ginger fields stretching dark toward the eastern boundary. Liana’s skybird dropped first, landing. I followed on Valen, circling once to give the paddock a proper approach, and when my boots hit dirt, the farm felt different.

Not because it had changed. Because I had. Because the woman walking toward me across the yard had just removed the last piece of uncertainty between us with five words delivered to the night sky, and whatever happened next would happen because we chose it, not because Angelina arranged it or manuscripts suggested it or fiction provided a convenient roadmap.

Liana stood at the paddock gate, her auburn wings settled against her back, the green dress she’d worn to dinner now just a darker shape against the dark. “They’re at the cottage,” she said. “We have the house to ourselves until tomorrow afternoon.”

“We have most of the night,” I said.

“Most of the night,” she agreed. “To determine whether the woman who writes these stories and the woman who lives this life can occupy the same skin without one of them setting the other on fire.”

I untacked Valen. He snorted once, a sound that contained his complete assessment of the evening’s proceedings, and then he was moving toward the water trough.

Liana waited. Her hand found mine as we walked toward the house, and the contact was warm and certain and entirely free of the calculation that had been there every other time we’d touched.

* * *

We stepped inside the farmhouse. I had been here dozens of times. I had repaired the shed beam. I had sat at this table for breakfast, lunch, dinner. But I had never been here like this: Just a man and a woman walking into a quiet house at night because they wanted to, and the wanting hung in the air between us with a weight that made the old floorboards seem suddenly insufficient for the task of bearing us.

Liana lit a lamp. The warm light reached the kitchen. She moved to the cold cellar and emerged with a bottle of cider, the dark ginger kind I’d brought from my last visit, and the sight of her reaching for glasses in the cabinet above the sink carried a domestic certainty that made my chest tighten in a way I hadn’t expected.

“Congratulations,” she said, pouring two glasses. “You have finally entered my house without being assigned immediate manual labor. This may be a personal record.”

“I’ve been assigned plenty of labor,” I said, accepting the glass she handed me. “You invited me specifically to spend the night. That’s considerably more involved than repairing a shed beam, and the liability waivers are substantially more complex.”

She raised her glass. “To shed beams,” she said. “Without which we might never have discovered that the man who fixes them also has opinions about comma placement and the unrealistic durability of fictional thighs.”

We drank. The cider was cold and sharp and exactly what the evening required, and when I set my glass down, Liana was watching me over the rim of hers with an expression that contained more warmth than challenge.

“We should probably address it,” she said. “The daughters. Olivia and Livia. You’re already involved with both of them. Deeply involved, based on the volume of giggling that emanates from their cottage whenever you visit.”

“I’m aware of the giggles. I’ve contributed to them.”

“I’m aware you’ve contributed. That’s rather the point.” She set her glass down and leaned against the counter, her arms crossed. “I’m not suddenly becoming shy about wanting you, Gabriel. The shyness, if you can call it that, comes from the fact that I have spent the last six years writing stories about women like me falling for men like you, and the brand of embarrassment available to someone whose fiction has just become her reality is considerably more specific than ordinary romantic hesitation.”

“You’re embarrassed because Madame Scarlett basically predicted your future.”

“I’m embarrassed because Madame Scarlett’s heroines are considerably more eloquent than I am at the moment, and the discrepancy is professionally concerning.”

I laughed. “I could provide notes. From the consumer perspective. The hero’s dialogue feels a bit polished sometimes. Real men fumble. They say the wrong thing. They compare eyes to weather phenomena.”

“I’ll take that under advisement. The hero of my next novel will be considerably less flattering. He’ll snore. He’ll leave boots in doorways. He’ll have a scar in a location that makes certain activities logistically challenging.”

“You’ve thought about the logistics.”

“Gabriel.”

“I’m admiring your thoroughness. It’s what supportive co-conspirators do.”

She pushed off from the counter and moved toward the sitting room, her auburn wings shifting against the green dress with each step, and I followed because following her had become the default setting of whatever part of my brain made decisions when she was in the room.

The sitting room was warmer than the kitchen, the stone hearth holding the day’s residual heat, the lamps casting long shadows across the worn rug. Liana’s writing desk stood in the corner beside the window, the surface orderly in the way of spaces that served multiple purposes: account ledgers, gardening notes, a stack of papers that might have been invoices or might have been something considerably more interesting. And beside them, on the small shelf mounted on the wall above the desk, sat five books with spines I recognized.

I stopped. Liana, halfway to the hearth, turned when she realized I wasn’t following.

“You have your own books,” I said.

“Authors typically do. It’s considered poor form to publish without retaining at least one copy for personal reference, though the etiquette on displaying them in one’s own home remains somewhat nebulous.”

I crossed to the bookshelf and pulled the most recent volume free. The cover was simple: a woman’s hand resting on a man’s shoulder, the title something about coming home. I turned it over in my hands, feeling the weight of it, the solidity of something that had traveled from Liana’s pen to an owl’s press to bookshops on islands she had never visited, and the ordinary miracle of that journey suddenly seemed worth acknowledging in the way that ordinary miracles deserved.

“Read to me,” I said.

Liana went very still. “What?”

“Read something. One of your stories. I want to hear it from you. The woman who wrote it, not the pen name.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Why not?”

“Because publishing for anonymous readers is entirely different from sitting beside you and reading my fantasies directly to your face. The former involves professional distance and the comforting abstraction of not knowing who’s turning the pages. The latter involves watching your expressions change in real time while I describe activities that, under current circumstances, carry considerably more immediate relevance than fiction should allow.”

“Then consider it research. Author reading to subject. I’ll provide feedback. Constructive, thorough, possibly delivered with inappropriate timing given the content.”

She sat down, shaking her head, but the refusal lacked conviction, and the way her fingers found the edge of the hearth bench suggested she was already calculating which story to choose.

“Not the unfinished one,” she said. “Not Marcus and Elora. That’s too close. Too raw. Something published. Something finished. Something where the ending is already written and I’m not sitting here wondering whether the hero’s dialogue needs revision while the hero himself is watching me decide.”

“Your choice,” I said. “But if you’re going to make me discover what Madame Scarlett is really like, I can hardly complain about the consequences.”

She stood, crossed to the bookshelf and selected a volume from the middle of the row, one with a cover I hadn’t examined closely, and when she turned back to me, the woman holding the book was not quite Liana and not quite Madame Scarlett but something between them, a hybrid woman, equally gorgeous.

“This one,” she said. “Sit down. And for god’s sake, try not to look so pleased with yourself. Authors require conducive environments. Smug audiences are not conducive.”

I sat on the hearth bench. She sat beside me, close enough that her thigh pressed against mine, the book open across her lap, and the lamp light caught the pages in a way that turned the printed words gold.

“Chapter three,” she said. “The heroine has just discovered that the young man repairing her roof has a particular set of skills that have nothing to do with carpentry.”

I leaned back against the stone. “I’m listening.”

“You’d better be,” she said. “Because Madame Scarlett doesn’t do second takes.”

She began the way authors begin when they’ve done this a hundred times for audiences they couldn’t see: voice steady, pace measured, each sentence given its proper weight. Madame Scarlett emerged from behind Liana’s eyes like someone stepping through a door they used daily, comfortable in the space, certain of the furniture.

“Elaine had not expected the roof to collapse. Roofs, in her experience, were supposed to do the opposite of collapse. They were supposed to remain where the builder had left them, performing their single assigned function with the quiet reliability of architectural features that understood their purpose.”

I leaned back against the hearth stone and watched her. The transformation was subtle but clear: her posture straightened, her fingers found the edge of the page, and the woman reading to me was someone who had built worlds with words and sold them by the thousand, and the authority of that identity suited her in a way that made the green dress seem suddenly inadequate as a container for whatever lived beneath it.

“The young man on her roof had introduced himself as James. No surname offered, no references provided beyond the fact that her neighbor had recommended him and neighbors, in Elaine’s extensive experience, were reliable forty percent of the time when it came to recommendations involving men with tools.”

I smiled. Liana glanced up, caught the smile, and continued with the slightly heightened focus of someone who had just registered an audience reaction and was determining whether to acknowledge it or proceed as if nothing had happened. She proceeded.

“He worked without speaking much. Elaine appreciated this. The previous roofer had narrated his entire process, including several opinions about the structural integrity of her marriage that she had not solicited and did not require. James simply moved across the beams.”

The scene unfolded. Elaine bringing him water. James descending the ladder, shirtless because the day was hot and shirts were optional when the nearest neighbor lived half a mile down the road. Elaine noticing, the way a woman in her forties notices a shirtless man in her yard the same way she notices weather: objectively, with professional interest, and with the awareness that comes from having lived long enough to know the difference between looking and wanting.

Liana’s voice changed on the paragraph where Elaine’s observation became specific, the words arriving with an intent that suggested the author had particular feelings about this passage and those feelings had survived multiple edits intact.

“His shoulders carried the topography of a man who had earned his strength rather than inherited it. Not the clean lines of youth but something harder, carved by use, and when he reached for the water glass, the muscles in his forearm shifted beneath skin that had seen more sun than shade.”

I shifted on the hearth bench. The stone at my back felt suddenly warmer, and the particular topography Liana was describing with such evident appreciation happened to match certain features of my own anatomy with a precision that fiction really had no business achieving.

She turned the page. The scene advanced. Elaine and James in the kitchen now, the roof temporarily stable, conversation moving from practical matters to something less defined. Liana read the dialogue with the confidence of someone who had written these exchanges knowing exactly how they would land, and the confidence was its own kind of attraction: a woman who understood the power of words and deployed them without apology.

“ ‘Your hands,’ Elaine said. She hadn’t meant to say it. The words left her before permission could be granted, and she watched his fingers pause on the water glass, the calluses visible against the crystal, and the silence that followed was the kind that either ended conversations or began them.”

I was hard, and it was increasingly difficult to ignore given the proximity of Liana’s thigh against mine and the fact that every adjective she selected seemed engineered to make the situation worse.

She noticed, and the fractional pause in her reading, the way her eyes dropped from the page to my lap and then back to the page with the speed of someone pretending they hadn’t looked, told me everything about what she’d seen and what she thought about seeing it.

She continued. The scene deepened. Elaine’s internal monologue about age, about wanting things she had no business wanting, about the courage required to reach for something when every sensible instinct said reach elsewhere. And then James, because Madame Scarlett’s heroes were nothing if not perceptive, placed his hand on Elaine’s cheek.

“His palm was warm. Rougher than she had expected. The calluses caught against her skin in a way that made her breath stop, and when his thumb traced the line of her jaw, Elaine understood that the distance between them had never been about years. It had been about fear, and fear was a currency she had spent too long accumulating.”

She turned the page. The scene advanced. Elaine and James in the hallway now, because hallways were where things happened in Madame Scarlett’s novels, the geography of domestic spaces turned to purposes their architects had not intended. The description grew specific. James’s mouth on Elaine’s neck. His hands finding the buttons of her blouse. The way an experienced woman responded to a younger man who understood that enthusiasm was no substitute for patience.

Liana’s voice was filled with heat, each word delivered with an awareness that the man hearing it was sitting six inches away with a very specific physical reaction that was becoming increasingly difficult to conceal.

I could see the effect on her too. The flush had moved from her cheeks to her neck, disappearing beneath the collar of the dress and reappearing somewhere I couldn’t see but could certainly infer.

She read a passage about James’s mouth. About where it went, what it did, the attentiveness of a man who treated a woman’s pleasure as something worth mapping rather than assuming. The description was thorough without being crude, which was Liana’s gift: specificity without vulgarity, desire rendered in language that respected its object.

“God,” I said.

She stopped again. “Are you listening or conducting a live critique? Because I can accommodate both but I’d prefer advance notice regarding which mode you’ve selected.”

“I’m listening, intently. The critique is secondary and largely consists of admiration for your apparently encyclopedic knowledge of activities I was not aware had encyclopedias.”

“Some of us read for research. Others simply have active imaginations.”

“Some of us write the encyclopedias. Others merely benefit from the scholarship.”

She laughed, and the laugh broke something loose in the room, some tension that had been building since the first paragraph, and when she found her place again, the distance between us had shrunk by another inch without either of us moving.

The scene continued. Elaine guiding James’s hand. The younger man following, learning, the dynamic shifting from teaching to something mutual. Liana’s voice had taken on a quality I hadn’t heard before: low, intimate, each word directed not at the page but at me, as if the fictional James had stepped aside and the real man sitting on the hearth bench had become the intended recipient of every adjective, every gesture, every gasped breath that Madame Scarlett had written for readers she would never meet.

I was watching her mouth, the shape of it, the way her lower lip caught sometimes on certain consonants, and the effort required to keep her eyes on the page when the man beside her had stopped looking at it three paragraphs ago.

She lost her place. Her finger moved down the margin, searching for the sentence she’d been in the middle of, and the search grew progressively less successful as the seconds passed.

“Damn it,” she said. “I’ve lost it.”

“Lost what?”

“My place. The sentence. I was in the middle of… something. Something involving his mouth and her neck and a descriptive clause I spent fifteen minutes revising because the first draft used the word ‘devoured’ and my editor circled it in red with the annotation ‘metaphor failure, try again.’”

I reached over and closed the book. The sound of the pages settling against each other was oddly final, like a door closing on a room we’d been standing in long enough to memorize the furniture.

“I’m not interested in the fictional man anymore,” I said.

Liana looked at me. The lamp light caught the green of her eyes and turned them something closer to the color of the channel at dusk, and the expression on her face contained none of the confidence Madame Scarlett had brought to the reading and all of the vulnerability Liana had been carrying since the shed beam, since the study, since the moment she realized that the stories she wrote and the life she lived had begun occupying the same territory without permission.

“I’ve stopped thinking about the fictional woman,” she said.

I kissed her. Her mouth was warm from reading, from cider, from whatever internal temperature Madame Scarlett’s prose had generated, and the kiss itself was nothing like the kisses in her novels. Those were perfect and polished.

This one was messy. Her hand found my jaw, her fingers pressing into my skin, and the book slid from her lap to the hearth rug with a thud that neither of us acknowledged because acknowledging it would have required stopping, and stopping was the furthest thing from either of our intentions.

She tasted like ginger and want and the particular courage of a woman who had written happy endings for years without believing she deserved one of her own, and when she pulled back, her breath coming quick against my mouth, and the look in her eyes was the one I had been waiting for since the study, since the shed, and I realized she had been waiting for me just as long.

“Chapter three,” she said against my lips. “The part where the heroine discovers that reality is considerably less polite than fiction but substantially more worth the trouble.”

I kissed her again. The book lay forgotten on the rug, its pages splayed open to whatever scene came after the one we’d abandoned, and whatever happened next would happen because we chose it. She pulled away from my lips. “My bedroom. Now.”

We barely made it up the stairs before Liana’s hands found my shirt buttons and began a campaign of open, deliberate sabotage. I got the sense that if I hesitated even for a second, she’d take me right there against the wall, and the prospect of a sturdy horizontal surface seemed more a courtesy to her own knees than a requirement.

The bedroom was neither large nor fancy: practical furniture, a big old bed with a heavy blanket, a worn rug that had seen more spilled ink than spilled wine. Liana paused at the threshold, breathing a little faster than the climb warranted. She turned to face me and, in the lamplight, undid her own dress with a single motion. The green fabric slid off her shoulders and pooled at her feet, and what stood in its place was something I’d spent the last hour wanting and days trying not to think about.

She was beautiful, and not in the way of young women who wore beauty like a new coat, bright and fragile and easily outgrown. Liana’s beauty was the kind you noticed in stages, like a room that kept revealing secret doors. The curve of her hips was generous, her breasts full and heavy with the gravity of a body that had done its time bearing children and never pretended otherwise. Her nipples were a darker rose, puckered and standing out in the cold air, and the line of her belly had a soft roundness above the auburn triangle of her pubic hair, a perfect match to the hair on her head.

Her wings flared behind her. I’d always thought they were pretty, but I’d never seen them like this, naked in a way that had nothing to do with lack of clothing and everything to do with having stopped pretending.

I realized I was just standing there, staring, and that staring was not only allowed but required, because Liana was looking at me with the quiet amusement of a woman who had just read a page of her own novel aloud and found it slightly more arousing than she’d expected.

She gave me a slow, head-to-toe once-over. “You’re overdressed, Gabriel.”

“Working on it,” I said, my voice gone hoarse. My fingers went for the buttons. By the time the shirt came off, Liana was three feet closer, her hand flat against my chest, tracing one of the old white scars that ran diagonally over my ribs.

She touched it with the reverence of a woman reading a familiar passage. “Three arrows,” she said, quoting herself. “You’re behind the literary pace, you know.”

“I could even the score,” I offered. “But I’d rather you left your mark in less dramatic ways.”

She laughed. Then her other hand slid down to my belt, and she worked the buckle free with brisk confidence, dropping both belt and trousers to the floor. I stepped out, caught by the sudden chill, and in that moment the room reset itself. I was naked before her, hard and wanting, and she didn’t look away.

She circled me once, fingers brushing my flank, my ass, the inside of my thigh. “I see now why the twins look so happy lately. And possibly why my garden tool shed hasn’t needed repairs in months.”

“I’m very attentive to preventive maintenance.”

“Then you won’t mind a little corrective work on my end,” she said, and before I could respond, she sank to her knees, her hands bracing my hips.

It should have felt clinical, the way she gripped me, like a craftsman appraising a tool. It didn’t. She stroked me twice, her thumb sweeping the bead of pre-cum, and then she leaned in and took the head between her lips. I had no illusions about what kind of experience she was drawing from, but none of the stories could have prepared me for the specific heat and precision of Liana’s mouth.

She started slowly, tongue swirling beneath the crown, lips forming a tight, wet seal, and her hand pumping me in time with each movement. She looked up at me through her hair, and the eye contact did something chemical to my spine. Then she pushed forward, inch by inch, until I hit the back of her throat.

She gagged lightly, then adjusted her angle and took me deeper. Her wings flared involuntarily, feathers bristling, arching, catching the lamplight in a bright fan. The sight of them, spread and shaking a little, was an exclamation point.

She worked me with methodical intent, the motions wet and greedy. Her saliva coated me, each stroke getting sloppier, her hand twisting at the base while her mouth did the rest. She used both hands, one to keep a rhythm and the other to cup my balls, rolling them with a tenderness that said she knew exactly how much pressure to use.

Every time I thought she’d found a plateau, she changed the tempo, popping off with a loud, obscene slurp, then licking the underside, then plunging back down, making a deep noise in her throat that I felt in the soles of my feet.

She came up for air, a strand of saliva connecting her lips to my cock. “You taste like you’ve been thinking about this all night.”

“I have,” I said, and the words came out strangled.

“Good.” She grinned, wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist, and started again.

I let her suck. I let her use me, the way a craftsman uses a tool, and I watched the flex of her jaw, the working of her neck, the way her breasts jiggled each time she bobbed forward. Her hair tickled my belly, and her wings shivered with each full stroke.

I could have come right then, but I wanted more. I wanted everything. I pulled her gently off, and she licked her lips, chin shiny and eyes glassy.

“On the bed,” I said. She obeyed, climbing up and lying on her back, wings spread, arms at her sides like an offering.

I crawled over her. She smiled at the gesture and wrapped her arms around my shoulders.

Her body was soft and hot, her skin flushed pink from neck to sternum. I took a breast in each hand, cupping their weight, thumbing the nipples, rolling them until they peaked even harder. She moaned, arched into me, pressing her tits up for more.

“You’re very thorough,” she said, voice husky. “I approve.”

“I haven’t even started,” I told her, and then kissed a line down her body, following the curve of her hip, and finally settling between her legs.

Her thighs were thick, muscled and padded, and they parted for me with no hesitation. Her pussy was trimmed close but not bare, a dark auburn that matched her wings and the wild red streaks in her hair. The lips were plump, glistening, already slick and open for me. Her clit peeked out, flushed, almost trembling.

I took my time. I started with kisses, moving from the inside of her thigh to the crease where skin met pubic hair. She squirmed under me, the anticipation making her hips buck.

I licked her once, broad and flat, then circled the clit with the tip of my tongue. She gasped, grabbed my hair, and pressed my face in harder. I obliged, opening her with my thumbs, tasting the sharp, musky sweetness of her. She was different from the twins: deeper, her scent more pronounced.

I sucked her clit, flicking it rapidly, then darted my tongue down to her entrance, lapping at the wetness that leaked with every heartbeat. I slid two fingers inside her, curling up to find the spot that made her legs jerk. She moaned, louder now, her wings flapping against the blanket, feathers shedding in tiny puffs.

I worked her, tongue and fingers in concert, using every trick I’d learned, and a few I’d only read about. She got wetter, her pussy clenching on my fingers, and she came hard, her whole body tensing, legs locking around my head. I kept licking, driving her through the climax, and she bucked so hard I thought she might bruise my ears. When she finally let go, she pulled me up by the hair and kissed me, her mouth hungry, tasting herself on my tongue.

I lined up, rubbing the head of my cock along her slit, coating myself in her slick. She looked down, watched the way I pressed against her, and then grabbed the base and guided me in.

She was hot, tight, and soaking wet. I pushed in slowly, watching her face as she stretched around me. Her eyes fluttered, her mouth opened, and she made a low animal sound that shot straight to my balls.

She took every inch, hips rolling up to meet me. I bottomed out and held there, grinding against her. Her clit pressed against me. She dug her heels into my back, urging me deeper.

“Don’t be gentle,” she said, and the command in her voice was absolute.

I wasn’t. I pulled out and drove back in, hard enough that the bedframe creaked. She took it, every stroke, nails biting into my shoulders, wings flaring with each thrust. The sound of her, moaning, gasping, occasionally cursing, filled the room, a wild counterpoint to the rhythmic slap of our bodies.

She came again, fast and violent, her pussy clenching so hard it almost pushed me out. I fucked her through it, not stopping, not slowing, and she shook apart in my arms.

When I felt my own orgasm building, I tried to pull out. She wouldn’t let me. She locked her legs around me, hips grinding, and said, “Inside. I want it inside.”

Then I came hard, burying myself to the hilt, pumping her full with a force I hadn’t expected. She came again as I did, her voice breaking on my name. I felt the heat of it, the way my cum met hers inside, and when I finally pulled out, it leaked in thick, creamy rivulets down her thighs.

She looked down at the mess, then up at me, and smiled with the satisfaction of a woman who had just proven a hypothesis.

“That,” she said, “was considerably better than fiction.”

I rolled onto my back, spent, and she curled up beside me, laying her head on my chest. Her wing draped over my body, wrapping us in warmth and feathers.

We lay there, catching our breath. She traced circles on my stomach with one finger. “I might have to write this into the next book,” she said.

“Give the hero my name,” I told her. “But make him less sentimental.”

She laughed. “You’re the least sentimental man I know. And also the only one who ever made me come like that in the first chapter.” She nuzzled my neck, the tip of her nose cold, her breath warm. “You’ll stay the night?”

“Always,” I said, and meant it.

The lamplight faded as we drifted toward sleep, the taste of her still on my lips, her scent tangled with mine, and the sure knowledge that whatever stories Liana wrote from now on, they would all owe something to the night we decided to stop pretending.


Afterword

Thank you so much for reading Retired From War, Surrounded By Angels 2! If you enjoyed it, please consider leaving a review. It’s the second-best way to support me as an author, right after purchasing my stories.

If you’d like to be notified when I publish a new story—and receive a free taboo story—you can sign up for my newsletter at tommysilver.com.

If you’d like to reach out, feel free to email me at author@tommysilver.com.

That’s all for now!

Best regards,

Tommy Silver
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