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A Little Note on the World

The world is made up of floating islands suspended high above an endless sea. The islands do not drift. They have remained fixed in the sky for as long as anyone can remember, with travel between them done by wing, airship, or flying mount.

Humans are a little different here. Human women are called angels and are born with wings, while human men are wingless. Other intelligent species exist too, including harpies and fairies.

Throughout the story, women and girls are used for females of any intelligent species. Angel refers specifically to a human woman.

Skybirds are large, beautiful birds commonly ridden between the islands. Pegasi are much rarer and more powerful, prized as mounts and capable of carrying riders across great distances.

And lastly, I hope you enjoy the story!


Chapter 1

People say the end of a war should feel like sunrise, like the world itself exhaling. Six years of bleeding for those two words, and they still landed wrong when I finally heard them spoken aloud. It’s over. Valen, my Pegasus, banked through a column of warm morning air and Eden Isle spread out beneath me, all golden domes and white marble and angels with broad wings, and I thought: sure, sure it is.

Valen felt it first, the way he always did. He dipped his head and pumped his great white wings in a slow, celebratory rhythm, as if the city itself had sent up a signal he could read better than I could. I eased my grip on the reins and let him carry us lower, and the full picture of the capital opened beneath us like something out of a painting they’d hang in an academy to make young men feel patriotic.

Eden Isle was beautiful. There was no other word honest enough. Dozens of floating islands clustered around the central mass of the capital, each one connected to the next by elegant stone bridges that arched high over open sky, their pale arches strung with banners of white and gold. Crystal waterfalls poured from the island edges in long, silver curtains that caught the morning sun and scattered it in every direction before dissolving into the clouds below. Gardens terraced the slopes of the upper districts, riots of green and flowering color draping over limestone walls, and the residential towers rose above them, pale marble buildings capped with gold and copper, their windows glinting. Farther out I could see the sprawl of the merchant quarter, the wide squares and market arcades, the open-air stadium that seated forty thousand on ceremony days and had been used as a field hospital for three of the six years I was away. The great temples on the eastern bluff stood silhouetted against the sky, their bells already ringing somewhere faint and distant. And everywhere, the sky was full. Angels in their dozens, wings catching thermals, swooping between islands. Pegasi in small groups, riders in bright cloth rather than armor for the first time in years.

Great skybirds carried merchants, families, and nobles on broad feathered backs, their colorful plumage flashing white, blue and gold as they glided between the islands.

Civilian airships trailed colored streamers. From up here, the capital looked like it had already forgotten everything.

I had to admire the efficiency of that.

I remembered the last time I’d seen Eden Isle from the air. Three years into the war, riding escort for a supply convoy after the eastern blockade broke. The sky had been empty except for military patrols and the occasional courier. The gardens below were stripped for growing food. The market squares were closed. The stadium was marked with long red pennants to identify it to pilots as a protected medical site. Smoke hung over the harbor from a loyalist counter-strike the night before. That was the city I’d been fighting to defend for the past six years. Not this one. This one was a stranger wearing familiar clothes.

I left home at twenty thinking the whole business would be sorted out in a season. That was the word going around when the queen’s brother raised his banner and declared the succession illegitimate. A season, maybe two. The old veterans smiled at us in the way that veterans do, that smile that doesn’t reach the eyes, and we didn’t understand it yet. I understood it now. I understood it in a way I couldn’t unfeel on a morning like this, with the bells ringing and the banners flying and the city gleaming like it had been polished in honor of the occasion.

Davan would have loved this. He’d been from a small livestock island three days south of the capital and had always talked about visiting Eden Isle like other men talked about paradise. He died in the fourth year at a ridge engagement that nobody important enough had ever bothered to name. Tam died eight months after that. Renn made it to the fifth year. I stopped counting names somewhere around the middle of year five because counting made it harder to function and a captain who couldn’t function got people killed. The irony was not lost on me that the one who’d made it back was the one too stubborn to properly grieve.

Valen descended through a warm updraft and the formal palace district resolved itself below us, the great complex of white towers and ceremonial lawns set on the highest platform of the central island. The grounds were already filling. I could see rows of soldiers in ceremonial armor on the marble steps, the glint of polished plate in the morning light, the organized movement of palace staff in white-and-gold livery. Preparation for the ceremony. Preparation for exactly the kind of public event I had been quietly dreading since the general’s aide delivered the invitation three weeks ago with a formal seal. He had that expression of official pleasure that means attendance is not optional.

My stomach tightened. Not from nerves, exactly. More from the awareness that in a few hours people would clap their hands together and say my name and mean it as a compliment, and I would have to stand there and accept it while knowing all the names that deserved to be said alongside mine and never would be. Honor is a strange currency. You can’t spend it on the dead.

Valen touched down on the ceremonial landing field with the skill that had made us famous in the Corps, barely a ripple of impact, his wings folding smooth and close. The smell of the place reached me immediately, fresh-cut grass and stone and somewhere the distant sweetness of the garden terraces, and underneath it all the faint metallic bite of the city, ancient stone and old ambition and ten thousand years of accumulated power. I swung down from the saddle and landed on both feet and stood there for a moment in the morning sun.

The palace rose ahead of me. The banners moved in the wind. Somewhere overhead, three angels in white ceremonial flight crossed the sky in loose formation, their shadows sweeping the grass in long quiet arcs.

Six years. I was home. Or close enough to it that the difference would have to wait until tomorrow to matter.

* * *

The guards at the landing field were polite about it, which was almost worse than if they’d been formal. Two of them, tall women in ceremonial plate with white-plumed helmets, fell into step on either side of me without a word and steered me toward the palace entrance like I was a package that needed delivering to a specific address by a specific time. I didn’t resist. Six years of taking orders had trained the resistance out of me on questions like this one.

We moved through the outer grounds along a path of pale limestone that curved beneath flowering arches. Palace staff moved in the opposite direction, carrying things, checking lists, doing the invisible labor that made grand occasions look effortless. Through the archways I caught flashes of the city beyond the palace walls, the banners stirring in the morning wind, the distant sound of a crowd already gathered and already making the kind of noise that carries.

The ceremonial courtyard was vast and open to the sky, ringed by tiered stone galleries packed from bottom to top with citizens, soldiers, nobles, foreign dignitaries, and anyone else the palace had seen fit to invite. I had been in a siege. I had been in a cavalry charge with sixty riders and everything going wrong at once. Neither of those had made me feel quite as exposed as walking into that courtyard in a clean uniform while several thousand people craned their necks to see who was arriving. A military band was playing something stately and ornamental from the upper gallery. Veterans in polished ceremonial armor stood in two long rows up the marble steps, their faces schooled into the blank professional expression I recognized from every formal parade I’d ever suffered through.

I took my place among the other honorees near the front. There were eight of us. A few I recognized, officers I had crossed paths with across the years, and we acknowledged each other with the specific wordless nod that says I know what you went through without either of us having to perform the fact of it. One of them, a broad-shouldered general with a scar across his chin, caught my eye and tilted his head very slightly in the direction of the packed galleries. I took that to mean welcome to the spectacle. I agreed with the sentiment.

Queen Aurelia arrived without fanfare, which surprised me. No trumpets, no separate announcement. She simply walked out from the palace doors onto the raised platform at the head of the courtyard and the crowd responded immediately, a wave of sound that started at the back of the galleries and rolled forward. She was tall, even from a distance, standing straight. The crown she wore was smaller than the one in the official portraits, fine gold set with pale stones that caught the light without demanding it. Her gown was white and gold, fitted through the waist and flowing from the hips, and her great dark blonde wings were half-extended behind her in a resting ceremonial spread that framed her like she had been placed there by a sculptor who had taken the assignment seriously.

When she began to speak, her voice carried. She spoke about the war without flinching. The years of it, the cost of it, the names of those who had not come back. She named them not as statistics but as people, and the courtyard was quiet in a way that felt earned rather than imposed. She spoke about what the kingdom owed them and what the living had a responsibility to build in their names. I stood in the front row and kept my eyes forward and worked very hard at staying composed, which I managed, though it was closer than I would have liked.

Then my name was called. The royal herald had a voice built for exactly this kind of occasion, deep and carrying and pleased with itself. He began reading from a scroll and did not appear to be in any rush. Royal Pegasus Corps, Captain, youngest to achieve the rank in three generations. Seven major engagements. Known throughout the Corps as the Queen’s Falcon after repeatedly carrying out missions thought impossible. The crossing at Mirrath Sound, where my unit had held the bridge formation under fire for nine hours until reinforcements arrived. The relief of Stonepoint Garrison. The final push in the northern campaign. He mentioned a number of lives saved in terms that made it sound like I had done it on purpose and with great strategic elegance rather than out of desperation and stubbornness on mornings when nothing else was working. I walked up the steps while he was still going and focused on the marble under my boots and kept my face neutral.

Queen Aurelia was waiting at the center of the platform. She was more beautiful up close than any official portrait had done justice to. Sapphire-blue eyes, clear and attentive. There were fine lines at the corners that the portraits always smoothed away and that I found, unexpectedly, made her face more compelling rather than less. She held the medal in both hands, a heavy thing on a white-and-gold ribbon, and when I stopped before her and lowered my head she leaned forward to settle it around my neck. Her hands brushed my collar. Her perfume carried the scent of rare, sweet flowers, and it made me want to stay close to her and worship her.

“The kingdom is grateful for everything you gave,” she said quietly, in a register meant only for me. “And I am grateful you came back alive.”

I straightened and met her eyes. For a moment neither of us said anything. I had prepared something modest and appropriate to say in exactly this moment and it had disappeared entirely.

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” was what came out.

The corner of her mouth moved. She stepped back, and the crowd filled the silence with sound.

The herald raised his voice again. “By decree of Her Majesty Queen Aurelia, in recognition of distinguished service to the Crown, Captain Gabriel is awarded one hundred gold crowns and five hundred silver crowns.”

A palace servant approached carrying a richly embroidered leather pouch secured with a braided gold cord. It was not especially large, but I knew what that much coin weighed. I accepted it with another bow while the crowd applauded.

The money would help back home, and that should have made me happy.

Instead, I thought of Davan, Tam, and Renn. Men who had earned just as much and returned with nothing because they had not returned at all. Money could not be divided with ghosts.

I turned to face the galleries and caught a flash of gold in the royal party arranged to the left of the platform, a young woman standing slightly apart from the others. It was Elara. The queen’s daughter. She was eighteen with her mother’s coloring and a directness in her gaze that had nothing polite about it. She was watching me specifically, not the way people watch a ceremony but the way a person watches something they have decided they are interested in. When she realized I had noticed, she didn’t look away. She lifted her chin a fraction instead, and something in the set of her expression said she had been waiting to make that observation for some time.

I looked back to the crowd before I had time to think too much about it.

The formation came overhead all at once, a full squadron of Pegasus Corps riders in tight ceremonial spread, twelve pairs of wings moving in synchronized time, their shadow sweeping the courtyard in a long grey wave. The bells followed, deep and resonant, rolling out from the capital’s towers one after another until the whole of Eden Isle was ringing with them, the sound carrying out over the bridges and the waterfalls and the flowering gardens into the open sky beyond.

Six years of war. Two words. It’s over.

The bells said it better than I could. I stood at the top of the steps with the medal heavy against my chest and the crowd calling out below me and the sky full of wings and noise, and let it be true for a moment, even if I wasn’t sure yet what to do with it.

* * *

Nobody warned me about private dinners with the Queen. There was no protocol briefing, no veteran’s manual covering what to do when Her Majesty smiled at you like you were someone she actually wanted to know. The ceremony was behind me, the applause and the medals and the speeches that made my skin itch, and I thought I was done. I thought I’d shake a few hands, find a quiet corner, and survive the evening. Then a palace attendant informed me that the Queen requested my company for dinner.

I followed him down corridors wide enough to land a pegasus in.

The room they brought me to was nothing like the throne hall. It was small by palace standards, which still meant it could have swallowed my family’s entire farm, but the scale felt human. A long table set for three, white candles burning low, the kind of windows that started at the floor and ended somewhere near heaven. Beyond the glass, the clouds had gone amber with the dying light.

Then Queen Aurelia arrived, and I saw her once again. She wore a gown the deep blue of evening sky, cut to follow the lines of her figure without apology, the neckline low enough that when she moved across the room I was very aware that I was a twenty-six-year-old man in a small candlelit room. She was forty-one and looked like the word forty-one had never meant anything to anyone. Her golden-blonde hair was loose tonight, falling past her shoulders in long waves, and her sapphire eyes caught the candlelight and held it. Her wings were stunning, lustrous and golden, and when she reached out to take my hand in greeting, I noticed her grip was warm and unhurried.

“Gabriel … I’m glad you came.”

I managed something coherent. I think it involved the word honored. She smiled and let my hand go and moved to the far side of the table, and I watched the way the gown moved with her, the sway of her hips, and made a private decision to study the floor tiles.

Princess Elara arrived half a minute later and brought the room’s temperature up about ten degrees purely through energy. At eighteen, she had inherited every physical gift her mother possessed and applied them with the unapologetic confidence of someone who had never once doubted she deserved to walk into a room. Same golden hair, although a bit brighter, same sapphire eyes, though hers were brighter somehow, quicker to catch humor, quicker to land on you and stay there. Her gown was pale gold, fitted at the waist, and she moved the way young women move when they know exactly how they look and have decided to enjoy it. Her wings were also beautiful, thick and bright gold. She stopped in front of me and stared for a moment with unguarded frankness.

“I expected someone… older.”

“I’m twenty-six.”

“I know.” She frowned. “Your reputation sounds older.”

“I’ll try to be less disappointing.”

“Oh, no.” She grinned. “This is much better. Legends are usually terrible company.”

We ate. The food was the kind of thing you forget about in wartime and remember the moment it’s in front of you again, roasted birds glazed with something sweet, bread still warm, wine the color of garnets. Aurelia explained, between the bread and the birds, that she’d heard more about me than any single person had likely told me, dispatches, battlefield accounts, testimony from officers she trusted. She said it without flattery. She said it the way you state a fact.

“The reports made you sound like a story someone invented.”

“Most of it was the pegasus,” I said with a wink.

Aurelia smiled. “The pegasus certainly helped. Though some of the officers had stopped using your rank altogether. They simply called you the Queen’s Falcon.”

Elara looked between us. “The Queen’s Falcon?”

“Apparently,” I said. “Nobody ever asked whether I liked it.”

“Did you?” Aurelia asked.

“Better than some of the other names I was called.”

“And what was it like? Not the nickname, but the last campaign. The battle over the northern straits,” Elara asked.

“Cold,” I said.

“Don’t be so vague! Or else I will throw this bread at you,” she said pleasantly.

So I told her. Not the polished version people expected after a ceremony like that. I told her the honest version, the fog, the cold, the way a pegasus reads a battle before you do, and you learn to trust that instinct over your own eyes. I told her about the wind coming off the northern ice shelf and what it does to your hands when you’ve been in the air for four hours and you still need to draw and hold. She listened the way people rarely listen, leaning forward, elbows on the table, completely still.

Aurelia listened too, differently. She already knew what the war had cost. I could see it in the way she held her wine glass, the slight weight behind her eyes when I mentioned casualty numbers. She didn’t flinch from it. She just held it.

When I told them I was going home, Elara looked genuinely sad. “Home,” she repeated, like the word didn’t fit my face.

“Yes,” I said. “Our family farm. It’s been six years.” I paused. “It’s a small village island. Nothing like this.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Aurelia said, and she meant it. She set her glass down and looked at me steadily. “You’ve earned ordinary.”

I didn’t have an answer for that. I looked at the candles.

Elara rested her chin on her hand. “Will you take your pegasus?”

“He goes where I go.”

She smiled, slow and warm. “Good,” she said, like that settled something important.

The meal wound down the way good meals do, gradually, no one in any hurry. Outside the windows, the last light had gone and the floating islands were scattered across the dark like distant lanterns. Aurelia refilled my glass herself rather than calling for a servant to do it. When I looked up to thank her, she was already watching me with an expression I couldn’t entirely name.

And I thought about it. I thought about it longer than I should have.

* * *

Elara said goodnight somewhere between the dessert and the door, kissing her mother’s cheek and giving me a look that was both warm and conspiratorial. “I hope we’ll see each other again.”

“We probably will.”

She just smiled, but I caught something bittersweet behind that smile. Then she disappeared down the corridor. Then it was just the two of us, and the queen led me out to the gardens.

The gardens at night were something no dispatch had ever mentioned. White stone paths wound between flowering terraces and low sculpted hedges, and below the balustrade on the garden’s far edge, you could see the floating islands of Eden. The moon was up, full and cold, throwing silver across everything. Aurelia walked beside me without her court posture, or maybe she still had it and it just looked different when there was no one watching. The gold at her throat caught the light. Her hair moved with the high-altitude wind.

Neither of us spoke for a while. That in itself was unusual. I’d spent six years in the company of officers who treated silence like an enemy to be killed on contact. She just walked, hands clasped loosely at her waist, and looked out at the dark between the islands.

“It doesn’t feel the way I thought it would,” she said finally.

“Peace?”

“Peace.” She said the word like she was still getting used to the shape of it. “I imagined relief. I imagined putting something down and feeling the weight leave my hands. Instead I keep reaching for it.” She paused. “Some mornings I wake up and spend three full seconds waiting for the bad news.”

I looked out at the islands. “That doesn’t go away quickly,” I said. “If it goes away at all.”

She turned to look at me. In the moonlight, her face was very clear and very still. “Does it not, for you?”

“Six years is a long time to train yourself to expect the worst,” I said. “My body hasn’t gotten the letter yet.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then she nodded, slowly, like I’d confirmed something she already suspected but hadn’t wanted to say aloud herself.

We reached the far end of the garden, where the balustrade curved outward over open air and you could see three separate islands below, their own lights glittering against the dark. She rested her forearms on the stone and looked down.

“My father used to bring me out here,” she said. “When I was very young. He’d point to each island and tell me its name, its history, who farmed it, what it produced.” She paused. “He did that with me. Not with my brother.”

She said it without bitterness, but the fact of it sat there anyway.

“My father saw it early,” she continued. “What the kingdom needed. What I might be able to give it. He started involving me in council meetings when I was sixteen. By the time I was thirty I was managing disputes that should have gone to him, but his health was failing and he trusted me more than he trusted his own ministers.” She looked at her hands on the balustrade. “Aldren, my brother, watched all of it. He counted every responsibility our father gave me and called it theft.”

I didn’t say anything. She wasn’t asking me to.

“When my father died, I wasn’t surprised that my brother refused the coronation. I’d been waiting for it the way you wait for weather you can see building on the horizon. But knowing it’s coming and living through it are different things.” She straightened and looked out at the dark again. “He had good men on his side. Men who genuinely believed he was right, who weren’t cruel, who simply had a different idea of how a kingdom should be ordered. I had to kill some of those men. I had to send boys like you to kill them.” She turned to look at me directly. “Boys. That’s what I keep thinking about. How many of them were twenty when the war started. Twenty-one. How many of them were twenty-six.”

I was twenty when the war started, but I didn’t say it. She knew.

“The kingdom they’ll rebuild is the one I owe them,” she said. “Every road, every trade agreement, every treaty I spend a week negotiating. That’s the debt.”

“It’s a large debt,” I said.

“It is.” She didn’t make it sound like a complaint. She made it sound like the most important thing she’d ever decided.

We walked back along the path. She talked about the rebuilding, the new trade routes opening between the outer islands, the infrastructure that had crumbled during the war and was only now being repaired. She talked about Elara’s future, the kind of queen her daughter might become, and there was something naked in her voice when she said it, a pride she didn’t dress up in royal language.

“I’d like something for myself eventually. I’m not sure I’d know what to do with it. But I’d like it.”

She wasn’t looking at me when she said it. She was watching a pair of distant island lights through the dark below us.

I was watching her.

We stopped near a low flowering hedge, close enough to the balustrade that the wind came through steadily, cool and clean at this altitude. Her hand rested on the stone near mine, close enough that I was aware of it in the way you become aware of things you’re not supposed to notice. I kept my eyes ahead.

“When do you leave?” she asked.

“Sunrise.”

She absorbed this. “Then I’d like you to come to me before you go,” she said. “Privately. Before the morning staff is up.” She turned to look at me then, and her expression was careful, measured, but her eyes were not. “Will you do that?”

“Yes,” I said. It was the easiest word I’d said all night.

She held my gaze for a moment longer than she needed to, then looked away, back toward the palace. “Good,” she said. “Come.”

I followed her back inside. A servant appeared to escort me to my rooms, and Aurelia said goodnight with the same warm steadiness she’d brought to the entire evening. But when I was alone and the palace had gone quiet around me, I lay on my back in the dark and stared at the ceiling for a long time, thinking about the way she’d looked out at those islands and said she’d like something for herself, wondering what she truly meant.

I didn’t sleep much.

* * *

The palace at sunrise was a different building. No servants in the corridors, no sound except the stone settling in the pre-dawn cold and the distant wind off the island’s edge. I’d slept badly and risen early, dressed in traveling clothes rather than the uniform I’d worn through the ceremony, and the difference felt significant in a way I didn’t bother unpacking. A single attendant met me at the third corridor junction and led me without speaking to a set of doors I hadn’t seen before, knocked twice, and left.

Aurelia opened the door herself. She was dressed simply, a fitted robe in deep grey, loosely belted, her golden hair down and slightly unfinished, like she’d been up for an hour already but hadn’t yet decided to be the Queen. She looked younger this way, and somehow more herself. The room behind her was a private sitting room, small, firelit, with none of the scale that the rest of the palace used to keep you aware of your own smallness. She stood back and let me in.

“You found it,” she said.

“Your servant was efficient.”

She almost smiled. “Sit. I won’t keep you long.”

She didn’t sit herself. She crossed to a small table near the fire where something rested on a folded cloth, and she picked it up carefully. When she turned and held it out, I saw it was a small flat disc of pale metal, worn smooth at the edges, hung on a simple cord. Not a medal. Not a crown insignia. It was engraved on one side with what looked like a compass rose, and on the other with a single word I had to turn it toward the firelight to read. Faithful.

“That was my father’s,” she said. “He carried it through every military campaign he rode in before the crown became too heavy for him to ride at all. He gave it to me the year he died.” She paused. “I’ve carried it every day since the war began. I’ve held it in my hand during more decisions than I can count.”

I looked at it. The metal was warm from where she’d been holding it.

“I’m not giving you a kingdom honor,” she said. “You have enough of those and they don’t mean what they should mean. This means that someone who has watched you from a distance for six years is grateful beyond what formal language can carry, and that she wanted you to have something true before you go.”

I didn’t trust my voice for a moment. I closed my fingers around it. “Thank you,” I said.

She nodded, once, the way she had at the dinner, like that settled it. Then she crossed the room toward me, unhurried, and before I understood what she was doing, she reached up and placed both hands gently along the sides of my face. Her palms were warm. I held very still.

She pressed her lips to my forehead.

It wasn’t like anything I had a word for. Not the way I’d imagined a queen touched a decorated soldier. It lasted long enough to be deliberate. Long enough that I felt it move down through the back of my neck and into my chest and settle there. Her breath was warm. The scent of her, heavenly and rosy, was close enough to pull at something underneath my ribs.

She stepped back and looked at me steadily. “Treasure it,” she said. “Not the disc. The knowing. You will always have a place in this palace and in my heart, Gabriel. That is not a court courtesy. It’s a fact.”

I nodded.

She looked at me for another moment, and I watched something move behind her eyes, something she considered and then set aside. Then she said, “I have one thing to ask you.”

“Ask it.”

“If I ever send for you,” she said, “I don’t know when. I don’t know why, I may not know myself yet. But if a message comes from me, no matter how many years have passed, I want you to come back.” She paused. “Will you do that?”

There wasn’t a version of me that said no to that.

“Yes,” I said.

She exhaled, like something had released in her. “Good,” she said. “Then go. Your pegasus is in the east stable and the sunrise will be worth seeing from the air.”

I left before I found a reason to stay.

* * *

When I came through the stable door, Valen turned his head and pressed his nose against my chest with affection. I stood there a moment with my forehead against his jaw and let the last hour settle.

Then I checked the girth, checked the wings for any overnight stiffness, and mounted.

We lifted off from the east terrace into air that tasted like cold water and open sky. Below, Eden Isle spread out the way it always looked from above, white and golden and elegant, and I turned Valen in a slow arc and looked at it once. The palace caught the first light. The gardens I’d walked through the night before. The windows of a sitting room I’d been in an hour ago.

Then I turned us west, toward the outer islands, toward the thinner air and the quieter sky.

The wind at altitude was steady and cold and I didn’t fight it. Valen knew the general direction the way he always knew things, before I did, through some combination of instinct and the bond that six years of shared survival builds between a man and an animal who’ve had no one else. I settled into the saddle and let myself breathe properly for what felt like the first time in a week.

The disc was in my breast pocket. I could feel it against my chest through the cloth.

I thought about Angelina and her two daughters, last I’d seen either one they’d been teens and now they were young adults, which felt impossible, which felt like something the war had stolen without asking. I thought about the farm. I thought about the sound of the place in early morning, the smell of bread and the particular creak of the third step.

The journey home had finally begun. I was twenty-six years old and the war was done and everyone I loved was still alive, which was more than most men my age could say. I didn’t have a medal for that. I didn’t need one.


Chapter 2

Flying home with Valen felt like unwinding something that had been wound too tight for too long. Every mile put distance between the palace and me, between the medals and the speeches and the things I’d promised a queen I’d carry for the rest of my life. The sky opened. The air thinned. I stopped thinking about what had been and started letting myself imagine what was waiting, which was a luxury I hadn’t earned in six years.

Valen knew the way. I didn’t have to direct him. We’d spent six years learning each other’s habits to the point where direction was more conversation than command, and the conversation today was simple. Home … keep going until the familiar things start appearing below us. Three days of steady flight if the winds held. Two if they favored us. I let him set the pace and settled into the saddle the way you settle into an old chair that remembers the shape of you.

By midday we were passing the first of the major agricultural islands, the golden wheat rustling in the wind, windmills turning slow in the high-altitude breeze. I’d crossed this stretch a dozen times during the war on supply runs, but it looked different without military urgency driving every decision.

The disc Aurelia had given me rested in my breast pocket, heavier than something so small had any right to be. Every now and then I found myself touching it through the fabric of my tunic without thinking, as if reassuring myself none of it had been some elaborate dream.

I thought about the dearest woman in my life, Angelina. Forty-five now, which felt strange. My own father had been a soldier, killed when I was young enough that I could barely remember his face, and my mother had died a few years later in a pegasus accident. After that, Oakwind had raised me in the way small places sometimes raised children who had no one left. I slept under different roofs, ate at different tables, and made myself useful wherever I could.

But Angelina had always been the sweetest to me. A meal at her table became two, then nights spent there, then whole stretches when I barely seemed to leave. As I got older, I started earning my place by helping her and her daughters around the farm. There was always something that needed doing, and before long her farm had become the closest thing I had to a home.

When I’d left, Angelina had been thirty-nine and already carrying the farm largely on her own. I remembered her at dawn in the kitchen, her hair tied back, her hands working dough while she hummed a melody. I remembered how she looked when she was angry, which was rare, and how she looked when she was proud, which she tried to hide but never quite managed. I remembered the set of her shoulders at the end of a day when the accounts weren’t adding up and the roof needed patching and someone had to decide which problem got solved first.

Six years of war with no man to help shoulder any of it. Six years of watching other farms fail and knowing hers couldn’t afford to. I wondered what that had cost her.

She’d written letters. I’d written back when I could, which wasn’t often enough. Hers had been cheerful, deliberate things full of farm news and village gossip and the careful absence of anything that might make a soldier worry more than he already was. I’d read between those lines. I’d been trained to. And what I read between them was a woman holding the world together with both hands and pretending it wasn’t heavy.

Then there was her daughter Gabriella. She’d be nineteen now. Nineteen, and still the only wingless angel in a village where women flew before they walked. I remembered the day she was born, the midwife’s face when she turned the baby and saw the smooth unbroken skin of her back. Not a feather, not a bud, no nothing. A birth so rare most people had only heard about it in stories their grandmothers told. The village had been kind … at first. They’d brought food. They’d offered prayers. They’d looked at her with the mixture of pity and fascination that people reserve for things they don’t understand and are secretly grateful aren’t happening to them.

The children had been less kind. I’d broken a boy’s nose when I was fourteen because he’d told Gabriella she was a mistake, that the angels had forgotten to give her wings because they’d forgotten she existed at all.

I’d started taking Gabriella flying on Valen when she was old enough to sit in front of me without falling. She would grip the saddle horn with both hands and lean into the wind and laugh in a way I’d never heard her laugh on the ground. For an hour or two she wasn’t the wingless angel. She was just a child in the sky, and the sky didn’t care what your back looked like. Those rides became our thing. Every few weeks when the weather was good and the chores were done, I’d lift her onto Valen and we’d go find a cloud to circle or a sunset to chase. She never asked to go higher than was safe. She never complained when we landed. She just sat very still for a moment afterward, as if she was trying to keep the feeling inside her a little longer.

I hoped the village had grown up while I was away. I hoped they’d learned to see past her back to the person living behind it. I hoped a lot of things I had no business hoping for after six years of absence.

And then there was Angelina’s oldest daughter, Sabrina. She’d been sixteen when I left. Sixteen and already turning heads in a way that made the local boys forget how to form complete sentences. She’d won a beauty pageant that spring, which was not a small thing in a place where the pageant was the closest thing we had to a royal spectacle. I remembered the crown they’d made her, wildflowers and woven grass, and how she’d worn it to dinner for a week afterward because she thought it was funny to watch her mother try not to laugh. I remembered how she’d tease me, how she’d wait until I was trying to concentrate on something and then say the one thing guaranteed to make me lose my train of thought entirely. She’d had that gift. She’d probably still have it.

She’d be twenty-two now. Twenty-two, and if sixteen-year-old Sabrina had been trouble for the local boys, twenty-two-year-old Sabrina was probably the reason the local magistrate needed extra court days for broken hearts. The thought made me smile despite myself. She’d take one look at the scars across my back and find something clever to say about them. She’d make it sound like an insult and mean it as affection, which was her particular dialect. I’d missed six years of that. Six years of watching her grow into whatever magnificent angel she’d become. Six years of ordinary life happening without me there to witness it.

That was the thing about war they don’t tell you in the recruitment speeches. It doesn’t just take the years you give it. It takes the years happening everywhere else, the birthdays and harvests and small stupid arguments that resolve themselves over breakfast, and it keeps those things for itself. You get them back as stories. You never get them back as lived experience.

We passed another island, larger this time, a market hub with a proper landing field and a cluster of skybirds resting in the afternoon sun. Three angels on skybirds detached from the field and rose to meet us, their wings beating in smooth unison, their mounts’ colorful plumage flashing white and blue in the sunlight. They recognized the pegasus first, then me, and the recognition carried that charge it always did when it came from civilians rather than soldiers. They flew alongside us for a while, close enough to talk without shouting, asking questions about the war, about Eden Isle, about the queen. One of them, a woman with silver-streaked dark hair and the weathered skin of someone who’d spent her life in open sky, tossed me a small bundle of wildflowers she’d apparently been carrying for exactly this purpose.

“From my daughter,” she called over the wind. “She says thank you.”

I caught the flowers. They were already wilting slightly from the altitude. I tucked them into my saddlebag and thanked her, and she nodded like I’d done her a personal favor by surviving.

That was when I started noticing it. Not in Eden Isle, where ceremony and protocol had kept everything orderly and distant. Here, in the outer islands, the absence was visible in a way that made my stomach turn. The landing field below held maybe thirty skybirds. The riders dismounting and tending to them were all women: angels, harpies, fairies and so on. I couldn’t find a single man. I scanned the market square visible from our altitude. Harpies bargaining at stalls. Angels loading carts and carrying children or baskets or tools. The occasional older man, gray-haired and moving slowly. Almost no one my age. Almost no one between twenty and forty.

The war had done that. I’d known it in the abstract. I’d sat in briefings where the casualty numbers were read aloud and nobody made eye contact afterward. But knowing it and seeing it were different things. Seeing it meant understanding that the empty chairs at dinner tables weren’t just empty. They were never going to be filled again.

We landed at a small waystation island that evening. The stable master was an angel in her fifties with the no-nonsense competence of someone who’d been running things alone for longer than she wanted to talk about. She took one look at Valen and nodded approval, which was the highest compliment she was likely to give anyone. Then she looked at me and her expression changed in a way I was starting to recognize.

“You’ll want the guest house,” she said.

The guest house turned out to be a small cottage at the edge of the landing field with a bed wider than any military cot I’d slept on in six years and a fireplace already lit. Three different angels offered, in quick succession, to bring me dinner, to draw a bath, to check if the bedding was adequate. One of them, younger than the others with bright auburn hair, informed me that her mother was the island’s healer and specialized in treating old battlefield injuries, and would I like her to examine the scar tissue across my shoulders, because she could tell from the way I dismounted that I was carrying tension there that wouldn’t resolve on its own.

I declined as politely as I knew how. She looked at me like I’d declined something obvious and necessary, like refusing to put on a coat in a snowstorm.

“Suit yourself,” she said. “But the offer stands. Some of us know what six years of riding does to a man’s back.”

She was right. My back felt like someone had replaced my spine with a length of rusted chain. But the idea of lying half-naked on a table while a stranger’s hands worked the knots out of muscles I’d stopped acknowledging years ago felt like more vulnerability than I was prepared to offer a random island one evening. I thanked her. She left. I lay on the too-wide bed and stared at the ceiling and thought about the way the world had rearranged itself while I was busy not dying.

The next island was worse. And the one after that. By the third day I’d developed a script for it. Yes, thank you. No, I’m fine. Yes, the pegasus is well. No, I don’t need assistance with that. The attention was well-intentioned. It was also exhausting in a way that six years of military discipline hadn’t prepared me for. These women weren’t flirting, not exactly. They were grateful. They were relieved. They were looking at a man who’d come back when so many hadn’t, and their gratitude had nowhere else to go.

I understood it. I just wished it felt less like being a museum exhibit.

On the evening of the third day, the landscape below became something I recognized. The island formations had a particular pattern here, the way the smaller platforms clustered around the larger agricultural ones, the stone bridges narrower and less ornate than the ones near Eden. Valen felt it too. His pace picked up. His ears pricked forward. He knew we were getting close the same way he knew everything, through some combination of instinct and the bond that had kept us alive when neither of us should have made it.

* * *

Oakwind Isle was the island I grew up on, and our farm looked smaller from the air than it had in my memory, which was the opposite of how these things usually worked. Memories were supposed to shrink things, not the other way around. But there it was below us in the moonlight, the orchards and the fields and the low stone farmhouse with its porch and its stubborn weather-beaten sign, and I thought: that can’t be all of it. Six years of carrying this place in my head had turned it into something cathedral-sized. The reality was humbler and more like home.

Valen banked low over the eastern field where the apple trees stood in their patient rows, their branches silver in the starlight. Beyond them, the vegetable plots, the herb garden Angelina had always kept despite the farm’s larger priorities, the stone path that led from the stable to the house. The stable itself was dark. No lantern burning in the window the way there used to be when I was a boy and Angelina left a light for late travelers. The war had probably cured her of that generosity. Six years of watching the sky for messengers who might be carrying the wrong kind of news would do that to a person.

We landed in the yard beside the stable, Valen’s hooves touching the packed earth carefully, the way he always did when he knew we’d reached somewhere that mattered. I swung down from the saddle and stood for a moment in the yard, breathing air that smelled exactly the way I remembered and nothing like I remembered, both at once. Stone dust, apple blossoms, the faint mineral tang of the well water and the musty sweetness of hay that had been sitting in the stable loft too long.

Then I heard the porch door open, and the creak of a hinge that had needed oiling for as long as I could remember. A shape appeared in the doorway, backlit by the single lamp burning inside, and for a second neither of us moved. She was holding something in one hand. A cup, or a book. Something she’d brought to the porch with her the way she always did when she couldn’t sleep, which had been often when I was growing up and was probably more often now.

Then she stepped forward into the moonlight, and the world stopped. Angelina, the woman who meant the world to me. Forty-five years old and the most beautiful angel on the island, which was not affection talking but a simple statement of fact that every man in the village had acknowledged at one point or another, usually after enough cider to loosen their sense of propriety. Her honey-blonde hair fell loose past her shoulders in the way it only did at night, no pins, no careful arrangement, just the hair of a woman who’d given up on impressing anyone for the day and was better for it. She was wearing a simple nightdress and a robe belted loosely at the waist, and the curves of her body were clear even in the dim light. Full breasts, the narrow waist that motherhood had somehow left untouched, the gentle flare of her hips, the way she carried herself that had nothing to do with trying and everything to do with the fact that some women were simply built the way statues wished they could be. Her beautiful white wings were immaculate despite years of farm work. She didn’t recognize me at first. Six years will do that. I was taller than I’d been and broader. She took one step down from the porch, then stopped, her head tilting slightly the way it did when she was working through a puzzle.

Then recognition hit her like a physical thing. Her hand went to her mouth. The cup, whatever she’d been holding, fell to the porch boards with a dull thud. She gasped.

“Gabriel?”

It was my name, but it sounded like she was testing it, making sure it still belonged to the man standing in her yard.

I didn’t get a chance to answer. She was across the yard in seconds, moving faster than I’d ever seen her move, and then her arms and wings were around me and her face was pressed against my chest and she was crying in the way that women cry when their loved ones come home from places they weren’t supposed to survive. I held her. Her body was warm and solid against mine, her breasts pressed against my chest through the thin fabric of her nightdress and robe, and I was aware of it in the way you’re aware of things you’re not supposed to notice, but can’t help noticing because you’re a man, and she’s a woman and biology is merciless about these distinctions. I pushed the thought away and held her tighter.

She smelled like lavender and warm skin and the faint sweetness of the apple cider she loved so much.

“I knew you’d come back,” she said into my shirt. Her voice was wrecked. “I knew it. I told them. I told everyone who would listen. My boy doesn’t die in other people’s wars. He’s too strong.”

“I’m here,” I said. It was the only thing that felt true enough to say.

She pulled back slightly, her hands moving to my face, tracing the lines there like she was reading a map of the years I’d been gone. Her eyes were red and shining and really beautiful. Even crying, even at forty-five with her hair a mess and her nightclothes rumpled from sleep, she had the kind of face that had been turning heads for as long as I could remember. Some women aged into their beauty. Angelina had been born into hers and then refused to surrender it to time, which was the most her I could imagine.

“You look like hell,” she said, and then she laughed through the tears, which was also the most her I could imagine.

“So I’ve been told.”

“By who? The queen?”

“The queen was considerably more diplomatic.”

She laughed again, wiping at her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I bet she was. I bet she looked at you in your fancy uniform and thought you were the most heroic wreck she’d ever seen.”

“Something like that.”

She hugged me again, shorter this time, a proper squeeze that made my ribs complain and my heart do something complicated I didn’t want to examine. Then she stepped back and took a breath, composing herself the way she always did when emotion threatened to overtake practicality. Angelina had raised two daughters on a struggling farm and somehow always found room for me, too. She was a heroine in my eyes.

“They’re asleep,” she said. “Both of them. Went to bed hours ago. Gabriella’s been helping me all week. Sabrina was at the village till late.” She paused, studying my face. “We could wake them. They’d want to be woken. They’ve waited six years for this.”

I looked at the dark windows of the upstairs rooms. My heart ached in a way that had nothing to do with physical injury and everything to do with the hollow feeling of wanting something so badly you’re afraid of what happens when you finally get it.

“Let them sleep,” I said. “Tomorrow’s soon enough.”

She nodded, understanding without my having to explain. That was Angelina. She’d always been able to read the things I didn’t say better than the things I did.

“The last time I saw them,” I said quietly, “Gabriella was thirteen. Standing on the edge of being something other than a child and not quite knowing what. Sabrina was sixteen and wearing a crown made of wildflowers and acting like it was solid gold.”

“Gabriella’s nineteen now,” Angelina said. “Still can’t fly. Still the strongest person in this house. Sabrina’s twenty-two and trouble in a dress, which is not new information.”

I smiled. “I figured … I have to see them, just for a minute.”

“Come on.” She took my hand. Her fingers were warm and callused. They were exactly the right size to fit against mine the way they had when I was small and she was leading me somewhere she thought I should see. “Quietly. The third step still creaks. Avoid it like your life depends on it, because if you wake Sabrina at this hour she will make sure you regret every life choice that led to this moment.”

The farmhouse interior smelled the way it always had. Bread and beeswax and the faint mustiness of old stone that no amount of cleaning ever quite conquered. The furniture was the same. The rug in the hallway was thinner. The painting of the northern islands that had hung by the stairs since before I was born had a new crack in the frame, small changes. The kind that happens when you live in a place long enough to stop noticing it’s changing around you.

Angelina led me up the stairs carefully, knowing exactly which boards would betray us. We avoided the third step. The hallway at the top was dark except for the thin slice of moonlight coming through the window at the far end.

Sabrina’s door was slightly ajar. Angelina pushed it open another inch with one finger and nodded for me to go in.

She was asleep on her side, one arm curled under the pillow, her light blonde hair spread across the white linen in a way that would have made painters reconsider their life’s work. The sheet had slipped low enough to reveal the curve of her shoulder and the beginning of what I could tell, even in the dim light, was the kind of figure that had probably rewritten the local definition of trouble sometime in the last six years. Her wings were folded loosely against her back, the feathers thick, light blonde and silky. Her face was peaceful in a way I rarely remembered seeing when she was awake. Sabrina had always been moving, always talking, always in motion. Asleep, she looked like someone had pressed pause on a force of nature.

I bent down and kissed her forehead. Her skin was warm. She stirred slightly, murmured something unintelligible, and settled again without waking.

I backed out of the room feeling like I’d stolen something precious and necessary.

Gabriella’s room was across the hall. Her door was closed. Angelina opened it carefully, and we stepped inside together.

She was smaller than Sabrina, curled tight under her blanket like she was conserving heat even in summer. Her shoulder-length dark blonde hair was messy against the pillow, and one hand was fisted in the sheet the way she’d always slept, even as a child, like she was afraid something might try to take the blanket if she didn’t hold on. The most striking thing, the thing that hit me harder than I was prepared for, was the smooth unbroken line of her back where her wings should have been. In the moonlight it looked almost deliberate, like a sculptor had decided that perfection sometimes meant knowing what to leave out.

I bent down and kissed her forehead. She didn’t stir. She slept the way a young woman slept, completely, trustingly, as if the world had never given her a reason to do otherwise.

We closed her door behind us. Angelina was watching me with an expression I couldn’t quite read in the dark hallway.

“They’re here,” she said quietly. “They’re safe. They’re whole. Everything else is details.”

I nodded. She was right. She usually was.

We stood in the hallway for a moment longer, listening to the quiet breathing of the house, and I thought: this is what I fought for. Not the medals, not the queen’s gratitude, but this specific quiet. This specific peace. It was enough. It was more than enough.

* * *

The porch had always been the place where the real conversations happened. The kitchen was for logistics. The living room was for company. But the porch, with its weathered boards and its view of the orchard and the way the night air carried the smell of apple blossoms from the eastern field, was where Angelina had always taken me when the subject required more honesty than daylight usually allowed.

She brought two cups of the cider she’d mentioned, the stuff she made every summer. We sat on the rocking chairs, shoulder to shoulder, close enough that I could feel the warmth of her through the thin fabric of her robe. The night was perfect in the way only summer nights at altitude can be, the air just cool enough to justify the cider, the stars sharp and close above the orchard trees.

“Tell me,” I said.

So she told me. The war years on the farm had been what you’d expect if you were pessimistic and twice what you’d expect if you were optimistic, which was Angelina’s way of saying they’d been brutal but survivable. The first year was the hardest. Supply chains fractured. Prices for everything doubled then tripled.

“We lost the south field,” she said, staring out at the dark where the field in question would be. “Couldn’t keep it irrigated with just the three of us. Gabriella was too small to lift the buckets. Sabrina tried, God love her, but she’s built for charming people into compliance, not for hauling water uphill in summer heat.” She took a sip of cider. “So we let it go fallow. Focused on the orchard and the kitchen garden and the herb plots. Those kept us fed. The orchard kept us in cider and preserves to trade. We managed.”

She made it sound simple. I knew better. Managing meant sixteen-hour days. Managing meant learning to repair tools she’d never touched before because there was no one else to do it. Managing meant standing in the village square once a month when the casualty lists were posted and reading every name twice, slowly, making absolutely certain mine wasn’t among them, and then going home and making dinner like nothing had happened.

“Gabriella surprised everyone,” she said, and I heard the pride in her voice, the warm note that emerged whenever she talked about her daughters exceeding expectations. “By fifteen she was running the accounts better than I could. Numbers make sense to her in a way they never did to me. She has this … this quiet talent. She’ll sit with the ledgers for hours, and when she’s done, things balance that had no business balancing.” She paused. “The village stopped seeing the wings thing around the time she turned seventeen. Or they stopped letting her see them see it, which is almost as good. And Sabrina put her foot down. She’d had enough of the comments and made sure people knew it.”

I smiled into my cider. That sounded like Gabriella. Find the thing you’re good at. Master it so completely that people forget to look for the thing you’re missing.

“Sabrina,” Angelina continued, “decided that if the men were all off getting themselves killed, someone needed to keep the village from collapsing into collective despair, and apparently that someone was her.” She shook her head. “She organized festivals. Pageants. Harvest celebrations. Found reasons for people to gather and remember that joy was still a thing that existed.”

“That’s our Sabrina.”

“Twenty-two years old and running this island’s social calendar like she’s been doing it since birth, which she practically has.” Angelina sighed, but it was the sigh of someone who was secretly enormously proud. “She helped keep us solvent, too. Found markets for the preserves I was making. Convinced the merchant captain who stops here monthly that our cider was worth twice what he’d been paying. The man agreed because disagreeing with Sabrina feels like kicking a puppy, if the puppy could destroy your reputation with a single well-placed comment at the next port.”

I laughed. The sound felt strange in my throat, like a muscle I hadn’t used in years.

“Your turn,” she said quietly, giving me the same space I’d given her.

So I told her the things I could say. I told her about the northern campaign, the cold, the way pegasi handle ice wind better than any mount has a right to. I told her about the supply runs, the long hours in the saddle, the exhaustion that comes from flying so long your body forgets it’s supposed to be tired and just keeps going on momentum. I told her about the bond with Valen, how it deepened in ways I hadn’t known were possible, how there were moments when I wasn’t sure where I ended and he began. I told her about carrying thoughts of home, the specific image of this porch, this step, this view of the orchard, and how that image had gotten me through nights when nothing else would have.

I did not tell her about the crossing at Mirrath. I did not tell her about Stonepoint, about the nine hours on that bridge formation, about the sounds men make when they’re dying and trying not to let anyone hear it. I did not tell her about the northern push, about the frozen bodies we pulled from the snow, about the hollow feeling of surviving an engagement that killed half the riders who went into it. I didn’t tell her about the fighting, how many men I’d slain with my sword, and how many I’d shot with my bow. Those stories stayed where they belonged, in the locked room inside me where I put things that had no business coming out on a summer night on Angelina’s porch.

She listened the way she always had, completely, without interruption, her eyes on my face and her hands quiet in her lap. When I finished, she was silent for a long moment, studying the cider in her cup like it might have answers written on the surface.

Then she reached out and touched my forearm, just above the wrist, where a thin white scar ran from elbow to wrist in a line that medical training had closed neatly but time had turned into something permanent. Her fingers were warm. She traced the scar gently, following its path with her thumb, not asking how I got it. She didn’t need to. The story was written there in the tissue.

“There are more,” she said.

I nodded.

She moved her hand to my shoulder, where the fabric of my shirt had slipped enough to reveal the edge of what I knew was visible there, the mottled pattern of old scar tissue that aerial combat leaves on a rider’s back. Her fingers brushed the edge of it, light, questioning.

“I won’t ask,” she said quietly. “Not tonight. Not until you’re ready. But when you are …” She paused, choosing the words with care. “When you are, that door opens both ways. You understand?”

I understood. She was offering what she’d always offered: a place to put the things that were too heavy to carry alone.

“Thank you,” I said.

She squeezed my hand once, briefly, and let go.

We sat in comfortable silence for a while after that, finishing our cider, watching the stars wheel slowly over the orchard. The conversation turned to easier ground. The farm’s prospects. The apple yield this season, which sounded promising. The particular creak in the third step that everyone in the house had learned to avoid except visitors, who inevitably found it with their full weight at three in the morning and woke the entire household.

Normal things. The kind of problems that don’t keep you awake because the solution, however tedious, exists within reach.

“I’ve kept your room,” she said eventually. “Cleaned it weekly. Changed the sheets. Hung your old clothes in the wardrobe even though they probably don’t fit you anymore. It seemed …” She hesitated. “It seemed important that it be ready. That you have somewhere to come back to that still felt like yours.”

The thickness in my throat surprised me. I swallowed around it. “It does,” I said. “It still does.”

She smiled, and in the starlight she looked younger than her years, the lines at the corners of her eyes softening into something that might have been twenty-five if you squinted. “Good. That’s what I was aiming for.”

We finished our cider. The night deepened around us, the orchard trees settling into their nighttime stillness, the insects quieting as the temperature dropped another degree. Somewhere in the distance, an owl called, its voice carrying across the open fields.

For the first time in six years, I was exactly where I was supposed to be. Angelina leaned against my shoulder, her head resting lightly against my arm, and neither of us felt the need to comment on it. Some gestures didn’t require translation. This was one of them.

Then the exhaustion hit me like a wall that had been leaning against my back for six years and finally decided to fall. One moment I was fine, or fine enough, listening to Angelina talk enthusiastically about apple yields. The next moment my body remembered that I hadn’t slept properly in approximately seventy-two hours, that military cots don’t count as rest by any civilian standard, and that the brand of tired that comes from flying a pegasus across half the kingdom doesn’t negotiate. It conquers.

I rubbed at my eyes with the heel of my hand and tried to look more alert than I felt, which was a performance I’d been giving for approximately six years and had gotten very good at despite its fundamental dishonesty. Angelina saw through it immediately. Older women develop a specific immunity to men’s attempts at appearing functional when they’re clearly not.

“You’re done,” she said.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re vertical through sheer force of habit and military discipline, which is impressive but not sustainable.” She set her empty cup on the porch step and stood, extending a hand down to me the way she had when I was small and needed help up from places I’d sat too long. “Bed. Now. The war can wait until morning. So can I. So can everything else.”

I took her hand and let her pull me up. My knees complained. My back did something complicated that involved at least three separate muscle groups reminding me they existed and were unhappy about recent developments.

“Tomorrow,” she said, brushing a strand of hair from my forehead with her thumb, “will be considerably happier than today, if only because those two will finally know you’re here and the screaming will be proportional to the occasion.” Her eyes crinkled at the corners. “I recommend ear protection. Sabrina’s vocal range has expanded since you left. The neighbors have filed formal complaints.”

I smiled. “I’ll risk it.”

She kissed me then, once on each cheek, quick warm presses of her lips against skin that hadn’t been kissed by anyone in longer than I wanted to think about. Then she hugged me again, properly, her arms and wings around my waist, her face against my chest, and I held her and felt the way she fit against me, the top of her head just below my chin, her body warm and solid and exactly the right size to make me feel both protective and protected at once.

“Go,” she murmured into my shirt. “Before I decide this is actually a dream and wake up disappointed.”

I went. The stairs were easier the second time, my body remembering the pattern of which boards could be trusted and which couldn’t. The hallway was dark and quiet, the breathing from behind the closed doors steady and undisturbed. I paused outside Gabriella’s room for a moment, listening to the rhythm of her sleep, then moved on to the door at the end of the hall.

My room. Angelina hadn’t been exaggerating. She’d kept it exactly as I’d left it, or as close to exactly as made no difference. The bed was made with sheets that smelled like lavender and sunlight, the quilt Angelina had made folded neatly at the foot. The desk under the window held the same books I’d been reading six years ago, their spines cracked in the same places, arranged in the same haphazard order that had made sense to no one but me. The wardrobe stood open slightly, and inside I could see my old clothes hanging in patient rows, shirts and trousers that would fit a twenty-year-old boy and had no business attempting to contain the shoulders of the man who’d come back in their place.

The sword went on the desk. The bow leaned against the wall beside it. The boomerang in its leather case went against the wall beside it. The pouch containing the queen’s coin and the medals I’d been given at the ceremony went into the drawer where I’d once kept childhood treasures, arrowheads and smooth stones and the things boys decide are important before they learn what important actually means. The disc the queen had given me, the one that said Faithful, I kept in my hand for a moment longer, feeling its weight, its warmth and the smoothness of metal that had been carried by hands that mattered before it reached mine.

Then I set it on the nightstand and began to undress. My fingers were clumsy with the buttons of my shirt. Exhaustion made fine motor skills an optimistic proposition. I had the top three undone when Angelina’s voice came from the doorway.

“Are you in bed?”

I paused, shirt half-open, and considered the question honestly. The scars across my back and chest were not the kind of thing you showed a woman if you could avoid it. They were battlefield souvenirs, the permanent record of moments when something sharp had found me before I could move fast enough, and while Angelina had seen me shirtless approximately ten thousand times before I turned twenty, the version of me that had come home was carrying evidence I’d rather she didn’t have to look at tonight.

“Give me a minute,” I said. “If you don’t mind.”

“Of course.” She didn’t ask why. She didn’t need to. “I’ll come back to say goodnight.”

I finished undressing in the dark, moving by habit and muscle memory, hanging the shirt over the chair, folding the trousers. The scars were worse than I’d let myself remember. A long diagonal across my upper back from a rebel archer who’d gotten lucky at Mirrath. A puckered knot just below my ribs on the right side from something that had gone through the gap in my armor at Stonepoint and came out the other side without hitting anything vital, which was the kind of luck that makes you believe in divine intervention whether you started out that way or not. Smaller ones. Dozens of them. A map of six years written in tissue that would never quite heal right.

I pulled a clean shirt from the drawer, one of the old ones that barely reached my wrists and strained across the shoulders, and climbed into bed.

The mattress was softer than anything I’d slept on since leaving home. Softer than military cots. Softer than palace guest beds, which had been luxurious by comparison but still carried the stiffness of furniture designed for people who were passing through rather than staying. This mattress knew me. It had my shape pressed into it from years of teenage sleep, and it welcomed me back with the yielding comfort of something that had been waiting.

I was half-asleep when the door opened again. Angelina moved quietly across the room, a shadow against the deeper dark, and sat on the edge of the bed the way she had when I was small and feverish or afraid of thunderstorms or just needed the reassurance that came from knowing she was there.

She leaned down and kissed my forehead. Her lips were warm. Her breath smelled like cider and the faint sweetness that was just her, the scent I’d carried in my head for six years without being able to name it properly until this moment.

“Sleep well, Gabriel,” she whispered. “You’re home. Nothing else matters tonight.”

She smoothed the hair back from my forehead gently, and left as quietly as she’d come.

I lay in the dark and listened to the house breathe around me. The creak of old timber settling. The distant soft sound of Valen moving in his stall, comfortable and safe. The deeper quiet beneath it all, the absence of the things that had defined the last six years of my life.

No watch to stand. No battles to prepare for. No orders waiting in the morning, no dispatches, no casualty reports, no briefings where officers stood around maps and decided which young men would fly into which patch of sky and which of them wouldn’t be coming back. Tomorrow there would be apples to harvest and girls to surprise, and the simplicity of that fact settled over me like something physical, warm and heavy and almost too much to hold.

I thought about Gabriella, waking to find me home after six years of letters and silence and the ache of absence that doesn’t fade no matter how accustomed to it you become. I thought about Sabrina, probably throwing something at my head the moment she saw me, because that was her dialect of affection and she’d been fluent in it since birth. I thought about breakfast, about the kitchen table, about the sound of three women talking over each other the way they always had, and how I would sit at that table and drink coffee and listen to the ordinary noise of a family reassembling itself, and how that noise was the thing I’d been fighting for without fully understanding what it meant until now.

My soldier’s life was over. The realization should have frightened me. It didn’t. It felt like putting down a weight I’d been carrying so long I’d forgotten what my shoulders were supposed to feel like without it.

Outside the window, the stars turned slowly over the orchard. Somewhere in the distance, an owl called once, twice, and fell silent. The house creaked gently, settling into the particular deep quiet of a summer night on a floating island where nothing bad had happened today and nothing bad was expected tomorrow.

I closed my eyes and let the quiet take me. For the first time in six years, I slept without dreaming of war.


Chapter 3

Iwoke to singing, which sliced through the last of my dreams like a blade through silk. I lay there for a moment with my eyes closed, letting the sound settle. A woman’s voice, clear and light, moving through a melody I half-remembered from childhood. No words, just notes strung together the way morning dew strings itself along a spider’s web, delicate and perfect and not trying to be anything other than exactly what it was. The voice floated up from somewhere below my window, accompanied by the percussion of chicken feed hitting packed earth and the occasional indignant squawk.

The bedroom was full of early light, gold and pale and still holding the coolness of night at its edges. My body felt strange, the heaviness of a body that has slept properly for the first time in years and isn’t sure how to proceed with that information. Military sleep was thin and alert, a layer of consciousness always held in reserve, but this was surrender.

I rolled out of bed and crossed to the window. The shutters were latched from the inside, an old habit from a time when I’d believed the dark held monsters worth barricading against. I undid the latch and pulled them open carefully, letting the morning spill across the floorboards in a long warm rectangle.

And there she was. Gabriella stood in the chicken yard with her back to the house, a woven basket tucked against her hip, one hand scattering grain in a wide arc that sent the flock into their morning frenzy. Her dark blonde hair was tied back in a loose knot that had already started coming undone, strands of it catching the light and turning gold at the tips. She wore a simple blue dress that had been patched at the elbows, and her bare feet were pale against the dark earth. She was singing, still, not for an audience, not even aware she had one, just for herself.

I should have called out. I should have made some sound, some gesture to let her know I was there. Instead I stood at the window with my palms flat against the sill and watched her feed chickens and thought: this is what peace looks like. This specific thing. This woman who cannot fly, pouring grain from a basket while the sun climbs over the orchard trees and her voice carries across a yard that hasn’t seen violence in six years.

She’d grown. The thirteen-year-old girl I’d left behind had stretched into something lean and pretty, her shoulders straight, her neck long, the way she moved suggesting confidence rather than the careful self-awareness I remembered. She turned slightly, reaching into the basket for another handful of grain, and I caught the clean unbroken line of her back where wings should have been. The sight of it still hit me the way it always had, a small sharp ache behind the ribs, not because it made her less but because the world had decided it should.

She didn’t seem to care. That was the miracle. She moved through the chicken yard like a woman who’d made peace with the body she inhabited and had better things to worry about than its missing parts. The chickens swarmed around her ankles, pecking at the scattered grain. Gabriella laughed at something, a sound that carried up to the window and settled in my chest.

Six years. Six years of letters that never quite captured the texture of her voice. Six years of imagining her growing up in fragments, in the spaces between battles, in the quiet moments before sleep when the mind turns toward home whether you ask it to or not. I’d carried an image of her that was frozen at thirteen, solemn and watchful and carrying the weight of being different in a village that hadn’t yet learned to look past differences. The woman in the chicken yard had outgrown that image entirely.

She turned then, pivoting on one heel to reach for something behind her, and her eyes found the window … and then me.

The singing stopped mid-note. The basket slipped from her fingers and hit the ground with a soft thud, grain spilling across the dirt in a pale fan. She didn’t move. She didn’t breathe. She stood perfectly still in the morning light with one hand still extended toward whatever she’d been reaching for and her eyes wide and fixed on my face like she’d seen a ghost and wasn’t sure whether to run toward it or away.

I raised a hand, smiled and said her name. “Gabriella.”

Something broke in her expression. A crack, then a collapse, the careful composure of a young woman who’d spent six years learning to hold herself together coming undone all at once. She made a sound, not quite a word, something between a gasp and my name, and then she was moving … away from me.

She turned and ran toward the stables, her bare feet kicking up little clouds of dust, her arms pumping at her sides, the blue dress whipping around her legs. Toward the stable, like the stable was the only place she could think to go when the world suddenly rearranged itself.

I stood at the window for half a second longer than I should have, confusion settling into understanding. She was crying. She was running because she didn’t want me to see her cry, because nineteen-year-old women who’ve spent their lives proving they’re strong don’t want to be caught falling apart in a chicken yard at seven in the morning, even in front of someone they’ve known almost their whole life.

I was dressed and down the stairs in seconds, avoiding the third step by instinct, crossing the kitchen with its smell of bread and beeswax and yesterday’s cider, pushing through the screen door onto the porch where the rocking chairs still held the shape of last night’s conversation. The morning air hit me clean and cool. The chicken yard was empty except for the spilled grain and the basket lying on its side. Beyond it, the stable door stood half-open, swinging gently on its hinge.

I crossed the yard at a jog, my boots leaving prints in the soft earth, and pushed the stable door wider.

The interior was dim after the brightness outside, hay-dust floating in the narrow bars of light that fell through the gaps in the wallboards. Valen lifted his head from his stall and regarded me.

Gabriella stood with her back to the door, one hand braced against the far wall, her shoulders shaking. I could hear her trying to breathe through it, the ragged controlled inhales of someone working very hard at not making noise. She hadn’t heard me come in. Or she had and was pretending she hadn’t, buying herself another three seconds of composure before she had to turn around and be a person again.

“Hey,” I said quietly.

She went still, then her shoulders dropped, all the fight going out of them at once, and she turned.

She’d managed to wipe most of the tears from her cheeks. Her eyes were red and her mouth was doing something complicated that was trying very hard to be a smile and not quite making it. She looked at me across the stable floor with the expression of someone who has prepared a speech for this moment for six years and has now discovered that speeches are useless when the moment actually arrives.

“Hi,” she said. Her voice cracked on the single syllable.

Then she was across the floor and in my arms, her face pressed against my chest, her hands fisting in the fabric of my shirt like she was afraid I might dissolve if she didn’t hold on tight enough. She was crying in earnest now, the kind of crying that comes from somewhere deep and old and patient, the accumulated grief of six years of missing someone condensed into a single minute of finally, finally having them back.

I held her. Her body was slight against mine, all sharp angles and thin shoulders, and she smelled like chicken feed and morning air and the clean scent of her hair. Her tears soaked through my shirt. Her fingers dug into my back where the scars were, and she didn’t flinch from them, didn’t pull away, just held on tighter like she was mapping the damage with her hands and finding it acceptable.

“You’re here,” she said into my shirt, like a fact she was testing, making sure it held weight. “You’re actually here.”

“I’m here,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

She pulled back slightly, her hands still gripping my arms, and looked up at me with wet eyes and a smile that was finally, completely real. “You’d better not,” she said. “Because if you leave again I will personally track you down and drag you back by your hair, and I don’t care if you’re the Queen’s Falcon, I will find you and I will win.”

I laughed. “Noted.”

She wiped at her eyes with the heel of her hand, smearing dust across her cheek in the process, and didn’t seem to care. “Angelina told you not to wake us … right?”

“Right,” I said. “I came home last night.”

“Typical. She gets you all to herself for a whole night and we have to find out by accident.”

“I was going to wake you,” I said. “You just beat me to it with the singing.”

“Was I singing? I don’t even remember starting.” She shook her head, embarrassed and pleased at once. “God, you must think I’m completely insane. Running away from you. Hiding in the stable to cry. Very dignified.”

“I think you’re exactly what I expected,” I said. “Which is worse, probably.”

She punched me in the arm, not gently. “Welcome home, you absolute ass.”

We stood in the stable for a while after that, not talking much, letting the morning settle around us. Valen went back to dozing. The chickens outside resumed their mindless pecking. Somewhere beyond the stable walls, the farm was waking up properly, the ordinary machinery of a day beginning its familiar rotation. I watched her wipe her face on her sleeve and straighten her dress and recompose herself into the capable young woman the village had apparently learned to take seriously, and I thought: I missed everything. Every birthday. Every harvest. Every small victory and quiet defeat. I missed all of it.

But I was here now. And the thing about missing everything is that it makes what’s left feel impossibly precious.

* * *

We were still standing in the stable doorway, Gabriella telling me about the chicken that had learned to open the feed bin and was now the self-appointed leader of what she called “the feathered proletariat,” when the sound of wings came. The sound rolled across the farmyard from the east, growing louder, and Gabriella’s head came up the way an animal does when it recognizes a familiar pattern.

“That’s Sabrina,” she said, and something in her voice suggested this was not an unusual occurrence but rather the morning’s scheduled entertainment, arriving right on cue.

I followed her out into the yard and looked up. The skybird came in low over the eastern orchard, its broad wings pumping in steady strokes, its plumage a riot of white and pale blue that caught the morning sun and scattered it. On its back, perched with the confidence of someone who’d been born to it, sat Sabrina.

Sabrina. Twenty-two years old and riding a skybird the way most people ride pegasi, one hand on the reins, the other holding a woven basket balanced against her hip, her body moving with the mount’s rhythm like they were sharing a single nervous system. Her light blonde hair streamed behind her in the wind, loose and wild, and her wings were half-extended for balance, the feathers gleaming. She wore a simple dress the color of summer sky, and even from a distance I could see the way she sat in the saddle, straight-backed and relaxed, like flying was nothing more complicated than walking and slightly more fun.

She brought the skybird down in the open yard with a talent that would have made cavalry instructors nod approval, the great wings folding, the taloned feet touching earth with barely a sound. Her attention was entirely on the bird, checking the reins, murmuring something to it I couldn’t hear, reaching into the basket to pull out what looked like an apple and offering it to the mount with a gesture that was equal parts reward and affection. The skybird took the apple delicately, with a beak that could have severed a man’s arm, and Sabrina patted its neck with the casual fondness of someone greeting an old friend.

Then she turned around. The basket hit the ground. Fruit scattered across the packed earth, apples and pears rolling in every direction, and Sabrina didn’t notice or care. She stood perfectly still in the center of the yard with one hand still extended toward the skybird’s reins and her eyes locked on my face with an expression I couldn’t have described if you’d held a blade to my throat.

For one heartbeat she didn’t move. For one heartbeat the farmyard held its breath. Then her face did something extraordinary. It broke open, every careful composure and practiced charm falling away at once, and what emerged wasn’t the polished social smile of a pageant winner or the teasing grin of the hot girl I remembered. It was joy. Her eyes went bright. Her mouth curved. And then she was running.

She crossed the yard and launched herself at me, arms and wings and the full weight of six years of pent-up affection coming at my chest like a friendly artillery barrage. I caught her, barely, her body hitting mine with enough force to knock the wind out of a man who hadn’t spent six years bracing for impacts considerably less welcome than this one, and then her arms were around my neck and her wings were wrapped around both of us and she was laughing and crying at the same time, the sound bright and wrecked and entirely Sabrina.

“Gabriel,” she said into my shoulder, and then she said it again, like she was testing the word, making sure it still meant what it had always meant. “Gabriel, you absolute bastard, you’re here, you’re actually here.”

“I’m here,” I said, my voice muffled against her hair.

She pulled back, her hands gripping my shoulders, her eyes scanning my face with an intensity that made me feel like I was being cataloged feature by feature. Then she grinned, the Sabrina grin that had been demolishing local boys’ composure since she was fourteen, and punched me in the arm hard enough to leave a mark.

“That’s for making me wait six years,” she said. “And this” she hugged me again, tighter “is because I’m so glad you didn’t die that I might actually forgive you for the waiting part. Eventually. Don’t get comfortable.”

I laughed. The sound felt less strange this time, more like something my body remembered how to do. “Noted.”

Behind us, the skybird lowered its head to another fallen apple, apparently deciding the family reunion didn’t require its participation. Gabriella stooped to gather the scattered fruit while Sabrina absentmindedly slipped the reins over a fence post without taking her eyes off me.

She stepped back, wiping at her eyes with the back of her hand, and I got my first proper look at the woman she had become. The girl I’d left behind at sixteen had been beautiful in the way young things often are, all potential and promise and not yet settled into what she would be. The woman standing in front of me had settled. Every promise had been kept, and then some. Her face had the same bones but better architecture, the cheekbones sharper, the jaw more defined, the smile wider and more deliberate. Her body had the curves that pageant judges write poems about and local boys develop drinking problems over, full breasts, natural cleavage, a narrow waist, and hips that flared in a way that made the simple sky-blue dress look like it was working harder than it had signed up for. Her wings were magnificent, thick and light blonde and currently half-spread with the residual excitement of the moment.

Sixteen to twenty-two. I’d missed the entire transformation, and the missing sat in my chest like a stone.

“You’re staring,” Sabrina said, and the teasing note was back in her voice, the lilt that meant she’d caught me doing something embarrassing and was about to make sure everyone within earshot knew about it. “Do I have something on my face? Chicken feed? Tears? The visible evidence that you’re a war hero who can’t recognize me without looking like you’ve been hit with a board?”

“You look different,” I said.

“Different good or different horrifying?”

“Different grown up,” I said, which was the most honest thing I could manage without walking into territory I had no business exploring.

She considered this, head tilted, and then her grin returned, brighter than before. “Good answer. You’re learning. Now come on.” She grabbed my wrist and pulled, already moving, her energy infectious and impossible to resist. “I’m giving you the tour. Six years of changes, and you’re getting the abbreviated version because I have approximately eight hundred things to tell you and the morning is wasting itself.”

Gabriella rolled her eyes. “She’s been planning this tour since approximately the day you left. I’d let her have it. Resistance is medically inadvisable.”

So Sabrina took my hand and led me across the farm, talking a mile a minute, pointing at everything with the enthusiasm of someone showing off a palace they’d built with their own hands. And as we walked, the farm began to tell its own story, quieter than Sabrina’s but just as clear.

The south field, the one Angelina had mentioned, was visibly fallow, not neglected, exactly. The weeds had been kept in check, the boundary stones were still in place, but the rich dark soil lay unturned, waiting for hands that hadn’t been available to turn it. Beyond it, the eastern pasture where we’d once grazed twenty sheep held maybe eight, their wool pale against the summer grass. The barn roof had a patch near the eastern corner where the thatch had been replaced with something cheaper and less durable, a temporary fix that had become permanent through necessity. The orchard, when we reached it, showed gaps I hadn’t noticed from the air, empty spaces where apple trees had stood for decades, now just stumps or nothing at all, the disease or age that had taken them evident in the ragged edges of the remaining trunks.

“Pear blight,” Sabrina said when she caught me looking. “Took seven trees two summers ago. We tried everything. Angelina even sent for a healer from another island who charged us three silver crowns to tell us what we already knew, which is that sometimes trees die and there’s nothing you can do but plant new ones and wait twenty years.” She shrugged, the gesture casual but the weight behind it anything but. “We planted two. Couldn’t afford more. The soil’s good, though. They’ll take.”

We walked the fence line, and I saw where posts had rotted at the base and been propped with stones instead of replaced. We passed the tool shed, and Sabrina pointed out the empty hooks where equipment had been sold during the worst of the war years, when coin was scarce and food was the priority. She showed me the herb garden, which was thriving, and the vegetable plots, which were smaller than I remembered but meticulously tended, every row straight, every plant healthy.

“We kept what we could keep,” she said, and for the first time the teasing note had left her voice entirely, replaced by something quieter and steadier. “Some things had to go. The south field. The sheep. Half the tools. But the important things stayed. The orchard, the house and each other.” She looked at me then, her eyes clear and direct in a way that belonged to a woman considerably older than twenty-two. “We’re still here, Gabriel. That’s the part that matters.”

I looked at her, standing in the morning sun with dust on her bare feet and fruit stains on her fingers and the set to her shoulders that said she had carried weights I hadn’t been here to help with, and I thought: I missed it all. Every hard day. Every impossible choice. Every morning when the three of them got up and looked at the work ahead and did it anyway because someone had to.

But I hadn’t missed what mattered. They were still here. The farm was still here. Diminished, patched, carrying the evidence of six years of survival in every weathered board and fallow field, but standing. Beautiful in the way that things are beautiful when they’ve endured.

Sabrina saw something in my face and reached out, brushing a strand of hair from my forehead with her thumb the way Angelina had done the night before. “Stop it,” she said gently. “Whatever you’re thinking, stop. You came home. That’s the only part of this story that ends with a period instead of a question mark.”

Then she grinned, the teasing back in full force, and hooked her arm through mine. “Now. Tell me absolutely everything about the queen. Is she as terrifying as they say? Did she actually knight you? Because if she did, I’m going to need you to start referring to yourself as Sir Gabriel at family dinners, and I am not joking about this.”

I let her pull me back toward the house, answering questions I hadn’t prepared answers for, watching the way the light moved across the farm we’d almost lost, and thought: I’m home.

* * *

Breakfast was chaos and I loved every second of it. Angelina had bread and eggs and the sharp cheese she made from the milk of our remaining two goats, and Sabrina talked through the entire meal without apparently needing to breathe, switching subjects mid-sentence the way she’d always done, asking me about the queen, telling me about her skybird whose name was Sora, describing a harvest festival she’d organized three years ago that apparently involved a drunk harpy and a pumpkin catapult, all while Gabriella rolled her eyes and Angelina smiled into her tea and the morning light poured across the kitchen table like something poured from a jug labeled “ordinary happiness, handle with care.”

When the plates were cleared, Angelina reached for my empty mug and held it just out of my reach, her eyes serious.

“You’re resting today,” she said. “Six years of war, three days of flying, and one emotional reunion does not equal a man who’s ready for a full day’s work. The orchard can wait. You cannot.”

I took the mug from her fingers gently. “I’ve been waiting six years to help. I think I win this argument.”

“Stubborn,” Angelina said, but she was already reaching for her apron, the battle lost before it began. She knew me. She’d always known me. “Just like your father. God help us all.”

So we divided the day the way we’d always divided days. Gabriella took the chickens and the garden. Sabrina took the eastern field where the late summer berries were coming in. Angelina took the kitchen and the preserves and the hundred small tasks that kept a farmhouse from falling into disrepair one creaking hinge at a time. And I took whatever needed a man’s height and a soldier’s shoulders, which turned out to be most of it.

I carried water from the well until my arms remembered what carrying felt like when the thing you’re carrying isn’t a weapon. I mucked Valen’s stall and brushed him down while he regarded me with the mild disappointment of an animal who finds human industriousness vaguely suspicious before noon. I hauled feed sacks from the barn to the chicken coop and discovered, to my genuine humiliation, that chickens had not become less vindictive in my absence. One particularly ambitious hen waited until I’d bent to refill the water trough before launching herself at my head with the specific malice of a creature who has decided that today, this specific human will know fear.

I ducked. The hen missed. Sabrina, who had been ostensibly picking blackberries twenty yards away and had in fact been waiting for exactly this moment, laughed so hard she dropped half her basket.

“Welcome home,” she called, wiping tears from her eyes. “The chickens have been training. They have strategies now. That one’s name is Vengeance. Don’t ask me why. Gabriella named her.”

Gabriella, passing with an armful of fresh-cut herbs, didn’t break stride. “She pecked an angel when she tried to steal eggs. I respect her commitment to justice.”

By midday my back had remembered that farm work uses muscles cavalry training doesn’t bother with, and those muscles were making their opinions known with the vivid vocabulary of tissue that hasn’t been asked to perform in six years. We ate lunch on the porch steps, bread and cheese and apples from last season’s store, and Angelina fussed over the long scar on my forearm until I gently moved her hand away and told her it had stopped hurting approximately five years and eleven months ago.

“It’s still there,” she said quietly. “That’s recent enough for me.”

After lunch, we moved to the orchard. The early apples were coming in, the branches heavy with fruit that gleamed pale green and blush-pink in the afternoon light. Angelina handed out baskets and set us to work with the authority of an angel who’d been running harvests since before any of us were born. Gabriella took the lower branches, her hands quick and sure on each apple stem. Sabrina, naturally, scaled the taller trees with the help of her wings, perching on branches that should not have held her weight and reaching for fruit while singing something bawdy about a merchant’s daughter and a skybird groom that made Angelina pretend to be deaf and Gabriella blush to the roots of her hair.

I took the middle ground, literally and figuratively, working the branches within arm’s reach and trying to remember the twist that separates a ripe apple from one that needs another week. My body knew the motion before my brain did, muscle memory waking up from whatever deep civilian hibernation it had been in since I was twenty, and for a while I lost myself in the simple rhythm of it. Reach, twist, place in basket. Reach, twist, place. The sound of the orchard around us, leaves moving in the breeze, the occasional soft thud of an overripe apple hitting the grass, Sabrina’s voice floating down from above, Gabriella’s quieter responses from below, Angelina humming as she worked the western row.

It was ordinary. It was perfect. It was so far from the world I’d been living in for six years that sometimes I had to stop, hand on a branch, and just breathe through the disorientation of it. No urgency. No consequence greater than whether the apples made it into the basket without bruising. No fear sitting at the base of my skull like a cold stone. Just work, and family, and the contentment that comes from doing something useful with your hands on land you care about.

We repaired the chicken coop door in the late afternoon, Gabriella holding the new hinge steady while I drove the nails, and she told me about the ledger system she’d developed for tracking the farm’s accounts, her voice bright with the pride of someone who has discovered they’re good at something and is still slightly surprised by it. We fixed the loose step on the porch, Sabrina handing me tools with unnecessary commentary on my technique. “No, like this, you great lumbering cavalryman, gently, it’s wood not an enemy skull.”

And Angelina brought us cider in the old clay cups that had survived every harvest since I was born. My body ached by sundown. I sat on the porch step with a cup of cider and watched the light go gold across the orchard, and Sabrina dropped onto the step beside me, close enough that her wing brushed my shoulder, and didn’t say anything for a while. Then she said quietly, “You okay?”

I looked at her. Her face was serious in a way Sabrina’s face rarely was, the teasing set aside, and I realized she’d been watching me all day, the way she’d always watched me, seeing more than she let on.

“I’m good,” I said. And for the first time since landing on Eden Isle’s ceremonial field, I meant it completely.

She nodded, and bumped her shoulder against mine. “You will be. It just takes time.” Then the grin was back, bright and merciless. “Also, you run from chickens like a man who’s never faced actual danger, and I will be telling this story at every family gathering for the remainder of your natural life. Fair warning.”

I laughed. The sound felt less strange each time, more like something that belonged to me.

Inside the house, Angelina was starting dinner, the familiar sounds of a kitchen in motion carrying through the screen door. Gabriella was on the porch swing with a book open in her lap, though I suspected she’d been watching the orchard light more than the pages. Valen whinnied from the stable, the sound that meant his dinner was approximately three minutes late according to his internal clock, which had never in its existence been synchronized with actual time.

I sat on the step with cider warming my palms and the ache in my shoulders and the quiet happiness of a day that had asked nothing of me except to be present.

I had missed everything. The knowledge sat in my chest like it had carved out a space and settled in for the long term. Every birthday. Every harvest. Every small victory and quiet defeat. Every morning they’d gotten up and looked at the work ahead and done it anyway because someone had to.

But I was here now. And the work, the ordinary impossible work of keeping a farm and a family intact, was work I could share. As a man who had finally come home to the place that had been waiting for him.

The cider was sweet and sharp on my tongue. The light turned the orchard trees to gold, then amber, then the deep honey-color that means evening is coming in earnest, and I sat on the step and let it happen, minute by minute, breath by breath, the way you’re supposed to.

* * *

Angelina insisted on dinner outside. Not on the porch, where we usually ate when the weather was good, but beneath the old oak at the western edge of the yard, where the ground sloped gently toward the island’s rim and the view opened across the clouds to the floating islands beyond. She laid a quilt on the grass and set out plates and cups and a basket of bread still warm from the oven, and by the time the sun began its descent toward the horizon, we were arranged around the makeshift table like pieces on a board that had been waiting six years for all its players to return.

The food was simple and perfect. Roasted chicken from one of our own birds, herbs from the garden, potatoes boiled in their skins and split open steaming, the sharp goat cheese Angelina had made last month, and apples from the orchard sliced thin and arranged on a wooden plate. We ate, and the conversation moved the way family conversation moves when everyone is relaxed and nobody is performing, skipping from subject to subject without bothering with transitions.

Sabrina told us about the merchant captain who’d tried to shortchange her on a cider delivery and had left with both the full price and an invitation to the summer festival that he apparently couldn’t refuse despite looking like he very much wanted to. Gabriella described the village schoolteacher’s attempts to teach mathematics to a classroom of children who were significantly more interested in the fact that a skybird had nested on the schoolhouse roof. Angelina listened to both of them with a smile.

I mostly listened. It was enough. The sound of them, the rhythm of three people who had shared a house and a life for six years without me in it, falling back into the older rhythm that included me as if the gap had been nothing more consequential than a long afternoon nap. The light turned the oak’s leaves to copper, then to a deep burnished gold that made Sabrina’s hair look like it had been dipped in honey, and beyond the island’s edge, the floating platforms caught the last of the sun and held it, their gardens and towers glowing against the darkening sky.

As the plates emptied and the conversation settled into the comfortable lull that comes after good food and better company, Angelina set her cup down on the grass and looked at her hands for a moment. When she looked up, something had changed in her face, a decision made.

“I wasn’t entirely honest in my letters,” she said.

The yard went quiet. Sabrina stopped mid-sentence about a skybird race she’d apparently won last spring. Gabriella’s fingers stilled on the apple slice she’d been turning between them.

“The farm,” Angelina continued. Her voice was steady, measured, the way it always was when she was saying something difficult. “It was harder than I let on. Much harder.”

She looked out at the farm, her profile sharp against the fading light. “When the men left, the work didn’t halve itself. It stayed exactly the same amount of work, and there were three of us to do it instead of …” She paused. “Well, you know. We managed the essentials. The orchard. The garden. The animals we could keep. But the south field went fallow because we couldn’t irrigate it. The fences rotted in places and we propped them with stones because replacing posts cost coin we didn’t have. The barn roof leaked for two winters before we could patch it properly, and by then the beams had started to go.” She turned her cup slowly between her palms. “We sold the dairy cow in the third year. The sheep after that. And some of the tools.”

She said it all matter-of-factly, without self-pity, the way she’d always delivered hard truths, and the matter-of-factness made it worse. This wasn’t a story crafted for sympathy. This was a ledger, plain and unadorned.

“I’m not telling you this because I want you to feel guilty,” she said, looking at me directly now. “God knows you’ve carried enough. I’m telling you because you’re home, and home doesn’t work when the people in it are keeping separate ledgers.” Her eyes moved to my chest, where the scars were visible through the thin fabric of my shirt, and I saw the connection form in her expression, the parallel she was drawing without needing to say it aloud. She had kept her hardships from me. I had kept my wounds from her. We had been protecting each other from the full weight of what we’d carried, and protection, however well-intentioned, had a cost.

“I never wanted you worrying about home,” she said quietly. “Not when you were … where you were. The farm was my responsibility. Keeping it standing was the least I could do while you kept the kingdom standing.”

I set my plate down on the grass and stood up. “Give me a minute.”

They watched me cross the yard to the house, none of them speaking, the silence of people who have decided to wait and see what happens next. I went upstairs to my room, to where I’d put the pouch, and lifted them out. The weight of the coins was substantial, gold and silver together, more money than this farm had seen in a decade. I carried them back down to the yard in both hands and set them on the quilt between us.

Angelina looked at the pouch then at me. Her expression passed through several emotions in quick succession: confusion, recognition, refusal already forming before I could speak.

“No,” she said. “Gabriel, no. That’s yours. You earned every coin of that through …” She gestured at my body, at the map of scars visible through the shirt, and didn’t finish the sentence because the sentence didn’t need finishing. We all knew what those coins had cost.

“It’s ours,” I said. “Everything I did out there,” I continued, “everything they’re calling heroism and giving medals for, none of it happens without you. Without this farm. Without the woman who taught me to work hard and keep my word and stand up when standing up was the harder choice.” I pushed the pouch toward her gently. “You kept this family together for six years with nothing but your hands and your will and whatever coin you could scrape together. You kept the roof over their heads. You kept food on the table. You kept them safe while I was …” I paused. “While I was doing whatever it was I did that earned these.”

I looked at the girls. Gabriella with her quiet competence and her unbroken back. Sabrina with her wings and her laugh and the fierce joy she brought to everything she touched. Then back to Angelina, to the woman who had carried all of it without ever letting the weight show in her letters.

“From now on,” I said, “the roof gets properly fixed. The south field gets irrigated. The orchard gets replanted where the blight took the old trees. The fences get replaced, not propped. The barn gets new beams.” I met her eyes. “From now on, none of you work from dawn until dusk just to keep your heads above water. Not while I’m breathing.”

Angelina was crying. She wasn’t making any sound, which was her way, but the tears were there, tracking silently down her cheeks in the fading light. She looked at the pouch, at me, at her daughters. Then she reached out and placed one hand on the nearest pouch, her fingers curling around the fabric slowly, like she was making sure it was real.

“Thank you,” she said. Two words that carried more than any speech could have.

We sat there as the light failed, the four of us arranged around a quilt on the grass beneath an oak tree that had been growing on this island longer than any of us had been alive, and watched the sun disappear behind the distant floating islands. One by one, the platforms darkened, their gardens and towers becoming silhouettes against the deep blue of evening, and the first stars emerged overhead, pale and patient and impossibly distant.

For six years I had carried an image of home that was frozen in time, preserved at the moment I’d left it, a museum exhibit of a life I’d been fighting to return to. The farm I’d come back to was not that farm. It was diminished, patched, carrying the evidence of six years of survival in every weathered board and fallow field. It was also more beautiful than the museum version had ever been, because the museum version had never endured anything. It had never been tested. It had never had to prove it could stand when standing was the hardest thing to do.

This farm had stood. This family had stood. And whatever came next, whatever repairs we made, whatever orchards we replanted, whatever fences we rebuilt, we would stand together. Not as a monument to what had been lost, but as something living and growing and finally, finally whole.

I looked at the three women sitting around me on the grass, their faces gold in the last of the light, and for the first time since the war began, I believed, completely and without reservation, that the future held more hope than hardship.

The stars came out in earnest. We sat beneath them and didn’t need to say another word.


Chapter 4

Iwoke to the sound of pans and the smell of bread. Morning light fell through my bedroom window in a warm stripe across the quilt, and for a moment I lay there feeling the luxury of waking up somewhere that wasn’t a military cot.

I got dressed and headed downstairs. The kitchen was its usual beautiful chaos. Angelina moved between the stove and table. Sabrina sat at the table with her hair loose and one wing draped over the back of her chair, tearing pieces off a warm roll with her free hand. Gabriella was already dressed and awake as well.

“Good morning, sleeping hero,” Sabrina said without looking up from her letter. “The chickens have been up for two hours. They’re very disappointed in you.”

“I’ll send a formal apology.” I poured tea into the clay mug Angelina pushed toward me and inhaled the steam.

Angelina set a plate of eggs in front of me. “Eat. Both of you. The day is not going to wait because you’re busy being charming.”

I ate. The eggs were perfect, which Angelina’s eggs always were. Gabriella had been unusually quiet through the meal, picking at her food, her eyes finding mine across the table and then skittering away like she was working up to something.

She found it halfway through my second cup of tea. “Can we do something today?”

“Of course,” I said.

“I want to spend today with you,” she said. “Just us. There are a few places I want to show you. Places that mattered while you were gone. I’ve been making a list.”

Sabrina’s head came up. “You’ve been making a list?”

“Yes. A list. Of things to show Gabriel. It’s organized by location and approximate emotional significance.”

“I want to show him things too,” Sabrina said, and something in her voice had changed from teasing to something that carried an edge. “I’ve been waiting six years. You’ve had him for a whole day already.”

“Yesterday was family day. Today is my day. I called it last night. You were there.”

“I don’t remember you calling anything. I remember cider and stars and Angelina crying, which was beautiful and also not a scheduling conference.”

Gabriella’s jaw set. “I need this.”

“I need it too.”

“Girls.” Angelina’s voice, quiet and steady, the voice that had ended approximately ten thousand sibling arguments over the past two decades. She was wiping her hands on a dishcloth, her eyes moving between her daughters with the weary fondness of someone who’d seen this play before and knew all the lines by heart. “Sabrina. Gabriel isn’t leaving again tomorrow. Gabriella can have today. You can have tomorrow. The island isn’t going anywhere. Neither is he.”

Sabrina held Gabriella’s gaze for a beat longer than necessary then exhaled. “Fine.”

“Deal,” Gabriella said, and just like that the tension dissolved, the way it always did with them, sudden and complete, like weather changing its mind.

Twenty minutes later Gabriella and I were walking the eastern path through the orchard, Gabriella half a step ahead of me, talking with her hands the way she did when she was excited. She’d put on a clean blue dress and tied her dark blonde hair back.

We followed the old fence line, talking about everything except the farm. Gabriella pointed out the houses where childhood friends had moved away, the old bakery that had become a cooper’s workshop, and the maple tree we’d planted together before I left, now twice the height I remembered.

We cut through the village center, past the schoolhouse with its skybird nest on the roof, past the tavern where an older man nodded to me from the porch and didn’t try to start a conversation, which I appreciated more than he could know.

Everywhere we went, memories surfaced. The low stone wall where we’d sat eating stolen apples. The hollow oak where we’d hidden from thunderstorms. The creek bed, dry now in late summer, where I’d taught her to skip stones and she’d promptly beaten my record by skipping one seven times, a fact she reminded me of approximately every thirty seconds as we passed.

“We should go to the cliffs,” she said. “The view’s better now. The storm two winters ago took down some of the older trees, and suddenly you can see all the way to the western islets on a clear day.”

The path to the cliffs wound up through thinning orchard and then open meadow, the grass knee-high and gone to seed, pale gold in the morning light. We’d walked this path a hundred times as children, racing each other, stopping to catch breath, continuing the race as if the outcome mattered. Today we walked it slowly, side by side, and the silence between us was the comfortable kind.

Then we passed the playground. I hadn’t thought about the playground in years. It sat at the edge of the island, a collection of wooden structures built for children with wings: climbing frames with platforms too high for wingless reach, swings that launched from elevated perches, obstacle courses designed for bodies that could catch themselves when they fell. The wood was gray with age and weather, the ropes frayed, the whole thing looking smaller than I remembered, which was how childhood landmarks usually worked.

Gabriella stopped walking, her body going still the way bodies do when they hit something they weren’t expecting to hit. “This is where it was the worst,” she said quietly.

I looked at her. Her profile was sharp against the morning light, her jaw tight, her eyes fixed on the playground with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

“The bullying,” she said. “This is where they always did it. Because here was where the difference mattered. Here was where I couldn’t keep up, couldn’t reach, couldn’t do any of the things the other kids could do without thinking.” She swallowed. “Remember that swing? The high one? The one that launched from the platform? I tried it once. After you left. I climbed the ladder, took me forever, and I sat on the swing and I pushed off and for about two seconds I was flying, and then I hit the ground and broke my wrist.”

I remembered her writing about the broken wrist. She’d mentioned the playground. She hadn’t mentioned why.

“After you left,” Gabriella continued, her voice steady in the way that meant it was taking everything she had to keep it steady, “it got worse for a while. Not physically worse. Nobody hit me. But the words … the way they looked at me. Like I was broken. Like I was something that shouldn’t have happened.” She turned to face me, and I saw then that her eyes were bright with tears she was refusing to let fall. “You always made it better. You were always there. You’d step in and suddenly I wasn’t the wingless girl anymore, I was the girl Gabriel stood up for, and that was enough. That was always enough.”

Her voice cracked on the last word. A single tear escaped, tracking down her cheek, and she wiped it away with the back of her hand like she was annoyed with it for betraying her.

“Losing you was the hardest part,” she said. “Not because I thought you were dead. Angelina never let me think that. She always said you were coming back. Always. Even when the lists came and other names were on them, she’d look at me and say ‘not his.’ And I believed her. I always believed her.” Another tear, another quick wipe. “But you were gone. And without you, I was just … me. Just the wingless girl. The one who didn’t belong. The one who sat by herself at recess because the playground was built for people who could fly and nobody had thought to build a version for people who couldn’t.”

The guilt hit me like a physical thing, a weight settling across my shoulders that had nothing to do with the scars already there. I’d known, abstractly, that my absence had cost them. I’d known about the farm, the labor, the burdens of survival. I hadn’t known, hadn’t let myself know, what it had cost Gabriella to lose the one person who’d always stood between her and a world that saw her missing wings before it saw her.

“I’m sorry,” I said. The words felt pathetically inadequate, the kind of thing you say when the real apology would need its own language.

I closed the distance between us and pulled her against my chest. She came willingly, her body folding into mine the way it had in the stable yesterday morning.

I held her. Her face pressed into the hollow of my collarbone, her fists bunched in the fabric of my shirt, her shoulders shaking with the effort of crying quietly because nineteen-year-old women who’ve spent their lives proving they’re strong don’t want to sob in public, even in an empty meadow, even with me. I wrapped one arm around her shoulders and the other around the back of her head, cradling her the way you cradle something fragile, and let her fall apart against me.

Eventually, we broke the hug, and she shook her head. “Don’t. Don’t apologize. You didn’t choose the war. You didn’t choose to leave. I just …” She took a breath. “I just needed you to know. That’s all. I needed you to know what it was like.”

We stood there at the edge of the playground, the morning sun warming the gray wood, the empty swings moving slightly in the breeze, and I looked at her and saw, for the first time, the full measure of what those six years had taken from her. A shield, a sense of belonging, and the one person who had always made sure she never felt like the thing the village sometimes treated her as: a mistake.

The guilt sat in my chest, heavy and hot, and I didn’t try to dislodge it. It belonged there. It had earned its place.

Then we walked. Neither of us suggested turning back, neither of us suggested talking. We just walked, following the path that curved away from the village and up toward the eastern ridge where the trees thinned and the sky opened. My chest felt tight, the guilt sitting behind my ribs like something with weight and temperature, and Gabriella walked beside me with her hands clasped in front of her and her eyes on the ground, and the silence between us was the kind that happens after something true has been said and neither person knows quite what to do with the space it leaves behind.

The path climbed. The orchard gave way to scrubby meadow, then to rocky outcrop, and then we were at the place we’d always called the lookout, though it had no official name and probably never would. A flat shelf of pale stone jutting from the island’s edge, wide enough for two people to sit side by side with their legs dangling over nothing, and beyond it, the endless sky.

We sat. The stone was warm from the morning sun. Below us, the island dropped away in a sheer cliff face veined with hardy scrub and the occasional stubborn tree growing sideways from a crack. Beyond that, nothing but air and distance and clouds, and beyond the clouds, the vague blue suggestion of the endless sea far below, so distant it was more idea than reality.

We’d found this place when Gabriella was nine and I was sixteen, exploring the island’s edges on a summer afternoon when we were supposed to be helping with the harvest. I remembered her sitting exactly where she sat now, her small feet kicking at the empty air, her face full of a wonder that had nothing to do with the fact that she couldn’t fly and everything to do with the fact that the world was larger and more beautiful than either of us had known.

“Remember when we found this?” she asked quietly.

“I remember you almost gave Angelina a heart attack when we got back and told her where we’d been.”

She smiled, just a little. “Worth it.”

The silence settled again, comfortable this time. I looked out at the sky and thought about distance, about how six years of war had taught me that distance was measured in more than miles.

“I never told anyone this,” I said.

She turned to look at me, her eyes questioning.

“The war,” I said. “The fighting. None of it scared me the way people think it did.” I picked up a small stone from the ledge and turned it between my fingers. “What scared me was the thought of never coming home. Every battle, every charge, every time I mounted Valen and took to the air, I wondered whether that was the day. Whether that was the engagement where something went wrong, where the formation broke, where the arrow found the gap in the armor or the blade found the opening I hadn’t seen coming.”

The stone was smooth, worn by wind and time. I set it down carefully on the ledge between us. “Death didn’t frighten me. What frightened me was the possibility that you would spend the rest of your life believing I’d abandoned you. That you’d wake up one morning to a messenger at the door and a letter with a seal on it, and from that moment on you’d carry the certainty that I’d chosen something else over coming back to you.” I looked at her. “That was the thing I couldn’t live with. The thought of you alone, thinking I’d left you by choice.”

Something broke in her face. A careful restraint, held for so long it had become part of her architecture, crumbling all at once. Her breath caught. Her eyes filled. And then she was in my arms, her face pressed against my chest, her body shaking with the force of what she’d been holding back, and she was crying in a way that had nothing performative about it, nothing guarded, just a young woman finally letting six years of loneliness and fear find their voice.

I held her. One hand on the back of her head, her dark blonde hair soft against my palm, the other arm around her shoulders, feeling the narrow frame of her and the strength in it and the vulnerability she only showed to people she trusted completely. She cried into my shirt and I held her and didn’t try to stop it or hurry it or make it smaller than it was. She’d earned every tear. She’d carried the weight of my absence without complaint for six years, and if the weight needed somewhere to go now that I was back, my shirt was the least I could offer.

“I’m here,” I said quietly. “I’m not going anywhere. Not unless I have no choice, and even then I’ll find a way back. I promise you that.”

She nodded against my chest, a small movement I felt more than saw. Her breathing gradually steadied, the shaking subsiding, and for a long time we sat like that on the stone ledge with the endless sky spread out below us and nothing between us but the simple fact of presence, of being here, together, after six years of absence.

When she finally pulled back, her eyes were red and her cheeks were wet. She wiped her face on her sleeve and didn’t apologize for the crying, which I was grateful for. Apologies after something that real would have felt like a betrayal of the moment.

“We should head back,” she said. Her voice was rough but steady. “Angelina will be wondering.”

We stood. She reached for my hand without looking at me, the way she had when she was small and uncertain, and I took it, and we walked back down the path side by side, her fingers warm in mine.

As we walked, I found myself looking at her with fresh attention. The way she moved through the tall grass, confident and sure-footed. The set of her shoulders, straight and unapologetic. The quiet competence in her hands as she pushed a low branch aside and held it for me to pass. This wasn’t the frightened thirteen-year-old I’d carried in my memory for six years. This was a woman who had faced loneliness and difference and the cruelty of children and had emerged not just intact but remarkable, her kindness undiminished, her humor sharp and warm, her resilience something she wore without making a show of it. She had become extraordinary while I was gone.

We reached the family farm as the morning was tipping toward midday, the sun high and warm over the orchard, and Gabriella squeezed my hand.

The farmyard was quiet when we returned. Angelina was somewhere in the house, the sound of her moving between rooms carrying through the open windows. Sabrina was still out, probably with her skybird or her friends or both. The chickens had dispersed to their various territories of spite and purpose.

Gabriella was quiet. She picked up a stick from the yard and traced patterns in the dust, her eyes distant, and I recognized the look because it was the same one I wore when memories found their way to the surface and demanded attention.

“We could do something different,” I said.

She looked up. “Like what?”

“Like I could show you some of what I learned out there. The useful parts. The parts that didn’t involve getting shot at.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “You mean fight stuff?”

“I mean skill stuff. Archery. Spear work. The boomerang, if you’re curious.”

That got her. Her eyes lit, the distance evaporating. “The boomerang? The one from the letters? The one that came back to your hand while you were riding?”

“That’s the one.”

“Show me. Show me everything.”

We found a clearing on the north edge of the farm where the meadow opened and the tree line offered a natural backstop. The grass was knee-high and pale gold, bending in the steady breeze that came off the island’s edge. I’d practiced here as a boy, shooting at targets propped against the far trees, learning the feel of a bow in my hands before I’d learned much else about myself. The clearing remembered me. The quality of light through the leaves was exactly as I remembered it, dappled and shifting, and for a moment I was sixteen again, nothing ahead of me but open sky and the arrogance of youth that mistakes possibility for destiny.

I shrugged out of my shirt. The fabric caught on my shoulders, and I pulled it over my head and dropped it on the grass beside my boots, and then I was standing in the clearing in nothing but my trousers, and the morning air was cool on my skin, and I heard Gabriella’s breath catch.

She was staring at my back. At the scars. I’d forgotten, in the moment, that they hadn’t been there when I left. The long diagonal across my upper back from Mirrath, pale and raised, the tissue a different texture than the skin around it. The puckered knot below my ribs, smaller but uglier, the kind of scar that tells you something went through and came out the other side. Dozens of others. A map written in damaged tissue, each one a place where the war had reached out and touched me and left its signature.

Gabriella didn’t say anything. She just stood there with her stick forgotten in her hand, her eyes moving over my back, her face doing something complicated that moved from shock to something that looked like pain and then settled into a stillness I couldn’t read.

“Gabriel,” she said quietly.

“It looks worse than it is.”

“It looks like you almost died. Repeatedly.”

I turned to face her. “I didn’t, though. That’s the part that matters.”

She was still looking at the scars, her eyes tracing the patterns like she was trying to memorize them, and I saw something change in her expression, a realization landing with its full weight: every one of those marks was a moment when I had been fighting, hurting, surviving, while she was here waiting, helpless, with nothing but letters and hope to hold onto. The distance between those two experiences was suddenly, terribly visible to both of us, written across my skin in a language neither of us had chosen to learn.

I left her with that for a moment while I jogged back to the house and retrieved my bow from the room. The quiver followed, though I only took three arrows. Enough to make the point. Enough to remind my body what it knew. I also grabbed my old practice spear and the boomerang.

Back in the clearing, I propped a target against a tree. Then I nocked the first arrow, drew, held, and released. The arrow found the center of the distant target, the straw bursting, the shaft buried to the fletching. I nocked the second, drew, held for half a breath longer, and sent it through the first arrow, splitting it clean down the middle, the two halves falling away from the target like opened wings.

The third arrow I sent high, arcing it over the tree line in a trajectory that should have been impossible, the shaft vanishing into the leaves and then, a heartbeat later, emerging on the far side to strike a dead branch I hadn’t even been aiming at, the wood splintering, the branch falling in a slow arc to the grass below.

I lowered the bow and looked at Gabriella. Her mouth was open. “How did you do that?”

“Practice,” I said. “Also desperation. They’re similar teachers.”

I set the bow aside and picked up the practice spear, a straight shaft of ash with a weighted tip, and ran through a basic sequence, thrust, parry, recover, thrust again, the movements flowing from muscle memory so deep they felt like breathing. I’d done this ten thousand times on training grounds and battlefield both, the spear an extension of my body, the weight familiar and right. The grass whispered around the shaft as it cut the air.

When I finished, Gabriella was already moving, already reaching for the leather case. She pulled out the boomerang with both hands, holding it carefully, turning it over to examine the carved patterns along its curved edge.

“Can I throw it?” she asked.

“It won’t come back to you. It only comes back to me because it’s tuned to my hand, my release. Six years of throwing the same weapon does that.”

She handed it to me, her eyes bright. “Show me.”

I took the boomerang, feeling the familiar weight of it, the smooth grain of the wood worn to a polish by years of use. I’d practiced until my shoulder ached, until the boomerang knew the shape of my hand better than I did.

I drew back and released. The boomerang left my hand with a clean snap, climbing into the morning sky, its arc wide and graceful, cutting a perfect curve through the blue before banking and returning, the wood singing as it came, and I caught it one-handed without looking, the impact solid and familiar against my palm.

Gabriella laughed and clapped her hands. “Again!”

I threw it again, higher this time, letting it climb until it was a dark shape against the sun, then curve back, slower, drifting on the thermals before dropping into my waiting hand. The third throw I sent low and fast, skimming the grass, the boomerang cutting a horizontal arc that seemed to defy physics before banking upward and returning to my fingertips with the precision of a trained animal.

“Your turn,” I said, and handed it to her.

She threw it. It sailed out in a wobbling arc, turned lazily, and dropped into the tall grass thirty yards away. She jogged to retrieve it, laughing, and threw it again with more determination. Same result. On the third attempt she managed to get it to curve, barely, before it buried itself tip-first in the soft earth near the tree line.

“I’m terrible at this,” she said, grinning.

“You’re terrible at everything the first time. It’s normal. I was worse.”

She threw the boomerang at my head. I ducked. It sailed past and hit a tree with a satisfying thunk.

We spent the next hour like that, alternating between impressive demonstrations and incompetent attempts, the clearing filling with the sound of her laughter and the occasional profanity when a throw went wrong. I showed her the basic grip for a spear, corrected her stance for the bow, let her hold the boomerang and feel its weight and balance. She was a quick study, her body finding the movements faster than her mind expected, and by the time the sun had moved past its zenith she could draw the bow to half-length and hit the target on her third attempt, which was better than I’d done at sixteen and I told her so.

“You’re just saying that to be nice.”

“I’m saying it because it’s true. You’ve got good hands.”

She lowered the bow and looked at me, her eyes moving from my face to my shoulders to the scars visible across my chest and back. “You’re different,” she said.

“Six years will do that.”

“Not just different. You’re …” She hesitated, searching for the word. “You’re who they talk about. The stories. The Queen’s Falcon. You became so famous the entire sky talked about you. And I always knew it was you, but knowing and seeing are different things.” She set the bow down carefully. “You’re actually him. The man in the stories. And I grew up with you, which is stranger, because you used to trip over your own feet and cry when you stubbed your toe.”

“I still cry when I stub my toe. I’m just more selective about my audience.”

She smiled, and the smile reached her eyes completely, and for a moment the clearing held nothing but the two of us and the happiness of an afternoon that had started heavy and found its way to something lighter.

We walked back to the farm together as the day began its slow tilt toward evening, and I carried the weapons and she carried the boomerang, and neither of us felt the need to fill the silence with words. Some afternoons didn’t need translating. This was one of them.

* * *

Dinner was stew and bread and the comfortable noise of a family. Angelina talked about the preserves she was planning for the autumn, the blackberries from the eastern field that had come in better than expected. Gabriella was quiet, picking at her food, her eyes finding mine across the table and then moving away, and I could tell she was still somewhere in the afternoon, still turning over what we’d shared on the ridge and in the clearing, the emotional weather of the day not quite settled yet.

When the plates were cleared, she pushed her chair back and stood. “I’m going to take a bath,” she said. “If that’s alright.”

“Hot water’s ready,” Angelina said. “I stoked the heater after lunch.”

Gabriella nodded, kissed Angelina’s cheek, and disappeared upstairs. A few minutes later I heard the pipes groan and the muffled percussion of water filling the copper tub in the bathroom, and then the house went quiet.

Sabrina was already on her feet, gathering plates. She’d been out all day, somewhere between the village and the eastern islets, and she’d arrived back just as dinner was hitting the table, windblown and bright-eyed and full of stories she’d apparently decided could wait until we’d all been fed. Now she moved through the kitchen, stacking plates, scraping remnants into the compost bucket, her wings folded tight against her back, her light blonde hair coming loose from whatever arrangement it had been in that morning.

“You want to walk?” she asked, not looking at me.

“Sure.”

We left Angelina to do the dishes, which she insisted on, and stepped out onto the porch as the last light was fading from the western sky. The air had that evening quality, cool and still, carrying the smell of cut grass and distant apple blossoms. We walked the path toward the orchard without discussing direction.

“So,” Sabrina said. “You and Gabriella. Big day.”

“Big day.”

“She came back different. Whatever you two talked about, it left marks.”

I looked at her. “Is that concern or curiosity?”

“Both. Always both with you two.” She kicked a stone off the path and watched it vanish into the tall grass. “She’s been carrying things. Things she wouldn’t tell me. Things she wouldn’t tell Angelina. I could see it, but I couldn’t reach it.” She paused. “You reached it.”

“We talked about the playground. The bullying. What it was like after I left.”

Sabrina nodded slowly. “That would do it.”

We walked in silence for a while, the orchard trees darkening around us, the first stars appearing overhead. Somewhere in the distance, a skybird called, its voice carrying across the open fields.

“Did she make any friends?” I asked. “While I was gone.”

Sabrina’s step faltered. “Not unless you count Angelina and me.”

The answer sat between us, heavier than it should have been. “That’s …” I started, and didn’t finish, because there wasn’t a word that felt adequate to the weight of what she’d just told me.

“It is what it is,” Sabrina said. “She handles it better than I would. Better than most people would. She has her numbers, her ledgers, her chickens. She has us. It’s not enough, but it’s what she has, and she’s made something remarkable out of it.” She glanced at me. “You saw that today, didn’t you? The remarkable part.”

“I saw it.”

We reached the end of the orchard path where it opened onto the eastern meadow, and stopped. The meadow stretched away toward the island’s edge, pale and silver in the fading light, and beyond it the sky was deepening from blue to something closer to indigo, the first bright stars precise and cold overhead.

“Can I ask you something?” I said.

“Always.”

“This morning. When you and Gabriella were … whatever that was. Was I interrupting an argument?”

Sabrina laughed. “God, no. That wasn’t fighting. That was something else entirely.”

“Something else like what?”

She turned to face me, her expression doing that Sabrina thing where teasing and seriousness occupied the same space without contradicting each other. “You really don’t see it, do you?”

“See what?”

“How she looks at you.” She said it plainly, without embellishment, and the plainness made it land harder than any dramatic delivery could have. “Gabriel, she’s had a thing for you since she was thirteen. Possibly earlier. The fact that you’ve spent an entire day with her and haven’t noticed is either the most impressive display of obliviousness I’ve ever witnessed or proof that military training does permanent damage to the part of the brain that recognizes when a beautiful woman is staring at you like you hung the moon.”

I stared at her. “That’s not … I grew up with her.”

“And that hasn’t made the slightest difference to how she feels, which should tell you something about the durability of whatever this is.” Sabrina shook her head, her smile warm and exasperated. “Look, I’m not saying you have to do anything about it. I’m saying open your eyes. The sparks were flying this morning, and you were standing there looking confused, which is your default expression for approximately seventy percent of life’s complexities.”

I opened my mouth but quickly closed it. Nothing useful emerged.

Sabrina patted my arm. “Don’t hurt yourself. It’s a lot to process, and you’ve had a day.” She turned and started walking back toward the farmhouse, her wings half-extended for balance on the uneven path. “Tomorrow’s mine, by the way. You promised. I’m taking you on the skybird. There are things beyond this farm you haven’t seen, places that grew while you were gone, and I want to show you all of it.” She glanced back over her shoulder, her grin returning. “Also I want to see if you scream when we bank. Military hero or not, everyone screams.”

“I don’t scream,” I said.

“We’ll see.”

We walked back through the darkening orchard, the trees black against the deepening blue, and I tried very hard to focus on the path under my feet and not on the thing Sabrina had just dropped into the center of my evening like a stone into still water. Sparks. Gabriella looked at me. The morning’s tension between the sisters, which I had interpreted as sibling rivalry and which Sabrina was now suggesting had been something considerably more complicated.

It was ridiculous. Gabriella was the girl I’d grown up with. The idea that she saw me as anything other than the friend who’d left and come back was… it was… I wasn’t sure.

But I remembered the way she’d held my hand on the ridge. The way her eyes had found mine across the dinner table and held, just a beat too long, before she looked away.

I dismissed it. Of course I dismissed it. Sabrina teased. It was what she did, what she’d always done, finding the pressure point and pressing it gently to see what happened. This was no different. She’d seen an opportunity for mischief and taken it, and I’d fallen for it the way I always fell for it, with the dignity of a young man who should know better by now.

We reached the farmhouse. Lights burned in the kitchen windows, warm and golden against the gathering dark. Upstairs, the bathroom pipes had gone quiet; Gabriella was either still soaking or had gone to her room. The thought of her, alone in her room, turning over whatever we’d shared that day, made something in my chest tighten in a way I didn’t want to examine.

“Tomorrow,” Sabrina said, stopping at the porch steps. “Sunrise. Skybird. Don’t be late, and for God’s sake wear something that isn’t that shirt.”

“Which shirt?”

“Any of the shirts. All of the shirts. Your entire wardrobe is a cry for help.”

She kissed my cheek and disappeared into the house, her wings brushing the doorframe as she passed. I stood on the porch for a while after she’d gone, listening to the night settle around the farm, and tried very hard not to think about sparks, or looks, or the way Gabriella’s hand had felt in mine as we walked back from the clearing.

The thought lingered anyway. Longer than it should have. Longer than I wanted it to.


Chapter 5

Iwoke to the feeling of someone wrapping their arms around me from behind, and my body reacted the way six years of war had trained it to react, which is to say, badly.

My hand shot out, reaching for a weapon that wasn’t there. My muscles tensed, ready to throw or strike or roll away, and it took three seconds for my sleep-fogged brain to register the smell of musk and morning air and the soft press of feathers against my back. Wings and arms, and a voice giggling against my shoulder blade.

“You promised,” Sabrina said, her lips close enough to my ear that I could feel her breath. “Today is mine.”

I relaxed by one degree, which was all my military-paranoid nervous system was willing to concede at this hour. “You’re twenty-two years old,” I mumbled into the pillow. “You’re far too old to be waking me up like this.”

She hugged me tighter in response, her arms locking around my chest, her body pressed against my back in a way that made me acutely aware of the fact that Sabrina was not the sixteen-year-old girl I’d left behind. Her breasts were full and warm through the thin fabric of whatever she was wearing, and the sensation of them mashing against my back triggered a cascade of lewd thoughts.

I eased back, trying to create space without being obvious about why I needed space. Sabrina either didn’t notice or pretended not to, which was very on-brand for her.

“Too old for hugs? Is that a rule now? Did the queen issue a decree?” She released me finally, rolling off the bed and landing on her feet. “I don’t remember voting on that legislation.”

I rolled over, blinking against the early light. Sabrina stood at the foot of my bed in a pale blue dress that looked like it had been selected for maximum impact rather than morning wear, her wings half-extended, her light blonde hair loose around her shoulders, and a smile on her face that belonged on the face of someone who’d just won something valuable and was planning to rub it in.

Then I saw the bedside table. Someone, Sabrina obviously, had arranged a breakfast there with the kind of care usually reserved for state banquets. Fresh pastries glazed with something that made my stomach do a complicated maneuver. A bowl of summer berries, dark and gleaming. Sweet rolls still steaming gently, the cinnamon smell cutting through the room like a friendly intruder. A clay mug of what smelled like strong tea.

“You made this?” I said.

She beamed, the pride radiating off her in waves. “I woke early. The kitchen has no idea what hit it.”

I sat up, running a hand through my hair, which felt like it had been styled by strong winds and poor decision-making. “You baked, early in the morning.”

“Someone had to. Angelina was already up doing preserves, and Gabriella was doing whatever Gabriella does with numbers at that ungodly hour, which I assume involves staring at ledgers until they confess their secrets.” She plucked a pastry from the tray and held it out to me. “Eat. All of it. Every crumb. Then we can leave.”

I took the pastry. It was still warm, the glaze sticky on my fingers, and when I bit into it the filling was sweet and sharp and better than anything I’d eaten in six years of military rations. I made a sound that was embarrassingly close to a moan.

Sabrina’s smile widened. “That’s what I was hoping for. Keep going.”

So I ate. She sat on the edge of the bed, her wings folded neatly behind her, watching me. Between bites, she talked about her skybird, about a new dress she was having made for the summer celebration, the words coming fast and bright and occasionally colliding with each other mid-sentence the way they always did when she was excited.

I ate and listened and felt the warmth of being the subject of someone’s attention, which was a luxury I hadn’t experienced since before the war and was still learning how to receive without feeling like I owed something in return.

“So,” she said, when the pastry was gone and I was working on the berries, “I should probably mention that my friends are waiting.”

I paused, a blackberry halfway to my mouth. “Waiting where?”

“Everywhere. Here on Oakwind. The neighboring islands. Basically every social gathering point within flying distance of this farm.” Her eyes were doing that thing, the gleam that meant she was delivering news she knew I wouldn’t love and was going to enjoy every second of my reaction. “They’ve been waiting to meet the famous war hero I’ve been talking about. Some of them think I made you up.”

I set the berry down. “Sabrina.”

“Yes?”

“You’re parading me.”

“I’m introducing you. There’s a difference.”

“The difference is semantic.”

She laughed, the sound bright and unapologetic. “Too bad. You promised. Today is mine, and mine involves you being charming to some very attractive angels who have heard nothing but glowing reports about your courage, your skill, and your unfortunately tragic inability to recognize when a woman is flirting with you.”

I groaned, and Sabrina’s laughter doubled. “Come on,” she said, standing and grabbing my wrist. “Finish the tea. Put on something that isn’t that shirt. We’re burning daylight, and I have a very specific itinerary that does not include you looking like you dressed in the dark, which you currently do.”

I drank the tea. It was good, strong, slightly sweet, the way Angelina made it but with something extra, probably honey. The warmth of it moved through my chest and settled something that had been restless since I woke up, or maybe since the conversation on the porch last night, or maybe since the moment I’d landed in this yard and realized that coming home meant stepping back into a life that had continued without me and would now have to make room.

Sabrina was already at the door, bouncing on her toes, her wings twitching with impatience. “Five minutes,” she said. “Or I come back in and the next hug involves significantly less clothing on my part, and I don’t think either of us is emotionally prepared for that early in the morning.”

She disappeared down the hallway, her laughter trailing behind her like something she’d spilled and wasn’t planning to clean up.

I sat on the edge of the bed, the empty mug warm in my hands, and tried very hard not to think about the press of her breasts against my back or the way her body had felt wrapped around mine or the dangerous warmth that had started in my chest the moment she’d walked into the room and hadn’t quite gone away.

Some homecomings, it turned out, were more complicated than others.

* * *

I dressed in the least embarrassing shirt I owned, which was a dark green linen thing that had survived six years in a drawer and still fit my shoulders without splitting, and went downstairs to find Sabrina perched on the porch railing like she’d been there for hours, her wings folded behind her, her legs swinging, a basket balanced on her knee.

“You look almost presentable,” she said, hopping down. “The bar was very low, so don’t let it go to your head.”

“Where are we going?”

“Everywhere. Come on … Let’s go to my skybird.”

“Are we flying?”

She picked up the basket as we headed toward the stable. “Yeah, since Gabriella took you across Oakwind yesterday, I thought we could visit some neighboring islands.”

Sabrina’s skybird, Sora, was nothing like Valen, which was the first thing I noticed and also the last thing I should have said aloud.

“She’s offended now,” Sabrina said, patting the bird’s neck as it gave me a look that suggested it had understood every word. “They have very sensitive egos, skybirds. It’s why they’re so pretty. Compensation.”

The bird was magnificent in a way that was entirely different from Valen’s raw military power. Where Valen was built for endurance and speed, this skybird was built for beauty, and she knew it. Sabrina’s skybird’s plumage was a riot of white and pale blue, the feathers layered in patterns that caught the morning sun and scattered it, sending fragments of light dancing across the stable wall every time the great wings moved. The blue deepened along the wing edges to something almost sapphire, and the crest on its head stood tall and proud, the feathers tipped with silver that gleamed like fresh coin.

“Meet Sora,” Sabrina said. She ran her hand along the bird’s neck, and it leaned into the touch like a cat, its eyes half-closing. “I got her three years ago. She was a runt, would you believe it? The breeder on the island was going to sell her for meat because she was too small for riding. I bought her for six silver crowns.”

Sora turned her head and regarded me with one bright, intelligent eye. There was judgment in that look. I’d seen it before, from Valen, from eagles, from animals that had spent enough time around humans to develop opinions about them. Sora’s opinion of me, based on the tilt of her head and the slight narrowing of her eye, was that I was large, unfamiliar, and probably not worth the effort of memorizing.

“She doesn’t like men,” Sabrina said cheerfully. “It’s a phase. She’ll grow out of it.”

“She’s staring at me like I’m a threat.”

“You are a threat. You’re enormous and you smell like military discipline, which she finds deeply suspicious.” Sabrina stepped to the saddle and checked the straps. “She’s particular about who rides her. Has to be someone she trusts.”

“And she trusts me because?”

“Because I trust you, and she trusts me, and that’s how these things work.” Sabrina turned, her eyes bright, and gestured toward the saddle. “Mount up, war hero.”

I approached Sora slowly, the way you approach any animal that’s still deciding whether you’re friend or food. She watched me, her head following my movement. I extended my hand, palm flat, and she sniffed it once, twice, then nudged my fingers with her beak hard enough to let me know she could have removed them if she’d wanted to.

“She likes you,” Sabrina said.

“That’s what that meant?”

“That meant she’s considering not throwing you off at altitude. It’s the closest thing to affection you’re going to get on the first meeting.” Sabrina moved to my side, her body close enough that I could feel the warmth of her through the thin fabric of my shirt. “Here. I’ll help you up. The stirrup’s higher than it looks, and skybirds don’t appreciate being kicked in the ribs by clumsy soldiers.”

She placed her hand on my lower back and gave me a push that was more playful than helpful, her palm flat and warm against the base of my spine. I swung my leg over the saddle, found the stirrup with my boot, and pulled myself up. The motion was different from mounting Valen. The saddle sat higher, the bird’s body narrower, the center of gravity was different in ways my muscle memory hadn’t anticipated. I settled into the seat, adjusted my weight, and felt Sora move beneath me, her wings giving a single testing flap that sent dust swirling across the stable floor.

“There,” Sabrina said, sounding pleased with herself. “Not so hard, was it?”

Before I could answer, she was moving. One hand on the saddle horn, one foot in the stirrup, and then she was up behind me, her body settling against mine. Her thighs pressed against the outside of mine. Her arms came around my waist, her hands gripping the front of the saddle. And then the rest of her, her chest, the full warm weight of her breasts pressing against my back through my shirt and her dress, the contact immediate and impossible to pretend wasn’t happening.

I held very still. My body, the traitorous thing, was already cataloging the sensation: the softness, the warmth, the impossible awareness of exactly how close she was. My mind, entirely unhelpfully, supplied a detailed inventory of everything that was wrong with this situation and everything that felt disturbingly right about it. Sabrina settled more comfortably against me, and the movement sent a wave of heat through my chest that had nothing to do with the morning air.

“You ready?” she asked, her voice close to my ear, her breath warm against my neck.

I cleared my throat. “For what?”

“For flying, dummy. What did you think I meant?” The teasing was back. She squeezed my waist once, a quick, friendly pressure that shouldn’t have made my pulse do what it was doing. “Unless you had something else in mind, in which case we should probably discuss where exactly your mind has wandered before takeoff.”

“I’m ready,” I said, which was approximately forty percent true.

“Good.” She leaned forward and reached past my hip for the reins. Her arm brushed my stomach as she did, and I thought very deliberately about military logistics, about supply chain management, about the specific grain yield of the south field, about anything that wasn’t the woman wrapped around me like she belonged there. “So, what are you waiting for?”

I glanced back, giving her a funny look. “What do you mean? This is your skybird, not mine.”

Sabrina rolled her eyes so hard I half expected them to detach and roll across the stable floor. “You can ride a pegasus into battle, but you can’t fly a skybird?”

“It’s a completely different animal.”

She sighed dramatically, the sound accompanied by an eye roll that was its own form of communication. She unwound herself from behind me, her body pulling away from mine in a slow separation that my nervous system tracked. Her wings spread wide. She hovered there for a moment, her feet leaving the stirrups, her body suspended above the saddle by the steady beat of her wings. The air moved around us, warm and scented with hay and bird and the clean smell of her.

“Move back,” she said, gesturing with her chin toward the rear of the saddle. “I’ll take the front. You can hold on to me and try not to fall off. Think you can manage that, war hero?”

“Yes, captain.” I slid back along the saddle until I was pressed against the cantle. The leather creaked beneath me. Sabrina drifted forward, her wings adjusting with small movements, and then she was descending, her body settling into the space I’d vacated.

Her back pressed against my chest. Her wings folded against my arms. And her breasts, which had been pressed against my back moments ago, were now pressed against my forearms as my hands found the saddle horn on either side of her body, and the contact was immediate and warm.

She’d done this on purpose. I was certain of it. First her breasts pressed against my back. Then the switch, the rearrangement, the way she’d positioned herself so the most generous parts of her anatomy were now resting against my forearms. None of it was accidental. Sabrina didn’t do accidental. Sabrina did deliberate, and then she did it with a smile that made you question whether you were the one being unreasonable.

“Comfortable?” she asked.

“Perfectly,” I said, which was a lie of such magnitude that I half expected the saddle to collapse beneath us.

She gathered the reins, and then we lifted from the farmyard, Sabrina in front with the reins, me behind with my arms around her waist. Her wings were half-extended for balance, the feathers brushing against my forearms, and the smell of her hair filled my senses.

The first island we reached was small, agricultural. We hadn’t even landed properly when the greetings started.

“Sabrina! Sweetheart!”

“Sabrina, you gorgeous thing, where have you been?”

“Sabrina, the preserves arrived, they’re divine, absolutely divine—”

We dismounted, and Sabrina was immediately enveloped by three angels who looked like they’d been waiting for her specifically. They hugged her, kissed her cheeks, pulled her into rapid-fire conversation about preserves and festivals and someone’s cousin’s wedding, and I stood beside the skybird feeling approximately as useful as a screen door on a submarine.

Then one of them noticed me. “Oh my God,” she said, her eyes widening. “This is him. This is actually him.”

And just like that, I was the exhibit. Three pairs of eyes fixed on me. They were beautiful, all of them, young angels with bright eyes and summer dresses and wings in various shades of white and cream, the kind of women who turned heads without trying, and they were looking at me like I was the answer to a question they’d been asking for a very long time.

Sabrina beamed, her arm sliding through mine proudly. “Ladies, meet Gabriel, the legendary war hero, the Queen’s Falcon, the man who breaks hearts by existing and doesn’t even know it.”

I shot her a look. She ignored it completely.

“Hi,” I said.

They introduced themselves in a flurry I didn’t catch, names blending together, and then the questions started. About the war. About Eden Isle. About the queen, about Valen, about aerial combat and northern campaigns and whether it was true that I’d once shot an arrow through the eye of a rebel officer at three hundred yards, which was absolutely not true but had apparently made for excellent storytelling at village gatherings for the past several years.

I answered as best I could. Sabrina watched, her eyes bright with satisfaction, occasionally interjecting with corrections that were actually embellishments, and by the time we’d been there twenty minutes I had three attractive angels hanging on every moderately heroic anecdote I could dredge up, and Sabrina was radiating the smugness of a woman who had planned this exact scenario and was now witnessing its perfect execution.

Eventually I asked where all the men were. One of the older women smiled sadly before explaining that most had died in the war. The warmth of the welcome suddenly made a little more sense. In villages where so many young men had never returned, a decorated veteran was something none of them had expected to see again. Before we left, they all gave me kisses on the cheeks and warm hugs. This was a routine I could definitely get used to.

“Told you,” she murmured in my ear as we mounted Sora again. “They’ve been waiting.”

We visited three more islands that morning. The pattern held. Land, dismount, Sabrina and I enveloped in hugs and conversation, me introduced, me questioned, me gradually realizing that she had built me into something between a folk hero and a romantic fantasy for the entire local population, and none of them seemed remotely bothered by the discrepancy between the legend and the moderately tired man currently standing in front of them.

At the next island, called Ginger Isle, we met what I gathered were Sabrina’s closest friends, a pair of redheaded twins, Olivia and Livia with matching grins, red wings and the energy of people who had been causing trouble alongside Sabrina since childhood. They hugged her, then turned to me with expressions that suggested they’d been preparing for this moment for approximately six years.

“So,” said the first one, her eyes doing a frankly alarming assessment of my shoulders, “you’re real. She didn’t make you up.”

“Mostly real,” I said.

The second twin snorted. “She talked about you so much we started taking bets on whether you existed. I lost three silver crowns because I said you were at least fifty percent fictional.”

Sabrina punched her arm. “I did not exaggerate.”

“You described him as ‘literally carved from marble by disappointed gods,’” the first twin said. “I have it written down. I keep it for blackmail purposes.”

I looked at Sabrina. She looked at the sky.

“Poetic license,” she said.

The twins laughed, and then they were pulling us toward a shaded table where someone had laid out fresh cider and small cakes, and for the next hour I sat answering questions and deflecting compliments and watching her move through the gathering like she’d been born to it, which she had. She knew everyone’s name. She remembered their children’s ages, their harvest concerns, the specific variety of apple they were proud of. She teased the older women and charmed the younger ones and generally behaved like someone who had never met a social situation she couldn’t transform into something warmer and more alive.

“It’s always been this way,” she told me later, as we flew between islands, the wind carrying her words back to me. “Even as a kid. Everyone wanted to be my friend. Winning that pageant just … cemented it, I guess. Made me the local celebrity instead of just the pretty girl.”

She banked the skybird gently, following the curve of a cloud formation, and her profile against the blue was something a painter would have given up everything to capture. “Then the war happened, and suddenly there were … fewer options. For everyone. Families started introducing me to every eligible bachelor within flying distance, which was sweet and also deeply depressing, because none of them were …” She trailed off.

“None of them were what?”

She glanced back at me, her eyes doing that complicated thing where teasing and something more genuine occupied the same space. “Attractive,” she said finally. “None of them were attractive.”

We landed at another island, and the pattern repeated. Hugs, questions, Sabrina at the center of everything, pulling me along in her wake like a friendly riptide. By midday I had told the story of the northern crossing so many times I could have done it in my sleep, and Sabrina’s friends had teased her about her six-year campaign of Gabriel-worship so thoroughly that her cheeks were actually pink, which I hadn’t thought was physically possible for Sabrina. Her gorgeous friends competed for my attention, and I had to admit I felt a little overwhelmed by so much female attention.

I watched Sabrina, laughing with a group of young angels, her wings half-extended, her head thrown back, completely at ease in her skin and her social habitat, and I felt something warm and complicated settle in my chest.

Some things never changed. Sabrina had always been the one who could walk into a room of strangers and leave with twelve new friends, three dinner invitations, and at least one marriage proposal she would politely decline. The war had taken many things from many people, but it hadn’t taken that from her. If anything, it had distilled it, turned her natural charm into something necessary, a light that people gathered around when the world felt dark.

She caught me watching and grinned, raising her cup in a small toast across the crowd.

I raised mine back while being flanked by two beautiful angels, holding onto me for dear life.

* * *

We left her friends behind with promises to return, and the moment we were airborne, Sabrina turned in the saddle and fixed me with a look that I recognized from approximately ten thousand childhood dares.

“Race you,” she said.

“To where?”

“Everywhere. Through the islands. First one to touch the western rim wins.”

“You’re on a skybird. I’m on a skybird. With you. How exactly am I supposed to race?”

“Call for Valen, dummy.”

I laughed and put two fingers to my mouth, the whistle I’d used a thousand times in training fields and battle formations, the sharp two-tone call that carried across open sky the way nothing else did. It left my lips and cut through the warm air, and for a moment there was nothing but the sound of Sora’s wings and the wind and Sabrina’s grin.

We waited. The islands hung below us, green and gold in the midday light, and I scanned the horizon the way I’d scanned it a thousand times before, looking for the shape of a pegasus against open blue.

There … a white shape breaking from behind a cloud formation, moving fast. Valen. He’d heard me. He always heard me, the way I always heard him, the bond working in both directions whether we were in the same field or separated by miles of open sky.

He banked toward us, his wings pulling tight, his body a white arrow against the blue. He closed the distance in seconds, his dark eyes finding mine across the gap, and I could read the question in them as clearly as if he’d spoken: Where are we going and why is there a skybird involved?

“There’s my boy,” I said.

Sabrina guided Sora into a slow circle, giving Valen space to approach. He came in from below, his wings beating steady, his mane streaming silver in the wind, and when he drew level his shoulder was close enough to touch. He looked at Sora. Sora looked at him. The mutual assessment that passed between them was the kind of silent negotiation animals conduct when they’re deciding whether the other one is worth acknowledging.

Sora tilted her head. Valen snorted, a sound that carried the disdain of a military pegasus encountering something he considered decorative.

“He’s judging her,” Sabrina said.

“He’s judging both of us.”

I found my balance, and then I was moving. One foot out of the stirrup, my body turning, my hands finding the saddle horn, and then I was pushing off, the air catching me for one suspended heartbeat before I dropped. My body knew the distance. My body had crossed this gap ten thousand times, in training, in combat and in the desperate moments when transferring mounts mid-flight meant the difference between reaching a wounded rider and watching them fall.

My hands found Valen’s mane. My legs found his back. I settled into the saddle, his saddle, the one that had been shaped by six years of my weight, and the feeling was like stepping into a room that remembered you. The leather creaked. Valen gave a low rumble and settled his stance beneath me, adjusting to my weight.

“We’re racing,” I told him, gathering the reins. “The skybird thinks she’s faster.”

Valen’s ears flattened. I knew that expression. It was the expression he wore when someone had said something insulting about his speed, and he was already calculating exactly how much humiliation he intended to inflict in response.

Sabrina was already moving. I heard her laugh, and then Sora banked hard to the left and shot past us, Sabrina’s wings half-extended, her hair streaming behind her like pale silk, her body low against the saddle in a posture that was pure competitive instinct.

“That’s cheating!” I called after her.

“That’s strategy!” she called back, already pulling ahead. “You should know the difference, war hero!”

I leaned forward, and Valen responded the way he always responded when the word race entered the equation. We cut through the air like a blade through water, the islands blurring below, the cloud formations whipping past on either side, and for a moment I forgot about everything and was simply a man on a pegasus, chasing the horizon because someone had told him he couldn’t catch it.

Sabrina was fast. I’ll give her that. Then Valen found his stride. I felt it in the tightening of his muscles, the deeper pull of his wings, the way the air began to move differently around us, and then we were gaining, eating the distance between us and the skybird in long, relentless increments.

“Not fast enough!” she shouted over the wind.

“We haven’t started yet!”

She laughed, and the sound carried back to me on the wind. Then she banked, cutting across my path so close that her wingtip passed inches from Valen’s shoulder, the displaced air buffeting us sideways. Valen snorted his displeasure and corrected without my input, his body compensating instinctively, and I heard Sabrina’s laughter again, closer this time, and then she was alongside us, Sora’s wing nearly brushing mine.

“Too slow,” she said, her voice carrying over the wind, her eyes bright with mischief. “The great war hero, outflown by a skybird and a girl who learned to ride three years ago. The queen will be devastated.”

“You cut across my line. That’s cheating.”

“That’s tactical advantage. You should know the difference, you’ve been to war.”

She steered Sora into Valen, bumping into him. She did it again on the next turn. And again on the one after that.

Then it happened. She banked hard left, pulling us through a tight arc around the spire of a small temple island, and the motion combined with the wind and the thin straps of her dress did what physics demanded they do: her right breast slipped free of its cup, the pale curve of it exposed to the open air, and Sabrina gasped and grabbed at the fabric with one hand while the other held the reins.

“Gabriel, a little help?”

Flying closer, I was already reaching, my hand finding the strap, my fingers brushing against the warm skin of her shoulder as I pulled the fabric back into place. The contact lasted less than a second. The sensation lasted considerably longer. Her skin was soft, warm, and the curve of her breast beneath the thin blue fabric was something my brain registered with the vivid clarity usually reserved for battlefield threats and other things you cannot afford to misperceive.

I’d seen breasts before. I’d seen beautiful women before. I had not, until this precise moment, seen Sabrina’s breast, and the combination of those facts produced a response in my body that was immediate, involuntary, and extremely inconvenient given our current seating arrangement.

I let go of the strap like it was hot. Sabrina adjusted her dress, not embarrassed, not even slightly flustered, just matter-of-fact about the whole thing the way she was matter-of-fact about everything that involved her body.

“Thanks,” she said. “Wind’s being an ass today.”

“You’re welcome,” I said.

She glanced back at me, and something in my face must have betrayed me because her eyes did that particular Sabrina thing: the quick assessment, the raised eyebrow, the slight curve of her mouth that suggested she’d seen something interesting and was filing it away for future reference.

We decided to call it a day. We landed on a small floating island twenty minutes later, a place I didn’t recognize from childhood. It was beautiful in the way that made you understand why people wrote poems about certain islands: a flat expanse of green meadow dotted with wildflowers, a single ancient oak at its center, and beyond the eastern edge, nothing but open sky and the distant blue suggestion of the sea far below. Sabrina reached into the basket and spread the quilt she’d brought and unpacked the pastries from that morning, which had survived the journey and race in a woven basket with surprising dignity.

We ate. The pastries were still good, if slightly battered from aerial transport.

“So,” Sabrina said, tearing a sweet roll in half with her fingers, “the capital. The war. All those brave angels serving the queen. Any of them catch your eye? Or your … other parts?”

I nearly spat out a blackberry. “That’s not a question you get to ask.”

“It absolutely is. I have clearance.”

“You have delusions of clearance.”

She grinned, unrepentant. “Fine. Deflect, I’m used to it. But you have to answer something, because I’ve spent six years imagining you as this devastating romantic figure sweeping noble ladies off their feet between battles, and if the reality is that you spent the entire war staring at maps and being tragically oblivious, I need to know so I can adjust my internal mythology accordingly.”

I laughed despite myself. “The reality is considerably less exciting than your mythology. There were … interactions. Conversations. Nothing that lasted. Nothing that felt worth pursuing when every tomorrow came with a non-trivial chance of not arriving.”

She studied me for a moment, her head tilted, and then nodded, accepting this. “Fair. My turn?”

“Your turn for what?”

“Your deflection strategy. You ask me about my love life instead of answering about yours. It’s transparent but I’ll allow it. Fire away.”

I took the opening. “How many? How many suitors have you turned down since I left?”

She leaned back on her elbows, her wings half-extended against the quilt, and considered the sky with the expression of someone doing complex arithmetic. “I lost count after ten. Twenty, maybe? There was a period in the third year where it felt like every family on the outer islands had a son, a cousin, or a conveniently widowed uncle they thought would be perfect for the beautiful wingless girl’s sister.”

“Twenty.”

“At minimum. None of them attractive. None of them…” She trailed off, her eyes still on the sky, and for a moment the teasing left her voice entirely. “None of them measured up.”

“To what?”

She looked at me then. “To the stories,” she said quietly. “The ones I built in my head. About you.”

The admission hung between us, heavier than it should have been. I held her gaze, and something passed between us that I couldn’t name and didn’t want to examine too closely, and then she smiled and reached for another pastry.

“Don’t look so serious. It was a compliment. You set a high bar. Blame yourself.”

I shrugged and then she continued. “But it eventually dried up … too many casualties.”

“I know,” I said.

We ate in comfortable silence after that, watching the clouds move across the endless blue, and I thought about stories, about the versions of people we carry in our heads during absences, and how rarely those versions survive contact with the actual human beings who eventually come home.

When the pastries were gone and the quilt was covered in crumbs neither of us felt responsible for, Sabrina sat up and stretched, her wings extending fully. “We should head back.”

I nodded, gathering the empty basket. “Before we do … Gabriella. The bullying. You said it’s better, but … how much better, really?”

Something changed in Sabrina’s expression. The lightness receded, replaced by the steadiness she reserved for subjects that mattered. “She’s stronger. God, is she stronger. But the scars …” She shook her head. “They’re still there. She doesn’t let anyone see them, but they’re there. She spends almost all her time with Angelina. Helps with the accounts, tends the garden, talks to the chickens. She has her numbers. She has her routines. She doesn’t let many in.”

She picked at a thread on the quilt, her fingers restless. “I used what influence I had. Made it very clear that anyone who messed with my sister would answer to me, and apparently being threatened by the local beauty queen carries more weight than you’d think. The worst of it stopped. But whenever visitors come to the island, whenever someone new notices she doesn’t have wings … you see it in their faces. The look. The curiosity. The pity. And sometimes they say something, and it doesn’t matter how polite they think they’re being. She hears it. Every time.”

I felt the anger rise, hot and familiar, the protectiveness that had defined my relationship with Gabriella for as long as I could remember. “I’d like to spend more time with her. While I’m here. If that’s … if you’re okay with that.”

Sabrina was quiet for a long moment, her eyes on the distant islands. Then she smiled and reached over to squeeze my hand. “I had plans, you know. Big ones. I was going to keep you to myself for at least a week. Introduce you to everyone. Show you every island, every pretty angel who’s been asking about the war hero for years.” She squeezed again. “But it’s okay. We won’t fight over you. She needs you more than I do. She always has.”

The generosity of it caught me off guard. Sabrina, who took what she wanted as naturally as breathing, gave up her claim without a fight. It was so unlike her that for a moment I didn’t know how to respond.

“I’ll still make time,” I said. “Lots of it. You don’t get rid of me that easily.”

She laughed. “Good. Because I have approximately a hundred more friends who want to meet you, and they’re not taking no for an answer.” She stood, brushing crumbs from her dress, and extended a hand to pull me up. “Now come on. Home. Before Angelina sends a search party.”

I sent Valen home, since I wanted to spend as much time with Sabrina as possible. We mounted Sora, Sabrina in front and me behind, my arms around her waist, and as we lifted into the blue I made a promise to myself, silent and specific: I would find a way to help Gabriella heal. Whatever it cost, whatever time it took, I would be the shield she needed, the way I should have been for the past six years.

Sabrina banked us toward home, her body warm against mine, her wings half-extended in the wind, and neither of us mentioned the thing that had passed between us on the quilt or the way my hands felt on her waist or the complicated warmth that had settled in my chest and showed no signs of leaving.

Some promises were easier to keep than others.

* * *

We landed in the farmyard as the evening light was turning the orchard trees to amber. The skybird touched down, and Sabrina slid from the saddle, her wings folding neatly behind her.

I dismounted, my legs remembering that they had spent several hours wrapped around a skybird and were now entitled to an opinion on the matter, and that opinion was largely negative compared to Valen.

And there she was. Gabriella. She was in the chicken yard, basket in hand, scattering grain. Her dark blonde hair was tied back, her blue dress dusty at the hem, and she looked up at the sound of our landing.

“Oh,” she said. “You’re back.”

Sabrina, God bless her, did not laugh. She beamed instead, crossing the yard and pulling Gabriella into a hug that involved significantly more wing than strictly necessary. “We had the best day. The absolute best. I introduced him to everyone. The twins … they nearly fainted. I had to catch one of them.”

Gabriella hugged her back, her eyes finding mine over Sabrina’s shoulder. “That sounds … fun.”

“It was magnificent, and then, Gabriel, tell her about the race. Tell her how I completely destroyed you.”

“I have no memory of this alleged destruction,” I said. “I recall a series of tactical maneuvers that any cavalry instructor would classify as ‘cheating with enthusiasm.’”

Sabrina released Gabriella and turned to me, her hands on her hips. “Cheating implies rules. There were no rules. There was only victory, which was mine, and defeat, which was yours, wearing your face.”

Gabriella was watching us, her basket still in her hand, and I saw it, the flicker, quick and gone, the tightening around her eyes that had nothing to do with the evening light and everything to do with watching something she hadn’t been part of. She masked it instantly, the way she masked everything, but I’d spent too many years reading the faces of young soldiers trying not to show fear to miss it now.

“We’ll do something tomorrow,” I said quietly, just to her. “You and me. Whatever you want.”

Her face changed all at once, like someone had lit a candle behind her eyes. The careful composure dissolved, and what emerged was pure delight.

“Really?”

“Really. Name it. Flying, fighting, numbers, whatever you’ve got. I’m yours.”

She smiled then. “I’ll come up with something, but now, Angelina needs help with dinner,” she said. “She’s doing something with the preserves from this morning, and she said I should go help her.”

“Let’s help her together,” I said.

She nodded, quick, eager, and then she was moving toward the house, her steps light, and I watched her go and felt the ache of wanting to fix something that had been broken for years and knowing that wanting wasn’t the same as being able to.

Sabrina was still beside me, her wings half-folded, her eyes on Gabriella’s retreating back. When she turned to look at me, her expression had that Sabrina quality, knowing, gentle, with an edge of something that might have been resignation or might have been fondness or might have been both at once.

She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. The smile was enough.

And that was when it hit me, standing in the farmyard with the evening light gold on the orchard leaves and the smell of bread carrying from the kitchen windows and two girls moving in different directions, both of them carrying pieces of me I hadn’t known were missing until I came home to reclaim them.

For the first time since returning, I found myself wondering whether the girls I’d left behind still saw me as just their friend. Not just Gabriella. Sabrina too.

The realization settled into my chest like something with weight and temperature, and I stood there in the yard as the light failed and the farm creaked gently into its evening rhythms, and tried very hard not to examine the thing I’d just understood because examining it meant admitting it existed, and admitting it existed meant facing what came next, and what came next was territory I had no map for and no business exploring.

Not every homecoming ends when you reach home. You left, you fought, you came back, you picked up where you left off. The world waited, unchanged, and you slotted yourself back into the space that had been kept for you.

This wasn’t that. This was something messier, warmer, more complicated … a family reassembling itself around a man who had left as a boy and returned as someone else entirely, and girls who had grown into women in his absence, and the dangerous current that ran beneath all of it, the thing nobody was saying because saying it would make it real.

I looked at the house. Lights burned in the kitchen windows. I could hear Angelina’s voice, Gabriella answering, the domestic music of a family preparing a meal together. Sabrina had already moved toward the porch, and as she reached the steps she glanced back at me one more time, that same knowing smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

Then I followed them inside, toward the light and the warmth and whatever came next.


Chapter 6

Iwoke to the smell of waffles and the sound of Gabriella laughing downstairs. The bedroom was full of morning light, gold and thin and holding the last coolness of night in its corners. I lay there for a moment, letting my body remember what it felt like to wake up somewhere safe. This morning, my body took three full seconds to decide that waffles were not, in fact, a threat, and that was progress.

My shoulders ached. The skybird ride with Sabrina had left its mark on muscles that were still reacquainting themselves with the concept of leisure. I rolled out of bed, pulled on trousers and a clean shirt, and ran a hand through my hair.

Downstairs, I found Angelina standing at the stove, her wings half-folded, a wooden spatula in one hand and a dishcloth thrown over her shoulder. The waffle iron hissed on the stove, sending up curls of steam that caught the light and turned gold.

And Gabriella. Gabriella was everywhere at once. She’d set the table with what looked like every plate we owned, arranged a jar of wildflowers in the center that she must have picked at dawn, and was currently carrying a pitcher of fresh milk from the cool room.

“Good morning,” she said, spotting me in the doorway. Her smile was the kind that took over her whole face, bright and unchecked and completely unself-conscious. “I made waffles. Well, Angelina made waffles. I made the table look pretty. Division of labor.”

“You made the table look extremely pretty,” I said.

“Thank you. I have many talents. Table aesthetics is merely one of them.” She set the milk down and gestured to a chair like she was presenting a throne. “Sit. Eat. Be impressed. I’ve been up for two hours and I have plans.”

I sat. The waffle she slid onto my plate was golden and steaming, the edges crisp, drizzled with honey from our own hives and topped with sliced apples that still held their summer sharpness. I took a bite and made a sound that was embarrassingly close to a moan.

Gabriella beamed. “That’s the reaction I was hoping for. Angelina, he likes them. The war hero approves of your waffles. The farm may continue operating.”

Angelina shook her head, but she was smiling. “Eat. Both of you. The day won’t wait because you’re busy being charming.”

We ate. The waffles were perfect, which was Angelina’s default setting for anything that came out of her kitchen. Gabriella talked through the entire meal without pausing for breath, telling me about this year’s accounts, the new chicken that had learned to open the feed bin, the sheep she’d been planning to buy for months, and a mathematical proof she’d been working on that apparently involved chicken feed distribution ratios and something called “optimized pecking patterns” which sounded made up but which she described with such conviction that I found myself nodding along anyway.

When the plates were cleared and the last of the honey had been scraped from the jar, Gabriella set her elbows on the table and fixed me with a look. “So,” she said. “Today. My day. I’ve been thinking.”

“I can tell. Your thinking face is very distinctive. Your eyebrows do this thing.”

“My eyebrows are expressive. It’s a gift.” She leaned forward. “I want to work. I want to fix things. The things that broke while you were gone. The things Angelina couldn’t fix by herself because there were three of us and a farm and not enough hands.”

Something warm settled in my chest. This was the request of a young woman who had spent six years watching things fall apart and was now, finally, being offered the chance to put them back together. “I’m in,” I said.

Gabriella was already on her feet, energy radiating off her in waves. “We’ll need supplies. Lumber. Nails. Fencing wire. The sheep, if we’re really doing the pasture.” She turned to me, her eyes bright. “There’s a market on Cedar Isle. They have everything. Good prices if you know how to bargain, which I do, because someone has to and Angelina is terrible at it and Sabrina just smiles until they give her whatever she wants, which works for her and only her.”

I laughed. “Cedar Isle it is.”

“I’m coming with you,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

“I wouldn’t dream of leaving you behind.”

She grinned, and the grin was the same one she’d had at thirteen, sudden and complete and capable of rearranging the light in a room. Then she was moving, gathering things, talking about lists and measurements and the specific grade of lumber we’d need for the fence posts, her voice carrying through the kitchen with the momentum of someone who has been waiting for this day for a very long time.

I watched her, this wingless woman with her dark blonde hair coming loose from its knot and flour on her elbows and a mind that moved faster than most people’s mouths could keep up with, and I felt that warmth again, settling deeper, finding spaces I hadn’t known were empty.

We finished clearing the table. Angelina handed me a list written in her careful hand, items checked and quantities noted. Gabriella disappeared upstairs and returned wearing a different dress, the blue one, the one that made her eyes look like the sky over open water, and a pair of boots that had seen better days.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Ready,” I said.

We headed for the stable, Gabriella half a step ahead, already talking about lumber prices and the merits of cedar versus oak for fence posts, and I followed her through the morning light and tried very hard not to think about how the curve of her neck caught the sun or how the sound of her laugh was becoming something I looked forward to hearing more than I should.

Some thoughts were better left unexamined before breakfast had fully settled. This was one of them.

We reached Valen, who regarded Gabriella with the skepticism of a military pegasus encountering someone who smelled too feminine. His dark eyes tracked her as she approached, his ears twitching, his posture doing that thing it did when he was deciding whether a human deserved his respect or merely his tolerance.

“He remembers you,” I said.

“He does not. He’s looking at me like I’m a stranger who might try to steal his apples.”

“He remembers everyone who’s ever given him apples. You gave him apples, frequently. Sometimes when you thought no one was watching.”

Gabriella’s cheeks went pink. “That was bribery. I wanted him to like me.”

“He liked you before the apples. The apples just confirmed what he already knew, which is that you have excellent judgment.”

She smiled, and the smile did something to the morning light that made it hard to look directly at her. I turned to the saddle instead, checking the straps, adjusting the stirrups. Valen stood patiently, which for Valen was the equivalent of enthusiastic consent.

“Ready?” I asked.

She nodded, and then we were mounting. I cupped my hands for her boot, felt her weight settle, and lifted. She was light, lighter than I remembered, all lean muscle and narrow frame. She swung her leg over the saddle and my hands lingered at her waist a beat longer than strictly necessary.

She settled into the saddle, adjusting her dress, her back straight.

“Comfortable?” I asked.

“Very. Now get up here before I decide to steal your pegasus and become a legendary aerial bandit.”

I mounted behind her, my body finding its place against the cantle, and then my arms were around her waist, my chest against her back, and the contact was immediate and warm and exactly the kind of thing my nervous system had no business cataloging. Gabriella leaned back slightly, her body fitting against mine with the ease of something that had been designed to occupy that specific space.

Valen lifted. His wings caught the morning air, and then we were rising, the farm dropping away below us, the orchard trees shrinking to green coins against the pale earth. Gabriella’s breath caught, and I felt it against my forearms where they crossed her stomach, the small expansion of her ribs, the way her body tightened for one suspended moment before relaxing into the climb.

“We’re flying,” she said quietly.

“We are.”

“It’s been so long.”

I knew what she meant. Not the flying, she’d been on Valen with me dozens of times as a child. She meant this. The two of us, together, the world falling away beneath us, nothing between us but open sky and the trust that came from sharing a mount with someone who couldn’t catch herself if something went wrong. I had always been her wings. For six years, she’d had neither.

“I missed this,” she said, her voice carrying back to me on the wind.

“Me too.”

We banked toward Cedar Isle, Valen’s wings beating steady, the islands passing below us in a slow parade of green and gold and the occasional cluster of buildings that marked a village or a trading post. Gabriella pointed out landmarks I half-remembered, her voice bright with the pleasure of being the expert for once, and I let her talk, let her fill the air between us with names and stories and the geography of a childhood she’d lived without me.

Cedar Isle appeared on the horizon, larger than Oakwind, its eastern edge crowded with docks and landing platforms where skybirds and the occasional small airship came to rest. The market sprawled across the central square, stalls and awnings in a dozen colors, the morning crowd already thick with angels and the occasional harpy merchant moving between stalls with the efficient grace of people who treated commerce as both art and combat.

We landed at the public platform, Valen touching down, and dismounted. Gabriella slid down before I could help her, landing lightly on the packed earth, already scanning the market.

“Lumber first,” she said. “Then nails. Then wire. Then we find someone selling sheep who isn’t going to try to pawn off their sickliest stock on the wingless girl and her friend.”

“I’m not your friend today,” I said. “Today I’m your intimidating military escort. Use me accordingly.”

She grinned. “Noted. Intimidating military escort, follow me and look threatening. I’ll handle the talking.”

We found the lumber merchant in the eastern quadrant, a harpy whose stall was piled with cut timber in various grades. Where angels were all grace and softness, harpies were sharpness incarnate. Her wings were larger, more angular, the feathers a deep charcoal gray edged with copper that caught the light when she moved. Her face had the distinctive avian cast of her kind, high cheekbones, a narrow jaw, eyes that were too bright and too knowing, set slightly wider than a human’s. Her fingers ended in dark, curved talons that she used to tap impatiently on the counter as we approached, and when she smiled, it was the smile of someone who had been driving hard bargains since before I was born and had no intention of stopping now.

“Well,” she said, her voice carrying that harpy lilt, melodic and sharp at once. “If it isn’t the Queen’s Falcon, shopping for lumber this morning. The war heroes are diversifying. I respect it.”

I blinked. “You know who I am?”

She laughed, the sound like glass wind chimes in a strong breeze. “Everyone knows who you are, sweetheart. The man who shot an arrow through a rebel officer’s eye at three hundred yards. The legend. The myth. The very attractive man currently standing in my lumber stall looking confused about why people might recognize him.” Her eyes moved to Gabriella, and something in her expression changed, a calculation being performed behind those bright eyes. “And you … you’re with him, right?”

“Uhm, yeah.” Gabriella went very still. I could feel the heat coming off her beside me, the warmth of someone who hadn’t expected to be seen that way.

“So, what do you two need?”

“We need cedar posts,” Gabriella said, her voice doing that thing where it tried very hard to sound professional and mostly succeeded. “Twenty of them. Six feet, treated. And nails. Galvanized, three-inch.”

The harpy’s smile widened. “Twenty posts. Galvanized nails. For the famous war hero and his very pretty… companion.” The pause was deliberate, weighted, her eyes moving between us with the delighted mischief of someone who had just discovered a game she very much wanted to play. “You two make a lovely couple, by the way. The strong silent type and the brilliant one who does all the talking. Classic pairing. I’ve seen it a thousand times.”

Gabriella’s face went through several expressions in rapid succession, settling finally on a blush so vivid it looked painted on. “We’re not … he’s my … that’s not—”

The harpy laughed again, delighted. “Oh, sweetheart. The denial is adorable, truly. It adds layers.” She turned to me, her head tilting. “You could do worse. Much worse. I’ve met her type. All brains and fire and the kind of loyalty that doesn’t come with wings attached. Rare commodity.”

I found myself laughing, partly because the situation was absurd, partly because Gabriella’s embarrassment was the most genuine thing I’d seen all morning, and partly because something in the harpy’s assessment had landed in a place I wasn’t ready to examine.

“We’ll take the posts,” I said. “And the nails. And whatever discount you’re willing to offer the Queen’s Falcon and his very pretty companion.”

The bargaining commenced. The harpy drove hard, Gabriella drove harder, and by the time we settled on a price I was fairly certain both of them had enjoyed every second of the combat. We added fencing wire, tools, and arranged for the delivery of six breeding ewes from a livestock merchant two stalls down, the harpy promising everything would reach our farm by midday, “because I like you, war hero, and because watching your companion turn that shade of red was worth at least ten percent off the asking price.”

We mounted Valen for the return journey, Gabriella still pink around the edges, her hands gripping the pommel with more force than the situation required.

“She thought we were together,” she said, once we were airborne and the market had shrunk to a colorful smudge behind us.

“She did.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it?”

She went quiet. I felt it in the set of her shoulders, the careful way she held herself, like someone navigating a conversation that had suddenly developed drop-offs on both sides.

“Would it be so ridiculous?” I asked. The question left my mouth before my brain had fully approved its departure, and once it was in the air between us, there was no calling it back.

Gabriella didn’t turn around. Her voice, when it came, was quiet, carried back to me on the wind. “Do you think it would be? A good couple, I mean.”

I looked at the back of her head, at the dark blonde hair coming loose from its knot, at the straight line of her shoulders where wings should have been and weren’t, and I thought about the harpy’s words. All brains and fire and the kind of loyalty that doesn’t come with wings attached.

“Of course I do,” I said.

She went very still. I felt it in the way her breathing changed, the small hitch, the careful controlled inhale of someone working very hard at not making a sound. Then her hands found mine where they crossed her waist, and she squeezed, once, quickly, and didn’t let go.

We flew the rest of the way home in a silence that felt like its own kind of conversation, and I tried very hard not to think about how right her body felt against mine or how the curve of her neck caught the sunlight or how the word “couple” had just entered the space between us and showed no signs of leaving.

Some words, once spoken, had a habit of making themselves comfortable. This one was already unpacking its bags.

* * *

The lumber arrived in time. The harpy had been true to her word: twenty cedar posts stacked neatly beside the barn, along with coils of galvanized wire, sacks of nails, and the promised sheep being herded into the temporary pen by a harpy courier who nodded to us once before taking to the sky again, his wings beating hard against the midday heat.

“Efficient,” I said.

“Terrifying,” Gabriella replied. “But efficient. I’ll take it.”

We changed into work clothes: me into an old shirt with the sleeves rolled past my elbows, her into a dress she’d tied at the knees to keep the hem out of the mud, and got to work. The eastern fence was the priority. We wasted no time tearing out the rotten ones. The old wire came down in long rusted coils, the kind that snapped if you looked at it too hard. By the time we’d set the first new post, the farm already looked different.

I dug. Gabriella handed me tools. I set posts. Gabriella held them steady while I packed the earth around their bases. I strung wire. Gabriella tensioned it, her hands sure on the stretcher, her body leaning into the pull with a strength that belied her narrow frame. We fell into a rhythm, the kind that happens when two people know how to move around each other’s spaces without talking about it, and the morning slid into afternoon, and the fence began to take shape, post by post, a straight clean line where before there had been sagging wire and makeshift repairs.

“You’re good at this,” I said, driving another nail into a crossbrace.

“I’m adequate at best. You’re the one doing the actual work. I’m just the assistant.”

“Assistants who know which end of a nail goes into the wood are worth their weight in gold. Trust me. I’ve commanded units where half the men couldn’t tell a hammer from a horseshoe.”

She laughed, and the sound carried across the pasture. “Military standards are famously low. I’m setting the bar at ‘basic competence’ and you’re acting like I’ve discovered fire.”

“I’m acting like I’m impressed by you, which is my right after knowing you this long and also objectively correct.”

She rolled her eyes, but I caught the pleased flush creeping up her neck, the way her mouth fought a smile and lost. She reached for the water jug, poured a cup, and instead of handing it to me, she tipped it.

The water hit my chest in a cold arc, soaking through my shirt. I yelped. Gabriella cackled, the sound delighted and entirely unrepentant, and she was already backing away, the empty cup held defensively in front of her like a shield.

“That,” she said, “was for the ‘objectively correct’ comment. Which was objectively smug.”

I set down the hammer very carefully. “You realize there are consequences.”

“I’m counting on them. I’ve developed strategies.”

“Your strategies involve running. My strategies involve catching you.”

“Your strategies have a fundamental flaw, which is that I’m faster than you and also—” She yelped as I lunged, dropping the cup and bolting across the pasture, her boots kicking up divots of soft earth, her laughter trailing behind her like something she’d spilled and had no intention of cleaning up.

I caught her at the tool shed because she tripped over a stray coil of wire and went down with a shriek that turned into laughter before she hit the grass. I was on her in seconds, my hands finding her ribs, my fingers finding the ticklish spots I’d discovered when she was young and apparently still remembered perfectly.

She exploded. The sound she made was somewhere between a scream and a laugh, her body buckling under my hands, her arms flailing, her legs kicking in the desperate rhythm of someone whose nervous system had just declared unconditional surrender.

“Stop, Gabriel, I yield, I yield completely—”

“Do you? Because it sounds like you’re still talking, which suggests your surrender terms are negotiable, and mine are not.”

She writhed, laughing too hard to form words, and then her hand found a fistful of sawdust from the nearby pile and flung it at my face. I sputtered, blinded momentarily, and she used the opening to roll us, her body suddenly on top of mine, her knees on either side of my hips, her hands pinning my wrists to the grass beside my head.

Her face was inches from mine. Her hair had come completely loose, dark blonde strands falling across her forehead, sticking to her damp temples. Her chest heaved with the effort of breathing through laughter, her breasts pressing against the front of her dress with each rapid inhale. Her eyes were bright, wild, the blue of open sky after rain, and she was smiling the smile of someone who had just discovered they were winning a fight they had no business winning.

“Checkmate,” she said, her voice breathless.

I looked up at her. Her collarbones caught the light. The curve of her throat led my eye downward to where her dress had slipped slightly off one shoulder, revealing the pale slope of skin that disappeared into fabric.

And her back. I could see it from this angle, the clean unbroken line of it where her dress dipped low between her shoulder blades. No wings. No feathers. No arch of bone and membrane that every other woman in the kingdom carried as naturally as breathing. Just skin, smooth and sun-kissed and entirely, completely her own.

The realization hit me with the force of something I should have seen coming and hadn’t. I had spent my entire life surrounded by winged women, mostly angels. Beautiful, their wings a source of pride and identity and the aesthetic that defined feminine beauty in the sky. I had never questioned it. Wings were beautiful. Therefore, women with wings were beautiful. The logic was circular and unexamined and had been sitting in my brain since childhood like furniture I’d stopped noticing.

But Gabriella, Gabriella with her straight back and her capable hands and the way she moved through the world as if her body had never received the memo that it was supposed to be lesser. Her winglessness was a presence. It was the thing that made her Gabriella instead of just another young woman, and somewhere in the six years I’d been gone, that difference had stopped being something I pitied and started being something I found, against all reason and several very firmly held boundaries, captivating.

She was still on top of me. Her weight was warm against my hips. Her hands held my wrists. Her breath came in short pulls that I could feel against my chest where our bodies pressed together. And she was looking at me, and something in her expression had changed, and I realized she had caught me staring.

A flush climbed her neck, quick and vivid, and she looked away, releasing my wrists, pushing herself off me with a haste that suggested she had also noticed something about the configuration of our bodies that warranted immediate correction.

“Gabriel! Gabriella!”

Angelina’s voice carried from the house, breaking the spell with the timing that suggested she had been standing on the porch watching us for approximately long enough to have opinions she was choosing not to voice.

“The new sheep are settled. Come help me move them to the pasture!”

We gathered ourselves. I stood, dusted off my trousers, picked up the hammer I’d dropped somewhere during the chase. Gabriella retied her hair. We walked to the temporary pen where the new ewes waited, six of them, their wool pale against the summer grass, their eyes calm and assessing in the way of animals who had not been consulted about this relocation and were reserving judgment. Angelina stood at the gate, her wings half-folded, a smile on her face that carried the warmth of a woman watching something she had hoped for come to pass.

Together, we opened the gate. The sheep hesitated, then filed through in that single-minded way sheep have, heading for the open pasture with the quiet certainty of creatures who recognized grass when they saw it. They spread across the field, pale dots against green, and the sight of them, living things, moving across land that had been empty for too long, settled in my chest.

Angelina stood beside me, her hand finding mine on the fence rail. She squeezed. “Thank you,” she said quietly.

I looked at her and at Gabriella, who was watching the sheep with an expression of joy. At the farm around us, weathered and patched and standing. At the fence we had built together, post by post, nail by nail, a straight line against the chaos of six years.

“Don’t thank me yet,” I said. “We’ve only fixed one fence.”

Angelina smiled. “I’m not thanking you for the fence, Gabriel.”

I knew what she meant. I just didn’t know if I was ready to name it.

We stood there as the afternoon light turned the pasture gold, and I tried very hard not to think about the weight of Gabriella on my hips or the clean line of her back or the way her eyes had held mine in the grass before she looked away.

* * *

I was trying to sleep, but then the knock came so soft I almost missed it. Three shy taps as if someone was now reconsidering the entire journey with each passing second.

I was lying in my bed staring at the ceiling beams, turning over the afternoon in my head like a stone I couldn’t stop feeling the edges of. The weight of her on my hips. The clean line of her back. The way her eyes had found mine in the grass and then skittered away, carrying something I wasn’t ready to name.

“Come in,” I said.

The door opened. Gabriella stood in the frame, backlit by the hallway’s low lantern, a blanket clutched against her chest like armor. She wore a nightgown, pale cotton, thin enough that the light behind her outlined the narrow shape of her body through the fabric. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, dark blonde in the dimness, and her eyes held that look I recognized from childhood, the one that meant she was embarrassed and determined not to show it and failing completely.

“Sorry,” she said. “I know it’s late. I can go back.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Come here.”

She crossed the room quickly, as if speed might minimize the awkwardness of the situation, and stopped beside the bed. “I had a nightmare,” she said. The words came out in a rush, like she’d rehearsed them in the hallway and was now delivering them before her courage expired. “It happens sometimes. Not often. But when it does, I usually… Angelina lets me sleep with her. But she’s already asleep and I didn’t want to wake her and I thought maybe…”

She trailed off. The blanket was still pressed to her chest.

“You thought maybe I wouldn’t mind,” I said.

She nodded, not meeting my eyes.

“I don’t mind.” I lifted the quilt. “Get in before you freeze. It’s the middle of summer and you’re shaking.”

She climbed in. The mattress dipped with her weight, the old frame creaking its familiar complaint, and then she was beside me, her body a careful inch from mine, the blanket still between us like a negotiated border.

We lay there. The house settled around us, the night sounds of an old farmhouse, timbers contracting, the distant tick of the cooling stove and Valen stirring in his stall below my window. Gabriella’s breathing gradually steadied, the quick shallow pulls giving way to something deeper, and I could feel the heat of her through the thin cotton of her nightgown, the curve of her hip against the mattress, the occasional small adjustment of her position that brought her an inch closer, then retreated, then advanced again like tide testing a shoreline.

After a while, when the quiet had done its work and the embarrassment had receded to something manageable, I turned my head on the pillow. “Want to talk about it?”

She was quiet for so long I thought she might have fallen asleep. “It wasn’t about the war.”

“Okay.”

“It was about… growing up. I dreamt I was little again. Back at the playground. The one by the cliffs, the one we walked to. The swings, the high platforms, all of it. And I was trying to climb the ladder to the big swing, the one that launches, and the other kids were there. The angels. They were laughing.”

I felt something cold settle in my chest … recognition.

“They were pointing. Saying things. The usual things. ‘Broken.’ ‘Worthless.’ ‘Shouldn’t have happened.’ You know.” She swallowed. I could hear it, the small sound in the dark. “And in the dream, I kept climbing. My wrist wasn’t broken yet. I hadn’t fallen. I was just climbing, and they were laughing, and every rung I got higher the laughing got louder, and I knew I was going to fall. I always fall in that dream. I’ve had it a hundred times. I always fall, and they always laugh, and I always wake up before I hit the ground because apparently even my subconscious has limits.”

The blanket rustled as she adjusted it, pulling it higher, and I realized she was subtly crying. “I still dream about the playground, climbing that ladder, listening to them laugh.”

The guilt hit me like a physical thing, a weight across my chest that made it hard to breathe. Six years. Six years of war, of fighting for a kingdom, of carrying the weight of survival and command and the responsibility of keeping men alive when keeping them alive was the harder choice. And while I’d been doing that, Gabriella had been here. Climbing her own ladder. Falling, alone, with no one to catch her.

“Gabriella … I’m sorry. God, I’m so sorry. I should have been here. I should have—”

“No.” Her hand found mine under the blanket, her fingers gripping with a strength that surprised me. “Don’t. Don’t you dare apologize for fighting that war. You were protecting everyone. Including me. Including this farm. Including the right of every child in this kingdom to grow up without someone telling them they’re broken because of how they were born.” She squeezed. “Your absence had a purpose. Mine was just… absence.”

I turned onto my side to face her. In the near-dark, her features were soft, blurred at the edges, her eyes catching what little light reached the room and holding it. Tears tracked silently down her temples, into her hair, and she made no move to wipe them away.

“I need to tell you something,” I said.

She went still. I felt it in the way her breathing changed, the careful inhale of someone bracing.

“Today. On the grass. When we were… when you had me pinned.” I swallowed. “I was looking at you. And I realized something I should have realized years ago.”

Her eyes found mine in the darkness, waiting. I reached out. My hand found her face, my thumb brushing a tear from her cheek, and she didn’t pull away.

“Your back,” I said quietly. “The line of it. Where wings should be and aren’t. It’s not an absence, Gabriella. It’s what makes you you. And somewhere between leaving and coming home, between the girl I remembered and the woman I found, that difference stopped being something I pitied and started being the thing about you I can’t stop looking at.”

She was perfectly still. I couldn’t see her expression clearly, but I could feel the tension in her body, the way she held herself, like someone afraid to move in case the moment dissolved.

“Your winglessness isn’t a lack,” I said. “It’s what makes you beautiful. Specifically, uniquely beautiful. Because it’s yours. Because you carry it the way you carry everything, with more strength and more courage than anyone has any right to expect, and you make it look like it was never a burden at all.”

The silence that followed had weight. I could hear her breathing, and I wondered if I’d gone too far, if I’d crossed some line that couldn’t be uncrossed, if the thing I’d been feeling all day had just transformed from unexamined warmth into something that had a name and consequences.

Then she moved. Her body turned toward mine, her arms found my chest, and she pressed her face against the hollow of my collarbone with a force that suggested she had been holding something back for a very long time and had just run out of room to keep holding it. Her shoulders shook.

“Say it again,” she whispered against my shirt.

“Your back is beautiful.”

“Again.”

“Your back is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

She made a sound, halfway between a laugh and a sob, and her arms tightened around me. I held her, one hand on the back of her head, her hair soft against my palm, the other arm around her shoulders, feeling the narrow frame of her and the strength in it and the vulnerability she only showed to people she trusted completely.

“No one,” she said, her voice muffled against my chest, “has ever called me beautiful because of my missing wings. In my entire life. They’ve called me brave. Strong. Remarkable. Never beautiful. Not for that. Not for the thing that made me different.”

“Well,” I said, “they were wrong.”

She curled against me, her body fitting against mine with the ease of something that had always known its place. I pressed my lips to the top of her head, a kiss that wasn’t entirely just a kiss anymore, and she sighed, a long, slow exhale that carried six years of loneliness in it and set it down, gently, somewhere neither of us would have to trip over it again.

Holding her, in the dark, with the house quiet around us and the night stretching toward morning, I made a promise I intended to keep. No one would ever make her feel worthless again. Not children on a playground, not strangers in a market, not the voice in her own head that had been repeating their words for years. If I had to stand between her and every cruel assumption in the kingdom, I would. I’d done harder things for less important reasons.

Her breathing slowed, deepened, her body growing heavy against mine as sleep found her. I stayed awake longer, listening to the sound of it, feeling the rise and fall of her ribs against my chest, and thought about backyards and chicken coops and the way afternoon light turned fence posts gold, and how the most heroic thing I’d ever done might turn out to be not winning a war but coming home to the people who’d waited for me, and being brave enough to see them for who they’d become.

Some silences were worth breaking. This one had been holding its breath for six years, and the sound of Gabriella sleeping, finally peaceful, was better than any victory I’d ever known.


Chapter 7

The dream started the way dreams usually do, without warning or permission. One moment I was asleep with Gabriella warm against my chest, her breathing steady, the house quiet around us, and the next I was somewhere else entirely, somewhere golden and green and utterly, ruinously real.

We were in the meadow. The same one where we’d worked all afternoon, where she’d thrown water at my chest and I’d chased her and caught her and pinned her in the grass. But in the dream, the light was warmer. The kind of light that makes everything look like it’s been dipped in honey, and the grass beneath us was soft and cool against my back, and Gabriella was on top of me, not pinning my wrists this time but moving, her hips grinding against mine, making my body go liquid beneath her.

In the dream, her nightgown was gone, the way details vanish in dreams, and what replaced it was skin, her skin, pale and warm and catching the golden light like she’d been poured from it. Her breasts were small and perfect, tipped with pink nipples that darkened when I touched her, and when I put my mouth on one she arched into it with a sound that didn’t belong in dreams, that belonged in the real world, in dark rooms, in places where people could hear you if you weren’t careful.

Her hands were in my hair, pulling, and she was saying my name, Gabriel, Gabriel, her voice breaking on the syllables, and I was hard against her, so hard it hurt, the fabric of my sleep pants the only thing between us and not enough, never enough. She rocked against me, her body slick where we pressed together, and the friction was maddening, her hips moving with a confidence the real Gabriella kept hidden behind ledgers and quick smiles.

Then her hand was there, sliding between us, pushing the waistband of my pants down, and the cool air hit me and then her hand wrapped around me and my whole body went tight, a groan tearing from my throat that should have woken the entire farm. Her grip was firm, knowing, her thumb circling the head of my cock, and when she sank down onto me, taking me inside her with a slow roll of her hips that made her eyes flutter closed and her mouth fall open, the sensation was so real, so physical, so overwhelmingly present that my back arched off the grass and my hands found her hips and I was saying her name, Gabriella, God, Gabriella, over and over like it was the only word I knew.

She moved. Above me, around me, her body taking me deeper with each downward stroke, her thighs trembling against mine, her breasts bouncing, her dark blonde hair falling across her face in damp strands. Her back was bare, and I ran my hands up her spine, feeling each vertebra beneath my palms, and she shuddered and pressed herself harder against me and whispered something I couldn’t hear over the blood roaring in my ears.

The pleasure built. Fast, too fast, the kind of buildup that happens in dreams where your body has already decided the outcome and is just taking you along for the ride. My hips jerked up to meet hers, driving deeper, and she cried out, a sharp, broken sound that went straight through my chest and settled somewhere lower, and her inner muscles clenched around me, tight, perfect, and I was coming, hard, my release pulsing into her while she rode me through it, her body clenching around mine, her fingers digging into my shoulders hard enough to leave marks.

The intensity of it woke me, all at once, like falling through ice. One moment I was in the meadow with Gabriella’s body wrapped around mine and her voice in my ears, and the next I was in my bedroom, the darkness thick and close, and the warm weight against my chest was real, and my cock was throbbing and wet and my sleep pants were soaked through, and Gabriella was still asleep, her face pressed into the hollow of my collarbone, one hand curled against my chest, her breathing deep and even.

I lay perfectly still. My heart was hammering so hard I could feel it in my throat. The wetness cooling against my stomach was mortifying, the kind of adolescent humiliation I hadn’t experienced since I was sixteen and waking up to similar situations with considerably less complicated feelings attached. I was twenty-six. I had commanded units in battle. I had stood before the queen and received commendations without blinking. And here I was, come in my pants like a teenager because I’d dreamed about fucking her.

God, I needed to move. Carefully, I eased my weight off the mattress. Gabriella murmured in her sleep but didn’t wake, her body settling instinctively against the empty space I left.

My sleep pants were a write-off. I peeled them off as quietly as cloth would allow, balled them up, and tucked them under the bed where they would wait for tomorrow’s laundry and my eternal shame. I found a clean pair in the dresser, pulled them on, and stood there in the dark for a moment, breathing, waiting for my pulse to settle.

Gabriella hadn’t moved. She lay curled on her side, the quilt pulled to her chin, her face peaceful in a way I hadn’t seen it since I’d come home. Whatever nightmare had driven her to my bed, it had been chased away by something deeper, and the sight of her sleeping so soundly, so trustingly, in my bed, reminded me that I would have stood between her and every cruel thing in the world if that was what it took to keep that peace on her face.

I climbed back into bed. Slowly, gently, I gathered her against me, one arm beneath her pillow, the other around her waist, and pulled her close. She sighed in her sleep, her body molding against mine with the ease of something that had found its place and intended to keep it, and I pressed my lips to the top of her head and held her and tried very hard not to think about the meadow or the grass or the way her body had felt around mine in a dream that had no business being that vivid.

Her eyes opened. I felt it before I saw it, the slight change in her breathing, the way her body went from sleep relaxed to waking attentive in the span of a heartbeat. She lifted her head from my chest and blinked up at me, her eyes finding mine in the near dark.

“You moved,” she said, her voice thick with sleep. “What happened?”

“I woke up,” I said. “From a dream.”

She frowned, concern etching itself across her features. “A bad one?”

“No.” I brushed a strand of hair from her forehead, my thumb lingering against her temple. “The best kind.”

The concern melted, replaced by a slow, warm understanding that started at the corners of her mouth and spread upward until her eyes were crinkling with it. She didn’t ask what the dream had been about. She didn’t need to. The way she looked at me, the slight flush climbing her neck, the way her body pressed a fraction closer against mine, told me she’d already guessed, or hoped, or both.

“Good,” she said softly, and settled back against my chest, her hand finding mine beneath the quilt and squeezing briefly, before her breathing deepened again and sleep took her back.

I lay awake longer than I should have, holding her, feeling the rise and fall of her ribs against my side, and wondered, with the clarity that only comes at three in the morning, what the hell I was doing and whether I had any intention of stopping.

* * *

Morning came the way it always did on the farm, with light and birds and the creak of old floorboards as someone moved through the house downstairs. I woke to it gradually, the way you wake when your body has decided it’s had enough sleep but your mind is still negotiating the terms of consciousness. Gabriella was still against me, one arm thrown across my chest, her face buried in the pillow beside my shoulder, her breathing deep and even. She hadn’t moved all night. Or if she had, I’d been too deeply asleep to notice.

I lay there for a while, watching the light strengthen through the window, turning the dust motes gold, and tried to calculate the exact degree of awkwardness that would accompany Gabriella waking up in my bed after the conversation we’d had and the dream I’d had and the fact that I was currently holding her with considerably more tenderness than I ever had before.

Better to let her sleep. She needed it more than I did, and the dark circles under her eyes had been there long enough to qualify as permanent residents. I eased my weight with the care of a man disarming a trap, easing my arm from beneath her pillow, and she murmured something unintelligible and rolled onto her back, one hand finding the empty space where I’d been and settling there like it was keeping the spot warm.

I dressed quietly. Trousers, shirt, boots by the door. The house was making its morning sounds around me, water running somewhere, the distant clatter of pans, Angelina already at work because Angelina was always already at work, the woman’s internal clock apparently calibrated to something several time zones ahead of normal human waking hours.

I was pulling my shirt over my head when the door opened, and Angelina stepped into the room with a wicker laundry basket balanced on her hip, her wings half folded behind her, her eyes doing their morning survey of the bedroom she presumably expected to find empty.

They found Gabriella instead. Her daughter, asleep in my bed, the quilt pulled to her chin, her dark blonde hair spread across my pillow in a tangle that looked both peaceful and, from Angelina’s perspective, extremely informative.

Angelina stopped. The basket settled against her hip. Her eyes moved from Gabriella to me, standing shirtless by the dresser with my arms still caught in the fabric, to Gabriella again, and something passed across her face that I couldn’t quite read.

“She came to me last night,” I said quietly. “Another nightmare. About the playground.”

Angelina nodded. She crossed to the bed, set the basket down, and brushed a strand of hair from Gabriella’s forehead with a touch so gentle it barely disturbed the air. Gabriella didn’t stir. Angelina smiled, and when she looked at me there was gratitude there, plain and uncomplicated.

“Let her sleep,” she said, gathering the laundry from the chair by the window. “She needs it.”

“She always needs it. She just doesn’t usually get it.”

“Until recently.” Angelina’s eyes held mine for a beat longer than the conversation required, and then she was moving, basket on her hip, wings adjusting as she turned toward the door. “There’s tea downstairs when you want it.”

She left without closing the door behind her, which was Angelina’s way of saying she trusted whatever was happening in this room and had no intention of making it awkward by acknowledging it directly. I finished dressing, ran a hand through my hair, and went downstairs to find the kitchen empty, a clay mug of tea steaming on the table, and the sound of the water pump carrying through the open window from the yard.

I found her there an hour later, hanging laundry on the line that ran from the porch to the oak tree. The morning had warmed, the air carrying the green smell of cut grass and distant apple blossoms, and Angelina moved between the basket and the line. Shirts, trousers, dishcloths, all of them catching the breeze and turning the yard into a gallery of gently moving fabric.

“Need a hand?” I asked, reaching for a clothespin.

She handed me a shirt instead. One of mine, from the looks of it, though at this point most of the laundry had blurred into a communal pool of fabric that belonged to everyone and no one specifically. “You can tell me about the nightmare,” she said. “The one she finally told you about.”

So I told her. The playground. The ladder. The laughter. The falling. All of it, the details Gabriella had shared in the dark, the weight of them sitting in my chest like something with mass and temperature. Angelina listened, her hands never stopping, pinning a dishcloth to the line, folding a towel, her wings flexing slightly with each movement.

“They never completely went away,” she said when I’d finished. “The nightmares. Even after the worst of the bullying stopped, even after Sabrina made it very clear that anyone who hurt her sister would answer to her, the dreams kept coming. Not every night. Sometimes weeks would go by. But they always came back.” She shook out a shirt. “Those first two years after you left were the hardest. She wouldn’t talk about it. Not to me, not to Sabrina. She’d just wake up screaming and then refuse to tell me why, and by the time I got her calmed down she’d have herself so convinced that she was being ridiculous that she’d apologize for waking me. A thirteen-year-old girl, apologizing for having nightmares.”

The guilt landed exactly where it always did, a hot stone beneath my ribs. “I should have been here.”

“Maybe.” Angelina handed me another clothespin. Her fingers were warm, work-roughened, the hands of a woman who had kept a farm running and a family fed through six years of war with too few hands to help her. “But you weren’t, and we managed, and now you are, and she needs you more than she ever has. Not as a soldier. Not as a war hero. But the one person she’s always trusted completely.” She smiled, and the smile reached her eyes the way Angelina’s smiles always did, warm and steady and incapable of pretending. “I’m grateful, Gabriel. Truly. She has someone she feels safe with again. That’s worth more than any fence post or barn roof you could ever rebuild.”

“It’s not enough,” I said. The words came out harder than I’d intended, edged with something that had been building since last night, since the meadow dream, since the moment I’d realized that holding her while she slept wasn’t going to fix whatever broken thing lived in the dark places of her mind. “She shouldn’t have to live with this. The nightmares, the fear, any of it. She’s nineteen years old. She should be thinking about festivals and friends and whatever young women think about when they aren’t carrying the weight of six years of loneliness.”

Something surfaced then, from the silt of war memories, rising through six years of battlefields and field hospitals and the blur of exhaustion that made certain details stick when others vanished completely. A fairy. Small, quick, her wings the pale green of new leaves, moving between cots with a wand in one hand and a vial in the other, her voice carrying over the moans of wounded men.

“There was a healer,” I said. “During the war. A fairy. She treated a wound on my shoulder, nothing serious, just a graze, but while she was working she mentioned another fairy. A friend, she called her. Someone who specialized in … emotional injuries, trauma.” I turned to Angelina, the clothespin forgotten in my hand. “She said this fairy lived near Oakwind. Not on it, but close. Someone who could help with nightmares, with fear, with the things that don’t heal on their own.”

Angelina was quiet for a moment, her hands still on the laundry line, her eyes on the middle distance the way they got when she was reaching back through years of village gossip and half-remembered conversations. “Lyra,” she said finally. “That’s the name I’ve heard. Not from anyone reliable. Old stories, mostly.” She shook out a shirt, pinned it to the line. “I don’t know where she lives. But someone on this island might. There’s a man. Older than the trees, or so he claims. Lives in the village, near the playground. Used to trade with the fairies before the war, or so the story goes.”

“Would you show me? Where to find him?”

“Of course. We can walk there after I finish this. The village isn’t going anywhere, and neither is my daughter’s sleep, which appears to be the deepest it’s been in years.” She reached over and brushed a bit of grass from my shoulder, her touch gentle. “Let her rest, Gabriel. Whatever you’re planning, whatever healer you’re chasing, it can wait for a few hours of peace.”

I nodded, and we finished hanging the laundry. The shirts turned in the breeze, the dishcloths snapped, and somewhere upstairs, Gabriella slept on, and for a little while, that was enough.

* * *

I went back upstairs to tell Gabriella where I was going, partly because it seemed like the responsible thing to do and partly because I wanted to see her face in daylight, to make sure the peace I’d watched on her sleeping features hadn’t been a trick of the dark. The bedroom door was still open, the way Angelina had left it, morning light spilling across the rumpled quilt where Gabriella had been curled an hour ago.

She wasn’t there. The bed was empty, the pillow still dented from the weight of her head, the quilt thrown back where she’d pushed it aside. I stood in the doorway for a moment, feeling something that was equal parts relief and disappointment.

Her room, then. Two doors down, the smallest bedroom in the house, the one with the window that faced the orchard and the desk wedged into the corner where she did her numbers. I knocked, half expecting no answer.

None came. I pushed the door open and found her room exactly as it always was: neat, organized, the bed made, the ledgers stacked on the desk in descending order of thickness. Morning light fell through the window in a warm stripe across the floorboards, and the room smelled like Gabriella, like pencil lead and clean cotton and the faint herbal scent of whatever she put in her hair.

She wasn’t there either. But her diary was. It lay open on the desk, the pages spread beneath the window light, a pen beside it with the cap off. I hadn’t meant to look. I really hadn’t. I’d turned to leave the room the moment I registered its presence, some ancient code of conduct activating automatically in the part of my brain that still believed in boundaries, but my eyes caught the date at the top of the page before I could stop them, and the date was today’s, and the first line read He had a dream about me last night.

I stood very still. The sensible part of my brain, the part that had kept me alive through six years of war by making good decisions under pressure, was shouting something urgent and profane about privacy and respect and the category of hell that awaited men who read a girl’s diaries. The rest of my brain, which appeared to be operating under different management this morning, was already reading.

He had a dream about me last night. I know because he told me it was the best kind, and then he blushed, and then he held me so tight I could feel his heart through his shirt, and I pretended to be asleep the whole time because if I’d opened my eyes I would have done something stupid like kiss him or tell him I’ve been in love with him since I was thirteen or both, probably both, and then where would we be?

I closed my eyes, opened them. The words were still there, Gabriella’s neat, precise handwriting marching across the page with the confidence of someone who had no idea her private thoughts were about to be weaponized against my nervous system.

I felt him wake up. Something happened, I don’t know what, but he got out of bed and changed his clothes, and when he came back he was shaking, and he held me like he was afraid I might disappear, and all I could think was that whatever he dreamed about, it was me, and it was good, and maybe, just maybe, I’m not the only one carrying this around.

There was more. A lot more. Pages of it, dating back months, years probably, entries about missing me during the war, about watching Sabrina’s pageants and feeling invisible, about the ache of loving someone who was both everywhere and nowhere, present in every story the village told and absent from every room she walked into. She’d written about the afternoon in the grass, about the way I’d looked at her back, about the feeling of my hands on her ribs when I’d tickled her and how she’d pretended to hate it while secretly cataloging every point of contact like a miser counting coins.

I love him. I’ve always loved him. Not the safe, simple kind of love that lives in storybooks and doesn’t keep you awake at night. The other kind. The kind that makes your chest hurt when he smiles at someone else. The kind that makes you notice the way his shoulders fill a doorway or the particular blue of his eyes when the light hits them a certain way. The kind I spent years telling myself was hopeless and that exists anyway, stubborn and impossible and completely, utterly mine.

I closed the diary. My hands were not entirely steady. The room felt several degrees warmer than it had a minute ago, and the weight sitting behind my sternum had become something more complicated, something that involved heat and hope and the distinct sensation of standing at the edge of something I had no map for.

A hand landed on my shoulder.

I flinched hard enough to send the pen rolling off the desk, my body reacting the way six years of combat had trained it to react, which is to say, badly. My elbow came up, my feet moved, and I was halfway through a defensive pivot before my brain registered the laughter behind me.

Sabrina. Of course it was Sabrina. She stood in the doorway, one wing extended for balance, her light blonde hair loose around her shoulders, wearing a dress that appeared to have been selected for maximum impact on a summer morning, and she was laughing at me with the delight of someone who had just witnessed something extremely embarrassing and was planning to remember it forever.

“Reading Gabriella’s diary,” she said, shaking her head. “Gabriel. Really. I expected better from the queen’s most decorated soldier. The standards are in freefall.”

“I wasn’t reading it. I was looking for her. The diary was open, and I glanced, and then my eyes betrayed me. It was a coup. I’m as much a victim as anyone.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re blushing. Your entire neck is the color of a rose. Whatever you read, it was good.” She stepped into the room, her wings folding neatly behind her, and threw her arms around my neck with the easy physical confidence that was Sabrina’s native language. Her body pressed against mine, warm and exactly the kind of thing my nervous system did not need to be processing while Gabriella’s handwriting was still burning holes in the back of my skull.

“I have a proposition,” she said, her mouth close to my ear, her breath warm against my neck. “My friends. The twins. They’re at the eastern meadow today. Nothing formal, just drinks and music and the brand of trouble that happens when you put three beautiful women in a field with a keg of cider and no supervision.” She leaned back, her arms still around my neck, her eyes doing that Sabrina thing where teasing and something more genuine occupied the same space. “Come with me. Be charming. Let them admire you. I promise it’ll be more fun than whatever brooding military exercise you had planned for today.”

The offer was tempting in exactly the way Sabrina’s offers always were. I could feel the heat of her through the thin fabric of her dress, the curve of her breasts against my chest, and my body, the traitorous thing, was already composing a list of reasons why finding a fairy healer could absolutely wait until tomorrow.

“I can’t,” I said. The words felt like they’d been extracted with pliers. “I’m … there’s something I need to do. For Gabriella.”

The teasing receded, replaced by a warmth. “Of course there is.” She squeezed my shoulders and stepped back. “The fairy. Angelina mentioned it. The emotional trauma specialist.” She shook her head, her smile softening. “You really are something else, you know that? Six years of war, and the first thing you do when you come home is try to fix everyone.”

“Not everyone. Just her.”

“Just her,” Sabrina echoed, and the way she said it carried more weight than two words had any right to carry. She patted my cheek, her palm warm against my skin. “Go find your fairy, then. But the offer stands. Anytime. The twins ask about you constantly. It’s becoming a public health concern.”

She turned to leave, her wings brushing the doorframe as she passed, and paused at the threshold. “Oh, and Gabriel? Next time you want to know what my sister is thinking, maybe try asking her. Radical concept, I know. Communication. The veterans are still catching up.”

She disappeared down the hallway, her laughter trailing behind her, and I stood in Gabriella’s empty room with the diary open on the desk and the morning light warming the pages and the distinct feeling that I had just stepped into something deeper and warmer and more complicated than any battlefield I’d ever faced.

* * *

I found Gabriella in the stable, exactly where I should have looked first. Valen stood in his stall, his great white head lowered, his dark eyes half closed with the bliss of a military pegasus receiving the kind of attention usually reserved for ceremonial mounts, and Gabriella was beside him with a brush in one hand and a cloth in the other, working the silver of his mane. Morning light fell through the high windows in dusty columns, catching the floating motes of hay and turning them gold, and the stable smelled the way it always smelled, of leather and bird and the clean musk of a pegasus who had decided, for once, to behave himself.

She heard me before she saw me. Her shoulders tensed, just slightly, the way they did when someone entered a space she’d been occupying alone, and then she turned, the brush still in her hand, and her eyes found mine across the stall.

For a heartbeat, neither of us spoke. The diary sat between us like a third presence in the room, its contents vibrating in the air with the energy of things that have been read and cannot be unread. Gabriella’s cheeks were pink, and I couldn’t tell whether it was from the work or from something else, and the fact that I was even wondering meant I’d crossed some line I hadn’t known existed until this morning.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey.” She set the brush down on the rail. “You’re up.”

“I’ve been up. You left without saying goodbye.”

“You looked like you wanted some time to yourself. I didn’t want to disturb you.” She ran the cloth along Valen’s neck. “And I had chickens to feed. The world’s most demanding alarm clock.”

Valen snorted, as if to confirm that his grooming session took precedence over whatever human awkwardness was unfolding beside his stall. I reached over the rail and scratched the spot behind his ears that made his eyelids droop, and he leaned into my hand with the gratitude of an animal who had been thoroughly spoiled and was not apologizing for it.

“Thank you,” I said. “For this. He looks … actually presentable. That’s new.”

She smiled, and the smile reached her eyes completely, and for a moment the diary and the dream and everything that had happened in the dark receded, and she was just Gabriella again, standing in a stable with hay in her hair and a brush in her hand, doing something kind because kindness was her default setting. “He deserved it. He’s been very patient with all of us. Especially you.”

I smiled and decided to tell her where I was going. “I’m going out for a bit,” I said. “With Angelina. There’s someone in the village I’d like to meet. About … the nightmares. Someone who might know a healer who could help.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I want to.”

She held my gaze for a beat longer than the conversation required, and then nodded, and went back to brushing Valen’s mane. “Be safe,” she said quietly. “Both of you.”

I left her there with Valen and the morning light and the peace of the stable, and found Angelina waiting on the porch with her wings folded and a basket on her arm. She smiled when she saw me, and fell into step beside me as we took the path toward the village center.

The walk took us through the heart of Oakwind, past the square, past the playground, past the skybird nest, past the tavern where the same older man nodded to me from the porch and this time raised his cup in a gesture that might have been respect or might have been simple morning cheerfulness. Everywhere we went, heads turned and voices called out. The Queen’s Falcon. The war hero. The man who shot an arrow through a rebel officer’s eye at three hundred yards, which was still not true but had apparently cemented itself so firmly in local mythology that correcting it would have been like trying to unring a bell.

I nodded. I smiled where smiling seemed required. I accepted handshakes and shoulder clasps and the weighted silence of older men who looked at me and saw the sons they’d lost, and through it all Angelina walked beside me with her basket on her arm and her wings folded neatly behind her and a pride in her eyes that she made no attempt to hide.

“They’re proud of you,” she said as we passed the square. “All of them. Not just for fighting. For coming back. For being the one who made it.”

“I didn’t make it because I was better than anyone else.”

“Yes you did, and because you’re stubborn, and because whatever higher power watches over reckless young men with bows decided you had more work to do here than there.” She squeezed my arm briefly. “I’m allowed to be proud of the boy I raised. It’s in the contract. Page three, paragraph twelve.”

I laughed despite myself, and the sound carried across the square, and for a moment the weight of the morning lifted, and we were just a man and a woman walking through a village on a summer morning, and the war was something that had happened to other people in another life.

The old man lived in a cottage at the village’s eastern edge, where the path began its climb toward the ridge. He was exactly as Angelina had described: older than the trees, or so he claimed, with a face that had been carved by weather and time into something that resembled a particularly expressive walnut. He sat on his porch in a rocking chair that had seen better decades, a pipe in one hand and a cup of something that smelled aggressively alcoholic in the other, and when he saw Angelina his face split into a grin that revealed approximately three teeth, all of them holding on through what appeared to be sheer force of will.

“Angelina,” he said, his voice carrying the rasp of someone who had been smoking since before my grandfather was born. “And the famous boy. The one who came back. Sit. Both of you. The chair’s got room if you don’t mind sharing.”

We declined the chair. Angelina set her basket on the porch step and got straight to the point. “We’re looking for Lyra. The fairy. The one who treats … not bodies. Minds. You used to trade with the fairies before the war. We were hoping you might know where she is.”

The old man took a long, considered pull from his pipe, the smoke curling around his head in lazy spirals. His eyes, surprisingly sharp for a man his age, moved from Angelina to me and back again, and something knowing passed across his features.

“Lyra,” he said. “Pretty thing. Wings that shimmer like dragonflies. Smiles like she knows a joke you haven’t heard yet.” He set his pipe down and reached for his cup. “Lives on Whisper Isle. Northeast of here, about an hour by pegasus if the winds are with you. Small place. You’ll know it by the garden. She grows things that have no business growing together, roses next to nightshade, healing herbs beside things that’ll put you to sleep for a week. The cottage is at the center. Can’t miss it.”

I committed it to memory. Northeast. Whisper Isle. Blue roof. Garden of incompatible plants. “Thank you,” I said. “This means a great deal.”

The old man chuckled, the sound like gravel shifting in a bucket. “It might mean a great deal less once you meet her.” He raised his cup in my direction, his eyes glinting with the mischief of someone who was about to deliver news he knew would be entertaining. “Fair warning, war hero. Lyra has a weakness for handsome young men. Has had for a long time, and time hasn’t diminished her appetite. She’ll flirt with you shamelessly. She’ll make you squirm. She’ll tease you until you’re the color of those apples Angelina grows, and she won’t answer a single question until she’s had her fun. It’s how she operates. Consider yourself warned.”

I dismissed it with a smile. Old men and their stories. Every village had one, the resident exaggerator, the keeper of tales that grew taller with each telling. A flirty fairy healer was the least concerning thing I’d encountered since coming home, and after the morning I’d had, a little harmless teasing sounded almost relaxing.

“We appreciate the help,” Angelina said, retrieving her basket. “And the warning, exaggerated though it may be.”

The old man laughed again, harder this time, and raised his cup as we turned to go. “Exaggerated! She says!”

Angelina rolled her eyes with the fond exasperation of someone who had known this man for a long time and had long since given up on expecting dignity from him. We walked back through the village, the morning warming around us, and when we reached the farmyard I put two fingers to my mouth and whistled, the sharp two-tone call that Valen had been responding to since he was young.

He came from the east, breaking over the tree line with his wings pulling tight, his white body brilliant against the blue, and when he landed in the yard his hooves struck the packed earth with a solidity that felt like coming home. Someone had brushed him thoroughly. His mane gleamed, his coat caught the light like fresh snow, and when he looked at me his dark eyes held the combination of dignity and mild accusation that pegasus faces were designed to convey.

“Someone’s been busy,” I said, running a hand along his neck. I mounted, settled into the saddle, and gathered the reins. Valen braced beneath me, his wings half-extended in anticipation.

“Ride safe,” Angelina said, her hand on my boot. “And Gabriel? Whatever you find on Whisper Isle, whatever this fairy tells you … remember that healing takes time. For all of you.”

I nodded, and then Valen was lifting, his powerful wings driving us upward, the farm falling away below. I turned northeast toward an island I’d never seen and a healer I’d never met and the weight of wanting, more than anything, to fix something that had been broken for too long.


Chapter 8

Whisper Isle emerged from the cloud layer like something sketched by a painter who’d been drinking. Oaks spread their canopy across rolling meadows dotted with wildflowers. Deep purples. Electric blues. Reds that seemed to pulse when the wind moved them.

Valen banked low, his wings beating steady, and I scanned the island with the eyes of a man who’d spent six years looking for camouflaged archers in dense forest. The cottage announced itself the way hidden things often do: by not hiding well enough. It sat beneath the largest oak, its roof a carpet of green moss interrupted by flowering vines that had apparently decided the roof was their personal territory and were defending it with enthusiasm. Shelves of drying herbs hung beneath the porch eaves, hundreds of them, arranged with the chaos of someone who knew exactly where everything was and had no interest in explaining the system to visitors. Dozens of glass bottles lined the windowsills, catching the morning light and scattering it across the porch in fragments of amber and gold and the occasional unsettling shade of purple that made me wonder what, exactly, grew on this island that the old man had failed to mention.

I dismounted, my boots sinking into the soft soil. Valen snorted, his dark eyes taking in the strange garden with skepticism. I scratched behind his ears. “Behave. We’re asking for help, not starting a territorial dispute.”

He gave me a look that suggested he was reserving judgment on both counts.

I crossed the garden, stepping carefully between clusters of herbs that smelled like they’d been harvested from another world, and knocked on the cottage door. The wood was warm under my knuckles, worn smooth by years of visitors, and the sound it made was smaller than it should have been, like the door had absorbed the knock instead of passing it along.

No answer. I knocked again, louder. The garden absorbed that one too, the plants seeming to lean slightly toward the sound before settling back into their morning routines.

I waited. The silence had weight. Birds called somewhere in the oak canopy, their voices sharp and clear in the still air, and I found myself wondering whether the old man had sent me to the right island, or whether Lyra was even home.

I turned to leave, wondering whether Valen would forgive me for wasting a morning on a healer who wasn’t home, when a voice spoke from directly behind me.

“Does every handsome soldier in the Queen’s service make a habit of walking into young ladies’ gardens without an invitation? Because if so, the recruitment standards have improved dramatically since my last visit to the capital.”

The voice was female, playful, and approximately three inches from the back of my neck. I turned, my body executing the pivot before my brain had fully processed the sound, and found myself face to face with a fairy.

Her delicate dragonfly wings beat a steady rhythm that kept her hovering at eye level, her bright amber eyes taking me in. She was beautiful the way dangerous things often are: small, precise, and radiating the kind of confidence that suggested the size difference between us had been noted and dismissed as irrelevant. Barely half my height, her long pink hair was woven through with tiny white flowers that shifted when she moved, catching the light like someone had scattered stars through silk. Her wings were the real show, translucent membranes veined with colors that shifted as they moved, cycling through blues and greens and purples in a display that my military brain immediately classified as both distracting and extremely effective camouflage. She wore a simple white dress that had clearly been on the losing end of several potion-brewing sessions, stained with splashes of color that matched her wings, and in one hand she held a slender wooden wand that she twirled between her fingers the way another woman might toy with a bracelet, casually, like it was an extension of her hand rather than a tool of actual magic.

She circled me, her wings adjusting with small flicks that kept her at precisely my eye level as she moved. Her gaze traveled from my boots to my shoulders like examining a sculpture she was considering purchasing.

“Mm,” she said. “Yes. Very much yes.” She reached out and poked my chest with one finger, right over the spot where a spear had gone through my armor three years ago and missed everything important by approximately the width of a hair. “These are battle scars. The real kind. Not the decorative ones nobles collect at hunting parties.” Her finger traced the line of the scar through my shirt, and I stood very still because standing still is what you do when something half your size is touching you and radiating enough energy to power a small village.

She moved to my shoulder. “Is it true what they say about pegasus riders? That the kingdom only breeds the handsome ones and sends the rest to infantry? Because if so, the aerial recruitment strategy is working exactly as intended.”

“Could be,” I said.

“Could be,” she echoed, not satisfied with my answer. “What brings you here?”

I cleared my throat. “I’m looking for a fairy healer. Someone named Lyra. She specializes in emotional trauma, nightmares.” The words came out more formally than I’d intended, and I watched her amber eyes crinkle at the corners.

“You’ve already found her, handsome.” She grinned. “I’m Lyra. Emotional trauma, nightmares, wounds of the invisible variety. That’s me. The pretty one with the wand and the inconvenient crush on tall men with good shoulders.” She gestured toward her cottage with the wand. “Come inside. I’ll make tea. We can discuss your friend’s situation, and you can tell me war stories, and I can pretend I’m listening while secretly memorizing the exact shade of your eyes for future reference.”

She floated toward the door, her wings beating a steady rhythm, and paused with her hand on the latch. “Oh, and payment. We should discuss that. Sometimes it’s coins. Sometimes it’s interesting conversation. Sometimes…” She glanced back at me, her amber eyes doing something complicated that involved both warmth and mischief. “Sometimes it’s the particular currency of male attention, which, between us, I’ve always found more valuable than silver. Just something to consider.”

Valen, from his position by the oak, gave me a look that contained several layers of judgment, the topmost of which was clearly: This is your problem now.

She disappeared into the cottage, and I followed.

* * *

Inside, the cottage made the garden look organized by comparison. Every surface held something that either glowed, steamed, or emitted a scent that made my sinuses perform complex gymnastics. Glass vials lined shelves that curved to follow the walls, their contents in colors that defied the standard spectrum. A cauldron bubbled gently in the hearth, its surface iridescent, releasing puffs of lavender-scented steam at irregular intervals that suggested the potion inside was either very advanced or very indecisive. Dried herbs hung from the ceiling in bundles so dense they formed a second canopy beneath the rafters, and the light that filtered through the small windows hit the glass and turned the entire room into a kaleidoscope of soft, shifting color.

Lyra moved through the chaos. She filled a small copper kettle from a pitcher that shouldn’t have been able to hold that much water, set it on a stone that began glowing orange the moment the kettle touched it, and produced two clay mugs from a shelf that I could have sworn was empty three seconds ago.

“Tea,” she said. “Mint, valerian, a touch of something that makes your tongue tingle in a way you’ll either enjoy immensely or find deeply alarming. No refunds either way.”

We sat at a small table wedged between a bookcase and what appeared to be a terrarium containing a plant that was tracking my movement with disturbing attentiveness. Lyra perched on a stool that adjusted its height until she was at eye level with me, her wings folded behind her, her wand set casually beside her mug.

“Your friend,” she said. “The one with the nightmares. Tell me everything.”

So I did. I told her about Gabriella. Born without wings in a kingdom where every other woman could fly. The playground. The ladder. The other children pointing, laughing, the words they used: “broken,” “worthless,” and “shouldn’t have happened.” I told her about the wrist she’d fractured falling from that ladder because no one had been there to catch her. About the nightmares that had followed her for years, the same one, climbing, falling, waking before she hit the ground. About the way she carried herself, the dignity of someone who had decided that her difference would not define her, even when the world insisted otherwise.

I told her about coming home. About finding Gabriella grown, capable, running numbers and mending fences and pretending she was fine when the shadows under her eyes said otherwise. About the afternoon in the grass, her weight on my hips, the clean line of her back where wings should have been and weren’t, and the realization that had hit me with the force of something I should have seen coming: that her winglessness wasn’t an absence. It was what made her Gabriella.

Through all of it, Lyra listened. Her playful demeanor faded gradually, her amber eyes steady on mine, her fingers tracing the rim of her mug without drinking. She didn’t interrupt. She didn’t offer the kind of meaningless comfort people offer when they don’t know what to say. She just listened, the way healers learn to listen, with her whole attention.

“I’ve never treated a wingless angel,” she said finally. Her voice had lost its teasing edge, replaced by a warmth that felt earned. “The condition is rare enough that most fairies go their entire careers without encountering one. But I can’t imagine the scars that kind of life leaves behind. Being different in a way everyone can see. Having your body be the first thing people notice, and not in the way you’d choose.” She shook her head. “Your Gabriella needs help.”

“Can you make something? A potion, something that would help with the nightmares, with the… the weight of it?”

She nodded. “I can brew a trauma draught. Specific to emotional wounds. It quiets nightmares, helps painful memories lose their grip. Makes the past feel like it happened to someone else, or happened further away than it really did. It doesn’t erase. Nothing good ever erases. But it creates space. Room to breathe. Room to heal.”

Relief washed through me. “That’s exactly what she needs.”

“It’s not enough.”

The words landed between us. Lyra’s eyes held mine, and the healer in her was fully present now, the playful fairy momentarily set aside. “A potion can dull pain. It can create space. It can give someone the breathing room they need to start healing. But emotional wounds don’t heal through magic alone. They heal through connection. Through being seen, truly seen, by someone who loves them exactly as they are. Without that, the potion is just a temporary reprieve. The pain comes back, because the wound is still there, waiting for the medicine to wear off.”

She leaned forward, her small hands folded on the table. “She doesn’t just need a potion. She needs someone who makes her feel, in her bones, that she is whole exactly as she is. That her body is not a mistake. That the thing that makes her different is also the thing that makes her beautiful. Without that… the potion is just buying time.”

I knew, immediately and completely, that she was right. I would be that person for Gabriella. Whatever it cost, whatever it meant, I would stand between her and the world’s cruelty and make her believe, absolutely, that she was perfect.

I didn’t say it aloud. I didn’t need to. Lyra saw it in my face, and her eyes relaxed.

“Good,” she said. “That’s the right answer.” Then her mouth curved into that grin again, the playful one, the one that suggested the serious healer was stepping aside to make room for someone with different priorities. “Of course, love means lovemaking. You do know that, right? The physical part. The part where you show someone with your body what your words can only approximate.”

I felt the heat climb my neck. “I kinda grew up with her.”

Lyra’s eyebrows lifted. “So? The heart wants what the heart wants, handsome. And unless I’m severely misreading the particular shade of pink currently spreading across your neck, your heart has been quite clear on the subject for some time now.”

I opened my mouth, then closed it. The protest died somewhere between my brain and my vocal cords because the protest was a lie and we both knew it. I had dreamed about Gabriella. I had woken up hard and wet and mortified. I had read her diary and felt something in my chest expand to the point of pain. She was Angelina’s daughter, and I wanted her, and the two facts existed in the same body with the same urgency, and pretending otherwise was becoming increasingly difficult.

Lyra watched the internal struggle play out across my face with the delighted focus of someone watching an entertaining sporting event. Then she sighed, a theatrical sound that involved her entire small frame, and set her mug down.

“God, you’re attractive when you’re conflicted. It’s genuinely unfair.” She stood, her wings extending slightly, and floated around the table until she was beside my chair. “I’m getting turned on watching you wrestle with this. Is that inappropriate? Probably. Do I care? Not even slightly.”

She reached out with her wand and tapped it gently against my lips. The wood was warm, smooth, and the gesture carried an intimacy that made blood rush south.

“I’ll give you the potion,” she said, her voice dropping. “The good one. The one that actually works. In exchange…” Her amber eyes held mine, bright and unapologetic. “You give me an orgasm with that mouth. Right here, right now, on my cloud bed. Just your tongue and my instructions and the sounds I make when someone talented is paying attention. Deal?”

I looked at her. At the small, fierce fairy hovering beside my chair with her pink hair full of flowers and her wand against my lips and her dress stained with the evidence of a life spent making things better for people who hurt. I thought about Gabriella. About the nightmares. About the weight she carried every day that I could lighten, if only slightly, with a vial of something brewed in this chaotic, beautiful cottage.

“Deal,” I said.

Her smile could have powered the entire island. She took my hand, her small fingers wrapping around mine, and led me through the cottage to a room at the back where the ceiling opened to the sky and a bed made of what appeared to be an actual cloud floated three feet above the floor, its surface rippling gently in the breeze that flowed through the open roof.

“Cloud bed,” Lyra said, releasing my hand and floating up to it. “One of the perks of being friends with the weather fairies. They owe me favors. Many, many favors.” She reached for the ties of her dress and loosened them. The stained white fabric slid from her shoulders, down her small frame, and pooled on the cloud beside her feet.

She was naked. Small breasts, pale pink nipples already hard in the cool air, a narrow waist, hips that curved with a delicacy that made my throat dry. Between her legs, a thatch of pink hair that matched the color on her head, and beneath it, I could already see the slick gleam of her arousal.

“Already wet,” she said, noticing my gaze. “Told you. You’re very good at turning me on without trying. It’s a talent. Possibly your greatest, and that’s saying something given the medals.” She lay back on the cloud, her wings spreading beneath her, and parted her thighs. “Come here, war hero. Show me what that mouth can do besides giving orders.”

I climbed onto the cloud. It held my weight the way solid ground holds weight, which made no sense and which I decided not to question. I settled between her thighs, my hands on her hips, her skin warm under my palms, and lowered my mouth to her.

She tasted like honey. Her folds were slick, already swollen, and when my tongue found her clit she gasped, her small hands flying to my hair, gripping with a strength that belied her size.

“Right there, yes, God, right there, don’t stop, don’t you dare stop—”

I didn’t stop. I used every technique I knew of, adjusting pressure, speed, the flat of my tongue against her clit followed by the focused point of it, my lips surrounding her, sucking gently while my tongue worked. Her pussy was sweet. I parted her pink lips and moved the hair aside, then I licked her deeper and kissed her lips. I kept it going till my lips and nose were slick with her honey, and Lyra came apart beneath me with a cry that shook the herbs hanging from the ceiling.

Her back arched. Her wings beat frantically against the cloud. Her thighs clamped around my head, her hips bucking against my mouth, and I felt her pulse against my tongue, once, twice, a third time, each contraction drawing a moan from her that started high and broke into something deeper, rougher, the sound of a woman who had not been touched this well in a very long time and was making sure the entire island knew about it.

When it was over, she lay sprawled on the cloud, her chest heaving, her pink hair wild around her face, tiny flowers scattered across the cloud surface where they’d fallen free. A streak of her release glistened on my chin, and she reached down with one finger, collected it, and brought it to her mouth with a smile that contained approximately seventy percent satisfaction and thirty percent mischief.

“Payment received,” she said. “In full. With interest.”

She floated from the cloud, retrieved her dress, and pulled it on with the casual ease of someone who had just been thoroughly pleasured and saw no reason to pretend otherwise. From a shelf beside the bed, she took a small glass vial filled with liquid the color of twilight, stoppered with a cork sealed with something that looked like beeswax.

“The trauma draught,” she said, placing it in my palm. Her fingers lingered against mine. “One dose. Have her drink it after you’ve truly loved her somewhere she feels safe, with someone she trusts completely. The effects are gradual. By morning, the nightmares will be quieter. Within a week, they’ll be memories instead of visitors.” She squeezed my hand. “You’re a good man, Gabriel. The kind who pays attention. The kind who notices what’s broken and tries to fix it, even when the fixing requires… unconventional methods.”

I tucked the vial into my jacket pocket, feeling its weight against my chest. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. The orgasm was genuinely spectacular. We’re square.” She kissed my cheek, her lips warm and slightly sticky with whatever potion residue had been on them, and floated toward the door. “Now go home to your lover. She’s been waiting longer than either of you realize.”

* * *

I landed in the farmyard as the afternoon light was turning the orchard trees amber. Valen’s hooves struck the packed earth with a solidity that felt like coming home, and the smell hit me before anything else: fresh bread, cut grass, the green scent of the vegetable garden where someone had been working.

They were all there. Gabriella and Sabrina in the field, working the rows of young plants. Gabriella on her knees, her hands dark with soil, her blue dress hitched above her knees and tied there, her dark blonde hair coming loose from its knot in strands that stuck to her damp temples. Sabrina beside her, wings folded, her light blonde hair caught in a braid, laughing at something Gabriella had said, the sound carrying across the yard. And Angelina at the water pump, filling a watering can, her wings flexing slightly with each pull of the handle.

They looked up when Valen landed. Three pairs of eyes, three different versions of welcome, and I felt something in my chest expand to the point of discomfort.

“There he is,” Sabrina called, standing and brushing soil from her hands. “The wandering hero returns. Any fairies slain? Any dragons rescued? Or just a pleasant morning flight for the man who has nothing better to do than enjoy the weather?”

“I found her,” I said, dismounting. “Lyra.”

Gabriella stood, wiping her hands on her apron, and the way she looked at me carried a question she wasn’t asking out loud.

“She made something,” I said. “A potion. For the nightmares.” I touched the vial through my jacket, feeling its cool weight against my chest. “But she said… it works best when it’s taken somewhere safe. With someone you trust. Someone who…” I hesitated, the words Lyra had used sitting in my mouth, heavy with implications I wasn’t ready to voice in front of Angelina and Sabrina. “Someone who makes you feel seen.”

Gabriella understood immediately. I saw it in her eyes. “The lake,” she said. “The island where we used to play. Remember? With the clear water and the flat rocks. We could go there.”

I remembered. A small floating island twenty minutes by pegasus, nothing on it but grass and wildflowers and a lake so clear you could see the bottom from the surface. We’d gone there as children, the three of us, Sabrina diving from the rocks with her wings folded, Gabriella wading carefully at the shore while I held her hand, both of us pretending the water was deeper and more dangerous than it actually was.

“Perfect,” I said.

Sabrina’s expression did something complicated. The teasing didn’t leave her face, exactly, but a recognition passed through her eyes that she masked almost instantly with a smile that didn’t reach as far as it usually did.

“Go,” she said, waving a hand. “Heal my sister’s nightmares. I’ll finish the planting and try not to be bitterly jealous of your exclusive lake adventure, which I am, completely, but I’m mature about it. Mostly.”

Angelina said nothing. She watched us with those steady hazel eyes, the watering can in her hand, and whatever she saw in the space between Gabriella and me, she kept to herself, which was Angelina’s way of saying she trusted us to figure it out on our own timeline.

I went upstairs. Changed into cleaner clothes, though clean was relative on a farm where dirt was less an occasional visitor and more a permanent resident with strong opinions about personal space. I tucked the vial into an inner pocket of my jacket, wrapped in a cloth to cushion it, and went back downstairs to find Gabriella waiting by Valen, her hair retied, her boots on, a small bag slung over her shoulder that presumably contained whatever a nineteen-year-old woman considered essential for an afternoon at a lake with me.

The man who had dreamed about her. The man who had read her diary. The man who was currently trying very hard not to think about either of those facts while helping her mount Valen, my hands at her waist, feeling the narrowness of her through the fabric of her dress.

We lifted. Valen’s wings caught the afternoon air, and the farm dropped away beneath us, shrinking to a collection of white buildings and green fields against the pale earth. Gabriella leaned back against my chest, her body warm through my shirt, and neither of us spoke for the first few minutes of the flight.

Eventually, the lake island appeared on the horizon, exactly as I remembered it: a flat expanse of green meadow sloping down to water so clear it reflected the sky with the fidelity of a mirror. We landed on the grassy bank, Valen’s hooves sinking into soft earth, and dismounted. Gabriella slid down before I could help her, landing lightly, already turning toward the water with the eagerness of someone returning to a place that held only good memories.

“It’s exactly the same,” she said, her voice bright with the pleasure of recognition. “The rocks, the water, everything. Even the wildflowers.” She dropped to her knees in the grass beside the bank and began gathering them, her hands moving quickly, selecting blooms.

I watched her. The afternoon light turned her dark blonde hair gold at the edges, and the curve of her neck where it met her shoulder caught the sun in a way that made it difficult to look anywhere else. She stood, an armful of wildflowers clutched against her chest, and turned to me with a smile that belonged on the face of someone much younger, unguarded and completely, utterly present.

“Come here,” she said.

I went. She reached up and tucked a flower behind my ear, a small purple thing with a center the color of fresh honey, her fingers brushing my hair, and the contact lasted less than a second but my nervous system registered it.

“Very becoming,” she said, stepping back to admire her work. “The Queen’s Falcon, decorated war hero, wearing wildflowers like he was born to it. The capital would be scandalized. I, personally, am delighted.”

She selected another flower, a tall stem with a white bloom, and brushed it across my face. The petals traced my cheekbone, my jaw, the sensitive skin beneath my ear, and when she dragged it down the side of my neck I felt a shiver move through me that had nothing to do with the temperature.

“Ticklish?” she asked, her eyes doing that thing, the gleam that meant she’d found a pressure point and was already calculating how hard to press it.

“Not even slightly. Military training. We’re inoculated against tickling. It’s in the manual, chapter twelve, paragraph—”

Her hand found my ribs. One finger, precisely placed between two ribs on my right side, and dug in.

I yelped. The sound was undignified and entirely involuntary, and Gabriella’s face lit up with the joy of someone who had just discovered that a war hero’s legendary composure has an extremely specific weakness.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, this is valuable information. Extremely valuable.” Her other hand found my left side, both sets of fingers digging into the soft spots between my ribs, and I buckled, laughter exploding out of me before I could stop it.

“Gabriella, stop, that’s, God—”

She didn’t stop. Her fingers moved, finding new territory, under my arms, along my sides, her touch light and precise and absolutely merciless, and I was laughing too hard to form words, my body trying desperately to escape while also, traitorously, not wanting to escape at all.

I caught her wrists. We were both laughing, breathless, the sound carrying across the water, and I pulled her against me, our bodies colliding, and then we were on the grass, rolling, the wildflowers scattering around us, her laughter against my chest, my hands still holding her wrists above her head as I pinned her beneath me.

She was strong. Stronger than she looked, her body twisting beneath mine, her hips bucking, one knee finding purchase against my thigh, and then she was rolling us, her weight shifting, and suddenly she was on top, straddling my hips, her hands pinning my wrists to the grass beside my head, her hair falling around her face in dark blonde strands, her chest heaving with laughter and exertion.

“Checkmate,” she said, her voice breathless. “Again.”

I looked up at her. Her cheeks were flushed, her blue eyes bright, the wildflower still tucked behind her ear where it had survived the tumble. Her dress had ridden up her thighs, the fabric bunched around her hips, and the position of her body on mine was generating a response that my military discipline was failing spectacularly to suppress.

I rolled us. One smooth motion, my hips shifting, my weight carrying us over until she was beneath me, her wrists still in my grip, her body pressed into the soft grass, and something tore. Her dress, caught between us, the fabric giving way along one seam with a sound like canvas splitting, and the tear exposed the curve of her breast, pale skin and the edge of a cotton shift beneath, and Gabriella gasped, not in protest but in something that sounded dangerously close to want.

Her hands, freed from my grip, found my waistband in the scramble, fingers tangling in the fabric, pulling, and the linen gave, tearing along the seam, and suddenly there was skin against skin, her thigh against mine, hot and smooth, and my cock was hard and pressing against the thin cotton of my underclothes and her shift had ridden up around her hips. I could feel the heat of her through the fabric, damp and ready, and neither of us was laughing anymore.

We were breathing. Hard, ragged pulls that didn’t seem to be delivering enough oxygen to either of our brains, which might have explained what happened next.

I shifted. One adjustment, my hips settling against hers, seeking pressure, seeking friction, seeking anything to relieve the ache that had been building since the meadow dream, since the diary, since the moment I’d come home and found her grown, and the thin cotton between us was not enough, was never enough, and then it wasn’t there at all, her hand had found the waistband of my underclothes and pulled, and my cock sprang free, hard and aching, and her thighs parted beneath me, her shift torn aside or pulled free, I couldn’t tell, didn’t care, and then I was inside her.

One thrust. Accidental, driven by need and proximity and six years of absence condensed into a single point of contact, and my cock slid into her wet heat with an ease that should have been impossible and felt, instead, like the most natural thing in the world.

We froze. Both of us. One heartbeat of perfect, terrible stillness, my cock buried inside her to the hilt, her body tight around me, her eyes wide, her mouth open, her breath caught in her throat, and the world narrowed to the point where our bodies joined and the sound of the lake lapping at the shore and the distant call of a skybird somewhere above the trees.

The frozen moment lasted one heartbeat. Long enough for my brain to form exactly one coherent thought, which was This cannot be happening, followed immediately by Please God do not let this stop happening.

Gabriella’s legs tightened around my hips. Her thighs, smooth and strong, locked against the outside of mine, holding me inside her with a pressure that left no room for misinterpretation. Her blue eyes found mine, wide, shocked, and beneath the shock was something raw and open and completely, devastatingly want.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered. Her voice broke on the second word. “Please, Gabriel, I really want this.”

My last restraint snapped. Snapped, like a bowstring under too much tension, the release immediate and total. I thrust into her hard, my hips driving forward, and the sound she made was halfway between a gasp and a moan, her back arching off the grass, her hands finding my shoulders and digging in.

After that, there was no thinking. There was her body and mine and the way they fit together, which was better than any dream had any right to be. I fucked her on the grass beside the lake, her wingless back pressed into the earth, my scarred chest against her smooth one, and the afternoon light turned our skin gold and the wildflowers we’d crushed beneath us released their scent with every movement, sweet and green and mixing with the salt smell of her arousal and the musk of my sweat.

She was tight. God, she was tight, her inner muscles clenching around me with each thrust, her body accepting me completely, taking me deeper than I’d thought possible, and the wet heat of her was so good it made my vision blur at the edges. Her breasts were perky and fit perfectly in my palms, her pink nipples stiff and hard.

I rolled one between my fingers and she moaned, the sound low and broken, her head tipping back into the crushed wildflowers. The sight of her like that, bare beneath me, taking me, wanting me, sent a fresh surge of heat through my cock.

I lowered my mouth to her breast and sucked. The taste of her skin, clean and faintly salty from the afternoon sun, mixed with the green scent of the grass and the crushed petals. She arched harder, pushing more of herself into my mouth, her hands sliding from my shoulders into my hair, holding me there as if she was afraid I might suddenly remember who we were and pull away.

I didn’t pull away. I fucked her slowly, then deeper, letting every inch of me drag against her tight walls. The wet sounds of our bodies meeting filled the quiet space between the lake and the trees. Each thrust pressed her wingless back into the earth, and I could feel the difference, no soft feathers, only smooth, warm skin and the delicate ridge of her spine under my hands. That absence, the thing the village had mocked her for, felt more intimate than anything else. It belonged only to her, and now it belonged to me too.

“Gabriel—” Her voice cracked. “You’re inside me. You’re really… God, it’s you. You’re really inside me.”

“You just noticed?” I asked her playfully, though her words hit like a second climax of their own. This was real now. We had crossed the line between what we’d been and whatever we were becoming, and there was no pretending otherwise. And yet her legs only tightened, pulling me deeper, and her inner muscles fluttered around my cock as if her body had decided the rules no longer applied.

She only giggled.

“I know,” I rasped against her throat. “I know this changes everything. And I still can’t stop.” I thrust harder, burying myself to the root. “I’ve wanted this since I came home. I dreamed of you. I came thinking of you while you slept in my arms. And now you’re here, open for me, and I’m not letting go.”

Tears slipped from the corners of her eyes, but she was smiling through them, radiant and wrecked. “Don’t let go. Please don’t ever let go.”

I kissed the tears away, then claimed her mouth. Our tongues met. The kiss tasted of salt and need and six years of missing each other. I kept fucking her, slow, rolling thrusts that made her whimper into my mouth. Her hands slid down my back, tracing the ridges of old scars, then lower, gripping my ass and pulling me in as if she could fuse us together.

The pressure built fast. Too fast. Her body was too tight, too wet, too perfect. Every time I bottomed out I felt the soft give of her cervix against the head of my cock, and the thought that I was that deep inside her nearly finished me on the spot.

“I’m close,” I warned. “Gabriella, I’m going to come inside you.”

She nodded frantically, hips rising to meet every thrust. “I want to feel it. I want every drop of you.”

I drove into her one last time, hard and deep, and held myself there as the orgasm tore through me. My cock pulsed, thick ropes of cum flooding her unprotected pussy. The pleasure was blinding, white-hot, almost painful in its intensity. I groaned her name against her neck, hips jerking helplessly as I kept pumping more and more of myself into her. The heat of it, coming raw inside her on the grass where we had once played as children, made the climax stretch longer than any I had ever known.

She came with me. Her body clamped down, pulsing around my spurting cock, milking every last drop. A broken cry left her throat, half sob, half moan, and her nails dug into my shoulders hard enough to leave marks. I felt the gush of her release around me, hot and slick, mixing with the thick seed I was still pouring into her.

We stayed locked together, trembling, breathing hard. My cock twitched inside her with aftershocks, and each small pulse drew another soft sound from her lips. I could feel my cum already beginning to leak out around the base of my shaft where we were joined, warm and messy against her thighs.

I didn’t pull out. I braced my forearms on either side of her head and looked down at her. Her blue eyes were glassy, lips swollen from kissing, cheeks flushed, the wildflower still somehow tangled in her hair. She looked thoroughly fucked and completely at peace.

“I love you,” I said quietly. The words felt heavier than any battlefield vow I had ever spoken. “Not just as the girl I grew up with. I love you the way a man loves a woman, completely. I think I have for longer than I knew.”

Her hands came up to cup my face. “I love you the same way. I always have. I just never thought you’d ever look at me like this.”

I kissed her again, slower this time, tasting the truth of it. Beneath us the crushed wildflowers released their scent in soft waves. The lake lapped gently at the shore. Somewhere above, a skybird called once and then fell silent.

When I finally began to soften, I eased out of her with care. A thick trickle of my cum followed, sliding down the cleft of her ass and into the grass. The sight of it, my seed leaving her body, sent a fresh, possessive ache through my chest.

Gabriella watched me do it, eyes dark with renewed hunger. “Marking me?” she whispered.

“Claiming you,” I answered. “Even if the world never knows, you’ll know. Every time you feel me drip out of you later, you’ll remember whose you are.”

She pulled me down for one more kiss, soft and lingering. Then she laughed quietly against my mouth, the sound light and free in a way I hadn’t heard since before the war.

“We’re a mess,” she said.

“Completely.”

“We should bathe,” she said quietly. “The lake. It’s right there.”

We rose. Our clothes were scattered across the grass, torn in places, grass-stained, bearing the evidence of what had just happened with the honesty of fabric that had not volunteered for this assignment. We left them there. Walked to the water’s edge hand in hand, naked, the afternoon light gilding our skin, and stepped into the lake together.

The water was cool. Clear enough to see the smooth stones beneath our feet, the occasional flash of a small fish darting away from our disturbance. I cupped water in my hands and poured it over her shoulders, watching it run down the clean line of her back, her body bare and whole and beautiful exactly as it was.

She turned to me. Her hands found the scars on my chest, the puckered one beneath my ribs where the spear had gone through, the smaller ones across my shoulders from arrows that had grazed but not penetrated, and her fingers traced them with a tenderness that made my throat tight.

“These,” she said. “I hate these. Every one of them. I hate that you have them and I wasn’t there.”

“I’m glad you weren’t there.”

“I know. I still hate them.”

She washed me. Her hands moved over my chest, my arms, the care of someone touching something precious, and I washed her in return, my palms sliding over the curves of her breasts, the narrowness of her waist, the dip of her spine, and neither of us spoke for a long time. The silence between us was easy now.

When we were clean, or clean enough, we waded to the shallows and sat side by side on a flat rock that had been warmed by the sun, the water lapping at our thighs, and I told her everything about Lyra. The cottage under the oak. The fairy with her dragonfly wings and pink hair full of flowers. The way she’d circled me, poked my chest, touched my medals, teased me about whether all pegasus riders were this handsome. The tea. The conversation about emotional wounds. The potion. The warning that it wouldn’t be enough without someone who loved her completely.

And then, because Gabriella deserved the truth and I was done lying to her about anything, ever, I told her the price.

“She wanted an orgasm,” I said. My voice was quiet, matter-of-fact. “With my mouth. On her cloud bed. That was the payment. I gave it to her. It was… thorough. She seemed satisfied. The potion works. She promised.”

Gabriella was quiet for a long moment. Then she laughed, the sound bright and genuine and completely free of judgment. “Of course she did. Of course that was the price. God, Gabriel, you have the most ridiculous life.” She leaned against my shoulder, her wet hair cool against my skin. “Thank you. For going. For asking. For…” She gestured vaguely at the grass behind us, at the scattered clothes, at everything that had happened in the past hour. “For all of it. I’ve been waiting for you to see me. Really see me. For longer than you know.”

I reached for my jacket, still lying on the bank where I’d dropped it, and retrieved the vial. The glass was warm from lying in the sun. I pulled the cork, the beeswax seal breaking with a soft pop, and handed it to her.

“This is the place,” I said quietly. “You’re safe here. Drink it.”

She took it. Tipped it back, the liquid disappearing, and for a moment nothing happened. Then I saw it. The change. Subtle at first, a softening around her eyes, a loosening of her shoulders, the way her posture opened, as if something that had been clenched for years was finally, gradually, letting go.

She breathed. A long, slow inhale that seemed to reach parts of her lungs that hadn’t been accessed in a very long time, and when she exhaled the sound she made was halfway between a sigh and a laugh.

“I feel lighter,” she said. She turned to me, and the smile on her face was one I hadn’t seen since before the war, maybe ever, open and warm and free of the careful control she usually wore. “God, Gabriel. I feel lighter than I have in years.”

* * *

We left the water when the cool began to outweigh the warmth, our skin puckered, our hair dripping. The grass was soft beneath us, still holding the day’s heat, and we lay on our backs side by side, letting the air dry us, our fingers interlaced between us on the crushed wildflowers. Above, the sky was doing that thing it does in the hour before proper sunset, the blue deepening at the edges, the light turning gold and then amber and then something richer, the color that makes everything it touches look like it’s been dipped in honey.

The floating islands hung in that light, scattered across the horizon, their undersides glowing with the reflected gold, and I found myself thinking about the view from a Pegasus at three hundred feet, how the islands had looked from above during the war, how I’d scanned them for movement, for threat, for the configuration of trees that might hide an archer, and how I had never, not once, stopped to notice that they were beautiful.

“I used to dream about this,” I said. My voice was quiet, carrying no further than Gabriella’s ear. “During the war. Not this specifically. The… quiet. The feeling of lying somewhere and not waiting for something to happen. Not listening for the sound of wings that weren’t friendly. Just… existing. Without the constant weight of maybe not existing tomorrow.” I turned my head on the grass to look at her. “Peace is worth fighting for. I knew that intellectually. It took coming home to understand what it actually feels like.”

She was watching me, her blue eyes calm, the potion’s effects visible in the looseness of her expression, the way her features had settled into something that looked, for the first time since I’d returned, genuinely at rest.

“Do you have them?” she asked. “Nightmares. The kind that don’t go away.”

“They happen. Not as bad as yours. Different flavor. Mine are about choices. Men I sent somewhere they didn’t come back from. Moments where I made the wrong call and someone paid for it. The usual officer’s guilt cocktail, served chilled with a side of hindsight.” I shrugged, the grass rustling beneath my shoulders. “They’re manageable. I’ve had worse roommates.”

“You’re strong,” she said, the way Gabriella always was when she meant something completely.

“So are you. Stronger than me, probably. You carried your weight alone for six years. I had an army.”

She smiled, and the smile reached her eyes the way it hadn’t in years, and she squeezed my hand. We lay there as the light deepened, as gold turned to rose turned to the purple that precedes proper dark, and neither of us spoke because speaking would have been redundant. The lake reflected the changing sky, the water holding the color long after the air had begun to lose it, and somewhere above us a skybird called, its voice carrying across the open water in a long, descending note that sounded, to my ears, like something coming home.

When the last light was clinging to the highest branches of the distant oaks, we rose. Dressed in what remained of our clothes, which was approximately sixty percent of what we’d started with, the rest either torn beyond repair or abandoned on the bank as not worth the effort of retrieval. I called Valen with a whistle, and he came from the trees where he’d been grazing, his dark eyes taking in our disheveled state with the judgment only a pegasus can properly deliver.

I mounted first, settling into the saddle, and reached down for Gabriella. She took my hand, and I pulled her up in front of me, her body settling against my chest with the ease of something that had found its place and intended to keep it. My arm went around her waist, holding her secure against me, and she leaned back, her head finding the hollow of my collarbone, her hair still damp against my shirt.

We lifted. Valen’s wings beat steady, carrying us up and away from the lake island, and the night air was cool against our skin, carrying the green smell of the islands below. Gabriella’s body was warm against mine, her weight familiar and new at once, and I held her and tried very hard to memorize the feeling because feelings this specific, this precise, had a habit of becoming benchmarks against which all others were measured, and I wanted this one cataloged properly.

* * *

We landed in the farmyard as the first stars were appearing overhead, pinpricks of white against deepening blue. Valen’s hooves struck the packed earth, and the sound was the same sound it had been every other landing, but nothing else was the same. The farmhouse windows glowed warm against the gathering dark. I could see movement inside, Angelina’s silhouette against the kitchen light, Sabrina’s wings a pale suggestion near the hearth, and the domesticity of it, the ordinary evening unfolding exactly as it had a thousand evenings before, should have been comforting.

It wasn’t comforting. It was charged. The line had been crossed. The thing we had carried between us, unspoken and growing, had been named, acted upon, made real on grass beside a lake with wildflowers crushed beneath us and my release still warm inside her, and there was no returning to whatever we had been to each other before this afternoon. The farmhouse would never feel the same. Dinner would never be the same. The way we looked at each other across a table, the way our hands might brush passing a plate, the way Sabrina would watch us with those knowing eyes and Angelina would say nothing and mean everything by it, all of it had changed permanently, into territory for which I had no map and no guide and only the particular, terrifying certainty that whatever came next, I wanted it with her.

Gabriella slid from the saddle before I could help her, landing lightly on the packed earth, and turned to look up at me. Her face was calm and open.

“Thank you,” she said just for me.

I dismounted. I stood beside her in the darkening yard, and didn’t reach for her hand because I didn’t need to. The space between us had its own gravity now, and my body knew where hers was without looking, the way it had known the weight and balance of a bow after ten thousand draws, and some kinds of knowing, once earned, never leave you.

We walked toward the house together, toward the light and the warmth and whatever came next, and above us the stars multiplied, each one a fixed point in a dark that was, for once, just dark, and not something to be feared.


Chapter 9

Iwoke up to warmth and the weight of a body that didn’t belong in my bed when I’d fallen asleep. Gabriella was curled against my chest, her face pressed into the hollow of my collarbone, one arm thrown across my ribs with the ownership of someone who had claimed the territory in her sleep and had no intention of relinquishing it.

I blinked at the ceiling beams. Morning light filtered through the window in a pale stripe across the quilt, turning dust motes gold.

I hadn’t felt her come in. I’d fallen asleep hard, and somewhere in those dark hours she’d slipped through my door and into my bed without waking me. A feat that suggested either I was sleeping like the dead or she moved with the stealth of someone who’d spent six years learning to navigate a creaky farmhouse without disturbing her mother.

My body figured it out before my brain did. The memory of yesterday hit all at once, the lake, the crushed wildflowers, the way her body had taken mine with a hunger that still lived in my muscles. My cock stirred against her thigh, hardening with the uncomplicated enthusiasm of an organ that had very clear priorities and very little concern for appropriate timing.

I tried to move. She was pressed so close that any movement risked waking her, and waking her meant acknowledging the very obvious situation developing against her leg.

Too late. She stirred, and I felt the exact moment she registered what was pressing against her. Her body went still, then relaxed in a way that suggested the information was not unwelcome. Her eyes opened, found mine in the near-dark, and a slow smile spread across her face, lazy and satisfied and without shame.

“Good morning to you too,” she said, her voice thick with sleep and lust.

“You came in after I fell asleep?”

“I did. Your door was open. You were snoring. Very attractively, by the way. Like a bear who’s just discovered honey.” She pressed her hips back against me, and the friction sent a jolt through my cock.

My hand moved before I could stop it, sliding between her thighs beneath the hem of her nightgown. She was already wet, slick and hot against my fingers, and the discovery did absolutely nothing to help the situation developing in my sleep pants. “God, Gabriella.”

“Mm. That’s the idea.” She turned in my arms, facing me now, her body flush against mine, and kissed me. Her mouth was warm, her tongue finding mine with the confidence of someone who had mapped this territory recently and was pleased with the findings. My hand stayed between her thighs, my thumb circling her clit through the slick heat of her, and she gasped against my mouth, her hips rocking into my touch.

“I want you,” she whispered, her breath hot against my ear. “Right now. I’ve been thinking about it all night. How you felt inside me. How full you made me. The tingling sensation in my pussy. I want to feel it again.”

My cock was so hard it hurt, straining against the thin cotton, and every cell in my body was shouting the same thing: Yes. Now. Here. My hand moved to the hem of her nightgown, fingers curling in the fabric, ready to push it up her thighs and—

The floorboard creaked. The sound of someone moving through the kitchen, the light tread of bare feet on wooden planks, the soft clatter of a cup being set on the table. Sabrina … It had to be Sabrina. And then I heard Angelina’s voice, so she was awake too, and then there was Gabriella, who was currently trying to devour my mouth with hers, which left exactly one option.

We froze. Gabriella’s lips still against mine, my hand still on her thigh, my cock still throbbing against her hip.

She groaned, and dropped her forehead to my chest. “Of course. Of all the mornings.”

“We could be quiet,” I said, and even as the words left my mouth I knew they were a lie. Gabriella made noise. Delightful, honest, completely damning noise.

She kissed me once more, her teeth catching my lower lip, and then pulled back. “Later,” she said, and the promise in that single word was enough to keep me hard for the next hour. “Somewhere with thicker walls. Or no walls at all.”

We disentangled. The process was its own form of torture. Her body sliding away from mine, the cool air hitting the places where she’d been warm, the ache of stopping so abruptly it felt physical. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed, her nightgown settling around her thighs, and stood.

“Stop looking at me like that,” she said, pulling her hair back with both hands. “You’re making it worse.”

“You started it.”

“I absolutely did, and I have no regrets.” She crossed to the door, paused with her hand on the latch, and glanced back at me. The look she gave me was equal parts promise and threat, and my cock throbbed in response like it had received direct orders.

Then she slipped out, closing the door behind her so quietly that it suggested she was at least trying to maintain the fiction that nothing unusual had happened in this room, which was charming but approximately six hours too late to be convincing.

I dressed. Trousers, shirt, boots by the door. In the bathroom, I splashed water on my face from the basin, ran a hand through my hair, and tried very hard to look like a man who had not spent the morning with his hand between a girl’s thighs.

Downstairs, the farmhouse smelled the way it always smelled on good mornings: fresh bread, tea, the warm yeasty scent of rising dough from the batch Angelina had started before anyone else was awake. Sabrina sat at the table with a mug between her palms, her light blonde hair loose around her shoulders, her wings folded neatly behind her chair. She looked up when I entered, and something passed across her face too quickly to catch, replaced almost immediately by her usual bright smile.

“Look who’s finally conscious,” she said. “The war hero emerges. I was beginning to think you’d deserted.”

“Desertion requires intention. This was just sleep.”

“Deep sleep, from the looks of it. You have…” She gestured vaguely at her own face. “Pillow creases. Very dramatic ones. Like you’ve been pressed into the mattress by something heavy.”

I touched my cheek and found nothing. She was messing with me, the way Sabrina had been messing with me since we were children, and normally I would have fired back without thinking. This morning, the joke landed differently. I could feel the heat climbing my neck, and from the corner of my eye I saw Gabriella at the stove, her back to us, stirring eggs with more concentration than eggs typically required.

Angelina turned from the counter with a plate of fresh bread, and her eyes found mine. Then moved to Gabriella, then back to me, and whatever she saw in that triangulation, she kept to herself. Angelina had always been good at that, the skill of noticing everything and commenting on precisely none of it.

“Eat,” she said, setting the bread on the table. “We have a full day.”

We ate. Eggs, bread still warm from the oven, preserves from last season’s apples that Angelina had put up herself, the jar label written in her careful hand. Coffee strong enough to stand a spoon in. The conversation moved to the day’s work.

“Chickens need feeding,” Gabriella said, reaching for the jam. Her fingers brushed mine on the jar, lingered a beat longer than necessary. “And the vegetable rows need weeding. I can handle both.”

“I’ll take the north orchard,” Sabrina said. “Apples are coming in fast. We’ll need baskets. Lots of baskets.” She looked at me. “You’ll be carrying, obviously. That’s your entire purpose now. War hero turned fruit mule. The kingdom’s finest.”

“I live to serve,” I said.

“And Angelina needs help with the heavy things,” Gabriella quickly added. “The grain sacks. The beams. All the stuff that arrived while you were off fairy-hunting.” She said “fairy-hunting” with a lilt that carried private meaning, and I caught the flash of her smile before she hid it behind her mug.

Angelina nodded. “I do.” She passed me the butter, her eyes meeting mine over the table, and I saw it then, the thing she wasn’t saying. The careful neutrality of her expression didn’t reach her eyes. Her eyes were watching, cataloging, putting pieces together.

Sabrina saw it too. I felt her gaze, moving between Gabriella and me.

We finished eating. Plates were cleared, mugs rinsed, the kitchen settling into its mid-morning rhythm. Gabriella moved past me toward the door, and as she did, her hand found mine, squeezed once, and was gone. The touch lasted less than a second. It was enough to undo every bit of self-control I’d managed to recover since she’d climbed out of my bed.

I watched her walk across the yard toward the chicken coop, her stride confident, her back straight. No wings, just Gabriella, exactly as she was, and the sight of her warmed my heart and made me realize that I was in love with her and had no intention of stopping.

I turned to find Sabrina watching me, her arms folded, one eyebrow raised. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. The look on her face was the same look she’d given me when we were children and she’d caught me stealing jam from the pantry, the combination of amusement and accusation that was uniquely Sabrina.

Angelina called my name from the barn doorway. “Gabriel! Those sacks aren’t going to lift themselves!”

I went. Behind me, I felt Sabrina’s eyes on my back, and the weight of them followed me all the way to the barn.

* * *

The barn smelled the way barns always smell, which is to say, like everything at once. Hay, leather, the musk of pegasus that Valen contributed from his stall, and underneath it all the clean, dry scent of grain. Angelina stood in the center of the floor, one hand on her hip, the other gesturing at the stacked supplies.

“Grain sacks first,” she said. “Loft. Rats have been getting bold. I found one the size of a small dog sitting on a sack last week, looking at me like I was the intruder.”

“Charming.”

“He was, actually. Very confident. I almost felt bad shooing him.” She nodded toward the pile. Six sacks, each the size and approximate weight of a moderately stubborn child. “They’re fifty pounds apiece. Maybe sixty. The merchant was either lying about the weight or his scales need calibration, and I’m inclined to believe the scales because the man had the face of someone who’d cheat his own mother.”

I lifted the first sack. Fifty pounds felt like nothing after six years of carrying wounded men off battlefields, but fifty pounds up a ladder into a loft with low beams was its own kind of challenge. Angelina steadied the base while I climbed, the wooden rungs creaking under our combined weight, and when I reached the loft I hefted the sack onto the stack with a grunt that probably sounded more dramatic than the effort warranted.

“You don’t have to show off,” Angelina called from below. “I’m already impressed. You could whimper a little. It would humanize you.”

“I don’t whimper. It’s in my contract.”

She laughed, and the sound carried through the barn with the warmth that Angelina’s laughter always carried.

I did the sacks one by one. By the third, my shirt was dark with sweat, the fabric clinging to my back and shoulders. Angelina handed them up from below, her wings shifting with each movement, adjusting for balance, and I caught myself watching her white feathers. Years of physical work had left her with the kind of strength that didn’t announce itself, the toned arms and straight posture of a woman who had lifted more than her share and rarely complained about it.

“You’re staring,” she said, handing up the fifth sack.

“Admiring the technique. Very efficient.”

“Mm. Sure that’s all you’re admiring?” Her eyes held mine for a beat, and then she was moving to the next sack and the moment dissolved.

The oak beams came next. They were long, awkward, the kind of weight that required two people and a certain amount of creative swearing. Angelina took one end, her wings half-spread for balance, and I took the other, and we maneuvered them through the barn door and across the yard toward the eastern pasture where the new fence was taking shape. Her body was close to mine, the heat of her through her thin work shirt, her wings brushing against my arms with each adjustment, and the physical closeness felt charged in a way it never had before. Or maybe it had always been charged and I was only now noticing, the same way you don’t notice a scent until someone points it out, and then you can’t stop smelling it.

We set the beams down beside the partially completed fence, and Angelina straightened, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. A strand of honey-blonde hair had come loose from its knot and stuck to her damp temple, and I had the sudden, absurd urge to reach out and tuck it behind her ear.

Instead, I said, “Water break?”

She nodded, and then she hugged me. Just like that, arms around my waist, her face pressed against my chest for one brief, warm moment. I felt her breasts through her shirt, firm and full against me, and the sensation sent a confused jolt through my body that landed somewhere between comfort and something I wasn’t ready to examine. She smelled like bread and sunlight and the herbal soap she made herself, and her body was soft in all the places Gabriella was lean, and the comparison arrived unbidden and left me standing very still with my arms around Angelina while my brain attempted to process approximately seventeen conflicting signals at once.

She pulled back, her hands on my shoulders, and smiled. “Thank you,” she said simply, and then she was walking toward the house for water, her wings folding neatly behind her, and I stood by the fence posts and tried very hard to think about anything other than the warmth of her body or the memory of Gabriella’s.

The orchard came next. Sabrina hovered beside the north-facing apple tree, her wings beating in slow, steady strokes as she reached for a cluster of ripening fruit, the basket hanging from her forearm.

“Hands,” she called when she saw me. She lowered the basket toward me, heavy with apples, and I took it, our fingers brushing in the exchange.

“These are getting ridiculous,” she said, gesturing at the tree. “It’s like they heard you were home and decided to show off. ‘Look at us, we’re apples, we’re very impressive, please carry us.’”

“I feel used.”

“You’re a vessel for fruit. Embrace it.” She drifted a little higher, reaching for another cluster, her dress pulling across her breasts, and I looked away and found absolutely nowhere safe to rest my eyes because the entire orchard was Sabrina-shaped this morning, all long limbs and knowing smiles and the energy of someone who was testing boundaries she hadn’t fully defined yet.

We worked. She handed down baskets, I carried them to the house, and with each trip the questions got sharper, wrapped in teasing but carrying an edge I hadn’t heard from her before.

“So,” she said during my fourth return, hovering beside a branch with apples in both hands. “You and Gabriella seem… close today.”

“Do we?”

“Mm. Very. The kind of close that involves prolonged eye contact and the occasional touching of hands that lasts approximately three seconds longer than friendly hand-touching typically lasts. I’m taking notes. For science.”

I hefted another basket. “Science should mind its business.”

“Science is very nosy.”

I carried the basket away before she could continue, and when I returned she was watching me with an expression that suggested science had several more pages of notes and no intention of stopping.

The chicken coops were my last stop. Gabriella was there, kneeling in the dirt beside the vegetable rows that ran along the coop’s eastern wall, a trowel in one hand, a cluster of uprooted weeds in the other. She looked up when she heard my footsteps, and the smile that spread across her face was the kind that rearranged the light in the yard.

“There he is,” she said. “The man of many talents. How many apples did you carry?”

“Enough to feed a small army. Or one very enthusiastic girl with a competitive streak.”

She laughed, and the sound did something to my chest that felt dangerously close to affection, which was ridiculous because affection was the tamest thing I’d felt for her in the past twenty-four hours and my body apparently had a hierarchy of responses that started at “affection” and ended somewhere in the vicinity of “inappropriate and enthusiastic.”

She stood, brushing dirt from her knees, and reached for the watering can beside the coop. Her hand found mine instead, fingers interlacing briefly, and then she was passing me a tool I hadn’t asked for.

“You’re sweaty,” she observed, her eyes traveling down my chest to where my shirt clung to my stomach. “It’s a good look. Very… agricultural.”

“Thank you. I cultivate it carefully.”

She laughed again, and when she bent to retrieve a coil of fencing wire her dress rode up her thighs just enough that I could see the pale skin above her knee, and my brain, the helpful organ, immediately supplied the memory of those thighs wrapped around my hips yesterday beside the lake, and my cock, which had been behaving itself with admirable restraint for approximately forty-five minutes, decided this was the moment to resume its previous programming.

I turned away, picked up a feed sack that didn’t need moving, and carried it to the other side of the coop with more purpose than the task warranted.

Gabriella followed.

“Gabriel,” she said, her voice low, close to my ear. She was beside me suddenly, her body angled toward mine behind the relative privacy of the coop wall. “I can still feel you. From yesterday. When I move a certain way. It’s… distracting.”

The words landed like a physical thing, heat spreading through my chest and settling lower, and I turned to her and found her eyes dark and hungry. From the corner of my eye, I saw Angelina at the water pump, her hand on the handle, her gaze fixed on us with the focus of a woman who had just connected several dots. And beyond her, near the orchard’s edge, Sabrina had landed beneath the tree and was ostensibly examining an apple with the concentration of someone using fruit as camouflage for surveillance.

We broke apart. Gabriella returned to her weeding, and I carried another sack of feed to a location that conveniently required me to face away from everyone for several minutes.

The water break came when the sun was high enough that shade became not a luxury but a necessity. We gathered under the big oak at the yard’s center, the same tree that had been providing this service for longer than any of us had been alive. Angelina passed the water jug, cool and heavy, and we drank in turns.

Sabrina dropped onto the grass beside me. Her thigh pressed against mine, her wing extending loosely behind my back, the feathers brushing my shoulder with each small adjustment. She leaned into my side, her head coming to rest against my shoulder, and the casual intimacy of it felt both familiar and entirely new.

“Long morning,” she murmured.

“Productive, though.”

“Hmm. Very.” She was quiet for a moment, her body warm against mine, and then she lifted her head and looked at me. Her eyes were bright and direct. “The twins got a big delivery yesterday. New furniture. Beds, a heavy table, shelves… things two women can’t move alone no matter how determined they are.” Her fingers found the edge of my sleeve, toying with the fabric. “They asked if I knew anyone strong enough to help. I told them I might be able to borrow my favorite war hero for a couple of hours this evening. That all right with you?”

I glanced at Gabriella. She was watching us from her spot beside Angelina, her expression curious, a slight furrow between her brows that suggested she was performing calculations I probably didn’t want to know the outcome of.

“Of course,” I said. “Just tell me when.”

Sabrina smiled, satisfied, and stayed pressed against me a little longer than the conversation required, her wing warm against my back, before standing and brushing grass from her dress. “After dinner, then. I’ll let them know.”

The work resumed. Gabriella found three more reasons to brush against me in the next hour. Angelina’s neutral expression developed a crease between the eyebrows that hadn’t been there at breakfast. Sabrina’s laughter from the orchard carried a note I couldn’t quite place, and every time I turned around someone was watching me.

By midday, the yard felt several degrees warmer than the temperature warranted.

* * *

The late afternoon light turned everything beneath us to gold. Valen’s wings beat steady, carrying us northeast toward the twins’ island, and Sabrina sat in front of me with her body pressed against my chest, her wings folded neatly behind her, her light blonde hair whipping back in the wind to occasionally brush my face. Sora had a rest day, and Sabrina wanted to ride on my pegasus.

The islands passed below us in a slow parade of green and shadow. Small farming islets with their neat rows and stone cottages, the occasional cluster of trees where skybirds nested, the water between them. It was beautiful in the way that things you’ve seen a hundred times can suddenly become beautiful again when viewed from the right angle, or with the right person pressed against you, or when your brain is desperately searching for distractions from the conversation you know is coming.

It came about ten minutes into the flight. Sabrina turned her head, speaking over her shoulder, her voice carrying back to me on the wind with a directness that left no room for deflection.

“What’s going on between you and Gabriella?”

I could feel the way she scooted closer, the slight tension in her shoulders where they pressed against my chest, and I knew from the tone that this wasn’t Sabrina being playful. This was Sabrina wanting an answer, and Sabrina in that mood was as easy to deflect as a determined harpy with a grievance.

“Her nightmares were still severe,” I said. The potion was the safe ground, the truth I could offer without offering everything. “I found a fairy healer, Lyra, who specializes in emotional trauma, the kind that leaves no visible wound. She brewed a potion that eases painful memories, quiets nightmares. Makes the past feel further away than it really is. Gabriella drank it yesterday. She’s already feeling lighter.”

I could feel Sabrina processing this, her body still against mine, and then she laughed. “Okay. The potion. Great, very noble of you.” She adjusted her position. “Now tell me the part where the potion explains why my sister was looking at you this morning like you’d personally hung the moon and also invented kissing, and why you were looking at her like someone had just handed you a key to a room you’d been trying to break into for years.”

The accuracy of the description was uncomfortable. I cleared my throat, which was difficult to do with any dignity while mounted on a pegasus flying above the islands.

“We’ve grown closer. That’s all. After everything she went through, the bullying, the nightmares… I’m trying to support her. She needs someone who sees her completely.”

“Mm. And you’re seeing her completely. I noticed. Everyone noticed.” Sabrina was quiet for a moment, the wind carrying the scent of her hair past my face. “Did you sleep with her, Gabriel?”

My hands tightened on the reins, and Valen sensed the tension, his ears flicking back, his wingbeat adjusting. “Sabrina—”

“Just answer. Yes or no. It’s a simple question with a simple answer, unless the answer isn’t simple, in which case we’ve already moved past simple and I’d appreciate you not pretending otherwise.”

I took a breath. The islands rolled beneath us, green and gold and entirely unconcerned with the catastrophe unfolding sixty feet above their canopy. “It’s complicated,” I said.

She turned in the saddle. Not an easy maneuver on a moving pegasus, but Sabrina had been riding with me since before either of us could properly reach the stirrups, and her body knew the geometry of it by instinct. She moved, pivoting, and then her arms were around my waist, her face pressed against my chest, holding me with a tightness that felt like something beyond the easy affection we’d always shared.

“Tell me the truth,” she said, her voice muffled against my shirt. “Please. You can trust me. Whatever it is, just… tell me. I’ve spent six years waiting for you to come home, and now you’re here and something’s happening and I’m standing on the outside of it watching you look at Gabriella the way I…” She stopped. Swallowed. I felt it against my chest, the small movement of her throat. “The way I used to dream that someone would look at me.”

Her body was warm against mine, her wings pressing into my forearms where they held the reins, and the intimacy of the position was its own kind of torture. I could feel the curve of her breasts through her dress where they pressed against my ribs, and my brain, which had apparently decided that today was the day to abandon all boundaries entirely, registered the contact with a specificity that made my throat dry.

“The situation is complicated,” I said again, and hated myself for it. “I’m still figuring it out myself. Gabriella and I… there are things between us that weren’t there before. Things that… crossed a line. But it’s not simple, and it’s not something I’m ready to define, and I need you to trust that when I am ready, you’ll be the first person I tell.”

It was the closest thing to truth I could manage without setting fire to everything, and from the way her body relaxed slightly against mine, she heard the honesty in it even if she didn’t get the specifics she wanted.

She stayed there. Arms around my waist, face against my chest, her breathing steadying gradually. Her hand found mine where it held the reins, and her fingers interlaced with mine. We flew that way for several minutes, her body pressed against mine.

Ginger Isle appeared on the horizon, larger than the farming islets, its eastern edge marked by a cluster of oak trees that I recognized from my previous visit. Valen banked toward it, his wings tilting for the descent, and the change in angle forced Sabrina to ease back into her proper position in front of me. She did it slowly, reluctantly, her hand lingering on mine, and when she was settled she didn’t speak.

As we began our descent toward the twins’ grassy landing area, I found myself wishing, with a desperation that surprised me, that I could give her the answer she wanted without destroying the fragile, impossible thing that had begun with Gabriella beside a lake full of crushed wildflowers.

Valen’s hooves struck grass. The landing was smooth. Sabrina dismounted before I could help her, and when she turned to look at me her smile was back, bright and not quite reaching her eyes.

“They’ll be waiting,” she said. “Try to look charming. They’ve been talking about you nonstop since the last time.”

I dismounted, my boots sinking into the soft turf, and followed her toward the cottage where the door opened.

The twins emerged from the cottage, two identical redheads. Long hair that caught the late afternoon light and held it, emerald eyes bright with the excitement of two young women who had been waiting for something interesting to happen and had just been handed a six-foot-three war hero on a silver platter.

They hit Sabrina first. A collision of wings and laughter, the three of them embracing, and then the energy pivoted to me. Olivia reached me first, her arms around my neck, her body pressed against mine.

“You came back,” she said, her mouth close to my ear, her breath warm against my neck. “I’m so glad to see you again.” She pulled back, her hands on my shoulders, and looked me over with an appreciation that was entirely without subtlety.

Livia approached more slowly, her eyes doing that thing where they noticed everything and commented on precisely none of it. When she hugged me, her embrace was warmer, less performative, her hands lingering on my arms.

“Thank you for coming,” she said quietly. “We’ve been staring at that furniture for two days feeling very outmatched. It’s nice to be outmatched by something other than inanimate objects for once.”

They were beautiful in the way that dangerous things are beautiful. Identical faces with high cheekbones and full mouths and skin so fair the freckles across their noses stood out like constellations. Their wings were broad and the same color as their hair, currently half-folded in the way of angels who were too excited to bother with proper wing etiquette.

Olivia led the way inside, talking constantly, her red hair swinging with each step. Livia walked beside me, close enough that her wing occasionally brushed my arm, and Sabrina proudly positioned herself on my other side.

The cottage was bright and cluttered in the way of homes where two energetic women lived without much concern for conventional organization. Plants everywhere, hanging from ceilings, crowding windowsills, spilling from pots that had clearly been chosen for aesthetic appeal rather than practical capacity. The furniture that needed moving was stacked in the main room, and it was, as advertised, the kind of weight that made two women look at it and immediately start drafting letters to attractive men.

“Bed frame first,” Olivia said, gesturing at what appeared to be several hundred pounds of carved oak currently occupying the approximate footprint of a small boat. “Upstairs. Left room. Then the table. Then the shelves. Then the chest, which I’m fairly certain contains either someone’s entire life savings or a body, and I’m hoping for the life savings because bodies are messy and we just cleaned.”

I lifted. The bed frame came apart into manageable sections, which was the only reason any of this was possible, and I carried the headboard up the narrow staircase with Olivia directing from behind in a voice that suggested she was enjoying the view considerably more than the furniture.

“Left! Your other left! No, your, oh, just turn around, I’ll show you.”

She pressed against me from behind, her breasts against my back, her hands on my hips steering me through the doorway, and the contact lasted approximately three seconds longer than necessary for navigation purposes.

The table came next, then the shelves, then the chest, which did not, disappointingly, contain either life savings or a body but rather several blankets and what appeared to be a collection of winter scarves in aggressively cheerful colors. Throughout it all, the twins talked. They asked about the war, about Valen, about life back on Oakwind, their questions overlapping, their voices bright and curious and occasionally wandering into territory that had very little to do with furniture.

Sabrina, who had been handing me tools, made a sound that was halfway between a cough and a laugh. “Gabriel’s very good at standing there looking conflicted,” she said. “It’s his primary skill. Right after carrying heavy objects and breaking hearts through sheer existence.”

The twins laughed, and something passed between them, a glance, quick and knowing, and then Olivia was off the windowsill and suddenly very interested in helping me adjust the shelf, her body pressed against my side, her red hair brushing my shoulder.

“We should thank you properly,” she said, her voice lower. “This is above and beyond brotherly duty. There should be compensation. We have cider.”

“Or,” Livia added from the doorway, “other forms of gratitude. We’re creative. We have ideas. Many, many ideas.”

It was around this point, while arranging the last of the shelves in the bedroom, that I noticed the collection on the side table. Carved wood, polished to a smooth gleam, in shapes that left absolutely no ambiguity about their intended use. Several of them, arranged with the casual disorganization of items that were used regularly and returned to the same general vicinity rather than hidden.

My eyes found them. Their eyes found me finding them. Olivia burst out laughing, the sound bright and utterly without embarrassment, and Livia smiled with the particular fondness of someone watching a predictable reaction unfold exactly as scheduled.

“Those,” Olivia said, waving a hand toward the table, “are practical. With so few men left after the war, a girl develops certain… adaptive strategies. It’s all most of us have these days.” She shrugged, the gesture carrying the easy confidence of a woman who had long since stopped being embarrassed by her own body or its needs. “Unless you know any eligible bachelors hiding in your saddlebags? Because we’d very much like to meet them.”

Sabrina, who had been unusually quiet during this exchange, spoke up from her position beside me. “I have one too,” Sabrina admitted with a shrug. “Blue. It gets the job done.”

For some reason it turned me on more than it embarrassed me.

“We keep hoping,” Livia said, her eyes meeting mine with a directness that made the room feel several degrees warmer. “Someday. Someone real. Someone worth waiting for.” Her gaze held mine a beat longer than casual eye contact required, and the meaning was clear. Then she smiled, shook her head, and reached for a stray scarf that had fallen from the chest. “Anyway. Cider. We’re having cider. That’s happening immediately.”

We headed downstairs. The twins poured us glasses and passed them to us.

Olivia talked. Constantly, energetically, her hands moving as she spoke. Livia listened more than she spoke, her observations delivered with the timing of someone who had perfected the art of the perfectly placed comment. They asked more questions about Oakwind, about the farm, about Valen, and every answer was met with the kind of attentive interest that made you feel like you were delivering state secrets rather than anecdotes about a pegasus with attitude problems.

Throughout it all, Sabrina stayed pressed against my side. Her thigh against mine on the couch, her wing loosely draped behind me, her hand finding reasons to rest on my arm, my shoulder, the back of the couch near my head. The clinginess was obvious enough that both twins noticed, and their response was to become, if possible, more physically affectionate themselves. Olivia sat on the arm of the couch near me, her leg brushing mine each time she laughed. Livia leaned against the couch’s back, her hand occasionally resting on my shoulder when she made a point.

The room was warm. Summer evening, small cottage, four bodies and a lit hearth. Olivia complained first.

“God, it’s hot. I’m melting. This is inhuman.” She stood, reached for the ties at the front of her dress, and loosened them. The fabric gaped, revealing the upper curve of her breasts, freckled and pale and entirely on display, and she made no move to adjust it. “Better. Much better. Livia, you should too. You look like you’re being slowly cooked.”

Livia also loosened her own dress. Not as dramatically as her sister, but enough that the neckline dipped, and the freckles across her chest became visible, scattered like copper dust against white skin.

Sabrina, who was wearing considerably less to begin with, did not adjust her clothing. She did, however, press closer, her body warm against my side, and when she reached for her cider her breast brushed my arm in a way that could not possibly have been accidental.

“I think we should head back,” she said, setting her glass down. “It’s getting late, and we’ve got morning chores.”

The twins groaned in unison. “You can’t leave,” Olivia said. “We just got comfortable. The fun was imminent. I could feel it. The fun was gathering its forces.”

“Fun has a curfew,” Sabrina replied, standing. “Fun goes to bed at a reasonable hour so it can wake up and haul grain sacks at dawn. Come on, Gabriel. Valen’s probably eaten half their garden by now.”

I stood, and the movement was greeted by twin expressions of disappointment.

“We were just about to have fun,” I said, and the twins laughed.

“Next time,” she said, her fingers lingering against my neck. “The fun waits. It’s very patient. Unlike certain redheaded women you might know.”

We said our goodbyes on the porch. Hugs from both twins, lingering, warm, their bodies pressing against mine with a generosity that made Sabrina’s jaw tighten visibly. Promises to visit again soon. Invitations that involved significantly less furniture and significantly more of the good cider. Then we were walking across the grass toward Valen, who stood grazing, and in fact had eaten a noticeable portion of the garden’s eastern border.

Sabrina didn’t speak until we were mounted, her body settling against mine in the saddle, and when she did her voice was quiet, carrying back to me on the evening air.

“Lake,” she said. “Before home. I need to cool off.”

I nodded, gathered the reins, and Valen lifted us into the darkening sky toward the water that lay between Ginger Isle and home.

* * *

The island was exactly as I remembered it from yesterday, which was somehow both comforting and profoundly unsettling. The same flat rocks, the same clear water, the same wildflowers nodding in the breeze along the bank. The only difference was the woman sitting beside me, and the difference she made was considerable.

Valen landed on the grassy slope above the water, his hooves sinking into soft turf, and Sabrina slid from the saddle before I could help her. She walked to the water’s edge, kicked off her shoes, and sat on the flat rock where, approximately twenty-four hours earlier, I had sat with Gabriella’s wet hair against my shoulder and my release still warm inside her. The memory arrived with the force of something that had been waiting for an opening, and I stood very still for a moment, watching Sabrina’s bare feet dangle above the water, and tried very hard to think about anything else.

She loosened the ties at the neck of her dress, pulling the fabric wider, and sighed as the evening air reached her skin. “God, that’s better. Those twins keep their house at the temperature of a bread oven. I was cooking alive.”

I sat beside her, close but not touching, and pulled my shirt over my head. The air was cool against my sweat-damp skin, carrying the green scent of the island and the mineral clarity of the lake. Sabrina glanced at me, at the expanse of scarred chest and shoulders now on display, and her mouth curved into a grin that carried thirty percent appreciation and seventy percent mischief.

“Now that’s a view,” she said. “The twins would have combusted. We should have done this earlier. Saved everyone a lot of furniture-related small talk.”

I laughed despite myself, and for a moment things felt normal. Just Sabrina and me on a rock by a lake, the way we’d been a hundred times before the war, before anything got complicated.

The normal didn’t last. Sabrina’s laughter faded, and she grew quiet in a way that was unusual for her. Sabrina was many things, but quiet was rarely one of them. She sat with her knees drawn up, her arms wrapped around them, her wings folded tightly behind her, and stared at the water.

“I’ve always had this dream,” she said. “Stupid, probably.” She picked up a smooth stone from the bank, turned it over in her fingers. “Someone handsome and strong. Someone who… appears. At the right moment. When everything’s falling apart, or when you’ve given up hoping, and he just… arrives. And takes care of you. Not because he has to. Because he wants to. Because he sees you, and decides you’re worth the trouble.”

She looked at me then, and the look in her eyes made the meaning clear. Specific, personal, and directed at the man sitting beside her with his shirt off and her confession still warm in his ears from twenty-four hours ago.

“I’ve been frustrated,” she said. The word came out blunt, honest, without the playful wrap she usually placed around difficult admissions. “For a long time. You know what it’s like out there. After the war. The numbers. The… scarcity.” She tossed the stone into the water, watched the ripples spread. “And the ones who are left… they look at me and they see the pageant girl. The pretty one. The one who’s supposed to be easy because she smiles a lot and wears her dresses tight. They don’t see… me. Whatever that is. Whoever that is. They see the wings and the hair and the smile, and they want that, but they don’t want… the rest. The complicated part. The part that’s scared, sometimes. The part that waited six years for me to come home and then watched you look at someone else the way she’d always hoped someone would look at her.”

The admission hung between us. I could feel the weight of it, raw and unguarded in a way Sabrina rarely allowed herself to be.

“Did you?” she asked. “During the war. Feel it. The… frustration. The need. Or did the fighting take that too?”

I thought about it, beyond the easy deflection, beyond the soldier’s instinct to simplify complex emotions into something manageable.

“The war took everything,” I said. “Not just the frustration. Everything. Joy, fear, desire… it all got compressed into something smaller. Something that fit inside the space between one order and the next, between sleeping and waking, between living and not living. There wasn’t room for… wanting. Not the kind you’re talking about. Wanting became a luxury, and luxuries get you killed.” I picked up a stone of my own, and skipped it across the water. Three bounces. Not my best work. “It comes back, though. After, slowly and in pieces. You start noticing things again. The way light hits water. The way someone laughs. The way…” I stopped. The way her body felt beneath mine on crushed wildflowers. The way her voice broke when she said my name. Those were not details I could share with Sabrina, not without consequences I wasn’t ready to face.

But Sabrina had always been better at reading me than I gave her credit for. Her eyes narrowed, just slightly, and I watched the calculation happening behind them, pieces connecting, a picture forming that I had been very carefully not painting.

“Gabriel,” she said. Her voice was quiet now, stripped of its usual brightness, and she turned to face me fully on the rock. “Did you sleep with Gabriella?”

I could have lied. I should have lied. The part of my brain that had kept me alive through six years of war was shouting very clear, very profane instructions about self-preservation and acceptable casualties.

But Sabrina was looking at me with those beautiful eyes, and they were doing that thing, the puppy-eyed thing, soft and pleading and utterly without defense, and I had never been able to lie to her when she looked at me like that. Not when we were children and she wanted the last apple. Not when she was sixteen and needed someone to cover for her after curfew. Not now, sitting on a rock by a lake with the truth already written across my face in letters too large to disguise.

“Yes,” I said.

The word left my mouth and the world did not end. The lake continued lapping at the shore. The wildflowers continued nodding in the breeze. Sabrina continued breathing, and her expression did not collapse into the anger or disgust I had braced for.

Instead, she nodded slowly, like someone confirming a theory they’d held for some time and were finally getting around to verifying.

“Tell me,” she said.

So I told her the parts I’d left out. About the lake and the crushed wildflowers. About how the potion had opened the door, but not created what was already there. About realizing we’d been in love long before either of us had found the courage to name it, buried beneath years of friendship, war, and the blindness that comes from standing too close to someone for too long.

I told her about holding Gabriella in the dark while she slept. About the dream that woke me hard and mortified. About reading her diary and the words that had burned themselves into my brain: I’ve been in love with him since I was thirteen.

I told her about the way Gabriella’s body had felt beneath mine, tight and wet and taking me completely, and the way she’d moaned when she came, and how nothing in six years of war had prepared me for the devastating peace of watching someone you love find joy in your arms.

Through all of it, Sabrina listened. Her eyes never left my face, her body still on the rock beside me, and when I finished the only sound was the lake and our breathing and the distant call of a skybird somewhere above the trees.

She smiled, and she reached over and took my hand. “That was… thoughtful of you,” she said. “Helping her that way. The potion. The… everything.” The smile wavered, and beneath it I could see the jealousy, plain and unvarnished, the hurt of someone watching from the outside of a joy they had wanted for themselves. “She needed someone. I’m glad it was you. I’m glad she has that. Really, I am.”

The “really” did heavy lifting. I squeezed her hand, and she squeezed back, and for a moment we sat there in silence, two people holding hands on a rock beside a lake that had witnessed considerably more honesty than it had signed up for.

“I want that too,” she said quietly. Almost too quietly to hear over the water. “With you. The closeness. The… everything. I’ve wanted it for longer than I should admit, and now that I’m saying it out loud I feel like I’m standing on the edge of something very high with no idea how to jump.”

The confession cost her something. I could see it in her face, the vulnerability she usually hid behind charm and teasing and the armor of being the beautiful one, the one who could get what she wanted with a smile and a well-timed compliment. Sabrina didn’t do unsure. Sabrina did confident, bold, forward-moving. This Sabrina, sitting beside me with her hand in mine and her voice barely above a whisper, was someone I had seen maybe three times in our entire lives.

“I don’t know how to start,” she said. “With you. I’m used to… knowing. Being the one who decides, who initiates, who takes what she wants. But you’re… you. You’re Gabriel. And you’re the man who came home, and you’re the only person who’s ever made me feel like maybe I don’t have to be the strong one all the time, and I don’t know how to ask for that without feeling like I’m taking something from Gabriella that she just got and deserves to keep.”

Her body was warm against mine on the rock, her wing brushing my bare shoulder, and the physical attraction arrived with the force of something that had been building since the moment I’d come home and found her grown, confident, beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with the girl I remembered. Her lips parted slightly as she waited for my response, and every cell in my body that wasn’t currently occupied with guilt was very enthusiastically voting in favor of exploring the geography of Sabrina’s body with the same thoroughness I’d applied to her sister’s.

But guilt had the majority share, and caution held the deciding vote, and what came out of my mouth was not what either of us wanted to hear.

“We should give it time,” I said. “This is… complicated doesn’t begin to cover it. Gabriella and I, we… crossed a line that can’t be uncrossed, and I need to figure out what that means before we add another variable. You deserve more than… whatever this is right now. Whatever I am right now. Someone who can give you everything, not just… pieces.”

I saw the disappointment. It flashed across her face before she could hide it, and then the mask slid back into place, the bright smile, the confident set of her shoulders, and she squeezed my hand one more time before letting go.

“Time,” she said. “Right. Of course. Time is… good. Time is very… temporal.” She stood, brushing grass from her dress, and the movement carried the energy of someone who was very determined to look like they were fine when they were approximately the opposite of fine. “We should head back. Angelina will worry. Or Gabriella will worry. Someone will worry. Worrying is what this family does between meals.”

I stood with her, pulling my shirt back on, and we walked to Valen in silence. She mounted first, settling into the saddle, and when I mounted behind her she leaned back against my chest with a familiarity that suggested whatever I’d said about time, her body had already made its decision.

We lifted. Valen’s wings caught the evening air, and the island dropped away below us, the water holding the last of the light in fragments too bright to look at directly. Sabrina’s body was warm against mine, her wings folded behind her, her hair whipping back to brush my face, and as we flew toward home through the gathering dark, I held her and tried very hard not to think about the impossible geometry of loving two women who shared so much of my history and might somehow share my future, and how no amount of military training had prepared me for the battlefield of my own heart.


Chapter 10

Iwoke up, got dressed and headed downstairs. Angelina and the girls were already awake. Angelina moved between the stove and table. Sabrina sat with her mug between her palms, her light blonde hair loose around her shoulders, and when I walked in she looked at me with an expression that contained sixty percent “I’m fine” and forty percent “we are absolutely not fine, but I am handling it with dignity, so please don’t mention the dignity.”

We ate. The conversation orbited the day’s work. Chickens, shearing the new ewes before the heat worsened, buying supplies, and repairing the old farm wagon.

“North pasture first,” Angelina said, pushing her chair back. “The new ewes are overdue for shearing. If we leave it much longer they’ll cook in this weather.”

The work was the kind of physical that left no room for thinking. The new ewes had never been shorn before, which meant they regarded the entire process as a personal betrayal. My job was to catch them and hold them steady while Angelina worked the heavy hand shears through the thick fleece. Gabriella gathered each fleece into neat rolls while Sabrina tied them into sacks for market.

The first ewe tried to escape between my legs. The second attempted to headbutt me with surprising conviction. By the fourth I had accepted that sheep possessed a level of stubbornness usually reserved for politicians and exceptionally confident geese.

By mid-morning my forearms burned from wrestling woolly indignation, and sweat soaked through my shirt. Angelina handed me the water jug without looking up from the sheep she was finishing, and I drank deeply before passing it back. For a few minutes the world felt wonderfully ordinary, just family work beneath a summer sun, as though lakes and confessions and impossible love belonged to somebody else’s life.

A messenger arrived around noon. I heard the wingbeats first. She was a harpy who landed in the yard with the ease of a professional courier, her feathers gleaming in the midday light, her taloned feet settling into the packed earth without a sound.

“Message for Sabrina,” she called, reaching into the leather satchel at her hip. Her voice carried the clipped tone of someone who charged by the mile and had several more stops to make. “From SkyBeauty Trade Collective. Endorsement offer. They’ve been trying to reach her for weeks.”

I called for her, and Sabrina emerged from the house, wiping her hands on her apron, her wings half-extended in curiosity. The harpy handed her a sealed letter on heavy paper, the wax seal pressed with what looked like a merchant’s mark, something ornate involving wings and a scale.

“Luxury line,” the harpy explained. “Scarves, perfumes, that sort of thing. They want your face. Apparently you won some pageants.”

“Several,” Sabrina said, taking the letter. “With trophies.”

“The client was specific. Blonde angel, former pageant winner, local celebrity, et cetera. The usual vanity project.” The harpy shrugged, her feathers rustling. “They’re offering good money. Very good.”

Sabrina broke the seal. I watched her face as she read, the way her expression changed from curiosity to surprise to something that looked dangerously close to validation. Her eyes moved down the page, her lips parting slightly, and when she looked up her smile had the brightness of someone who had just been handed exactly what they needed on a very difficult morning.

“They want me,” she said, and the way she said it carried more weight than two words should. “For their spring collection. The face of it. They’re offering…” She named a sum that made Angelina’s eyebrows lift two inches. “For two days’ work. Two days.”

Angelina wiped her hands on her apron. “That’s… substantial.”

“It’s obscene,” Sabrina said happily. She looked at the letter again, her fingers tracing the embossed letterhead. “They want to meet today. On an island that’s just… what, an hour by skybird? Less if the winds are with me.”

I set down the post I’d been holding. “Today? That’s…”

“Perfect,” Sabrina finished. She folded the letter, tucked it into her pocket.

The war veteran in me, the part that had spent six years learning to trust the itch between his shoulder blades, was making a sound that approximated a very quiet, very persistent alarm bell. Something about the timing. Something about the specificity. Something about the way the offer was a bit too good to be true.

“Maybe I should come with you,” I said.

Sabrina gave me a hug. “Don’t worry. I’ve done this before.”

Sabrina was already moving toward the stable where her skybird, Sora, was kept. “I’ll take notes,” she called over her shoulder. “For when they inevitably want you too. The Queen’s Falcon on a perfume bottle.”

I watched her go. Sabrina was right: she was an adult, she had been navigating the world without me for six years, and the fact that I had confessed to sleeping with her sister yesterday did not suddenly make me responsible for her safety in a way I hadn’t been before.

It didn’t matter. The stone stayed.

Sabrina emerged from the stable on her skybird, the mount’s wings beating steady. She adjusted her position in the saddle, checked the straps and looked down at us with a smile that was equal parts excitement and something harder to read. Then she was lifting, her skybird’s wings driving them upward, and I watched her climb into the blue until she was a pale speck against the vastness, and then she was gone, heading northeast toward whatever waited for her there.

I went back to the sheep. The stone in my chest stayed where it was, small and cold and entirely unwelcome, and for the rest of the afternoon I worked beside Angelina.

* * *

The rest of the afternoon disappeared into repairing the farm wagon. One wheel had been wobbling for weeks, and Angelina refused to trust it with another trip to market. I lifted the axle while she knocked the old wheel free with a mallet, then together we fitted the repaired one and drove the iron pin back through the hub. By the time the wagon stood level again my shoulders ached and my shirt clung to my back with sweat.

Angelina wiped her forehead with the back of her hand, her wings drooping slightly with fatigue. “She’ll be fine,” she said again. “Sabrina can talk her way through anything. It’s her primary talent. Right after looking beautiful while doing absolutely nothing useful.”

I was about to agree, or pretend to agree, which amounted to the same thing at this point, when I heard the wingbeats, wrong rhythm, too fast, too frantic, the syncopated hammer of a rider pushing a mount past its comfortable pace. I turned toward the sound before my brain had fully processed it, the veteran’s instinct activating on muscle memory, and saw the skybird coming in low over the eastern tree line, its wings beating hard, its rider bent low over its neck in the posture of someone who had been flying flat-out for longer than the bird wanted to tolerate.

He landed in the yard the way messengers land when the news can’t wait for dignity. The bird’s hooves skidded on packed earth, its chest heaving, foam flecking its muzzle. The rider was young, local, someone I vaguely recognized from a distant village. His face was the color of fresh parchment, and he was breathing like he’d raced.

“Gabriel,” he said. “It’s Sabrina. They took her.”

The yard went very quiet.

“Who took her?”

“Harpies. Merchant group, or that’s what they claimed. It was a trap.” The messenger swallowed, his throat working. “They overpowered her, bound her wings. Tied her wrists. They let one of the traders go. Told her to carry the message back. She flew to the village and found me. They want you… just you. Come alone, if you want her back unharmed. They said if anyone else comes, or if you bring authorities, they’ll…” He trailed off.

“They’ll what.”

“Hurt her,” he said.

They’d used her as bait.

Behind me, I heard Angelina’s breath catch. I didn’t turn. I didn’t need to. I could feel the color draining from her face, could picture the exact shade of white it would be, the way her hands would have gone still at her sides, the stillness of a mother whose child has just been named in a sentence containing the word “trap.”

Gabriella stepped out of the house. She must have heard the wingbeats, the raised voices. She stood in the doorway, one hand on the frame, and the expression on her face was the one I’d seen on the faces of civilians during the war, the moment they realized the fighting had reached their doorstep and the rules had changed.

“How many,” I said.

“Six, maybe seven. Mix of harpies and… others. The trader mentioned dwarves, armed, axes, short blades. They had a covered skyboat. Looked military-grade, retrofitted for cargo.”

I had to hurry, not giving them enough time to get comfortable. Not enough time for them to do anything irreversible, if their target was really me and Sabrina was just the bait.

My mind did what it always did when the situation went from complicated to simple. It cooled. The farm, the sheep, the wagon, the careful dance of loving two women who had been part of my life since childhood, all of it receded, replaced by the clean, cold architecture of a problem that could be solved with violence. He gave me the exact location.

I turned toward the house. Angelina’s hand caught my arm, her fingers digging in with a strength that surprised me.

“Bring her home,” she said. Her voice was low, fierce, wet at the edges. “Whatever it takes. Bring my daughter home.”

I nodded. That was all the conversation the moment required.

Upstairs, in my room, I pulled the trunk from beneath the bed. Inside: my sword. Military issue, the blade well-kept, the edge still sharp. A hunting knife, smaller, balanced for throwing. My bow, recurve, the kind that could be carried on a pegasus without hindering flight. I took all three.

I belted the sword at my hip. Slid the knife into my boot. Slung the bow across my back with a quiver of a dozen arrows, which was more than I expected to need. The weight of the weapons settled against my body the way an old coat settles on shoulders that have grown into it, familiar and right and utterly unwelcome.

Downstairs, Gabriella stood in the kitchen doorway, her arms wrapped around herself, her eyes huge. She looked younger than nineteen, younger than I’d ever seen her, and the sight of her there, afraid, sent a fresh surge of cold through my chest.

“Gabriel,” she said.

“I’m bringing her home,” I said. “Wait here. Both of you. Lock the doors after I’m gone.”

I didn’t wait for their response. I walked across the yard to where Valen stood grazing, his white coat gone amber in the late light, his dark eyes lifting to meet mine with the attentiveness of a mount who had spent six years reading his rider’s body language and had just registered the shift from farmer to soldier.

I mounted, settled into the saddle, and gathered the reins. Valen braced beneath me, his wings half-extended in anticipation.

I looked back once. Angelina stood on the porch, one hand on the railing, her wings folded tight against her back, her face composed into the expression she wore when she was being brave for everyone else and falling apart privately. Gabriella stood beside her, smaller and paler, her wingless back straight with a dignity that made my throat tight.

Then Valen was lifting, his powerful wings driving us upward, and the farm dropped away below, and the cold in my chest spread outward until there was nothing left but the problem, the variables, and the certain knowledge that whatever waited for me had just made the last mistake of its considerably shortened life.

* * *

Valen flew the way he flew when he knew the mission was urgent. Each wingbeat drove us forward through air that had begun to cool with approaching evening, the sky above darkening from blue to the deep purple that precedes proper night. I kept us low, beneath the cloud layer, using the islands as cover. Old habit. The kind that keeps you alive when someone might be looking up.

The island emerged from the gloom like a broken tooth against the horizon. A small floating island, mostly bare rock with a flat platform at its center where an old watchtower had once stood before the war rendered it obsolete. Abandoned now. The perfect place for an ambush, or for men who wanted a meeting with no witnesses.

I circled wide, keeping to the island’s shadowed eastern edge where the rock face offered cover. From three hundred feet I could see the camp laid out below with the clarity of a terrain map. Rough canvas tents, three of them, arranged in a loose triangle around a central fire that had been allowed to burn low. A covered skyboat, military-grade as the messenger had described, its hull patched in places, docked at the platform’s northern edge. Lookouts: two harpies perched on the highest rocks, their feathered wings folded, scanning the approaches with the bored vigilance of sentries who had been told to expect one man on a pegasus and had been waiting long enough to develop opinions about their employer’s intelligence.

I counted bodies. Six, maybe seven. Mix of harpies and dwarves, the latter shorter, broader, moving with the rolling gait of men who spent more time underground than most. Two of the dwarves were mounted on small pegasi, compact, agile mounts bred for maneuverability rather than speed, the kind favored by raiders and mercenaries who valued surprise over endurance.

The tactical assessment wrote itself. Sentries first. Then the mounted dwarves, because pegasi changed the math. Then the rest, clean and quick, before they could organize or reach Sabrina.

I didn’t call out. I didn’t negotiate. Negotiation is for men who have time and leverage, and I had neither. It was also what they expected. What I had was the element of surprise, six years of combat muscle memory, and a very specific understanding of what happened to people who took things that belonged to me.

Valen banked into a slow, silent descent, skimming lower with each pass until the highest rocks sat only a few body lengths beneath us. When we were close enough that I could see the sentries’ faces, I slipped from the saddle.

The first sentry never saw me coming. My boot connected with his spine, driving him forward into the rock face, and before his body had finished collapsing I was moving, the sword already in motion, finding the gap between the second sentry’s wing joints.

The camp reacted the way ambushed camps always react: too slow, too loud and too late. A harpy shouted. A dwarf reached for an axe. I was already among them, the sword moving in the tight, economical arcs that close-quarters combat demands, each strike calibrated to disable or kill because in situations like this the difference between the two is academic and stopping to worry about it gets you killed.

A harpy came at me from the left, talons extended, moving with the quick, darting aggression that made harpies dangerous in the air and marginally less so on the ground where I could reach them. My blade took her through the chest. She folded. I was already turning.

The first mounted dwarf came in low, his small pegasus banking hard, an axe swinging in an arc meant for my neck. I dropped beneath it, felt the wind of the blade pass overhead, and came up with the sword driving into the dwarf’s thigh. He roared, the axe falling from his grip, and I used his momentum to pull him from the saddle. The pegasus veered away, riderless, and I put the dwarf on the ground with the pommel of my sword against his temple hard enough to ensure he wouldn’t be getting up to complain about it.

The second mounted dwarf was smarter. He came in higher, circling, trying to get above me where his mount’s agility would count for more. I whistled, two sharp tones that cut through the chaos, and Valen dropped from above like something that had been waiting for the signal. I caught his saddle as he passed, swung up, and we were airborne, the dwarf’s pegasus banking hard to avoid the collision.

Aerial combat on a pegasus is its own geometry. Valen knew the drill. He banked, rolled, presented my sword arm to the target while keeping his body between me and the dwarf’s axe. I didn’t bother with the bow. At this range, with mounts this close, the sword was faster. The blade caught the dwarf across the chest as we passed, and he made a sound that started as a shout and ended as something wetter, and then he was falling, his mount peeling away in panic.

The rest broke. They always break, when the numbers stop favoring them and the man on the white pegasus stops being a target and starts being the thing the stories warned you about. Two harpies leaped from the island’s edge rather than face me, their wings snapping open, carrying them into the darkening sky toward whatever island lay beyond the horizon. A dwarf ran for the skyboat, and I put an arrow through his shoulder before he reached the gangplank, not to kill him but to make sure he remembered the lesson.

Then it was quiet. The kind of quiet that follows violence, heavy with the scent of blood and fear and the distant, fading cries of the ones who got away. They’d expected to bargain. Nobody had expected the negotiation to begin with bodies. I dismounted, sword still in hand, and moved toward the covered skyboat.

The canvas covering had been tied down from the outside. I cut it free with the knife, pulling the fabric aside, and the smell that hit me was sweat and fear and the acrid scent of someone who had been bound long enough for their body to protest.

Sabrina lay in the boat’s hull, curled on her side, her wings bound behind her with cord so tight the feathers were crushed, her wrists tied at her back. They’d gagged her with a strip of cloth that had come partially loose, probably from her struggling, and the bruise on her left cheek was the color of a fresh apple, darkening at the edges. Her dress was torn at the shoulder, the fabric ripped from what looked like someone grabbing and her pulling away.

Her eyes found mine in the near-dark. They were wide, glassy with shock, and for one terrible second I thought she might not recognize me, that whatever they’d done to her had pushed her past the point where familiar faces registered.

Then she made a sound. The noise of someone who has been holding themselves together through sheer will and has just been handed permission to stop. I cut the bonds on her wings first, then her wrists, my hands moving carefully.

The moment her arms were free, she collapsed against me. She fell into my chest like someone whose legs had given out, her body shaking so hard I could feel her teeth chattering against my collarbone, and her hands fisted in my shirt with a strength that suggested she was afraid I might evaporate if she loosened her grip.

“You came,” she said, or tried to say. The words came out mangled, half-sob, half-disbelief. “You actually… you found me. You came for me.”

I held her. One arm around her waist, my other hand on the back of her head, fingers in her hair, holding her against me while the worst of the shaking worked its way through her system. Her wings, freed from the bonds, hung limp and damaged, the feathers crushed and disarrayed, and the sight of them sent a fresh wave of cold through my chest.

“I’ve got you,” I said, and it was the only thing that mattered. “I’ve got you. You’re safe. Breathe.”

She breathed. Ragged, uneven pulls that gradually settled into something resembling rhythm. I checked her as best I could without letting go, the bruise on her cheek, the raw marks on her wrists from the cord, the tear in her dress, which revealed a scrape along her shoulder but nothing worse. No broken bones that I could find. No blood except what had dried at the corner of her mouth where the gag had cut her lip.

“They wanted you,” she whispered against my chest. “That’s all they talked about. Your seed. They thought… they thought if they had me, you’d come, and then they could…” She shuddered, and I held her tighter.

“I know,” I said. “It’s over. They’re done.”

I helped her to her feet. Her legs were unsteady, and she leaned against me, her weight trusting and complete. We walked through the camp together, past the fallen, past the blood on the rock, and I felt her flinch each time we passed a body but she didn’t look away. Some lessons needed witnessing.

The leader was where I’d expected to find her: near the largest tent, trying to look like someone who had been an observer rather than a participant. A harpy, older than the others, her feathers streaked with gray, her eyes doing the rapid calculation of someone reassessing their life choices with the urgency of a mathematician whose equation has just produced a negative result.

I showed her the camp. The bodies. The blood. The geometry of what happened when you picked a fight with the wrong man and lost.

“If you ever touch my family again,” I said, my voice quiet, measured, the way I’d spoken to officers before executions, “you will end up like them. The way that makes other people remember why it was a bad idea.”

She nodded. Fast, frantic nods, her feathers ruffling with the motion. “I’m sorry. We just wanted… you. The stories, they said… I’m sorry. It won’t happen again. I swear it. On my wings, I swear.”

“You got me,” I said. “Congratulations. You succeeded beyond your wildest expectations. Now burn your ship and go home, and if I ever see your face within a day’s flight of Oakwind, I will remove it from your skull and mail it to your mother in a box labeled ‘Poor Life Choices.’”

I set fire to the skyboat myself. Dry canvas, pitch-sealed wood, it caught quickly, the flames climbing the mast with the enthusiasm of something that had been waiting for an excuse. The harpy watched it burn with the expression of a woman watching six months’ profit turn to ash, and then she was gone, wings beating hard, carrying her into the dark toward whatever island offered the least likelihood of running into me again.

I turned back to Sabrina, who stood watching the fire with an expression that had moved past shock into something harder to read, something that lived in the territory between relief and the specific exhaustion that follows trauma.

“Sora,” she said suddenly, her hand gripping my arm. “Gabriel, they took Sora. They said they’d… they’d kill her if I screamed.”

The cold in my chest, which had been receding, sharpened again. I scanned the camp’s perimeter, the rock face, and the scattered gear. “Where would they have kept her?”

Sabrina pulled away from me. She crossed the camp, past the burning skyboat, toward a low outcropping of rock where the canvas of one of the smaller tents had been draped over something that didn’t belong.

I followed, sword still in hand, and when she pulled the canvas aside I saw the skybird. Sora, Sabrina’s mount, bound with the same brutal efficiency they’d used on her rider. Rope wound around her legs, her wings pinioned against her body, a muzzle strapped across her beak. The bird’s eyes were wide, rolling with fear, her white and pale-blue plumage matted and dirty where she’d thrashed against the restraints.

“God,” Sabrina breathed, and dropped to her knees beside the bird. “Sora. Oh, Sora, I’m here, I’m so sorry, I’m here—”

I cut the restraints. The knife made short work of the rope, and as each section fell away the bird’s body unwound from its forced stillness, her wings half-extending, her legs kicking free. The muzzle came off last, and Sora made a sound I’d never heard from a skybird before, a low, keening cry that was closer to a sob than a vocalization.

Sabrina wrapped her arms around the bird’s neck and pressed her face into the feathers. Sora’s head came around, her beak finding Sabrina’s hair, and she made a series of soft, clicking sounds that I recognized as the skybird equivalent of comfort. They stayed like that for a long moment, girl and bird, and I stood guard with my sword and tried very hard not to think about what would have happened if I’d been slower, if the messenger had been delayed, if any of the thousand variables that made up a rescue had fallen the wrong way.

Sabrina pulled back, wiping her face with the back of her hand, and looked at the bird with an expression that was pure, fierce love. “She’s bruised. Her wing joints are swollen. They tied her too tight.” Her hand moved to the bird’s left wing, tracing the edge where the feathers had been bent and broken. “She can fly, but not with me on top. I’ll ride with you.”

I nodded. I half-carried Sabrina to Valen and got her seated in front of me, her body leaning back against my chest, her wings folded awkwardly behind her, still damaged from the bonds.

Then we were lifting, Valen’s wings driving us upward, and I turned us toward Oakwind without looking back at the burning boat or the bodies or the island that had, for approximately twenty minutes, been the most dangerous place in the sky.

Sabrina’s hand found mine where it held the reins. Her fingers were cold, and they shook, but they held on, and that was enough.

* * *

The farmhouse windows glowed against the dark like something from a childhood story, the kind where the light means safety and the dark means everything else. Valen landed in the yard with the careful gentleness of a mount who understood that his passenger had been through enough excitement for one evening, his hooves touching down on packed earth with a softness that felt deliberate. Then Sora landed and headed for her stall.

I dismounted first, then lifted Sabrina down, her body light against my chest, her arms around my neck with the trust of someone who had decided that gravity was my problem now and she was done worrying about it. Her dress was torn, her wings hung limp and damaged, and the bruise on her cheek had darkened to a purple that made my jaw tighten every time I looked at it.

The door opened before we reached it. Angelina stood in the frame, one hand on the latch, her face doing that thing where hope and fear occupied the same territory and neither was winning. Behind her, Gabriella, her eyes huge, one hand pressed to her mouth.

They saw Sabrina. The torn dress, the bruise, the way she leaned against me. Angelina made a sound. Small, wounded, the noise a mother makes when her child returns broken and the part of her that has spent years preparing for this moment discovers that preparation was worthless.

Then she was moving, her wings extending, and she crossed the yard and gathered Sabrina into her arms with a fierceness that lifted her slightly off the ground. Sabrina buried her face in Angelina’s shoulder, and the sound she made was the one she’d been holding back since the skyboat.

Gabriella joined them, wrapping her arms around Sabrin, her face pressed against Sabrina’s uninjured cheek, and the three of them stood in the yard holding each other while I stood beside them with blood on my boots and the hollow feeling of a man who had done what needed doing and was now discovering that the doing had cost something he couldn’t name.

* * *

Inside, by the hearth, with the door locked and the lamps lit and Angelina’s strongest tea steaming in everyone’s hands whether they wanted it or not, Sabrina told them what happened. Her voice was steadier than it had any right to be. She sat on the couch with a blanket around her shoulders, Angelina on one side, Gabriella on the other, and she laid it out the way you lay out something terrible that has been survived: fact by fact, without embellishment, because the truth was bad enough without decoration.

“The endorsement was fake. They knew Gabriel would come if they took me.” She took a sip of tea, her hand shaking slightly. “They wanted him. His… seed. They’d heard the stories, about how few men survived the war, about how… valuable certain bloodlines had become. They thought if they had me, he’d come alone, and then they could…” She trailed off, glanced at me. “You saw the rest.”

I nodded. “They won’t be trying again.”

Angelina looked at me, her hazel eyes moving over the blood on my sleeves, the tear in my shirt where something had caught me, the set of my shoulders that she recognized from the years when letters arrived with military seals and news that required sitting down before reading. Her eyes filled, and she didn’t try to hide it.

“I always knew,” she said. “I always knew you would protect them. No matter what it cost. No matter how far you had to go.” She reached across the couch, her hand finding mine, and squeezed. “I am so proud of you, Gabriel. So fiercely, completely proud.”

The words landed in a place I hadn’t known was tender until something touched it. I squeezed back, and didn’t trust my voice, and the moment held until Gabriella broke it by reaching for the teapot and refilling everyone’s cups.

They helped Sabrina clean up. A bath in the tub, Angelina’s gentle hands working soap through her damaged wings, Gabriella holding towels and asking quiet questions that Sabrina answered in fragments. I stayed downstairs, stripping off the bloodied shirt, washing the combat from my hands at the pump, feeling the adrenaline recede and leave behind the hollow ache that always followed.

The house settled gradually. Gabriella kissed Sabrina goodnight on the forehead, her eyes lingering on the bruise with a tenderness that made my chest warm, and then she was gone, up the stairs to her room, closing the door.

Angelina went last. She stood in the hallway, one hand on the banister, and looked at me. “She needs you tonight,” she said quietly. “However, she needs you. However that looks.” Then she was climbing the stairs, her wings folded, her footsteps fading toward the room at the end of the hall, and the house was quiet except for the soft hiss of the hearth and the occasional creak of settling timber.

Sabrina came out from her bedroom. She’d changed into a nightgown, something thin and pale that left her arms bare, and her hair was damp from the bath, hanging loose around her shoulders in waves that caught the lamplight. The bruise on her cheek was cleaner now, the edges defined, and someone had applied a salve that smelled of mint.

She stood in the doorway of her room and looked at me. Not the way she usually looked at me, with teasing and challenge and the confidence of a woman who knew exactly what effect she had. This was the look of someone who had been afraid and was still afraid and had decided that the solution to fear was proximity to the one person who had proven, beyond argument, that they would come for her.

“Will you sleep with me?” she asked without the playful wrap she usually placed around requests. “Not… not like that. Though that’s… also. But mostly I just… I can’t be alone tonight. I can’t close my eyes without seeing the skyboat, and the cords, and the way they looked at me when they talked about you. I need… I need you here. In the room. Where I can reach you.”

I crossed the hallway and took her hand. Her fingers were cold, and they tightened around mine with a strength that suggested she was still afraid I might change my mind, might remember that this was complicated, might decide that the responsible thing was to maintain boundaries that had already been obliterated by everything that had happened since I came home.

“I’m here,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

We lay down on her bed together. The mattress was narrow, built for one, which meant we ended up pressed against each other the way people do when the furniture is complicit in the outcome. She turned toward me, her body curving against mine, one arm across my chest, her face buried in the hollow of my neck where the pulse was strong enough for her to feel.

“You came for me,” she whispered. Her breath was warm against my skin. “You actually came, alone. You fought them. All of them. For me.”

“I would have fought more,” I said. “I had arrows left.”

She laughed, and then she was kissing me, pressing her lips to mine and sliding her tongue inside my mouth.

I kissed her back. My hand found her hair, fingers tangling in the damp waves, and she made a sound against my mouth that went straight through my nervous system and landed somewhere south.

She moved against me. The thin fabric of her nightgown did nothing to disguise the heat of her, the curves of breast and hip pressing against me with an insistence that my body registered with considerably more enthusiasm than my brain thought was appropriate given the circumstances.

Which is how the “accident” happened. Her hand tugged absentmindedly at the waistband of my sleep pants until they sat low on my hips, while the hem of her nightgown had ridden high enough to leave her bare beneath it. Neither of us seemed to notice how far we’d already gone until she shifted against me, her thigh sliding between mine, her hips pressing forward, and the head of my cock, which had been hard since the moment her tongue found mine, slipped inside her.

We froze. Both of us. One heartbeat of perfect, terrible stillness, the wet heat of her surrounding the tip of me, her body tight and ready in a way that suggested her body had made decisions her mouth hadn’t gotten around to articulating yet.

“Gabriel,” she breathed against my mouth. “I… that’s…”

“I know,” I said. My voice came out rougher than I’d intended. “We should…”

“We should not stop,” she finished, and her hand finished pushing my sleep pants the rest of the way down, and mine was at the hem of her nightgown, pushing it up her thighs, and whatever remaining restraint we’d been pretending to maintain evaporated in the space between one breath and the next.

We undressed each other. Her nightgown came off over her head, and I saw her: breasts full and pale in the lamplight, nipples tight and pink, the narrow waist flaring to hips that curved with a generosity that made my cock twitch. Between her legs, a thatch of light blonde hair, already slick, and a pink, narrow slit, the sight of her there, open and ready, sent a surge through my cock that made my vision blur at the edges.

She saw me too. Her hands traced the scars across my chest, the puckered one beneath my ribs, the long diagonal across my upper back, the countless smaller marks that mapped six years of surviving. Her fingers were gentle, curious, and when they reached the scar that ran along my hip from a blade that had gone through my armor and missed everything important by the width of a hair, she leaned down and kissed it, her mouth warm against old pain.

“These,” she whispered. “I hate these. Every one. But they’re part of you. They’re why you’re here. Why I’m here.”

Then she was guiding me deeper inside her, her hand around my cock, positioning me, and when I pushed into her the wet heat was so good it drew a groan from somewhere deep in my chest that I hadn’t known I was capable of producing. She was tight, God, she was tight, her inner muscles clenching around me with each inch, taking me deeper than I’d thought possible, and the sound she made when I bottomed out was halfway between a gasp and a moan and entirely, devastatingly Sabrina.

I fucked her the way the day demanded: not gentle, not careful, but passionate and a little rough, my hips driving into her with a force that had everything to do with the fear I’d been carrying since the messenger landed and nothing to do with restraint. She took it. She matched it. Her legs wrapped around my hips, her heels digging into my back, her wings spreading beneath her on the mattress with a rustle of feathers that filled the quiet room.

Every thrust drove the truth deeper into me. This was the girl who used to steal my shirts and leave them smelling like her perfume. The beauty queen who had grown into a woman while I was gone. And I was buried inside her to the root, cock stretching her open, her wet heat gripping me like she had been made for this.

“Gabriel—” she gasped, head tipping back, throat exposed. “God, you’re … so deep—”

I growled against her neck. She moaned, loud and unrestrained, the sound punching straight through the thin walls of the farmhouse. Her nails scored down my back, catching on old scars, and her inner walls fluttered around me in greedy pulses. Every wet sound of my cock plunging into her was proof that the line we had already crossed with Gabriella had never been a line at all, just a delay.

I rose onto my knees, hooked my arms under her thighs, and folded her almost in half so I could watch. The sight nearly undid me. My thick cock disappeared into her pretty pink pussy, stretching her open, her light-blonde curls slick and dark with how wet she was. Her breasts bounced with every hard thrust. Her wings trembled against the sheets. And her face, eyes glassy, mouth open, the bruise on her cheek a dark reminder of why we were here, was pure, filthy need.

“Look at you,” I rasped. “Taking my cock like you were starving for it. Like you’ve been waiting six years for me to come home and ruin you.”

“I have,” she sobbed, hips lifting to meet every stroke. “I dreamed about this. About you. About you holding me down and, ah, using me. Gabriel, please—”

I gave her what she asked for, harder and deeper. The headboard knocked against the wall in a steady, shameless rhythm. The wet sounds of our fucking filled the room, obscene and wet and perfect. I leaned down and claimed her mouth again, swallowing her moans, tasting tea and salt and the last traces of fear. My hand slid between us, found the swollen bud of her clit, and rubbed tight circles while I kept pounding into her.

Her body seized. Her pussy clamped down on me like a fist, pulsing, milking, and she broke with a cry that was half my name and half something wordless and desperate. The contractions dragged me over with her. I buried myself to the hilt and came hard, thick pulses of cum flooding her, painting her insides, claiming her in the most permanent way I could. The pleasure was blinding, sharpened by the knowledge that I was pumping her full of my seed after spending the evening carving through the people who had tried to take her.

We stayed locked together while the aftershocks rolled through us. My cock twitched inside her, still half-hard, still nestled in the filthy heat of her. Cum leaked around the base of me and dripped onto the sheets. Her wings slowly folded, feathers brushing my arms. She clung to me, face pressed to my throat, breathing in shaky little bursts.

“I love you,” she whispered. “I wanted this. I wanted you.”

I kissed her temple, her cheek, the edge of the bruise. “I know. I love you too. And I’m done pretending otherwise.”

We didn’t separate right away. I stayed inside her until my cock finally softened and slipped free, a thick trickle of our mixed release following. Only then did I roll onto my side and pull her with me, tucking her back against my chest, one arm banded around her waist, the other stroking the damaged feathers of her wing with careful fingers. She was already half-asleep, the adrenaline crash and the orgasm combining into something heavy and peaceful.

“Stay,” she murmured, barely conscious.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

Her breathing evened out within minutes. I lay awake a little longer, listening to the quiet house, feeling the sticky heat of her body against mine, the slow drip of my cum from between her thighs.

She fell asleep like that. Tangled in my arms, her face against my chest, one hand still fisted in my hair as if she was afraid I might leave if she let go. I held her, listening to her breathing settle into the slow, even rhythm of someone who had been through too much and had finally, finally found somewhere safe to put it down.

* * *

I woke to the peace of a man who had done something irreversible and was, for five seconds, too sleep-warm to care. Early light filtered through Sabrina’s window in pale stripes across the rumpled sheets, turning dust motes gold. Her body was pressed against mine, one leg thrown over my hip, her breast soft against my chest, her breathing slow and even against my collarbone. My arm was around her, fingers resting on the smooth curve of her waist where the sheet had slipped down during the night.

The room smelled of sex. I could see the evidence on her inner thighs, dried white streaks against pale skin where my release had leaked out of her and neither of us had bothered to clean it properly because cleaning had seemed the least important activity available at the time.

Sabrina slept the way she did everything: completely, without halfway measures, her light blonde hair spread across the pillow in tangles that suggested my hands had been enthusiastic, her lips slightly parted, one arm curled beneath the pillow in a pose that managed to be both vulnerable and somehow still confident. The bruise on her cheek had darkened overnight to a proper purple, and someone, me, probably, though I didn’t remember doing it, had kissed it gently at some point during the night, because there was a smudge of salve transferred to my lower lip that tasted of mint when I licked it away.

I should have been thinking about the consequences. About Gabriella in her room down the hall, about the geometry of a farmhouse where two of the three women had now had me inside them and the third was Angelina, which was its own category of problem that I had been successfully not examining with the dedication of a man avoiding land mines in a field he himself had mined.

I wasn’t thinking about any of that. I was thinking about the weight of Sabrina against me, the warm scent of her hair, the way her body fit against mine with a rightness that felt earned rather than discovered, and for five perfect seconds the world was simple and warm and entirely contained within the boundaries of her narrow bed.

The door swung open. I jolted awake. Fully, completely, the veteran’s instinct firing from zero to combat alert in the space between one heartbeat and the next, my body tensing beneath Sabrina’s sleeping weight, my hand moving toward the knife that wasn’t there because I’d left it downstairs with the bloodied shirt and the bow.

Gabriella stood in the doorway. I saw her the way you see things in the moment after being startled awake: fragments, impressions, the brain assembling the picture from pieces that arrive out of order. Her dark blonde hair, loose around her shoulders the way it had been when she’d climbed into my bed two mornings ago. Her blue eyes, wide, taking in the room with the rapid, comprehensive assessment of someone whose brain was working significantly faster than mine currently was. Her gaze moved from my face to Sabrina’s sleeping form to the arm I had around her waist to the dried streaks on Sabrina’s inner thighs, and I watched the calculation happen in real time, watched the pieces click into place with the precision of someone solving a puzzle they’d been working on for weeks and had just been handed the final piece.

Her expression did not collapse. It settled. Something passed across her face too quickly to name, and then her features arranged themselves into an expression I had never seen on her before and hoped never to see again: calm, composed, and utterly, completely shattered beneath the surface.

She did not speak. She did not need to. The door said everything, swinging hard against the wall, and the sound of it hung in the room like something that had physical weight.

Then she was gone. The hallway floorboards creaked, and then silence, and then the distant sound of the farmhouse’s front door opening and closing with a firmness that suggested it had not been gently latched.

Sabrina stirred against my chest, mumbling something unintelligible into my collarbone, her body shifting with the confused alertness of someone waking to a noise they can’t place. “Whazzat,” she mumbled. “Door?”

“Go back to sleep,” I said.

She settled, her breathing slowing again, trusting me in the way that people trust you when they have spent the night in your arms and have not yet been informed that the world has just rearranged itself in the hallway outside.

I lay very still. The early light continued its slow crawl across the sheets. I had crossed a line. Then another. I had Gabriella, who had loved me since she was thirteen, who had written it in a diary I had no business reading, who had taken me inside her beside a lake full of crushed wildflowers and trusted me with the most vulnerable part of herself. And I had Sabrina, who had waited six years, who had asked for time at the lake and gotten considerably less than she deserved, who had been taken because of me and rescued by me and was now sleeping in my arms with my release drying on her thighs while her sister walked out of the farmhouse into whatever morning awaited her.

Some men came home from war and built quiet lives. They farmed, they loved simply, they raised families on solid ground. I had come home and apparently decided that the appropriate response to six years of survival was to systematically set fire to every boundary that had ever existed between me and the women I loved, and then act surprised when the fire spread.


Chapter 11

Ilay there watching Sabrina sleep and wondered how to talk to Gabriella. Early light filled Sabrina’s bedroom in pale stripes that cut across the rumpled sheets, the dried streaks on her inner thighs, the curve of her breast pressed against my chest where the blanket had slipped down sometime during the night. Her light blonde hair was a mess, spread across the pillow in tangles that suggested my hands had been enthusiastic. Her lips were parted slightly, one arm curled beneath the pillow, and the bruise on her cheek had darkened overnight to a proper purple that made my jaw tighten every time I looked at it.

My arm was around her waist, fingers resting on the smooth curve of her hip. I closed my eyes. Two sisters. Both of whom I had now been inside. I loved them both, though differently, and more deeply than I’d ever expected. And now they both knew about each other.

And Gabriella had walked in on the evidence.

Sabrina stirred against my chest. A small sound, half-moan, half-sigh, her body shifting, her thigh sliding against mine in a way that sent a jolt through my nervous system that my cock registered with considerably more enthusiasm than the situation warranted. Her eyes opened slowly, blinking at the light, and the first thing she did was smile. Soft, sleepy, the smile of a woman who had spent the night being thoroughly loved and was pleased with the results.

Then she saw my face. The smile didn’t vanish. It adjusted, recalibrated, the way Sabrina’s expressions always did when she was reading a room that had changed while she wasn’t looking. Her eyes moved over my features, and I watched her process the information: the tension in my jaw, the way I was holding myself too still, the set of my shoulders that she recognized from years of watching me carry things I didn’t want to talk about.

“Hey,” she said. She reached up, her fingers brushing my cheek. “What’s wrong? You look like someone just told you the sky’s falling.”

The sky was fine. The farmhouse, however, had structural issues I hadn’t fully appreciated until five minutes ago. “Gabriella came in,” I said. The words came out flat, matter-of-fact, the way I’d delivered bad news to subordinates during the war. “Earlier. While you were asleep. She saw us.”

The color left Sabrina’s face: a gradual draining, like water seeping from cracked earth, until what remained was pale and still. Her hand, which had been tracing lazy circles on my chest, went very still.

“Did she…” Sabrina swallowed. “Did she understand what she was looking at?”

“She understood completely. She looked…” I searched for the word and found only one that fit. “Hurt.”

Sabrina went quiet. She looked down at the sheet, at her own hands, at the dried evidence on her thighs that had been the final piece of the puzzle for her sister, and something passed across her face that I had seen only a handful of times in our shared life: genuine, unguarded guilt.

“I never wanted to hurt her,” she said. She reached for my hand, her fingers interlacing with mine. “The last thing I wanted was to cause her more pain. She’s been through enough. The bullying, the nightmares… God, I’m such an idiot.”

She didn’t say she regretted last night. The words hovered in the air between us, unspoken but present, and I was grateful for their absence. Last night had been necessary. Last night had been real. The fact that it had also been catastrophic in its timing didn’t change the truth of what had passed between us in that narrow bed.

“What do I do?” she asked, looking at me. “How do I fix this?”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I think we start by getting dressed and going downstairs.”

We dressed in silence. Sabrina pulled on a simple dress, her movements careful, her wings still damaged from yesterday’s bonds. I found my trousers, pulled on a clean shirt, and tried very hard not to think about the fact that I had now slept with both of Angelina’s daughters, and Angelina was making breakfast downstairs.

We went downstairs. The farmhouse smelled the way it always smelled on good mornings: bread, cider and cheese. The difference was the absence of a third body at the table, the empty chair where Gabriella should have been, and the quality of silence that suggested someone had left in a hurry and taken all the easy conversation with them.

Angelina stood at the stove. She turned when she heard our footsteps, a wooden spoon in one hand, and I watched her read the room. Her eyes moved from me to Sabrina. Noted the careful distance between us. Noted the bruise on Sabrina’s cheek, cleaned and salved. Noted the absence of Gabriella. Noted the set of my shoulders that she recognized from the years when I came home with letters I didn’t want to read.

She set the spoon down, turned fully toward us, one hand on her hip, and the expression on her face was the one she wore when something serious could no longer be danced around.

“What is going on?” she asked.

Sabrina opened her mouth but quickly closed it. Instead, she looked at me.

“Gabriella’s upset,” I said. Which was the least informative sentence I had ever constructed, and from the way Angelina’s eyebrow lifted, she agreed with the assessment.

“About?”

“It’s complicated,” Sabrina said.

Angelina’s eyes held mine for a long moment. Then Sabrina’s. Then the empty chair. Then back to me, and whatever she saw in that exchange, she kept to herself. She didn’t push. She didn’t need to. The concern was already there, written across her features in the lines that only appeared when her children were hurting and she couldn’t quite reach the source.

“Eat,” she said. “Both of you. The bread’s getting cold, and cold bread is a tragedy I refuse to participate in before eight in the morning.”

We ate. The bread was perfect, warm and soft and entirely wasted on two people who were chewing mechanically and tasting approximately nothing. Angelina moved between stove and table, her wings flexing with each turn, and the silence she maintained wasn’t the silence of someone who had given up. It was the silence of someone who was listening, who was collecting data, who was putting pieces together with the patience of a woman who had raised two daughters through a war and helped raise one stray boy besides and knew that some truths arrived on their own schedule.

I caught her watching me once, her hazel eyes steady, and the look she gave me contained no judgment, just concern.

* * *

I found Gabriella in the vegetable garden behind the chicken coop, on her knees in the dirt with a trowel in one hand and a cluster of uprooted weeds in the other, and the sight of her there, working alone with the focused intensity of someone using manual labor as emotional armor, made my stomach sink.

She didn’t look up when I approached. Her dark blonde hair was pulled back in a loose knot, strands escaping to stick to her damp temples in the morning heat. Her shoulders were set in that straight line I recognized from childhood, the posture she adopted when she was determined not to show whatever she was feeling. The potion’s effects were still there if you knew where to look, but they were buried under something fresher and heavier, the stillness of a person who had been handed a truth they weren’t prepared for and was now processing it one weed at a time.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Angelina at the water pump, her hand on the handle, her gaze fixed on us.

I stopped at the edge of the vegetable row. Close enough to talk, far enough that she had room to breathe. The chickens clucked in their coop behind us, oblivious, and somewhere above a skybird called in that long, descending note that usually sounded peaceful and today just sounded like the sky rubbing it in.

“Gabriella,” I said.

She kept digging. The trowel bit into the soil with more force than the task required, and a clump of earth went flying past my boot.

“I’m not mad at you.”

Her voice surprised me. She set the trowel down and sat back on her heels, brushing dirt from her palms, and when she finally looked at me her eyes were clear and steady and wounded.

“I’m not mad,” she said again. “I just wish you’d told me. Instead of letting me walk in and… find you like that. With her. With the evidence still on her.” She swallowed, and I watched her throat work. “That part hurt, Gabriel. The finding out part. Not the… the fact that it happened. Though that’s complicated too. But the way I found out. That’s the part that sits wrong.”

The honesty of it landed like a physical thing, just the raw, undecorated truth of how she felt, delivered in a voice that asked for nothing except to be heard. I’d faced down harpy raiders with less fear than I felt standing in that vegetable row with dirt on my boots and Gabriella’s hurt eyes on my face.

“It happened fast,” I said. “The rescue. The fear. She was… God, Gabriella, she was tied up in a skyboat with a bruise on her face and they’d hurt her skybird and she asked me to stay with her and then we were…” I stopped, searched for the right phrasing, and found nothing that wouldn’t sound like an excuse. “I didn’t plan it. Any of it. With either of you. It just… happened. And then kept happening. And I’m not sorry it happened, but I am sorry you found out the way you did. That part’s on me. Completely.”

She listened, the way Gabriella always did, her eyes never leaving my face, taking in the words and the spaces between them with the attention of someone who had spent a lifetime learning to read the truth in silences. After a moment, she nodded, a small downward dip of her chin that acknowledged the explanation without necessarily forgiving it.

“I understand,” she said. Then she asked quietly, “Do you love us equally?”

The question hung between us. I didn’t hesitate, couldn’t hesitate. The answer lived too close to the bone for anything but truth.

“Of course I do.” The words came out steady, certain, with a force that surprised even me. “Completely. Differently, maybe. The way you love different people is always different. But equally? Yes, without question.”

Something eased in her. I watched it happen, the gradual loosening around her eyes, the way her shoulders dropped a fraction of an inch. She believed me. I could see it in her face, the softening that happened when Gabriella decided something was true.

“I believe you,” she said. “I think… Part of why it hurts so much is that I do believe you. You’ve been here, with me. The potion, the lake, the way you look at me when you think I’m not paying attention. You haven’t… pulled away. Even with everything else happening. You’ve stayed present. For me. That matters.”

She picked up a clump of soil, turned it over in her palm, and let it crumble between her fingers. The gesture was absent, habitual, the way Gabriella’s hands always found something to do when her mouth was working through something difficult.

“There’s just…” She hesitated, and the hesitation cost her something. I could see it in the set of her mouth, the careful way she arranged the next words. “A part of me has always felt left behind. In Sabrina’s shadow. You know how it is. She’s… Sabrina. She’s beautiful, she’s confident, she walks into a room and every eye finds her. And I’m the wingless one. The quiet one. The one people look past because there’s nothing flashy to catch. And I’ve made peace with that, mostly. The potion helped. But then you come home, and suddenly the thing I’ve always been afraid of is happening. She has you too. And part of me is terrified that what you feel for me is… I don’t know. Pity, maybe. Or obligation. The way you love the broken one because someone has to.”

The words landed in a place I hadn’t known was tender until something touched it. I crossed the distance between us in two strides, dropped to my knees in the dirt beside her, and took her face in my hands. Her skin was warm from the sun, slightly damp at the temples, and when my thumbs brushed her cheeks I felt the faint tremor she’d been hiding.

“Listen to me,” I said. My voice was low, firm, the tone I used when something needed to be absolutely clear. “What I feel for you has nothing to do with Sabrina. Nothing. It’s separate. It’s its own thing. It started the moment I came home and saw you grown, and it kept growing, and the lake was…” I searched for the word and found only the truth. “The lake was the most honest thing I’ve done since the war ended. There was no pity in it. No obligation. There was just you. The way you laugh. The way you see things no one else notices. The way you carried yourself through six years of being different in a world that punishes difference. That’s what I fell for. Not the wingless girl. You. Gabriella. Exactly as you are.”

She made a sound. Small, wounded, the noise of someone whose defenses had just been dismantled by the one person who knew exactly where the weak points were. Her hands came up, gripping my wrists, and for a moment she held on like she was afraid the ground might shift.

Then I kissed her, my mouth finding hers with the urgency of a man who needed his body to say what his words couldn’t quite reach. She kissed me back. Her lips were warm, slightly chapped from the morning air, and the taste of her was familiar and new at once, salt and earth and the sweetness that belonged only to Gabriella.

I held her. One arm around her waist, the other hand cradling the back of her head, fingers tangling in her dark blonde hair, and I held her until the shaking stopped, until her body relaxed against mine.

When she finally pulled back, her eyes were wet, but she was smiling. The smile reached her eyes the way it hadn’t since before the door swung open, and the sight of it did something to my chest that felt dangerously close to hope.

“Okay,” she said. Just that one word, soft and certain, and it contained more forgiveness than any speech could have managed.

I helped her to her feet. Her hand found mine, fingers interlacing, and we stood there in the vegetable garden with dirt on our knees and the morning sun warming our shoulders.

* * *

After Sabrina left to find Gabriella, I told myself I would give them privacy. I told myself this with the conviction of a man who had absolutely no intention of following through, and thirty seconds after they disappeared around the corner of the barn, I was already moving.

Curiosity, worry, the veteran’s instinct that had kept me alive through six years of war by assuming the worst possible outcome was currently applying that same principle to my love life with considerably less useful results. I circled wide, keeping to the tree line that bordered the north orchard, and found a spot behind the thickest oak where the low-hanging branches provided cover and the summer leaves caught the wind just right to mask the sound of my breathing.

They were sitting on the flat stone beside the old well, the one we’d used as children for games and secrets and the occasional illicit apple theft when Angelina wasn’t looking. Sabrina had her wings folded tight against her back, the damaged feathers still visible even from this distance, and Gabriella sat with her knees drawn up, her arms wrapped around them, her wingless back straight in that way that meant she was listening hard.

I couldn’t hear everything. The wind carried fragments, sentences breaking and reforming like waves against a shore, but what reached me was enough.

“I’m sorry,” Sabrina said. Her voice carried clearly, stripped of its usual brightness, and the raw honesty in it made my chest tight. “Not for last night. I can’t apologize for that, and I won’t pretend to. But for the way you found out. For not telling you myself. For letting you walk into that room and see… everything. That part’s on me. Completely.”

A pause, long enough that I wondered if Gabriella had walked away, but then her voice came, quieter, carrying on the same wind that had brought her sister’s.

“I felt betrayed,” she said. “Not because you slept with him. I knew about that, or I suspected. It was the… the finding out. The way it happened. It felt like being left behind. Again.” Another pause. “But I don’t want to hate you, Sabrina. I’ve spent too many years comparing myself to you to start hating you now. That would be… exhausting. And I’m tired of being exhausted.”

The honesty of it, the sheer lack of performance in either of their voices, made the oak trunk feel suddenly insufficient as cover. I pressed closer, my shoulder against rough bark, and tried very hard to look like a man who was simply enjoying the morning shade and not actively eavesdropping on the most important conversation of his recent life.

“We both love him,” Sabrina said. “That’s the part I can’t change, and I don’t want to. I’ve loved him since before I understood what that meant. And Gabriella. I’m sorry for everything… I know you’ve been in love with him for years.”

“I have,” Gabriella said simply. “Since I was thirteen. Maybe longer.”

“So what do we do?” The question hung between them, carried on the wind to where I stood with my heart hammering against my ribs. “Because I don’t want to lose you. And I don’t want to lose him. And the math on those two things not being mutually exclusive is… complicated.”

“Then we don’t lose each other.” Gabriella’s voice, firmer now. “We figure it out. Together. The three of us. We don’t fight over him. We… share him, I guess. Though that sounds terrible when I say it out loud.”

Sabrina laughed. The sound was startled, genuine, breaking through the weight of the conversation like sunlight through clouds. “It does sound terrible. We’ll work on the phrasing.”

“Fair.” A smile in Gabriella’s voice now, tentative but real. “But the point stands. We love him equally. We try to make that work without destroying what we have as sisters. Because what we have… that matters too. That matters more than I realized until this morning when I thought I might lose it.”

The agreement settled between them. I could feel it even from behind the oak, the change in the air when two people who love each other decide, against all available evidence, to choose each other anyway. The conversation continued, quieter now, details I couldn’t catch, the kind of sister-talk that moved from crisis to practicalities with the ease of people who had shared a childhood and a roof and the intimacy of knowing each other’s worst secrets. Sabrina also suggested introducing more girls to me, and Gabriella wasn’t against it. It made me arch an eyebrow, but I wasn’t against it either. How could I? They both accepted that a man like me would be in high demand, and they both felt a bit turned on and excited by seeing me with other girls.

Then silence, long enough that I risked leaning further around the trunk, and what I saw nearly undid me completely. They were hugging: Sabrina’s arms around Gabriella’s waist, Gabriella’s face buried against her sister’s shoulder, Sabrina’s damaged wings half-extended in a protective gesture. They held each other for a long time. Long enough that the clouds moved across the sun, shadows rearranging themselves around them.

I stepped back quietly and carefully, the way I’d moved through enemy camps during the war, each footfall placed with the precision of a man who understood that some moments were not meant to be witnessed. By the time I reached the barn, my hands were steady and my chest felt both lighter and heavier than it had any right to.

They walked back toward the house together. I saw them from the barn doorway, moving side by side across the yard, and the difference from this morning was visible even at a distance. Gabriella’s shoulders were looser, her stride easier, and Sabrina walked with that bounce in her step that she got when something difficult had been faced and survived. The fracture between them had eased. The edges had been brought together, the gap narrowed to something that looked, from where I stood, like it might eventually close.

Gabriella saw me first. Her eyes found mine across the yard, and she held my gaze without the coldness that had been there this morning, without the shattered composure. Just Gabriella, looking at me with the clear, steady regard of someone who had decided, against considerable evidence, that I was worth keeping.

Sabrina saw me next. She gave me that smile, the one that was equal parts warmth and mischief and something more complicated, and raised her hand in a small wave that contained thirty percent “I see you” and seventy percent “we handled it, you enormous disaster of a man.”

They didn’t come to me. They went to the porch instead, settling on the steps side by side, and what happened next was the magic of sisters who had shared a lifetime: the heavy stuff gave way to the light.

I watched from the barn doorway as the conversation changed. Sabrina said something that made Gabriella snort, the kind that happened when laughter arrived too quickly for dignity to intercept. Gabriella retaliated with what appeared to be a detailed critique of Sabrina’s hair, gesturing at the tangles with the relish of someone who had been storing that observation for years. Sabrina gasped in mock outrage, shoved her sister’s shoulder, and Gabriella shoved back, and then they were both laughing, the sound carrying across the yard to where I stood with dirt on my boots and something dangerously close to gratitude expanding in my chest.

They sat close. Their shoulders touched. Sabrina’s wing extended loosely behind Gabriella’s back in that unconscious gesture of protection that had been part of their dynamic since childhood, and Gabriella leaned into it the way she always had, accepting the shelter without resentment. The anger was gone, replaced by the fragile, real warmth of two women who loved the same impossible man and had decided, against all available logic, that this did not require them to stop loving each other.

I watched them for a while. Long enough to be sure, and then I turned away and left them to themselves. Some territories needed no garrison. Some peace needed no witnessing.

I went back to the farm wagon Angelina and I had been repairing yesterday. The last iron pin still needed driving home, and there was something comforting about the sheer physical simplicity of lifting something heavy and putting it where it belonged. My hands knew the work. My body fell into the rhythm of it without requiring my brain’s participation, which was fortunate because my brain was currently occupied with the considerably more complex task of processing the fact that I had two girls who loved me, who had just agreed to share me.

* * *

I came back to the house when the sun was high enough that my shirt was dark with sweat and my arms had that pleasant, hollow ache that came from good work honestly done. The kitchen door swung open on quiet hinges, and the first thing I saw was Angelina.

She was waiting for me. She stood at the counter with her arms folded, one hip leaned against the edge, her honey-blonde hair loose around her shoulders in a way she rarely allowed during daylight hours, and the expression on her face was the one she wore when something serious could no longer be danced around.

The kitchen was quiet. The girls were still outside, their voices carrying faintly from the porch where the laughter had settled into the easy rhythm of ordinary conversation. Bread cooled on the rack. Tea sat in the pot, probably cold by now. And Angelina looked at me with those steady hazel eyes that had seen through every lie I’d ever attempted between the ages of six and twenty-six, and I knew, with the certainty of a man standing on the edge of a cliff he had been approaching for days, that the dancing was over.

“Stop protecting me from the truth,” she said. Her voice was calm, firm, the tone she had always used when the bullshit needed to stop and the honesty needed to start. “Whatever it is. However messy. Just tell me.”

For a moment, I felt a spike of fear so sharp it bordered on physical. Part of me expected anger. But under the fear, quieter and more surprising, was something else: a low, steady pride. I did not regret the lake with Gabriella. I did not regret last night with Sabrina. Both moments had felt real and necessary in ways that transcended the complicated situation we had found ourselves in. Both had been born from love that predated the physical acts, love that had been growing in dark soil for years before either of us had the language to name it. I was not ashamed of loving them. But they were Angelina’s daughters, and I had no idea what she would make of any of this.

I decided, in the space between one breath and the next, that I would not hide any longer.

So I told her everything in plain words, without excuses, the way I’d delivered battlefield reports to officers who needed facts rather than florid prose. How close Gabriella and I had become after I returned. The trauma potion, Lyra, the fairy healer with her dragonfly wings and her unusual payment method. The night at the lake, the crushed wildflowers, the way Gabriella’s body had taken mine with a hunger that still lived in my muscles. The kidnapping. The rescue. The raw emotion of holding Sabrina after bringing her home, and how that emotion had carried us into her narrow bed with an inevitability that felt like gravity. That both sisters now knew. That they had reached a fragile agreement not to fight over me. That the farmhouse, which had always been the safest place I knew, now contained a truth so complicated I had no map for it.

I finished speaking. The kitchen was very quiet. Angelina had not moved. Her arms were still folded, her hip still leaned against the counter, and her eyes had not left my face throughout the entire confession. I waited, braced for judgment, for the coldness that comes when someone you love looks at you and sees something they cannot recognize.

“I was afraid,” I said quietly. The admission cost me something. “That you would look at me differently. That you would… think I was being selfish. They’re your daughters, Angelina. And I love both of them.”

Angelina’s expression did not collapse. It softened gradually, the lines around her eyes easing, her mouth curving into something that looked, to my complete astonishment, close to pride.

She stepped forward, closed the distance between us and pulled me into a hug so firm it drove the breath from my lungs. Her arms and wings went around my waist, her face pressed against my chest, and she held me with the strength of an angel who had lifted grain sacks and raised children and kept a farm running through a war that took half a generation of men, and for a moment I was ten years old again, small and safe in Angelina’s arms, and the fear in my chest crumbled like wet sand.

“I love you,” she said against my shoulder. Her voice was warm, steady, without a trace of the judgment I had braced for. “You came home and you saw what both of them needed. The way you love them may be unusual, but it isn’t wrong to me.” She pulled back just enough to look up at me, her hands on my shoulders, and the clarity in her eyes was absolute. “Gabriella has needed someone to make her feel whole for years. Someone who sees her completely, not her missing wings. And Sabrina…” Angelina’s smile turned fond, slightly sad. “Sabrina has been carrying her own loneliness more than she ever let on. All that confidence, all those pageants, all those smiles, they were armor. You gave them both something real, Gabriel. Something they needed. However it arrived, however complicated the packaging… the gift itself is good.”

She held me for a long moment. One hand cradled the back of my head, her fingers in my hair, the way she used to when I was small and had nightmares about things I couldn’t name. The gesture was so familiar, so precisely calibrated to the geography of comfort she had mapped over twenty-six years, that my throat tightened without warning.

Then she leaned back, just enough, and pressed a kiss to my forehead.

It was not the quick, affectionate peck she had given me a thousand times throughout my childhood. It was slow, and her lips were warm against my skin. The kiss held. Three seconds, four, her breath soft against my brow, and when she finally drew away her eyes were steady and warm and entirely without reservation.

The fear in my chest eased. In its place was something simpler and more unexpected: the relief of being fully known by the person who had known me longest, and being accepted anyway.

Angelina studied me for a few seconds longer, her head tilted slightly, and then the practical part of her, the part that had kept this farm running through drought, war, and years of raising two daughters while somehow making room for me too, reasserted itself.

“You should take them away,” she said. “Both of them. For a day or two. Somewhere quiet. Somewhere with no farm, no chores, no… audience.” Her mouth curved. “A camping trip. Just the three of you. It would be good for all of you. A chance to settle this new balance between the sisters. To show them, clearly and equally, that you love them both.”

She paused, held my gaze, and then, with the directness that had always been Angelina’s most formidable quality, she added, “Making love to both of them together would help cement that truth. In a way words alone cannot.”

The statement landed with the force of something dropped from a considerable height. I blinked, the physical manifestation of my brain attempting to process the fact that Angelina had just suggested, with perfect calm, that I take her daughters camping and fuck them both at the same time.

“I…” My voice failed, and then recovered. “You’re serious.”

“I am … The work will keep. I’ve managed worse than a few days alone with chickens and sheep. Go. Take my daughters. Be with them. Enjoy yourself.” Her smile reached her eyes, warm and genuine. “The work will still be here when you return. I rather doubt the same can be said for opportunities this specific.”

I stood there. Shirt dark with sweat, arms aching from fence posts, heart full of something too large to name, and looked at Angelina, this woman who had given me a home when she didn’t have to, who had kept a farm and a family intact through six years of war, who had just listened to me confess to sleeping with both of her daughters and had responded not with horror but with a camping recommendation and practical advice about group intimacy.

“Thank you,” I said. The words were inadequate. They were also the only ones I had.

Angelina waved a hand, the gesture carrying the dismissal she reserved for gratitude she considered unnecessary. “Go tell them. And Gabriel?” She paused, her hand on the pot. “Whatever happens out there… come back whole. All three of you. That’s the only thing I’m asking.”

I nodded. Crossed the kitchen. And as I pushed through the door into the yard where the two girls sat on the porch steps with their shoulders touching and the morning light warm on their hair, I felt the unexpected lightness of a man who had been carrying secrets for too long and had just been handed permission to set them down.


Chapter 12

The first thing I thought about after I woke up and got dressed was camping. It was something I looked forward to, just a peaceful day with my lovers. I walked onto the porch where they sat with their shoulders touching and morning light spilling across their hair. They looked up at the same time, and whatever they saw on my face made Sabrina’s mouth curve and Gabriella’s eyes soften.

“Angelina thinks we should go camping,” I said.

Sabrina’s eyebrow went up two inches. Gabriella’s head tilted the way it did when she was assembling a puzzle she’d been handed sideways.

“Camping,” Sabrina repeated. “Just the three of us.”

“Somewhere quiet,” I added. “Forest, lake, no farm, no chores, no… audience.” I used Angelina’s phrasing, watching their faces.

“Oh,” Gabriella said. She looked at Sabrina, and something passed between them.

Sabrina stood. Her wings, still showing the faint marks where the ropes had bitten, extended slightly with what I recognized as genuine excitement. “When?”

“Now,” I said.

It took less than twenty minutes. Angelina helped us pack a basket. Bread wrapped in cloth, apples from the orchard still cool from the morning air, a wheel of the sharp cheese and blankets. I added my bow when neither girl was looking, a quiver of a dozen arrows, and the parchment and pen in case I wanted to write to Angelina. The pen was military issue, the kind that wrote on anything, and the parchment was heavy enough to survive Valen’s teeth if necessary.

“Hunting,” I explained when Gabriella caught me sliding the bow across my back. “Fresh meat. Better than cheese and bread for two days.”

Sabrina packed a small bag of her own, things I couldn’t see but that produced a soft clinking sound when she moved, and Gabriella added a jar of the salve Angelina made for bruises and a hairbrush that looked like it had survived at least one childhood tantrum involving a wall and considerable velocity.

We reconvened on the porch. Angelina stood by the railing, arms folded, her honey-blonde hair loose around her shoulders in the way that happened when she’d been moving fast and dignity had been deemed expendable. The expression on her face was the one she’d worn when teaching us to ride pegasi as children: calm, confident, and utterly without concern for whatever disasters lay ahead.

“You’ll be fine?” I asked, though the question was mostly habit. Angelina had kept a farm running through six years of war.

“The sheep and I have reached an understanding,” she said. “They stay on their side of the fence, I pretend not to notice when they eat the vegetable seedlings.” She reached for Gabriella first, pulling her into a hug that lifted her slightly off the porch boards. Then Sabrina, her hands gentle on the damaged wings, her mouth close to her daughter’s ear saying something I couldn’t catch but that made Sabrina’s eyes go soft.

Then me. Angelina’s arms went around my waist, her wings extending behind me in that enveloping gesture that had been my definition of safety for as long as I could remember, and her mouth was close to my ear when she spoke.

“Be good to them,” she said quietly. “Both of them. Equally. The way they deserve.”

I nodded against her shoulder.

She pulled back, her hands on my arms, and studied my face with the intensity of a woman confirming that her loved one, in fact, absorbed the lesson. Then she smiled, that warm, private smile that had preceded every piece of advice she’d ever given me that I initially rejected and later discovered was exactly right, and added, “Enjoy yourselves. Properly.”

The wink was small, quick, and landed with the precision of a crossbow bolt between my ribs. I felt my ears burn. Behind me, Sabrina made a sound that was either a cough or the beginning of a laugh she’d decided to murder in its infancy.

We walked to the stable. Valen was waiting, his white coat gleaming in the morning light, his dark eyes finding mine. Sora stood beside him, her pale-blue and white plumage ruffling in the breeze, her head turning toward Sabrina with the eagerness of a skybird who had been ground-bound for too long and was beginning to develop opinions about it.

I helped Gabriella up first. My hands at her waist, lifting her onto Valen’s back with ease. She settled against the saddle, her back pressing into my chest when I mounted behind her, and the warmth of her through the thin fabric of her dress sent a jolt through my nervous system that my cock registered with considerably more enthusiasm than the situation warranted.

“Comfortable?” I asked, my mouth close to her ear.

She leaned back, her head coming to rest against my shoulder. “Very.”

Sabrina mounted Sora. She adjusted her position, checked the straps, and looked over at us with an expression that contained sixty percent excitement and forty percent mischief of the variety that had historically preceded property damage.

“Race you,” she called.

“Absolutely not,” I said. “Your wings are still healing, and Sora has all the grace of an overfed goose, and she’s very proud of it.”

Sora snorted, apparently offended, and Sabrina laughed, the sound carrying across the yard to where Angelina stood on the porch with one hand shading her eyes and a smile that suggested she was enjoying this considerably more than she had any right to.

We lifted together. Valen’s wings drove us upward with the powerful, steady beat that had carried me through six years of war, and Sora rose beside us, her wingstrokes shorter and quicker, keeping pace with the coordination of a skybird who had spent enough time around Valen to understand that showing off was pointless when your travel companion could outpace you without changing expression.

The farm dropped away below. The white stone house, the oak tree, the chicken coop, the vegetable garden where Gabriella had been kneeling in the dirt that morning, working through her hurt one weed at a time.

We flew northeast. The morning was clear, the kind of summer day that exists primarily in childhood memories and poorly funded tourism brochures, and the air against my face carried the green scent of distant forests and the mineral clarity of open sky. Gabriella’s body was warm against mine, her dark blonde hair whipping back to occasionally brush my chin, and every few minutes she would point at something below: a dense stand of oak, a lake, the distant shape of another island, and her voice carrying back to me on the wind with the unguarded delight of someone who had spent too many years grounded and was rediscovering the joy of height.

Beside us, Sabrina flew Sora with the loose, confident posture of someone who had been born for open air. Her light blonde hair streamed behind her, her damaged wings folded tight against her back where the wind couldn’t catch the tender edges, and every so often she would glance over at us, her eyes meeting mine across the gap between mounts, and the smile she gave me was the one I remembered from before the war: bright, teasing, and entirely without the weight it had carried yesterday in a skyboat with ropes around her wrists.

They called to each other over the wind. Fragments of conversation that arrived in pieces, laughter that carried, the easy back-and-forth of sisters who had fought and forgiven and emerged on the other side of something neither of them had chosen. I kept my arm around Gabriella’s waist, my hand resting on the flat of her stomach where the thin fabric of her dress had ridden up enough that my palm met warm skin, and she pressed back against me with a trust that made my throat tight.

The island emerged from the haze ahead like something from a storybook none of us had been read as children. Dense forest covering its eastern half, the trees so thick they formed a canopy that turned the ground beneath to shadow. A lake visible near its center, catching the light in a flat, mirror-bright disc. Rivers winding through the trees in silver threads, and along the western edge, a wide meadow of grass tall enough to brush a pegasus’s fetlocks when it landed.

“God, it’s beautiful,” Gabriella said, her voice soft with something that sounded dangerously close to reverence.

I tightened my arm around her waist and felt her hand find mine where it rested against her stomach, her fingers interlacing with mine in a grip that suggested she was holding on to more than just the saddle.

Sabrina banked Sora closer, until the distance between our mounts was narrow enough that I could have reached out and touched her wing if I’d wanted to. She didn’t speak. She didn’t need to. The look she gave me, warm and steady and entirely without the jealousy that had lived there yesterday morning when a door swung open and a girl walked away, said everything her mouth was too busy grinning to articulate.

We descended together. Valen’s hooves touched grass first, then Sora’s a heartbeat later, and the meadow received us with the green silence of a place that had been waiting.

The meadow smelled the way meadows are supposed to smell and almost never do: green and sweet and slightly wild, with the scent of grass that hasn’t been cut or grazed in long enough to develop opinions. Valen’s hooves sank into it up to the fetlock, and when he lowered his head to graze the grass came up to his knees.

I slid from the saddle and reached up for Gabriella. Her hands found my shoulders, and I lifted her down, and when her feet touched grass she stayed close, her body against mine for one beat longer than the dismount required. Sabrina landed Sora beside us and dismounted.

I unsaddled both mounts. The routine was muscle memory: unbuckle, lift, set the saddle on dry ground, remove the bit, check the girth for any irritation. Valen nosed my shoulder with the affection of a pegasus who had spent six years waiting for me to stop getting shot at long enough to scratch behind his ears properly, and Sora watched with the calm patience of a skybird who considered most human activities mildly entertaining but ultimately superfluous.

“They’ll stay close?” Gabriella asked, her hand resting on Valen’s flank.

“Valen won’t go far. Sora might explore, but she’ll come back. They know the drill.” I rubbed Valen’s forehead where the white coat met the darker skin around his eyes. “Besides, the grass is good. He’s not going anywhere that involves leaving behind free food.”

We left the saddles under the shade of an oak at the meadow’s edge and walked into the forest. The trees closed around us immediately, the canopy so thick that the light came through in dappled patches that moved across the forest floor as the branches swayed. A river ran through the center, narrow and quick over smooth stones, the water clear enough to see the pale undersides of the rocks six inches down.

Sabrina walked ahead, her wings folded tight against her back. Every few steps she would bend to examine a flower, or a mushroom, or a stone, and the curiosity in her was so pure and unguarded that I found myself watching her more than the forest.

Gabriella walked beside me, her hand finding mine occasionally, her fingers interlacing with mine for a few steps before letting go to point at something: a bird with plumage the color of wet slate, a fallen log thick with pale green moss, the way the river bent around a boulder large enough to sit three people comfortably. Without wings, she moved through the forest with the grounded surefootedness of someone who had spent a lifetime learning to navigate a world built for fliers, and there was a grace to it that made my chest tight in a way I hadn’t expected.

We picked flowers. Wild things that grew along the riverbank, white and yellow and a pale blue that matched the clear patches of sky visible through the canopy. Sabrina gathered them with both hands until her arms were full, and when we reached a small clearing where the river widened into a pool shallow enough to see the sandy bottom, she dropped to her knees and began weaving them into crowns.

The picnic was the kind of meal that exists primarily in paintings commissioned by people who have never actually been hungry: bread still warm from being wrapped in cloth, apples cool and crisp, cheese that broke into satisfying chunks with a texture that demanded chewing and a flavor that made silence the appropriate response. We sat on the blanket Angelina had packed, our legs touching, the river murmuring beside us, and Sabrina handed Gabriella the first flower crown with a formality that made both of them laugh.

“For the wingless wonder,” Sabrina said, settling it on her sister’s dark blonde hair. “Who somehow manages to be the most grounded person in a family of people who can literally fly.”

Gabriella’s smile reached her eyes in a way I hadn’t seen often enough. She took the second crown from Sabrina’s hands and placed it on my head with a gravity that suggested she was bestowing a military honor rather than a wreath of forest weeds. “For the man who carries heavy things and doesn’t complain about it. Much.”

I took the last crown and turned to Sabrina. Her wings were half-extended in the relaxed posture of someone enjoying shade and good food, and when I set the flowers on her head I was careful to avoid the tender edges. Her eyes held mine, and the look in them was warm and steady and entirely without the performative confidence she usually wore in public.

“You look ridiculous,” I told her.

“So do you,” she said, and reached across to brush a bread crumb from my shirt with fingers that lingered just long enough to make the point.

They touched me. Both of them, in the small, casual ways that accumulate into something larger than the sum of their parts. Gabriella’s shoulder against mine when she reached for an apple. Sabrina’s hand resting on my thigh while she told a story about a pageant judge who had been so distracted by her wings that he’d awarded first place to the wrong contestant. Neither of them competed. Neither of them pulled back when the other’s hand was already there. They found a rhythm, the three of us, that felt both new and like something we’d been practicing for years without knowing it.

The antelope appeared near the treeline as the afternoon light began to slant. A young buck, his coat the reddish-brown that blended with the forest floor until he moved, and then he was unmistakable: alert, tense, one foreleg raised as he tested the air for whatever had caught his attention.

I strung the bow quietly. The motion was so deeply ingrained that my body completed it before my brain had fully registered the decision, the string settling against my fingers with the familiar pressure that had preceded six years of killing. I drew, held, released. The arrow took him through the heart, clean and quick, and he folded where he stood without a sound.

The sisters were quiet. I felt their eyes on me, and when I looked over Gabriella’s expression was complicated: admiration, and beneath that the quiet acknowledgment of what I had been during the years I was gone. Sabrina’s was simpler. She looked at the bow, at the fallen animal, at me, and the appreciation in her eyes was the kind that women reserve for men who can provide in ways that predate currency.

“Still got it,” she said.

“Some things you don’t lose,” I replied.

I field-dressed the buck where he fell. The knife made short work of it, the same movements I’d used a hundred times during the war when fresh meat meant the difference between functioning and collapsing, and the sisters watched. When I was done, we wrapped the usable portions in cloth and carried them higher, following the river upstream toward the sound of falling water.

The ledge appeared through the trees. A flat outcropping of pale stone wide enough for a campfire and three people lying side by side, and above it a waterfall that spilled from a low-hanging cloud in a white column that hit the lake below with a sound like constant, gentle thunder. The view looked out over the forest we’d walked through, the trees rolling away in green waves until they met the sky, and beyond that the endless blue of the Great Sky stretching to a horizon so distant it might have been the edge of the world.

“We’re staying here,” I said, and neither girl argued.

We built the fire as the light began to go gold. Gabriella gathered dry wood from beneath the trees while Sabrina cleared a circle of stones. I built the fire the way I’d built a thousand campfires during the war: small, controlled, with enough air beneath to catch and enough fuel above to sustain. The sisters picked vegetables from a patch of wild growth near the lake’s edge, wild onions, edible tubers and something green and leafy that Gabriella identified with the confidence of someone who had spent six years keeping a farm running, and we cooked the meat in the pot Angelina had put in the basket.

The stew was better than it had any right to be. We ate from the same pot, passing it between us, our legs touching on the blanket spread across the stone, and as the sunset painted the floating islands in the distance gold and then pink and then a deep purple that made the clouds look like they were on fire, none of us spoke for a long time.

The fire burned lower. Sabrina spoke first, her voice quiet but steady, carrying none of the performative brightness she usually wrapped around difficult topics.

“When they bound my wings,” she said, staring into the flames, “I couldn’t move them. At all. It was like… having your arms tied behind your back, but worse, because wings are… they’re part of you in a way arms aren’t. They’re connected to everything. Your balance, your sense of yourself, the way you orient in space.” She picked up a twig and drew a line in the dirt beside the fire. “I kept thinking: he’s not coming. He can’t possibly come. Why would he? It’s a trap, they want him specifically, any sane person would send the authorities or just… not come. And then I heard the fighting, and I knew it was you before I saw you. The way you move. The sound of it. Even through canvas I could tell.”

I poked at the fire with a stick of my own. “The moment the messenger said your name, everything else disappeared. The farm, the war, whatever complicated thing was happening between us and Gabriella… it all just… went. I became the soldier again. The one who solves problems with violence because violence is what I am good at.” I looked at her across the flames. “I would have burned that entire island if that was what it took. Without hesitation.”

Gabriella had been quiet, her knees drawn up, her arms wrapped around them, and when she spoke her voice was so soft I almost missed it beneath the waterfall’s constant murmur.

“I was terrified,” she said. “Watching you leave. Knowing where you were going, what you might face… I stood on the porch with Angelina and I thought: if he doesn’t come back, I will never forgive myself for whatever happened between us at the lake. For taking that risk when I might have lost him the same day.” She looked at me, her blue eyes reflecting firelight. “And then you brought her home. Blood on your sleeves, that look on your face, and Sabrina in your arms, and I realized… God, I rely on you. Both of us do. In ways I didn’t fully understand until I watched you walk out that door ready to kill for her.”

I looked at both of them. Sabrina with her flower crown tilted sideways on her light blonde hair, the bruise on her cheek dark in the firelight, her damaged wings folded behind her with the careful posture of someone still learning their new limits. Gabriella with her dark blonde hair loose around her shoulders, her wingless back straight, her eyes steady on mine with the clarity of someone who had decided, against considerable evidence, that honesty was worth the risk.

“All those years,” I said. “None of it compares to sitting here with you two. Not one second of it.”

The fire popped. A log settled, sending a shower of sparks upward into the dark where they hung for a moment before fading. Neither girl spoke. They didn’t need to. The way Sabrina’s hand found mine across the blanket, and Gabriella’s shoulder pressed against my other side, said everything their mouths were too busy feeling to articulate.

The fire had burned down to coals that glowed orange in the dark, and the air held that warmth that comes after a summer day when the ground has been baking all afternoon and isn’t ready to give up the heat just because the sun has. Sabrina stretched, her arms above her head, her back arching in a way that made her breasts press against her dress, and looked at the lake with an expression that contained seventy percent mischief and thirty percent genuine desire for cool water on warm skin.

“We should swim,” she said.

It wasn’t a question. Sabrina rarely asked questions when she already knew the answer, and the way she was already standing, already reaching for the ties at the neck of her dress, suggested that the democratic process had been deemed superfluous to requirements.

Gabriella glanced at me, then at the lake, then back at me. The shyness was there, faint but visible, the hesitation of someone who had spent nineteen years being the wingless one in a family of angels and had developed a relationship with her own body that involved more negotiation than celebration.

“It’s dark,” she said.

“Hence ‘night swim,’” Sabrina replied, already loosening the second tie. “The alternative is ‘day swim,’ which we are technically too late for, unless you’ve developed time travel while I wasn’t looking, in which case I have several questions about your priorities.”

Gabriella laughed, and the sound did something to my chest that felt dangerously close to affection. “Fine. But if something with teeth lives in that lake, you’re the one explaining to Angelina why her daughter came home with fewer limbs than she left with.”

Sabrina’s dress was coming off now, pulled over her head in one motion that left her standing in the firelight in nothing but the thin cotton chemise she wore beneath.

They undressed. I watched, because pretending not to watch would have required a level of self-discipline that six years of war had thoroughly burned out of me, and what unfolded in the firelight was the kind of sight that makes a man grateful for the failure of his moral compass.

Sabrina first. Her dress came off, and she stood naked in the moonlight with the confidence of a woman who had spent years being looked at and had decided, at some point, that being seen was preferable to being hidden. Her body was exactly what the pageant judges had been awarding trophies for: full breasts with pink nipples that tightened in the cool air, a narrow waist that flared to hips with curves that the firelight traced in gold, long legs, and the rounded, firm backside that had drawn quiet admiration from every village boy with functioning eyesight. Her wings extended slightly behind her.

Then Gabriella. Her dress came off, and she stood with her arms at her sides, not hiding but not performing either, just existing in her skin the way Gabriella did everything: honestly, without embellishment. Her body was leaner than Sabrina’s, shaped by years of farm work rather than pageant training, with small, firm breasts, a flat stomach, hips that curved gently, and legs that were long and strong from carrying herself through a world built for fliers. Without wings, her back was smooth and straight, the muscles visible beneath the skin in the way of someone who lifted things regularly and had stopped apologizing for the strength it gave her.

They were beautiful in different ways. The kind of different that makes comparison not just pointless but actively missing the point, like trying to decide whether a sunrise is better than a clear night sky when what matters is that both exist and you are fortunate enough to witness either.

I undressed too. Boots, shirt, trousers, and then I was standing with them at the water’s edge with nothing between my skin and the night air, and the way both sisters looked at me. Sabrina’s gaze traveling down my chest to the scars, to my cock which was already half-hard from the combined effect of moonlight and two naked women, and Gabriella’s eyes steady on my face with that softness she reserved for moments she had been waiting for, made the water feel suddenly necessary for reasons that had nothing to do with temperature.

We waded in. The lake was cool. Sabrina went under first, surfacing with her light blonde hair streaming, water cascading down her breasts, and the sound she made was pure joy. Gabriella followed, more cautiously, and when the water reached her waist she looked back at me with an expression that suggested she was remembering the lake where this had all begun, and whatever she saw in my face made her smile.

We swam. Or splashed, more accurately, the half-swimming half-play that adults revert to when they remember that bodies of water were invented primarily for the purpose of making dignified behavior impossible. Sabrina dunked me. I caught her around the waist and lifted her, and she shrieked with laughter that carried across the lake to wherever the night birds were pretending not to notice. Gabriella watched from a few feet away, smiling, and when Sabrina splashed her she retaliated.

The playfulness turned. I’m not sure when, exactly. One moment we were splashing, laughing, the water cool and the night warm, and the next I was standing between them in the shallows where the lakebed was smooth stone beneath my feet, and Gabriella was in front of me, her body warm and wet against mine, and I was kissing her.

My mouth on hers, my hands on her waist, feeling the lean muscle beneath her skin, and behind me, I could feel Sabrina’s presence, her breath on my shoulder, her body close enough that the heat of her reached me through the cool water. I turned, still holding Gabriella with one arm, and kissed Sabrina the same way: slow, thorough, my free hand finding the curve of her hip beneath the water, and neither girl looked away. Gabriella’s hands rested on my back, her fingers tracing the long diagonal scar from the arrow wound, and Sabrina watched her sister’s hands on my skin with an expression that contained no jealousy, only a quiet, shared wanting that made my cock harden completely against Sabrina’s thigh.

We ended up standing in the shallows, water to our waists, moonlight silver on wet skin, and I washed them. One at a time, because my hands only reached so far and my attention only split so many ways, and because some gestures deserve their own moment. I started with Gabriella. My palms flat against her wingless back, feeling the smooth muscles, the dip of her spine, the geography of a body that had carried itself through a world not built for it and had emerged not diminished but defined by the carrying. I washed her shoulders, her arms, my hands moving carefully and when my thumbs traced the curve of her breasts beneath the water she made a moan that went straight to my cock.

Then Sabrina. I was gentler with her wings, my fingers careful on the feathers where the ropes had left their marks, and she leaned into the touch with a trust that made my throat tight. My hands moved over her shoulders, down her arms, across the full curves of her breasts where the water beaded and caught the moonlight, and when I cupped her face and kissed her again she sighed against my mouth in a way that suggested she had been holding that breath for six years.

They touched me. Sabrina’s hands on my chest, tracing the scars with fingers that knew each one from stories and were now learning them from touch. Gabriella’s palm flat against my stomach, feeling the muscle tense beneath her hand, her thumb brushing the lower edge of my ribcage where the puckered scar from the spear sat like a misplaced comma. And then, gradually, they touched each other. Sabrina reached across and brushed wet hair from Gabriella’s face, her fingers lingering at her sister’s temple. Gabriella’s hand found Sabrina’s hip beneath the water, her fingers tracing the curve with the curiosity of someone exploring a country they had only ever viewed from a distance.

The jealousy was gone. In its place was something warmer, the intimacy of two women who loved the same man and had decided, against all available logic, that this did not require them to love each other any less.

We dried by the fire, and as we sat on the blanket with the coals glowing and the waterfall still murmuring in the dark, Gabriella spoke.

“It’s different now,” she said. Her voice was quiet, carrying that clarity she got when she was saying something she had rehearsed in private and was now delivering without the rehearsal’s safety net. “The nightmares. They’ve almost stopped. The old shame, the constant one, about the wings… it’s loosened its grip. Not gone, not completely, but it sits lighter.” She looked at me, then at Sabrina. “Being loved by you,” she said to me, “and accepted by you,” to Sabrina, “has done a lot. I feel lighter, more whole and like I’m taking up the right amount of space for once, instead of either too much or not enough.”

I reached for her hand. “I’m proud of you,” I said, and meant it with every scar and every mile between here and the war. “And I never once saw you as broken. Not for a second.”

Sabrina reached over and squeezed her sister’s other hand. No words. Just the pressure of fingers, the communication of sisters who had fought and forgiven and emerged on the other side of something neither of them had chosen.

I looked at both of them. Sabrina with her light blonde hair drying in waves around her shoulders, the bruise on her cheek dark in the firelight, her body golden and curved and entirely unashamed. Gabriella with her dark blonde hair clinging to her neck in damp strands, her wingless back straight, her eyes steady on mine with the clarity of someone who had decided that honesty was worth whatever it cost.

“I love you,” I said. “Both of you. The way you love different people is always different, but the depth…” I shook my head, searching for the phrasing, and found only truth. “There is no hierarchy. There is no first and second. There is just you, and you, and me in the middle trying not to fuck this up more than I already have.”

I took a breath. The fire popped. The waterfall murmured. Somewhere in the forest, a night bird called, and the sound carried across the lake like something from a world that had nothing to do with any of us.

“I want you both tonight,” I said. “No one first. No one second. Just the three of us, together, the way we were meant to be.”

They looked at each other. A glance, quick and knowing, the silent communication of sisters who had shared a roof and a childhood and were now sharing something considerably more complicated. Then they looked at me, and both of them nodded.

We spread the blankets on the soft grass near the ledge where the view opened to stars and the distant lights of other islands floating in the dark like embers from a fire too large to contain. I lay back first, because someone had to go first and my body had reached the state of readiness where horizontal was preferable to vertical regardless of what happened next, and my girls settled on either side of me.

Gabriella on my left. Her body was warm against mine, her dark blonde hair loose across my chest where she’d rested her head, her hand already tracing the line of my hip with fingers that knew exactly where they were going. Sabrina on my right, her fuller curves pressing into my side, her wing extending behind me in a half-conscious gesture of possession, her mouth finding my shoulder with a heat that suggested the swimming had been foreplay and she was done waiting.

I turned to Gabriella first. My mouth found hers, my hand cradling the back of her head where the hair was still damp from the lake, and behind me Sabrina’s hand was on my chest, her fingers tracing the scars. I kissed Gabriella until her breathing changed, until her hand found my cock and wrapped around it with a certainty that made my hips lift off the blanket, and then I turned.

Sabrina. My mouth on hers, my free hand finding her breast, feeling the weight of it, the nipple tight against my palm, and beneath me Gabriella’s hand was moving, her fingers working me. I moved between them. Mouth on Sabrina’s neck, her breast, feeling her arch beneath me, while my hand reached for Gabriella, fingers finding her wet and ready, and the sound she made when I touched her went straight through my nervous system and landed somewhere south with considerably more enthusiasm than my brain thought was appropriate given the complexity of the situation.

“Are you with me?” I asked Sabrina, my mouth close to her ear.

“God, yes,” she breathed.

“Good.” I turned. “Gabriella?”

Her eyes were dark, her lips parted, and the way she looked at me contained no hesitation, only a hunger that matched my own. “I’m here,” she said. “I’ve been here. I’ve been waiting.”

I sat up and guided them both onto their backs side by side on the blankets, knees bent, thighs open toward me. The starlight and the dying fire painted their skin in silver and gold. Two pussies, pink and glistening, only inches apart. My girls. The thought still hit like a fist to the chest, equal parts wrong and perfect.

I lowered my head between Gabriella’s thighs first. The scent of her was clean lake water and arousal. I dragged my tongue the full length of her slit, slow and flat, tasting her thoroughly. She gasped and her hips lifted. I licked again, circling her clit, then sucking it gently between my lips while two fingers slid inside her. She was tight, hot, already clenching.

Then I shifted without lifting my head far and did the same to Sabrina. Her folds were fuller, her taste slightly different, sweeter, muskier. I buried my tongue inside her, fucking her with it, then moved up to her clit and sucked hard enough to make her thighs tremble around my ears. I went back and forth like that, one pussy then the other, never letting either cool. Gabriella’s soft cries mixed with Sabrina’s sharper moans. Whenever I left one she would whimper at the loss; whenever I returned she would push up to meet my mouth. I kept them both on the edge, tongue and fingers working in turns until both were shaking and soaking the blankets beneath them.

When I finally lifted my head, my mouth and chin were wet with both of them. They were breathing hard, cheeks flushed, eyes glassy.

“Your turn,” I said, voice rough.

They scrambled onto their knees in front of me with an eagerness that was almost clumsy. Gabriella reached for my cock first, wrapping both hands around the base because one wasn’t enough. Sabrina leaned in from the other side. Their heads bumped. They both laughed, soft and nervous, then tried again. Gabriella licked a long stripe up the underside while Sabrina took the head into her mouth. She went too deep too fast and choked a little, eyes watering, but she didn’t pull off, just adjusted and tried again. Gabriella watched her sister for a second, then mirrored the motion, taking me from the other side so that both of their mouths were on me at once.

It was messy and perfect. Their tongues tangled around the head. Spit ran down my shaft onto their hands. They kept glancing at each other, wordlessly negotiating who got to take me deeper next. Sometimes both of them licked the same side of my cock at the same time, cheeks pressed together. Sometimes one would suck while the other kissed and licked my balls. They were eager, hungry, even, but still learning the rhythm of sharing. Teeth scraped once or twice. One of them accidentally elbowed the other. They giggled around my cock and kept going. The sight of my two girls on their knees, flower crowns still tangled in their hair, working together to take as much of me as they could, almost finished me right there.

I pulled them off gently before it ended too soon.

“On your backs again,” I said. “Side by side.”

They obeyed. I knelt between them, lined myself up with Gabriella first, and pushed in slowly. She was tight and soaked from my mouth. I gave her several deep strokes, watching her face, then pulled out and immediately sank into Sabrina. Same depth, same pace. Then back to Gabriella. Then Sabrina. I fucked them side by side like that, alternating, never leaving either empty for more than a few heartbeats. Every time I entered one, the other would reach for me, hand on my arm, fingers in my hair, or simply watching with open hunger. I kept one hand on each of them: thumb circling Gabriella’s clit while I was inside Sabrina, fingers inside Gabriella while I was buried in Sabrina. Their moans braided together under the stars.

When both of them were close, trembling and begging without words, I pulled out and guided them onto their hands and knees, side by side again, asses raised toward me. The view nearly undid me: two perfect backs, one wingless and smooth, both of them open and dripping for me.

I entered Gabriella from behind first, hands gripping her hips, and fucked her hard enough that the wet sound of it filled the night. She pushed back to meet every thrust. After a dozen strokes I pulled out, shiny and thick, and slammed into Sabrina. She cried out and arched her back, wings half-spreading. I switched again. And again. Giving each of them the same rough, deep attention until both were shaking.

I felt the climax building low and inevitable. I buried myself to the hilt in Gabriella, gripped her hips hard, and came. Thick pulses flooded her, so much that it started to leak out around my cock while I was still shooting. The pleasure was blinding, sharpened by the knowledge of whose pussy I was filling. I stayed inside her until the strongest waves passed, then pulled out while I was still coming. A thick rope of cum striped across her back. I immediately pushed into Sabrina, still throbbing, and finished the rest of my climax deep inside her. She moaned as she felt the heat of it, her walls fluttering around me, milking the last of it.

I stayed buried in Sabrina until every twitch stopped, then slowly withdrew. Cum leaked from both of them in slow, heavy drips onto the blankets. The sight of my seed running down my girls’ thighs under the starlight was the most filthy, beautiful thing I had ever seen.

I collapsed onto my back between them. They immediately curled in, Gabriella on one side, Sabrina on the other, both of them sticky and warm and still breathing hard. I wrapped an arm around each of them.

For a long time, none of us spoke. The fire popped. The waterfall murmured. Somewhere above, a night bird called, and the sound carried across the lake like something from a world that had nothing to do with any of us.

“This is strange,” Gabriella said eventually, her voice soft with the drowsiness that follows very good sex. “And also the most right thing I’ve ever felt.”

“Mm.” Sabrina’s agreement came as a hum against my collarbone. “Strange-right. I’m adding it to the list of emotions I didn’t know existed until you came home.”

“The farm feels very far away,” I said.

“Good,” they said in unison, and then laughed, the sound bright in the dark, and I felt something settle in my chest that had been unsettled for longer than I could remember.

The fire burned lower. I lay there with one girl’s head on my chest and the other’s leg across mine, feeling the weight of two women who had decided I was worth the complication, and the gratitude for that decision was so large it threatened to spill out of whatever container I’d been keeping it in.

I remembered the parchment and the pen. The thing I’d brought without telling them why, because some confessions needed writing more than speaking, and some gratitude needed to travel farther than the reach of my voice.

I slipped out from between them carefully. Gabriella made a small sound of protest that dissolved into a sigh, and Sabrina’s wing extended slightly as if reaching for me before settling again. “Where are you going?” Sabrina asked.

“Give me a second.” I found the parchment and pen in my pack, and sat by the dying fire with the last of the light to write by.

Angelina, I wrote. We found the island. It’s beautiful in the way that places are beautiful when the people you’re with make everything else irrelevant. The waterfall, the lake, the meadow, all of it exists primarily as a setting for what happened tonight, which was the kind of thing that makes a man profoundly grateful he survived six years of war long enough to experience it.

I paused. The pen hovered above the parchment, and the words I needed weren’t the ones I’d been trained to use. Military reporting doesn’t cover this. There’s no section in the standard field manual for “how to tell the woman who raised you you just had the most meaningful sexual experience of your life with both of her daughters under an open sky and it somehow made perfect sense.”

I loved them both, I wrote. The way you suggested. Equally. Differently. The way that honors what each of them is, without making either of them less. They loved each other too, in their way, and watching that happen was its own kind of gift.

Another pause. The fire was embers now, glowing faintly, and the waterfall’s constant murmur filled the silence while I searched for the closing.

Thank you. For seeing what we needed before we could name it. For the bread, and the blankets, and the brand of wisdom that involves suggesting a threesome with the calm confidence of someone recommending a good fishing spot. The family is lucky to have you. We’re luckier.

I signed it simply G, folded it small, and called for Valen with a whistle that carried across the island. He came, his white coat silver in the starlight, his dark eyes finding mine with the attentiveness of a mount who had spent six years reading my body language and had just registered that something inside me had settled.

I clamped the letter between his teeth. “To Angelina,” I said quietly. “Straight there, straight back. Don’t let her feed you apples; you’ll get soft and I’ll never hear the end of it.”

He snorted, apparently offended by the implication, and then he was lifting, his wings driving him upward into the dark, the letter a pale smudge between his teeth until he banked northeast and disappeared into the night.

I returned to the blankets. Gabriella and Sabrina had shifted in my absence, rearranging themselves into a configuration that left a Gabriel-shaped space in the center, and when I lay down between them they adjusted, Gabriella’s head finding my chest, Sabrina’s leg thrown over my hip, her wing extending behind me in that protective half-curl that had been part of her since childhood. We kissed each other goodnight and relaxed.

I looked up at the stars. The distant lights of other islands floated in the dark, tiny constellations of someone else’s life continuing without any awareness of what had happened here, on this ledge, beside this waterfall, under this arrangement of sky.

I closed my eyes. The fire was embers. The waterfall whispered. And somewhere in the dark, getting smaller with each wingbeat, a white pegasus carried a letter to a woman who had raised a soldier and was now, against considerable evidence, raising something considerably more complicated and considerably more whole.

We slept. Naked, pressed together, the boundaries between us dissolved into something that felt like the geometry of bodies that had finally found their way home.


Afterword
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If you’d like to reach out, feel free to email me at author@tommysilver.com.

That’s all for now!
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