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Chapter 1

Afew days after the date with Liana, I woke to the sound of my door opening. Angelina stepped into the room with a stack of folded clothes balanced in her arms, her honey-blonde hair loose around her shoulders. She set them down on the foot of my bed with care, and for a moment she just stood there looking at me. I’d seen that look often since coming home, the relief that I was here at all.

“They finished them last night after you went to bed,” she said. “I told them I’d bring them up.”

The clothes were simple but well-made: a blue linen shirt with copper buttons, dark trousers of a heavy weave that would hold up to farm work, and a leather belt tooled with a pattern of oak leaves. Sabrina and Gabriella had been working on them for days, measuring me when I wasn’t paying attention, disappearing into their room with needles and thread and conversations that stopped whenever I walked by. I ran my hand over the fabric. It was as nice as the other clothes they’d made for me a week ago.

“They did good work … as always,” I said.

“They did.” Angelina sat on the edge of the bed and put a hand on my cheek. Her fingers were warm and a little rough from years of farm work, and the smell of fresh bread was still on her skin from the kitchen. She kissed my forehead, then my mouth, and I kissed her back.

“Liana told me about your date,” she said when she pulled away. “It went as I predicted.”

I wasn’t surprised. Liana and Angelina had been friends for a long time, and keeping secrets from each other had never been their style. “Should have been obvious anyway. We weren’t exactly subtle.”

“I don’t think you two understand what subtle means.” She laughed in the quiet room. “But I’m glad. Really glad. You and Liana have always been good for each other, even before either of you realized it.”

I reached for her hand and squeezed it.

“Do Sabrina and Gabriella know?” Angelina asked.

“I don’t think so. Not yet.”

“Her daughters?”

“Don’t think so either.”

She raised an eyebrow. “They’ll figure it out. They notice everything, especially when it comes to you. And Olivia and Livia are even worse.”

The thought made me smile. The twins had been orbiting Sabrina since before the war, and now they orbited me too. My love life had become complicated but in a good way.

“I’ve invited Liana and the twins for lunch,” Angelina said. “They should be here around noon. Breakfast is downstairs whenever you’re ready.” She kissed me once more, quick and affectionate, and left the room, her wings brushing the doorframe on her way out.

I was halfway through pulling on the trousers when something tapped against my window. Three quick knocks, then two more, the pattern Sabrina usually used. I turned and found her hovering outside the glass, her wings beating slow and steady to hold her in place, her light blonde hair lifting in the breeze. She grinned and motioned for me to open the window.

I slid it up and the morning air rushed in, cool and smelling of oak leaves and the distant apple orchard. Sabrina slipped through the opening and landed on the floor beside my bed, then reached up and tucked a white flower behind my ear.

“Good morning to you too,” I said.

She stepped back and studied the clothes with obvious satisfaction. “They fit,” she said. “I told Gabriella they would. She was worried about the shoulders.”

“They fit perfectly.”

“I know they do. I measured.” She reached out and adjusted the collar of the shirt, her fingers brushing my neck. “Turn around.”

I turned, and she smoothed the fabric across my back with both hands, her palms warm through the linen. “You look good,” she said. “Like a farmer who remembers how to dress like something besides a soldier.”

“Maybe because I am a farmer now.”

“Maybe.” She finished her adjustments and stepped back. “Valen needs cleaning. His tack is a mess and his coat has dust in it from yesterday’s flight. I’ll take care of it after breakfast.”

“I can do it.”

“I know you can. But I want to.” She kissed me quickly, then returned to the window. Her wings unfolded as she ducked through the opening and rose into the morning sky. I watched her circle once above the farmhouse before angling toward the stable where Valen was kept.

I headed downstairs, and Gabriella was already at the table with a plate of eggs and a cup of tea steaming beside her. She looked up when I came into the kitchen and gave me the same bright, unguarded smile I remembered from her childhood.

“You’re wearing them,” she said.

“I’m wearing them.”

She stood and came to me, and I put my arms around her waist and lifted her off the floor. She laughed against my neck, her dark blonde hair falling across my shoulder, and when I set her down she kissed me properly, her hands on my chest as she leaned into me.

“Sabrina already found you,” she said as we sat down. “I heard her at the window.”

“She brought a flower.”

“Of course she did.” Gabriella pushed the plate of eggs toward me and poured a second cup of tea. “She loves it. The flower, I mean. Not the clothes. The clothes were my idea. She just did the sewing because I’m terrible at it.”

“You’re both good at making clothes,” I said. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” She buttered a slice of bread and handed it to me. “Olivia and Livia are coming for lunch. I’m excited. Do you think they’ll race you again?”

“I hope not, unless you want to see me lose again.”

Gabriella giggled. “If it means a date with those two, then maybe.”

“I’ll see them regardless.”

Gabriella took a sip of her tea and looked at me over the rim of the cup. “Liana seemed very happy when I saw her at Cedar Isle with Mom yesterday. Did you have a good time with her as well?”

I kept my answer casual. “We did. She showed me some of the repairs she’s been making to the house, and we walked through the ginger fields. It was nice.”

“Good.” Gabriella smiled and reached for the jam. “I’m glad. She deserves to be happy.”

We finished breakfast talking about ordinary things: the apple trees that needed pruning, the sheep that had gotten into the vegetable garden again, and Valen’s restlessness lately, as if he missed the long flights we used to take during the war. Outside, the morning was warming. Through the kitchen window I could see Sabrina in the stable yard, already brushing Valen’s coat with long, steady strokes while he stood patient and still, his white wings folded at his sides. Beyond the stable, the fields stretched green toward the oak forest that bordered our island. Somewhere beyond it, three skybirds would soon be lifting from Ginger Isle, carrying Liana and her daughters toward us through the open sky.

* * *

They arrived just before noon, three skybirds descending toward the farm in a loose formation that broke apart as they approached the landing field beside the stable. I watched from the porch as they circled once above the farmhouse, then came down beside the stable, folding their wings and shaking their feathers while their riders slid from the saddles.

Olivia saw me first and waved, her red hair bright against the green field. She said something to Livia that made her sister laugh, and then they were both running toward the porch while Liana followed at an easier pace, leading the skybirds toward the water trough where Valen was already drinking.

“Hello, handsome,” Olivia said as she reached the porch steps. She kissed me full on the mouth without waiting for an invitation, her arms around my neck, her body pressed against the blue linen shirt Sabrina and Gabriella had made. When she pulled away, mischief filled her emerald eyes. “New clothes? They suit you. Very farmer. Very… capable.”

“Hello to you too,” I said.

Livia was more restrained, but only just. She kissed my cheek first, then my mouth, her hands resting lightly on my shoulders. “Don’t let her fluster you,” she said quietly. “She’s been talking about seeing you all morning.”

“I heard that,” Olivia said.

“You were meant to.”

Liana reached the porch last, her skybird already beside Valen at the trough. She looked at me and smiled warmly, and I remembered our date ending with me in her bed. After a moment, her smile grew more reserved, though her eyes stayed on mine.

“Hello, Gabriel,” she said, trying her hardest to keep our romance a secret.

“Hello, Liana.”

We ate lunch at the big table in the kitchen, all seven of us squeezed around a surface meant for five. Angelina had laid out roasted chicken, fresh bread, a bowl of apples from the orchard, and a plate of cheese. Conversation was loud, overlapping, and impossible to follow in any linear order. Olivia claimed the chair beside me immediately, and Livia took the one on my other side before Sabrina could get to it, earning a mock glare from her that quickly dissolved into laughter.

“Subtle,” Sabrina said. “Both of you. Very subtle.”

“We’re not trying to be subtle,” Olivia said. She tore a piece of bread and offered me half. “We’re trying to be close to Gabriel.”

“Seems pretty similar from here.”

Olivia leaned against my shoulder, her red hair brushing my arm. “Besides, you get to live with him. We have to fly all the way from Ginger Isle every time we want to see him. That’s miles. Miles of open sky. It’s like a pilgrimage.”

Livia rolled her eyes. “It’s thirty minutes on a skybird.”

“Thirty very spiritual minutes.”

Gabriella watched from across the table, amused by the twins’ performance. She caught my eye and raised an eyebrow. I shook my head, making her smile. Angelina sat at the head of the table, pouring cider for everyone and listening to the chaos. She looked happier than I’d seen her in a long time.

Liana sat between Angelina and Sabrina, and for most of the meal she kept to the edges of the conversation, adding comments about the farm or asking questions about the orchard. Every so often our eyes met across the table, and the six other people in the room seemed to disappear for a few seconds. Once, after Olivia kissed my cheek to emphasize some point about skybird grooming that nobody was actually listening to, I looked up and found Liana watching me. She kept her eyes on me, and the memory of the previous week came rushing back: her porch in the dark, everything we’d said there, the way I’d helped with her novel and then us moving up to her bedroom. I held her gaze until she looked away and reached for her cider, her cheeks flushed.

Gabriella saw it. Her eyes went from Liana to me and back again, curiosity creeping across her face as she began putting things together. She said nothing and returned to her chicken, but a few minutes later I caught her watching Liana again, then me. The question she’d asked at breakfast clearly hadn’t left her mind.

The conversation turned to Oakwind Isle, as it often did when the twins visited. They’d spent years coming here with Sabrina, exploring every corner of the island during pageant seasons and summer visits, and they knew the place almost as well as we did.

“The old millhouse,” Olivia said. “That’s the best hiding spot on the whole island. Nobody ever looks there because the roof’s half caved in and everyone thinks it’s dangerous.”

“It is dangerous,” I said.

“Only if you’re clumsy.” She grinned. “I’m not clumsy.”

“You fell off the porch last month,” Livia said.

“I meant to do that. Artistic falling.”

“Nobody believes that.”

Sabrina leaned forward, her wings adjusting against the back of her chair. “The millhouse is obvious. Everyone knows about the millhouse. The real best spot is the hollow oak past the north meadow. The one with the split trunk. You can fit two people in there if you don’t mind being cozy.”

“Three,” Gabriella said. “If one of them is me.”

“Because you’re tiny,” Sabrina said.

“Because I’m clever about angles.”

Olivia looked between them, delighted by the challenge. “I bet I could find any of you no matter where you hid. I know this island better than you think I do.”

“You do not,” Sabrina said.

“I do. Livia and I have been coming here since we were young. We’ve explored everywhere.”

“Name three places I wouldn’t think to look,” Livia said to her sister.

Olivia opened her mouth, closed it, and scowled. “That’s not fair. You know all the same places I do.”

“Exactly my point.”

Gabriella laughed. “We should play. Proper hide-and-seek, like we used to when we were younger. But farther out, past the village. The whole eastern side of the island.”

“Now?” Livia asked.

“Why not? It’s a perfect day. And someone…” She looked at Olivia. “Needs to prove she can actually find people.”

“I can find people. I found Gabriel, didn’t I? And he’s very findable.”

I raised my hands. “I’m not getting involved in this.”

“Too late,” Sabrina said. “You’re already involved. You live here. That makes you part of the territory.”

“I’ll join you later,” I told them, which earned me disappointed glances. Hide and seek was a fun game to play, but I wanted alone time with Liana.

They finished eating with all the excitement they’d brought to games as children. Olivia and Livia cleared their plates quickly, eager to get outside, while Sabrina was already at the door stretching her wings.

“We’ll take the east path,” she said. “Gabriella and I will be seekers first. Standard rules: no flying once you’ve hidden, no going inside buildings, boundaries are the north stream and the southern cliffs.”

“Those are generous boundaries,” I said.

“We have all afternoon.” She kissed me quickly, then did the same to Gabriella, and the four of them were out the door before anyone could suggest an alternative.

Through the kitchen window, I watched them cross the yard together. Olivia and Livia were already arguing about strategy, Sabrina walked between them with an arm around each of their shoulders, and Gabriella trailed behind, glancing back toward the house.

The kitchen went quiet after they left. The remains of lunch sat on the table, plates half-empty and cider glasses holding the last amber drops. Angelina began gathering the dishes, and Liana stood to help her. I stayed where I was and watched the four young women disappear down the path toward the oak forest, their voices fading into the distance.

* * *

The kitchen grew quieter once they were gone. Olivia’s voice alone could fill a room, and without the four of them there, the house seemed almost empty.

Liana stood by the sink, her hands resting on the edge of the counter, and looked at me. She’d been careful throughout lunch, but now the wanting I remembered was back. She took a step toward me, then stopped and glanced at Angelina, who was stacking plates by the stove with her back to us.

“I should…” Liana began.

“You should come here,” Angelina said without turning around. “Both of you. I know what happened after the dinner I set up, and if you think I’m going to stand here pretending I don’t so you can dance around each other in my kitchen, you’ve forgotten who you’re talking to.”

Liana laughed with relief. “I didn’t forget. I just thought…”

“You thought wrong.” Angelina turned, drying her hands on a cloth, and smiled. “Kiss him. He’s been looking at you all through lunch like a man watching water he isn’t allowed to drink.”

Liana crossed the kitchen and kissed me. I put my arms around her waist and lifted her as I’d lifted Gabriella that morning, and she laughed against my mouth, her auburn wings brushing my chest, her body warm and solid in my hands. When I set her down, she kept her arms around my neck and rested her forehead against mine. Her breathing was steady but quick.

“I’ve missed this,” she said quietly. “Having you to myself. Without twenty eyes watching.”

“It’s been a couple of days.”

“Long days.”

Angelina went back to the dishes, giving us the pretense of privacy if not the actual thing. Seeing her stack plates while Liana held me in the middle of the kitchen stripped away some of the awkwardness. Angelina knew, and she clearly had no intention of making a problem out of it.

“How much did you tell her?” I asked Liana.

“Everything.” She didn’t sound apologetic. “We’ve been friends since before you were born. I tell her things. She tells me things. It’s what we do.”

“I know.”

She kissed me again, shorter this time. “But I’m glad she knows. Hiding things from Angelina has never worked for anyone, and I’m terrible at it anyway.”

We helped clear the rest of the lunch things. Liana dried while Angelina washed, and I put things away in cabinets. For a while we talked about ordinary things: the weather, the skybirds, and so on. Then Liana set down her drying cloth and looked at both of us.

“The book is selling,” she said. “Not just selling. It’s… doing well. Really well.”

Angelina turned from the sink, her hands still wet. “How well?”

“Better than any of the others. The publisher says it’s their fastest-selling romance in two years. They’re talking about a second printing already, and the letters…” She stopped, and color rose in her cheeks, the same flush that appeared whenever someone mentioned Madame Scarlett in her presence. “People are writing to the publisher. Asking for more. Saying the hero felt real compared to the others.”

She looked at me when she said it, and I knew what she meant. Parts of the hero were real: how he spoke, the things he cared about, the quiet competence that came from years of surviving things that should have killed him. I’d helped her with those parts during the afternoons we spent at her farm, reading drafts at her kitchen table while Olivia and Livia were at their cottage, not knowing their mother was a successful writer. I’d done it because she asked and because I wanted to. I never thought anyone would notice the difference.

“They noticed,” I said.

“They noticed.” She smiled, still seeming surprised by it. “The editor says it’s the best work I’ve ever done. And it’s because of you. The scenes you helped with, the dialogue, how the hero moves through the world. It’s better. It feels alive.”

“I didn’t write it. You wrote it.”

“You lived it. That’s close enough.”

Angelina had finished the dishes and was leaning against the counter, watching us with a fond, slightly smug look. “I always knew you were good,” she told her friend. “When you first started reading the manuscripts to me, I knew you’d make it.”

“It was a reasonable reaction,” Liana said. “I was writing about librarians and stable boys. Not exactly groundbreaking.”

We stayed in the kitchen as Liana talked about the letters she’d received through her editor, careful summaries that protected her identity while letting her know the book had reached people. I told her about a soldier I’d served with who read romance novels between battles and would have appreciated her work. I left out his death. Some war stories could stay in the past.

Liana reached for my hand across the table and squeezed it. “I’ve missed you,” she said. “Even if it’s just been a few days. I love talking to you. Having you in the room. You pay attention to things most people don’t notice.”

“We’ll find time,” I said. “Alone time. Intimate time, not just five minutes between your daughters coming and going.”

“I’d like that.”

She went quiet, her fingers tracing idle patterns on the back of my hand. Then she looked up. “I want to write another one. Another Madame Scarlett. But I’m stuck on the premise. Nothing feels right. Nothing feels… necessary, like the last one did.”

So we decided to help her out and brainstorm. Or tried to. Angelina suggested a story set during the harvest festival, which Liana dismissed as too seasonal. I mentioned the skybird races that happened every summer on Eden Island, and Liana considered it for about thirty seconds before deciding the setting was interesting but the romantic conflict felt forced. We talked about arranged marriages, second chances, rivals reunited by circumstance, all the standard templates romance novels were built on, and nothing caught her interest.

Eventually we ended up talking about the war. We left the battles, strategy, and politics aside and talked about what came afterward: villages I’d flown over on supply runs where the male population had been reduced to a handful of old men and boys too young to fight, farms being run by women who had lost husbands, sons, and brothers, and the long work of rebuilding entire communities.

“It was worse in the eastern provinces,” I said. “Near the border where the fighting was heaviest. There were towns where one in five men came back. Sometimes fewer. The queen’s rebuilding grants help with infrastructure, but you can’t replace people with lumber and stone.”

Liana listened closely. “Rebuilding towns and farms doesn’t exactly give me the erotic premise I’m looking for,” she said.

Angelina laughed. “The population needs rebuilding too. That’s the part nobody wants to talk about in those council meetings. You can fix every roof and replant every field, but if there aren’t enough people to work the land and raise the children, what are you rebuilding for?”

It started as a joke, but Liana immediately began turning the idea over.

“A traveling hero,” she said slowly. “Young, capable, going from village to village after the war, helping with the physical rebuilding but also… helping with the other kind. The repopulation kind. Willing women, willing hero, a mutual arrangement that becomes something more.”

“Something much more,” Angelina said. “If you’re writing what I think you’re writing.”

“I am absolutely writing what you think I’m writing.” Liana leaned forward, her earlier restraint gone, her pen already moving across a notebook. “It’s perfect. It’s nothing like the stable boy books. It’s grounded. It’s about something real. And it lets me write about the aftermath of the war without writing about the war itself, which is exactly what readers want right now. Stories about healing instead of fighting.”

I smiled. The idea was ridiculous enough to make me laugh, but I could also see why it worked. A handsome young war hero traveling through devastated regions, making love to women, fathering children, rebuilding communities one bedroom at a time. Beneath the fantasy were the villages I’d seen, the empty chairs at dinner tables, and the women working fields alone because there was no one else to do it.

“It would work,” I said. “As a story. I wouldn’t suggest it as a recruitment strategy.”

“Obviously not as a recruitment strategy.” Liana was writing faster now, her handwriting cramped and excited on the notebook. “But as a fantasy? For women who lived through six years of worrying whether any man would come home at all? It’s exactly what they want to read. Hope, pleasure and the idea that rebuilding can be joyful instead of merely necessary.”

Angelina watched us both, amusement in her eyes. “The hero should be good with his hands,” she said. “Practical. Knows how to fix things. How to build things. How to make a woman feel…”

“Angelina,” Liana said, laughing.

“What? I’m helping. This is research.”

“The hero should be an archer,” I said. “Archers are patient. Good at waiting for the right moment. Good at… precision.”

Liana gave me a knowing smile. “He should ride a white pegasus,” she said. “A war mount. Loyal and fierce. An animal that chooses its rider and never lets go.”

“Subtle,” I said.

“Not trying to be.” She reached across the table and took my hand again. “Thank you. Both of you. This is… this is exactly what I needed. A premise that matters. A story that means something.”

“Even if it’s about a man bedding half the women in the kingdom?”

“Especially then.” Her excitement was obvious now, and I could almost see her arranging the novel chapter by chapter, scene by scene. “Love and rebuilding. The two things this kingdom needs most, wrapped up in one very convenient fictional hero.”

“Who bears no resemblance to anyone in this room,” Angelina said.

“None whatsoever,” Liana agreed. “Except all of it. Every single part.”

* * *

The afternoon had begun its slow turn toward evening by the time I left the farmhouse. Angelina and Liana were in the kitchen discussing dinner, and I could hear them through the open window as I crossed the yard: Liana suggesting something with the ginger she’d brought, Angelina agreeing, then both of them laughing at something I couldn’t quite catch. I followed the path toward the oak forest, listening for the voices I knew were somewhere ahead of me in the trees.

It was late in the afternoon. Shadows stretched across the forest floor, and the air had begun to cool. I’d walked these paths a thousand times as a boy and knew every dip and bend, every tree that had fallen and been left to rot because dragging it out wasn’t worth the effort.

I heard them before I saw them: laughter from behind the trees. Then Sabrina called out, pretending to take the game far more seriously than she did. “Twenty more seconds and then we’re coming to find you! No flying! Boundaries are the stream and the cliffs! This is your final warning!”

More laughter came from farther away, followed by silence. I followed the sound until the trees thinned into one of the meadows that dotted the eastern side of the island. Sabrina and Gabriella stood back to back in the tall grass with their eyes closed, Sabrina counting aloud while Gabriella listened for any sound the twins might make.

“Forty-three, forty-four, forty-five…”

They hadn’t heard me approach. I waited until Sabrina reached sixty and opened her eyes. She saw me and grinned.

“Cheating,” she said. “You’re not allowed to help the seekers. That’s in the rules.”

“There are rules?”

“There are always rules. Gabriella makes them up as we go.” She turned to her sister. “Isn’t that right?”

“It’s efficient,” Gabriella said. She was wearing a simple blue dress that matched the shirt Sabrina had made me, and her dark blonde hair was coming loose from its tie, strands falling across her face after all the running. She looked at me and smiled, bringing that loving warmth to my chest.

“We’ve been at this for an hour,” Sabrina said. “They’re good. Better than they used to be. Olivia’s hiding somewhere near the stream, I think, and Livia’s probably in one of the old hollows past the north meadow. They’re not together. They never hide together because they think it makes them easier to find, which is the opposite of true.”

“So you want help,” I said.

“I want an unfair advantage.” She kissed my cheek and started toward the stream, her wings half-unfolded for balance. “You take Gabriella and check the north meadow. I’ll follow the water. If you hear me shout, come running. If I hear you shout, I’ll come running. Basic military coordination.”

“Very basic,” I said.

“Basic enough for me to remember.” She was gone before I could answer, her light blonde hair disappearing into the trees as she called Olivia’s name in a singsong meant to provoke a response.

Gabriella took my hand. “She’s been like this all afternoon. It’s like being hunted by a very cheerful predator.”

“We should probably help her.”

“We should definitely help her. But walk slowly. I’m tired of running.”

We took the north path, which wound through a stretch of older forest where the oaks grew close together and the undergrowth was thick enough to conceal almost anything. Gabriella walked beside me, her hand in mine, and for a while we didn’t talk. The forest was quiet except for our footsteps and the occasional call of a skybird overhead. Gabriella had always been comfortable with silence.

We were halfway through the trees when we heard a muffled sound nearby, either a poorly suppressed sneeze or a laugh caught behind someone’s hand. Gabriella stopped and put a finger to her lips. We stood still and listened.

There it was again, a hiccup of sound from the dense undergrowth to our right, behind a fallen log that had been there so long it had begun to sink into the forest floor.

“Olivia,” Gabriella whispered. “Has to be. Livia would have picked somewhere smarter.”

I nodded and circled left while Gabriella went right, moving quietly through the undergrowth until we had the fallen log between us. From my angle, I could see a flash of red hair among the leaves and the curve of a wing folded tight against someone’s back.

“Found you,” I said.

Olivia groaned and emerged from the undergrowth in a shower of leaves and broken twigs, her red hair full of forest debris. She looked annoyed, though the relief on her face suggested she’d been holding still for far too long.

“That wasn’t fair,” she said. “Gabriel wasn’t supposed to be a seeker. He’s not even playing.”

“He’s helping,” Gabriella said. “Which is allowed because I just made it a rule.”

“You can’t make rules after the game starts.”

“I absolutely can. I’m very flexible about rules.”

Olivia brushed leaves from her wings and dress, scowling without much conviction. “Livia’s going to be furious. She spent twenty minutes finding the perfect spot. Somewhere with a clear sight line and two escape routes. Very tactical.”

“Very tactical,” I agreed. “Which is why Sabrina’s probably found her already.”

As if on cue, Sabrina’s voice came from the direction of the stream, loud and triumphant. “Found her! North bank, behind the rockfall! She put ferns on her wings! Actual ferns!”

We made our way back to the main path, Olivia complaining the entire time about the unfairness of Gabriel-assisted seeking while Gabriella calmly defended the decision. By the time we reached the stream, Sabrina had Livia by the hand and was leading her out of a tangle of rocks and water plants, both of them laughing.

“I told you the ferns were obvious,” Sabrina said.

“They were camouflage.”

“Basic camouflage. Ferns on red wings. You have to come up with something better.”

Livia saw Olivia and me approaching, and her mock outrage disappeared. “You found Olivia too?”

“Gabriel found me,” Olivia said. “Which I’m still protesting. Vigorously.”

“Vigorously,” Sabrina echoed. “Big word for someone who hid in a bush.”

“It was a strategic bush.”

The five of us started back toward the farmhouse, Sabrina and the twins walking ahead together, arguing over the game. Gabriella hung back with me, her hand finding mine again, and for a while we walked in silence.

Then Gabriella said quietly, “You and Liana.”

I looked at her. She was watching the path ahead.

“You and Liana,” she said again. “I saw you looking at each other at lunch. I saw how she looked at you after Olivia kissed you.”

I kept my eyes on the path. Gabriella had always seen things other people missed, even when we were children. “We’ve gotten closer,” I said. “Since I came home and got romantically involved with her daughters.”

She walked quietly for a moment, thinking. “That’s a very careful answer,” she said finally.

“It’s the answer I’m giving you.”

“I know.” She smiled. “And somehow that makes me more certain I’m right.”

“About what?”

“Oh, no. You don’t get to make me say it so you can deny it.” She squeezed my hand. “I had a feeling, that’s all. I’ve been watching you two circle each other, and lately something’s different. She looks at you differently.”

“You notice too much.”

“I notice exactly enough.” She stopped walking and turned to face me, both hands on my chest now, her blue eyes holding mine. “Whatever it is, I’m glad. And I won’t say anything to Olivia and Livia. If there’s something to tell, that’s Liana’s story too.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. I don’t know anything.” Her smile turned playful. “Though your answers have been extremely informative.” She stood on her toes and kissed me, her mouth sure against mine. I put my hands around her waist and kissed her back while the others continued ahead of us.

Sabrina called for us, “If you two are done being romantic, dinner is probably getting cold!”

“We’re coming!” Gabriella called, not moving.

“Now would be good!”

“Now would be negotiable!”

I laughed and put my arm around her shoulders, and we walked together toward the farmhouse. Lights were already burning in the windows as evening settled over Oakwind Isle.

* * *

Dinner was waiting when we got back. The farmhouse kitchen smelled of ginger, roasted chicken, and the fresh bread Angelina had baked that morning, and the table was set for seven with the good plates that only came out for company. Liana was at the stove, stirring something in a pot while Angelina carved the chicken. Liana’s notebook lay open on the counter beside her, a page covered in her cramped, excited handwriting. She’d been jotting down ideas all afternoon, even while cooking.

“You found them,” Angelina said. She didn’t sound surprised.

“We found them,” Sabrina said. “With assistance … controversial assistance.”

“Unfair assistance,” Olivia corrected. She was already reaching for the bread, her earlier protests about the hide-and-seek game apparently forgotten in the face of actual food. “Gabriel joining the seekers should count as cheating. It’s in the rulebook.”

“There is no rulebook,” Livia said.

“There should be. I’m drafting one tonight. Very strict.”

“Very ignored,” Sabrina said, and kissed Olivia on the cheek as she passed, making Olivia scowl before she smiled despite herself.

We sat down to eat, and the conversation picked up where it had left off at lunch: loud, overlapping, impossible to track in any linear order. Olivia described her hiding spot in exhaustive detail, emphasizing its strategic advantages and the cruel injustice of being discovered by someone who wasn’t officially playing. Livia, who had been found by Sabrina, took her defeat with better grace but still insisted the ferns had been effective camouflage until Sabrina walked directly toward them for no apparent reason.

“You have red wings,” Sabrina said. “Red wings with green ferns on them. In a green forest. It was like hiding a bonfire under a napkin.”

“It was subtle.”

“It was the opposite of subtle.”

Gabriella sat beside me, quiet as she often was during group meals, watching and listening while the conversation moved around the table. But I caught her looking at Liana more than once, then at me. Our conversation in the forest was clearly still on her mind.

Halfway through dinner, while Olivia and Sabrina were arguing about whether skybirds could be trained to deliver messages, Gabriella leaned close to my ear. They could, and I had seen it done during the war, but explaining that would only extend an argument neither of them wanted to end.

“The sparks,” she said quietly. “Between you and Liana. I see them. It’s complicated, isn’t it?”

I looked at her. “Yes.”

She nodded once and went back to her chicken. She asked no more questions. Gabriella would keep her mouth shut until Liana was ready to tell her daughters.

Angelina watched Liana and me across the table with a smile, and when Liana caught her looking and raised an eyebrow, Angelina only shrugged and reached for the cider.

It was Liana who nearly slipped. We were talking about books, some novel Olivia had read recently, a romance set during an older era, and Liana, warmed by cider and the comfort of the table, said, “The pacing is the problem. You need a strong opening chapter that establishes the hero’s…”

She stopped, suddenly aware that she had almost mentioned her own writing in front of the four girls who weren’t supposed to know about it.

“Establishes what?” Olivia asked.

“The hero’s motivation,” Liana finished smoothly. “That’s what I was going to say. Motivation. If the hero doesn’t want something badly enough in the first chapter, why should the reader care?”

It was a good recovery, vague enough to sound like ordinary literary criticism rather than authorial experience. Olivia accepted it without question and launched into a detailed analysis of the novel’s love interest, giving Liana time to take a long drink of cider and shoot Angelina a relieved, accusatory look.

After dinner, while Sabrina and I cleared the plates and Gabriella helped Angelina with the remnants of dessert, Liana and the twins prepared to leave. Night had fallen over the islands, and the clear sky would make the flight back to Ginger Isle easy.

Olivia kissed me goodbye at the door, looping her arms around my neck and pulling me close. Skybird navigation clearly wasn’t on her mind. “Next time,” she said, “you’re on my team. No matter what the rulebook says.”

“There is no rulebook,” Livia said, and kissed me too, lingering before she pulled away. “But if there was, you’d be on our team. Obviously.”

“Obviously,” I agreed.

Liana was last, and with her daughters watching she could only hug me, careful and maternal, unlike the embrace we’d shared in the kitchen that afternoon. Her hands remained on my arms when she stepped back, and her eyes held mine.

“Goodnight, Gabriel,” she said.

“Goodnight, Liana.”

Gabriella was in the doorway, watching us. She smiled to herself and went back inside.

I stood on the porch and watched the three of them mount their skybirds, Livia first, then Olivia, then Liana, who turned before she took off and raised a hand to me. Soon they were in the air, three dark shapes rising above the farm with slow, powerful beats of their skybirds’ wings. I watched until I could no longer see them.

Inside, Angelina and Sabrina were washing dishes while Gabriella dried. I helped clear the last of the dinner things, stacking plates and wiping down the table. When I reached the counter where Liana had been cooking, I saw her notebook lying open beside the stove, its pages filled with the same excited handwriting I’d noticed earlier. She had forgotten it.

I didn’t open it. I recognized her handwriting from the drafts she had shown me, the same tight, quick script covering every page from margin to margin, and I could see enough from where it lay open to know she had already begun filling pages with ideas for the new story. Phrases jumped out at me without my trying to read them: traveling hero, eastern provinces, rebuilding what was lost. She had been working while she cooked, turning the ideas we’d discussed that afternoon into fiction.

I closed the notebook and took it to Angelina, who was drying her hands by the sink. “She left this,” I said.

Angelina looked at it and smiled. “Of course she did. She always forgets something when she’s distracted. Usually it’s a scarf or a hairpin. This is more significant.”

“What should I do with it?”

“Take it to her yourself. Tomorrow. Fly over to Ginger Isle and return it. It’s romantic. A forgotten notebook, a handsome deliveryman, a mother who’s been writing about handsome deliverymen all afternoon.” Her eyes gleamed with mischief. “She’ll appreciate the gesture. And you’ll appreciate the time alone with her.”

I liked the idea more than I expected to. That was becoming common with Liana. Things I might once have found complicated seemed simple when they involved her.

“I’ll take it over in the morning,” I said.

Angelina kissed me, her hand on my cheek. “You were wonderful today,” she said. “All of you. It was a good day. We needed one.”

“I agree.”

Later, upstairs, the house had gone quiet. Sabrina was in her room, and I occasionally heard her moving around through the wall we shared. Gabriella was downstairs reading by the kitchen fire, and Angelina had already gone to bed, tired from a day of cooking and company. I washed, changed, and lay down in the dark, thinking back over the day: Liana’s successful book, the ridiculous new premise we’d invented that afternoon, the hide-and-seek game in the forest, and Gabriella’s acceptance on the walk home.

My thoughts kept returning to Liana. I remembered our date the previous week, walking through her ginger fields while she talked about her writing and I told her stories from the war she would eventually turn into fiction. I remembered kissing her on her porch in the dark, making love to her, and her hands in my hair. Then there was today, her admission that she missed my touch and my promise that we would find time alone together again.

Tomorrow I would fly to Ginger Isle with her notebook. I expected to return it, spend some time with her, and come home.

I fell asleep thinking about Liana.


Chapter 2

Iwoke before the sun was fully up and remembered Liana’s notebook the moment my eyes opened. It lay on the small table beside my bed where I’d placed it last night after Angelina handed it to me, closed and harmless-looking despite everything written inside. I sat up and ran my hand over the worn leather cover. Liana had forgotten her most private work at our farmhouse, and by now she had probably noticed it was missing.

I dressed quickly and went downstairs. The house was quiet, Gabriella’s door still closed and Sabrina’s room silent. Angelina was already in the kitchen, her wings folded neatly as she sliced bread for breakfast. She looked up when I came in.

“Going to Ginger Isle,” I said. “To return the notebook.”

She smiled. “I thought you might.”

“I don’t want her worrying about where it went.”

“Good thinking.” She wrapped a piece of bread in cloth and handed it to me. “Eat something on the way. Valen won’t mind if you do.”

I took the bread, kissed her cheek, and headed outside. The morning air was cool and smelled of dew and oak leaves. Valen was already waiting at the edge of the stable yard, his white coat bright in the early morning, his ears pricked forward when he saw me coming. I brushed his neck with my palm and he leaned into the touch, his dark eyes steady on mine. Years of war had taught him to read my moods better than most people could, and he knew when I was in a hurry.

I mounted, and we were in the air within minutes, rising above the oak forest that bordered our farm. The notebook was inside my jacket, pressed against my chest and safe from the wind. Valen set a steady pace eastward, his wings beating strong and regular, and beneath us the islands fell away one by one: Oakwind, then the smaller agricultural islands, then the open stretch of sky between our island and Ginger Isle. I ate the bread Angelina had given me as we flew.

* * *

Ginger Isle came into view an hour later, its terraced ginger fields rising in green steps toward Liana’s farmhouse at the crest. I guided Valen toward the landing field beside the stable, and he came down smoothly, his hooves touching the packed earth with barely a sound. I slid from the saddle and left him with water and a quick rub behind the ears, then walked toward the house.

The door was standing ajar, which was unusual. Liana kept her doors closed even in good weather, a habit she’d formed raising two daughters on an island where privacy was always in short supply. I pushed it wider and stepped inside.

“Liana?”

No answer. But I could hear movement from deeper in the house, quick footsteps and the sound of cushions being lifted and dropped again. I followed the noise to the sitting room and found Liana on her hands and knees beside the couch, her red hair coming loose from its tie, her wings half-spread as she pulled cushions aside and felt beneath the furniture.

“Where did I put it?” she was saying to herself. “I had it at Angelina’s. I know I had it there. I was writing during dinner, and then…” She straightened and pressed both hands to her forehead, her eyes closed. “Olivia will find it. Or Livia will. They’ll find it and read it and then I’ll have to leave the island. I’ll have to change my name. Move to the outer provinces. Live in a cave.”

“Liana.”

She turned and saw me, her hands still on her head. Then her eyes dropped to the notebook in my hand. “Gabriel. What are you… did I invite you? I don’t remember inviting you. I’ve been looking for…” She stared at the notebook, and the tension left her shoulders. Her hands came down. She crossed the room in three quick steps and took it from me, clutching it against her chest.

“Thank God,” she said. “Thank God, thank God, thank God.”

Then she was in my arms, the notebook pressed between us, her mouth on mine. I held her and kissed her back, one hand on her back, the other in her hair. She laughed against my lips, relief pouring out of her.

“You have no idea,” she said when she finally pulled back, her forehead resting against mine. “I’ve been tearing this house apart since dawn. I woke up and it wasn’t on the nightstand where I always put it, and I thought maybe I’d left it in the kitchen, but it wasn’t there, and then I thought maybe I’d put it in the drawer by the stove, but it wasn’t there either, and then I started imagining Olivia finding it while I was out in the fields, or Livia picking it up thinking it was a gardening journal, and…”

“I know,” I said. “That’s why I came.”

She looked at me. “You came because you thought I’d be panicking.”

“I also came because Angelina suggested it would be romantic.”

Liana laughed and kissed me again. “Angelina is a menace and I adore her. And yes, it’s romantic. Very romantic. Enough to make a woman want to keep a man around all day instead of sending him home.” She stepped back and ran a hand through her hair, trying to restore some order to it. “Olivia and Livia are at their cottage. They’re repotting seedlings. Which means I should have the house to myself until at least midday, and you have just delivered the one thing that could have ruined my entire secret writing career, and I owe you seven favors.”

“Only seven?”

“Seven very large favors.” She tucked the notebook under her arm and took my hand. “Valen can wait. I’ve barely stopped thinking about that story since yesterday. The traveling, breeding hero, the rebuilding, all of it. I stayed up half the night thinking about it, and then I lost the notebook and spent the other half having nightmares about my daughters reading passages they should never see.” She led me toward the kitchen. “Stay, please and help me develop it. You know things about the war and the aftermath that I don’t, and I need those details. I need them to feel real.”

I looked out the window at Valen, who had already found a comfortable patch of grass and settled down, his wings folded.

“He’ll be fine,” I said.

“He’ll be better than fine. He’ll be fed and brushed and treated like the war hero he is.” She pulled a chair out at the kitchen table and set the notebook down in front of it. “Sit. Talk to me. Tell me about the places you saw. The villages where the losses were worst. The women who were left behind. All of it.”

I sat. Liana poured two cups of tea and took the chair beside me, close enough that our shoulders touched. She opened the notebook to a fresh page and picked up her pen.

“Start with the eastern provinces,” she said. “The ones near the border. Tell me everything.”

We talked for hours. Or it felt like hours. The tea went cold and we made more, and Liana filled page after page with her cramped, excited handwriting, her pen moving so fast I wondered how she read her own work afterward. I told her about the eastern provinces, the villages near the border where the fighting had been worst, and she listened closely, interrupting only to ask for details I’d skipped over.

“There was a village,” I said. “Three floating islands chained together with iron bridges. Before the war, maybe two hundred people lived there. When I flew over on a supply run in the fifth year, there were thirty-seven women, nine children, and three men old enough to remember the previous king. The rest were gone. Dead, mostly. Some had joined the rebellion and never came home. Others had fought for the queen and died doing it. The women were running everything: the fields, the mills, the schoolhouse. They’d turned the largest building into a common dining hall because cooking separately felt wasteful when there were so few people left.”

Liana wrote it down. “And the hero would go there,” she said. “He’d see what you saw.”

“He’d help. Not just with the rebuilding. With the other part. The part nobody talks about in council meetings.”

“The breeding part.”

“Yes.”

She tapped her pen against the page. “Why would he agree to it? A young man, capable, survived the war when most didn’t. He could go anywhere. Do anything. Why choose this?”

I thought about it. “Maybe he lost people too. Friends. Brothers in arms. Men he watched die. He knows what their absence costs, and he has something to give that these communities need. More than labor.”

“Children,” Liana said.

“Children. And the hope that comes with them. Life continuing after everything falls apart.”

She wrote that down too, her handwriting even tighter now, crowding the margins. “And he travels on a white pegasus. A war mount. Loyal, fierce and chooses its rider and never lets go.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Subtle.”

“I’m being accurate. To the character.” She didn’t look up from the page, but a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “The hero is an archer. Patient, good at waiting for the right moment and good at precision.”

“Also not subtle.”

“Also accurate.” Now she looked up, her green eyes bright with mischief. “He’s calm under pressure. He listens more than he speaks. He treats everyone with respect regardless of their station. He has a dry sense of humor that appears at unexpected moments.”

“You’re describing me.”

“I’m describing a fictional war hero.”

“Who rides a white pegasus and shoots a bow.”

“Many people ride pegasi and shoot bows, Gabriel. It’s a common profession in wartime.”

“Name three.”

She laughed and went back to writing.

We worked through the logistics next: how the hero traveled between communities, how long he stayed in each place, and how the arrangement could work without making the women feel like interchangeable vessels for his seed. I raised practical objections and Liana worked through them. If he stayed too briefly, it would feel transactional. If he stayed too long, he couldn’t help enough communities. We settled on two weeks per village, giving him time to know the women without creating expectations that he would remain.

“The women need to be different,” Liana said. “Completely different. More than how they look. Why they want this. What they’re hoping for.”

She began sketching characters in the margins of her notebook: a widow running her husband’s farm alone, practical and direct; a younger woman who had lost her betrothed and couldn’t imagine starting over with anyone else but still wanted a child; a pair of sisters sharing a household who made the decision together. Each had her own history, personality, and reasons.

“Some of them want practical help,” I said. “A child to work the land when they’re older. Some want companionship. Some just want to feel alive again after years of grief.”

Liana wrote it all down. Then she began writing in earnest, her hand moving across the page in long paragraphs while I sat beside her and watched. The ginger fields outside the kitchen window were already under the midday sun, and I realized we’d worked straight through the morning without noticing. Olivia and Livia were still at their cottage, leaving the house to us.

After a while, Liana began reading aloud. She started with the opening: the hero riding his white pegasus above the devastated eastern provinces, looking down at villages where the lights were too few and the fields too quiet. She read slowly, choosing each word with care. She watched my face as she went, and when I frowned at a line about the pegasus’s battle scars, she stopped.

“Valen wouldn’t have scars there,” I said. “The armor protected that spot.”

She crossed it out immediately and wrote something new. Next came a scene where the hero met the first woman, the widow running the farm alone. The dialogue was good. The widow was sharp and tired, hiding her loneliness behind competence, and the hero recognized it because he’d seen the same thing in a hundred faces during the war. When Liana finished the passage, she looked at me. “What would he say to her? After she admits why she wants a child? Not the fictional hero. You. What would you say?”

I met her eyes. “I’d tell her she wasn’t alone,” I said. “That wanting something doesn’t make her weak. Rebuilding takes many forms, and wanting a family is one of them.”

She wrote it down. Then she turned the page and started another scene, this one set much later in the story. Her pen moved quickly at first, then slowed. She read what she’d written, color rising in her cheeks, before setting the pen down.

“I need to know something,” she said. “For the intimate scenes. How would he… how would you approach a woman who’s been alone for years? Someone who’s forgotten what it feels like to be touched, or is afraid she has? How do you make her feel safe enough to want something that requires that much vulnerability?”

I knew she wasn’t only asking about the character anymore. She sat very still beside me, waiting for my answer. “You go slow,” I said. “You pay attention. You watch her reactions and follow them. You remind her that her body is hers and that she’s allowed to want pleasure, even after loss. Especially after loss.”

Liana’s cheeks flushed deeper. Her fingers rested on the notebook, but the pen remained on the table. “That’s what I thought,” she said quietly.

We sat together without speaking. Somewhere beyond the ginger fields, a skybird called in the distance. Liana reached across the table and took my hand. “One of the things I find exciting about this premise,” she said, “the real reason I can’t stop thinking about it, is the idea of a man loving many women and still caring deeply about each one. They aren’t conquests to him. They’re people. Individuals with their own hearts and histories. He sees them and loves them for who they are.”

She squeezed my hand. “That’s why the hero keeps turning into you no matter how hard I try to stop it. Because you’re the only man I’ve ever met who looks at women like this hero is supposed to.”

I turned my hand over and laced my fingers through hers.

“Liana.”

“I know. We’re supposed to be writing.” She laughed nervously. “But I can’t concentrate anymore. I’ve been sitting here for the past twenty minutes writing sentences that make no sense because all I can think about is how much I want you to kiss me, and how inappropriate that is when we’re discussing fictional fertility arrangements, and how I don’t actually care how inappropriate it is.”

I stood up and pulled her to her feet. Her body came against mine, her hands on my chest, her red hair loose around her shoulders. I kissed her and felt her respond immediately, her mouth opening against mine, her fingers gripping the fabric of my shirt. The notebook lay forgotten on the table behind us, its pages filled with a story that had stopped being fiction the moment she asked me what I would do.

“Olivia and Livia,” I said against her mouth.

“At the cottage.” Her hands were already moving, pulling my shirt free from my trousers, her palms warm on my skin. “We have time.”

I lifted her onto the edge of the table and she wrapped her legs around my waist, her wings spreading slightly for balance, her body pressed against me in a way that left no question about what either of us wanted. The notebook slid to the floor. Neither of us reached for it.

Liana’s thighs clamped tight to my waist, drawing me in until the edge of the table pressed into my hips. Her mouth was hot and urgent. I kissed her until she squirmed and clawed at my shirt. Her wings trembled, the fine feathers quivering as she gripped the back of my neck, half-pulling and half-anchoring herself.

She broke away for a second. “Bedroom.” She was already trying to scoot off the table, her breath coming fast. “Now.”

We nearly crashed into the kitchen door. I backed her through it, hands on her hips, and she kissed me again, fierce this time, sucking my lower lip between her teeth and biting. She let out a laugh, then fumbled her own shirt over her head, tossing it somewhere in the hallway. I pulled her to me and bit the curve where her neck met her shoulder, tasted her skin, heard her gasp.

Her hands reached between us and unbuttoned my shirt. She ran her fingers over my chest, then slid both hands down to untuck the rest. I yanked her skirt up and bunched the fabric around her waist, then pulled her panties aside and found her already wet, so slick it surprised me.

Liana saw the reaction on my face and laughed again. “You spent three hours making me think about sex. This is what happens.”

I pressed my palm against her and she shuddered, pushing into my hand. She pulled me down for another kiss, deeper than before, her tongue sliding into my mouth.

She drew me forward, her body leading us both down the hall, backs and elbows bumping against walls and doors as we stumbled to her bedroom. By the time we reached it, her skirt had slipped off entirely and her panties hung by one thigh. My shirt was open, sleeves half-off my arms. I caught her around the waist, turned her, and pressed her to the wall just inside the door. Her wings flattened against it and she gave a little gasp, then a satisfied moan as my hand slid up her leg and between her thighs again.

She tried to say something, but I had my mouth on her neck, kissing and biting in the places that made her knees weak. I could tell by the way she pressed into me, the way her fingers grabbed at my arms.

“Don’t tease,” she said, and it wasn’t quite a plea but it wasn’t far off. She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of my trousers and pulled until the button popped free, then reached inside and wrapped her hand around my cock.

It pulsed against her palm. She grinned, her hair wild around her face, and stroked me slowly, watching my eyes. She jerked my trousers down and pushed me toward the bed, walking me backwards until the backs of my knees hit the frame. She shoved me onto it, then crawled over me, shedding the rest of her clothes on the way.

Liana naked was even better than I remembered. She was curvy, soft in the places I loved, her breasts bell-shaped, her hips broad, her skin dusted with faint freckles that ran in trails across her chest and down her arms. Her red hair tumbled around her face and shoulders. Her wings spread wide behind her, auburn in the streaming sunlight. She straddled me, hands planted on my chest, and looked down with a hunger that was anything but maternal.

She bent and kissed me, this time slow and searching, her tongue probing, her hands tracing my body. She worked her way down, kissing my throat, my collarbone, each muscle of my chest. She paused to lick and bite my nipple, then continued lower, kissing the trail of hair down my stomach until she reached the waistband of my boxers.

She hooked a finger under and pulled, not gently. “Off.”

I lifted my hips and let her peel them down, then kicked them free. My cock stood up, hard and leaking, and she grinned as if the sight was a private victory.

She wrapped both hands around it and stroked. She bent and licked the head, tasting the drop of fluid that beaded there, then ran her tongue up and down the shaft. She flicked the tip, circled it, then took me into her mouth, all the while looking up to meet my eyes.

She set a pace, moving her mouth over me in slow, deep strokes, hands squeezing and twisting at the base, her lips tight and wet around me. Each time she slid her mouth down, I felt the warmth and the pressure and the vibration of her humming. She was showing off. She knew exactly what she was doing, and I wasn’t shy about letting her know I loved it. I moaned, hand in her hair, and she moaned right back, the sound buzzing down my cock and into my gut.

I put a hand on her cheek and thumbed her jaw, feeling the muscles work as she sucked. She smiled around me, then went deeper, almost all the way to the base, then pulled back, gasping for breath and grinning like she’d won a medal.

“I missed this,” she said, her voice rough. “I missed having you in my mouth. Missed making you lose control.”

“Almost did,” I said, and she laughed, then straddled me again, grinding her bare pussy against my cock until it slipped between her lips and pressed right against her clit. She shuddered, leaned in to kiss me, and for a minute we just made out, slow and intense, her hips moving in little circles, the slick heat of her wetness soaking me.

She reached down and guided me to her entrance. She was so wet the head slid right in. She gripped my cock with her pussy, squeezing just inside, then rocked down, taking me inch by inch. Her mouth parted, eyes squeezed shut, and she exhaled a ragged breath as I bottomed out.

She started to move, long, slow bounces, getting used to the stretch, then faster and rougher. She rode me hard, her breasts bouncing and jiggling, her hair flying, her wings flexing with each motion. She grabbed my wrists and pinned them above my head, her grip surprisingly strong.

“You’re mine,” she said fiercely. “You’re going to come in me.”

She let go and raked her hands down my chest. She bent to bite my shoulder, then bit the edge of my ear, and each time she drove down onto my cock, I felt her clench, her walls pulsing around me.

I let her have control as long as I could, but eventually I had to grab her hips and fuck her from below, thrusting up into her as she slammed down. She cried out, head thrown back, the muscles of her neck tight and shining with sweat. I reached for her breasts, squeezed them, thumbed her nipples. She moaned, riding me faster.

“Don’t stop,” she said. “God, don’t stop.”

I could feel her getting close. Her hips started to stutter, her breath coming in short, high gasps. She started to shake, her hands gripping my forearms for balance, her wings trembling as the orgasm built.

I reached between us and rubbed her clit. She moaned, not caring who heard, and came, her pussy clamping down hard on my cock, her whole body seizing and shuddering through the waves of pleasure.

She collapsed forward, her body heavy on mine, and for a minute all I could hear was the sound of our breathing and the faint birdcalls through the bedroom window. She kissed my neck, my jaw, then my mouth, still grinding her hips as she recovered.

“God, I needed that,” she said, laughing a little, the sound ragged. “I needed you.”

“You’ve got me,” I said. “All of me.”

She propped herself on one elbow and looked down at me, her hair hanging in a red curtain between us. “Now you,” she said. “I want you to come. In me.”

She moved her hips, slower now, letting me enjoy the aftershocks, the sweet tightness and heat of her body. Then she started to speed up again, and the friction drove me close to the edge. I thrust up into her, hard, both of us sweating now, the bed starting to creak under the force.

She bent and whispered in my ear, filthy things she wanted me to do, things she’d thought about for months, all the ways she wanted me to fill her, mark her, fuck her like she was the only woman on the island. Each word made me harder, made it harder not to lose control right away.

I was right at the brink when a knock sounded at the outer door. Liana froze, mid-thrust, eyes wide. “Oh fuck,” she mouthed.

The knock came again. This time, Olivia’s voice. “Mom! Are you home?”

A beat later, Livia’s voice joined, “We finished the propagation beds early. Can we borrow some of your cuttings? Mother?”

Liana slid off my cock in a panic, landing with a wet smack against my waist, then scrambled for the edge of the bed. I was too far gone to care, or maybe I just didn’t have the sense to care, but I couldn’t stop laughing, even as she tried to stuff herself back into her skirt without bothering with panties.

She turned and glared at me, then broke down laughing herself. “You’re not helping.”

“Not trying to.”

She straightened her clothes as best she could, then snatched a house robe from the bedpost and pulled it over her wings, tying it at the waist. She ran to the bathroom, grabbed a towel, and wiped between her legs. When she came back, she was almost composed, except for the flushed cheeks and wild hair that betrayed everything.

From the bedroom I could hear Liana’s footsteps hurrying down the hall, then the creak of the outer door opening. Her voice came through the walls, trying for normal and landing somewhere closer to breathless.

“Girls! Hello. I wasn’t expecting you back so soon.”

“Finished the propagation beds,” Olivia said. “Livia says we need ginger cuttings for the north section, and I said we should ask you now instead of waiting. Because I’m efficient.”

“Because you’re impatient,” Livia corrected.

“Those are synonyms.”

They were inside now. I could hear the rustle of wings, the scrape of chair legs against the kitchen floor, the sound of someone, Olivia probably, dropping into a seat without waiting to be invited.

“Mother, are you all right?” Livia asked. “You look… flushed.”

A brief silence followed. I could picture Liana standing in the kitchen doorway, her robe hastily tied, her hair still wild from our fucking, trying to look like a woman who had been gardening all morning instead of one who had just been ridden to orgasm on her bedroom wall.

“I’m fine,” Liana said. Her voice had steadied. “I was in the garden. The ginger needs thinning, and it’s hot work. You know how it gets out there when the sun’s high.”

“The ginger fields are on the east side,” Olivia said. “You’re all the way over here.”

“I came in for water. And then I heard you knocking.”

It was a good recovery. Not perfect, but good enough that neither twin pressed the issue. There was a clatter of cups, the sound of water being poured. Liana was offering them drinks, buying time, trying to regain her composure while I sat on the edge of her rumpled bed with my cock hard and wet, and the smell of sex heavy in the room.

“Why are you wearing a robe?” Olivia asked.

“Because I was hot from gardening, Olivia. Do I need to explain basic clothing choices to my adult daughter?”

“No, but you could try not sounding like you’re hiding something.”

“I’m not hiding anything. I’m thirsty and disheveled from honest labor.”

I pressed a hand over my mouth to keep from laughing. Honest labor … The woman had clawed marks into my shoulders fifteen minutes ago and was now standing in her kitchen pretending to be a model of agricultural virtue.

“We actually came for two reasons,” Livia said, mercifully changing the subject. “The ginger cuttings, yes. But also we wanted to talk to you about something. Privately.”

“Privately,” Olivia echoed. “Without Gabriel. Or Sabrina. Or anyone who might tell him.”

My ears pricked up. I adjusted my position on the bed, trying to get comfortable without making the frame creak.

“What about Gabriel?” Liana asked. Her defensiveness gave way to curiosity. I could hear the genuine interest beneath it, the mother listening to her daughters discuss a man she had just been naked with. The situation would have been comical if it weren’t so fraught.

“We want to get him a gift,” Olivia said. “Something special. Not just a bottle of cider or a new quiver. Something that shows we’ve been paying attention. That we see him.”

The kitchen went quiet. I held my breath.

“He’s done so much for us,” Livia said. “He helped us move all that furniture when we barely knew him. He lost our stupid flying challenge on purpose, don’t give me that look, Olivia, he absolutely lost on purpose, and then spent the whole day with us anyway. He listens when we talk. Not the way most men do, where they’re just waiting for their turn to speak.”

“He looks at us,” Olivia said. “Both of us. Separately. Like we’re different people with different minds, not just matching redheads he gets to sleep with.”

I sat very still on the edge of Liana’s bed, my heart doing something complicated in my chest. They had no idea I could hear them. No idea that every word was landing in a room twenty feet away where the man they were discussing was half-dressed and trying not to make a sound.

“So we want to get him something,” Livia continued. “But we can’t agree on what.”

“It should be exciting,” Olivia said. “Something that reminds him he’s not just a farmer now. He’s Gabriel. The Queen’s Falcon. The man who rode a white pegasus through enemy fire and lived to tell about it. I was thinking maybe a hunting trip. Cedar Isle has those guided skybird excursions into the northern territories. We could take him for a weekend, just the three of us, fly somewhere wild, sleep under the stars.”

“That’s not a gift, that’s a vacation you want to take,” Livia said. “And it costs more than we have.”

“We could save.”

“We could also be realistic. Gabriel doesn’t need another adventure. He’s had six years of adventures, most of them terrible. What he needs is something that says home. Something that says he belongs here, with us, in a life that isn’t about surviving the next battle.”

“Like what? A handkerchief with his initials?”

“Like something made by hand. Something that took time and thought. The way Sabrina and Gabriella made him those clothes. He wears them every day. Have you noticed that? The blue shirt, the dark trousers. He wears them to work in the fields and he wears them to dinner and he wears them to bed. Because they made them for him. With their hands.”

Olivia was quiet for a moment. “That’s actually not a terrible idea,” she said finally. “But I still think he’d like the hunting trip.”

“He’d like both,” Liana said. Her voice had the careful, measured quality of a woman walking a narrow ledge. “Gabriel appreciates effort. He always has. But he also appreciates experiences. The trick is finding the balance.”

“How do you know that?” Olivia asked.

The question hung in the air. I could picture Liana standing in her kitchen, two teacups on the counter from our writing session, her robe pulled tight around a body that still carried the evidence of what we’d done, faced with a daughter who had just asked the one question she couldn’t answer honestly.

“Because I’ve known him since he was a boy,” Liana said. “I watched him grow up. I watched what made him smile and what didn’t. And I’ve been talking to Angelina about him for as long as I can remember. You pick things up.”

It was smooth. Almost seamless. The answer contained enough truth to be believable without venturing anywhere near the dangerous parts.

“He likes woodwork,” Livia said, moving on.

“He’s good with a lot of things,” Olivia said, and there was a smile in her voice that made the temperature in the bedroom rise several degrees.

“Olivia.”

“What? It’s true. The man can build a fence and then…”

“Not in front of our mother.”

“I’m an adult, Livia. So is she. So is Gabriel, which is the entire point of this conversation.”

Liana cleared her throat. “Perhaps we could focus on the gift.”

There was a clink of porcelain. Someone set a cup down. I imagined Livia taking a long drink of whatever Liana had poured, trying to hide her embarrassment behind the rim.

“What if we made him something?” Livia said. “Something practical that he’d use. A desk, maybe. Or a bookshelf. He reads, you know.”

“He reads military histories,” Olivia said. “Which is depressing. We should get him something that isn’t about war.”

“Not all of them are about war.”

They went back and forth like this for several minutes, each suggestion met with a counter-suggestion, each sister pushing for what she thought would matter most. Through it all, Liana guided them without taking sides, offering observations that were just vague enough to sound maternal rather than intimate.

“He values consistency,” she said at one point. “Things he can count on. After years of uncertainty, that matters more to him than excitement.”

It was exactly right. She had understood that about me without my ever saying it, and hearing her articulate it to her daughters while I sat hidden in her bedroom felt like having a curtain pulled back on a room I hadn’t known was visible.

Then Olivia noticed the teacups.

“Mom, why are there two cups on the counter?”

I froze. The bedroom seemed suddenly smaller. Liana had poured tea for both of us during our writing session. The cups were still there, side by side on the kitchen counter, evidence that someone had been with her.

“Because I drank two cups,” Liana said without missing a beat. “I told you, it was hot in the garden. I came in for water and decided I wanted tea instead. Drank one, decided I wanted another. Is that allowed, or have you appointed yourself the imperial inspector of beverage consumption?”

Olivia laughed. “Fine, fine. I was just asking.”

Crisis averted. Liana had a gift for deflection that her daughters had clearly inherited, though in her it was tempered by decades of practice. She turned the conversation back to the gift.

“Instead of buying something,” she said, “why not make it yourselves? Gabriel values handmade things. You saw how he reacted to the clothes Sabrina and Gabriella made him. He wears them constantly. Not because they’re fancy, but because they were made for him, by people who love him. That matters to him more than any expensive trinket you could find on Cedar Isle.”

The twins were quiet. I could hear them thinking it over as they considered the idea.

“We could make him a blanket,” Livia said slowly. “Something warm for the winter. I’m good with weaving, and Olivia can do the embroidery.”

“I am excellent at embroidery,” Olivia agreed. “I could put his initials on it. Or a pegasus. Or both. Gabriel and Valen, flying together.”

“It would take time,” Livia said. “Days, probably.”

“Then we start now.”

There was a sound of movement, chairs scraping, wings adjusting. They were getting up. My time in hiding was almost over.

“We’ll take those ginger cuttings now,” Olivia said. “And then we should get back to the cottage. We have seedlings that need attention before dinner.”

“Of course,” Liana said. I could hear the relief in her voice, carefully masked. “They’re in the shed. Take whatever you need.”

More movement. The outer door opening. Goodbyes being called, promises to visit soon, the sound of skybird wings beating as the twins mounted and lifted away from the farm. Then silence, long and complete, broken only by the distant call of a bird somewhere over the ginger fields.

I pulled my trousers up and fastened them. I ran a hand through my hair and tried to look less like a man who had just been interrupted mid-coitus, which was a futile effort given the circumstances.

Liana appeared in the bedroom doorway. She had taken off the robe and was wearing her proper clothes again, her hair hastily tied back, her cheeks still flushed. She looked at me and started laughing, and I laughed with her because there was nothing else to do.

“They have no idea,” she said. “None. They were in there planning a handmade blanket for the man who was hiding in my bedroom with his pants around his ankles.”

“I heard every word,” I said.

“I know you did. The walls are thin. I could hear you breathing.”

“They love you,” she said. “Both of them. The way they talk about you when they think no one’s listening… it’s not just flirting, Gabriel. It’s not just competition. They see you. The same way I do.”

I crossed the room and put my arms around her waist. She came against me easily, her body warm through the fabric of her clothes, her wings settling against my chest. I kissed her forehead, then her mouth, and she kissed me back with a tenderness that felt like coming home.

“We should finish what we started,” she said against my lips.

“We absolutely should.”

“But first,” she said, pulling back just enough to look at me, “I need to know what you think about handmade blankets. Because if you hate them, I should probably send a skybird to stop my daughters before they invest six weeks in something you’ll never use.”

I laughed and kissed her again. “I’ll use anything they make me. You know that.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s why they love you. And that’s why I do too.”

“Want to see if we can do better the second time?” I asked her.

Her eyes flashed, bright and hungry again, like the interruption had only made her want me more. She reached down and unfastened my trousers, then slipped her hand inside and wrapped her fingers around my cock. It was still hard and wet, pulsing with need.

“Are you still wet?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

She looked at me with pure lust. “Touch and find out.”

I pushed my trousers down and stepped out of them, then ran my fingers along the inside of her thigh and found her already soaking.

She shivered at my touch and dug her nails into my arm.

“Still wet,” I said.

“Good. I’d hate for you to lose momentum.”

She kissed me, then bit my bottom lip. I lifted her by the waist and laid her on the bed, this time slow and gentle, taking my time as I removed what little clothing she still had. Her body was soft but strong, the curves of her hips and breasts made for hands like mine, and her skin flushed pink wherever I touched.

I knelt between her legs, looking down at her. Her red hair spread over the pillow, her green eyes on me, her lips parted. She looked like a goddess, and she was mine.

“I could look at you all day,” I said.

“Then do it,” she answered, her voice ragged. “But also fuck me.”

I bent and kissed her, tracing a line down her throat to her collarbone, then to her breasts. I took her nipple in my mouth, rolling it with my tongue, feeling it stiffen as she arched her back. I moved lower, kissing her belly, her hip bones, the sweet place just above her pussy where the skin was extra sensitive.

She opened her legs wider for me, her wings spread beneath her, and I slid my tongue along her lips, tasting her. She let out a whimper, her hands gripping my hair. I circled her clit, teasing at first, then harder, until she was trembling. I came off with a smack and made my way up to her. She turned and kissed me, tasting herself on my lips. Then she reached down and stroked my cock, squeezing just below the head.

“Your turn,” she said, and guided me inside her.

The first push met no resistance, just warmth and slick heat, and she moaned into my mouth as I started to fuck her. I held her face in my hands and fucked her slow, deep, feeling the grip of her pussy on every stroke. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me closer, whispering my name.

“Harder,” she said, and I did. I drove into her until the bedframe thudded against the wall, and she clung to me, nails digging red marks down my back.

We fucked like that for a long time, her wings wrapping around me, pulling me in, and then she flipped us so she was on top. She straddled me, hands on my chest, hair falling down over her face as she rode me.

She fucked herself on my cock, slamming down, making herself moan with each impact. Her breasts bounced and her nipples brushed my face, so I grabbed them, sucked and bit until she cried out. She moved her hips in tight circles, grinding her clit against me, and I felt her start to shudder again.

Her body went rigid, her pussy spasming around me, and finally, I let go without being interrupted, flooding her with cum. We both moaned at the same time, then collapsed, her body heavy on mine, both of us panting like we’d run a mile.

We stayed like that for a while, tangled together. I stroked her back and she kissed my chest, nuzzling me. Her wings lay half-folded, the feathers splayed on the blankets.

“I love you,” she said, her voice so quiet I almost didn’t hear it.

I kissed her hair. “I love you too.”

She rolled onto her side, still pressed up against me, and put her head on my shoulder. I held her close, feeling the contentment that came after good sex and knowing there was nothing urgent to do for hours.

“Will you stay the night?” she asked.

“Of course. I’d stay all week if you wanted.”

She grinned. “I might want that. And you could help me thin the ginger rows in the morning.”

“I’d love to.”

She wrapped her arms around me and hugged, squeezing tight. “You’re the best.”


Chapter 3

Iwoke to the smell of Liana’s hair and the warmth of her body against mine. She was still asleep, her back pressed to my chest, one of my arms draped over her waist. Her red hair lay spread across the pillow, tangling with my own, and her breathing came slow and even. Through the window, the morning light filtered in pale and soft, turning the room gray rather than gold. We had slept late. The sun was already well above the horizon.

Liana stirred. I felt her move against me, her wings flexing where they lay folded beneath the blanket, and then she turned over. Her eyes were half-open, green and still heavy with sleep. She smiled when she saw me.

“You’re still here,” she said, her words rough from sleep.

“I said I would be.”

“I know. I just like hearing it.” She kissed me slowly, and then rested against my chest. Her hand lay on my rib cage, just over the scars. I put my hand over hers and held it there.

“We made good progress yesterday,” she said after a while. “That story. I’ve been thinking about it all night.”

“Me too.”

“The villages you described. The women working fields alone because there was nobody else left.” She lifted her head to look at me. “I want to get that right. What they went through.”

“You will. You always do.”

She smiled and kissed my chest. “You give me too much credit.”

“I give you exactly enough.”

We lay quiet for a while, comfortable after sharing a bed and a body and the night that followed. Outside, the ginger fields were probably already warming under the morning sun, but in here, with the blankets and Liana’s skin against mine, the world felt small and contained and entirely ours.

“I need to tell them,” Liana said. Her fingers traced idle patterns on my chest. “Olivia and Livia. Sooner rather than later. I can’t keep pretending around my own daughters, and I’m terrible at it anyway.”

“I know.”

“I just haven’t figured out how. ‘Girls, I’m sleeping with the man you’re both in love with’ isn’t exactly a conversation I rehearsed at any point in my life.” She laughed, but there was worry underneath it. “They’ll be hurt that I didn’t tell them sooner.”

“They’ll understand once they’ve had time to think.”

“Maybe.” She sighed and rested her forehead against my shoulder. “Or maybe they’ll decide I’ve lost my mind and fly me straight to the nearest physician.”

I was about to answer when I heard it: wings beating outside the bedroom window … Angel wings in flight.

Liana heard it too. She went still against me, her hand tightening on my chest. The knock came three sharp raps against the glass.

We both turned toward the window. Olivia was hovering there, her red hair bright against the morning sky, her wings beating steadily to hold her in place. She had one hand pressed to the glass, the other raised to knock again, and the cheerful impatience on her face vanished the moment she saw us.

She saw everything. Me shirtless, Liana bare-shouldered beside me, the rumpled sheets, the intimacy of two bodies that had not been sleeping in separate corners of the bed. Her hand froze against the glass. Her wings missed a beat.

Nobody moved. Nobody spoke. The three of us stared at one another in perfect, irreversible discovery. Olivia’s mouth opened. “Mom?” she said. The word came through the glass, muffled but clear enough.

Liana sat up, pulling the blanket with her. “Olivia. Good morning.”

“Good morning.” Olivia spoke flatly. Her eyes moved from Liana to me and back again. “I was coming to ask about breakfast. Because it’s late. And you’re usually up by now.”

“We overslept,” Liana said.

“I can see that.” Silence followed. Then Olivia’s wings adjusted, and she began backing away from the window. “I’m going to get Livia.”

“Olivia, wait…”

But she was already gone, banking hard and diving toward the ground. Her red wings flashed once in the sunlight before she disappeared below the window.

Liana dropped her head into her hands. “Well,” she said. “That’s one way to do it.”

I put a hand on her back. Her skin was warm through the blanket. “No point hiding now.”

“No. There really isn’t.” She looked up at me, and despite everything, she smiled. The relief was already there. Her shoulders relaxed and her breathing eased. Days of careful secrecy, gone in three knocks on a windowpane. “Get dressed quickly. I refuse to have this conversation in my nightclothes.”

We dressed in such a hurry that everything took twice as long. I found my shirt on the floor where Liana had thrown it the night before. My trousers were half under the bed. Liana pulled on a simple dress and ran her hands through her hair, trying to restore some order to the mess we’d made of it.

“They’re going to be on the porch,” she said. “Waiting. Olivia will have told Livia everything she saw, which is unfortunately everything, and now they’re both standing down there trying to decide whether to be furious or mortified or both.”

“Probably both,” I said.

“Definitely both.”

We went downstairs together. Liana walked ahead of me, her spine straight, her wings held with a dignity that would have been impressive if I hadn’t known how hard her heart was beating. Mine was doing much the same.

The twins were on the porch exactly as Liana predicted. They stood side by side, arms crossed, wearing identical looks of stunned bewilderment that somehow appeared completely different on their faces. Olivia’s was all outrage barely contained behind pursed lips. Livia’s was quieter, more thoughtful, her green eyes moving between her mother and me as she put the pieces together.

Nobody spoke for a long moment.

“Well,” Liana said finally. “I suppose explanations are in order.”

“Explanations would be excellent,” Olivia said. “Preferably ones that explain why my mother is standing on her porch with Gabriel looking like he spent the night, which he clearly did, because I saw him in your bed, Mom. In your bed. With you.”

“I’m aware of what you saw, Olivia.”

“Are you? Because I’m still not entirely sure I believe it.”

Livia put a hand on her sister’s arm. “Let her talk.”

Liana took a breath. She looked at her daughters, and then she looked at me, and her face relaxed. “Gabriel and I have been… seeing each other. Romantically. For about a week now. We had a date last week while you two were at your cottage. It went well. Very well. And things have developed from there.”

“Developed,” Olivia repeated.

“Yes. Developed. As things do between adults who care for each other.”

“Between you and Gabriel.”

“Yes.”

“Who we are also seeing.”

“Yes.”

Olivia opened her mouth. “I need to sit down,” she said, and sat on the porch step.

Livia remained standing. Her bewilderment was giving way to understanding. “That’s why you were flushed when we came back yesterday,” she said. “And why there were two teacups.”

“All of that, yes,” Liana said.

“And the way you looked at each other during lunch.” Livia looked at me. “Gabriella noticed. She kept watching you both. I thought she was just being observant, but she was putting it together, wasn’t she?”

“I think so,” I said.

Olivia’s head snapped up. “Gabriella knew? Before us?”

“I don’t think she knew for certain,” I said. “She suspected. She’s good at that.”

“Apparently everyone is good at that except us.” Olivia put her face in her hands. “Oh God. The gift conversation.”

Silence fell. Livia went very still. Olivia’s ears turned bright red above her hands. “You heard that,” Livia said firmly.

“I heard all of it,” I said.

“Every word?” Olivia asked through her fingers.

“Every word. About the hunting trip, and the handmade blanket, and how I look at both of you separately.”

Olivia made a sound that was half groan, half whimper. Livia closed her eyes.

“I’m going to throw myself off the island,” Olivia said.

“No, you’re not,” Liana said. She sat beside her daughter on the step and put an arm around her shoulders. “You’re going to sit here and be embarrassed for exactly as long as you need to be, and then you’re going to realize that Gabriel hearing you say nice things about him is not the catastrophe it feels like right now.”

“It feels like a catastrophe.”

“It isn’t.”

I sat on Olivia’s other side. “What you said meant something to me,” I said. “Both of you. Knowing that you see me the way you do, that matters. More than any gift.”

Olivia peeked at me through her fingers. “You’re not just saying that to make us feel better?”

“No.”

“Because it would be working.”

“I’m saying it because it’s true.”

She lowered her hands. Her cheeks were still flushed, but the mortification was beginning to ease. Beside her, Livia had opened her eyes and was watching us with a smile.

“So,” Livia said. “You and our mother.”

“You and our mother,” Olivia echoed. She looked at Liana. “How long have you wanted this? Be honest.”

Liana’s hand found mine on the step between us. “Longer than I care to admit,” she said. “Long enough that keeping it to myself became painful.”

The three of them looked at one another. Olivia’s embarrassment began to fade, and Livia’s smile remained. Liana held my hand as her daughters took in what she’d told them. They weren’t completely comfortable with it yet, but neither of them looked angry anymore.

“Well,” Olivia said. She stood, brushing off her skirt with unnecessary vigor. “This is going to take some getting used to.”

“It is,” Livia agreed.

“But.” Olivia looked at her mother, and then at me, and the corner of her mouth lifted. “But I’m not unhappy about it. Surprised, yes. Mortified about the blanket conversation, absolutely. But not unhappy.”

Livia nodded. “Not unhappy,” she said.

Liana’s shoulders dropped. Relief showed in every line of her body. She looked at me, her eyes bright, and squeezed my hand so tightly I thought she might break my fingers.

“Good,” she said. “That’s… that’s good.”

* * *

Liana made breakfast. It was late enough that the meal sat somewhere between breakfast and lunch, and she put out bread, cheese, honey, and a bowl of apples from her own trees. We ate at the kitchen table, all four of us crowded around a surface meant for three, and for the first few minutes nobody said much. The twins watched their mother carefully.

Then Olivia reached for the cheese and said, “So. How many times?”

Liana didn’t look up from slicing an apple. “How many times what, Olivia?”

“You know exactly what. How many times have you two… you know.” She waved her hand in a gesture that encompassed the entire concept of sex without actually naming it.

“Olivia,” Livia said.

“What? I’m curious. Our mother has a love life. This is new information. I’m adjusting.”

“Adjust more quietly.”

“I’m adjusting at full volume. It’s how I process.”

Liana set down her knife and looked at her daughter. “Twice,” she said. “Once last week after our date, and once yesterday. Though yesterday was technically twice if you count the interruption and the resumption, which I do.”

Olivia’s eyebrows shot up. “You resumed? After we left?”

“We did,” I said.

“While we were planning your gift.”

“You were very thorough in your planning,” Liana said. “It gave us time.”

Olivia put her face in her hands again, but she was laughing this time, the sound muffled against her palms. Livia shook her head, but she was smiling too.

“I cannot believe this,” Olivia said. “I cannot believe any of this. My mother having sex with Gabriel … Multiple times.”

“It was good sex,” Liana said calmly. “Very good. The man knows what he’s doing.”

“Mom.”

“What? You asked.”

“I asked how many times, not how good.”

“Both seem relevant.”

I took a long drink of water and tried to look like a man who was comfortable being discussed in explicit detail by a mother and her daughters over breakfast. I was not, but I managed to keep my face neutral. Olivia caught me and grinned.

“He’s blushing,” she said. “Gabriel is blushing. The great war hero, blushing because we’re talking about how good he is in bed.”

“I’m not blushing,” I said.

“You absolutely are. Your ears are red.”

“They’re sunburned.”

“From yesterday’s intense gardening session?” Livia asked innocently.

That got a laugh from all of them, including me. The tension broke, and the rest of the meal unfolded as meals with these four usually did: loud, overlapping, impossible to follow in any linear order. Olivia wanted details about the date. Liana gave her some, carefully edited. She left out the writing, the notebook, the parts that belonged to Madame Scarlett. I backed her up without elaboration.

“He listens,” Liana said.

“Like he does with us,” Livia said.

“Exactly like that.”

After we ate, we didn’t go back to discussing the revelation. Liana suggested we walk the ginger fields, and the four of us went out together, down the terraced slopes where the plants grew in neat green rows. The twins walked ahead, their red wings bright against the sky, while Liana and I followed a few paces behind. She took my hand openly now, without looking over her shoulder first, and the freedom of it showed in her face.

“They’re taking it better than I expected,” she said quietly.

“They love you,” I said. “And they’re not children. They understand that adults have complicated lives.”

“They also love you. That helps.”

Ahead of us, Olivia had stopped beside one of the propagation beds and was examining the seedlings. Livia stood beside her, pointing at something in the soil. They looked like themselves: laughing, arguing lightly, completely at home in their mother’s fields. Whatever shock the morning had delivered was already becoming part of ordinary life.

We spent the afternoon that way, moving from the ginger fields to the small orchard behind the house, then to the stable where Liana’s skybird was dozing in the shade, doing ordinary things. A day that would have been unremarkable a week ago now felt different after everything that had changed. I helped Livia mend a section of fence that had come loose in the last storm. Olivia challenged me to a short race around the property. Liana watched from the porch, her notebook in her lap, and occasionally called suggestions that neither of us followed.

It was during the fence repair that Livia noticed. She was holding a post steady while I hammered, and she said, “You two have been working on something. Besides the obvious.”

I glanced at her. She was watching me closely, which meant she’d been turning an observation over for a while.

“What makes you say that?” I asked.

“The notebook. Mom’s had it out all afternoon. And you keep glancing at it like you know what’s in it. Plus there were those two teacups yesterday, and the way you were both flushed when we came back, and Mom’s been writing constantly for days.” She shrugged. “I notice things.”

“Your mother has a project,” I said. “I’ve been helping her with it. That’s all.”

“What kind of project?”

“One that’s private,” Liana said. She had appeared beside us, her notebook tucked under her arm. “Between Gabriel and me. Nothing scandalous, just something I’m working on that needed a second pair of eyes.”

Livia looked between us. “You’re being vague.”

“I’m being appropriately mysterious,” Liana said. “It’s good for a mother to have mysteries. Keeps her daughters guessing.”

“Or worried.”

“Or intrigued.” Liana kissed her daughter’s forehead. “Trust me. It’s not worth the energy you’re spending on it.”

Livia accepted this with the resigned air of someone who knew when her mother was stonewalling. She went back to holding the post, and the conversation moved on.

But as the afternoon wore on, I found myself checking the position of the sun more often. Valen was still in the stable yard where I’d left him, dozing in the shade, his white coat dusty from the flight over. I had told Angelina I was flying to Ginger Isle to return Liana’s notebook. That had been yesterday morning. From her perspective, I had left for what should have been a brief trip and hadn’t returned since.

“She’ll be worried,” I said to Liana. We were alone by the water trough, refilling it for the skybirds. The twins had gone inside to start dinner. “Angelina. I only meant to bring the notebook back. She wasn’t expecting me to stay.”

Liana’s face fell. “I didn’t think of that. I’ve been so wrapped up in…” She gestured at the house, the fields, the entirety of the situation. “You should go soon. She’ll have started wondering if something happened.”

“I should leave soon.”

“Leave now if you need to. The girls and I will understand.”

I said goodbye on Liana’s porch as the late-afternoon light stretched across the ginger fields. Livia hugged me first, her arms around my waist, her cheek against my chest.

“Fly safely,” she said. “And come back soon. We have a blanket to make, apparently, and I’d like you to see it when it’s finished.”

“I’ll come back,” I promised.

Olivia went next, and her hug lasted longer. She pressed her face into my shoulder and said, “I’m still mortified about the gift conversation. Just so you know. That feeling is not going away anytime soon.”

“Good,” I said. “Keep it. It’s character-building.”

She laughed and punched my arm, not gently. “Jerk. I’m trying to be sincere.”

“You’re doing great.”

Liana was last. She kissed me in front of her daughters without a trace of self-consciousness, her hands on my face, her body against mine. The twins watched with amusement.

“Get a room,” Olivia said.

“We have one,” Livia replied. “Several, in fact.”

“Not helping, Liv.”

I mounted Valen and lifted into the afternoon sky. Behind me, three redheaded women stood on the porch of a ginger farm, waving as I rose above the terraced fields. Liana’s hand was raised the highest, held there long after her daughters had lowered theirs. I circled once above the house, then turned west toward Oakwind.

The flight home took less than an hour. Valen set a steady pace, his wings beating strong and regular, and beneath us the islands slid by one after another. It felt strange. The man who had left Oakwind yesterday morning was not the same one returning now. Too much had happened in between. A notebook returned. A story conceived. A bed shared. A secret exposed on a bedroom windowpane.

Angelina was in the yard when I landed, and she straightened when she saw Valen descending. Relief appeared on her face immediately.

“There you are,” she said as I slid from the saddle. “I was starting to think you’d decided to move to Ginger Isle without telling me.”

“I considered it.”

“Obviously.” She brushed wood chips from her hands and came to me. Her wings were folded neatly, and she smelled of oak and fresh sweat. “You look well. Better than well. You look like a man who spent the night somewhere he enjoyed.”

“I did.”

“I gathered.” She smiled and kissed my cheek. “Come inside. Tell me everything. And I mean everything. I’ve been imagining scenarios all day, and most of them were considerably less interesting than whatever actually happened.”

We went inside. The farmhouse was quiet. Sabrina and Gabriella were nowhere in evidence, probably out working the fields or visiting the village. Angelina poured two glasses of cider while I sat at the kitchen table. I started with the writing. The hours Liana and I had spent developing the new Madame Scarlett story, the villages I’d described, the hero she was building from fragments of my own history. Angelina listened intently.

“It’s good,” I said. “Really good. The premise you suggested, the traveling hero, the rebuilding, she’s turned it into something that feels necessary. Not just entertainment.”

Angelina smiled. “I have excellent ideas occasionally.”

“More than occasionally.”

“Don’t flatter me. I’m already insufferable about this one.” She took a sip of cider. “So you helped her write all afternoon, and then…?”

“And then we were interrupted. By Olivia and Livia coming back early from their cottage.”

“While you were…?”

“Mid-coitus, yes.”

Angelina’s cider went down the wrong way. She coughed, laughed, coughed again, and set the glass down with enough force to slosh cider onto the table. “You’re joking.”

“I’m not.”

“While you were having sex with their mother, her daughters came home and interrupted you.”

“Specifically, Olivia flew up to the bedroom window and knocked. While we were in bed together … Naked.”

Angelina put her face in her hands. Her shoulders shook. For a full minute, she did nothing but laugh, the sound muffled against her palms, and when she finally looked up, her eyes were wet.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m not sorry. That is the most perfect thing I have ever heard. You successfully hid from them yesterday, the entire time they were planning your gift, you were twenty feet away listening to every word, and then the very next morning, Olivia flies up to the window and catches you in her mother’s bed.”

“It wasn’t funny at the time.”

“It is hilarious now.”

“It was hilarious about ten minutes after it happened.”

She reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “How did they take it? The twins.”

“Better than I expected. Olivia was mortified. Livia was thoughtful. By the end of breakfast, they were teasing their mother about how good I am in bed.”

“Which you are.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. I’m stating facts.” She leaned back in her chair. “I’m glad, though. For Liana. Keeping that secret was eating at her. I could see it every time we talked. She wanted to tell them, but she couldn’t figure out how, and every day it got harder.”

“She doesn’t have to hide anymore,” I said. “That was the best part. Watching her realize she could just… be with me, in front of them. No more careful distance, no more pretending. She looked lighter by the end of the day.”

“Good.” Angelina’s smile was warm and genuine. “She deserves that. They all do.”

We sat quietly for a moment. The kitchen clock ticked on the wall. Outside, the afternoon sun hung low over Oakwind, throwing long shadows across the farm.

“She wants me to keep helping with the book,” I said. “The story’s grown since we talked about it. It’s not just the premise anymore. She’s building whole chapters, whole communities. Women with histories, reasons. It matters to her that it feel real.”

“Then help her,” Angelina said. “God knows the woman needs an editor who isn’t me. I just tell her when the sex scenes are convincing.”

“They’re convincing.”

“I know they are. I helped with research.”

I laughed. Angelina stood and came around the table. She put her hands on my shoulders and kissed me slowly and deeply, pressing close as the kiss deepened. When she pulled back, her eyes were serious.

“I’m glad you’re home,” she said. “Even if you did disappear for a day and a night without warning.”

“I’ll warn next time.”

“See that you do.” She kissed me again, quicker this time. “Now. The north field needs weeding. Want to help?”

“I want to help.”

We went out together and spent the next hour weeding the north field. For a little while the world was simple again. Just dirt beneath my hands, Angelina working beside me, and the ordinary labor of a life I had almost lost the chance to build.

* * *

After we finished, I went looking for Sabrina and Gabriella and found them in the apple orchard, halfway up the eastern slope where the oldest trees grew. Sabrina was on a ladder, her wings folded tight against her back as she reached for apples on the higher branches. Gabriella stood below, catching each fruit in a canvas bag and sorting them by size. They worked together, calling to each other occasionally, laughing when an apple missed the bag and landed in the grass.

They saw me coming. Sabrina waved from the ladder, nearly losing her balance in the process. “There he is! The prodigal man returns! We thought you’d moved to Ginger Isle permanently.”

“Not permanently,” I said.

“Temporarily, then. For a very specific purpose that involved a certain redheaded mother of twins.” She climbed down, her wings adjusting for balance, and landed beside Gabriella with a flourish. “Tell us everything. And don’t leave out the good parts. I have a vivid imagination, and I’ll fill in the blanks myself if you’re vague.”

Gabriella rolled her eyes. “Ignore her. Welcome back. We missed you.”

“I missed you too.” I hugged her first, lifting her off the ground as I always did, and she laughed against my shoulder. When I set her down, Sabrina was already in my arms, her wings pressing against my chest, her mouth on my cheek and then, because she was Sabrina, my lips.

“Hi,” she said against my mouth.

“Hi.”

“Now talk.”

We sat in the shade of an apple tree, the three of us side by side on the grass, and I told them. About the date with Liana the previous week. About the feelings that had developed. About returning the notebook yesterday and staying to help her with a project, and then staying the night. And about Olivia flying up to the bedroom window this morning, knocking, and discovering everything there was to discover.

Gabriella listened with her arms around her knees, her blue eyes steady on my face. When I finished, she smiled. “I knew it,” she said. “Not all of it. But enough. The way you looked at each other during lunch. How she flushed when Olivia kissed you. I put it together on the walk home.”

“You did not,” Sabrina said.

“I absolutely did. I told you I had a feeling.”

“You said you had a feeling. You did not say, ‘Sabrina, our man is sleeping with Liana.’”

“There’s also tact.”

“Tact is boring.” Sabrina turned to me, her light blonde hair falling across one eye. “So let me get this straight. You are now romantically involved with Olivia, Livia, and their mother. All three of them simultaneously.”

“That’s the situation, yes.”

“Simultaneously.”

“Yes.”

She threw her hands in the air. “You know, when you came home, I thought sharing you with Gabriella and Angelina was already complicated enough. Now you’ve added Liana and both her daughters. Meanwhile, I’m out here picking apples while your love life expands by the day.”

“You’re still part of that love life,” Gabriella said mildly.

“I know that. I’m complaining about the workload imbalance.”

“You’re welcome to climb something other than trees.”

Sabrina gasped. “Gabriella! That was filthy.”

“I learned from the best.”

They both looked at me. I held up my hands. “Don’t blame me. I’m just trying to keep up.”

Sabrina laughed and punched my shoulder. “You’re impossible. And I’m happy for you, genuinely. Liana’s wonderful, and she’s been alone too long, and if anyone was going to sweep her off her feet, I’m glad it was you.” She paused. “Even if it does mean I now have to think about you having sex with my best friends’ mother, which is not a thought I had prepared for today.”

“Nobody prepared for any of this,” I said.

“Speak for yourself,” Gabriella said. “I’ve been preparing since lunch.”

We sat there for a while, the three of us in the dappled shade, and the conversation moved on. Sabrina wanted details about the discovery: Olivia’s exact expression, Livia’s reaction, whether anyone had threatened to throw themselves off the island. I gave her what she asked for. Gabriella was quieter, content to listen, occasionally adding an observation that made both Sabrina and me look at her with newfound respect.

“Olivia flew up to the window,” she repeated after I’d described it. “She knocked, and you were in bed with her mother, and there was absolutely no way to explain it.”

“None,” I said.

“And instead of being furious, they accepted it. By breakfast.”

“By breakfast.”

Gabriella nodded, satisfied. “That’s why I like them. They’re sensible. Even Olivia, underneath all the drama.”

“Olivia is not sensible,” Sabrina said. “Olivia is chaos with wings. Lovable chaos, but chaos.”

“Chaos with good instincts, then.”

We gathered the apples and carried them back to the farmhouse in canvas bags slung over our shoulders. The work was ordinary: sorting, storing, deciding which ones were ripe enough for eating and which should go to cider. There was a comfort in it that I had missed during my day away. My girls beside me. The farm around us. The simple machinery of a life that belonged to me now in a way the war never had.

In the kitchen, Sabrina cut apples for a pie while Gabriella washed the rest.

“Will you see her again soon?” Gabriella asked as we sat at the table with our tea. The pie was in the oven, filling the kitchen with the smell of cinnamon and baking apples.

“This weekend, probably,” I said. “She wants help with her project.”

“The mysterious project,” Sabrina said. “What is it?”

“It’s private.”

“Everything’s private with you lately. First Mom, then Liana. I’m starting to feel left out.”

“You’re not left out,” I said. “You’re Sabrina. Nobody leaves you out. You crash through windows and invite yourself in.”

She preened. “This is true. I’m very invasive. It’s one of my best qualities.”

The afternoon faded into evening. We ate the pie while it was still warm, the three of us at the kitchen table with the windows open and the oak forest dark beyond the fields. Sabrina talked about the village, about a new dress she was thinking of making, about nothing that mattered and everything that did. Gabriella listened and smiled and occasionally reached for my hand under the table, her fingers lacing through mine.

It was ordinary. It was perfect. And for a little while, sitting in Angelina’s kitchen with apple pie on my plate and the girls’ voices filling the room, I forgot that anything had ever been complicated at all.

* * *

The house went quiet after Sabrina and Gabriella retired to their rooms. I could hear them moving through the walls: Sabrina’s footsteps; Gabriella’s door closing. Then there was nothing but the ticking of the kitchen clock and the occasional pop from the dying fire in the stove.

Angelina was at the sink, washing the last of the pie plates. Her wings were folded neatly, her honey-blonde hair tied back in a loose knot, and the lamplight caught the curve of her neck where it met her shoulder. I dried the plate she handed me and set it on the rack, and we worked together for a while, comfortable in the silence.

“You’ve been quiet tonight,” she said finally. “Even for you.”

“Thinking.”

“About Liana?”

“About Liana’s story. The one we’ve been developing.”

She smiled. “The traveling, breeding hero. My magnum opus of literary suggestions.”

“Your joke that stopped being a joke the moment Liana heard it.”

“I have that effect on people. They take my jokes seriously and my serious suggestions as jokes. It’s very confusing for everyone.” She handed me another plate. “How far has she gotten with it?”

“Further than I expected. She’s building whole villages. Women with histories. Reasons for wanting what the hero offers.”

“Good. That’s what she needed. A story that matters, not just another stable boy romance.” Angelina dried her hands on a cloth and leaned against the counter. “Though I maintain that the stable boy had his charms. Limited, but present.”

I laughed. “I’ll tell her you said so.”

“Please don’t. She’ll put me in the next book as a tragic secondary character who dies of embarrassment.”

We moved to the sitting room. Angelina lit a lamp and took her chair by the window, and I sat on the couch across from her. The night outside was clear, the stars visible through the glass, and the farm lay quiet around us.

“I’ve been wondering something,” Angelina said carefully. “About that story. About the premise.”

“What about it?”

“If it were real. The situation. If the kingdom really did need someone like you, a capable young man who survived when most didn’t, to help repopulate some of the islands hit hardest by the war. What would you think about that? If someone with the authority to ask actually asked you?”

The question landed in the quiet room. I looked at her, trying to read whether this was still part of the joke or something else entirely, but her face was serious. She wanted an answer. “I’d think it was ridiculous,” I said. “At first.”

“And then?”

“Then I’d think about the villages I saw. The eastern provinces, near the border. Places where the fighting was worst. I told Liana about one: three islands chained together, two hundred people before the war, forty-nine after. Thirty-seven women, nine children, three old men. The rest gone.” I leaned forward, my elbows on my knees. “The reality wouldn’t be anything like her story. It wouldn’t be moving from one romantic fucking to another. It would be real women and real responsibilities. Lives that would exist because of a decision I made, and I’d be accountable for every one of them.”

Angelina nodded. “That’s what I thought you’d say.”

“But.” I paused. “If the need were genuine, I couldn’t say I’d refuse.”

She was quiet for a long moment.

“The thought of you being wanted that way has a certain appeal,” she said. “I won’t pretend it doesn’t. The idea of women across half a dozen islands hoping you’ll come to their village next, knowing what you bring, knowing what you are. There’s something powerful in that. For you, and for them.”

“Powerful isn’t always good.”

“No. But it can be, if it’s handled with care.” She met my eyes. “And that’s what I’d expect from you. Care not conquest. The same love you give the women in your life now, with your whole heart, not pieces of it.”

“I wouldn’t know any other way,” I said.

“I know you wouldn’t. That’s why the thought doesn’t frighten me.” She smiled, and the warmth in it reached across the room. “It should, probably. The idea of sharing you with entire communities of women. But it doesn’t. Maybe because I’ve already seen how you love. Maybe because I trust you more than I trust my own fears.”

I crossed to her chair and knelt beside it. She put a hand on my cheek, her palm warm and slightly rough from years of farm work, and I turned my face into it.

“It’s just a story,” I said. “Liana’s story. Nothing more.”

“For now,” Angelina said. “Stories have a habit of becoming real when the right people hear them.”

I kissed her. She tasted like apples and cinnamon and the sweetness that belonged only to her, and her hand moved from my cheek to the back of my neck, holding me there. When we broke apart, her eyes were dark in the lamplight.

“Go to bed,” she said softly. “You’ve had a long two days.”

“So have you.”

“I’ll be along soon.”

I stood and kissed her forehead, then her mouth once more, and went upstairs. My room was exactly as I’d left it yesterday morning. I changed and lay down in the dark, and through the wall I could hear Angelina moving through the house below, banking the fire, closing doors, the quiet sounds of a woman putting her home to bed.

I thought about Liana’s story. The hero on his white pegasus, riding above devastated provinces, looking down at villages where the lights were too few. I thought about the women he would meet. The children he would father. The lives that would continue because he chose to give something that couldn’t be rebuilt with lumber and stone.

Just a story. A fantasy built from fragments of a war I had survived and a peace I was still learning to live in. But as I drifted toward sleep, the islands turning beneath me in the darkness of my own mind, I could not quite convince myself that it would always remain fiction.


Chapter 4

The days after Olivia discovered us fell into a routine I hadn’t expected. I flew to Ginger Isle every morning, worked with Liana through the afternoon, and returned to Oakwind by evening. Some days the twins were there, watching us with the curiosity and affection that had replaced their shock. Other days they were at their cottage, giving us the privacy we needed to do what we’d started. What surprised me most was how natural it felt. Sitting at Liana’s kitchen table with her notebook open between us, talking about fictional villages and real ones, felt less like a transgression with each passing morning.

On the fifth day, I arrived to find Liana already at the table, her red hair tied back in a loose knot, the notebook open to a page so dense with her handwriting that the margins had vanished entirely. She looked up when I came in, excitement clear on her face.

“I think I can finish it today,” she said. “The whole thing. All of it.”

I hung my jacket on the hook by the door. “Today?”

“Today. If you’ll stay.” She pushed a cup of tea toward the empty chair across from her. Steam rose from the surface, pale and fragrant. “I don’t want to write the last pages without you here.”

I sat. “I’ll stay.”

We worked through the morning and into the afternoon. The ginger fields outside the window went from shadowed to bright to shadowed again as the sun moved overhead, and neither of us noticed. Liana wrote in bursts, her pen moving so fast across the page that I could hear it scrape against the paper, and when she reached a question she couldn’t answer herself, she stopped and asked me.

“What would he say to her? This woman, the one who lost her husband at Raven’s Crest. She’s asking him to stay longer than the two weeks. She’s asking him to be something more than a visitor, but she knows he can’t promise that to anyone. What does he tell her?”

I thought about it. I had asked myself the same question a dozen times in different forms as the villages in Liana’s story took shape. “He tells her the truth,” I said. “That the arrangement they made was honest from the beginning. That wanting more doesn’t make her weak, and being unable to give it doesn’t make him cruel. It makes both of them human.”

She wrote it down, her hand moving in that tight, quick script that I’d come to recognize as the handwriting of Madame Scarlett rather than Liana’s ordinary hand. The distinction existed only in my mind; there was no separate self, no division between the woman at the table and the voice on the page. But I could see the difference in how she formed the letters when the story took hold of her completely.

The novel had grown beyond what any of us had imagined during that afternoon in Angelina’s kitchen. What had begun as a playful premise, a traveling hero helping rebuild devastated communities, had become something with real consequences. Liana had populated her eastern provinces with women who were nothing like the interchangeable vessels Angelina had joked about. There was a widow running a mill alone, her hands scarred from years of operating machinery never meant for one person. There were sisters sharing a household who had lost their brothers and fathers in the same battle and made the decision together because neither could bear to ask alone. There was a schoolteacher who had watched an entire generation of boys march off to war and never come back, and who wanted a child not just for herself but for the classroom that had stood empty for too long. There was a young woman at the peak of her fertility who couldn’t find a partner.

Each woman had her own reasons. Each village had its own scars. And the hero, despite Liana’s increasingly transparent efforts to disguise him, had my patience, my way of listening, and the competence of a man who had learned that surviving wasn’t the same thing as living.

“You’ve given him another scar,” I said, reading a passage where the hero stripped his shirt in front of the schoolteacher. “Right shoulder, diagonal. That’s the third one.”

“He’s been in a war, Gabriel. Men in wars get scars.”

“Men in wars get specific scars. That one would have come from a sword, not an arrow. The angle is wrong for an arrow.”

She gave me a funny look over the top of the notebook. “Are you seriously correcting the fictional placement of a fictional scar on a fictional hero?”

“I’m maintaining narrative consistency.”

“You’re being impossible.” But she crossed it out and wrote something new, and when I read the revised version, the scar had moved to his left side, beneath the ribs, where armor would have left a gap. A wound like that could have killed a man who wasn’t lucky.

By mid-afternoon, the pages were running out. Liana had filled the notebook from cover to cover and started a second one three days ago, and now that too was nearly full. She wrote the final scene slowly, her hand moving more carefully than it had during the faster passages. This wasn’t a village meeting or a bedroom scene. The hero was looking back at everything he’d done, the lives he’d helped continue, and understanding that what he’d given would outlast him.

When she set the pen down, she didn’t speak immediately. She sat with her hands flat on the closed notebook, her eyes on the table, and for a long moment the only sound in the kitchen was the distant call of a skybird somewhere over the ginger fields.

Then she looked at me, and all her restraint broke at once. She was out of her chair and around the table before I could stand, her arms around my neck, her body against mine, laughing and kissing me and saying things I couldn’t quite make out through her excitement.

“I did it,” she said when she finally pulled back far enough to speak clearly. Her eyes were bright, her cheeks flushed, her hair coming loose from its knot. “I actually did it. An entire novel in less than a week. I’ve never… Gabriel, I’ve never had anything come together this way. Not even close.”

“That’s not normal.”

“It’s not supposed to be normal. It’s supposed to be impossible.” She kissed me again. “It’s because of you. Having you here, asking the right questions, telling me what the real places were like. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“You wrote every word,” I said. “Don’t give me credit for your work.”

“I’m giving you credit for making it better than anything I’ve written before. There’s a difference.”

She rested her forehead against mine, and her breathing gradually slowed. The excitement was still there, joined now by a deeper satisfaction at having finished.

Then she stepped back, picked up the notebook, and held it against her chest the way she’d held it the morning I returned it to her. “I want to take it to Eve,” she said. “Today … now. I don’t want to sit on it. I want her to read it while it’s still alive in my head.”

“Now?”

“Now. Before I lose my nerve or start rewriting things that don’t need rewriting.” She was already moving, gathering papers, reaching for her jacket. “Quillhaven is an hour by skybird. Less if the winds are good. We could be there by evening.”

I watched her move through the kitchen, focused and determined. The manuscript in her hands was the product of days that had felt both impossibly short and perfectly measured, and she handled the pages carefully, as if they might dissolve if she gripped them too hard.

“All right,” I said. “Quillhaven. Let me tell Valen he’s flying again today.”

She smiled. “Tell him it’s important. Tell him it’s for Madame Scarlett.”

“I’ll tell him it’s for the woman who wrote an entire novel about a man who looks suspiciously like me riding a white pegasus.”

“He rides a gray pegasus in the final draft.”

“It was white three chapters ago.”

“I changed my mind. Artistic license.”

I laughed and went to find Valen. Behind me, Liana was already packing the manuscript into a leather case she reserved for trips to Quillhaven. She hummed as she worked, and I could still hear her when I stepped outside. I found Valen eating some grass outside and waited. I went inside again and heard her upstairs. “You alright?”

“Yeah, just need a second.”

I was halfway up the stairs when I noticed the bedroom door standing open wider than usual, and through it I could see something that hadn’t been there the last time I’d climbed these steps. The old iron frame was gone. In its place stood a bed so much larger that it seemed to have absorbed half the room, its wooden headboard carved with a pattern of curling vines, the mattress thick enough that the blankets lay across it in smooth, undisturbed planes.

I stopped in the doorway. Liana came up behind me, her shoulder against my arm, and I could sense her satisfaction before she spoke. “Do you like it?” she asked.

“It’s… substantial.”

“It is. Substantially better than being elbowed in the ribs every time one of us rolls over.” She moved past me into the room and sat on the edge of the mattress, bouncing slightly. The frame didn’t creak, nothing creaked. The entire construction had the silent solidity of something built to outlast its owners. “I ordered it the day after you stayed. The deliverymen nearly killed themselves getting it up the stairs. Worth every coin.”

I sat beside her. The mattress gave beneath my weight so gently that my old farm bed felt like sleeping on a board by comparison. “This cost more than my first saddle.”

“Probably. But my first saddle didn’t have to accommodate both of us, and Valen has considerably better manners than you do when you’re asleep.”

I laughed. “So this is what you do with Madame Scarlett’s earnings. Upgrade your bedroom furniture specifically for my future visits.”

“Not specifically, generally. With emphasis on future and visits and the plural nature of both.” She leaned against me, her wing brushing my shoulder. “I’ve been sleeping alone in that iron contraption for fifteen years. Fifteen years of listening to it squeak every time I turned over. I decided we deserved something that wouldn’t sound like it was falling apart every time we used it for its intended purpose.”

“Intended purpose,” I repeated. “Is that what the carpenters call it?”

“The carpenters call it a bed. I call it an investment in not waking my skybird with the sound of headboards hitting walls.” Her smile was wicked. “Though given what Olivia walked in on, I may have purchased this several revelations too late.”

The bedroom felt larger but also warmer. I ran my hand along the headboard, feeling the smooth curves where the vines intertwined.

“It’s beautiful,” I said.

“Thank you. I thought so too.” She stood and crossed to the wardrobe, which I now noticed was also new, its dark wood polished to a shine. “While I was spending money I probably shouldn’t have been spending, I bought a few other things.”

She opened the wardrobe and began pulling out dresses, things meant for evenings out, for being seen: a deep green dress with a neckline that would have turned heads in any village on any island, a wine-colored dress with sleeves that tapered to points at her wrists, a pale blue one so simple in its cut that the quality of the fabric was all the luxury it needed.

“Madame Scarlett has expensive tastes,” I said.

“Madame Scarlett has been writing about women in nice clothes for years without owning any herself. It seemed unfair.” She held the green dress against her body, turning so I could see it properly. “What do you think?”

“I think if you wore that to the village square, I’d spend the entire evening finding reasons to look at you and failing to come up with convincing excuses for why.”

She laughed and hung it back in the wardrobe. “Good. That’s the intended effect.” But her smile faded as she closed the door, and she kept her hand on the polished wood.

“The strange part,” she said quietly, “is that I could buy ten more or even twenty. This wardrobe isn’t even half full, and it’s the largest one they had. Madame Scarlett’s last three novels earned enough that I could replace every piece of furniture in this house, buy new skybirds for both girls, and still have enough left to retire on if I wanted to.”

She turned to face me. “But I can’t. Because if I suddenly started spending like a woman with money to burn, Olivia would notice within a day. Livia would notice within an hour. And then I’d have to explain where it came from, and I am not prepared to sit my adult daughters down and tell them that their mother writes erotic novels about librarians seducing stable boys for a living.”

“It’s considerably more sophisticated than that,” I said.

“It is, and they would be considerably less concerned with the sophistication than with the fact that I’ve been keeping it from them for years.” She sat on the edge of the bed again, her wings resting against the carved headboard. “So I buy a bed. A few dresses. Things that improve our lives without transforming them so dramatically that the questions become unavoidable. It’s a careful line, and I walk it every time I spend a coin Madame Scarlett earned.”

I sat beside her. “It must be strange. Being proud of something you can’t share with them.”

“It is.” Her hand found mine on the blanket between us. “It was easier before you came into both halves of my life. I could keep them separate. Madame Scarlett lived in secret, in the letters readers sent that I never answered. Liana lived here, with her daughters and her ginger fields and the ordinary worries of a woman raising twins alone. Now you’re in both places, and the line between them keeps getting thinner.”

I squeezed her hand. “They’ll understand when you tell them. Whenever that is.”

“I know. I just…” She shook her head. “I’m not ready. Not yet. Let me have this novel first. Let me finish something that matters without having to explain every page of it to the two people whose opinions I care about most.”

She stood and reached for the green dress again. “For now, I’m wearing this to Quillhaven. Eve has never seen me in anything that wasn’t practical enough to fly in, and I think she deserves a shock.”

While she changed, I gathered the manuscript from the kitchen table and packed it into the leather case she used for trips to her editor. The pages represented more than paper and ink. Five villages. Seven women. A hero who rode a gray pegasus and bore scars in places I would have placed them. A story built from fragments of a war I had lived and a peace I was still learning to inhabit.

Liana came downstairs in the green dress, her hair brushed loose around her shoulders, and the transformation was enough to make me set the case down and look at her properly. She wasn’t Liana the ginger farmer anymore, or even Liana the mother of redheaded twins. She was a woman who had written something she believed in and was dressed for the occasion.

“Will I do?” she asked.

“Eve won’t know what hit her.”

“Good.” She took the case from me, checked that the manuscript was secure inside, and kissed me once, quick and sure. “Then let’s go show Quillhaven what Madame Scarlett has been up to.”

* * *

I smelled Quillhaven before I saw it. Paper and ink and the mustiness of too many books in too little space, carried on a wind that swept between the tall buildings of the Owl Quarter and found us halfway across the final stretch of open sky. Valen recognized the scent. His ears pricked forward, and I felt the adjustment in his wingbeats as he prepared to navigate the crowded island.

Liana flew beside me on her skybird, the green dress whipping around her legs, the manuscript case secured against her saddle. She had been quiet for most of the flight, which was unusual for her. The excitement that had carried her out of Ginger Isle had calmed, and she now had the focused look of a woman preparing to hand over something she had built with her own hands.

We landed at the public paddock near the island’s edge, where an attendant took Valen and Liana’s skybird with the indifference of someone who handled visiting mounts twelve hours a day and had stopped being impressed by anything with wings. The walk to Sensual Press took us through narrow streets designed for creatures who flew rather than walked, the buildings rising several stories on either side, their upper floors accessible by perches and platforms that would have required a ladder for anyone without wings. Owls swept overhead carrying manuscripts and folios, their wings beating in the close quarters with a precision that still impressed me every time I visited.

Sensual Press occupied a three-story pale-stone building with arched windows and its name carved above the entrance in letters just bold enough to be read from the street without embarrassing the authors who entered beneath them. I had been here twice before with Liana, both times as a visitor rather than a participant, and I was surprised by how comfortable the place had become. The interior was arranged vertically: elevated desks, narrow walkways, shelves of manuscripts climbing the walls, and ladders for the wingless minority who needed to reach the upper floors.

Eve was at her usual perch on the second level, spectacles perched on her beak, a stack of manuscripts beside her that looked exactly as tall as it had the last time I’d seen it. She looked up when we climbed the ladder, and her sharp eyes moved from Liana to me and back again, assessing us quickly.

“Madame Scarlett,” she said. “And her consultant. This is becoming a pattern.”

“Hello, Eve,” Liana said. She set the leather case on the desk and unlatched it with hands that weren’t quite steady. “I finished it.”

Eve’s feathers ruffled, the owl equivalent of raised eyebrows. “Finished it. The entire manuscript.”

“The entire manuscript. Start to finish. In less than a week.”

“Less than a week.” Eve removed her spectacles and set them carefully on the desk. “Your previous novel took months, if I recall correctly. And you complained about deadlines for six of them.”

“This one was different.” Liana pulled the manuscript from the case and set it on the desk between them. The stack of pages made Eve’s spectacles look small by comparison. “I had help.”

“I can see that.” Eve’s eyes moved to me, then back to the manuscript. “The same help, I presume, who assisted with certain scenes in the previous work. The ones that read noticeably better than the rest.”

Liana’s cheeks colored. “Gabriel has been… instrumental. In more ways than one.”

“I’m sure he has.” Eve picked up the first page and adjusted her spectacles. “Well. Since you’ve flown all the way here instead of sending a courier, I assume you’d like me to read some of it now rather than simply taking delivery and sending you home to wait for notes.”

“If you wouldn’t mind,” Liana said. “Just the opening. And maybe the scene with the schoolteacher. And the widow’s chapter. And the sisters. Actually, just… whatever you have time for. I know it’s a lot to ask.”

Eve sighed, but there was affection beneath it. She had been Liana’s editor for years, and they had the comfortable friction of two professionals who respected each other too much to pretend they were always easy to work with. “Sit,” she said. “Both of you. I’ll read the opening. Then we’ll discuss whether the rest is worth my evening.”

We sat on the visitors’ bench beside her perch while Eve turned pages. Her eyes moved across the lines quickly, and her face gave away nothing. Occasionally she made a quiet sound in the back of her throat that could have meant approval or criticism.

When she finished the opening chapter, the hero on his gray pegasus above the eastern provinces, looking down at villages where the lights were too few, she set the page down and looked at me.

“The gray pegasus,” she said. “A creative choice.”

“I thought so,” I said.

“Almost as creative as giving him a diagonal scar across his upper back from an arrow wound. Very specific detail for a fictional character.”

Liana put her face in her hands. “It’s not that obvious.”

“It’s extraordinarily obvious,” Eve said. “The man rides a pegasus, shoots a bow, has your exact scars in your exact locations, treats women with a respect that borders on reverence, and speaks twelve words per page. If you were any less subtle, you would have named him Gabriel and been done with it.”

“I changed the pegasus to gray,” Liana protested.

“A masterstroke of disguise.” Eve turned to the schoolteacher’s chapter and began reading. This time her reactions were less guarded. She made notes in the margins with a pencil gripped in her wing, her handwriting so small and precise that it looked typeset rather than written. When she reached the scene where the hero helps the schoolteacher repair her classroom roof, a scene I had suggested based on a village near the border where I’d delivered supplies, she set the page down and looked at Liana in surprise.

“This is different,” she said. “This isn’t another stable boy romance. This is… something else entirely.”

“It’s what the premise became,” Liana said. “Once we started talking about what those villages were really like. What the women who were left behind actually needed, beyond the obvious.”

“Beyond the obvious,” Eve repeated. She turned to me. “And you provided the military perspective. The reality of what those eastern provinces looked like after six years of fighting.”

“I told her what I saw,” I said. “The rest was her.”

Eve read two more chapters, skipping through sections to decide whether the whole was worth her time. When she finally set the manuscript down, her spectacles had slid to the tip of her beak, and she pushed them back with one wing.

“It’s good,” she said. “It’s better than good. It’s the strongest work you’ve ever done, and nothing else comes close.” She tapped the manuscript with her pencil. “The premise works because you took it seriously. These aren’t conquests. They’re relationships, each one distinct, each woman with her own history and her own reasons. The hero’s sense of responsibility toward the children he fathers comes through in every chapter. That’s what makes it feel real instead of wishful.”

Liana’s shoulders relaxed. She exhaled, and when she looked at me, her eyes were bright with pride and relief.

“Can you prioritize it?” she asked Eve. “I know you have other manuscripts in the queue, but…”

“I’ll move it to the front,” Eve said. “You did ask quite persuasively, but I’m doing it because it deserves to be there.” She gathered the pages into a neat stack and secured them with a clip. “A day or two for a complete editorial pass. Then typesetting, cover design, printing. If nothing goes catastrophically wrong, you could have copies in bookshops within a week.”

“A week,” Liana repeated. She looked at me, then back at Eve, and smiled broadly at the thought that something she had built in her kitchen would soon exist in the world beyond it.

“A week,” Eve confirmed. “Now go home. Both of you. I have reading to do, and you look like people who have been living inside a manuscript for days and need to remember what the sky looks like without fictional villages beneath it.”

We left Sensual Press as the afternoon light faded over the Owl Quarter. Liana carried the empty leather case under her arm, almost skipping as we made our way through the narrow streets.

* * *

The flight back from Quillhaven took us east into a sky that had begun its slow turn toward evening. Valen set a steady pace, his wings beating easily as he followed the well-traveled route, and Liana’s skybird flew beside us, close enough that I could see the green of her dress flickering against the dark feathers whenever she adjusted her position in the saddle.

For the first twenty minutes, neither of us spoke much. The manuscript was gone, delivered into Eve’s capable wings, and the absence of it created a space that felt both empty and necessary. Liana needed the peace. I could see it in the set of her shoulders, the way her hands rested loosely on the saddle horn instead of gripping it. She had been holding the story inside her for days, carrying it from idea to page to completed draft with an intensity that had left little room for anything else, and now that it was out of her hands, her body was remembering how to breathe.

When she finally broke the silence, she spoke quietly, still sounding a little amazed by what she had done. “I love having you there,” she said. “Having you there every day, asking questions, telling me when something rang false…” She shook her head. “Madame Scarlett has always been something I did alone. Even Angelina only saw the finished pages. The owls handle the publishing, the distribution, all the parts that happen after the writing is done. But the writing itself? That was always just me, at the kitchen table, with a cup of tea and a notebook and nobody watching.”

She looked across at me, and the wind lifted her red hair away from her face. “Now I’m not sure I can go back to doing it alone. Is that terrible? To get used to having someone there and then resent the emptiness when they’re gone?”

“No,” I said. “It’s human.”

“I think what I’m trying to say is that I liked it. Having you there. Not just because you know things about the war that I needed to know, though that helped considerably. But because…” She paused, searching for the words. “Because you listened to the story the same way you listen to people, completely, without waiting for your turn to talk.”

I smiled. “I also think you liked having me there because you could look up from your notebook and say, ‘Gabriel, what would a handsome war hero do in this bedroom situation,’ and get an immediate answer instead of having to make it up.”

She laughed. “That is also true. The research benefits were substantial.”

“Substantial,” I repeated. “Is that what we’re calling it now?”

“We’re calling it thorough character development. Which is editor-speak for ‘I needed to know how you’d react in bed with a fictional schoolteacher, and asking you directly was more efficient than guessing.’”

“Much more efficient. And considerably more enjoyable for at least one of us.”

“For both of us, if I recall correctly. The schoolteacher scene required multiple drafts.”

We flew through a bank of thin cloud, and for a moment the world went white and close around us, nothing but the sound of wingbeats and Liana’s voice somewhere to my right. When we emerged, the islands below had taken on the amber cast of late afternoon, the ginger fields of Liana’s home visible as a terraced green staircase in the distance.

“I don’t know if it will work,” she said quietly, the playfulness gone. “With readers, I mean. Eve thinks it will. Eve thinks it’s the strongest thing I’ve written. But Eve has been wrong before, about smaller things than an entire novel premise.”

“She hasn’t been wrong about this,” I said. “I read it. I watched you write it. It works because it’s honest. Not just about the sex, though God knows you write that well enough to make a man forget he’s reading fiction. It’s honest about what comes after. The rebuilding, the children and the lives that continue because someone chose to help them continue.”

She was quiet for a long moment. “Thank you. For saying that. And for meaning it.”

“I always mean it.”

“I know you do. That’s the problem. I’ve gotten used to it.”

We flew the rest of the way in companionable silence, the distance between Quillhaven and Ginger Isle shrinking beneath us with each steady beat of Valen’s wings. The ginger fields resolved from green smudges into distinct terraces, and the farmhouse appeared at the crest, its windows bright in the last of the sunlight.

That was when I saw them. Two figures on the porch, both with red hair bright enough to identify from a hundred yards out, both waving enthusiastically.

“Oh,” Liana said. “They’re home.”

“Very home,” I agreed. “And very excited about something.”

We landed in the field beside the stable, and before I had both feet on the ground, Olivia was sprinting across the yard toward us, her wings half-unfolded for balance, her face split by a grin so wide it looked painful.

“You’re back!” she called. “Finally! We’ve been waiting for hours. Well, not hours. Maybe an hour. But it felt like hours because we finished it and then you weren’t here to see it, and Livia made me promise not to send a skybird to find you, which was unreasonable, because how was I supposed to know when you’d be back, and…”

“Olivia,” Livia said, arriving at a more measured pace behind her sister. “Breathe. Preferably between sentences.” She turned to me, and she looked just as excited as her sister, though she hid it better. “We finished your surprise. The one we’ve been working on since… well, since you overheard us talking about it. We’ve been working on it for days, and it’s done, and we want you to see it before the light goes completely.”

Liana dismounted and handed her skybird’s reins to Olivia. “What surprise?” she asked innocently, though I knew she had almost certainly been aware of the project from the beginning.

“You’ll see,” Olivia said. She grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the house. “Come on. Both of you. But mostly Gabriel, because it’s for him, and if we wait any longer I might actually explode, and Livia would have to clean it up, and she would never let me forget it.”

I let her pull me across the yard, Livia walking on my other side, clearly proud of whatever they had finished and content to let her sister provide most of the excitement. Behind us, Liana followed, and when I glanced back, her smile confirmed what I already suspected.

We entered, and the quilt lay across the sitting room couch in a spill of color and pattern that stopped me in the doorway. It was larger than I had expected, big enough to cover a bed twice the size of mine, and the fabrics had been chosen carefully, each color representing something I recognized.

Blue for the sky. Green for Oakwind’s forests. White for Valen’s coat, though the white fabric had been stitched with such fine, almost invisible thread that the pegasus emerged from the background as if he were flying through cloud rather than sitting on it. Around the edges ran a border of smaller patterns: oak leaves, apple blossoms, the curved shape of wings that could have belonged to any of the women in my life or all of them at once.

Olivia grabbed my arm and pulled me toward it. “You have to promise,” she said. “You have to swear that even though you knew we were making you a blanket, you had no idea it would look like this. Because if you somehow knew about the design and you’ve been pretending to be surprised, I will be devastated. Devastated, Gabriel. Emotionally crippled, possibly forever.”

“I knew you were making me something warm for winter,” I said. “I had no idea you were doing all this.”

“Good.” Olivia looked immensely relieved. “Because the design was supposed to be the surprise.”

“And keeping Olivia from showing it to you before we finished was considerably harder than making it,” Livia said.

“I was excited.”

“You nearly sent him a sketch.”

“For approval.”

“It was a surprise.”

Olivia waved this away and turned back to me. “The point is, you hadn’t seen it. So your reaction counts.”

“It gets cold on Oakwind,” Olivia added. “And your room faces north, and your bed is the size of a child’s cot.”

I moved closer to the quilt. The craftsmanship was extraordinary. Sections of it had been assembled with such precise, even stitching that the seams were nearly invisible, while other areas showed a looser, more expressive hand. I could see their personalities in the work as clearly as if they had signed their names to each square.

Olivia stepped forward and pointed to a section near the center where Valen’s wings had been rendered in sweeping, dramatic strokes, the feathers exaggerated for effect, the white fabric layered to create depth. “That’s mine,” she said. “The pegasus. I did all the wings, every feather. Well, most of the feathers. Livia helped with the smaller ones around the edges, but the overall shape, the movement, that’s all me.”

“It is not all you,” Livia said. “I did the wing structure. The bones. You did the feathers on top, but I built the frame that makes them look like they’re actually attached to something.”

“You built the boring part. I built the beautiful part.”

“The boring part is what makes the beautiful part possible. That’s literally how wings work, Olivia.”

“Not in art. In art, beauty stands alone. That’s why they call it art and not… wing science.”

I ran my hand over the quilt. The fabrics were smooth, some of them clearly new, others repurposed from clothing I recognized, a scrap of blue that matched the shirt Sabrina and Gabriella had made me, a patch of green that might have come from one of Livia’s dresses. They had built it from pieces of the life they shared with me, stitched together into something meant to keep me warm when the north wind found the cracks in the farmhouse walls.

“It’s extraordinary,” I said. The word felt insufficient the moment it left my mouth. “Both of you. This is… I don’t know what to say.”

“Say you love it,” Olivia said. “Specifically my parts, the feathers and the dramatic parts.”

“Say you appreciate the structural integrity,” Livia countered. “The parts that will actually hold together when you use it.”

I pulled them both against me, one arm around each of their shoulders, and felt the difference in how they came against my sides. Olivia leaned into me immediately, while Livia paused before relaxing into the embrace. I kissed Olivia’s forehead, then Livia’s, and said, “I love all of it, every stitch. I can’t tell you which parts I love more because the quilt isn’t sections. It’s one thing. Made by two people who saw me clearly enough to make something I would actually want.”

Olivia tried to look offended, but her pleasure won out. “That’s a very diplomatic answer.”

“It’s the truth,” I said.

Livia smiled. “It is. That’s why it’s good.”

Liana stood in the doorway, watching us, amused and proud, her eyes a little damp. When I caught her eye, she mouthed, “They were nervous.” That explained why the twins had been talking over each other since we landed. However confident they had seemed while making it, they had still been nervous about giving it to me.

“I’m putting it on my bed as soon as I get home,” I said. “Tonight. I may never take it off.”

“Good,” Olivia said. She grinned before adding, “I’m hoping to see how comfortable it is someday. From a… user’s perspective. A very involved user’s perspective.”

“Olivia,” Livia said.

“What? It’s a practical consideration. We made it for his bed. It stands to reason that one or both of us might eventually find ourselves in that bed, testing the quilt’s comfort under realistic conditions.”

“I had that exact thought three days ago,” Livia said. “While we were sewing the border. I just didn’t say it out loud because some of us possess something called restraint.”

“Restraint is what happens when ideas are weak. Strong ideas make themselves known.”

I laughed and pulled them both closer. “The quilt will be thoroughly tested. I promise. Under all relevant conditions.”

We spent another hour in the sitting room, the quilt folded across my lap while the twins took turns explaining specific sections, Olivia with grand gestures and sweeping descriptions, Livia with precise details about stitch patterns and fabric choices. Liana brought tea and sat in her chair by the window, adding comments that made it clear she had known about the project from its earliest stages and had been quietly proud of it for days.

“Where did you two go today?” Livia asked eventually, her cup balanced on her knee. “You left this afternoon and didn’t come back until nearly evening.”

Liana and I exchanged a look. She set her tea down and said, “We went somewhere peaceful. The private project Gabriel’s been helping me with reached an important milestone. It went extremely well. Better than I expected.”

“What kind of project?” Olivia asked.

“One that’s still private,” Liana said gently.

They accepted this, and the conversation moved on, and for a little while we were simply five people in a sitting room on a ginger farm, talking about ordinary things while a quilt that was anything but ordinary lay across my knees.

When it was time to go, the twins helped me fold the quilt into a bundle secure enough for flight. Olivia insisted on a folding technique that involved grand flourishes and several revisions, while Livia watched patiently as her sister reinvented basic geometry for the third time.

I kissed Livia goodbye at the door, her hands resting on my chest as she returned the kiss with the confidence I had come to expect from her. Olivia’s kiss was fiercer, and when she pulled away, she whispered, “Use the quilt tonight. Think of us while you do.”

“I will,” I promised.

Liana walked me to where Valen waited. She kissed me slowly, her hands on my face, and said, “Fly safely. And thank you. For everything. The book, the bed, the ridiculous amount of patience it takes to love this many women at once.”

“I’m not patient,” I said. “I’m lucky.”

She smiled and touched my cheek one more time before stepping back. “So am I.”

The flight home to Oakwind took me through a darkening sky, the stars emerging one by one above the islands. The quilt was secured behind my saddle, pressed against my back as Valen carried me home.


Chapter 5

Weeks passed before I finally saw After the Fall in print. I found Angelina on the front porch with her knees drawn up to her chest and a copy open across her lap. She didn’t look up when the screen door creaked behind me. Her honey-blonde hair fell loose around her shoulders, and her wings were folded tight against the chair back, as they always were when she was concentrating on something that demanded her full attention. She breathed quietly, occasionally murmuring when something in the text caught her attention.

She turned the final page. I watched her do it, her finger tracing the margin before she closed the book and set it carefully on the arm of the chair. Then she looked up at me, and her eyes were bright, caught somewhere between tears and triumph.

“You finished it,” I said.

“I finished it. All of it.” She pressed a hand to her chest, as if the story had lodged there and needed holding in place. “Gabriel. That was… I don’t have the right word. I started reading before breakfast and I never put it down. I forgot to eat. I forgot the bread was rising. I think I’ve been sitting here for four hours.”

I sat on the porch step beside her chair. The book’s cover was simple: a pegasus in flight above terraced fields, the title in elegant script across the top. After the Fall. Nothing that revealed its contents to anyone who didn’t already know what they were picking up. The spine was cracked in three places from being held open for hours.

“How many times have you read it?” I asked.

“This is the first. Liana sent one to me last week. I’ve been saving it. Waiting for a morning when I could read it properly without interruption.” She picked the book up and held it against her chest as Liana always held her notebooks. “It’s selling everywhere. Did she tell you? Eve’s last letter said the first printing sold out in four days. They’ve ordered a second printing twice the size, and the bookshops in Eden Isle are already asking for more.”

I knew some of this. Liana had written to me about the sales, her letters growing more astonished with each passing week. But hearing it from Angelina, watching the pride spread across her face as she said it, gave the news a weight the letters hadn’t.

“Liana says readers are writing in,” Angelina continued. “Actual letters, addressed to Madame Scarlett care of Sensual Press. Women asking when the next one is coming, asking if the hero is based on a real person…” She laughed warmly. “Which is the single most amusing question I have ever heard, considering the hero rides a gray pegasus that is obviously Valen despite Liana’s desperate attempt to change the color, and has your exact scars in your exact locations, and speaks twelve words per page.”

“He speaks more than twelve words,” I said.

“Fifteen, then. The man is a study in economy.” She opened the book to a page she had marked with a scrap of fabric. “There’s this dialogue. I heard you say that. In my kitchen. The day you two started writing this thing. You said it to Liana, and she wrote it down, and now it’s printed in a book that half the women on Oakwind are probably reading right now.”

I remembered saying it, sitting at Liana’s kitchen table with tea going cold between us, watching her pen move across the page. The words had felt ordinary when I spoke them. Seeing them printed on the page in Angelina’s hands made them feel different.

“She changed some things,” I said. “The pegasus was white in the early drafts. She changed it to gray.”

“Too late. I know it’s Valen. The descriptions are too precise. The battle scars, the way he responds to commands, the way he lands without making a sound. That’s not a fictional pegasus. That’s your horse.” She turned another page. “And the mother of the war hero has hazel eyes. Did you notice that? I saw it on the first page she appeared and nearly dropped the book.”

I hadn’t noticed. I’d read the manuscript in pieces, chapter by chapter as Liana finished them. “She never mentioned that.”

“She wouldn’t. She steals details the way a crow steals shiny things. Quietly, without drawing attention to herself, and then they appear in print weeks later and you’re left wondering how much of your life has been fictionalized without your permission.” Angelina smiled fondly. “It’s what makes her good. She watches. She remembers. And then she writes it down so other people can feel it.”

She flipped through more pages, stopping at passages she had marked with her fingertips or the edge of the fabric scrap: a scene where the hero helps rebuild a village schoolhouse, a conversation with the sisters who made the decision together, and a bedroom breeding scene that made Angelina raise an eyebrow at me so knowingly that I had to look away.

“The young, childless woman was my favorite,” she said. “The one running the mill alone. Her hands. Liana described her hands exactly the way I’ve seen women’s hands look after years of doing work meant for two people. Callused, knuckles swollen and fingers that don’t straighten all the way anymore. That wasn’t made up. That was observed.”

“Most of it was observed,” I said. “The villages, the women. I told her what I’d seen.”

“You told her, and she listened, and then she built something that feels true.” Angelina closed the book and set it on her lap. “Do you know what Eve wrote in her last letter to Liana? That readers are responding to the hero not because he’s handsome or brave, though God knows he’s both, but because he treats each woman like she matters, specifically and individually. Not as interchangeable bodies but as people with histories and fears and reasons for wanting what they want. That’s what’s selling this book. That’s why women across half a dozen islands are apparently falling in love with a fictional version of you without knowing the real man exists.”

“The real man exists,” I said. “And he’s sitting on your porch step with splinters in his trousers.”

“The real man exists and he helped write a book about himself without realizing that’s what he was doing.” She reached down and brushed a strand of hair from my forehead, letting her fingers linger. “I’m proud of both of you. For different reasons. Liana for writing something this good, and you for being a man worth writing about.”

I took her hand and kissed her palm, feeling the calluses there, the evidence of years that had shaped her just as the widow’s years had shaped her fictional hands. “Liana did the writing. I just answered questions.”

“You answered the right questions. That’s harder than it sounds.” She squeezed my fingers.

The morning had warmed around us. Beyond the porch, the farmyard was coming alive: chickens moving through the grass, a skybird calling from the stable, and the smell of bread drifting from the kitchen, where the loaf Angelina had forgotten was probably over-risen by now. She seemed in no hurry to check it. Finishing the book had left her satisfied and exhausted.

“I should make more tea,” she said, not moving.

“I’ll make it,” I said.

“You will not. You’ll use twice the leaves and steep it until it tastes like oak bark.” She stood, the book still in her hand, and stretched. Her wings unfolded with the motion. “But you can come inside and watch me make it properly. And then you can tell me which of the seven women you would have chosen, if you’d been the hero and not just the consultant.”

“I would have chosen the widow,” I said.

She laughed. “Of course you would. Practical, competent, running a mill alone. You have a type, Gabriel. It’s painfully obvious.”

“One of several types,” I said.

“Several very specific types, all of which are currently living within flying distance of this farm.” She kissed the top of my head as she passed and rested her hand briefly on my shoulder. “Come inside. The bread has probably conquered the counter by now, and I need to rescue it before it annexes the entire kitchen.”

I followed her through the screen door, and the farmhouse closed around us with its usual sounds and smells. For a little while, the fact that something I had helped create was being read by strangers across half the kingdom felt like a distant, pleasant dream rather than the peculiar reality it had become.

* * *

After we’d eaten breakfast, I found my girls behind the stable, where Sabrina had set up her soap-making station on a wide plank table beneath the shade of an old oak. The air smelled of lavender and lye, and the table was crowded with clay pots, wooden molds, bundles of dried lavender hanging from hooks on the stable wall, and a copper kettle suspended over a small fire that Gabriella was tending carefully.

Sabrina stood at the center of it all, her light blonde hair tied back in a practical knot, her sleeves rolled to her elbows, her wings folded tight against her back to keep them clear of the workspace. She was measuring something from a clay jar into the kettle, her movements precise, which I rarely associated with my girl, who usually approached life with the organized chaos of a skybird in mating season.

“There you are,” she said without looking up. “Perfect timing. I need someone to stir this for the next twenty minutes without stopping, and Gabriella’s arms are about to fall off.”

“I’ve been stirring for ten minutes,” Gabriella said, flexing her wrist. “My right arm is now significantly more developed than my left. I’m becoming asymmetrical.”

“You’re becoming useful.” Sabrina finally looked at me, and she smiled mischievously. “Gabriel. My favorite man. Would you like to learn the ancient and noble art of lavender soap making under the expert tutelage of your incredibly talented girl?”

“I would like to help,” I said carefully. “I make no promises about learning.”

“Help is learning. Learning is helping. It’s a beautiful circle.” She handed me a long wooden paddle. “Stir. That direction. Steady pace. Don’t stop or it will separate, and then we have to start over, and I will be very cross with you for the rest of your natural life.”

I took the paddle. The mixture in the kettle was thick and pale, beginning to trace the consistency that would eventually become soap. It smelled overwhelmingly of lavender with undertones of the fat base Sabrina had rendered earlier, goat fat, from the smell of it, though she sometimes used olive oil for the finer batches she traded in the village.

“How long have you been doing this?” I asked as I stirred steadily. The paddle moved through the mixture with a resistance that required both hands and a fair amount of upper body strength. No wonder Gabriella’s arm was tired.

“Three years,” Sabrina said. She was measuring dried lavender into a stone mortar, crushing it with a pestle while she talked. “Started because the soap we were buying from Cedar Isle was terrible and scratchy. Smelled like someone boiled a pine cone and called it perfume. I figured I could do better, and it turned out I was right.” She grinned. “Shocking, I know.”

“She’s being modest,” Gabriella said. She had moved to the other side of the table and was cutting waxed paper into squares to line the molds. “The first batch was actually terrible. It dissolved in water. You’d lather up and the soap would just… vanish.”

“It was an experimental phase,” Sabrina said. “Art requires failure.”

“Science requires not dissolving,” Gabriella replied.

I stirred. The mixture was thickening by the minute, trailing behind the paddle in slow ribbons that held their shape for a second before collapsing back into the mass. Sabrina moved around the table efficiently, measuring, crushing, and adjusting the fire with a glance that told Gabriella exactly how much more heat she wanted.

“Hold the paddle lower,” Sabrina said, reaching across to adjust my grip. Her hand covered mine. “You’re skimming the surface. Needs to go deeper or the bottom will set before the top.”

“I’m trying.”

“You’re doing the thing men do where you think you’re helping but you’re actually making more work for me. It’s very common. I’ve come to expect it.” She patted my shoulder. “But I appreciate the effort. Really. It’s touching.”

Gabriella laughed from her station by the molds. “She does this every time. Finds someone to help, then critiques their technique for the entire process. Last time it was Mom, and by the end Mom was stirring with her eyes closed just to avoid Sabrina’s commentary.”

“Mom stirs like she’s churning butter,” Sabrina said. “Very aggressive. Very farm-woman. I’m cultivating finesse.”

“By making Gabriel stir soap for twenty minutes.”

“Finesse requires patience. Patience requires victims.” Sabrina crushed another handful of lavender, and the scent grew stronger around us, sharp and sweet at once. “The lavender came from the south field. The plants are finally mature enough to harvest properly. Three years of waiting for those bushes to establish, and this is the first batch where the oil is strong enough that I don’t have to use twice as much.”

“Where does it all go?” I asked. The paddle was growing heavier as the soap thickened, my arms beginning to feel the burn that Gabriella had mentioned.

“Household gets the plain batches. The ones with less scent, more practical. Those molds there.” She pointed to a row of rectangular wooden molds lined up along the table’s edge. “The fancy ones, with extra lavender or the ones I add honey to, those go to the village. Mrs. Harlow trades me cider for them. The innkeeper on the east side takes a dozen bars every month for the guest rooms. And sometimes I make special batches for gifts.” She glanced at Gabriella. “Though apparently my gift-giving skills are being overshadowed by quilt-makers these days.”

Gabriella smiled. “Different mediums.”

“Different levels of commitment. A quilt takes weeks. Soap takes an afternoon.”

“A quilt keeps you warm all winter,” I said. “Soap keeps you clean for about a month.”

“Cleanliness is next to godliness,” Sabrina said primly. “Warmth is just… warmth.”

We worked through the morning that way, the three of us moving around the table as comfortably as we had through chores our entire lives. Sabrina directed, Gabriella assisted, and I stirred until my arms ached and then stirred some more because Sabrina claimed it wasn’t ready every time I suggested it might be. The conversation moved as it usually did with my girls: village gossip about someone’s skybird laying an egg on the inn roof and causing structural concerns, farm news about the apple harvest looking better than last year’s and the early varieties already showing color, and the ongoing mystery of whether the redheaded twins would ever learn to knock before entering a room.

“They don’t knock,” Gabriella said. “They make their presence known. Olivia gets too excited to remember doors have handles.”

“She came through a window last time,” I said.

Sabrina groaned. “Yes, I remember. Olivia flying up to Liana’s bedroom window while the two of you were…”

“Occupied,” Gabriella supplied.

“I was going to say busy.”

“You were thinking occupied.”

“I was trying very hard not to think about it at all.” Sabrina pointed the pestle at me. “And I still do not need the visual accompaniment, thank you. My imagination is quite sufficient.”

“Your imagination is why you’re blushing,” Gabriella observed.

“I am not blushing. I am flushed from the fire. It’s very hot beside this kettle.”

“It’s seventy degrees and overcast,” I said.

“Then I’m flushed from proximity to Gabriel’s poor decision-making.” She checked the soap by dipping her finger into it, pulling a thread between her thumb and forefinger, and examining the consistency. “Perfect. Pouring time. Gabriel, you’ve officially graduated from stirrer to pourer. Try not to spill.”

We poured together, Sabrina holding each mold steady while I ladled the thickened mixture from the kettle. The soap poured in slow, viscous ribbons, filling the wooden frames with pale lavender-scented mounds that Sabrina smoothed with a flat piece of wood, moving quickly and surely. Gabriella lined each mold with waxed paper as we finished, her hands keeping pace with ours.

When the last mold was filled, Sabrina stepped back and surveyed the table with satisfaction. Twelve molds of soap in various shapes covered it, some plain rectangles for household use, others with carved patterns in the wood that would leave impressions on the finished bars. The scent of lavender hung over everything, mingling with the woodsmoke from the fire and the underlying smell of rendered fat that would fade as the soap cured.

“Well,” Sabrina said, wiping her hands on a cloth. “That’s the winter supply, plus trading stock. Not bad for a morning’s work.” She turned to Gabriella. “Thank you for the help. Especially the fire-tending. You have the patience of a saint and the wrist strength of someone who stirs things for a living.”

“You’re welcome,” Gabriella said. “Though next time I’m stirring, you’re fire-tending. Fair’s fair.”

“Next time I’m hiring professionals.” Sabrina untied her hair and shook it loose, running her fingers through the blonde waves to work out the knots. Then she looked at me, more sincerely than she had during her earlier teasing. “Gabriella has been hinting about wanting you to herself for the last three days. Subtly, in her way. Which means dropping your name into every other sentence and then looking meaningfully at the sky.”

“I have not,” Gabriella said.

“You absolutely have. Yesterday at breakfast: ‘I wonder what Gabriel is doing today. Perhaps he would enjoy a quiet afternoon. Somewhere private. With just one person. Specifically me.’ It was not subtle.”

Gabriella’s ears turned pink. “That is a gross exaggeration.”

“It is a direct quote with minor embellishment for dramatic effect.” Sabrina picked up a cloth and began wiping down the table. “Go. Both of you. The soap needs to set for hours before I can cut it, and you’ve been sufficiently useful for one morning. I release you from soap duty. Go find somewhere pretty and have a conversation that doesn’t involve rendering techniques or the structural integrity of inn roofs.”

She shooed us away with both hands, her wings fluttering with the motion. “Gabriel, I’ve borrowed enough of you for one day. Your girl would like a turn, and unlike some people, she asks nicely instead of assigning chores.”

Gabriella was already moving toward the stable where Valen was dozing in his stall. She glanced back at me, her blue eyes bright with anticipation. I knew that look well enough by now to know she had been planning this for longer than she would admit.

“Coming?” she asked.

I was.

* * *

Gabriella chose the western cliffs. Not the village side, where the path was well-trodden and the view accessible to anyone with two working legs, but the far side, where the island dropped away in a series of stone ledges that stair-stepped down toward the sky. There was no path there. The rock face was too steep for walking, the terrain too broken for anything but wings or a pegasus who knew how to find landing spots most riders wouldn’t attempt.

Valen knew the way because I had flown it before, during the years when I needed places nobody would think to look for me. He banked westward above the oak forest, his wings beating strongly and steadily, and beneath us the farm fell away into green distance. Gabriella sat in front of me, leaning comfortably against my chest, her hands resting confidently on the saddle horn.

“I’ve wanted to come here for weeks,” she said, raising her voice above the wind. “Every time I see it from the village, it looks different. Depending on the light. Sometimes it’s gray, sometimes it’s almost gold. But there’s no way to reach it without flying, and asking someone to carry me across the island just to look at rocks seemed… excessive.”

“Not excessive,” I said. “Worth the trip.”

Valen found his landing spot on the third ledge down, a flat shelf of stone wide enough for his hooves and not much else. I dismounted first and helped Gabriella down, her body light in my hands as I lifted her from the saddle. She kept one hand on my arm for balance as her feet found the rock, and then she was steady, turning to take in the view with wide eyes as she finally saw something she had imagined for years.

The ledge faced west, which meant the afternoon sun warmed the stone beneath our boots. Below us, the island dropped away in jagged steps until it met the sky, which stretched to the horizon in a plain of white so bright it hurt to look at directly. The air was clearer here than anywhere else on Oakwind, swept clean by winds that found no obstruction, and it carried the scent of sun-warmed stone and the faint mineral smell that rose from the cliffs themselves.

Gabriella had brought food. She pulled a cloth-wrapped bundle from the saddlebag and unfolded it on a flat section of rock, revealing apple pie, honey, and a flask of cider. Simple things, made better by the place and the company.

“You packed a picnic,” I said.

“I packed lunch. A picnic implies frivolity. This is practical sustenance for a strenuous afternoon of sitting on rocks and looking at clouds.” She handed me a piece of pie. “Eat. You’ve been stirring soap all morning. You need calories.”

We ate with the view spread below us, and for a while neither of us spoke much. There was no need. The place did the talking, and we were content to listen. Gabriella sat with her legs drawn up, her chin on her knees, and I watched her dark blonde hair move in the wind.

After a while, she turned to me with a smile I knew meant she had been sitting on a thought and was finally ready to release it. “I was right, you know. About Liana.”

“About what part?”

“I suspected it. The way you looked at each other. The way she flushed when Olivia kissed you at lunch that day. I told you there were sparks, and you said it was complicated, and then later Olivia flew through a bedroom window and discovered you in flagrante delicto with her mother.” She bit into the pie, revealing slices of golden apples, her eyes bright with mischief. “So. Not that complicated after all.”

“It was complicated,” I said. “Then it became simple. Those aren’t mutually exclusive.”

“They are when you use ‘complicated’ as a synonym for ‘I don’t want to talk about it because my girl will tease me.’” She nudged my shoulder with hers. “Which is fair. I would have teased you. Extensively.”

“You’re teasing me now.”

“This is gentle teasing. Respectful teasing. A girl is allowed to tease her man when she’s genuinely happy for him despite the inherent comedy of the situation.” She leaned against me. “I like that you have her. All of them, but Liana especially. She needed someone. She’s been alone too long.”

“We all needed someone,” I said.

She was quiet for a moment, looking out at the sky. Then she said, “There’s a place on the north side of the island I’ve never seen. A grove of white oaks that only grows there because the soil is different, something about the minerals in the stone. Mom mentioned it once. She said the wood is paler, almost silver when it’s freshly cut. The furniture makers from Cedar Isle used to come for it, before the war.”

“We can go there,” I said. “Tomorrow, if you want. Or next week.”

“I’d like that.” She turned the pie in her hands, studying it. “There are places on every island I’ve never seen. Not just Oakwind. Ginger Isle has those terraces beyond Liana’s fields that everyone talks about, the ones where the ginger grows sweeter because the soil holds water differently. Cedar Isle has the old observatory on the highest peak, where they used to track comets before the war. Places people describe when they think I’m not listening, because why would they describe them to the wingless girl? She can’t get there anyway.”

She spoke matter-of-factly, without self-pity. She had made peace with this, or seemed to have, but hearing her list the places she had never seen because her body had been born different from every other woman’s hurt more than I expected.

“We’ll see them,” I said. “All of them. One island at a time.”

“That’s a lot of flying.”

“I have a pegasus. He doesn’t mind.”

She smiled. “What about the things that aren’t places? There’s a woman in the village who makes paper. Actual paper, from pulp she processes herself. She has a workshop behind her house with these enormous vats where she soaks the fibers, and presses, and drying frames. I’ve walked past it a hundred times and never gone inside because… I don’t know. It felt like intruding. But I’d like to learn how it’s done. How you take plant matter and turn it into something that holds words.”

“Then we’ll go,” I said. “When we get home, we’ll walk into the village, knock on her door, and ask if she’ll show you how it’s done. She’ll either welcome us into her workshop or throw something at us, and we’ll know within the first thirty seconds which kind of teacher she is.”

She laughed brightly, the sound carrying on the cliff wind. “You’d really do that? Just walk up to a stranger’s workshop and ask if I can learn her craft?”

“If that’s what you want to learn, yes.”

“What if I wanted to learn something else? Something completely different?”

“Then we’d find someone who knows how to do that thing, and I’d walk up to their door and ask the same question.” I took her hand, feeling the calluses on her palm from years of farm work, the strength in fingers that had learned to compensate for what her body couldn’t do. “The list is yours, Gabriella. Not mine. Not anyone else’s. The places you want to see, the things you want to learn. They belong to you.”

She looked at me for a long moment, her blue eyes steady on mine, and then she kissed me slowly and purposefully, one hand coming up to cradle my jaw as she drew me closer. I kissed her back, her body fitting comfortably against mine on a sun-warmed ledge at the edge of the world, with nothing below us but cloud and the sea, and nothing above us but sky.

We spent the afternoon exploring the ledge, finding the narrow path that switchbacked down to the next shelf below, which Gabriella navigated gracefully despite the difficult terrain. We shared the last of the cider as the afternoon faded. She asked questions about the war that I answered honestly, and I asked questions about the farm during the years I was gone that she answered precisely. We talked about ordinary things and extraordinary things and sometimes nothing at all.

When the shadows lengthened across the ledge and the air began to cool, we packed what remained of the food and climbed back to where Valen waited patiently. I lifted Gabriella into the saddle and mounted behind her, and she leaned back against my chest with a satisfied sigh.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“For what?”

“For listening. For not treating today like a favor you were doing the wingless girl. For seeing the list instead of the limitation.”

I kissed the top of her head, breathing in the scent of lavender from the soap-making and the softer scent of her hair beneath it. “The limitation was never interesting. The list is.”

She reached back and found my hand where it rested on the saddle horn, and she held it all the way home as Valen carried us eastward above the darkening oak forest, toward the lights of the farmhouse, the dinner waiting for us, and the end of a day that had been exactly what she needed.

* * *

We ate outside because the evening was too good to waste on walls. Angelina had set the table on the porch where the last of the sunlight reached across the boards, and the food was simple, as it always was on days when everyone had been working: goat meat, new potatoes from the garden boiled in their skins, greens dressed with vinegar. Nothing fancy was needed.

Sabrina had changed out of her soap-making clothes into a pale blue dress, and her hair was loose around her shoulders, still carrying the faint scent of lavender from hours spent among the drying bundles. She served herself potatoes enthusiastically after spending all morning smelling rendered fat and was clearly hungry for something that didn’t remind her of work.

“So,” she said, looking at Gabriella with a teasing smile. “The western cliffs … Did you enjoy the view?”

“I did,” Gabriella said. She was cutting her meat carefully, her knife moving through the meat in straight, even lines. “The light on the clouds is different there. More… contained, somehow. Like the entire sky is focused on one spot.”

“Focused on one spot,” Sabrina repeated. She raised an eyebrow at me. “Was the sky the only thing that was focused?”

“We looked at both,” I said. “The clouds were impressive. So was your sister.”

Gabriella kicked me under the table, not gently. “He’s exaggerating. We talked. We ate. We explored the ledge. It was a normal afternoon between two people who enjoy each other’s company.”

“Normal,” Sabrina said. “Between two people. On a remote cliff face with a picnic … You sure you didn’t undress?”

“Sabrina,” Angelina said firmly.

Sabrina held up her hands. “I’m celebrating the diversity of romantic experience in this family. It’s educational. I suggest the two of you spend an afternoon together, and apparently that translates into cliffs, picnics, and meaningful conversations about life goals.”

“You’re the one who told us to go,” I said.

“I told you to spend time together. I didn’t realize I was arranging the most romantic afternoon in the kingdom.”

“It wasn’t that dramatic,” Gabriella said.

“You had a picnic on a cliff.”

“There was food. There was a cliff.”

“Exactly. All you were missing was a sunset and someone playing a harp.” Sabrina reached for the cider jug and poured herself another half-glass. “The soap turned out well, though. The tracing was perfect. By this time next week, we’ll have enough bars to last through winter, plus trading stock. Someone already asked if I’m making the honey lavender again this year. Apparently her brother uses it and won’t switch to anything else.”

“Smart man,” Angelina said. “That batch was your best.”

“It was. I’m making more. Double the honey, though. The last batch was subtle. I want this one to be obvious. I want people to smell it the moment someone walks into a room.” She glanced at me. “Unlike certain people, who prefer to make their presence known through bedroom windows.”

“I like a surprise,” I said as she made me think of the twins.

We drank to that, because it was true and because laughing at it was easier than examining it too closely. The conversation moved on to the farm and the repairs that needed doing. They were ordinary parts of the life we had built together and were still building, one meal at a time.

Angelina had made apple pie. She brought it out as the sun disappeared beyond the western horizon, and the scent of cinnamon and baked fruit filled the porch. We ate it, and the crust was flaky.

The evening darkened around us as we ate. The skybirds quieted in their roosts, the oak forest grew dark beyond the fields, and the first stars appeared above the eastern ridge where the island’s spine rose against the sky. We cleared the plates together, moving easily through a task we had shared for years, and nobody suggested going inside because the evening was too warm and pleasant to abandon for the sake of walls.

We stayed on the porch, Angelina in her chair with her wings folded against the backrest, Sabrina stretched on the bench with her feet in Gabriella’s lap, and Gabriella leaning against my shoulder where I sat on the step. The conversation had wound down to comfortable silence after a full meal and a day’s work, broken by occasional comments about nothing important. A skybird called from the stable. The oak leaves rustled in a breeze that carried the first hint of the cooler air that would arrive by morning.

It was a perfect evening, one that reminded me why I had survived a war and what I had been fighting to come home to.

That was why the sound of wings approaching from the east caught all of us by surprise.

* * *

The wings belonged to a royal courier. I knew it before I saw the uniform because military pegasi sounded different from civilian mounts, their wingbeats trained to remain steady despite wind or fatigue. This one came in low over the eastern field and landed in the yard precisely, clearly accustomed to carrying messages across the kingdom.

The courier dismounted quickly. She was young, with dark brown wings better suited to endurance than beauty, and wore the deep blue uniform of the Royal Sky Fleet with gold piping at the cuffs. She carried a leather dispatch case secured across her chest, and when she approached the porch, she carried herself formally.

“Gabriel,” she said. She knew who I was. Most of them did these days. “Official correspondence from Eden Isle. For your hand only.”

She produced a sealed letter from the dispatch case and handed it to me. The seal was wax, pressed with the crest of the royal house: a stylized wing above a crown, the same seal that had been on every order I’d received during years of war. I had broken this seal a hundred times before, usually in tents or on horseback or once, memorably, while hanging from a saddle strap thirty feet above enemy archers. Never on Angelina’s porch, with apple pie plates still on the table and my girls watching from the steps.

“Thank you,” I said.

She nodded sharply, remounted her pegasus, and was in the air before any of us could offer water or rest. Royal couriers didn’t linger. They delivered and departed, and the efficiency of it took me back to being twenty-two again, standing in a military camp with orders in my hand and a battle waiting at dawn.

The letter was heavier than it looked. Good paper, the kind the palace used for matters that required permanence. I broke the seal and unfolded it, and Aurelia’s handwriting greeted me in lines I recognized immediately. Her hand was distinctive: clean, sloping, with a slight forward lean to the letters that made them look as though they were moving even while sitting still on the page.

Gabriel,

Your presence is requested at the palace on Eden Isle at your earliest convenience. I would be grateful if you could arrive no later than a week from the date of this letter. A room has been prepared for you. Please present this letter at the main gate upon arrival.

There are matters I wish to discuss with you that are better conveyed in person than through correspondence. I value your insight and your discretion, both of which I have relied upon in the past and hope to rely upon again.

With respect and gratitude,

Queen Aurelia

I read it twice. Then a third time, more slowly, looking for the thing I had missed, the sentence that would explain why the queen of the Sky Kingdom was personally summoning me. There was nothing. No mention of military need, no reference to the Royal Pegasus Corps, no hint of threat or urgency beyond the request for haste. Just Aurelia’s handwriting on good paper, asking me to come because she valued my insight and my discretion.

The comfortable ease on the porch disappeared. I looked up and found three pairs of eyes on me, each asking the same question.

“What is it?” Sabrina asked. She had straightened on the bench, her feet no longer in Gabriella’s lap, her wings half-unfolded without her seeming to notice.

“From the queen,” I said. “She wants me at the palace. A week from now.”

“Why?” Gabriella asked.

The letter was still in my hands. I held it where they could see the royal seal, the handwriting, and the absence of anything that answered Gabriella’s question. “She doesn’t say.”

Angelina had not moved from her chair, but her relaxed posture was gone, replaced by the alert stillness I associated with bad news arriving at the door. It wasn’t quite fear.

“Read it again,” she said quietly.

I did. Aloud this time, so they could hear the words exactly as Aurelia had written them. Matters I wish to discuss. Better conveyed in person. Your insight and your discretion. Nothing about war. Nothing about danger. Nothing that explained why, after months of peace, the queen needed a conversation that couldn’t be put in a letter.

When I finished, we were silent for a long moment. Then Sabrina said, “She can’t just summon you without saying why. That’s… that’s not how this works. You’re not a soldier anymore. You’re a farmer. With a family. With soap that needs cutting tomorrow and a north stable roof that won’t repair itself.”

“I’m still her subject,” I said. “And she’s still the queen.”

“But the war is over,” Gabriella said quietly, though the concern in her words was no less real than her sister’s. “What could she possibly need from you now that hasn’t been needed for since you got back?”

I didn’t have an answer for that. I folded the letter along its creases and set it on the table beside the pie plates.

“I’ll go tomorrow,” I said.

Sabrina was off the bench before I finished speaking. She crossed to where I sat on the step and dropped down beside me, her wing pressing against my arm, her hand finding mine on the wooden plank between us. A moment later, Gabriella was there too, on my other side, pressed close as she had been on the cliff ledge hours earlier, but without the ease that had accompanied us then.

“This isn’t like before,” I said. I put an arm around each of them and felt them lean against me, Sabrina’s wing folding against my back and Gabriella’s head finding the hollow of my shoulder. “It’s not a deployment. It’s a conversation. One conversation, with the queen. Whatever she needs, I’ll do it, and then I’ll come home.”

“How long?” Sabrina asked.

“I don’t know. Until it’s done.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

She didn’t argue. She leaned into me instead, her forehead against my temple, and I understood the trust in the gesture without needing words. Gabriella’s hand was on my chest, her fingers spread over the place where my heart beat, and she kept it there.

Angelina watched us from her chair. In the fading light, her face was composed, though I knew her well enough to see she was feeling more than she showed. Years of uncertainty had taught her how to remain calm when there was nothing she could do but wait.

“Your loyalty is one of the things I admire most about you,” she said steadily. “You read that letter, and your first thought wasn’t to question it or resent it or look for reasons to delay. You read it and decided to go, because your queen asked and that was enough.” She smiled warmly. “It’s what made you good at what you did. It’s what makes you good at what you do now. Different context, same man.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“Don’t thank me. I’m stating facts.” She stood and came to us, and for a moment all four of us were connected on the porch step, Angelina’s hand on my shoulder, Sabrina and Gabriella pressed against either side, and the letter resting on the table behind us with questions none of us could answer.

We stayed there as the light failed completely and the first stars appeared overhead, bright and steady above the oak forest. Nobody suggested going inside or preparing for morning, though there were saddles to check, clothes to pack, and all the ordinary tasks of departure that would need attention before dawn. For now, those things could wait. The porch step was still warm from the day’s sun, my girls held onto me as if affection alone might delay tomorrow, and Angelina stood beside us, proud of the man I had become and the way I understood duty without losing sight of what duty was for.

We speculated because speculation was all we had. Perhaps Aurelia wanted military advice. Perhaps there was trouble in the provinces, and the queen needed someone who had seen those villages with his own eyes. Perhaps it was something personal, something about her daughter or the palace or a decision she couldn’t make without the perspective of someone who had fought for her and then walked away when the fighting was done.

None of the guesses felt right. None explained the careful formality of a letter that could have been shorter, or the absence of the one thing that would have made sense of all the rest.

So we stopped guessing. The letter remained on the table, its seal dark against the white plate beneath it, and the farm grew still around us. Tomorrow I would leave Oakwind, fly to Eden Isle, and present myself at the palace gate with a letter in my hand and no idea what waited behind it. Tonight, I sat on a porch step with three women who loved me, and that was enough to carry me through whatever came after.


Chapter 6

Iwoke before dawn. The summons had followed me into sleep and was waiting when I opened my eyes, Aurelia’s handwriting in the darkness of the room before the first birdsong reached the windows.

Three days to Eden Isle by pegasus, under ordinary conditions. Valen could make the journey in two if the weather favored us, but three was what I planned for. How long Aurelia would need me once I arrived was a question no one could answer, least of all me.

I rose and dressed by the thin gray light through my window. I packed good boots, the ones I saved for travel, a change of clothes that wouldn’t embarrass me in front of the royal court, though I doubted anyone at the palace expected a retired veteran to arrive in finery, and a jacket against the high-altitude cold after sunset. I packed carefully, folding each item as I would have before a deployment, and when the saddlebags were nearly full, I reached for the small disc I kept in the wooden box beside my bed.

The disc fit in the palm of my hand. It was pale metal, worn smooth at the edges from years of handling, with a compass rose engraved on one side and a single word on the other: Faithful. Aurelia had given it to me the morning I left Eden Isle at the end of the war, a personal token rather than a royal decoration. It had belonged to her father before her, carried through every military campaign he rode in, and she had carried it herself every day since the war began. When she gave it to me and asked me to return if she ever sent for me, I had understood what the promise meant to both of us. I slipped it into the inner pocket of my jacket, where it rested against my chest, and closed the saddlebags.

Downstairs, all three of them were already awake. Angelina stood at the stove, stirring porridge that sent ribbons of steam toward the ceiling. Sabrina was wrapping bread and cheese in cloth for the journey, her wings folded neatly against her back, her movements efficient despite the early hour. Gabriella sat at the table with a cup of tea between her hands, already dressed, her blue eyes tracking me as I came down the stairs.

“You didn’t have to get up,” I said.

Angelina turned from the stove. “Yes, we did.” She said it with quiet certainty that left no room for argument.

“We’ve been up for an hour,” Sabrina said. “Some of us were productive.” She glanced at Gabriella, who smiled into her tea.

“I was awake,” Gabriella said. “Thinking counts.”

“Thinking counts as lying in bed with your eyes open, which is what I would have been doing if Mom hadn’t dragged me out by my wingtips.”

Breakfast was quiet but warm. We ate around the kitchen table as we always did, porridge and some fruits, and nobody mentioned the letter or the palace or what waited in Eden Isle. Angelina asked if I had packed enough socks. Sabrina told me to fly safely and that hopefully I’d return as quickly as possible. Gabriella said nothing about the journey but reached for my hand under the table and held it while I ate with my left.

After we cleared the plates, we went out to the stable together. Valen was already awake, his dark eyes alert and his ears forward when he heard the barn door. He knew the difference between an ordinary morning and a departure. I could see it in the lift of his head and the readiness trained into him through years of moving at short notice.

I saddled him while the women stood in the stable yard, each helping in her own way. Angelina checked the saddlebags one last time, adding a cloth-wrapped parcel of food I hadn’t seen her prepare. Sabrina brushed Valen’s coat with long, even strokes that he leaned into, his eyes half-closing with pleasure. Gabriella stood close to me, her shoulder against my arm as I tightened the girth, saying nothing but making her presence felt without words.

When Valen was ready, the four of us stood in the yard with the morning light turning the oak leaves pale green above us. The air smelled of dew and grass and the scents of a farm waking slowly to another day.

“I’ll write as soon as I reach Eden,” I said. “Every day after that, if I’m there longer. You won’t wonder.”

“You’d better,” Sabrina said. She was trying for lightness and nearly achieving it, but her smile didn’t reach her eyes as it usually did. “Real letters, with actual sentences. Not ‘Arrived safely. Palace fine. Queen says hello.’ I want details. What the food tastes like. What the servants wear. Whether Aurelia still has that portrait of her daughter in the east corridor that makes you uncomfortable because the eyes followed you.”

“They all follow you,” I said. “That’s how portraits work.”

“That one follows you specifically. I’m convinced of it.” She stepped forward and hugged me, her wings pressing against my back. “Come home soon. The soap needs cutting tomorrow, and I refuse to do it without you complaining about your arms the entire time.”

“I’ll complain extensively,” I promised.

Gabriella came next. She stayed close, her arms around my waist, her face against my chest, and I held her as I had since she was small enough to lift with one hand. She smelled of lavender and sleep. “Don’t stay away too long,” she said quietly. “When you come back, you promised we’d go flying again.”

“I remember,” I said. “As often as you want.”

She nodded against my chest and didn’t let go until she was ready.

Angelina was last. She put her hands on my shoulders and looked directly at me, her hazel eyes steady on mine, and I saw the woman who had raised three children alone and kept a farm running through a war without once complaining about either burden.

“She sent for you,” she said. “Whatever she needs from you, it matters enough that she asked you to come all the way back to Eden. So go. Find out what she needs.”

“I know,” I said.

She kissed my cheek, then my mouth, her hands moving to the sides of my face with a tenderness that tightened my chest. “Fly safely. Write often. And come home when it’s done.”

I mounted Valen and took my place in the saddle. From that height, the three of them looked smaller, standing in the yard with the farmhouse behind them and the oak forest beyond. I committed the image to memory as I had a hundred others during the war: Angelina with her hand raised in farewell, Sabrina’s wings half-unfolded as if she might follow, and Gabriella close to Angelina’s side, both of them watching me with the patience of women who had learned to wait.

Valen lifted into the morning sky. I turned him east toward Eden Isle and did not look back until we had climbed above the treetops. When I did, the farm was already distant, three figures in the yard growing smaller with each beat of Valen’s wings.

* * *

Valen set a steady pace eastward, his wings beating with the cadence I had known for years, and beneath us Oakwind Isle grew small and then vanished entirely as we crossed the gap between islands. The morning air was clear, carrying the scent of pine from the forests below and the mineral sharpness that rose from the clouds whenever we passed close enough to feel its mist against our faces. I had flown this route before, and I knew it well enough to recognize the shape of the landscape from a distance.

By midday we were passing through agricultural islands, the same formations I had noticed on my journey home. Small platforms chained together by stone bridges and regular ferry flights, their terraced fields carved into the floating stone like staircases leading nowhere. Some of them looked better than they had a month ago. New windmills turned where old ones had stood broken. Roofs had been patched or replaced entirely. The fields were greener, more carefully tended, and the markets I glimpsed from above were active enough to suggest trade was returning to normal.

Others had not recovered. I saw farms where the fields had gone fallow for lack of hands to work them, houses with their shutters closed and their chimneys cold, and a mill whose waterwheel had been still for so long that moss had grown across the paddles, turning the wood green with neglect. The war had taken unevenly from these islands, and peace was repairing them the same way.

What struck me, as it had during my journey home, was not the damage to buildings or fields but the absence of men. I’d noticed something similar when I returned from Eden last time. Women worked the terraces in groups of two or three where families of six or seven would have worked before. Older residents, gray-haired women with wings faded by age, stood in village squares that should have been filled with younger voices. Children were present but fewer than the islands could support, and the ones I saw from Valen’s back were almost exclusively girls, their small wings folded carefully as they helped their mothers or grandmothers carry water or sort grain.

At one of the larger platforms, a group of women looked up as we passed. I was flying low enough that they could see my face, and one of them waved with enough enthusiasm that her companions noticed and waved too. A younger woman called something I couldn’t hear through the wind, but I knew the tone. I had heard it a dozen times on similar islands during supply runs, playful on the surface but hopeful underneath. She was inviting me to come down and stay awhile.

I raised a hand in acknowledgment and flew on. Valen’s wingbeats never faltered.

We stopped at a waystation toward evening. The station occupied a small island between two larger platforms, its purpose purely functional: a stable for visiting mounts, a common room with a hearth, and a handful of sleeping quarters for travelers who needed rest before continuing. The woman who ran it was middle-aged, with wings the color of weathered copper and a face that had seen enough of the world to stop being surprised by anything. She took one look at Valen and said, “Royal Corps?”

“Formerly,” I said.

She nodded as if that explained everything she needed to know and directed me to a stall at the far end of the stable, where the hay was fresh and the water trough had been scrubbed recently enough that I could still smell the vinegar.

I tended to Valen first because Valen came first. Always had. I brushed the dust from his coat, checked his hooves for stones, and made sure he had enough grain and water to carry him through the night. He lipped at my sleeve when I finished, which was his way of saying thank you, and I left him with a clean stall and the contented look of a pegasus that knew he was being cared for properly.

The common room was warmer and more crowded than most waystations I remembered. Six women sat around the hearth, their wings folded or half-unfolded depending on how they had arranged themselves on the benches, and the conversation quieted when I walked in. It picked up again once they had taken a moment to look at me.

One of them, younger than the others with dark hair and wings the deep brown of fertile soil, smiled at me. “Traveling east?” she asked.

“Eden Isle,” I said.

“Long journey for one man.” Her eyes moved from my face to my shoulders and back again, assessing. “You’re welcome to share our table. We’ve got stew, and it’s better than it has any right to be given what passes for vegetables this time of year.”

I thanked her and took the offered seat. The stew was, in fact, better than it had any right to be, thick with root vegetables and herbs that someone had clearly gathered with care. The women around the table were farmers and traders, most of them traveling between islands with goods or messages, and they included me in their conversation with the easy hospitality of people accustomed to meeting strangers on the road.

The dark-haired woman sat closer than the bench required. Her wing brushed mine when she reached for the bread, and the contact was intentional enough that I understood the invitation.

“You have the look of a soldier,” she said. “The way you sit. The way you scanned the room when you walked in. Old habits.”

“Old habits,” I agreed.

“Handsome habits.” She tore a piece of bread and offered me half. “I’m traveling to Cedar Isle tomorrow. You’re welcome to join me if your route allows it. Company makes the miles shorter.”

“Thank you,” I said. “But I’m expected in Eden.”

She accepted this gracefully. “Next time, then. The roads between islands are long, and I make this run twice a month.”

After we ate, I helped carry the bowls to the washbasin because that was what Angelina had taught me to do, and the waystation keeper gave me a room at the far end of the corridor where the window faced east toward tomorrow’s flight path. The bed was narrow but clean, the blankets smelled of cedar, and the ceiling above me was beamed with wood so old it had darkened to the color of good soil.

Before I slept, I took out the disc. The word Faithful was visible in what little light reached the room from the window, and I turned the disc between my fingers as I had many times since Aurelia placed it in my hand. She had asked me to come if she sent for me, and I had promised I would. Now she had called on that promise, and whatever waited in Eden Isle was important enough that she had written the letter herself rather than sending a formal summons through a courier.

I slipped the disc back into my pocket and lay in the dark, listening to the waystation grow quiet around me. Other travelers moved occasionally in their rooms, wings brushed against bedding, and Valen’s breathing carried faintly from the stable. He slept standing, as he always did, ready to move at a moment’s notice after years of war had taught him that rest could end without warning.

* * *

The journey stretched into days, each one similar enough to the last that they began to blend at the edges. We flew through mornings that started cold and warmed by midday, through afternoons when the islands below us turned golden in the light, and through evenings when we found waystations or sometimes clearings where Valen could graze and I could sleep beneath the open sky with my saddle for a pillow.

On the third morning, the air changed. It grew denser, carrying the scent of too many people living in too little space, followed by the smell of marble and gardens and the mineral tang that rose from Eden Isle’s foundations. Valen felt it too. His ears pricked forward, and his wingbeats adjusted subtly, taking us higher so we could approach the capital as he had been trained to approach it: from above, with the entire island spread beneath us like a map drawn in stone and living things.

Eden Isle appeared on the horizon, and the sight of it still affected me as it had the first time I saw it as a young recruit. The golden domes of the palace caught the morning light, turning the highest spires into points of fire against the sky. White marble buildings descended from the palace in terraced steps, connected by arched bridges that spanned waterfalls and garden courtyards where the green was so vivid it looked painted. The streets were already busy, angels moving between levels, and the air above the island was thick with pegasi, skybirds, and the occasional official courier heading toward the palace gates.

Valen banked toward the highest platform, where the royal residence occupied the island’s crown. The landing approach was familiar: a long, gradual descent that gave the palace guards time to identify us before we touched down. They were already watching. I could see them at their posts, winged figures in deep blue uniforms, and one of them raised a hand in recognition before we had fully landed.

I dismounted and handed the reins to a stable attendant who approached Valen with the respect reserved for military pegasi. The young woman’s eyes moved from him to me and widened slightly.

“Captain,” she said.

“Former captain,” I corrected. But the title had followed me home from the war and apparently followed me back to Eden.

The palace guard approached with the straight-backed formality of someone who took his position seriously. He was older than the stable attendant, with wings the gray of weathered stone and a face that had seen enough to know when protocol could bend.

“Gabriel,” he said. “We’ve been expecting you.”

I showed him the letter anyway. He glanced at the seal, nodded once, and handed it back. “Her Majesty informed us you would be arriving. Your room is prepared. Valen will be housed in the royal stables, where he’ll receive the care appropriate to his service record.” The guard’s mouth curved into a faint smile. “The Queen’s Falcon returns. There are those who will be pleased to hear it.”

Word traveled through the palace quickly and quietly, with details that improved with each retelling. By the time I had climbed the marble steps to the entrance hall, staff were glancing in my direction, curious about someone they had heard stories about and were now seeing in person. A serving woman stopped in the corridor and said, quite audibly, “That’s him. The archer from the eastern campaign. The one who held Raven’s Crest with twelve men when the rebels sent fifty.” Her companion whispered something I couldn’t hear, and they both moved on, but not before the second woman looked at me with more than professional interest.

I was shown to a guest chamber in the east wing, where a bath had been drawn and fresh clothes laid out on the bed. The room was larger than anything I had slept in since leaving the palace months ago, with a sitting area, a writing desk positioned to catch the afternoon light, and windows that opened onto a balcony overlooking the central gardens. From that height, Eden Isle spread beneath me in all its impossible beauty: marble streets, flowering terraces, and crowded skies where angels moved easily between the buildings.

I bathed and changed into the clothes that had been provided. They fit well enough to suggest that someone had estimated my measurements accurately, and the fabric felt expensive without making a show of it. Clean, dressed, and presentable, I was sitting at the writing desk composing a mental draft of what I would tell my family about Eden Isle when a quiet knock came at the door.

The woman who entered wore the plain dress of a palace attendant rather than formal livery, which meant she worked closely enough with the royal family that ceremony had become unnecessary. “Her Majesty welcomes you to Eden Isle,” she said. “She wishes you to know that your presence here is valued, and that she would like to see you this evening, after the evening meal. Someone will come for you when it’s time.”

“Thank you,” I said.

She nodded and withdrew, closing the door quietly behind her.

I stood at the balcony and looked out over the capital. The afternoon was fading toward evening, and the lowering sun cast a warm glow across the marble. Somewhere in the palace behind me, Aurelia was going about her day as queen, making decisions that would affect thousands of lives and governing a kingdom that had been at peace for not a long time largely because of what she had been willing to sacrifice to achieve it.

Tonight, she would explain why she had sent for me.

* * *

The attendant came for me as the last daylight left the gardens. She led me through corridors I remembered from my years of service, past portraits and tapestries that had watched me walk these same halls when I was younger and the war was still being fought, and finally to a door that stood slightly ajar, spilling warm lamplight into the corridor.

“Her Majesty is waiting,” the attendant said, and withdrew quietly.

I pushed the door open and found Aurelia standing by the window, her back to me, looking out over a city that had begun to light its lamps against the darkening sky. She turned when she heard the door, and the sight of her stopped the breath in my lungs as it had the first time I saw her after a battle, when the dust was still settling and she walked through the camp with a composure that made everyone around her stand straighter.

She was forty-one now, and the years had done nothing but deepen what had already been there. Her golden-blonde hair fell past her shoulders in waves, pale gold in the lamplight. Her sapphire eyes were exactly as I remembered them: warm, intelligent, and capable of moving from kindness to authority in the space between heartbeats. She wore a dress the color of deep water, simple in its cut but made from fabric that followed the curves of her body as she moved. The neckline was modest but revealed enough of her collarbones and the gentle slope of her breasts to remind anyone looking that she was not merely a queen but a woman who had been beautiful before the crown ever touched her head.

Her wings were what they had always been: magnificent. Dark blonde feathers spanned wider than most women’s wings ever would, powerful and elegant at once.

“Gabriel,” she said, and my name in her mouth sounded as it always had, carefully held until she finally allowed herself to release it.

“Your Majesty.”

She crossed the room in three strides and embraced me. It was more intimate than the formal embrace of a queen greeting a subject, warm with the affection that had grown from years of trusting each other with our lives. She pressed close, her wings brushing my back, and held me longer than protocol would have allowed if anyone had been watching.

When she stepped back, her hands remained on my arms, and her eyes moved over my face. “You look well,” she said. “Better than well. You look like a man who found what he was looking for when he went home.”

“I did,” I said.

“Good.” She smiled, and the warmth in it reached places in me that had been quiet since I left Eden. “I knew you would come. When I sent the letter, I didn’t wonder. I knew.”

“You asked. I promised.”

“Promises are easier to make than to keep.” Her eyes dropped to my chest, where the cord of the disc was visible above the neckline of my shirt. She touched it gently, her fingers brushing the fabric, and then looked up at me with an expression I couldn’t entirely read. “You still carry it.”

“I do, because you gave it to me.” I didn’t need to say more. The disc had always meant more to me than the metal it was made from.

She nodded, and her face relaxed, making her look younger and less burdened by everything she carried each day. “Sit,” she said, gesturing to the chairs arranged near the hearth. “Tell me everything. Angelina, the girls, and the farm. How you’ve been spending the days I’ve been imagining for you since you left.”

We sat by the fire, and I told her. I told her about Angelina keeping the farm running through years of war and the peace that followed, about Sabrina and her flirtatious personality, about Gabriella, who had grown from the girl I remembered into a woman whose absence of wings had never defined her as others might have expected. I told her about Oakwind’s oak forests and the warm light that fell across the farmyard in the late afternoon. I told her about ordinary things that felt extraordinary when spoken aloud in a palace chamber to the most extraordinary woman I had ever known. I told her about my love life, including Olivia, Livia and their mother.

She listened completely, without interruption, her eyes on my face and her attention fixed on what I was telling her. But she leaned forward when the romantic bits appeared, as if she were trying to hold back her interest. When I finished, she smiled.

“It sounds like the life you fought for,” she said. “Exactly the life.”

“It is.”

“Good. That was the point of all of it, wasn’t it? So people could go home and build something worth protecting.” She leaned back in her chair. “Elara is well. She’s away at the moment, receiving tutoring in governance from advisors I trust. She asks about you occasionally. I think she still sees you as something between a legend and a puzzle she hasn’t quite solved.”

“Elara is eighteen,” I said. “Most things are puzzles at eighteen.”

“Most things are puzzles at forty-one, if we’re being honest. The pieces are just larger and harder to move.” She laughed, filling the room with warmth. “Governing in peacetime is both easier and more difficult than war. The decisions are smaller but more numerous. Nobody dies if I choose the wrong trade policy, but enough wrong choices in sequence can create problems that take years to untangle. I spend more time reading reports than I ever did during the war, and somehow the paperwork is more exhausting than battle ever was.”

“Paperwork doesn’t shoot back,” I said.

“Exactly. Though sometimes I wish it would. At least then I’d know immediately which pages were the problem.” Her smile slowly faded. “I’ve missed this. Conversations that aren’t about treaties or grain shipments or which noble family is offended by which seating arrangement. Conversations with someone who remembers what it was like before the crown became the hardest thing I had to carry.”

I’d always been attracted to her. It was there now in the way she looked at me across the hearth and the way my body responded to hers without my permission, but I didn’t act on it. I just wondered if she felt the same.

After a while, when the fire had burned lower and the conversation had wound through enough ordinary topics to feel like a reunion rather than an audience, I asked the question that had been waiting since I read her letter on Angelina’s porch.

“Why did you send for me, Aurelia?”

Her demeanor grew more serious. She set her wine down and folded her hands in her lap. “It concerns one of the war’s most difficult consequences,” she said carefully. “Something the kingdom can repair in every material way except one. I need to speak with you about it specifically. Not as a former captain or a subject, but as someone whose insight I trust completely, and whose discretion has never once failed me.”

Whatever she was preparing to tell me mattered enough that she had summoned me personally and written the letter herself. I could see the strain in the set of her shoulders.

“I’m listening,” I said.

Aurelia leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. “We can rebuild roads,” she said. “We can repair farms and homes and trade routes. We can replace every bridge that fell and every mill that burned. What we cannot replace are the people who were lost, especially the men.”

I understood immediately. I had seen it myself, flying home after the war and again on this journey: islands where the absence of young men had become the defining feature of the landscape, more permanent than any physical damage. Women working fields meant for families. Older residents outnumbering the young. Communities that had lost not just their present but their future in the span of six years.

“The reports have been coming in for months,” Aurelia continued. “At first they were anecdotal. A village elder writing to say that three farms had no heirs. A regional governor noting that birth rates in her province were half what they had been before the war. Then the census figures arrived, and what had been concerns became something closer to a crisis.”

She stood and crossed to a desk near the window, where a stack of papers waited in the lamplight. She selected one and brought it back to the hearth, though she didn’t hand it to me. She held it with her fingers resting on the page.

“Some islands lost seventy percent of their male population between the ages of sixteen and thirty-five. Not just soldiers, but farmers, craftsmen, teachers, fathers, husbands, and sons. The eastern provinces were hit hardest, but no region was spared entirely. Months of peace have done nothing to correct the imbalance because peace doesn’t create people, Gabriel. It only creates the conditions under which they might thrive, if there are enough of them to begin with.”

I thought of the villages I had described to Liana: the widow running a mill alone, the sisters making decisions together because neither could bear to ask alone, and the schoolteacher with an empty classroom. I had given Liana fragments of what I’d seen, and she had built them into a story that felt true because the truth was already there, waiting beneath the surface of every rebuilt farm and every patched roof.

“What are the consequences?” I asked, though I already knew some of them.

“Declining births. Farms without heirs. Smaller settlements that rebuilt their buildings but can’t rebuild their populations because there simply aren’t enough young men to form new families. Some communities are managing through extraordinary effort, with women taking on roles they never expected to fill and older residents stepping in where younger ones would have been, but that’s a temporary solution. It doesn’t address the fundamental problem, which is that an entire generation is missing, and the generation that follows will be smaller because of it.”

She set the paper down and looked at me directly. “My advisers have proposed solutions. Incentives for families to have more children. Programs to encourage migration between islands, so that communities with surplus population can share it with those that have too little. Subsidies for farms that take on apprentices. All of them worthwhile, but none of them adequate to the scale of what we’re facing.”

The fire had burned low enough that the room had begun to cool. Aurelia added another log easily, and the new wood caught quickly, sending a shower of sparks upward. For a moment, the only sound was the crackle of flame and the distant, muffled noise of the palace growing quiet for the night.

“What I want to discuss with you,” she said, “is different from reconstruction policy. It’s personal and unusual enough that I refuse to present it as a royal command, because what I’m considering asking of you deserves to be a choice, not an obligation.”

Whatever she was preparing to ask mattered enough that she had summoned me personally, written the letter herself, and was now sitting across from me choosing each sentence carefully.

“Tell me,” I said.

She considered it, then glanced at the window, where night had fully claimed the gardens. “It’s too late,” she said. “The conversation I want to have with you deserves more time than we have tonight, and I’ve already promised Elara that I would spend the evening with her when she returns from her lessons. She’ll be waiting, and a queen who breaks promises to her daughter is a queen who has forgotten what the crown is for.”

I understood. Whatever Aurelia intended to ask of me had been forming in her mind long enough that it could wait one more night.

“Tomorrow, then,” I said.

“Tomorrow.” She stood, came to where I sat, and placed her hand on my shoulder. Her touch was warm through the fabric of my shirt, and her eyes held mine steadily, reminding me why I had followed her through years of war without once questioning whether the cause was worth the cost. “I’m glad you came, Gabriel. Truly glad. Whatever happens tomorrow, whatever I ask and whatever you decide, know that your presence here means more to me than I can easily express.”

“You asked,” I said. “I promised.”

She smiled warmly. “So you did.”

Rather than summoning a servant, she led me through the palace herself. We walked side by side through corridors that grew quieter as we moved deeper into the east wing, where the guest chambers reserved for honored visitors waited behind doors of polished oak. Aurelia’s wings were half-unfolded as she walked, and occasionally one brushed against my arm as we moved together through the corridor.

“You know,” I said, “a former captain hardly warrants a chamber in the east wing. There’s an entire barracks where the royal guard houses visiting officers. With beds that don’t require a map to find the edges.”

“The Queen’s Falcon is not a visiting officer,” Aurelia said. “That man sleeps wherever I decide he sleeps, and tonight he sleeps in a room with a view of the gardens and a bed large enough that he won’t fall out of it.”

“I’ve gotten better at not falling out of beds.”

“Have you? I’ll require evidence.”

She stopped at a door near the end of the corridor and pushed it open. The chamber beyond was exactly as luxurious as she had suggested: a bed large enough for three people, with curtains that could be drawn for privacy and blankets that looked thick enough to survive an Eden Isle winter; a sitting area with upholstered chairs arranged near a fireplace that had already been lit; and a writing desk positioned beneath windows that opened onto a balcony. Beyond the balcony, the gardens spread through the darkness, with lanterns casting pools of gold across the pathways.

“Everything you need should be here,” Aurelia said. “If it isn’t, pull the cord beside the bed and someone will come. They’ve been instructed to treat you as they would any guest important to the Crown, which means promptly and without question.”

“I’ll try not to abuse the privilege.”

“Abuse it moderately. I insist.” She stood in the doorway, one hand on the frame. “Sleep well, Gabriel. Tomorrow we’ll talk properly.”

She left, closing the door quietly behind her, and I was alone in a room that felt both too large and exactly right, already thinking about the conversation waiting for me tomorrow.

* * *

I sat at the writing desk while the fire burned low in the hearth behind me. The palace had gone quiet, or as quiet as a building that housed hundreds of people ever became, and the only sound in the room was the scratch of the pen against paper as I wrote the letter I had promised.

Angelina,

Valen and I reached Eden Isle safely after three days of steady flight. The journey was uneventful in the ways that matter: no bad weather, no trouble, and no reasons for concern. Valen handled it well.

I paused, knowing Sabrina and Gabriella would read this over Angelina’s shoulder or after she had finished, and adjusted accordingly.

The palace guards recognized me before I landed, which was either flattering or concerning depending on how long you’ve been trying to disappear from military records. They housed Valen in the royal stables, where he’s being treated like the decorated veteran he is, which means better hay than I’m eating and considerably more admiring attention from the stable staff. I’ve been given a chamber in the east wing that’s larger than our entire sitting room, with a bed that could comfortably sleep four people if any of you were inclined to visit, which you absolutely should not do without warning because surprising the royal guard is historically a poor decision.

Aurelia welcomed me personally this evening. She looks very well. The crown sits on her differently now that she’s governing during peacetime instead of directing a war, but she’s still the same, beautiful woman. We talked for several hours about ordinary things: the farm, Oakwind, and how all of you are doing. She asked about each of you and listened to the answers.

She has not yet explained why she summoned me. She promised to tell me tomorrow, and whatever it is, she considers it important enough that she wanted to discuss it in person rather than through correspondence. There is no sign of another war, no immediate danger that I can detect, and nothing in her manner suggested urgency of that sort. So please, all of you, do not worry. I am safe, well housed, and being treated with a courtesy that would embarrass me if I weren’t so grateful for it.

Sabrina: I flew safely, but I already miss you. Be kind to your sister and Angelina. And if you see Livia and Olivia, tell them that I love them too.

Gabriella: I haven’t forgotten our promise. The western cliffs were only the beginning. There’s an entire kingdom of places you haven’t seen, and when I come home, I intend to show you every one that matters.

Angelina: thank you for the food. I’ve been eating it sparingly along the way. The bread you wrapped survived the journey intact and tasted like home. Valen sends his regards, which consist primarily of looking regal and expecting apples, but the sentiment is genuine.

I’ll write again tomorrow after I speak with Aurelia. Until then, know that I’m thinking of all of you, that the farm feels very far away and somehow closer than the walls of this room would suggest, and that whatever brings me back to Oakwind will find me ready to come home the moment it’s finished.

With love,

Gabriel

I signed my name and set the pen down. The letter was longer than I had intended, but brevity had never been my strength when writing to people who deserved more than the minimum. I sealed it with plain wax from the desk drawer rather than the royal seal, which would have alarmed them unnecessarily, and set it beside the door where a servant would find it in the morning.

The bed was as comfortable as it looked. I undressed and lay beneath blankets that smelled of cedar, and the pillows held the shape of my head as good pillows should, letting me move without fighting to return to the same position.

Before I let sleep take me, I reached for the disc. Faithful. I could make out the word in what little light reached the bed from the dying fire, and I turned the disc between my fingers, feeling the smooth edges where years of handling had worn the metal.

Aurelia had given it to me the morning I left Eden Isle at the end of the war, and then asked me to promise that if she ever sent for me, I would return. Now I had kept that promise. I was sleeping beneath her roof again, in a room she had chosen for me, with no idea what she intended to ask of me tomorrow beyond the outline she had provided: something personal and unusual, important enough that she refused to present it as a command.

Whatever it was, I would hear it tomorrow. I knew only that some promises were worth keeping regardless of their cost, and the woman who had asked this one of me had earned the right to ask it twice over.

I closed my hand around the disc and slept.


Chapter 7

The morning arrived slowly, with light finding its way through the palace’s high windows and across corridors that remembered centuries of footsteps. I woke to the sound of bells from somewhere beyond the gardens, a low, measured tolling that meant something to the people who lived here and nothing to me. For a moment, I lay in the enormous bed and remembered where I was.

Eden Isle, in the Queen’s guest chamber, with the summons that had brought me here still unanswered.

An attendant came for me after I had dressed, a quiet woman with wings the color of vanilla who led me through the east wing toward a small dining room I had never seen before. It wasn’t the formal hall where the Crown received honored visitors, with its long table and uncomfortable chairs designed to remind everyone of their place, but a room with a single round table set near a window overlooking a courtyard garden. Morning sun fell across the tablecloth in clean lines, warming the silver and porcelain that waited there.

Aurelia was already seated. She looked up when I entered and smiled warmly, greeting me as an old friend rather than a queen receiving a subject. She wore a blue dress that fell in clean lines from her shoulders, her hair pulled back loosely, and her wings were folded comfortably against the chair. The crown was nowhere to be seen.

“Good morning,” she said. “I hope you slept well. The east wing beds are either the most comfortable in the palace or the least, depending on who you ask. The architects couldn’t decide whether guests should feel like royalty or prisoners.”

“I slept better than I expected,” I said, taking the chair across from her. “The bed is large enough that I woke twice looking for the edge.”

“That’s the intended effect. Royal hospitality should include the luxury of not falling onto the floor at three in the morning.” She poured tea from a pot that steamed between us. “Did you manage to send your letter?”

“I did. Before I slept.”

“Good. Angelina will appreciate that. Women worry, even when their loved ones are grown men capable of crossing the kingdom on a pegasus.” She handed me a cup. The tea was rich and dark, nothing like the thin brews we made on Oakwind. “Tell me how you’ve been since you went home.”

I told her. I told her about the farm and the oak forest and the late afternoons on the porch. I told her about Angelina, who had kept the place running through six years of war and months of peace without once complaining about either burden, and about Sabrina, whose soap-making had filled the stable yard with the scent of lavender for three days straight. We returned to Gabriella and the western cliffs, and I told her more about the afternoon than I had the night before, about how sitting on a sun-warmed ledge above the clouds with my girl beside me had given me the peace I had spent years fighting to protect.

Aurelia listened completely, her eyes on my face and her attention undivided. She asked questions that showed she remembered details from our conversation the night before, and when I described the ordinary days that belonged to me rather than to the Crown or the Corps, she smiled with genuine pleasure.

“You remember what I told you,” she said. “The morning you left Eden after the victory ceremony. I said you had earned an ordinary life. I meant it then, and hearing you describe it now…” She shook her head slightly. “It’s rare that something I hoped for someone turns out exactly as I imagined. Usually reality has other ideas.”

“I think reality had plenty of ideas,” I said. “Just not the ones I was expecting.”

“Better ones, though.”

“Much better.”

She watched me while I ate. Her eyes remained on my face longer than protocol would have considered proper. I had never mentioned it. Some observations were better kept private, and giving this one words might have made it feel less true.

Without courtiers around her, Aurelia was different. The formality the crown required fell away in layers, leaving a woman who could tease and laugh and lean back in her chair after temporarily forgetting that she was always being watched. She told me about a council meeting where two nobles had argued for an hour about the placement of a bridge that neither of them would ever use, and her impression of their voices had me laughing into my tea.

“The thing about governing,” she said, “is that ninety percent of it is listening to people explain why their problem is more important than everyone else’s, and the other ten percent is deciding which problems actually matter. The ratio is unfair.”

“The war was simpler,” I said. “The enemy was usually visible.”

“Visible enemies are a luxury. Try negotiating with someone who believes their skybird’s nesting rights are being violated by a neighboring island’s windmill, and you’ll wish for archers on a ridge any day of the week.”

The disc rested against my chest beneath my shirt, its cord visible at my collar. Aurelia’s eyes found it more than once during breakfast, and each time her expression warmed with a private satisfaction she didn’t try to hide.

Eventually the conversation turned. I recognized the same seriousness from the night before when she began explaining why she had summoned me. She set her cup down and folded her hands on the tablecloth.

“The reports have been coming in for months,” she said. “From every province, every island cluster. Some I expected. The eastern territories suffered the worst fighting, and the numbers there were always going to be difficult. But what we’re seeing goes beyond what anyone anticipated.”

She described what the census had revealed: islands where seventy percent of the male population between sixteen and thirty-five had been lost, including soldiers, farmers, craftsmen, and teachers. Communities where the ratio of women to men had reached levels that made natural recovery impossible within a generation. Birth rates that had fallen so low that some villages were recording more deaths than births for the first time in their histories.

“I saw it,” I said. “Flying home after the war, and again on the journey here. Women working fields meant for families. Older residents outnumbering the young. Children who were almost exclusively girls.”

“You saw fragments. I’ve seen the whole picture, and it’s worse than any of us wanted to believe.” She leaned forward. “We can rebuild every mill and every bridge. We can repair every roof and replant every field. What we cannot rebuild are the people, Gabriel. Not without help.”

The breakfast table between us suddenly felt smaller. Aurelia’s eyes held mine steadily, and I understood that whatever she was preparing to say next was the reason I had crossed the kingdom at her request.

“I want you to travel through the affected islands,” she said. “The ones where the reports are most concerning. I want you to visit communities where women have expressed a desire for children and families but lack the partners to make that possible. And I want you to help them.”

I waited. She had more.

“By fathering those children,” she said. “With women who want to participate, who have chosen to be part of this, with the Crown’s support behind them.”

I heard her clearly and understood her meaning immediately, but I still needed a moment to consider the implications. A queen was asking me to bed women across her kingdom for the purpose of repopulation. She wasn’t giving me a military order or a royal command. This was a request she had considered carefully enough to summon me personally.

“Why me?” I asked.

She had answers ready. She had clearly considered the question long before I arrived in Eden.

“You’re healthy. Exceptionally capable. Accustomed to traveling throughout the kingdom and comfortable in communities that might distrust someone sent by the Crown. You’re respected because of what you did during the war, and more importantly, I know your character.” Her eyes dropped briefly to the cord at my collar. “The morning you left Eden, I asked you for a personal favor. If I ever sent for you, regardless of how much time had passed or why I needed you, would you come back?”

“You asked,” I said. “I promised.”

“And when the message arrived, you crossed the kingdom without knowing what awaited you. Your word is worth something. For a task this sensitive, that matters as much to me as your physical suitability.” She smiled faintly. “Perhaps more.”

I didn’t answer immediately. The proposal was too large and unexpected to decide over breakfast with the scent of tea still warming the air between us.

Aurelia seemed to understand without my having to say it. She reached across the table and touched my hand briefly, her fingers curling lightly around mine.

“Finish your breakfast,” she said. “Then we’ll continue this conversation somewhere less formal. The gardens, perhaps. They’re especially beautiful this time of morning, and I find difficult discussions go better among growing things than among stone walls.”

I nodded. We ate the rest of our meal in companionable silence while I considered what she had asked of me, still uncertain what my answer would be.

* * *

The palace gardens remembered us. Or perhaps I remembered them, the arrangement of paths and flowering hedges, the stone benches placed to catch the morning sun. Aurelia led me through a gate that opened onto a wide lawn bordered by roses, and their scent reached us before we had taken ten steps, heavy and sweet and entirely too present for a conversation about demographics.

No attendants followed us. Aurelia had dismissed them with a gesture I nearly missed, and now we walked alone along a gravel path that wound between beds of early summer flowers. Her wings were half-unfolded in the breeze.

“How would it work?” I asked. The question had been forming since breakfast, taking shape as we left the dining room and descended the marble steps toward the garden gate. “The selection. The women. How do you ensure it’s voluntary, and what happens if someone changes her mind halfway through?”

Aurelia had answers. She had clearly considered these questions thoroughly before asking me to come.

“The Crown doesn’t select anyone,” she said. “The communities do. Or rather, the women within those communities make the choice themselves. We would identify the islands most severely affected, send representatives to speak with local leaders, and explain what’s being offered. Any woman who wishes to participate registers with her community’s appointed coordinator. No one is assigned. No one is pressured. The Crown provides support, medical care, provisions for the children, but the decision belongs entirely to the women themselves.”

“And if someone changes her mind?”

“Then she changes her mind. The program ends for her. No consequences, no record, no notation in any ledger that would follow her afterward.” She stopped beside a bench but didn’t sit. Instead, she turned to face me, her hands folded at her waist. “This cannot feel like a royal initiative. It has to feel like a gift. Something offered rather than administered.”

I thought about what she was describing: villages where women had lost husbands, brothers, and potential partners to a war that had taken an entire generation of young men. Women who wanted families but had watched their chances diminish with each passing year of peace. The idea of walking into those communities as a solution rather than a symbol was still difficult to comprehend.

“If I agreed to this,” I said carefully, “I couldn’t treat them as numbers on a ledger. They would have to be women. Each one. With histories and reasons and preferences that mattered.”

Aurelia smiled and nodded, and her approval felt warmer than any royal acknowledgment I had ever received. “That attitude,” she said, “is another reason I chose you. Perhaps the most important one.” She paused, then added more lightly, “Though I hardly imagine many women would object to being loved by you, regardless of the circumstances.”

The phrasing caught me. Loved by you. She could have said bedded, serviced, or even pleasured, but she had chosen loved. I looked at her directly, and for the first time since I had known her, Queen Aurelia blushed.

A faint color rose along her cheekbones. Her composure slipped for perhaps three seconds, long enough for her to glance toward the roses, and when she looked back, she had recovered.

“Your reputation precedes you,” she said smoothly. “The stories about the Queen’s Falcon traveled further than either of us intended. Women across half a dozen islands know your name, and what they’ve heard suggests you’re… considerate. In circumstances where consideration is rare.”

It was a diplomatic answer, thorough and polite while entirely avoiding the real reason her cheeks had colored when she said loved by you. I let it stand. Pressing Aurelia on anything she had chosen not to say directly was a habit I had broken years ago, during the war, when I learned that her silences were often more revealing than her speeches.

The tension remained between us for a moment before the conversation moved on. Gardens were for walking, and difficult topics were easier to discuss in motion.

“What’s the scale?” I asked as we continued along the path. “In practical terms. How many women are we talking about?”

“Across the entire undertaking? Hundreds. Potentially far more if the initial effort succeeds and we expand to additional islands.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, an ordinary gesture that briefly made it easy to forget the crown and the responsibility of governing a kingdom. “The eastern provinces alone have communities where the ratio is six women to every man of childbearing age. Some are worse.”

“On a demanding day,” I said, “what does that look like for me?”

She paused, considering her answer. “At the upper end of what we might eventually ask? Something approaching twenty women in a single day. Though that would be exceptional, not routine.”

I laughed. The sound surprised both of us and drew a glance from a groundskeeper, who quickly found somewhere else to be. “Aurelia,” I said, “I know I have a reputation as a strong soldier. The Queen’s Falcon, legendary stamina, all the stories the bards made up to entertain troops around campfires. But there are limits. Even to me.”

“I expected that objection.” She smiled, amused now. “Which is why I consulted someone with expertise in the matter. A fairy. One who specializes in fertility magic.”

That caught my attention. Fairy alchemists were known throughout the kingdom for their mastery of potions that could enhance desire, stamina, conception rates and other kinds of magic. During the war, their healing brews had saved countless lives. Their more intimate preparations were less discussed in polite company but no less effective.

“She’s developed a potion,” Aurelia continued. “Tailored specifically to the physical demands of what I’m asking. It enhances libido considerably, helps with recovery between… matings, and improves the likelihood of successful conception. Without it, what I’m proposing would be physically impossible for any man, regardless of his reputation.”

I believed her. Fairy magic had a reputation for doing exactly what it claimed, and the idea of a potion that could make me bed twenty horny women in a day excited me.

“Does it have side effects?”

“None that I’ve heard. Though fair warning: she describes the experience as ‘intensely enjoyable’ for both parties, which from a fairy usually means the understatement of the century.”

We had reached a stone fountain at the garden’s center, where water fell from a carved bowl into a pool below. Aurelia stopped beside it, her reflection broken by ripples across the surface. I stood beside her, looking at the same fractured image of a queen who had just asked me to bed hundreds of women for the good of her kingdom.

“The fairy lives on a forested island an hour from Eden,” she said. “You could visit her tomorrow, if you’d like. She’ll explain the potion in detail, and you can decide whether you trust her craftsmanship before committing to anything.”

I nodded. The sound of water falling against stone filled the silence while I considered everything she had told me.

* * *

Aurelia gave me the afternoon. She wasn’t reluctant to continue our conversation, but she understood that some decisions required breathing room, and what she had asked of me deserved more than a morning’s consideration. She had meetings, she said. The kingdom’s paperwork did not pause for personal appeals, no matter how extraordinary. I was welcome to wait in her private study until she returned or explore the palace grounds if I preferred something with a horizon.

I chose the study. It was quieter than the gardens had become by midday, when the heat drove most sensible people indoors, and the room felt distinctly hers in ways that were almost intrusive to notice: a half-finished letter on the desk, the arrangement of pens in their holder, and a shawl draped across the back of a chair that she had probably forgotten was there. The windows faced east, letting in light across a bookshelf that occupied most of one wall.

I hadn’t paid much attention to the shelf during our previous conversations. Books were furniture in a room like this, background objects that belonged to the setting rather than the person. But the afternoon’s quiet and what Aurelia had asked of me made me look more closely at what she kept within reach of her desk.

The section on the lower left was devoted entirely to Madame Scarlett.

I recognized the bindings immediately. I had seen enough of Liana’s published work that the style was familiar: simple covers, elegant titles, nothing that would reveal their contents to anyone who didn’t already know what they were picking up. But the number of them caught me. There were at least a dozen, arranged in order of publication, their spines cracked from reading.

Third from the end, its cover still brighter than the ones beside it, was After the Fall. I pulled it from the shelf without thinking. When I opened it to the first chapter, the hero on his gray pegasus above the eastern provinces looked back at me in printed text, every word exactly as Liana had written it, every scar placed precisely where I had suggested it belonged.

The door opened behind me. I closed the book quickly, but not quickly enough. Aurelia stood in the doorway, one hand on the frame, her eyes moving from my face to the book in my hands and back again. For a moment, she looked caught, as if a private habit had been discovered by precisely the wrong person. Then she smiled, almost conspiratorially. “I see you’ve found my collection,” she said.

“I have.” I held up After the Fall, careful to keep my expression neutral. “Are you a Madame Scarlett fan, Your Majesty? Or is this research for some obscure branch of royal policy I’m not aware of?”

She laughed. “I am, unabashedly. Have been for years. Her earlier work was… entertaining. Romantic in ways that made difficult evenings considerably less difficult. But this one…” She crossed to where I stood and took the book from my hands, handling it carefully. “This one is substantially different.”

“What did you think of it?” I asked. The question required more discipline than I had expected. Knowing that every word on those pages had passed through my hands before reaching hers created a peculiar intimacy, as if we had collaborated on something without either of us realizing it until this moment.

Aurelia’s enthusiasm was immediate and genuine. She opened to a chapter she had marked with a ribbon and began discussing the premise with an intensity that made it clear she had thought about the novel long after finishing it.

“The hero,” she said. “A war veteran traveling through communities devastated by conflict, helping women who want families but lack the partners to make it possible. He treats each woman as an individual rather than moving from one fucking to the next without connection, and the children he fathers become part of those communities, continuing his bloodline into a generation that otherwise wouldn’t exist.” She looked up at me, her blue eyes bright with enthusiasm. “It’s extraordinary, not just as storytelling but as a vision of what recovery could look like if someone with the right qualities were willing to undertake it.”

The similarities were too obvious to ignore. A war hero traveling through affected regions, fathering children with women who wanted them, treating each breeding as personal rather than transactional. I had helped Liana write every word of it, drawing from what I had seen in villages after the war, and now Aurelia was describing it as a blueprint for the proposal she had just made to me.

“Did the novel have anything to do with this?” I asked. “With what you proposed this morning?”

“Yes. Though not as you might think. The demographic reports existed long before Madame Scarlett published this book. The declining birth rates, the gender imbalance, the communities that can’t recover naturally… all of that was in my advisors’ briefings for months. What the novel did was make me consider an approach I hadn’t previously contemplated in practical terms.”

She set the book back on the shelf, her fingers lingering on its spine. “Before reading it, I viewed the problem through the lens of policy: relocation programs, incentives, matchmaking between islands. All worthwhile, all necessary, and none of them adequate to the scale of what we’re facing. Madame Scarlett’s story suggested something else, something more direct and personal, and arguably more effective if undertaken by the right person.”

I absorbed the absurdity of it privately. I had sat at Liana’s kitchen table, answering questions about villages I had visited during the war, describing widows and schoolteachers and sisters making difficult decisions together. Liana had turned those fragments into fiction. That fiction had reached the queen’s bookshelf, and now the queen wanted me to live it as reality, traveling through the same regions, helping the same communities, and fathering children with women who wanted them just as the hero in Liana’s novel had done.

The chain of events would have been funny if it hadn’t been so perfectly, uncomfortably coherent.

“I should warn you,” Aurelia said, mistaking my silence for concern, “that if you accept this assignment, you’ll likely become the subject of considerable speculation among Madame Scarlett’s readers. The similarities will be noticed. The queen’s most celebrated pegasus rider undertaking a mission that mirrors her latest novel almost precisely…” She smiled. “The gossips will have a field day.”

“Let them gossip,” I said. “I’ve survived worse than palace rumor.”

What I didn’t say, and would never say, was that the woman who had written the book was currently tending ginger fields on an island three days’ flight from Eden, entirely unaware that her fictional hero had just been asked to become real by the one reader whose opinion might have terrified her more than any other.

Some secrets were worth keeping. This one belonged to Liana, and I would keep it for her without complaint.

* * *

Aurelia’s private chamber occupied the highest floor of the palace’s east wing, a room that felt less like a queen’s quarters and more like a retreat built for someone who occasionally needed to remember what she was governing. The windows faced north and east, and the largest of them opened onto a balcony wide enough for two people to stand side by side without touching, though standing side by side without touching had never been our habit.

She led me there herself. No attendants or guards waited at the door. Aurelia simply pushed the heavy oak door open and stepped into a space that smelled distinctly of her, not perfume or incense but something warmer and more lived-in, the scent of a woman who spent her days making decisions and her nights reading novels by lamplight.

The balcony was what she had brought me here for. Beyond its stone railing, Eden Isle spread beneath us in all its detail, the marble streets and flowering terraces rendered small by height, and beyond Eden, visible in the clear afternoon, were the first of the outer islands. Some I recognized. Others were strangers, floating platforms of stone and soil where communities I had never visited were going about their ordinary days, unaware that the queen standing beside me was considering their future with the same care she gave to every decision that crossed her desk.

“Look at it,” she said quietly. “All of it. Every island, every village, every family trying to rebuild what the war took from them. This is what I see when I make decisions.”

I looked. From this height, the floating islands resembled a scattered puzzle, each piece separate from the others, connected by nothing but air and the occasional ferry route marked by the distant movement of pegasi between platforms. Some were green with farmland. Others showed the lighter gray of quarried stone or the darker green of forests that had survived the war intact. A few, too few, showed the organized geometry of settlements large enough to support schools, markets, and the infrastructure of communities that expected to continue.

“I need you to understand something,” Aurelia said. She turned to face me, her back to the railing, the kingdom spread behind her. “What I’m asking of you cannot be a command. I will not issue it as one, and you cannot accept it as one. Whatever answer you give has to be yours. Not your queen’s former captain responding to an order. You, Gabriel, the man who went home to Oakwind and found a life worth building.”

The distinction mattered to her. She had spent too many years giving orders that cost other people too much to treat this one casually.

“The decision is difficult,” I said, “for reasons that have nothing to do with the task itself. I’ve only recently regained the life I wanted. My family and loved ones… I was looking forward to spending my days with them. To continuing what we’ve built since I came home. Accepting this means leaving them again. Not for a week or a month but for stretches of time, just when I’ve finally been able to be with them.”

Aurelia understood. She was the person who had told me after the war that I had earned an ordinary life, that the years of service had bought me the right to a life that belonged to me rather than to the Crown. Now she was asking me to set parts of that life aside for something larger, and I could see that the contradiction troubled her as much as it did me.

“I won’t dismiss what I’m asking you to sacrifice,” she said. “It would be disrespectful to you and to everything you fought for. But accepting this assignment does not mean disappearing from your family’s lives.” She stepped closer, close enough that I could see the faint lines at the corners of her eyes, earned through years of responsibility rather than age. “I will arrange the work so you can return home between assignments. Whenever practical, whenever the travel routes allow it, you’ll have time on Oakwind. And while you’re traveling, you’ll have the Crown’s express delivery network at your disposal.”

“The what?”

“Letters,” she said. “To your loved ones, to whoever else you need to write. They can be delivered far faster than ordinary post. Replies can be routed directly to whatever island you’re visiting. You can write every day if you want to; I will not put a limit on it. I want your help, Gabriel. Not your isolation from the people you love.”

The offer was generous in ways that went beyond practicality. She was trying to solve not just the kingdom’s problem but mine, understanding that what she was asking would cost me something personal and attempting to lessen that cost before I had even agreed to pay it.

I turned back to the balcony railing. The view from this height was meant to make a person feel small, and it succeeded. Hundreds of islands. Thousands of lives. Communities where women were trying to rebuild with too few hands, too few voices, and too few people to share the work. I had seen them from Valen’s back, flying home after the war and again on the journey to Eden: villages where the absence of men had become the defining feature of the landscape, more permanent than any burned roof or fallen bridge.

And then there was Oakwind: the farmhouse with its creaking porch, Angelina at the stove with her hands working dough while she hummed. Both pulled at me, the kingdom with its need and the home I had fought six years to return to.

Aurelia stayed beside me. She didn’t speak or pressure me, and she didn’t fill the silence with reassurances or arguments. She simply waited, her wings folded against the afternoon breeze. I thought of everything she had faced alone since becoming queen.

“I’ll do it,” I said.

The words left my mouth before I had finished reasoning through every consequence, but once I said them, the decision felt right. I would do it for the villages I had seen, for the women trying to rebuild with too few partners, for a queen who had asked rather than commanded, and for a promise I had made years ago on a morning when the war had finally ended and the future had seemed simpler than it turned out to be.

Aurelia’s relief was immediate. It was more personal than the satisfaction of a monarch whose plan had been accepted. She reached for my hands and took them in hers, her fingers warm and steady.

“Thank you,” she said.

There was no formal gratitude from the Crown, just Aurelia thanking me. Neither of us let go immediately. Her hands remained in mine, and I became aware of how close she stood, of the scent of her hair in the breeze, and of the way her blue eyes held mine.

I remembered the blush from the garden when she had said loved by you and the diplomatic answer she had used to avoid explaining it. The attraction between us, which had existed quietly beneath the surface of our conversations since the war ended, had become harder to overlook. I suspected she felt it too, though neither of us acknowledged it aloud while the kingdom waited below us and the task we had just agreed to undertake demanded our attention.

She released my hands, her fingers brushing my palms before she stepped back. Her expression remained warm even as her composure returned.

“We’ll work out the details together,” she said. “The islands, the schedule, the support for the children and the rest This becomes a partnership.”

I nodded. The islands below us were exactly as they had been minutes ago, but I saw them differently now. They were places I would visit, communities I would help, and women I would meet because a queen had asked and I had agreed. I was only beginning to understand the scale of what I had accepted.

“We’ll work it out,” I said.

Aurelia smiled. “There’s a fairy you should meet,” she said. “Tomorrow, if you’re willing. She lives an hour from Eden, and she has questions only you can answer.”

She moved to a desk near the window and withdrew a map from a drawer, unfolding it across the polished surface. Her finger found a point northeast of Eden Isle, a small island rendered in green ink to indicate forest cover, with a notation beside it in handwriting I didn’t recognize.

“Her name is technically unpronounceable,” Aurelia said. “At least by human tongues. She answers to Lily, which is either a translation or something she adopted because it was easier than watching people attempt the original. She lives here, about an hour’s flight from the palace on a pegasus with Valen’s stamina. Less if the winds favor you.”

I studied the island. It was small, roughly oval, with no settlements marked on its surface. Just forest and, according to Aurelia’s notation, a clearing near the western shore where a fairy alchemist had established her workshop.

“The potion isn’t something kept in the palace stores,” she continued. “It’s a special preparation, tailored specifically to the individual who will be using it. Lily needs to meet you, assess your physiology, and adjust the formula accordingly. What works for one man might be entirely wrong for another, and given what we’re asking of you, precision matters.”

“Makes sense,” I said. “Fairy alchemists have always worked that way. During the war, their healing brews were dosed by weight, constitution, sometimes even by the type of injury. A spear wound received different treatment than an arrow, even if both pierced the same organ.”

“Exactly. This is no different, except the organ in question is considerably more… involved.” She smiled, and the blush that had colored her cheeks in the garden briefly returned. “She’ll want to examine you thoroughly. Fair warning.”

“I’ve been examined by fairy healers before. And recently, I sought one out for my girl.”

“Not surprised you take care of your loved ones,” she said with a smile. “What she charges is another matter. Gold probably won’t interest her. Fairies rarely care about currency the way humans do; their economies run on different principles. Barter, favors, sometimes simply the pleasure of a job well done. I suspect she’ll ask for something more personal than coin.”

I already had a clue, remembering how I’d had to lick the last fairy I saw to orgasm. “Such as?”

“An intimate favor. In exchange for the potion.” Aurelia delivered this with the composed dignity of a queen discussing trade policy, though the tightening at the corners of her mouth suggested the subject affected her more than her tone admitted. “She has a reputation for finding her clients attractive. Almost without exception. And she’s not shy about expressing that attraction through the terms of her agreements.”

I laughed. The sound felt good after hours of serious conversation, and Aurelia looked briefly surprised before smiling.

“Given the mission I’ve just accepted,” I said, “the idea of a fairy alchemist wanting to bed me as payment feels almost poetically consistent. Like the universe confirming that yes, this is indeed the path you’ve chosen, please proceed directly to being desired by strangers for the foreseeable future.”

“It does have a certain symmetry,” Aurelia agreed. Her smile was genuine, though I noticed she adjusted a fold in the map that didn’t need adjusting. “Whatever arrangement you make with her remains your choice. I won’t dictate terms, and I won’t intervene unless you ask me to. She’s eccentric but trustworthy. Her potions do exactly what she claims they will, and her discretion is absolute. The women who will benefit from your… contributions… deserve nothing less than the best preparation available, and Lily provides that.”

She gave me directions I could follow from the air: follow the northern trade route until the third junction, then east toward the forested island that would appear as a dark green smudge against the lighter clouds. Land at the western clearing. Look for a workshop built into the base of an enormous oak, its entrance marked by wind chimes made of crystal and bone.

“Lily can explain the potion’s effects in detail,” Aurelia said. “How long it lasts, how frequently you can take it safely, what the experience feels like from your perspective and from the women’s. She’s thorough. Annoyingly so, sometimes. But thorough is what we need.”

I studied the map a moment longer, committing the island’s position to memory. Valen would find it without difficulty. He had navigated more complex routes through worse weather than a clear morning flight to a forested island.

“How do you know her?” I asked. “Well enough to predict that she’ll want me in her bed as payment?”

Aurelia’s composure, which had held through discussions of demographics, fertility, and the intimate details of what hundreds of women might expect from me, briefly faltered at the question. She folded the map carefully, her eyes on her hands rather than on me.

“The Crown consults fairy alchemists regularly,” she said. “For healing preparations, for treaties that require ceremonial brews, for… various purposes. Lily has been among the most reliable. Her work is exceptional, and her discretion is, as I mentioned, absolute.” She set the folded map on the desk and looked up at me. “How I know her temperament is a longer story, and one that belongs to a different conversation.”

She was avoiding the question. She wasn’t lying, which Aurelia rarely did even when the truth was uncomfortable, but she was choosing which parts of the truth to share. I let it stand. Everyone was entitled to a private history, especially a queen who spent her days governing a kingdom with little privacy of her own.

“Tomorrow, then,” I said. “I’ll visit Lily, hear her terms, and let you know what she proposes.”

“Tomorrow.” Aurelia nodded, and some of the formal distance between us returned, not from coldness but because we had moved from the personal to the practical. “Thank you, Gabriel. For considering this. For agreeing to it. For being the man I believed you were when I placed that disc in your hand.”

I was committed now to the islands, the women waiting on them, and a task that would take me away from Oakwind for stretches of time I couldn’t yet measure. My first step would be a forested island an hour from Eden, where a fairy alchemist with a reputation for finding her clients attractive would decide what she wanted in exchange for a potion that would make the task physically possible.

The absurdity of it should have felt overwhelming. Instead, it seemed like the next step in a sequence that had begun six years ago, when a young queen asked a pegasus rider to follow her into a war neither of them knew would last as long as it did. We had survived that. This was something entirely different, but I trusted her enough to find out where it led.

I left Aurelia’s chamber with the map folded in my pocket, and somewhere in the royal stables, Valen was dozing in his stall, unaware that his rider had just agreed to become something neither of us had trained for.


Chapter 8

Iwoke to morning bells ringing somewhere beyond the palace gardens. Sunlight reached through the high windows in long bars that warmed the stone floor. I dressed slowly, knowing the day ahead involved meeting someone who would be looking at me very, very closely.

The map Aurelia had given me was already folded in my jacket pocket, the island’s position committed to memory. Northeast, third junction, then east. Valen would find it without the map; he had always been better at navigation than I gave him credit for. I packed nothing except what I would need for the flight itself: a water skin, the jacket against altitude cold, and the cord around my neck that held Aurelia’s disc against my chest.

I found her in the palace courtyard, standing beside a stone bench with her wings half-unfolded in the morning breeze. She wore a sage-colored dress, simple and unadorned, and her hair was pulled back, leaving her neck visible. The crown was absent. This was Aurelia before the day’s responsibilities claimed her, and the sight of her standing alone in the courtyard with the gardens behind her caught something in my chest that I hadn’t expected to feel at eight in the morning.

“Good morning,” she said when she saw me. Her smile was warm and unguarded, one she reserved for moments when the throne room was still empty and the kingdom hadn’t yet begun demanding things of her.

“Morning.” I crossed the courtyard to where she stood. I was more aware of the distance between us now. “I’m heading out. Wanted to let you know before I left.”

“I know. I was waiting.” She stepped closer. “The winds are favorable this morning. You should reach Lily’s island within the hour if Valen maintains his usual pace.”

“He will. He’s been restless since we arrived. Too many palace smells. Too many unfamiliar pegasi in the royal stables making eyes at him.”

She laughed. “Valen has standards. As he should. The Queen’s Falcon’s mount deserves nothing less than the finest company.”

“He agrees with you vigorously.”

We stood there for a moment after the conversation reached its natural pause, and the memory of yesterday returned with unexpected clarity. The garden, roses heavy with scent, Aurelia explaining the proposal, then the subtle difference in her tone when she said loved by you instead of bedded or serviced. The blush that followed, rising along her cheekbones before she recovered with a diplomatic answer about my reputation. I had seen Aurelia face down rebel generals. I had watched her address a war council after learning that three hundred of her soldiers had died taking a ridge she had ordered them to take. I had stood beside her on the morning of the final battle when the outcome was still uncertain and her hands were steady on the map table. Composure was what she did. It was her native language.

Yet a question about whether women would want me had made her blush.

I watched her face as I once watched enemy positions across a valley, looking for the movements that revealed what her composure might be hiding.

She noticed me watching. Her eyes met mine before she glanced toward the stable yard where Valen was waiting.

“You should go,” she said.

“I’ll be prompt. Or I’ll let Valen take the blame. He’s accustomed to it.”

She touched my arm as I turned to leave, her fingers warm through my sleeve. “Gabriel. Whatever arrangement you make with her, whatever she asks in return… it’s your choice.”

I nodded. Her hand remained on my arm briefly before falling away, and I crossed the courtyard toward the stables with the memory of her blush following me.

Valen was ready. The stable attendants had brushed him thoroughly, his white coat gleaming, and he lipped at my sleeve when I approached, which was his version of asking where we were going and whether it involved apples. I saddled him without speaking, my hands moving through the usual routine while my mind replayed the courtyard, the garden, the blush, and the three seconds when Aurelia’s composure had faltered before she recovered.

We lifted from the palace grounds with a clean, strong beat of Valen’s wings, and Eden Isle fell away beneath us, the golden domes shrinking to toys and the marble streets becoming lines drawn by a careful hand. The morning air was clear, and the scent of the gardens remained with us briefly as we headed northeast toward the trade route Aurelia had described.

Flying gave a man time to think. Too much time, sometimes. Valen set a steady pace, and beneath us the clouds spread in an endless plain of white, broken occasionally by the dark shapes of islands passing below. I had flown this route before during the war, delivering messages between outposts, and I still remembered the landscape as clearly as I remembered the battlefields. You remembered the shape of the land because you had survived it.

But my thoughts weren’t on the landscape. They kept returning to Aurelia’s face in the garden, the color rising along her cheekbones, the way she had glanced at the roses rather than meeting my eyes. I turned the memory over, examining it from different angles as I might examine a strange weapon captured from an enemy camp. What did it mean, coming from a woman who had spent years teaching herself to reveal nothing unless she chose to reveal it?

The simplest explanation was the one I had initially accepted: embarrassment at discussing intimacy with a former soldier and the awkwardness of a queen proposing that a subject bed hundreds of women. That made sense. It was logical and required no complicated feelings on her part.

But Aurelia didn’t embarrass easily. I had seen her handle nobles who tried to make her uncomfortable. I had watched her listen to reports of atrocities without allowing a reaction to cross her face. Composure was her armor, worn so long it had become her skin. For that armor to crack, even briefly, over a question about whether women would want me made the simpler explanation harder to accept.

I began to consider another possibility. Certainty would have been presumptuous and frankly delusional given who she was and who I was, but I could allow myself the possibility that Aurelia, who had guided a kingdom through years of war without asking someone else to shoulder her responsibilities, might look at me and see something beyond a useful instrument.

The thought should have felt dangerous. Instead, it was unexpectedly welcome. I was attracted to her. I had been for years, in the quiet manner soldiers learned to keep certain feelings to themselves when those feelings involved their commanding officer. Acknowledging it now, alone above the clouds with nothing but Valen’s wings between me and the sky, felt more honest than continuing to pretend otherwise.

She was forty-one, but she was beautiful, not with the idealized features and generic grace court painters favored, but with the confidence of a woman who knew exactly what she was worth.

Thinking about her made me hard. The realization arrived suddenly, a physical response so straightforward it almost made me laugh. There I was, astride a pegasus, getting aroused by the mental image of a woman I had served under, a woman who currently employed me to bed hundreds of women for the good of her kingdom. The absurdity was perfect. The universe had a sense of humor, and that sense of humor had apparently appointed itself my personal chaperone.

I adjusted myself in the saddle and focused on the horizon, where the dark green smudge of Lily’s island was beginning to take shape. The fairy waited, and whatever payment she requested would require a clear head. Aurelia’s blush would keep. It had already gone unmentioned for long enough. A few more hours wouldn’t change whatever it meant.

The possibility stayed with me as Valen banked east toward the forested island, and for the first time since Aurelia had summoned me to Eden, I found myself looking forward to returning not just to the task but to the woman who had asked it of me.

* * *

The island appeared exactly as Aurelia had described: a dark green smudge against the lighter clouds, growing more distinct with each beat of Valen’s wings until I could make out individual trees. The western clearing was easy to find, a natural meadow ringed by oaks so old their trunks had grown wider than my outstretched arms.

I landed Valen at the meadow’s edge, where the grass grew long and soft enough to cushion his hooves. The air here smelled richer and stranger. There was something sweet and heavy that reminded me of overripe fruit, something sharp and green that made the inside of my nose tingle, and beneath it all, the mineral scent of the island’s soil. Flowers grew in profusion between the trees, their colors too vivid to belong in any human garden, with blues and purples that seemed to change when I wasn’t looking directly at them. It reminded me of Lyra.

The workshop was built into the base of the largest oak, its entrance marked by the wind chimes Aurelia had described perfectly. Crystal and bone chimed above the doorway as I approached, though there was no wind.

She was waiting for me. Or rather, she appeared the moment the chimes sounded, stepping from behind the oak confidently enough that I suspected she had known I was there long before I reached the clearing. She jumped to her feet and hovered. A fairy, obviously, but nothing like Lyra, who had helped Gabriella so earnestly and enthusiastically. This one was cuter, with delicate green wings that reminded me of stained glass. Unlike Lyra, who rarely seemed able to stay still, she took her time with everything she did.

“Gabriel,” she said. She knew my name without being told. She spoke more deeply than I expected, almost smokily, and pronounced my name the way Aurelia did, drawing it out slightly. “The Queen’s Falcon. I’ve heard stories. They undersold you considerably.”

She circled me slowly, hovering at eye level, her wings humming. Her eyes were the green fairies sometimes had, the color of new leaves in spring sunlight, and they moved over me appreciatively without any attempt at shyness or politeness.

“Aurelia mentioned you were capable,” she continued. “She mentioned your service record, your stamina, your… suitability for the task at hand. What she neglected to mention, and this is a significant oversight on her part, is that you are…” She paused and tilted her head. “Well. Look at you.”

Her hand touched my shoulder, then my upper arm, her fingers small but surprisingly strong. She examined me like a blacksmith inspecting a piece of metal, professionally interested but clearly appreciative too.

“Broad shoulders. Good posture. The scars are interesting. This one…” Her finger traced the line across my upper back where an arrow had grazed me during the eastern campaign. “Healing nicely. The tissue’s healthy. That’s good. The body remembers how to repair itself, even when the mind would prefer to forget.” She circled behind me, her wings brushing my back, and then she was in front of me again, and I could see the slight points at the tips of her ears and what looked like pollen dusting her cheekbones.

“So,” she said. “The queen’s proposal. Explain it to me. In your words, not hers. I want to hear how a man phrases a request to bed hundreds of women without sounding either really horny or delusional.”

“I need a potion,” I said. “Something that will allow me to satisfy an extraordinary number of women without the normal physical limitations. Enhanced libido, faster recovery between… matings, improved conception rates. The queen described it as tailored specifically to the demands of the assignment.”

“‘Matings.’” She smiled, and her whole face brightened. “You have a gift for understatement, Gabriel. Most men come to me asking for help with their wives or a lover. You’ve been tasked with repopulating half the kingdom, and you call it matings.” She laughed warmly. “I like you already. Aurelia has excellent taste in more ways than one.”

She landed on a flat stone near the workshop entrance and sat with her legs crossed, her wings folding against her back. “Money doesn’t interest me,” she said. “Fairies rarely care about human currency. Our economies run on different principles. Barter, favors, sometimes simply the pleasure of a job well done … especially when the man is good-looking.” She looked directly at me. “What I want from you is considerably more personal.”

I waited. She seemed completely comfortable making the proposal and appeared to enjoy watching for my reaction.

“I want an orgasm,” she said. “From your tongue. On my pussy. Right here, on the grass, where the sunlight reaches. I don’t care who sees. The trees have seen far worse, I assure you.” She gestured to the meadow around us. “The island is private. We’re alone except for whatever creatures are watching from the undergrowth, and they’re considerably less judgmental than your average courtier.”

She spoke so straightforwardly that it was impossible to take offense. She wasn’t demanding or entitled. She stated her preference as casually as someone might ask for honey in their tea.

“I accept,” I said.

Her eyebrows rose. “Just like that? No negotiation? No attempts to propose something less… involved?”

“No. Your terms are clear. Mine are simple: I need a potion that works exactly as described, with no side effects that would compromise the assignment or the women involved.”

“Done.” She stood and began to undress. Her clothes were a dress woven from what looked like living plant fibers, soft and green, that fell away from her body when she loosened the fastening at her shoulder, catching briefly at her hips before pooling on the stone. She stepped out of it. Her body was small and precisely made, pale where the sun had not reached and faintly gold where it had. Her breasts were high and modest, nipples already tight. Between her thighs the hair was fine and dark green at the roots, fading to gold at the tips, and when she parted her stance I could see she was already wet.

She walked into the grass until the sunlight found her fully, then lowered herself onto her back with her wings spread flat beneath her so they would not crush. The blades bent around her hips and shoulders. She crooked one knee and looked at me without any of the hesitation human women sometimes carried into this.

“Well,” she said. “You accepted. Now do it.”

I knelt between her legs. The meadow smelled stronger this close to the ground, crushed green and that heavy sweetness I had noticed on landing. Her skin was warmer than I expected for something so slight. I set my hands on her inner thighs and opened her. She was slick already, the inner lips flushed a deeper rose than the rest of her, and when I drew my thumb along them she made a low sound that had nothing of court in it.

I bent and kissed the inside of her thigh first, then higher, until my mouth found the heat of her. She tasted of salt and flowers, almost like crushed lily if lilies had been left in sun and wine. I licked her slowly from the base of her opening to the small peak above it, and her hips lifted into the stroke as if her body had been waiting for that exact path.

“Yes,” she said. “Like that. Do not rush it.”

I did not. I settled my mouth over her and worked her with the flat of my tongue, then with the tip, mapping the places that made her breath change. When I sealed my lips around her clit and sucked, her fingers found my hair and held. Her wings trembled against the grass and sent a faint green shimmer across the blades. I slid my tongue lower and pressed into her, fucking her with it in short, wet strokes while my nose stayed against that swollen peak, and she swore in a language I did not know before she switched back to mine.

“Deeper, use your fingers if you must, but keep your mouth where it is.”

I eased two fingers into her. She was tight and very wet, and the sound my fingers made leaving her and returning was obscene in the quiet meadow. I curled them upward and kept licking, circling her clit, then flattening my tongue over it again whenever her thighs began to shake. She was not quiet. Fairies, it seemed, did not waste composure on pleasure. She told me when to slow and when to press harder. She told me she could feel my chin against her. She told me Aurelia had not been wrong about my mouth, which I filed away for later because I could not think about the queen with my tongue inside a fairy and my cock straining against my trousers.

I hooked her thighs over my shoulders and lifted her hips off the grass so I could bury my face more fully against her. She gasped and laughed at the same time. I licked her in long, greedy passes, then concentrated on the tight bundle of nerves until her laughter broke into something rawer. My fingers worked her in time with my mouth. Her wetness ran down my knuckles and into the grass. The chimes above the workshop made a single clear note as if the air itself had shifted.

“There,” she said. “Do not stop. Do not you dare stop.”

I did not stop. I sucked her clit and rubbed that same spot inside her with the pads of my fingers, steady, relentless, until her whole small body went rigid. She came with a cry that startled birds out of the oak. Her pussy clenched around my fingers in hard pulses. I kept licking her through it, gentler now, drinking what she gave me, until the pulses slowed and her hands loosened in my hair.

She lay in the sunlight panting, wings quivering, a sheen of sweat on her throat and breasts. I withdrew my fingers and licked them clean because wasting that seemed insulting after the bargain she had named so plainly. She watched me do it and smiled, slow and satisfied.

“That,” she said, “was worth the potion.”

She sat up, stretched contentedly, and reached for a small clay pot that had been waiting beside the stone. From it she withdrew a pinch of crushed crystal, blue and faintly luminescent, which she rubbed between her palms before touching her fingertips to her tongue.

“Thank you for that,” she said. “A delightful opening negotiation. Now for the actual work.” She stood, still naked, her wings open behind her, and began circling me again, studying me like an artist examining a model. “The potion Aurelia wants isn’t something I keep on a shelf. It’s tailored specifically to the man who will be using it. Your physiology, your metabolism, your… responses.” Her eyes dropped to my trousers, which were doing their best to maintain a soldier’s composure despite the previous several minutes. “Which means I need to learn certain aspects of your anatomy very intimately. For science, of course. Strictly professional.”

The way she said strictly professional made it abundantly clear that professionalism was the furthest thing from her mind.

“You’ll need to undress,” she said. “I need to see everything, and I need to understand how it works in practice.”

I undressed. There was no reason to be self-conscious; the fairy had already seen more of me than most strangers ever would, and the clearing remained empty except for trees and whatever creatures were watching from the undergrowth with considerably less interest in human modesty than a human observer would have shown. My clothes came off according to old military habit: boots first, then trousers, then shirt, each folded or set aside rather than dropped. When I was naked, the morning air felt cool against my skin.

Lily approached curiously, examining me as if I were a fascinating specimen. Her hands were warm as they touched my chest, my shoulders, and the scars across my back, which she traced carefully.

“These are useful,” she said. “The body’s history. They tell me how you heal and how your tissue responds to trauma. The military campaigns left its mark on you, didn’t it? This arrow wound… you were lucky. Another inch to the left and we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

Her hands moved lower across my stomach, and then she was kneeling in front of me, her green eyes level with my cock, which had begun responding to her attention.

“Now this,” she said, “is where the real tailoring happens.” She took me in her small hand, her grip firm and knowing, and examined me as carefully as she had examined the scars. “Good size. Excellent vascular response. The queen has an eye for quality, I’ll give her that.”

Then her mouth was on me, warm and wet, her tongue moving expertly across the head before she took me deeper, her small hands working what her mouth couldn’t accommodate. She wasn’t trying to prolong it. She was sampling, testing, learning my responses as a chef might taste a sauce before adjusting the seasoning. After a minute she pulled back and licked her lips, clearly satisfied.

“Your precum is interesting. Mildly alkaline. That will affect the base I use.” She stood and brushed the grass from her knees. “I have what I need. You can dress if you prefer, though the view is considerably improved with you undressed, and we have at least an hour of brewing ahead of us.”

I dressed. Standing naked in a meadow while a fairy brewed a potion designed to help me bed hundreds of women seemed like a situation that called for at least the dignity of trousers.

The workshop inside the oak was larger than it appeared from outside. The hollowed interior smelled of dried herbs, crystal dust, metal, and ozone. Shelves lined the curved walls, crowded with bottles, jars, dried plants hanging from hooks, and crystals of various sizes glowing from within. A stone hearth held a small copper cauldron already steaming over a fire that burned without visible fuel.

Lily worked quickly and precisely. Ingredients went into the cauldron in an order that clearly mattered: crushed blue crystal first, then a powder the color of dried blood that made the liquid hiss and turn violet, then three drops of something clear that smelled like rain on hot stone. She stirred with a wooden rod, her wings vibrating as she concentrated, and talked while she worked.

“Twenty women in a day,” she said. “Aurelia’s upper estimate. Ambitious. Most men would collapse after three, maybe four if they were exceptionally determined. The body has limits, even yours.” She added a handful of dried leaves that turned the potion a deep, opaque purple. “The potion doesn’t remove those limits. It rearranges them. Creates a… bypass, for lack of a better word. The desire remains conscious and under your control. You decide when to feel aroused, how intensely, and for how long. As for the refractory period…” She smiled as she stirred. “You won’t have one.”

The brewing took the better part of an hour. The potion changed color six times before becoming deep amber, glowing from within the cauldron like honey over a flame. Lily ladled it carefully into a series of small crystal vials, each sealed with a cork dipped in wax.

“Twelve doses,” she said. “Enough to begin. I can make more when you need it. The recipe is specific to you now; it won’t work for anyone else, and attempting to replicate it would produce something between ineffective and mildly toxic.” She held up one vial and examined the amber liquid. “Now we test it.”

She handed me the vial. “Drink all of it. Then sit there…” She pointed to a flat stone near the hearth. “…and concentrate on feeling aroused. Direct your attention to the sensation. The potion responds to intention.”

I drank. The liquid was warm and sweeter than I expected, with an herbal undertone that reminded me of the tea Angelina made on winter mornings. For several seconds, nothing happened. Then warmth spread from my stomach through my chest, down my arms, and between my legs.

“Concentrate,” Lily said. “Focus on it. Like flexing a muscle you’ve never used before.”

I did. The effect was immediate and overwhelming. My cock hardened so quickly it was almost painful, blood rushing into tissue that had been merely interested minutes before and was now fully engaged. The desire was focused and conscious, as though my body had responded directly to the decision.

“Excellent,” Lily said. She watched my reaction approvingly, her head tilted and her green eyes bright. “Now I need to test the full sequence, including recovery.” She lay back on a wide workbench covered with a cloth that might have been silk or something no human loom had ever produced, then opened her legs. “Come here.”

“What?”

“Come on, you’re old enough to know what I mean.”

“You want me to fuck you?”

“Yes, stupid,” she said with a giggle.

It wasn’t like I could resist her. The potion sure as hell worked. Heat pooled low in my belly and then dropped, a heavy, molten pull that made the potion’s effect impossible to mistake. It was not the slow rise I knew from wanting a woman across a room. It was a decision that my body obeyed at once. Blood packed the shaft so hard I felt the pulse of it against the seam of the cloth. The head thickened and grew slick. My balls drew up tight and full, as if they had been storing for a week instead of an hour. Want sat behind my teeth. Every breath tasted like her meadow and the amber I had swallowed.

My cock stood heavy against my stomach, darker than usual, the vein along the underside standing proud. A bead of fluid welled at the slit and ran down in a slow thread. Lily’s eyes followed it.

“Good,” she said with a grin. “That is the bypass. Now use it.”

I caught her hips and dragged her to the edge of the bench. She was still wet from my mouth, the inner lips glossy, and when I rubbed the head of my cock through that heat she made a sound that went straight down my spine. I pushed in.

She was small. The first inch stretched her around me in a tight, living ring. I held there, breathing, feeling the potion turn patience into a thin lie. Then I sank deeper, slow only because I did not want to hurt her, until my hips met the backs of her thighs and I was buried to the root. The sensation was filthy and precise: silk heat, a fluttering grip, her wetness already painting the base of my cock.

“Move,” she said.

I moved. I drew back until only the head stretched her open and drove in again, harder. The bench creaked. Her wings flared against the cloth and threw green light across my chest. I set a rhythm that had nothing of court courtesy in it, long strokes that filled her completely, then shorter ones that kept the thickest part of me working the same swollen place inside her. She was loud. She locked her ankles at my back and pulled me in as if the test required depth more than gentleness.

The potion made every thrust feel like the first one and the last one at once. Need climbed instead of cresting. My cock felt huge in her, oversensitive, the head dragging through her tightness with a wet sound that filled the oak. Sweat ran down my spine. I hooked my hands under her ass and lifted her into the strokes so I could watch myself disappear into her, the shaft gleaming, her stretched rim clinging when I withdrew.

“Harder,” she said. “I need to see what the dose does when you stop being polite.”

I gave her that. I fucked her in earnest, the slap of skin loud against the hiss of the cauldron. Her breasts shook. Pollen on her cheekbones smeared. She came around me with a sharp cry, her pussy milking the length of me in greedy pulses, and the potion took that clenching as an order. Pressure gathered at the root of my cock, dense and inevitable, a heat that felt bigger than my body had any right to hold.

“In me,” she said. “I want the sample where it belongs.”

I drove in to the hilt and let go. The orgasm tore through me in thick, violent pulses. I came harder than I could remember coming in my life, jet after jet pumping into her, my cock kicking against her inner walls as if it meant to empty everything I had. The pleasure was almost blinding. My thighs shook. I kept thrusting through it because stopping felt impossible, each grind forcing more of that load deeper.

When the pulses finally slowed I stayed inside her, panting, forehead near her shoulder. We were locked wet. My cock was still rigid, still twitching, and I felt the excess begin to escape. Seed welled around the place where I stretched her and spilled in a slow, heavy leak down the shaft, over my balls, onto the cloth. It kept coming in lazy after-surges, white and plentiful, smearing the join of us until the bench beneath her hips was marked with it.

Lily looked down between our bodies and laughed. “Recovery intact,” she said. “Volume excessive. You will do very well for the queen.”

I pulled out and dragged a river of cum with me that spilled over her thighs. We remained together on the workbench, both breathing hard. After a minute, she sat up, her green eyes bright with satisfaction and scientific curiosity.

“Now concentrate again,” she said. “Focus on becoming aroused the same way you did before.”

I closed my eyes and directed my attention downward as she had described, treating it like flexing a muscle. The response was immediate. My cock, which had been softening against her thigh seconds earlier, hardened again with the same intensity as before. There was no recovery period or gradual return of desire. My body simply responded when I wanted it to.

Lily laughed delightedly. “Perfect. Absolutely perfect. The queen is going to be very pleased with her investment.” She hopped off the workbench, entirely unconcerned with her nakedness, and began gathering the vials into a leather pouch. “One dose lasts twelve hours. During those twelve hours, you can restore your arousal consciously whenever you wish and maintain it for as long as you wish. The refractory period is effectively eliminated. You can continue until your body’s other limits become the constraint, which for a man of your build and conditioning…” She smiled. “Let’s just say the women are in for an educational experience.”

She handed me the pouch. Twelve crystal vials, each containing enough amber liquid for one dose. “Take one each morning before you begin. The effects will last the entire day. If you need more, send word. I’ll have another batch ready.” She touched my cheek, her small hand lingering there for a moment. “And Gabriel? The next time you visit, the payment doesn’t have to be business. I’d enjoy your company purely for pleasure. Consider it an open invitation.”

I dressed, tucked the pouch into my jacket pocket, and thanked her. She walked me to the meadow where Valen was grazing peacefully, apparently unconcerned by whatever had transpired in the oak workshop.

“Tell Aurelia it works exactly as described,” Lily said. She smiled. “And tell her I understand completely why she chose you.”

I mounted Valen and lifted into the sky, the pouch of vials resting against my chest, then turned southwest toward Eden. The potion’s immediate intensity had faded to a pleasant warmth, but I remembered exactly what it could do. My thoughts also returned to Aurelia’s blush in the garden and what it might mean.

The queen had asked for a solution to her kingdom’s problem, and now I was returning to Eden with the means to provide it. Whatever happened next would affect not only the islands I visited but my relationship with the woman who had sent me to them.

* * *

Eden Isle looked the same when I returned. The golden domes caught the afternoon light, and the marble streets gleamed with their usual polish, but I saw the island differently after everything that had happened since I left.

The palace guards recognized Valen before they recognized me. One of them called out a greeting clearly meant for the pegasus rather than his rider, and Valen responded. I dismounted in the stable yard, handed his reins to an attendant who approached reverently, and asked where the queen could be found.

“Her private study,” the attendant said. “She’s been expecting you.”

I found her there, seated at the desk where the half-finished letter had been the day before, surrounded by papers that had not been there yesterday. Dozens, perhaps hundreds, were arranged in neat piles across the desk and spilled onto the chairs beside it. Aurelia looked up when I entered and smiled warmly.

“Gabriel.” She stood and came around the desk gracefully enough to make me understand why court painters struggled to capture her properly. “You’re back sooner than I expected. How was Lily?”

“The potion sure works,” I said. “Exactly as described. One dose, twelve hours, conscious control of arousal, no refractory period. She tested it thoroughly.” I paused, watching her face. “Twice.”

Aurelia’s mouth tightened slightly, and something briefly darkened in her blue eyes before she recovered. “Thorough testing is important. I’m glad she was… meticulous.”

“She was certainly that.” I moved closer to the desk and could see that the stacks of papers were letters. Hundreds of them, written on everything from fine parchment to rough handmade sheets, in handwriting that ranged from elegant court script to the uneven scrawl of someone who rarely wrote. “But you were right about her preferred payment. She wanted an orgasm from my tongue. On the grass, in the sunshine, with the trees watching.”

Aurelia’s cheeks colored. Not the full blush from the garden, but enough warmth appeared along her cheekbones that she couldn’t entirely hide it. She turned toward the window, ostensibly to adjust a vase on the sill, but I had seen it. For a moment, the queen’s composure had given way to the woman beneath the crown, and the image of me between a fairy’s legs had affected her in a way that had nothing to do with politics.

“Fairies can be a bit playful, and Lily has always been direct,” she said, her back to me. “It’s one of her virtues. She states what she wants and expects the same courtesy in return.”

“I appreciated the honesty. It made the transaction considerably simpler than most royal business tends to be.” I picked up one of the letters from the nearest stack. The handwriting was careful, the ink faded in places where the writer had paused between words. A woman from the eastern provinces described a village where she was one of six women of childbearing age and the only man was sixty-two and crippled. She had written to the Crown asking politely but urgently whether there was any possibility of assistance.

I set the letter down and looked at the stacks. There were hundreds. Perhaps thousands, though I couldn’t count them from where I stood. Each represented a woman who had put pen to paper and asked for something she believed the Crown might provide.

“These are the letters you told me about?”

Aurelia turned from the window, her blush gone as she focused on the matter before us. “Some of them. These are from the eastern provinces alone. The response has been greater than we anticipated.”

She moved to the desk and rested her hand on one of the stacks. “There are three more desks like this in the administrative wing, and couriers are still arriving daily with additional bundles.” Her fingers traced the edge of a letter without opening it. “These aren’t abstract figures in a census report, Gabriel. These are women, each with a name, a history, and reasons for writing. Some lost husbands. Some never had the chance to marry because the men who might have been their partners died before they met. Some simply want children and see no path to having them in communities where there are seven women for every man.”

I had known what the assignment would involve. Aurelia had described it in the garden, I had accepted it on the balcony, and Lily had brewed a potion specifically designed to make it physically possible. Standing in a room surrounded by hundreds of letters made the scale real in a way numbers never had. These women had written to their queen asking, in their own words, for exactly what Aurelia had proposed I provide.

“The response has been…” Aurelia paused, searching for the right word. “Overwhelming. Beyond anything the advisors projected. We anticipated interest. We did not anticipate women writing from islands that haven’t sent correspondence to the palace in a generation, or from communities so remote that we had to dispatch couriers because regular post doesn’t reach them.”

She moved to a map on the wall, similar to the one she had shown me yesterday but larger, with pins marking points across the kingdom. Many clustered in the eastern provinces, where the fighting had been worst, but others were scattered throughout the central and western regions, including islands I had never visited during or after the war.

“Because of that response, there is no reason to delay.” She spoke decisively now, as she did when plans were already underway. “I’ve selected the first island, about twenty minutes by pegasus from Eden, northeast along the trade route. The community there lost seventy-three percent of its male population between sixteen and thirty-five. The local coordinator has identified fourteen women who have expressed a definite interest in participating, with more likely to join once the program begins.”

She turned from the map. “A private room has been prepared for you. The building belonged to a family that left during the war. It’s been renovated, furnished, and stocked with everything you should need. The volunteers will begin arriving tomorrow morning, after you’ve had time to settle in and prepare.”

The assignment had become concrete with startling speed. Tomorrow morning. Fourteen women, possibly more, on an island twenty minutes from Eden, in a room prepared while I was visiting a fairy in a forest. I could feel the pouch of vials in my jacket pocket against my chest.

“Rather than sending you with an official escort,” Aurelia continued, “I’ll take you there myself. I want to see that everything is arranged properly before I leave you. The island’s leadership has been briefed, the women have been informed that the program begins tomorrow morning, and the medical support is in place. But I prefer to verify these things personally rather than trusting reports.”

This was not protocol. Queens did not personally escort former captains to their assignments, regardless of how sensitive those assignments might be. Aurelia was choosing to be there for the beginning of something she had set in motion, and that choice told me more about its importance to her than any speech could have.

“When do we leave?” I asked.

“As soon as you’re ready,” she said. “It’s only twenty minutes by air. We can have you settled before evening, ensure everything is ready for tomorrow morning, and I’ll return to Eden before it gets too late.” She smiled warmly. “It gives us time to talk. Without advisors or paperwork. Just the flight itself.”

I nodded. The stacks of letters surrounded us, evidence of a need larger than any single man could fully comprehend, and tomorrow I would begin addressing it in the most direct way imaginable. But for now, standing in Aurelia’s study, I found myself thinking about the woman who had asked this of me and the way she looked at me when she mentioned flying together.

“I’ll be ready,” I said.

* * *

The afternoon sun hung low over Eden Isle when we left, turning the marble gold and the clouds bright beneath us. We left together, Valen carrying me steadily while Aurelia rode beside us on her royal skybird, its golden wings bright in the late-afternoon light.

No guards accompanied us. No advisors or ceremonial escort came along to document the queen’s movements or ensure protocol was observed. It was just Aurelia in a simple flying dress the color of wheat, her golden-blonde hair pulled back in a practical knot, and me on Valen’s back with the pouch of vials secure in my jacket. We lifted from the palace grounds as the afternoon bells rang, and the city fell away beneath us, shrinking until the buildings looked like toys among the gardens.

Aurelia’s skybird flew easily, its wingbeats strong and measured as it kept pace with Valen. Out here, surrounded by open sky, she looked less like a queen and more like a woman who loved flying and rarely had the chance to do it simply for pleasure.

“We should reach there in twenty minutes,” she called over the wind. “The island is small but densely settled. Farming community, primarily. They grow a variant of winter wheat that does well in the soil there, and they export the surplus to three neighboring islands. Or they did, before the war. Production has recovered to about sixty percent of pre-war levels, according to the last report.”

The queen was discussing agricultural statistics while flying beside me late in the afternoon. It should have felt formal, but it didn’t.

“How is Elara?” I asked.

Aurelia smiled fondly and guided her skybird closer to Valen’s wing. “My daughter,” she said affectionately, “is becoming a brat.”

I laughed. The wind swallowed the sound, but Aurelia saw my reaction and smiled.

“I mean it. Absolutely a brat. Eighteen years old, crown princess, heir to a kingdom that nearly tore itself apart, and her current primary concern is whether the palace tailor can adjust her formal gown to show more shoulder because, and I quote, ‘everyone is doing it this season.’” Aurelia rolled her eyes dramatically. “Last week she intentionally missed a tutoring session with the economics minister because she decided flying lessons were more important, and when I pointed out that understanding trade policy might be marginally more relevant to her future than perfecting a banking turn, she informed me that I ‘didn’t understand the pressures of being young.’”

Her genuine frustration and emphatic gestures made her skybird’s flight path waver slightly, and I couldn’t help laughing again.

“The pressures of being young,” I repeated. “As opposed to the pressures of being queen, which are famously trivial and easily managed.”

“Exactly. Apparently governing a kingdom that spent years at war with itself is less demanding than choosing between two shades of blue for a reception dress.” She shook her head, though her affection for Elara was obvious. “She’s testing boundaries. That’s what eighteen-year-olds do, crown princess or not. The war kept her contained because there was always genuine danger, always a reason to follow the rules exactly. Peace has given her freedom, and freedom, it turns out, makes her opinionated about hemlines.”

She talked about Elara for several minutes, recounting stories with all the detailed irritation of a mother who had memorized every infuriating moment and treasured each one despite herself. Elara had rearranged an entire state dinner’s seating chart because she decided the original arrangement “lacked conversational flow.” She had flown to a neighboring island without informing the palace guard because “they would have said no, and it was literally twenty minutes away.” At three in the morning, she had woken her mother to ask whether true love was actually possible or if romantic ballads exaggerated for artistic effect.

“She asked about you, actually,” Aurelia said. “After you left Oakwind. Wanted to know if the Queen’s Falcon was really as impressive in person as the stories suggested, or if wartime propaganda had been generous with the details.”

“What did you tell her?”

“That the stories were generous with everything except your humility, which they significantly undersold.” She smiled warmly at me. “She didn’t believe me. Thinks I’m being diplomatic. The concept of a war hero who genuinely doesn’t enjoy the attention is foreign to her eighteen-year-old understanding of human nature.”

The conversation wandered naturally as we flew through the open sky. Aurelia listened closely, keeping her eyes on me whenever the flight allowed it. She asked questions that showed she remembered details from previous conversations.

We flew quietly for a while after that, accompanied only by the beat of Valen’s wings and those of Aurelia’s skybird beside us. The afternoon air was warm. I found myself watching her more than the landscape, noticing the way her body moved with her mount’s flight, the strands of hair that had come loose from her knot and streamed behind her, and the profile of her face against the brightening sky.

She was beautiful. I had always known that, as everyone in the kingdom did, but watching her fly beside me made it feel less like a fact about the queen and more like something personal. I remembered her blush in the garden and the three seconds when her composure had faltered before she recovered. For the first time, I seriously considered whether the affection between us had always been more complicated than loyalty or gratitude.

Aurelia glanced over and caught me watching her. Our eyes met, and neither of us immediately looked away. Then she smiled.

“The response has been overwhelming,” she said. “The letters. I showed you the eastern provinces stack, but there are three more just like it. Women from islands I’ve never visited, writing to ask whether the Crown’s program might include them. Young women, older women, women who lost husbands, women who never had the chance to marry, women who simply want children and see no path forward in communities where the arithmetic doesn’t work in their favor.” She moved closer. “You’re going to be considerably more popular than either of us anticipated, Gabriel. The Queen’s Falcon, bedder of hundreds, savior of the demographic crisis. The bards will have material for decades.”

She spoke calmly, but her grip on the reins shifted slightly. The idea of other women wanting me seemed to affect her, though I couldn’t tell exactly what she was feeling.

“I’ll try to be worthy of the ballads,” I said.

“See that you are. I have standards for the art produced in my kingdom, even when the subject matter is…” She paused, searching for a diplomatic phrase.

“Extremely intimate?”

“That’s one way to put it.” She laughed. “Though if the ballads are accurate, intimacy will be the least of what they’re describing.”

The island appeared on the horizon as she spoke, a small island rising above the clouds, its terraced fields already green with early summer growth. Our flight was ending, and I found myself wishing it had been longer. Without walls, advisors, paperwork, or court protocol around us, a practical journey had become a chance for Aurelia and me simply to talk.

I still didn’t know what her blush in the garden had meant, but I didn’t need an answer today. The island waited, along with the women who had volunteered to take part in what Aurelia had proposed I provide.

We banked toward the island together, Valen flying steadily while Aurelia and her royal skybird remained beside us. For the last few minutes before we landed, it was just the four of us in the open sky.

We landed in a wide field at the village’s edge where the grass grew short and soft enough for Valen’s hooves. The island was smaller than Oakwind, its terraced fields stepping down the eastern slope in neat green rows. Stone houses clustered along the higher ground, their roofs thatched with wheat straw. A communal well stood at the village center, its stone lip worn smooth by generations of hands. Beyond it, the fields stretched toward the island’s edge and the endless skies.

What struck me first was not the village itself but the women. Word of our arrival had apparently spread. Dozens stood along the path from the field to the houses, their wings folded or half-unfolded in the afternoon breeze, their eyes fixed on Valen as we descended. I recognized the look. I had seen it on supply runs during the war, in villages where men had become rare enough that the arrival of one drew attention regardless of who he was. Some of these women might be among those arriving tomorrow. Others had probably come simply to see the Queen’s Falcon for themselves.

Valen’s hooves touched the grass. I dismounted and turned to help Aurelia down from her skybird, my hands at her waist. Her body was warm through the flying dress, and her wings brushed my chest as she stepped from the saddle. We stood close enough for me to smell the faint cedar scent of her hair before the women approached.

They came forward in a wave, welcoming but overwhelming. Younger women smiled brightly, their wings still vibrant with youth. Older women approached more confidently after years of raising children and managing households through the shortages left by the war. They surrounded Valen first, running their hands over his coat almost reverently, and then their attention turned to me.

A woman with dark hair and wings the deep brown of fertile soil reached for my hand before I had fully turned from Aurelia. Her fingers were callused from field work, her smile quick and warm.

“You’re him,” she said, confirming what she already knew. “The Queen’s Falcon. We’ve heard stories.”

Another beautiful woman with chestnut hair and wings came over. “Look at you. The stories didn’t mention the shoulders. Or the eyes.” She turned to the woman beside her, who was younger, with blonde hair and wings pale as morning frost. “Did they mention the eyes?”

“They mentioned the bow,” the blonde said shyly, making the older woman laugh.

“They mentioned the bow and nothing else? What kind of stories were these?” The older woman squeezed my bicep appreciatively. “Solid. Farm-raised, I’d guess. Not palace soft.”

More hands found me. A woman with red hair and freckles across her nose asked if the scar on my upper back was from Raven’s Crest or the southern campaign. Another, younger, with dark eyes and a curving smile, reached for the cord at my collar where Aurelia’s disc rested against my chest. Her fingers brushed the metal before she caught herself and withdrew, blushing from her cheeks to the roots of her hair.

They were everywhere at once. Young women asked questions about the war that they had clearly rehearsed. Older women touched my arms, my shoulders, and the line of my jaw, openly appreciating what they saw. One of them ran her palm across my chest and declared that the queen had chosen well, drawing laughter and agreement from everyone within earshot.

Through it all, I was aware of Aurelia standing slightly apart, her hands folded at her waist, watching. Her blue eyes followed each touch, smile, and question. I noticed her jaw tighten briefly when one of the women left her hand on my chest. Her clasped fingers tightened. When a young woman with dark hair and wings like polished jet asked if I would be staying through the harvest festival, Aurelia smiled, but there was tension around her eyes.

“Ladies,” she said warmly but firmly, and the women turned to her. “Your enthusiasm is appreciated and entirely understandable. But Gabriel has only just arrived, and he has a demanding assignment ahead of him.” The corner of her mouth curved. “Perhaps allow him to catch his breath before you claim every minute of his attention.”

They laughed. “She’s right. We’re behaving like skybirds in spring. Forgive us, handsome. It’s been a long time since this village saw a man who wasn’t either ten or sixty, and neither of those is especially useful for what we have in mind.”

More laughter followed. The women stepped back, creating space around Aurelia and me, though many continued watching us.

Aurelia took my arm and guided me toward a stone path leading away from the field to a house set slightly apart from the village. Her wings were folded tightly against her back, her posture straight, but her fingers pressed firmly through my sleeve.

“They’re excited,” she said quietly as we walked. “As they should be. The coordinator has done an excellent job preparing them. Fourteen women registered initially. That number has grown to seventeen in the past week, according to the most recent report.” She glanced at me. “Seventeen, Gabriel. On an island this size. The demand exceeds even our most optimistic projections.”

“I noticed,” I said.

She smiled tensely. “Yes, well. They were rather… demonstrative. The auburn-haired woman seemed especially taken with your chest.”

“Farm-raised,” I said. “Not palace soft. Her assessment, not mine.”

Aurelia laughed, and her shoulders relaxed. “She’s correct. You are considerably less soft than the average courtier, and the women here have clearly noticed.” Her hand remained on my arm as we approached the house. “I arranged for a local woman to prepare the space. Her name is Marta. She lost her husband at Raven’s Crest, the same year you held it. She volunteered to help because, and I quote her letter directly, ‘any man willing to do what the queen is asking deserves clean sheets and a decent meal.’”

The house was larger than it had appeared from the field. It had stone walls, a recently repaired thatched roof, and a wide door opening onto a main room furnished simply but comfortably. A hearth occupied one wall, already laid with kindling and split oak. A table stood near the window with a water pitcher, a loaf of bread wrapped in cloth, and a bowl of fruits. Beyond the main room, a corridor led to what I assumed were sleeping quarters.

Aurelia inspected the room efficiently. She checked the hearth, pressed her palm against the table to test its stability, and opened the cupboard to verify that it contained plates, cups, and cutlery. She lifted the cloth covering the bread, nodded at what she found beneath it, and moved to the corridor.

The bedroom was exactly what a man tasked with bedding seventeen women in succession might need: a bed wider than any I had slept in outside the palace, with a sturdy oak frame and a thick mattress of straw and wool beneath clean linen sheets. A chest at the foot of the bed held extra bedding. A washstand stood in the corner with a basin, a pitcher of water, and neatly folded cloths.

Aurelia ran her hand across the mattress, testing it. “Marta assured me it would support vigorous activity. Her phrase, not mine. The frame is reinforced at the joints. The previous owner was a carpenter. He built it to last.” She turned to me, and her concern felt more personal than royal. “Is it… acceptable? If anything is missing, tell me now. I can have it brought from Eden before tomorrow.”

“It’s perfect,” I said. “More than.”

She nodded, visibly relieved, and moved to the window. It faced east toward the terraced fields and the clouds beyond them. From here, the village was visible but distant enough that the house felt private. Whoever had chosen the location understood what would happen within these walls and why discretion mattered.

“I should go,” Aurelia said, though she did not move from the window. “If I leave now, I can be back at Eden before dark. There are still matters waiting for me at the palace, regardless of how personally invested I am in… other matters.”

“Thank you,” I said. “For arranging this. For flying with me. For…” I paused, searching for the right words. “For trusting me with something this important.”

She turned from the window. For the first time since the women had surrounded us outside, she allowed herself to relax. “You kept your promise,” she said quietly. “The morning you left Eden after the war, I asked you for a personal favor. If I ever sent for you, regardless of time or reason, would you come back? You said yes. You crossed the kingdom without knowing what awaited you, and when I asked for something extraordinary, you said yes again.” She stepped closer. Her hand touched my chest. Her fingers found the cord through the fabric and followed it upward until they reached the hollow of my throat. She withdrew her hand, but I could still feel the warmth of her fingers against my skin.

“I’ll send couriers daily,” she said, returning to practical matters, though her eyes remained on mine. “Letters from your family will reach you here within a day of being sent. Write to them often. They deserve to know you’re well, regardless of how… occupied you may be.”

“I will.”

“Good.” She smiled. “Then I should leave you to settle in. The women won’t begin arriving until tomorrow morning. Marta will bring dinner this evening. She’s an excellent cook, according to her letters, though she warned me not to expect palace refinement. ‘Country cooking,’ she called it. ‘Food that sticks to your ribs and reminds you what you’re working for.’”

I walked her to the door. Her skybird waited in the field where we had landed, its golden wings folded as it cropped grass, apparently unimpressed by its royal rider. Valen grazed nearby, already comfortable in the unfamiliar pasture.

Aurelia mounted smoothly and adjusted her wings to balance herself in the saddle. She looked down at me, and I thought she might say something beyond the practicalities of couriers and dinner. Her mouth opened, then closed. She nodded once, and her skybird lifted into the evening sky.

I watched her fly southwest toward Eden until she became a distant shape above the clouds and finally disappeared from sight.

The house was quiet when I returned. I stood in the main room and took inventory of what Aurelia had arranged: the hearth, the table with its bread and apples, the cupboard of plates, and the corridor leading to a bed wide enough for the task ahead. In my jacket pocket, the pouch held twelve doses of amber liquid that would make the physically impossible merely demanding.

Tomorrow, the first woman would arrive, followed by another and then however many came after her. Seventeen had registered according to the latest count, each with reasons for being here that had nothing to do with me personally and everything to do with what I could provide. I would take the potion at dawn and use it as Lily had taught me. My body would respond when I wanted it to, without the normal recovery period, for as long as the dose lasted.

Aurelia’s proposal had seemed theoretical in the garden. Now it was a house, a bed, a pouch of vials, and several women waiting for morning. I sat at the table and cut a slice of the bread Marta had left. It was dense and slightly sour. I ate slowly and thought about Oakwind’s porch, where Angelina might be stirring something on the stove while Sabrina said something playful and Gabriella read by the window.

They felt very far away. Aurelia’s promise of daily couriers would narrow that distance, but letters were not the same as presence, and presence was what I had fought years to reclaim. Now I was setting it aside again voluntarily, for women I had never met and a queen who had asked rather than commanded.

I hoped Aurelia would write too, something in her own handwriting, those sloping letters I had seen so many times before. I wanted her words. I had kept her disc for years, and while I was here, a letter from her would mean more than I wanted to admit.


Chapter 9

Iwoke to unfamiliar quiet. The thatched roof above me was not Oakwind’s timber but woven straw that smelled of summer fields and distant rain. Morning sunlight warmed the quilt Marta had laid across the bed, and for a moment I lay still, remembering where I was.

The bed was enormous. Aurelia had not exaggerated when she described it as built for vigorous activity, and the mattress held my weight comfortably. I had slept better than I expected in a house that belonged to no one I knew, on an island whose name I could not yet pronounce properly.

The pouch waited on the washstand where I had set it the night before. Twelve crystal vials, each sealed with wax, containing the amber liquid that would make today possible. I chose one, broke the seal, and drank it in a single swallow. The taste was sweeter than I remembered from Lily’s workshop, with an herbal note. For several seconds, nothing happened.

Then the warmth began. It was not the slow rise of desire I was accustomed to but an immediate response I could control. Blood filled my cock, the shaft hardening against my stomach. I concentrated briefly, directing my attention downward as Lily had taught me, and the sensation intensified. My balls drew tighter, full and heavy, and precum beaded at the tip of my cock before running slowly down the shaft.

The potion worked. I had known it would from the testing, but using it alone in a quiet bedroom made the reality more immediate. Twelve hours of conscious control with no refractory period. The physical problem Aurelia had worried about in the garden had been solved by a small woman with green wings and very specific taste in payment.

I dressed. The trousers felt tighter than they had yesterday, and I adjusted myself without embarrassment. The potion had left me half-hard and ready, and I suspected I would remain that way until I chose otherwise.

Marta arrived as I was finishing breakfast. She knocked. “Come in!”

She was perhaps forty, with wings the rich brown of freshly turned soil and hair the same color. “Good,” she said, looking me over. “You’re awake, you’re dressed, and you look…” Her eyes dropped briefly to the front of my trousers, then returned to my face. She couldn’t help it but giggle. “Prepared.”

“Good morning to you too,” I said.

She smiled, making her look ten years younger. “The queen’s announcement reached farther than she intended. Seventeen was the count when her letter arrived. As of this morning, we still have seventeen women registered and two more asking whether it’s too late to join your bed.”

“Seventeen.”

“Seventeen. Some arrived from the outer fields last night after hearing the news. They’ve been camped at the communal house since dawn, arguing about the order.” She poured herself a cup of water from the pitcher and drank half of it before continuing. “I’ve arranged them in groups. Six this morning, five after midday, and the rest spread through the afternoon. Normally I’d call that madness, but with that fairy potion in you, I’m willing to trust the queen knows what she’s doing. Is that okay?”

I nodded. “Perfect.” I appreciated Aurelia’s foresight more with each passing minute.

“They’re waiting,” Marta said. “The first group. Outside, by the well. I told them to give you time to wake up and eat something, and they’ve spent the past hour showing about as much patience as skybirds in mating season. Fair warning: they’ve been comparing notes about your shoulders, your eyes, and whether the stories about your equipment… are likely to be accurate.”

I finished the bread, set the plate in the basin, and followed Marta outside.

Six women waited around the communal well, their wings folded or half-unfolded in the morning breeze, their voices reaching us as we approached. They fell silent when they saw me. Six pairs of eyes moved over me intently, which would have been uncomfortable if I hadn’t spent the past six years being stared at by people with considerably less friendly intentions.

Marta introduced us briskly. “Ladies, this is Gabriel. The Queen’s Falcon, war hero, and the answer to a demographic problem none of us asked for. Gabriel, these are your morning appointments. Try to remember their names. They’ve certainly remembered yours.”

They were young. The oldest might have been twenty-five, the youngest eighteen or nineteen. A dark-haired woman with wings the color of vanilla had woven a small white flower into her hair just above one ear. A blonde with pale frost-colored wings smoothed the skirt of her dress as she watched me, a shy smile appearing whenever our eyes met. A redhead with freckles across her nose kept one hand on the well’s stone lip, trying to appear confident despite her obvious nerves.

I spoke to each of them before Marta would allow anything else. The dark-haired woman was twenty-three and had spent most of her life working her family’s wheat fields. She wanted children. She had always wanted them, but with so few young men left on the island after the war, marriage and a family had begun to feel increasingly out of reach. When Aurelia’s offer reached the island, she had been one of the first women to put her name forward.

The blonde had never married. She had been sixteen when the conflict began, too young for the first conscriptions, and by the time she was old enough to consider a partner, the men who might have been suitable were either dead or spoken for. She managed the village’s grain storage, kept meticulous accounts, and had not cried in three years because crying solved nothing and the accounts demanded precision.

The redhead was the youngest. Eighteen, with a smile that appeared and disappeared quickly, she had volunteered because her mother asked her to. “Not forced,” she said quickly when she saw my expression. “Asked. She said if I wanted children someday, this might be the only chance I get, and she’d rather I choose than watch me spend my life waiting for something that never arrives.”

The other three had their own reasons. A woman with chestnut hair had inherited her father’s blacksmith shop when he died of fever during the war’s fourth winter. A quiet woman with auburn wings had been engaged to a man from a neighboring island and received word of his death three days before their planned wedding. A farmer’s daughter spoke so quietly I had to lean closer to hear her. She wanted a child because her family’s land would have no heir otherwise, and she could not bear the thought of the fields going fallow after three generations of her family had worked them.

I listened to each of them. The potion kept me hard beneath my clothes, its warmth responding whenever I focused on it. By the time Marta cleared her throat and suggested we move indoors, I understood what Aurelia had been trying to tell me in the garden. They were women with names and histories, and the war had taken something from each of them that royal policy alone could not easily replace.

We moved inside. Marta left us after giving me an encouraging look, and the door closed behind her. Six women and one bed and the potion sitting in my blood like a second pulse. I took off my shirt first so they could see the scars and decide I was still a man and not a rumor. Then the rest. The dark-haired wheat farmer, the one with the white flower above her ear, stepped forward before anyone else found the nerve.

Her name was Elin. Vanilla wings, brown eyes, breasts full and heavy from years of field work, nipples already tight when the dress came off. Between her thighs the hair was thick and dark, and her pussy was plump, the outer lips soft, the inner ones a deep rose that glistened when I parted them with my thumbs. I laid her on her back and entered her slowly. She was tight and very wet, gripping the base of me as if her body meant to keep what it had been promised. I fucked her in long strokes until her flower fell from her hair onto the quilt. When I came the potion did not ease. Seed flooded her in thick pulses until it leaked around my cock in a pale ring. I pulled out still rigid, shining, and already wanting the next.

The blonde with frost wings was called Sera. She managed grain and kept her accounts like a prayer. Her breasts were smaller, high and pale, with pink nipples that flushed when I sucked them. Her pussy was neat and narrow, the slit almost shy until I licked her open and she stopped being shy at all. She wanted to be on top. She sank onto me with a sound she tried to swallow and failed. I held her hips and let her ride until her precision broke. I spent myself inside her while she clenched and shook, and when I lifted her off me a heavy string of come connected us for a breath before it broke and ran down her inner thigh.

The redhead was eighteen and her name was Redsin. Freckles across her nose and chest, small pointed breasts, a thatch of copper hair above a pussy that was flushed and eager, the inner walls clutching hard when I pushed in from behind. She braced on the mattress and looked back at me over her shoulder with that vanishing smile. I held her waist and drove deep. She came first, startled by it. I followed with another dense load that overflowed at once, dripping onto the quilt between her knees. I was still hard. The potion made the aftershock feel like a beginning.

The blacksmith’s daughter had chestnut hair and shoulders built for a hammer. Breasts generous and warm and filled my hands completely. Her pussy was fuller, the lips darker, already soaked before I touched her. She wanted it facing me. I hooked her legs over my arms and fucked her until the bedframe complained. When I came I stayed buried and felt the surplus squeeze out around the shaft in slow, filthy pulses. She laughed and touched the mess with two fingers as if testing the quality of iron.

The quiet woman with auburn wings had been three days from a wedding. Her face was fine-boned, almost severe until pleasure loosened it. Her breasts were modest, nipples brown and tight. Her pussy was silky and deep, taking me to the root with a wet sound that filled the room. I went slower with her. She needed the slowness. When I finished in her she held my shoulders and did not look away. Come welled immediately at the stretch of her entrance and slid down over my balls.

The farmer’s daughter spoke so softly I still had to lean in. Fair hair, sun-browned skin, breasts medium and soft, a pale thatch above a pink, swollen pussy that fluttered around me from the first stroke. She wanted a child for the land. I gave her what the land required, thrusting until her quiet broke into a raw moan. I emptied into her hard enough that my vision narrowed. The leak was immediate and abundant, white against her flushed lips, running onto the sheet that already told the morning’s work.

I sat back on my heels, cock still standing, glazed and aching in the best way. Six different bodies. Six different faces turned toward me with heat and relief and something like hope.

When it was time to leave, I kissed them all goodbye, and they were overjoyed, thanking me with hugs and kisses.

Marta brought lunch. Bread and a meaty stew, and a pitcher of water that tasted faintly mineral. She set it on the table, looked at the rumpled bed, then at me, and nodded once.

“You’re doing fine,” she said. “Rest. The next five arrive in an hour.”

* * *

The second group arrived as promised, five women whose names I wrote down on a scrap of paper Marta provided because I had already begun confusing the morning’s six.

A farmer’s daughter came to the bed with soil still faint in the creases of her knuckles. Her hands were worn from years of working fields. When her dress came off, her breasts were heavy and sun-warmed, the nipples wide and brown. Between her thighs, the hair was dark and coarse, her pussy thick-lipped and already wet, gripping my cock hungrily when I pushed into her. I laid her down and drove into her until my hips met hers. She held my ass with those working hands and pulled me deeper, as if the land itself had taught her not to waste a planting. I fucked her in steady, grinding strokes until she clenched and came, and I poured into her until seed leaked around my shaft and wet the quilt.

The young schoolteacher had inherited her post when the previous teacher enlisted and never returned. She was neat even naked, with small firm breasts, pale nipples, and a tidy thatch above a narrow pink pussy that fluttered when I licked it open. She wanted me over her so she could watch my face. I slid in slowly and felt her stretch, tight and slick, then gave her the full length in steady strokes that made the bed complain. She bit her lip until I thumbed her clit and she broke, gasping my name like a lesson she had not meant to learn. I came hard inside her. The potion kept me rigid as I withdrew, a thick string of come hanging between my cock and her used, glistening slit.

The sisters arrived together because their father and brother had died in the same campaign and left them a cider press neither had been trained to run. They undressed, looking first at each other and then at me. The older had fuller breasts, the younger a slimmer waist and a higher, tighter pussy. I took the older on her back, burying myself in a hot, generous pussy that soaked my cock to the root, and filled her until white ran down onto the sheet. I barely softened. The potion answered the thought, and I was iron again before I turned to the younger sister. She was tighter, her inner walls gripping every inch, her smaller breasts shaking as I drove into her. When I spent in her, I stayed planted and watched the overflow well at the stretch of her entrance and drip onto her sister’s wetness already cooling on the bed.

Then the others left, and the last woman of that stretch sat on the edge of the mattress with her hands folded and her eyes on the floor. She was twenty-two or twenty-three, her wings golden.

“I don’t want to talk about why I’m here,” she said. “The others had their reasons. Good reasons. Mine aren’t like that.” She looked up, dry and direct. “I’m here because I’m lonely, and the war took the man I might have married, and there are nights when the quiet in my house is so complete I can hear my own blood moving. That’s all. I’m not rebuilding a family line or securing an inheritance. I just don’t want to be the only person in my bed anymore.”

I understood. Loneliness was its own wound. I did not ask for the rest. I kissed her until her folded hands opened against my chest, then eased her back and spread her thighs. Her breasts were modest and soft. Her pussy was delicate, pale pink, and soaked the moment I touched it. I entered her slowly, wanting her to feel my presence rather than my urgency, and fucked her until the quiet broke on a moan. I came deep, a heavy load leaking at once around my cock and smearing the join of our bodies. She held on afterward, breathing against my throat, no longer the only person in the bed.

By midday, the potion had asked nothing I could not give. Arousal remained when I wanted it. Recovery required only a thought. What exhausted me was hearing so many versions of the same loss.

A woman with auburn wings told me about the life she had imagined for herself while I moved inside her. She spoke steadily even as her pussy gripped and slicked my cock. She had always expected to marry young and have children, the way her mother had and her grandmother before her. But the war had left so few men her age on the island that the future she had taken for granted had simply never arrived. She wanted a child, and she was tired of waiting for a husband who might never come. Her breasts filled my palms. Her pussy was deep and silky. I thrust into that heat while she talked, and when I emptied in her, she kept speaking through the aftershocks, my seed already slipping around the base of me in slow, glossy pulses.

Another was younger, with hair the color of fresh copper and wings to match. She asked me to go slowly, not only from nerves. “When I’m old,” she said against my ear, “I want to remember what it felt like to be chosen. Even if the choosing wasn’t really about me.”

I went slowly. I licked her copper-thatched pussy until her thighs shook, then eased into her and stayed deep, grinding rather than pounding and letting her feel every inch. When she came, her wings beat against the sheets. I followed with another thick finish that overflowed down her ass while she whispered that she would remember.

Another group came the following day. A miller arrived with flour still faint on her wrists, heavy breasts, and a strong, tight pussy that took me greedily until I flooded her and the leak ran into the crease of her thigh. Two friends who had grown up together arrived holding hands. I fucked them one after the other on the same bed, first the bolder woman’s plump wet pussy, then her friend’s tighter one, leaving both of them dripping and reaching for each other’s fingers. Last was a quiet woman with dark eyes who said almost nothing until she touched my face with both hands and kissed me tenderly enough that the potion briefly ceased to matter. Then she guided me into her, and I came inside her while we were still kissing, seed welling hot between us.

When the last of them left, the room was quiet. The bed was wrecked, and I was still hard. Woman after woman had trusted me with her body and her reasons for being there, and the quilt was dark with everything I had given them.The bed had been stripped and remade twice, the washstand pitcher refilled three times, and the window stood open to let the evening air carry away the accumulated scent of bodies that had shared the same space for purposes none of them had expected to need when the war began.

I was not physically exhausted. The potion had handled that problem as thoroughly as Lily had promised, leaving me tired but functional, my body responding when directed without the protest that would have accompanied a normal day of similar activity. What tired me was everything else. Seventeen women. Seventeen conversations. Seventeen versions of loss and hope compressed into two days, and I had absorbed each of them the way dry soil absorbs rain, without visible change but fundamentally altered by the process.

Marta brought dinner without commenting on the state of the room or the expression she likely saw on my face. Stew, thick with root vegetables and the island’s particular strain of wheat, bread that was denser than the morning’s loaf, and a cup of cider that tasted of apples grown in soil I had never walked on. She set it on the table, poured herself a cup from the same pitcher, and sat across from me.

“They’re grateful,” she said adorably. “All of them. In different ways, for different reasons, but the feeling is the same. You gave them something today that the Crown’s policy papers couldn’t provide, and they’ll remember that long after the details fade.”

“I didn’t give them anything they didn’t already deserve,” I said.

“Maybe. But deserving something and receiving it are different animals, and most of us have learned to live with the gap between the two.” She drank her cider, set the cup down, and stood. “Rest. Tomorrow’s another day, and the day after that, and eventually you’ll go home to your family and tell them stories they won’t entirely believe.”

After she left, I sat at the table with the blank paper Marta had provided and a pen that had seen better days but still held enough ink for a letter home. Writing to Angelina, Sabrina, and Gabriella required a different voice than the one I used with the women who had passed through the bedroom, and finding that voice took longer than it should have.

Angelina,

I’ve reached the first island safely. The flight from Eden was short, and the queen escorted me herself, which was neither protocol nor necessary but something she chose to do anyway. The island is smaller than Oakwind, terraced fields on the eastern slope, wheat that tastes different from ours but grows well in their soil. The people have been kind. Expectant, but kind.

The work is what Aurelia described. Women who lost all hope, sweethearts, the chance to build families because the war took too many men from communities that couldn’t afford the loss. I’m helping in the way she asked, and the fairy’s potion works exactly as promised. No need to worry about the physical demands; Lily’s craftsmanship is exceptional, as fairy alchemy tends to be.

What I didn’t anticipate was the talking. Each woman has a story, and each story matters, and by the end of the day I’ve heard more about this island than I could have learned from a month of royal briefings. They speak about Aurelia with a warmth that surprised me, like affection, as if she’s been personally trying to keep their community alive rather than governing it from a distance. It gives me a different perspective on what she’s been carrying since the war ended.

I’m well, safe and fed better than any soldier has a right to expect. The bed is large enough that you, Sabrina and Gabriella could probably sleep in it with me and we’d all have room to spare.

Tell Sabrina and Gabriella that I love them. And if you see Liana, tell her I love her and her daughters as well.

With love,

Gabriel

I sealed the letter, set it beside the door where Marta would find it in the morning, and lay on the bed without undressing.

* * *

The following morning, the second dose tasted the same as the first: sweet and herbal, warming my stomach before spreading through my blood. By now I knew what to expect. The initial warmth came first, followed by blood filling my cock and the heavy pull of desire that responded whenever I directed my attention toward it. I dressed with the potion already working. Overnight, more women had added their names to the list, and Marta had warned me that several would arrive that morning.

The first of the new volunteers was named Elissa. She was twenty-four, with wings the deep brown of fertile soil. She managed her family’s farm alone because her father had died of fever during the war’s third winter, her brother had enlisted at nineteen and never returned, and her mother had remarried a man from a neighboring island who visited twice a month but could not legally claim ownership of land that belonged to Elissa’s bloodline.

“I need an heir,” she said, sitting on the edge of the bed with her wings folded tightly against her back and her eyes fixed on mine. “Not want. Need. The farm has been in my family for four generations. My great-grandfather broke the first field with his own hands, my grandfather expanded it, my father improved the irrigation, and now it belongs to me with no one to pass it to except a stepsister who has her own land to worry about.” She unlaced her boots, one and then the other, and set them beside the bed. “I’m not asking for romance. I’m asking for a child who can inherit what four generations of my family built, because otherwise the fields go fallow or get sold to someone who didn’t sweat for them, and I can’t live with either outcome.”

I understood necessity. I had spent years following orders born from necessity rather than desire, and Elissa’s request needed no explanation. When I entered her, she gasped and dug her fingers into my shoulders, her wings flaring against the sheets. I fucked her slowly, respecting the seriousness of what she had asked of me. She came twice, her body clenching around me each time, and when I finally allowed myself to finish inside her, she pressed her forehead against my chest and breathed as though she had been holding that breath for years.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “That’s the first thing that’s gone right since the message about my brother arrived.”

The second woman was younger, twenty or twenty-one, with hair the color of honey and wings so pale they were almost white in certain light. Her name was Kira, and she had never even kissed a man before. It wasn’t because she hadn’t wanted to. The war had taken the boys she might have grown up alongside, and by the time she was old enough to consider the question seriously, there were so few available men that the possibility seemed remote.

“I always wanted children,” she said quietly enough that I had to lean closer to hear her. “Not right away. I’m not that foolish. But someday. A family, a home, the ordinary things my mother had before everything changed.” She looked at the rumpled sheets where Elissa had lain minutes earlier, her uncertainty showing on her face. “I thought the war had taken that from me. Not directly, not the way it took husbands and brothers, but by making the numbers so unfavorable that having what I wanted seemed selfish compared to the women who had actually lost someone. Does that make sense?”

It made perfect sense. I had seen women make the same calculation in a dozen villages, measuring their desires against what others had suffered and deciding their own wants mattered less. Grief created its own hierarchy, and those who had lost less sometimes believed they deserved less.

“You don’t have to justify wanting something,” I said. “Not to me, not to anyone.”

She smiled briefly, and something about it lodged in my chest. “Then don’t make me justify it. Just… be careful with me. I’ve thought about this a lot, but thinking isn’t the same as doing, and I don’t want my first time to be something I regret because I was too nervous to enjoy it.”

I was careful. The potion gave me the patience to take my time with her, kissing the inside of her thighs until she trembled and using my tongue until her wings beat against the mattress and her fingers twisted in the sheets. When I finally pushed into her, she moaned from a mixture of pain and startled pleasure. I entered her gradually until I was fully inside and her legs locked around my waist.

“Fuck me,” she whispered. “Please fuck me.”

I did. Her tightness gripped me in pulses, her wetness coating my cock with each thrust, and when she came, her whole body went rigid and her wings fluttered wildly against the bedding. I held her through it, feeling her clench around me. When the contractions eased, I kissed her throat and asked if she wanted me to finish inside her.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s the point, isn’t it? That’s why we’re both here.”

I came deep inside her, making her gasp and dig her nails into my back. Afterward, she lay beneath me panting, her honey-colored hair stuck to her temples with sweat and her pale wings spread across the rumpled linen.

“Thank you,” she said. “For making it good. I was afraid it would be… clinical. Like a transaction.”

“Nothing about you feels transactional,” I said, and meant it.

Between the morning’s breedings, Marta brought water, clean cloths, and a chance to rest. The women talked about Aurelia. Their gratitude wasn’t the formal appreciation subjects were expected to show their sovereign. They spoke about her more personally, almost as if she were a distant relative trying to help despite everything her position demanded of her.

During the evening break, Marta brought a letter along with dinner. The royal courier had arrived while I was occupied, and the seal on the folded paper was Angelina’s, not the Crown’s. Aurelia had apparently put my correspondence on the royal express relay, where fresh skybirds carried letters between courier stations and fairy enchantments shortened the journey even further. A trip that took an ordinary traveler days could carry a royal letter across the same distance in hours. I opened it while eating bread made from the island’s wheat, and Angelina’s handwriting made the distance between us feel smaller.

Gabriel,

Your letter arrived this morning. Sabrina read it aloud at breakfast because she has no concept of privacy and Gabriella threatened to wrestle her for it, which would have ended with broken furniture, so reading aloud was the compromise that spared the kitchen table.

We’re all well. The farm is quiet without you, which is neither complaint nor compliment but simple fact. Sabrina’s latest soap batch turned the stable yard purple for three days, and the neighboring farmer’s wife asked whether we were dyeing wool or summoning spirits. I told her both and let her decide which explanation worried her more. Gabriella has been helping with the accounts, which she’s better at than she admits, and she found an error in last month’s tallies that would have cost us two silver by season’s end. Your girl has a head for numbers that her modesty consistently undervalues.

The weather has been kind. Warm days, cool nights, rain when the fields needed it and sun when the laundry did. I’ve been trying to appreciate ordinary blessings more. Years of war taught me to watch for disasters. Months of peace is teaching me to notice when nothing goes wrong, which is harder than it sounds.

I’m proud of you. Not for the specific task the queen asked you to undertake, though heaven knows that deserves its own category of pride, but for the way you approached it. Listening to their stories. Treating each woman as a person rather than a number on a ledger. That’s the man I watched you become, war hero or not, and if Aurelia chose you for this assignment because she saw that quality in you, then her judgment is as sound as her reputation suggests.

Write when you can. Ordinary things. The island, the people, whatever you’re learning that the briefings didn’t mention. I miss your voice at the table, even when you’re saying nothing important, because the silence is different when you’re not there.

With love,

Angelina

I folded the letter carefully and set it beside the bed where I could reach it easily. Angelina sounded so much like herself on the page that the distance between Oakwind and this unfamiliar bedroom briefly seemed much smaller.

By night, when the last volunteer had left and the bedroom remained warm from the bodies that had shared it, I lay on the rumpled sheets and thought about Aurelia.

I found myself hoping Aurelia would visit soon.

* * *

I saw her skybird before I saw her. Its golden wings shone in the midday sun above the terraced fields as it banked in a wide turn, bringing Aurelia into view. She wore a simple flying dress the color of wheat, her hair pulled back and her crown absent. She landed in the same field where we had arrived together three days earlier, and the women gathered near the communal well turned to watch. Their interest seemed warmer than the formal attention usually given to a visiting queen.

I met her at the field’s edge. She dismounted smoothly, her wings adjusting to balance her weight, and when her feet touched the grass, she looked at me with curiosity, concern, and warmth.

“Gabriel,” she said carefully. “You look…”

“Tired?” I offered.

“Alive,” she said. “Which is considerably better than some of the scenarios my advisors suggested when I proposed this assignment. They had charts. Graphs. Projections about male endurance that were both flattering and concerning in equal measure.”

We walked toward the house together, her skybird cropping grass behind us, apparently more interested in grazing than its royal rider. The women watched us pass, several of them smiling as if they knew something Aurelia and I had yet to acknowledge.

“The arrangements,” Aurelia said, returning easily to practical matters. “I’d like to see them. Not from reports but personally.”

We inspected the house room by room. Aurelia checked the hearth, tested the table’s stability with her palm, and opened the cupboard to verify that plates and cups remained in sufficient supply. She saved the bedroom for last. There, she pressed her hand against the mattress to test its firmness, examined the washstand, and opened the chest at the foot of the bed to confirm that extra bedding was available.

“Acceptable,” she said. “Better than acceptable. Marta has done well.” She turned from the chest and faced me, her concern becoming more personal. “How many?”

“Twenty-three altogether. Seventeen originally, and six more joined before we finished. The potion works exactly as Lily promised. No physical limitations worth mentioning. Hearing all their stories is harder.”

“Tell me.”

We sat at the table in the main room, a pitcher of water between us, and I told her what the women had shared. Elissa and her need for an heir. Kira and her fear that wanting children was selfish when others had lost more. The woman who came because the quiet in her house had become louder than any sound. The schoolteacher who inherited her position when the previous teacher never returned. The sisters with the cider press, learning to operate equipment neither had been trained to use because their father and brother died in the same campaign.

Aurelia listened without interrupting, her eyes on my face. When I finished, she remained quiet for a moment before speaking.

“They’re grateful to you,” she said. “I can see it in how they watched us walk from the field. That’s not the look subjects give a royal courier. It’s more personal than that.”

“They’re grateful to you,” I said. “Not to me. I’m the instrument. You’re the one who noticed the problem and proposed a solution when every advisor suggested something safer and less direct.” I told her what the women had said. “They talk about you like you know this place, not like you govern it from Eden. They know you’ve been paying attention to what happened here. They remember that.”

Her expression warmed. “The reports have been coming in for months,” she said quietly. “Hundreds of them. Communities where the male population never recovered, birth rates that can’t sustain the current population, farms without heirs, schools with empty classrooms because the children who would have filled them were never born.” She folded her hands on the tablecloth. “Rebuilding a bridge is simple. You assess the damage, gather materials, and repair what’s broken. Rebuilding a generation is considerably less straightforward. Every advisor who stood in my council chamber had a different theory about how it should be approached, and none of them involved sending a single man to bed willing women with a fairy’s potion in his blood.”

“But you proposed it anyway.”

“I proposed it because the numbers said nothing else would work quickly enough, and because…” She paused before continuing. “I trusted the man I was asking to treat the women as people rather than statistics. The reports can’t capture that. They can tell me birth rates, population projections, and the ideal ratio for sustainable recovery, but they cannot tell me whether the women who participate will feel seen or merely serviced. That distinction matters more than any demographic chart.”

The conversation could have remained focused on policy and practicalities, but Aurelia seemed reluctant to let it. After a moment, she started talking about Elara, smiling with the fond exasperation I had come to expect whenever her daughter came up.

“My daughter,” she said, “is currently refusing to wear the formal gown designed for next week’s trade delegation because she claims the neckline ‘lacks narrative cohesion’ with the theme of the evening, which she has decided is ‘resilience through adversity’ despite the fact that the evening’s actual purpose is signing agreements about wool tariffs.” She rolled her eyes, and I laughed. “When I pointed out that wool tariffs and narrative cohesion have almost nothing to do with each other, she informed me that I ‘don’t understand the performative aspects of governance’ and then locked herself in her chambers for three hours with a sewing kit and what I can only assume were malicious intentions toward several yards of expensive fabric.”

“Elara seems to have strong opinions,” I said.

“Elara has always had opinions. The strength is a recent development, coinciding precisely with her realization that being crown princess means people have to at least pretend to take her seriously, even when she’s being ridiculous.” Aurelia smiled despite herself. “She asked about you again. Wanted to know if the stories about your… performance… were living up to their reputation.”

“What did you tell her?”

“That her mother does not discuss such matters with her eighteen-year-old daughter, regardless of how insistently that daughter employs the phrase ‘academic curiosity.’” Aurelia smiled warmly. “I may have implied that the reports were favorable without specifying which reports I meant. Diplomacy has its uses.”

She asked about Oakwind then, about the letters I had received, and I told her about Angelina’s note: the purple soap and Gabriella finding the accounting error. Aurelia listened closely, her blue eyes steady on my face.

“Angelina writes the way she speaks,” she said. “I can hear her in those sentences. The warmth and the steadiness. The farm is lucky to have her, and so are you.”

“Luckier than I deserve, most days.”

“Modesty from the Queen’s Falcon. How novel.” She said it gently, and we sat quietly together for a moment.

Sitting across from her at the table, I realized I was no longer searching for evidence that she was attracted to me. I still remembered her blush in the garden, the way she had said loved by you instead of serviced or bedded, and the tension in her jaw when another woman touched my chest. But watching her talk about Elara with exasperated affection and the reports with genuine concern, I cared less about whether she wanted me. I simply enjoyed being with her.

The realization eased a tension.

We talked until the afternoon light began to fade. We talked about ordinary things: the palace gardens, which were apparently suffering from an infestation of something that ate rose petals and left the stems intact.

“The head gardener refers to it as ‘the delicately devastating scourge,’” Aurelia said, “which is either poetic or concerning depending on how attached you were to the roses.”

Then we talked about the novel she was reading, which turned out to be another Madame Scarlett title she described so neutrally that she fooled absolutely no one.

It was the easiest conversation we had shared since my return to Eden. For a few hours, there were no assignments, demographic reports, or questions about what might happen between us. Aurelia was simply a woman sitting across a table from a man, talking about daughters, books, farms, and badly behaved garden pests.

I liked her that way. I suspected I always had.

* * *

The light had changed by the time we finished talking. The sunlight across the tablecloth had narrowed to a thin line, and the shadows in the corners of the room had deepened as the afternoon faded. Aurelia glanced at the window, then at me, and seemed reluctant to leave.

“I should return to Eden before dark,” she said. “Elara will have manufactured at least one crisis in my absence, and the council meets tomorrow morning with trade delegates who expect the Crown to be present for discussions about things I genuinely cannot recall the purpose of.” She stood, smoothing her flying dress. “But the flight is short, and the evening is… agreeable. Would you walk with me before I go? Somewhere away from the village. The reports mentioned an overlook above the eastern terraces. I’d like to see it.”

We walked. The path led upward from the village, between stone cottages with gardens still holding the day’s warmth, and past the communal well where women had gathered that morning to watch Aurelia’s arrival. They nodded as we passed, warm but unobtrusive, and I suspected Marta had issued instructions about giving the queen her privacy. No one approached us or called out greetings as they had during my first days on the island.

The overlook appeared exactly where the reports had placed it: a flat shelf of natural stone extending from the hillside, with the terraced fields stepping down beneath it toward the island’s edge and the clouds beyond. The view was worth the climb. From here, the village looked small and orderly, its thatched roofs golden in the late light. Beyond it, the fields spread in green rows that followed the island’s natural contours. The clouds stretched white and endless to the horizon, broken only by the distant shapes of other islands floating in formations too regular to be natural.

Aurelia stood at the overlook’s edge, her wings half-unfolded in the evening breeze, and said nothing for a long moment. The wind lifted strands of hair that had come loose from her knot, and she made no move to tuck them back. She simply looked out at what her kingdom had managed to rebuild, pride tempered by the responsibility she felt for all of it.

“What do you do?” I asked. “When you’re not governing or looking after Elara or reading demographic reports that would depress a stone. What did you enjoy before the crown became the hardest thing you carried?”

The question surprised her. She turned, her profile sharp against the darkening sky, and considered it carefully.

“I garden,” she said. “Or I did, before the responsibilities multiplied beyond what a single day can hold. The palace has extensive grounds, and there’s a section near the east wing that the head gardener allows me to tend personally. Nothing elaborate. Herbs, mostly. Lavender, rosemary, thyme. Things that smell like something other than ink and parchment when I crush them between my fingers.” She smiled faintly. “I also ride. My skybird and me, in the sky, early enough that the palace is still quiet and the day hasn’t begun making demands. Sometimes I fly for an hour without a destination, simply for the pleasure of movement and the view.”

“Sounds beautiful.”

“Oh, it is.” She paused, then added something she clearly hadn’t intended to share. “I was quite good at gymnastics when I was younger. Before the crown, before Elara, before any of this became my life rather than my inheritance. Floor exercises, mostly. Balance and flexibility.” She demonstrated casually, extending one arm overhead and bending sideways in a curve that her flying dress did nothing to disguise. “The palace physicians discourage it now. Too much risk for someone whose health affects an entire kingdom. But I still remember how, and occasionally, when no one is watching, I test whether I can still do what I used to.”

I watched her move and wondered, helped considerably by the potion’s lingering warmth, exactly how flexible she still was. I kept the thought to myself. There was nothing wrong with having it, but there were some things Aurelia did not need to hear just yet.

“You told me I’d earned an ordinary life,” I said. “The morning I left Eden after the victory ceremony. You said it directly, and you meant it. Hearing you say it was one of the reasons I believed peace might actually be possible.” I moved to stand beside her at the overlook’s edge. “But you don’t give yourself the same opportunity. The gardening, the riding, the gymnastics when no one watches, those aren’t indulgences. They’re parts of your life that belong to you, not the Crown. You shouldn’t have to give them up just because you’re queen.”

She was quiet for a long moment. The wind moved between us, bringing the scent of cut wheat from the fields below, and when she finally spoke, she was quieter than she had been in the house.

“Being Queen makes that difficult,” she said. “Not impossible, but… difficult. The crown comes with expectations that have nothing to do with what I want and everything to do with what the kingdom needs its sovereign to be. Stability and certainty. The absence of ordinary frailty.” She looked directly at me. “I can’t simply set it down when it becomes heavy. It’s not that kind of burden.”

“You don’t always have to be Queen when you’re with me,” I said.

I had been circling those words since the garden without finding the courage to say them plainly. Aurelia looked at me, warmth reaching her eyes, and for a moment I saw the woman beneath the crown without the restraint that usually accompanied her.

“That,” she said softly, “is a gift I hadn’t expected today.”

After that, the conversation grew lighter and more playful. Aurelia mentioned the letters still arriving at the palace, dozens each day from women across the kingdom volunteering for a program that had exceeded every projection her advisors had made.

“The eastern provinces alone have added forty-seven new registrations in the past week,” she said. “Forty-seven. At this rate, we’ll need to schedule a second island before you’ve finished the first, and the advisors are already constructing charts about optimal distribution that make my head ache merely looking at them.” She smiled, though I sensed some tension beneath it. “You’re considerably more popular than either of us anticipated. The Queen’s Falcon, bedder of hundreds, savior of the demographic crisis. History will remember you kindly, if vaguely embarrassed about the specifics.”

I remembered her blush in the palace garden and the way she had said loved by you instead of serviced or bedded before recovering with a diplomatic answer about my reputation.

We stayed until the fading daylight made the path back to the village harder to see. Aurelia stood first and brushed stone dust from her flying dress. I offered my hand as we stepped down from the overlook onto the narrower section of trail. She didn’t need it. Her balance was perfect, her wings adjusting easily as she stepped down.

She took my hand anyway, and neither of us let go. We walked down the path together, hand in hand, the contact too intimate to dismiss as simple assistance. Her thumb brushed my knuckles. Then the path widened, the village lights appeared below us, and we finally separated.

Her skybird waited in the field where she had landed hours earlier. Aurelia mounted smoothly, adjusted her wings, and looked down at me from the saddle. I tried to decide whether the affection I thought I saw in her eyes was really there or whether I was seeing what I wanted to see.

“I’ll see you again soon,” she said. “The next island is already being prepared. Northeast, larger than this one, with a coordinator who writes letters that are either brilliantly concise or concerningly terse, depending on how charitable I’m feeling when I read them.” She smiled. “Rest, Gabriel. You’ve earned it twice over.”

Her skybird lifted into the darkening sky. I watched her fly toward Eden until she became a distant shape in the sky and disappeared from sight.

Walking back to the house alone, I realized the question of whether Aurelia was attracted to me no longer occupied my thoughts as much as it had before.

I was disappointed she had left. I had enjoyed her company for its own sake, without an assignment to discuss or anything I expected from her. Now that she was gone, the stone house seemed quieter than it had before she arrived.

That night, I lay in the enormous bed. I thought about Aurelia taking my hand on the path and telling me that what I had offered her was a gift she hadn’t expected. Mostly, I thought about how much I wanted to see her again.


Chapter 10

Eden’s golden domes shone in the morning light, as if the island had been designed for beauty rather than governance. I had been gone a week, maybe a little more. Long enough for the terraced fields around the first island to become recognizable and the stone house Marta had prepared to feel almost like a second home. Coming back to Eden felt like returning to a conversation that had paused mid-sentence, waiting for us to resume.

Valen recognized the royal stables before I directed him there. He swung toward the courtyard confidently, having spent enough time at the palace to know which attendants kept apples in their pockets and which ones merely pretended to. I dismounted, handed his reins to a young woman whose name I had never learned but whose smile I recognized, and watched Valen walk into the stables with his head high, apparently unconcerned about the week he had just spent grazing in a field while his rider attended to the kingdom’s demographic crisis.

The palace staff noticed my return, though their curiosity was harder to hide when the returning guest had recently bedded twenty-three women at his queen’s request. A steward informed me that Her Majesty was in council until midday but had left instructions that I be shown to my usual guest quarters upon arrival. A maid who had never spoken to me before asked whether I was hungry and whether the food on the first island had been “as rustic as the reports suggested.” I told her the bread was excellent, the stew stuck to your ribs exactly as advertised, and yes, I would very much appreciate whatever the palace kitchens considered lunch.

My chamber was exactly as I had left it. The bed remained narrower than Marta’s reinforced masterpiece, the window still framed the same section of palace garden, and the washstand held a pitcher of water that someone had filled that morning, presumably in anticipation of my return. I changed clothes, washed the dust of travel from my face, and sat at the small writing desk to organize my thoughts before Aurelia became available.

I didn’t need to organize them for long. Less than an hour after arriving, another steward appeared at my door with a message that was either exceptionally concise or mysterious, depending on how generously I chose to interpret the queen’s handwriting.

My study. Now, if you’re willing. Aurelia.

I was more than willing, and realizing that didn’t concern me as much as it probably should have. I had spent the past week thinking about Aurelia at odd hours: while eating Marta’s stew, while listening to women describe what the war had taken from them, and while lying in that enormous bed with the window open to the evening air. I thought about her less as my queen or the architect of the assignment I had accepted and more as the woman whose blush in the garden I still remembered, whose hand I had held on a stone path above terraced fields, and whose absence had left a quiet I hadn’t expected to notice.

I found her in her private study surrounded by maps, reports, and letters stacked in towers that threatened to topple whenever the breeze reached the open window. She looked up when I entered, and her face immediately warmed.

“Gabriel.” She stood, losing some of the formality she usually maintained in this room. “You’re back sooner than I expected. The final reports from the island only arrived this morning.”

“Everything continued smoothly after you left,” I said. “Once everyone who’d registered had been seen, there wasn’t much reason to stay.”

She came around the desk, and I noticed she was wearing a dress I hadn’t seen before, the color of sage with sleeves that left her forearms bare. Her hair was pulled back in its usual knot, but several strands had escaped and fallen along her neck. She looked like she had been working since dawn and had forgotten to be regal about it.

“Twenty-three women,” she said. “In under a week. The medical coordinator’s preliminary assessment suggests conception rates that exceed our projections by…” She paused, searching for the number. “A significant margin. Lily’s magic continues to impress.”

“It wasn’t just the numbers,” I said. “It was the stories. Every woman had reasons that mattered to her. Not just demographic necessity or royal policy. Real lives, real losses, real hopes they’d had since the war ended. That’s what I’ll remember.”

Aurelia smiled warmly. “That’s why I chose you,” she said quietly. “I knew you would hear them. The reports can tell me birth rates and population projections. They cannot tell me whether the women who participated felt seen.”

We talked about the program for a while longer. The flood of volunteer requests had continued, with new letters arriving daily from islands I had never visited. Aurelia showed me a map where pins marked communities that had expressed interest. Their distribution closely followed the wartime losses: eastern provinces hit hardest, central regions recovering unevenly, and western islands where the imbalance was less severe but still concerning.

“The advisors are already discussing a rotation,” she said. “One week per island, perhaps two for the larger communities, with travel time between. It would allow you to visit more women without exhausting yourself or staying away from Oakwind for months at a stretch.” She smiled. “They’re very concerned about your welfare, these advisors. Charts about recovery periods, projections about sustainable pacing. One of them suggested you should have a physician traveling with you. I told him you had Lily’s potion and twenty-three satisfied women as evidence of your resilience, and he turned a color I’ve rarely seen on a human face.”

I laughed. It felt good after a week of conversations that had been meaningful but difficult. Aurelia laughed too, and the distance between us seemed to shrink.

We talked about ordinary things. The palace gardens were still suffering from whatever ate rose petals and left the stems intact. The head gardener had taken to referring to the infestation as “Her Majesty’s delicate devastators,” which Aurelia found either amusing or concerning depending on her mood. Elara had rearranged another formal dinner’s seating chart because the original arrangement “lacked narrative cohesion,” a phrase Aurelia delivered with air quotes and an eye roll that belonged to a mother rather than a queen.

I found myself watching her as she spoke. Her hands moved when she described something frustrating, palms up as if presenting the absurdity for inspection. A crease appeared between her eyebrows whenever she mentioned council meetings. Her eyes warmed whenever Elara’s name came up, her exasperation and affection so closely intertwined that I could hardly separate them.

Later that afternoon, Aurelia glanced at the window and then at the clock on her desk before straightening.

“I have three hours,” she said. “Three entire hours during which no one expects me to be anywhere, decide anything, or read a single report about wool tariffs. This happens about once per fiscal quarter, and I have learned through painful experience that wasting such an opportunity is morally indistinguishable from treason.” She stood, smoothing her dress with both hands. “Would you ride with me? I need to clear my head, and I suspect you do too after everything you’ve been doing.”

I said yes without considering the question. Valen was waiting in the stables. Aurelia’s personal skybird, a magnificent creature with golden wings, was brought to the courtyard by an attendant who handed Aurelia the reins respectfully.

We mounted, Valen accepting the saddle with his usual composure while Aurelia’s skybird adjusted beneath her. She looked over at me, curiosity and challenge already visible in her smile. I had seen that look before, and it usually meant protocol was about to become considerably less important.

“They tell me Valen is the fastest pegasus in the Royal Corps,” she said casually, adjusting her grip on the reins. “Or was, during the war. I’ve always wondered whether that reputation survived months of peace.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”

“I’m suggesting nothing. I’m merely observing that the Queen’s Falcon, celebrated war hero, might find himself challenged by a woman on a skybird she’s been riding since before you enlisted.” Her smile was bright and entirely unrepentant. “Unless you’re concerned about losing to your sovereign. I would understand. Protocol can be restrictive.”

“You’re on,” I said.

We lifted into Eden’s open sky together, and for the first time since returning to the palace, I stopped thinking about demographic charts, volunteer requests, or my growing affection for Aurelia. There was only the wind, Valen’s wings beating strongly beneath me, and Aurelia riding her skybird beside us with a competitive smile that suggested she had been planning this challenge for much longer than three hours.

* * *

The smaller islands around Eden passed beneath us quickly. Valen flew with his ears forward, wings driving hard into each downstroke, the muscles along his shoulders working beneath the saddle as they had for years. Aurelia’s skybird kept pace for the first mile, its golden wings beating faster, giving it an advantage in quick turns but costing it something in straight-line endurance. Or so I told myself, because admitting that a royal mount might simply be faster than Valen felt like betraying six years of partnership.

Aurelia had no such loyalty to my ego. She pulled ahead around the northern tip of a terraced farming island, her skybird cutting inside Valen’s wider banking turn with impressive agility. As she passed, close enough that the wind from the skybird’s wings brushed my face, she looked back over her shoulder and grinned.

“Having trouble keeping up, Falcon?” she called through the wind.

“I’m being gentlemanly,” I called back. “Allowing my sovereign a head start. It’s in the royal etiquette manual.”

She laughed despite the distance opening between us. I nudged Valen forward, and he surged ahead, having clearly registered the challenge and taken it personally. We gained ground on the next straight stretch, his broader wings eating distance with each powerful downstroke, and for a moment I thought we might pull even.

Then Aurelia banked hard around a weathered stone spire that rose from the clouds like a forgotten watchtower. Her skybird disappeared behind the rock formation so easily that Valen’s more substantial frame seemed cumbersome by comparison. I followed, cutting wider to accommodate his wingspan, and when we cleared the spire’s far side, Aurelia was already half a length ahead and gaining.

“The manual,” she called back, “also mentions that excuses are unbecoming in a war hero. Just a friendly reminder!”

I was enjoying myself too much to mind losing. Aurelia had abandoned the composed manner she wore in council chambers and become the woman who had once been good at gymnastics, who rode her skybird for pleasure at dawn when the palace was quiet, and whose idea of a relaxing afternoon involved challenging her former captain to an aerial race. That was worth whatever temporary defeat Valen and I might suffer. She leaned forward in the saddle, focused entirely on the race, enjoying the simple pleasure of moving quickly through open sky.

We raced around three more islands. Aurelia took the lead on tight turns. Valen reclaimed it on longer stretches where raw power mattered more than agility. The clouds streamed beneath and above us, and for a while there was nothing in the world except speed, wind, and Aurelia riding her skybird beside me with a competitiveness her advisors would have found deeply concerning.

Then we reached the rocky archipelago northeast of Eden, where stone formations rose from the islands in jagged clusters that pilots avoided unless they knew the passages well. I had flown reconnaissance here during the war. The routes were narrow, the rock unforgiving, and the updrafts unpredictable. Valen knew the terrain. I signaled him to bank wider, giving the outermost formations a respectful margin.

Aurelia saw another path. Perhaps she simply saw an opportunity to extend her lead, because her skybird banked sharply inward, cutting toward a gap between two spires that looked barely wide enough for the skybird and considerably less forgiving for Aurelia’s wings.

“Wait,” I called, but the wind swallowed the word. Aurelia was already committed, her skybird driving into the gap confidently.

The skybird made it through, but Aurelia’s left wing did not.

I saw the tip of her wing strike the rock at the inner edge of the gap. Feathers tore loose, and Aurelia lurched sideways as she lost her balance. Her skybird veered sharply, trying to compensate, while Aurelia tilted far enough in the saddle that I thought she might fall.

Valen was already moving. I didn’t need to command him. He had seen what I had, and years of war had taught both of us how much a few heartbeats could matter. We banked hard, my weight guiding him, and Valen dropped into a dive that pressed the saddle against my thighs and pulled the wind tight across my face.

Aurelia was thirty feet below us and losing altitude. Her skybird had stabilized enough to slow the descent but not stop it, its wings working hard while Aurelia clung to the saddle with both hands. Her own wings were folded tightly against her back. After striking the rock, trying to use the injured one would only make matters worse.

I reached her ten feet above the nearest island’s surface. Valen pulled alongside her skybird as if we were back in the war, and I leaned from the saddle and caught Aurelia around the waist. My grip held. I pulled her toward me until she was against my chest on Valen’s back. He flared his wings to slow our descent before his hooves touched solid ground.

We landed on a grassy outcrop that belonged to no island I could name. Valen’s hooves struck the turf, and the impact traveled through the saddle into my bones. Aurelia remained against me, one hand gripping my forearm where it crossed her waist and the other pressed flat against Valen’s neck.

I dismounted first and turned to help her down. My hands found her waist, and she stepped from the saddle into my arms more steadily than I expected after what had just happened. I kept my hands on her upper arms and checked her for injuries as I had done countless times with soldiers during the war.

“Are you hurt?” I asked. “Your wing. Your shoulder. Anything?”

She moved her left wing carefully and winced. “A few feathers. Nothing structural. The skybird took the worst of it.” She glanced toward her mount, which had landed twenty yards away. It was standing and alert but clearly favoring its left wing. “He’ll fly again with rest. I’ve seen worse.”

“Good.” I was still holding her arms, and neither of us had stepped away. “That was…”

“Reckless and ill-advised enough to give my flight instructors actual nightmares,” she said, smiling despite herself. “Though in my defense, I needed to know whether the Queen’s Falcon was still capable of rescuing his queen when the situation demanded it. Consider it a field assessment. You passed thoroughly.”

“There were considerably easier ways to ask,” I said.

“Easier, yes, but less informative.” Her hands rested lightly on my forearms, her fingers warm through the fabric of my sleeves. “And considerably less fun, though I acknowledge that ‘fun’ is not the primary metric by which one should evaluate near-death experiences.”

We were standing close enough that I could smell the cedar scent of her hair. Her wings were partly folded, the injured left one resting against her back with several primary feathers bent or missing. A small cut on her cheekbone had begun to bleed, leaving a thin line of red beneath her eye.

I wiped the blood away carefully with my thumb. Aurelia went still.

“You’re bleeding,” I said.

“I’ve had worse paper cuts from council reports.”

“Council reports are more dangerous than they appear.”

“Considerably.” She kept her eyes on mine as the joking faded. Her skybird stood injured twenty yards away while Valen cropped grass nearby, apparently bored by the entire affair. Aurelia and I remained close enough that neither protocol nor common sense offered much justification for it.

Neither of us stepped away. After several heartbeats, Aurelia finally moved back. Her hands left my forearms, and I immediately noticed the loss of her touch. “You’ve passed,” she said quietly. “The test. Thoroughly, with exemplary performance.”

“Glad to be of service, Your Majesty.”

She smiled at the formality, hearing the tease beneath it.

“Your skybird needs rest,” I said, nodding toward her mount. “Valen can carry us both back to Eden. It’s not far.”

“We’ll be slow.”

“I’m in no hurry.”

She mounted behind me, her body resting against my back and her arms coming around my waist. She kept her injured wing carefully positioned against my shoulder blade. Valen lifted into the sky with the additional weight, and Aurelia’s injured skybird following us at a slower pace. Aurelia tightened her grip briefly as we cleared the edge of the outcrop.

“Comfortable?” I asked.

“Surprisingly.” She spoke close to my ear over the wind. “Though if you tell anyone the Queen needed rescuing because she attempted a maneuver she had no business attempting, I will personally ensure that your next assignment involves an island where the women outnumber the men by twenty to one rather than the merely challenging ratio you’ve grown accustomed to.”

“I would never betray your reckless aerial judgment.”

“See that you don’t.”

We flew back to Eden with Aurelia pressed against my back and her arms around my waist. The damaged feathers of her left wing occasionally brushed my shoulder as the wind moved them. The distance was short, but Valen maintained a steady pace, and neither of us complained about taking our time.

I was aware of Aurelia for reasons that had nothing to do with rescue or protocol. I felt her warmth against my back, her arms around my waist, and the movement of her body whenever Valen banked. By the time Eden’s golden domes appeared on the horizon, I knew exactly how it felt to have her holding me.

We landed in the palace courtyard as afternoon faded toward evening. Attendants appeared immediately and hurried toward Aurelia’s injured skybird, inspecting its wing without wasting time on questions. Aurelia dismounted behind me, her hand resting briefly on my shoulder before she stepped away. I missed her warmth almost immediately.

“Thank you,” she said, and she meant it. Then she straightened as if the past hour had been nothing more than an ordinary afternoon excursion. “I believe I promised you dinner. The kitchens have been informed. My chambers, one hour, unless you have more pressing engagements.”

“I’ll be there,” I said.

She nodded, smoothed her dress with both hands, and walked toward the palace. I watched her go, and Valen nudged my shoulder with his muzzle, apparently offering an opinion on the afternoon’s events that I chose not to interpret.

* * *

The palace corridors grew quieter as evening fell. Dinner in Aurelia’s chambers had been warm and surprisingly ordinary: good food, conversation that wandered from palace gossip to the state of the eastern wheat harvest, and none of the formality that usually accompanied meals with the Crown. Elara had joined us briefly, asked three questions about my military service that her mother clearly wished she hadn’t, and then departed for what she described as “a sleepover with consequences,” leaving Aurelia to explain that the consequences involved pillow forts, questionable dessert choices, and at least one instance of borrowed palace linens being repurposed as ceremonial drapery.

Aurelia had retired to handle whatever correspondence awaited her before bed, and I was walking toward my guest chamber feeling lighter after hours spent in good company. I still remembered the afternoon clearly: Aurelia laughing as she pulled ahead around the northern island, her body against my back during the flight home, her arms around my waist, and her injured wing resting carefully against my shoulder blade. I had washed, changed, and eaten, but I could still recall the cedar scent of her hair and the warmth of her hands around my waist.

The corridor branching toward the east wing was less traveled at this hour. Palace staff had finished their evening rounds, and most of the administrative offices stood dark behind closed doors. I was halfway to the junction that would take me toward my chamber when movement at the far end of the passage caught my attention.

A female owl with mottled brown feathers and small spectacles secured by a thin chain behind her head walked toward me. A wrapped volume rested under one wing, its dark leather binding visible where the covering cloth had slipped. An attendant walked beside her, speaking quietly and gesturing toward the deeper section of the east wing where the corridors narrowed and the doors grew more ornate.

I knew her immediately. Eve. Liana’s editor, the dry, perceptive owl who had questioned me about war, homecoming, and attraction as directly as anyone who edited erotic fiction for a living might. She had sat behind her elevated desk at Sensual Press and calmly dissected Liana’s manuscript while I answered questions about why a younger man might desire an older woman. Neither of us had pretended the conversation was about anything else.

I stepped into the shadow of an alcove before they reached me. An owl editor being escorted through the palace after hours, carrying a volume wrapped carefully enough to suggest it wasn’t meant for public shelves, seemed private enough that I preferred not to be noticed. The attendant led her past without glancing toward the alcove, and I caught fragments of their conversation.

“…Her Majesty requested it specifically…”

“…bound as discussed, though the title remains…”

“…delivery before the next printing run was…”

Then they turned down the corridor that led, unless my memory of the palace layout was considerably worse, toward Aurelia’s private chambers rather than any administrative office.

I waited until their footsteps faded before continuing toward my guest chamber. The encounter was harder to understand than the afternoon’s race or the dinner afterward. Those had been straightforward pleasures: competition, rescue, food, conversation. Eve delivering a wrapped volume to the queen’s private rooms after hours was something I lacked enough information to interpret.

Twenty minutes later, returning from the bath chamber with a damp towel across my shoulders, I saw Eve leaving. She passed through a service entrance near the palace’s eastern terrace, alone now, without the attendant and, more interestingly, without the volume under her wing. Whatever she had brought into the palace had remained there, presumably in the room where the attendant had taken her.

Aurelia loved Madame Scarlett’s books. She had mentioned them before, carefully discussing them as literature she happened to enjoy without admitting to anything more personal. I had seen the titles on her shelves during previous visits, recognizable by their distinctive bindings and where Aurelia kept them. They weren’t hidden, but neither were they prominently displayed. Someone would notice them only if they were looking.

A personal delivery from Liana’s editor was different. Bookshops stocked Madame Scarlett’s novels. Royal couriers could retrieve them. Eve arriving after hours with a wrapped volume that lacked a visible title and being escorted to the queen’s private chambers rather than the palace library suggested this wasn’t an ordinary purchase.

I could have asked. The question was simple enough: I saw an owl editor delivering something to your rooms tonight, and now I’m curious what she brought you that warranted a personal delivery.

The answer might have been harmless. An advance copy of Madame Scarlett’s next release. A special binding of a favorite title. Something unrelated to publishing entirely, though the wrapped volume had looked very much like a book.

I didn’t ask. Asking meant explaining how I recognized Eve, which meant explaining Liana’s writing career and betraying a confidence I had promised to keep. Liana’s secret was hers to share or withhold, not mine to expose because I was curious about a book delivery.

So I said nothing. I returned to my chamber, set the damp towel across the back of a chair, and lay on the bed with the palace quiet around me, wondering what Eve had delivered.

* * *

An hour later, a knock at my door pulled me from thoughts that had been circling the same question for far too long.

The knock belonged to a palace attendant. A young woman stood in the corridor with a folded note bearing Aurelia’s handwriting and the faint scent of whatever she used on her garden herbs. If you’re still awake, come back. East sitting room. I’ve finished the worst of it and Elara is thoroughly occupied elsewhere. Aurelia.

I was still awake. I had been lying on the bed staring at the ceiling for almost forty minutes, thinking about aerial rescues, the warmth of Aurelia’s body, and whether a former captain should be having such thoughts about his queen. The note made the question irrelevant. She had asked me to come, and I wanted to go. Those two facts were simpler than whatever ethical calculation I had been attempting.

So I rose and went there. The east sitting room was warmer than the palace’s public spaces. A fire burned low in the hearth, and the lamps left the corners dim. Aurelia sat at a small writing desk near the window, several letters stacked beside an inkwell that had recently seen use. She looked up when I entered and seemed relieved to see me.

“There you are,” she said. “I was beginning to think you’d fallen asleep mid-thought. It happens. The palace beds have that effect on people who aren’t accustomed to feather mattresses.”

“I’m accustomed to straw and wool. Feathers feel like cheating.”

“Cheating is underrated as a life strategy. I highly recommend it.” She set her pen aside and leaned back in the chair, studying me curiously. “How’s the shoulder? Valen landed harder than he probably should have, given the circumstances.”

“My shoulder is fine. Your wing is the one with missing feathers.”

“A temporary aesthetic setback. Feathers grow back. Royal dignity, once compromised, is considerably more difficult to restore.” She smiled. “Though I maintain that testing your rescue capabilities was a valuable exercise. One can’t simply assume that peace has left the Queen’s Falcon as responsive as he once was. Empirical verification matters.”

“There were field manuals for that verification. Chapter fourteen. ‘Methods of Assessing Rescue Readiness That Do Not Involve Nearly Dying.’”

“I must have missed that chapter. The version in the palace library appears to have been edited for content.” She stood and smoothed her dress. She had changed into a deep blue garment that made her eyes seem brighter. She moved toward a side table where a carafe of something that wasn’t water waited beside two glasses. “Would you like a drink? It’s from the southern vineyards. The good stock, not the ceremonial reserve they serve at functions where no one is actually paying attention to the wine.”

I accepted the glass she offered. The wine was rich and warm, with a finish that made me want another sip before the first had fully faded. Aurelia poured herself a modest portion and leaned against the edge of the desk, her wings relaxed against her back and the injured left one carefully positioned to hide some of the missing feathers.

We talked for a while about ordinary things: the wine, a novel she had recently finished whose ending had disappointed her enough that she described its failings in detail, and the palace chef’s ongoing struggle with a dessert that consistently emerged from the oven looking nothing like its intended form.

“He calls it ‘rustic presentation,’” Aurelia said. “I call it ‘the cook gave up and decided geometry was overrated.’”

These conversations had become surprisingly simple. Neither of us seemed to struggle for words or worry about arranging them correctly. Then a knock at the door interrupted us. The same attendant who had delivered Aurelia’s note appeared with a message on a small card and handed it to the queen without speaking. Aurelia read it and frowned.

“I need five minutes,” she said, setting her glass on the desk. “The eastern trade minister has questions about tomorrow’s agenda that apparently cannot wait until morning, despite the fact that morning arrives in seven hours and the agenda has been settled for three days.” She moved toward the door, then paused. “Stay, please. This won’t take long, and I’m enjoying the conversation too much to end it over wool tariffs.”

She left. The door closed behind her, and the sitting room was quiet except for the low crackle of the fire and the faint sound of Aurelia’s footsteps receding down the corridor.

I remained where I was, wine in hand, until my attention drifted to the bookshelves lining the wall. I had noticed them during previous visits. This was Aurelia’s personal collection, separate from the palace library’s more formal holdings. There were books on gardening, historical accounts of the islands’ formation, and several works on governance that she had annotated heavily, judging by the pencil marks visible along their margins.

At eye level sat the Madame Scarlett novels. I recognized the dark leather bindings and floral patterns from previous glances, along with titles that ranged from charmingly earnest to provocative: The Captain’s Promise. Gardens of Desire. Her Majesty’s Secret.

I had smiled at that last one the first time I noticed it, wondering whether the irony had occurred to Aurelia when she purchased it or whether she simply appreciated the author’s work enough to overlook the title. Now I knew exactly who had written those books and under what circumstances.

Then I saw a volume that didn’t match the others. Its binding was newer, the leather still smelling faintly of whatever treatment the binder had used, and there was no title on the spine. It sat slightly apart from the Madame Scarlett novels, separated from the rest of the collection.

The book Eve had delivered. It had to be. I opened it. The first page was blank except for a handwritten notation in ink I didn’t recognize:

For A. As requested. M.S.

I turned the page and found my name five lines down.

Gabriel.

My name. Two paragraphs later came Aurelia, followed by Eden Palace, the gardens, and descriptions of places I recognized immediately.

This wasn’t a published novel. Madame Scarlett, Liana, had written a private story for Aurelia about Aurelia and me, using our actual names, histories, and details Aurelia must have provided because no one else could have known them. I kept reading.

The story began after the war, with Aurelia standing in the palace gardens the morning she awarded me the disc. I remembered the scene, but here it was told from her perspective rather than mine. She watched me accept the medal and noticed the sunlight on the metal against my chest. Then came the thought she had taken away from the ceremony:

I will miss him when he’s gone, and I have no right to.

The story moved through moments I recognized and others I didn’t.

She wanted him as a man, and admitting it frightened her because queens were not supposed to want anything so personally.

I continued turning pages. Aurelia imagined putting aside the crown when we were alone and simply being a woman with a man she desired, without protocols, advisors, or a kingdom between us. She imagined riding beside me at dawn when the palace was quiet. She imagined my hands and the scars across my back that she had noticed but never mentioned because a queen was not supposed to be studying a soldier’s body during discussions of troop deployments.

She imagined having my child.

The sentence stopped me.

She allowed herself, in the privacy of her chambers when the day had finally released its grip on her, to imagine a child with his eyes and her stubbornness, and the thought felt like both treason and the most honest thing she had admitted to herself in months.

The story followed a chronology. It began with the medal ceremony and continued. But there was more, and it became increasingly intimate. Aurelia had imagined us together in enough detail to leave no doubt about what she wanted or how much thought she had given it. The writing was Liana’s, warm, confident, playful at times and earnest at others, but the desires belonged to Aurelia. I recognized her in certain phrases and in the thoughts she would never have spoken aloud. Eventually came the sex scene where I made love to her. The description wasn’t far off, but I was disappointed Liana hadn’t described Aurelia more, so I could imagine her better. But either way, Aurelia enjoyed it immensely. And in this fictional romance novel, I fucked her, again and again and again. She wanted me. The queen wanted me

She had shared these things with Liana. She had commissioned this story and allowed her private desires to be put into words, bound in leather, and delivered discreetly to her chambers.

I closed the book. My hands weren’t entirely steady. The sitting room remained quiet, the fire low in the hearth, while somewhere beyond the door Aurelia was presumably discussing wool tariffs with a minister who had no idea what his queen had been imagining about her former captain.

I returned the book exactly where I had found it, adjusting its position until the spine aligned with the edge of the shelf. My wine sat half-finished on the desk. I picked it up, less because I wanted a drink than because I needed something to do with my hands.

The guilt came first. I had read something that wasn’t meant for me. The fact that it contained Aurelia’s private thoughts rather than state secrets made the intrusion more personal, not less.

But beneath the guilt was attraction, stronger now that I knew what she wanted. My pulse had quickened as I read. The thought of Aurelia imagining my hands on her had affected me immediately, and pretending otherwise would have been pointless. I wanted her. I wanted the woman who raced me through the sky and blushed when certain questions came too close to things she wasn’t ready to admit aloud. I wanted the woman who had commissioned a private story about us because putting her desires into fiction was apparently easier than speaking them directly. What I had read matched my own growing feelings too closely to dismiss.

The sitting room door opened. Aurelia stepped through, her face relaxing when she saw me, and closed the door behind her.

“Wool tariffs,” she said, moving toward the side table to refresh her wine. “Apparently some provinces have strong opinions about the difference between ‘medium-grade’ and ‘premium’ when applied to wool that, according to the minister’s own assessment, ‘could generously be described as adequate.’ I’ve adjourned the discussion until morning, by which point I intend to have forgotten the entire exchange on principle.”

She turned, glass in hand, and looked at me.

I looked back at her knowing what she imagined when the palace was quiet, the crown was set aside, and she allowed herself to want something for herself rather than the kingdom.

I said nothing about the book. I couldn’t without admitting that I had violated her privacy and explaining how I recognized Madame Scarlett. The moment was too fragile for either conversation. I raised my glass instead, and Aurelia raised hers in return, unaware of what I had just learned.

“To wool,” I said, because it was the first neutral subject that occurred to me.

“To wool,” Aurelia agreed.

She smiled, and I realized my feelings for her had become too personal to dismiss as loyalty or admiration.

Then we talked about ordinary things. But tonight, I was hearing two conversations at once: the one happening in the sitting room, with its wine, gardening disputes, and comfortable companionship, and the one I had read in the pages of the book sitting on her shelf. Its contents remained vivid in my mind.

I noticed everything. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear when she laughed. A crease appeared between her eyebrows when she described something frustrating. Her eyes warmed when our conversation turned toward Oakwind, her gardens, or any subject that belonged to her rather than her office. I had noticed these details before because I enjoyed her company and paid attention to her. Now I understood them in a context I hadn’t possessed twenty minutes ago.

She had imagined my hands in detail. The story described how I had touched her. Aurelia had noticed these things, remembered them, and described them to Liana accurately enough that they appeared on the page as observations rather than inventions.

I kept my face neutral. If Aurelia noticed anything unusual in my manner, she attributed it to the wine, the late hour, or the accumulated fatigue of a day that had included an aerial race, a rescue, and dinner with a crown princess whose questions had been considerably more direct than diplomatic protocol recommended.

Eventually, the conversation turned toward the work waiting beyond Eden’s borders. Aurelia moved to her desk and withdrew a map similar to the one she had shown me before my first assignment in her study, but updated with new pins marking communities that had expressed interest since my return from the first assignment.

“The eastern provinces continue to generate the highest volume of requests,” she said, tracing a cluster of pins near the region where the war’s casualties had been most severe. “Three islands here have coordinators in place, medical support arranged, and volunteer registrations that exceed our initial projections by…” She paused, searching for the number. “A margin that my advisors describe as ‘concerningly optimistic’ and I describe as ‘evidence that the program is addressing a need the reports undersold.’”

She showed me the rotation the advisors had proposed. One week per island, with travel time between, allowing me to visit more communities without exhausting myself or remaining away from Oakwind for extended stretches. The schedule accounted for the potion’s limitations. Twelve doses meant twelve days of work before resupply became necessary, and the advisors had insisted on rest periods after studying male physiology extensively without ever having inhabited it.

“It’s your choice,” Aurelia said, folding the map carefully. “The advisors can propose schedules until the parchment runs out. You’re the one who would be living them, and if the rotation feels too demanding or too fragmented, we adjust it. This isn’t a military deployment. It’s a partnership, and partnerships require consent from both sides.”

I agreed to the rotation. The work mattered, the women waiting on those islands had reasons that deserved answering, and the physical demands were within what Lily’s potion could accommodate. As Aurelia described the next community, a farming island northwest of Eden where the male population had never recovered from a conscription that took every able-bodied man between sixteen and thirty-five, I found myself thinking less about whether I could do the work and more about whether doing it meant stepping away from something that had become far more important to me over the course of one evening.

We talked a while longer. The fire burned lower. The wine glasses emptied and were not refilled because another pour would have taken the evening well into morning, and Aurelia had a council meeting at dawn that not even wool tariffs could justify postponing.

When the conversation reached its natural end, neither of us immediately moved toward the door. Aurelia remained at her desk, one hand resting on the folded map, while I stood near the hearth where the embers glowed orange against the grate. I was more conscious of the distance between us now than I had been when I arrived.

“Thank you,” Aurelia said quietly. “For the race. For catching me. For not mentioning to anyone that the Queen required aerial rescue because she attempted a maneuver that would have earned a cadet three weeks of stable duty.” She smiled warmly. “I enjoyed it. More than I should have, probably.”

“So did I,” I said. “More than was prudent, definitely.”

She laughed, and then the room grew quiet again. She stood, smoothed her dress with both hands, and walked with me to the door.

Her hand found my forearm as we reached it, her fingers warm through my sleeve, and she kept it there for several seconds. It wasn’t an embrace or anything protocol would have considered inappropriate, but neither of us needed an explanation for the touch.

“Good night, Gabriel,” she said.

“Good night, Aurelia.”

I walked back to my guest chamber through corridors that had grown fully quiet after midnight. My thoughts moved through the day in sequence: Aurelia competitive and laughing during the race, her body pressed against mine as Valen pulled us from our descent, her arms around my waist during the flight home, dinner and its ordinary warmth, and finally the book. Its pages remained too clear in my memory for sleep to dim them.

She wanted me as a man, beyond my roles as her subject, former captain, or the solution to a demographic problem. She had noticed my hands and remembered details about them well enough to describe them to a novelist. She had imagined being with me beyond simple attraction, putting aside the crown and allowing herself to want something for herself rather than the kingdom.

And I wanted her. Realizing it confirmed what I had known for longer than I cared to admit. Since returning, I had thought about her blush in the garden, the way she said loved by you instead of serviced or bedded, and the tension in her jaw when another woman touched my chest. I had wondered and hoped while recognizing the gulf between a captain and a queen and knowing some distances were dangerous to cross.

Now I understood the distance between us better. Protocol, position, and the realities of a queen’s life remained exactly as they had always been, but I no longer had to wonder whether she felt something too. The book had answered that. What remained was the far more complicated question of what to do with feelings too strong to ignore and too important to pursue carelessly.

I lay in the guest chamber’s narrower bed and stared at the ceiling. Valen was asleep in the royal stables, presumably dreaming of open sky and the satisfaction of a rescue well executed. Aurelia was in her chambers, perhaps reading or writing or allowing herself thoughts she committed to fiction when the palace was quiet and the crown set aside. Somewhere beyond Eden, women on islands I had not yet visited had written their names on volunteer registries, asking for exactly what Aurelia had proposed I provide.

I would go to those islands. The work mattered, I had given my word, and the women waiting there deserved the same attention as the twenty-three on my first assignment. But as sleep finally approached, hours after midnight, I wasn’t thinking about demographic charts, the rotation schedule, or the physical demands of the work.

I was thinking about Aurelia against my back as we flew home on Valen, her arms around my waist, her injured wing resting carefully against my shoulder, and the story she had commissioned about us believing I would never read it.


Chapter 11

The islands passed beneath Valen’s wings until I came to know the journey as well as my own breathing. One week per community, the advisors had decided, with travel between. Enough time for Lily’s potion to complete its work among the women who had written their names on Aurelia’s registries, and enough distance between assignments for me to remember that the work, however necessary, was not all I was.

The eastern provinces had been hit hardest. I saw it in the villages: too few men, their absence visible in empty chairs at communal dinners and fields worked by women who had adapted to labor they were never meant to manage alone. The coordinators met me at the landing fields with lists that grew longer with each visit. Twenty-three women on the first island became thirty on the second and forty on the third. The advisors had underestimated how many women wanted what the Crown was offering.

I listened to their stories. A woman with blond hair and a missing finger from a childhood accident told me she had inherited her father’s farm and wanted a child to inherit it after her because the land deserved continuity even if the war had taken everything else. A young woman asked if I would read to her afterward because she hadn’t heard a man’s voice in her house in years and missed it more than she expected. A busty woman who complained about back pain desperately wanted a child who could suck on her breasts.

The potion worked. Twelve hours of conscious control, recovery that required only a thought, and enough stamina for the work Aurelia had asked of me. The women were grateful and sometimes laughed from sheer relief. I gave them what they had asked for, and in return they showed me communities rebuilding themselves one child at a time because they refused to accept the alternative.

Between islands, the couriers found me. Letters from Oakwind arrived in bundles, sometimes two or three at once when the weather delayed the skybirds. Angelina wrote about ordinary things, about her daughters, the weather and how much she missed me:

The quiet is different without you, she wrote. The farm has its own voice. But the silence that belongs to your absence is one I’m still learning to live with.

Sabrina’s words were warmer and full of teasing, village gossip, and questions she had no business asking about the specifics of my assignment. She wanted details the Crown would have censored on principle. Gabriella wrote more carefully, her handwriting neat and her observations precise. She missed me and kept asking when I’d be back.

Aurelia wrote too. Not often, because queens wrote less frequently than the people waiting for me at home, but when her letters arrived, they warmed my heart. The formality of her early letters gradually faded as the days passed. She asked about the islands, the women, and whether the potion continued to perform as Lily had promised. She mentioned council meetings, trade disputes resolved or escalating, and Elara’s latest attempt to redecorate a section of the palace that had stood unchanged since before the war.

She believes the corridor “lacks narrative cohesion,” Aurelia wrote. I believe she lacks an understanding of historical preservation, but attempting to explain this to an eighteen-year-old with fabric samples and determination has proven about as effective as discussing laws with a skybird.

I read her words differently now that I knew about her secret. The formality, the careful distance, and the occasional warmth that emerged when she forgot to be a queen all existed alongside what I had read in the book Eve delivered. Aurelia had imagined my hands. In the privacy of fiction, she had allowed herself to want something for herself rather than the kingdom. I took that knowledge with me through each island, each woman, and each bed that belonged to no one I loved but served a purpose I understood.

The work brought its own exhaustion. The potion handled the physical demands admirably, but it did nothing about the accumulation of stories. Woman after woman told me what the war had taken and what she hoped to rebuild. By the end of a week on the larger islands, I had absorbed enough loss to make sleep difficult and my dreams restless. I lay in unfamiliar beds and thought about Oakwind’s porch, Angelina stirring something on the stove, Sabrina being playful and adventurous, and Gabriella reading by the window with her feet tucked beneath her. I thought about Aurelia in her study surrounded by maps and reports, her hair coming loose from its knot while she worked.

Five weeks passed. Five islands, hundreds of women, and Lily’s potion replenished twice by couriers who arrived with crystal vials wrapped in cloth and questions they were too polite to ask. I had become someone the kingdom discussed in terms ranging from grateful to frankly obscene, depending on who was speaking and how much wine they had consumed. The Queen’s Falcon, bedder of hundreds, savior of the demographic crisis. History would remember me kindly, Aurelia had said, if vaguely embarrassed about the specifics.

The letter arrived one evening while rain kept the island quiet and the bedroom window stood open to the sound of water on stone. I had finished for the day. The last woman had left an hour earlier, her wings damp from the walk home, and I sat at the table in the coordinator’s house eating fruits while rain filled the gutters outside.

The courier knocked. She was a young woman whose wings were dark from flying through weather she probably should have waited out, and she handed me a sealed letter bearing the royal mark. I thanked her and offered her dry clothes, which she politely declined. After she left, I broke the seal.

Aurelia’s handwriting covered the cream paper in the sloping letters I had come to recognize.

Gabriel,

You have served the Crown beyond what any reasonable person would ask or expect. Hundreds of women, and reports from the medical coordinators that suggest conception rates exceeding our most optimistic projections. The advisors are already drafting rotation schedules for the next phase, but before we commit to those, I am exercising royal prerogative in a distinctly personal capacity.

You have done enough for the moment. Take a break. Return to Oakwind if you wish, see your family, sleep in a bed that belongs to you rather than the program. The work will wait. The women will understand. You have given them something that mattered, and giving more requires that you occasionally remember who you are outside the assignment.

If, however, you would prefer to spend this break somewhere other than Oakwind, I would very much like you to come back to Eden. Not as a captain reporting to his queen or a volunteer fulfilling a demographic obligation, but as yourself. The palace is quiet this time of year. The gardens have recovered from whatever ate the rose petals, and Elara is visiting a friend on the western islands for the next ten days, which means the east wing belongs entirely to those of us who appreciate silence.

The choice is yours. Either way, you have earned the rest.

With gratitude and affection,

Aurelia.

I read it twice, then a third time more slowly. She had written with gratitude and affection rather than one of the formal closings she used in official correspondence. She had mentioned the east wing specifically, where her private chambers waited and where the book Eve delivered still sat on her shelf. She had written as yourself and underlined it.

I understood the invitation. Aurelia hadn’t said anything directly, but after reading the story she had commissioned, I knew what she wanted and how difficult even this invitation must have been for her to write.

I packed that night. The coordinator helped me organize what little I had brought. Valen waited in the field shelter, dry beneath the roof, his coat gleaming in the lantern light when I checked on him before bed.

“We’ll leave at first light,” I told him.

His ears swiveled forward. He had carried me to Eden enough times to know the flight.

I slept poorly, but fatigue wasn’t keeping me awake. For the first time in weeks, I allowed myself to look forward to something beyond the next island and the next list of names. In the darkness, with rain still falling beyond the window, I thought about Aurelia’s hands on the desk in her study, the cedar scent of her hair when she rode beside me, and the story she had commissioned about us believing I would never read it.

Tomorrow I would see her, not as her captain or her demographic solution, but as Gabriel. For now, that was enough.

* * *

Eden’s golden domes shone in the morning light as Valen banked toward the royal stables without needing direction. His wings caught the downdraft that carried us over the palace walls and into the courtyard, where attendants waited alertly for our arrival.

I dismounted, handed Valen’s reins to the same young woman who had taken them during previous visits, and turned toward the palace steps just as Aurelia emerged from the eastern terrace.

She wore a dress the color of summer wheat, simple by royal standards but still elegant. Her hair was pulled back in its usual knot, and she wasn’t wearing her crown. Without the gold on her brow, she looked less like the woman who governed a kingdom and more like the woman who had commissioned a story about wanting me and signed her letter with gratitude and affection.

“Gabriel.” She smiled warmly. “You made excellent time. I expected you tomorrow, at the earliest.”

“Valen understands urgency,” I said. “Or good food. His motivations have always been complex.”

She laughed loudly enough that several attendants glanced toward us, no doubt filing the moment away for later discussion. Queens laughed, certainly, but Aurelia rarely did so this freely in public, especially over remarks about pegasi and fruit.

We walked together toward the east wing, her pace unhurried and her wings folded comfortably against her back. I noticed the left one immediately. Several primary feathers remained missing from the collision during our race, and new ones had begun growing in unevenly. She held the wing carefully, adjusting its position whenever we turned, and I noticed the tension in her shoulder she was trying to hide.

“Before you say anything about reports, schedules, volunteer numbers, or where I’m sending you next,” she said as we reached the terrace doors, “this is a break, with no demographic charts, no rotation planning, and absolutely no discussion of conception rates regardless of how favorably they reflect on certain parties involved.” She held up a hand when I opened my mouth. “That is a royal directive, Captain. Your only assignment for the next days is to exist as something other than the solution to a population crisis. Can you manage that, or shall I have the advisors draw up a schedule for your leisure time as well?”

“I believe I can manage unstructured existence, Your Majesty. Though you should know that giving orders about not receiving orders has a certain circular quality that the palace philosophers might find conceptually concerning.”

“Let them concern themselves. I’ve spent the past five weeks reading reports about your exploits that would make a brothel keeper blush, and if I never see another chart comparing refractory periods by age cohort, it will be too soon.” She smiled more gently. “I missed this. The teasing. Most people at court are too concerned with protocol to remember that humor exists.”

We spent the afternoon on the palace grounds. Aurelia showed me the gardens where the roses had finally recovered from whatever had been eating them. New growth covered the damaged plants, and the gardeners appeared to have won their private war against the pests. We walked along the terrace, where the clouds and sky stretched in front of us, and talked about ordinary things.

She asked about Oakwind, and I told her about Angelina’s letters.

“What about the women?” she asked as we sat on a stone bench near the garden’s edge. She tried to sound casual. “What were they like?”

I told her about the blond farmer who wanted continuity for land that had been in her family for generations, the young woman who asked me to read to her afterward, and several other women. I described them as people rather than statistics because that was what Aurelia had asked of me from the beginning and because it was the only way the work had made sense.

She listened closely, her blue eyes steady on my face, and remained quiet briefly after I finished.

“You see them,” she said. “The advisors see numbers. Birth rates, population projections, the arithmetic of recovery. You see the women behind the numbers, and they know it. That’s why the medical coordinators’ reports keep exceeding projections. Trust matters. Being seen matters.” She smiled faintly. “It’s also why half the eastern provinces have written ballads about you that my cultural minister keeps trying to ban on grounds of excessive specificity.”

“I hope they’re good ballads, at least.”

“They’re appalling. Absolutely appalling. I’ve heard three different versions of ‘The Falcon’s Seed,’ and not one of them could be sung in polite company without causing several attendees to require smelling salts.” Her eyes crinkled at the corners. “My favorite is the one that rhymes ‘thorough’ with ‘furrow’ in a context that makes agricultural metaphors permanently unusable for actual farming.”

I laughed, and she joined me. We sat watching the garden for a while as the afternoon sun warmed the stone around us. She rubbed her left shoulder absently, pressing her fingers into the muscle where her wing joined her back. I watched without commenting at first because I had learned that Aurelia accepted concern about as graciously as she accepted criticism of her aerial judgment.

“Your shoulder,” I said eventually. “It’s still bothering you.”

“It is not bothering me. It is… occasionally reminding me of its existence rather forcefully.” She rotated the joint carefully and winced. “The palace physician says it’s muscular. The wing struck the rock, the impact traveled through the attachment point, and the resulting inflammation is both entirely ordinary and, according to him, ‘a valuable lesson in the relationship between ambition and anatomy.’ He’s been waiting six years to deliver that line. I could tell by how pleased he looked.”

“You could have mentioned it was still painful.”

“I could have. I chose instead to survive my own foolishness with what I consider admirable dignity, interrupted only by occasional moments where reaching for things on high shelves becomes unexpectedly philosophical.” She smiled. “It’s fine. Feathers grow back. Shoulders heal. Queens who attempt maneuvers beyond their skill level learn, ideally, to attempt them slightly less often.”

The conversation wandered. She asked about the islands themselves, the communities I had visited, and what I had learned about her kingdom that the reports hadn’t captured. I told her everything.

As evening approached, she surprised me with another question.

“What kind of women do you find beautiful? I know you’ve seen so many by now, but what catches your eye?”

She asked casually, but I heard the tension beneath it. I understood why because I had read the book she commissioned.

“I like confidence,” I said. “A woman who knows her own mind and isn’t afraid to show it. Someone who can tease without cruelty and be serious without forgetting how to laugh.” I kept my eyes on the garden, giving her the privacy of not being watched while I answered. “Intelligence. Kindness that isn’t performative. Someone who can handle responsibility without making sure everyone knows how much she has to endure.”

I paused before continuing.

“And yes, older women. Women who’ve lived enough to know what matters and what doesn’t. There’s a steadiness to them. A depth that younger women are still growing into. I find that attractive for reasons that have less to do with appearance than with who they’ve become.”

Aurelia sat very still beside me. I could tell how closely she was listening.

“Appearance matters too, though,” I continued. “I like curves. Full breasts, wide hips, a woman comfortable in her own body.” I smiled faintly. “Though I should clarify that this is a general assessment rather than a specific commentary on anyone present, Your Majesty. Protocol and all that.”

She laughed, breaking the tension between us. I had given her an honest answer that described her closely enough to understand without forcing her to respond to anything more direct.

“We should head in,” she said eventually, standing and smoothing her dress with both hands. “I’ve arranged dinner. Something simple. No servants hovering, no royal business unless you count Elara’s latest letter, which arrived this morning and contains the phrase ‘aesthetic emergency’ used in reference to a missing hairpin, so I believe we can safely categorize it as entertainment rather than governance.”

I stood, and we walked back toward the palace together. Her shoulder bothered her again on the steps, and she adjusted her wing without comment. I saw the discomfort in her face and remembered it for later.

The east wing awaited us. Since reading her commissioned story, I had stopped pretending I didn’t know what I wanted.

* * *

Dinner was served in Aurelia’s private dining room rather than the formal chambers where state functions occurred. The difference was immediate: a single table instead of the long banquet setup the council used, candles instead of the palace’s brighter lamps, and food that smelled of herbs and slow cooking rather than the ornamental dishes the royal kitchen typically produced for show.

No servants hovered. Aurelia had arranged for the meal to be laid out beforehand, with covered dishes keeping everything warm on a sideboard and a carafe of wine that smelled richer than anything served at functions where people were too busy negotiating to taste what they drank. She poured for both of us, more relaxed than she usually was when others were watching.

“I’ve been informed,” she said as she sat, “that this vintage is from the southern slopes, third pressing, and allegedly possesses notes of blackberry and something the vintner described as ‘sun-warmed stone,’ which I maintain is either poetic license or evidence that someone spent too long in the sun.” She raised her glass. “To breaks, breaks involving food, conversation, and the conspicuous absence of demographic charts.”

I raised mine in return. “To breaks. And to queens who remember that other people need them.”

“Other people and occasionally themselves, though don’t tell the council I admitted that. They’ve constructed an elaborate mythology around my self-sufficiency that would collapse entirely if they knew I occasionally wanted an evening without paperwork.” She smiled and turned her attention to the food.

We ate. The dishes were simple but carefully made: a roast that fell apart when touched, root vegetables caramelized in their own sugars, and bread that crackled when broken and still smelled of grain. Aurelia served herself modest portions and ate appreciatively, like someone who spent too many meals discussing policy between bites.

She talked about Elara, who had locked herself in her chambers for an entire afternoon after a formal function where a visiting dignitary’s daughter spent the evening staring at her with what Aurelia described as “the intensity of a young woman discovering that princesses are, inconveniently, also people.”

“She came out eventually,” Aurelia said, tracing the rim of her glass with one finger. “Red-eyed, furious, and demanding to know why no one had warned her that being crown princess meant being stared at by girls who hadn’t yet learned that their faces are capable of expressions other than bewildered admiration.” She smiled fondly. “I told her the truth: that it gets both easier and harder, that the staring never stops but you learn to handle it differently. She called this ‘profoundly unhelpful’ and requested a pastry. We compromised on two pastries and a promise that I would intervene next time the dignitary’s daughter visited.”

The conversation wandered. We talked about books. She had finished another Madame Scarlett novel and described it neutrally, as though it were merely literature she happened to enjoy. I mentioned a history of the eastern provinces I had found in one of the island coordinators’ houses, its pages foxed with age and its accounts of early settlement so at odds with the official narratives that reading it felt mildly subversive.

“History is mostly people remembering things wrong and calling it tradition,” Aurelia said. “The trick is knowing which wrong memories are worth keeping.”

The candles burned lower. The food gradually disappeared until only remnants remained, and neither of us moved to clear the plates because doing so would have acknowledged that the evening eventually had to end. Aurelia refreshed our wine once, then left the carafe alone.

Then she asked, carefully, “Have you ever been with an older woman, Gabriel? Someone significantly older than you?”

I could tell she had been working toward the question despite her attempt to sound casual. I could have avoided it. Protocol and the difference in our positions offered plenty of reasons to give her a diplomatic answer.

Instead, I told her the truth. “Yes. Liana. Olivia and Livia’s mother. She’s… remarkable. Confident, warm, funny in a way her daughters clearly inherited. It happened after I returned to Oakwind.”

Aurelia’s fingers tightened slightly around her wine glass. She relaxed them almost immediately, but I had been paying closer attention to her hands since reading the book. “How much older?” she asked.

“Well, she’s in her forties.”

“And you… enjoyed it.”

I answered the implied question. “Very much. There’s a depth and confidence there. Women who’ve lived enough to know what they want and aren’t afraid to ask for it. It’s attractive in a way that has less to do with age than with who they’ve become.”

She sat very still, her eyes on mine, absorbing what I had said.

“So Liana wasn’t… an exception?”

“No,” I said. “She wasn’t.”

Aurelia’s expression shifted slightly, and I knew she understood what I was telling her without either of us having to make it more explicit.

Then her left shoulder tightened, and she winced, reaching across to massage the joint where her wing met her back.

“Your shoulder,” I said.

“It’s fine. Merely… communicative.”

“Let me.” I set down my glass and moved around the table before she could object. “I’ve spent years patching up soldiers with worse injuries than bruised pride and rock-struck wings. Turn slightly.”

She did, adjusting her position so her left side faced me, and I placed my hands carefully on her shoulder. The muscle was tight where the wing joined her back. I worked my thumbs into it using the same pressure that had eased countless aching muscles during the war. Aurelia inhaled sharply, then relaxed as the tension began to release.

“That’s…” She breathed out slowly. “That’s considerably more effective than the physician’s poultices, I have to admit.”

“Poultices have their place. Hands have theirs.”

I continued working the tight muscle until it gradually loosened beneath my fingers. Aurelia lowered her head slightly as the discomfort eased.

“We should continue this somewhere more comfortable,” she said after a minute. “The dining chairs were designed for posture, not remedial massage, and my spine is beginning to question several of my life choices.”

“Where did you have in mind?”

She turned to look at me over her shoulder. From her expression, she had already considered the answer.

“My chambers,” she said. “There’s a bathing room. Hot water does wonders for muscles that have been sulking since an ill-advised aerial maneuver, and you’ve already proven yourself capable of more delicate work than simple shoulder massage.” She smiled warmly. “If you’re willing.”

I was willing. I had been since reading the story she commissioned, since the race, and since the moment I pulled her onto Valen during the rescue. More than that, I had probably been moving toward this long before I understood where I was going. “Lead the way,” I said.

She stood, and I followed her through the quiet corridors of the east wing toward her chambers.

* * *

The queen’s bathing room was designed for luxury rather than efficiency. Hot water filled a sunken tub at the center, large enough for two without requiring negotiation, and scented steam warmed the stone around it. The marble edges had been worn smooth by years of use. Copper pipes ran along one wall, feeding water heated in the palace’s lower levels. Its faint mineral scent reminded me of the hot springs where wounded soldiers had been sent to recover during the war.

Candles lit the room instead of lamps. Their flames flickered in the air currents from the single high window. The room was warm and humid and smelled of whatever Aurelia used in her bath: lavender, rosemary, and roses.

Aurelia stood beside the tub, her hands at the fastenings of her dress, and paused.

“I should ask,” she said carefully. “This is… considerably more intimate than dinner conversation. You don’t mind me taking this off?”

“I don’t mind,” I said, realizing I’d see her nude for the first time. “Truly.”

She held my gaze, searching my face before accepting the answer. Her fingers moved to the closures of her dress, and she let it fall. Then she reached back for the clasp. The bra loosened and she drew the straps down. Her breasts settled free, pale and full, big enough to make a natural cleavage. Steam had already put a sheen on them. Her nipples tightened, crushed-rose against fair skin. A drop of condensation ran between them, caught on the underside, and fell.

She hooked her thumbs in her panties and worked them over her hips. The silk clung at her ass, then came away. She stepped out of them and stood bare. Golden hair had slipped from its knot. Darker gold marked the thatch between her thighs, already damp. Her pussy was plump, the outer lips closed until she shifted her stance. Then I saw the inner ones, slicker, flushed, wet enough to catch the candlelight and threaten to slip down her thigh.

She did not cover herself. “Well,” she said. “You have seen the queen without her armor.”

I was hard immediately. The potion had worn off, but my body responded to Aurelia without chemical assistance, and the evidence was obvious beneath my clothes. She noticed. Her eyes dropped briefly before returning to my face with warmth, amusement, and desire. “You don’t need armor, I’d take an arrow for you.”

“Perhaps you should disrobe as well,” she said. “For practicality. Bathing attire tends to become problematic when wet, and I would prefer not to drown the Queen’s Falcon over a matter of misplaced modesty.”

“I’ll risk it for the moment. Your shoulder first.”

I helped her into the tub, holding her waist to steady her as she stepped down into the water. She gasped at the heat before settling into the bath with a long sigh. She leaned forward slightly, leaving her injured shoulder above the water.

I continued the massage, working the muscle where her wing joined her back and finding knots of tension the dining chair had only begun to loosen. Aurelia’s breathing deepened as the heat and pressure eased them. We talked at first about ordinary things: the temperature of the water, whether the palace bath attendants were responsible for maintaining the copper pipes, which they were and apparently considered both an honor and a constant source of anxiety, and how good the heat felt on muscles that had been aching for weeks.

As the candles burned lower and steam filled the room, Aurelia grew quiet.

“I’ve wanted you,” she said. “For longer than I should admit to a former captain, a war hero, or frankly anyone who isn’t currently massaging my shoulders in a bathing tub with remarkably good hands.” She laughed. “It’s embarrassing, in retrospect. The queen, in her forties, developing what my daughter would call a crush on a man who could be her son who once saluted her in formation and now beds women at her request because the demographic charts said it was necessary.” She shook her head, sending ripples across the water. “I told myself it was admiration, respect, and gratitude for service rendered. It was those things, but there was more to it, and I have the commissioned fiction to prove it.”

My hands paused on her shoulders. She didn’t know I had read it. She believed she was confessing something I had no way of knowing, and I understood how difficult it must have been for her to say it aloud.

“I find you very attractive,” she continued, steadier now that the words were out. “The shoulders. The eyes. The way you listen to people as if what they’re saying actually matters, which at court is rarer than anyone pretends.” She smiled over her shoulder. “And yes, the fact that you’re younger. I should be mortified admitting that. I’m not. God, this sounds dreadful, but there’s something refreshing about a man who looks at me and sees a woman before he sees a queen. Most of the men at court see the crown and work backward from there. You saw me. You’ve always seen me.”

I resumed the massage, my thumbs working the base of her neck where the tension slowly yielded beneath the pressure. “My feelings grew stronger,” I said. “I’m not sure when. Maybe after the garden, or the race, or the flight home when you were holding onto me and I could feel your breath against my back.” I chose my words carefully. “I thought about you while I was traveling. Not as my queen or the architect of the assignment. As you. The woman who races skybirds for fun, reads books she pretends are merely literature, and grows herbs because sometimes a queen needs to crush something between her fingers that smells like something other than ink.”

She sat motionless in the water and listened without interrupting.

“Turn around,” I said.

She shifted in the tub until she faced me, the water reaching just below her breasts. I cupped her face with both hands, feeling the warmth of her skin and the dampness left by the steam.

We kissed. Her lips tasted divine and her tongue was warm and wet. Her hands found my chest through my shirt, her fingers curling into the fabric. The kiss deepened naturally, and when we separated, her eyes were darker and her breathing faster.

“There was a dream,” she said quietly. “Near the end of the war. I don’t… I don’t believe in prophecy, not the way the old texts describe it. But this felt like something between a dream and a memory of something that hadn’t happened yet.” Her thumb traced my lower lip. “A young hero. My hero. Taking me. Loving me. The way you just did, but… more. Much more. I woke from it certain that it mattered, that it meant something I wasn’t clever enough to interpret. The next morning I stood in the palace courtyard, awarded you, and asked if you would come back if I sent for you.” She smiled faintly. “I had no idea what I was asking. I only knew that I needed you to say yes.”

“It might as well be both,” I said. “Dream and reality. Prophecy and choice. They don’t have to be different things.”

She kissed me again, her hands sliding from my chest to the back of my neck. I felt the desire she had kept to herself since long before the garden where I first noticed her blush. When she pulled away, her eyes were bright and her voice husky.

“Do you find me attractive? Really? Not the queen. Me.”

“Very,” I said. “Intensely. Completely.”

She bit her lower lip. “Then get in this tub. Now. Before I remember that I’m supposed to be dignified and change my mind on principle.”

I undressed. She watched openly, her eyes moving over me appreciatively, and when I stepped into the water opposite her, the heat surrounded my legs and left only inches between us.

We moved toward each other. Her body pressed against mine, skin to skin, her breasts warm against my chest, and she shuddered at the contact. Her hands moved over my shoulders and down my back, tracing scars.

“I’m nervous,” she admitted against my throat. “It’s been… a long time. Since anyone. The war, then the rebuilding, then Elara needing more than I had to give… I haven’t been loved in years. I may have forgotten how.”

“You haven’t forgotten,” I said. “Your body remembers. Let it.”

She kissed me again, her tongue twirling with mine. Her thighs parted around mine beneath the water, and she moaned when my hand found her breast.

“We should move,” I said against her mouth. “The tub is romantic. The bed is better.”

She bit her lip again and nodded. “Yes. My bedroom. Now.”

I helped her from the water. We were both dripping and paid no attention to the puddles forming across the marble. Her hand found mine, and she led me through the doorway, her wings half-unfolded in excitement she no longer tried to hide. I understood then how difficult it had been for her to admit that she wanted me and how long she had kept that desire to herself.

The bedroom door closed behind us. For tonight, the crown, the protocols, and the distance between a captain and his queen could wait outside.

* * *

The bedroom was cooler than the bath, and larger than any room I had slept in since the war ended. Pale stone walls rose to a coffered ceiling painted with faded gold leaf. A single tall window stood half-open to the east gardens, night air moving the curtains. The bed dominated the space: a carved frame dark with age, posts tall enough for a queen’s wings, the mattress high and piled with linens so fine they looked poured rather than woven. The sheets were ivory silk, already turned down, gleaming where candlelight caught the weave. A coverlet the color of old wine had been folded to the foot. Pillows in cream and faint gold waited in a careful wreck, as if someone had prepared the bed for sleep and then thought better of innocence.

Aurelia stood on the rug beside it, water still running off her breasts, hair coming down in damp gold ropes. Wet footprints marked the silk runner from the bathing room. She looked like a woman who had walked out of her own legend and decided, for one night, not to go back in.

I shut the door. The latch sounded too loud in a wing emptied for our sake. I crossed to her and put my hands on her waist. Her skin was hot from the water. My lips fell on hers, and she made a small sound into my mouth and pressed closer, nipples dragging my chest, stomach against the hard line of my cock.

“Your shoulder,” I said.

“If you stop for my shoulder I will have you reassigned to inventory.” She kissed the words into my jaw. “Put me on the bed. The good side. I am not porcelain. I am merely recently educated about rocks.”

I lifted her. She was heavier than court gowns suggested. I laid her onto the silk and the sheets sighed under her wet back, darkening at once where bathwater met cloth. I slid a pillow under the left wing until the joint stopped pulling. Gold embroidery at the hem caught on one feather and she laughed under her breath, then stopped laughing when I kissed her throat.

I took one nipple into my mouth. She arched, and her wetness painted the inside of my thigh. I could smell her under the lavender. I moved lower across silk that clung to my knees. When I shouldered her thighs apart the sheets whispered. Her pussy was plump and gold-thatched, the outer lips swollen, the inner ones slick enough to shine. I parted them with my thumbs and a thread of wetness stretched and broke against ivory silk already marked by her.

I licked along that seam. She tasted like the bath. I stayed there until her hips stopped asking politely and started demanding. When her thighs tightened on my ears she pulled at my shoulders.

“If you keep doing that I will finish without you,” she said. “And I did not invite you into this bed to watch me be competent alone.”

I rose over her. The silk stuck to my forearms. I ran the head of my cock through her and the first pass made a sound too filthy for a royal chamber. I notched against her and pushed.

The first inch stole the joke out of both of us. She was tight in a way the island beds had not been, muscle remembering how to open. Heat closed around me in a slow ring. I gave her another inch and felt her pussy flutter, ease, clutch again. The mattress was so yielding it made every small movement feel deeper than it was.

“Gabriel.”

I sank the rest of the way until my hips met hers and I was seated in the Queen of Eden to the root, silk bunched under her ass, candles throwing our shadow onto stone. The unreality of it arrived all at once and did not make the pleasure smaller. I had taken orders from this woman with blood on my sleeves. Now her pussy gripped my cock in hot pulses and her nails found my back, and the crown was in another room.

I did not move at first. I let her feel the size of what she had taken. Inside she was ridged and living, a close sleeve that adjusted around me in small unconscious squeezes. Each squeeze pulled a little more of me in even though there was nowhere left to go. Then a new slickness arrived, and the hold changed from tight to lush. I felt it run along the underside of my cock and soak the place where we joined.

I drew back until the head stretched her open from the inside and the air of the room touched the wet shaft. The sight of that, my cock leaving a queen and coming back glazed, nearly undid me. I pushed home again and it felt even better.

I fucked her in long strokes after that. Deep enough that the carved headboard tapped the wall. On the withdraw she clung. On the return she opened, then sealed, then opened again. Halfway in she was hotter than at the mouth of her. The last two inches were almost too much and she took them anyway, a broken sound leaving her when my hips met the soft give of her ass.

I hooked one of her knees higher so I could watch. The gold thatch was dark now, plastered down. Her lips were stretched around me, shiny, a faint froth gathering where we met. Every thrust pushed a little of that wetness out onto the ivory sheet until the bloom under her hips went from a mark to a map.

She reached down between us and put two fingers on either side of my cock where it entered her, not to stroke herself, just to feel the shape of me disappearing. The touch made me jerk deeper. Her mouth opened.

“That is indecent,” she said, wrecked and delighted. “Do it again.”

I did. I gave her the full length in a heavier cadence, which made her breasts lift and fall and her injured wing twitch against the pillow I had placed. She was getting sloppier around me, not looser exactly, just wetter, the type of wet that turns friction into glide and glide into a filthy kiss along every vein. When I ground at the bottom of a stroke her inner muscles fluttered.

I pulled out. She made a noise of protest. I turned her onto her right side, careful of the left wing, and came in behind her. I lifted her top thigh and found her again in one push, deeper from this angle, the head of me dragging along a place that made her fist the coverlet we had knocked half off the bed. Her ass pressed my stomach. Her wing-joint stayed safe against my chest. I could kiss the nape of her neck and still be buried.

This was the angle that ended the last of her poise. She pushed back onto me, meeting the thrusts, the wet sound of it loud in the bedroom. I felt her get warmer still, a concentrated heat around the head of my cock as if blood had followed want. My hand spanned her hip, then her breast, thumb at the tight nipple while I fucked her in short, deep rolls that never left her empty.

She came first, on her side, face in the ruined silk, a long shaking clench that traveled the length of my cock and held. I did not stop. I rode the clench until it broke into smaller ones, then eased her onto her back again because I needed her mouth.

She pulled me down and kissed me with none of the garden’s caution. I slid back into her while the kiss lasted. She was so wet now that I bottomed out with almost no resistance and then the resistance returned as grip, greedy, pulling. I braced my forearms in the pillows and drove. Gold leaf on the ceiling caught the jerk of candle flame. I thought, absurdly and clearly, that I was fucking the woman who signed my orders, and the thought did not cool me. It went straight to the root.

The finish took me. It gathered low and heavy and then tore through, thick pulses emptying into her while I stayed planted and shook. I felt the first jet hit deep. The next had nowhere new to go and forced a slick heat back along my shaft. When I could see again we were locked, my cock still twitching, her pussy giving those last slow pulls. Seed I had not been paid to give welled at the stretch of her and slipped onto royal silk, pale against ivory.

I stayed inside her. She breathed against my throat. One hand found my chest, fingers spread as if checking I was real.

“The laundry staff,” she said after a while, voice wrecked and faintly amused, “are going to develop opinions.”

“Let them.” I kissed the damp hair at her temple. “They can file them with the ballads.”

Her pussy gave a last flutter around me. The candles leaned in the draft from the garden window. The coverlet was on the floor. She was still the queen. She was also the woman in the ruined sheets, holding me as if morning could wait outside with the crown.


Chapter 12

Iwoke to gold light falling across the bed and a woman’s warmth against my chest. Aurelia slept with her head on my shoulder, one arm across my ribs, her breathing slow and even. Her wings lay folded against her back, the injured left one resting carefully against the pillow I had arranged for it. Feathers stirred slightly with each breath she took, their dark gold brightened by the morning sun through the tall window.

The bed looked like the aftermath of something neither of us had expected. Sheets lay rumpled beneath us, the coverlet remained on the floor where we’d knocked it, and a damp patch on the ivory silk marked where bathwater and something else had left their evidence. The candles from last night had burned down to stubs in their holders, with wax pooled and hardened around the bases. The room smelled of lavender, roses, and the cedar scent of her hair where it had dried against my skin while we slept.

I didn’t move. Doing so meant acknowledging that the night was over and that whatever came after would have to account for what had happened between us. For now, I was content to lie still and watch the sunlight move across the ceiling while Aurelia slept against me, with the crown in another room and the kingdom still quiet beyond the east wing.

She stirred eventually. Her hand moved first, fingers curling against my chest as if checking that I was still there, and then her eyes opened. She blinked at the unfamiliar closeness and the fact of a man in her bed before smiling.

“Good morning,” she said sleepily, without the formal cadence she used in council chambers.

“Good morning.”

She leaned up and kissed me, her mouth warm and tasting of sleep. It was a gentler kiss than last night’s. Her hand found my jaw, her thumb brushing the stubble there, and when she pulled away, she looked happier and more relaxed than I was accustomed to seeing her.

“I should probably be embarrassed,” she said. “About the sheets, about the bath, about the fact that the Queen’s Falcon is currently in my bed.” She smiled. “I’m not. I’m remarkably, comprehensively unembarrassed, which is either a sign of moral decay or evidence that I’ve been denying myself certain pleasures for considerably longer than was healthy.”

“I vote for the latter.”

“Noted. The royal tally shall reflect your opinion.” She rested against my shoulder again, her body warm along my side.

Neither of us moved. We were comfortable enough together that the silence didn’t need filling. Aurelia’s fingers traced the scar across my ribs that I’d collected during the war’s third year, when a rebel archer’s arrow found the gap in my armor. She followed its uneven surface slowly with her fingertips.

Then her hand stilled, and she grew serious. “Gabriel.” She said my name quietly, and her tone made me turn toward her. Her eyes met mine, steady and determined, as they often were when she had made a difficult decision and meant to see it through. “What happened last night means more to me than attraction, physical pleasure, companionship, or even the relief of finally admitting feelings I’ve kept to myself for far too long.” She took a breath. “I love you. I love you as the man who listens to farmers and reads to women who miss the sound of a man’s voice in their house, who races pegasi with his queen and then catches her when she does something foolish. I’ve loved you for some time, and pretending otherwise has become increasingly difficult.”

I had known before she said it that what I felt for her was more than admiration or attraction. I had taken those feelings with me through weeks of islands and women and beds that belonged to no one I loved. Hearing her finally say the words made everything simpler.

“I love you too,” I said. The words came more easily than I expected. “I think I have since the garden or the race, or maybe before that. Maybe it started somewhere between the medal ceremony and the day you asked me to come back if you ever sent for me. I just didn’t know what to call it until now.”

Her face relaxed. She kissed me again, and rested her hand against my chest where my heart was beating hard enough that she could surely feel it.

We lay together for a while afterward, her head on my shoulder and my arm around her waist as the morning grew brighter. The crown waited in another room, and the kingdom waited beyond the palace walls. For now, I cared more about Aurelia’s warmth against me and the fact that we had finally said aloud what we both felt.

Eventually, she spoke again. “There’s something else.”

I waited.

“There’s a possibility that what we did last night, depending on timing and certain biological factors that my physicians have charts about, might result in a child.” Her fingers found mine on the sheet between us.

I had considered this. Not last night in the heat of the moment, but before, during the weeks of traveling between islands, when the purpose of Lily’s potion had been to improve the chances that the women I bedded would conceive. The possibility existed with Aurelia too. What mattered was whether she wanted it.

“Is that something you want?” I asked.

She was quiet before answering. “Yes. Very much. I would love to have a child with you, Gabriel. A son, perhaps. Someone kind, brave, and strong who sees people before he sees titles. Someone who understands that service isn’t about obedience but about caring for others because they matter, not because a crown says they should.” She smiled faintly. “Someone like you, in other words, though perhaps with slightly better judgment regarding aerial maneuvers.”

Her honesty touched me deeply. I squeezed her hand. “I would be honored,” I said. “Truly. I can’t think of anything I would want more than having a child with you.”

Her eyes warmed. “With my luck, he’d be just as stubborn as you are. The kingdom would have two of you to manage, and I’m not entirely convinced the provinces would survive the experience.”

“Two stubborn men and one stubborn queen. The council would resign en masse.”

“They’ve threatened before. I have their letters framed somewhere.” She laughed. “We should probably eat. I’m starving, and palace breakfast waits for no one, not even queens who have spent the night being thoroughly loved by a war hero.”

Hunger finally pulled us from the bed. We dressed together, stealing kisses between garments, while Aurelia occasionally winced when her injured wing protested a movement. I helped her with the fastenings of her dress, my fingers working the closures along her spine while she held up her hair. When I finished, she turned and kissed me properly, her hands on my chest, and for a while we forgot about food, councils, and the day waiting beyond her chambers.

Then her stomach growled audibly, and we both laughed.

“The crown demands sustenance,” she said, smoothing her dress with both hands. “Even if its wearer would prefer to stay in this room indefinitely.”

We left her chambers together. Her hand found mine in the corridor before she remembered protocol and let go. The crown and breakfast were waiting, along with a future neither of us had imagined until now.

* * *

We ate in the east terrace dining room. Plates of fresh bread, soft cheese, smoked meat, honey and grapes, and a pitcher of cider that smelled of the southern orchards waited on the sideboard. The windows stood open to the garden, letting in the scent of roses that had finally recovered from whatever had been eating them.

I had expected breakfast with Aurelia alone. The third setting gave me pause until a voice from the corridor answered the question.

“Mom, if you’ve changed the seating chart again without telling the staff, the head steward is going to develop that twitch he gets whenever…” Elara stopped in the doorway. She was wearing a pale blue dress fitted neatly at the waist before falling in soft folds to her ankles, her golden-blonde hair loose around her shoulders rather than styled for court. Her wings, slightly smaller than Aurelia’s but just as carefully groomed, adjusted behind her as she registered my presence.

“Gabriel.” Her smile warmed immediately. “You’re back. Everyone said you were still traveling between islands with your… work.” The pause before the last word held enough implication to make Aurelia clear her throat pointedly. “I didn’t expect to see you at breakfast. Especially not this late in the morning.”

“It’s breakfast,” Aurelia said. “Some of us are simply having it later than usual.”

“How fortunate for those of us who didn’t.” Elara moved to the table and took her seat confidently, having grown up in these rooms with no reason to pretend otherwise. “Mom looks like she’s been well-rested for the first time in years, and I have questions that diplomatic protocol absolutely requires me to ask with all due delicacy.”

Aurelia poured cider for all three of us, calmly preparing herself for whatever her daughter was about to say.

Elara wasted no time. She helped herself to bread, cheese, and grapes before fixing her mother with a look that managed to be both affectionate and dangerously perceptive. “So, the famous Queen’s Falcon returns to Eden after days of demographic service. Stories are circulating, and ballads are being composed. My cultural minister keeps trying to ban them on grounds of excessive specificity, which only makes everyone want to hear them more.” She took a bite of the grape. “And yet here you are, having breakfast, or lunch, with my mother, who is wearing a dress I haven’t seen before and smiling in a way that has nothing to do with wool tariffs.”

Aurelia set down her cider. “Elara.”

“I’m being diplomatic. You should hear me when I’m not making an effort.” She turned to me, her blue eyes bright with curiosity. “Is it true about the ballads? The one that rhymes ‘thorough’ with ‘furrow’? Because if so, agricultural metaphors are permanently ruined for an entire generation, and I hold you personally responsible.”

“I’ve heard rumors,” I said. “Nothing confirmed. Your mother mentioned something about smelling salts.”

“She would.” Elara grinned before becoming more observant. Her eyes moved between Aurelia and me, noting the way we sat and the glances we exchanged. I watched understanding dawn on her face, followed by surprise and genuine pleasure.

“Oh.” She set down her bread. “You and Mother were together last night. You actually did it after all that fiction you keep on your shelves and the way you blush whenever someone mentions the Gabriel’s service record. You actually…”

“Elara.” Aurelia spoke with the maternal warning that transcended crowns and protocols. “There are subjects that fall outside the scope of appropriate breakfast conversation, regardless of how creatively you attempt to recategorize the meal.”

“It’s a very late breakfast, and I’m eighteen, not eight. Also, you’re blushing. The Queen of Eden is blushing at her own table. This is historic. I should summon the court historian.”

“You will do no such thing.”

“I’m strongly considering it.” Elara turned back to me, still teasing but more sincere now. “I’m glad, Gabriel. Truly. She’s been happier since you came back than I’ve seen her in years. Whatever you did, and I have ballads suggesting several possibilities, thank you for it.”

The sincerity caught me off guard. Behind the teasing and provocation, Elara meant what she said. She wanted her mother to be happy, and my role in that mattered to her more than whatever embarrassment she could extract from the situation.

“You’re welcome,” I said. “Though I feel I should clarify that the ballads are… imaginative.”

“All the best ones are.” She looked at me appreciatively before smiling and reaching for more cheese. “So, now that you’ve thoroughly scandalized the eastern provinces and apparently my mother’s private chambers, what are your plans? More islands? More women writing your name on registries with varying degrees of hopeful penmanship?”

The question was playful, but I heard the concern beneath it. She wanted to know whether I was staying or leaving. “A break, first,” I said. “Then more islands. The work isn’t finished.”

She nodded. “And Oakwind? Your family must miss you.”

“I’ll be going home soon. Today, probably.”

Disappointment briefly crossed her face before she smiled again. “Well, at least write this time. Mom reads letters aloud when she thinks I’m not listening. She has a special voice for them, very grave and very ‘this is merely state correspondence and not at all personal.’ It’s adorable.”

Aurelia closed her eyes. “I am reconsidering several life choices that led to this moment.”

“Too late. The evidence is already in ballad form.” Elara checked the clock on the mantel and sighed. “Speaking of choices I occasionally regret, I have heir training in twenty minutes. Court protocol, historical precedence, and why apparently I cannot simply declare Tuesdays optional regardless of how persuasively I argue the case.” She stood, smoothing her dress. “Gabriel, it was lovely to see you. Even if the circumstances have become considerably more interesting than I anticipated when I walked in.”

She moved toward the door, then stopped and turned back. Her teasing faded, leaving a young woman who cared deeply about her mother’s happiness.

“Could I have a hug before I go? I know it’s not protocol, but protocol has been having a difficult morning anyway, and I’d like one.”

I stood and opened my arms. Elara stepped into them, her wings adjusting carefully to avoid crowding, and hugged me warmly. She was smaller than she appeared at court functions, her body slight against mine, and she held me tightly before stepping away.

“Thank you,” she said quietly against my chest. “For making her happy. She deserves it more than anyone knows.”

Then she stepped back, composed herself, and smiled at both of us. “I’ll see you at dinner, assuming Mother hasn’t locked you in her chambers again for purposes the ballads will only speculate about.”

She left, her footsteps fading down the corridor, and the dining room felt quieter without her.

Aurelia watched the doorway briefly before turning to me, looking both fondly exasperated and thoughtful.

“She likes you,” she said. “And not only because you make me happy. I saw the way she looked at you.”

“I noticed.”

“Of course you did. You notice everything. It’s infuriating.” She smiled despite herself. “She’s eighteen. She’s allowed to admire handsome war heroes, especially ones who make her mother smile in ways the council never manages.”

“Should I be concerned?”

“About Elara? No. About the fact that my daughter and I may eventually discover we have remarkably similar taste in men? Possibly.” She laughed, amused rather than jealous. “Eat before the cheese gets warm and the head steward develops that twitch Elara mentioned. I’ve seen it. It’s concerning.”

We ate. The quiet felt earned, and the rest of our time together offered nothing more demanding than conversation and the simple pleasure of each other’s company.

* * *

The terrace dining room grew quieter once Elara had gone. Aurelia moved to the window and looked out at the garden, where roses climbed stone trellises. Morning had become afternoon, and the stronger sunlight warmed the stone terrace beyond the windows.

“I should let you go,” Aurelia said. She kept her eyes on the garden, and I heard the effort behind the words. “To Oakwind. Your family has already gone weeks without you. Your family and loved ones miss you.”

She turned from the window. Her expression was warm but resolved. “Your break belongs to you, Gabriel. It doesn’t belong to the Crown, the program, or even me, despite how thoroughly I enjoyed convincing you to spend part of it here. If you want to go home to Oakwind for the remainder, you should go without worrying that you’re disappointing me or that I’ll interpret your absence as anything other than a man returning to the people who’ve been waiting for him.”

I had been thinking about Oakwind. The past twenty-four hours had provided ample distraction, but during quieter moments between conversations with Aurelia and the warmth of her body against mine, I had remembered the farm. Angelina at the stove, Sabrina’s teasing, and Gabriella with her accounts spread across the kitchen table, finding errors no one else noticed. They had written, and I had written back, but letters were poor substitutes for presence.

“I should go,” I said. “My family is waiting.”

She nodded, accepting this without complaint. Then she crossed to where I sat and took my hand. Her fingers were warm and her grip firm. When she spoke, I remembered the day years ago when she had asked me to come back if she ever sent for me.

“Come back to me,” she said. “I’m asking you as Aurelia, without crowns or protocols between us. Come back when you’re ready. I’ll be here.”

The simplicity of it caught in my chest. Years ago, she had asked for my service and loyalty. Now she was asking me to return because she loved me.

“I will,” I said. “Of course I will.”

She smiled and squeezed my hand. She might have moved on if I hadn’t stopped her.

“There’s something else.” I kept her hand in mine. “Something I need to tell you.”

She sat beside me, watching me curiously. “Go on.”

“While you were dealing with the wool tariff minister, I noticed the book an owl delivered to your sitting room. The one without a title on the spine.” Understanding crossed her face, quickly followed by alarm. “I opened it. I saw my name, and I read enough to understand what it was and what you had commissioned.”

The color left her cheeks before returning twice as vividly. Her hand tightened in mine. “How much?” she asked quietly. “How much did you read, Gabriel?”

“Enough.” Anything less than honesty would have made the confession worse. “The garden scene. The medal ceremony from your perspective. The parts where you imagined us together, in detail.”

She closed her eyes. For several seconds, she said nothing. Her breathing steadied as she tried to recover her composure. I reached for her other hand and held both between mine on the tablecloth. “Aurelia, look at me.”

She did reluctantly, meeting my eyes with open embarrassment.

“You have nothing to be ashamed of. I wasn’t laughing at you last night while you told me how you felt. Knowing about the book didn’t make anything you said less genuine or anything we did less real. The book showed me what you privately wanted, but you told me yourself how you felt. That’s what matters now.” I squeezed her hands. “We love each other. The book doesn’t change that.”

She studied my face, and gradually the tension in her shoulders eased. Her hands relaxed in mine.

“Of all the people who could have discovered that book,” she said quietly, “I’m relieved it was you. It could have been Elara, or the council, or worse, the cultural minister, who would have commissioned an illustrated edition out of sheer bureaucratic enthusiasm.” She smiled. “Though I maintain that commissioning erotic fiction about one of my former captains was always going to involve some risk. I simply failed to account for said captain having exceptionally poor boundaries regarding other people’s bookshelves.”

I laughed, breaking the remaining tension, and Aurelia joined me as her embarrassment gave way to affection.

“I would love to meet her someday,” she said. “Madame Scarlett. Especially now that her fiction has indirectly contributed to something that’s helping the kingdom recover. Even if the contribution involved scenes I would rather not discuss with the cultural minister under any circumstances.”

The irony wasn’t lost on me. I imagined Liana sitting across a table from Aurelia, with Aurelia unaware that the woman before her was Madame Scarlett and Liana knowing she was meeting the queen who had commissioned the book. The possibility amused me enough to remember it for a future when such an introduction might make sense. For now, Liana’s secret remained hers to keep or share.

We eventually turned to the reports waiting on Aurelia’s desk. She spread the maps across the table, with pins marking communities that had registered volunteers. The numbers were better than either of us had hoped. Early reports from the medical coordinators suggested conception rates exceeding projections by margins the advisors described as “concerningly optimistic” and Aurelia described as “evidence the program is working exactly as intended.”

“Hundreds of women,” she said, tracing a cluster of pins in the eastern provinces. “Hundreds of chances that didn’t exist two months ago. Whatever else comes of this, Gabriel, you’ve done something extraordinary.”

She folded the map carefully. “The program can’t consume your entire life. You have Oakwind and your family, and apparently you have other commitments now as well.” She smiled warmly. “We’ll find a balance. You’ll travel to the communities that need you, return to Oakwind regularly, and come back to Eden when you can. The kingdom still needs the Queen’s Falcon, but he has more than one home now and more than one reason to return.”

I nodded. What she proposed was complicated, with obligations pulling me in several directions, but it made room for everything my life had become.

The afternoon sun warmed the terrace as we sat with maps and reports between us, working through the remaining details before I left for Oakwind.

* * *

I packed what little I had brought. My travel bag held clean clothes, a water skin, and the letters from Oakwind that had reached me during my weeks away. I folded them carefully and placed them inside. The metal disc Aurelia had given me remained around my neck.

She met me in the corridor outside the east wing. She had changed into a simpler dress the color of summer wheat, her hair pulled back in its usual knot, though several strands had escaped along her neck. She wore no crown. I still noticed its absence after seeing it on her so often.

“Walk with me,” she said. “Before you go. One more time through the garden.”

We walked through the palace garden, where new growth covered the rosebushes damaged by whatever had been eating them. Pale pink petals opened among green stems, and the head gardener’s victory was visible across the trellises where climbing varieties had been tied back. The paths wound between beds of lavender and rosemary, their scents rising in the warm air. Beyond the stone walls, Eden continued its afternoon business without requiring the queen’s immediate attention.

This was where it had begun, or at least where I had first noticed it. This was the garden where she had blushed when certain questions came too close to feelings she wasn’t ready to admit, where the distance between a captain and his queen had first seemed possible to cross.

Aurelia stopped beside a rose trellis where white blooms climbed toward the sunlight. She touched one petal gently before turning to face me.

“I want to thank you as myself rather than as your queen.” She spoke quietly, with no audience beyond me and the garden. “For coming back when I sent for you. For trusting a proposal that must have seemed… unusual, at best. For seeing the women on those islands as people with stories rather than numbers on a demographic chart.” She smiled faintly. “The kingdom is better for what you’ve done. Hundreds of women are better. I am considerably better, though I suspect the ballads would phrase it differently.”

Her expression grew more tender. “Whatever comes of last night, whether it’s a child or simply the memory of having been loved by you, I’ll never forget it.”

Her honesty touched me deeply. I took her hand, feeling the warmth of her fingers against mine. “I feel the same,” I said. “Every word of it.”

She squeezed my hand, and we continued toward the stables where Valen waited.

He was ready. The stable attendants had brushed him, checked his tack, and left an apple in the saddlebag. Valen had already located it and was staring at the bag intently. His white coat gleamed in the afternoon sun, his wings folded comfortably against his sides, and when he saw me, his ears swiveled forward.

“Someone’s been spoiled,” I said, scratching the base of his mane where he liked it best.

“Thoroughly,” Aurelia confirmed. “The stable master reports that he demanded apples by standing in front of the storage bin and refusing to move until someone interpreted this as a formal request. Apparently pegasi are not above using their war hero status for culinary advantage.”

“He learned from the best.”

She laughed. Around us, the stable attendants moved between the stalls and gave us a wide berth, suddenly finding plenty of work elsewhere in the stable complex.

Aurelia stepped closer and rested her hand on my forearm. “Write,” she said. “When you reach Oakwind, whatever you notice that the briefings wouldn’t mention. I miss your voice on the page even when you’re saying nothing important.”

“I will.”

I touched the disc beneath my tunic. The promise associated with it had brought me back to her when she sent for me. Now I had another promise to keep.

She kissed me goodbye, resting one hand against my chest over the disc. When she pulled away, affection shone plainly in her eyes. “Give your family my regards,” she said. “Angelina especially. Tell her… tell her I understand what it costs to wait for someone, and that I’m grateful she taught a man who comes back when he’s needed.”

I mounted Valen and adjusted myself in the saddle. He shifted beneath me, his wings half-unfolding in anticipation of flight, and I gathered the reins. “I’ll return,” I said. “Soon.”

“I know.” She smiled. “You always do.”

Valen lifted into Eden’s open sky. I banked once and looked back. Aurelia stood in the stable yard with her hand raised in farewell, her wheat-colored dress bright against the stone as she watched me leave.

Then the palace fell behind us. The sky opened ahead, and Valen set his course for Oakwind and home.

* * *

The islands passed beneath Valen’s wings until familiar shapes began appearing. It had been a three-day journey, but finally Oakwind came into view as the last light faded from the sky, its terraced fields dark against the clouds and the village lights scattered warmly across the central island. I banked toward the farm rather than the village landing field. Valen knew the way. He had carried me home enough times that the approach required no direction, his wings adjusting easily to the evening air currents as he returned to a place he recognized.

I landed in the field behind the stable, where the grass stood high enough to cushion his hooves. The farmhouse was dark except for a single light downstairs. The kitchen window glowed warmly against the night, while the rest of the property lay quiet.

I tended to Valen first. He deserved it after carrying me from Eden, and the routine of unsaddling, brushing, and settling him with water and grain was its own kind of homecoming. He nuzzled my chest when I finished, his breath warm through my shirt, and I scratched the base of his mane the way he liked.

“Rest,” I told him. “You’ve earned it twice over.”

He snorted as if agreeing and settled into his stall, content to be home where safety and reasonable quantities of apples awaited him.

I crossed the yard toward the house. The third step of the porch still creaked beneath my boot, a sound I could have recognized blindfolded. I had just reached for the door when it opened from within, and Angelina stood in the doorway with a lamp in one hand. Her eyes widened in surprise before her face warmed.

“Gabriel.”

She set the lamp hastily on the porch rail and came toward me with her arms open.

I caught her against my chest and held her. Her wings folded carefully against my shoulders, and her hands gripped my back with surprising strength.

“You’re home,” she said against my chest. “I was beginning to think the queen had decided to keep you indefinitely.”

“She tried,” I said. “I negotiated favorable terms.”

She laughed against my shirt, then pulled back to look at me. Her hazel eyes examined my face, checking for whatever the weeks had done to me that letters couldn’t convey. Apparently satisfied, she smiled and took my hand. “Come inside. You look like you’ve been flying since noon, and if Valen’s anything like his rider, neither of you has eaten properly since breakfast.”

Angelina moved through the kitchen, pouring cider from the pitcher, cutting bread and cheese, and setting both before me.

I ate while she sat across from me, her hands folded on the tablecloth, patiently waiting until I had enough food in me for conversation.

“Tell me,” she said eventually. “Everything. The islands, the women, whatever the queen asked of you that the letters couldn’t properly explain.”

So I told her. I described the provinces and the communities where the male population had never recovered. I told her about the women, their stories, and their reasons, each different and each important. Twenty-three women on the first island became thirty on the second and forty on the third, until the numbers ceased to be statistics and became people I had listened to and tried to help. I explained that Lily’s potion had performed exactly as advertised and that the medical coordinators were reporting conception rates beyond every projection the advisors had constructed.

Angelina listened without interrupting, her eyes steady on my face. When I finished describing the work, she reached across the table and squeezed my hand.

“I’m proud of you,” she said. “Not just for doing it, but for how you did it. You listened to them and loved them. That’s the man I watched you become, war hero or not.”

“It was a lot of work … but it was enjoyable.”

“I bet.” Curiosity replaced the pride in her expression. “There’s more. I can hear it in your voice. Something about the queen.”

I had known this part would come. During the flight from Eden, I had tried to find the right words for something that still felt difficult to explain. In the end, Angelina had never needed elaborate explanations to understand what mattered.

“Aurelia and I…” I paused. “Our relationship became romantic. We spent a night together, and we told each other we love each other.”

Angelina’s eyebrows rose before her expression warmed. “I wondered,” she said. “I actually dreamt it. I knew there was a specific reason she sought after you.”

“You believe the demographic issue was just a bait?”

“No, it’s definitely real, but so is her love for you,” Angelina said. “I know as well how it is to grow older as a woman, and how you crave someone young and strong.”

I had no doubts about her words.

She smiled. “I’m glad. She deserves happiness as both the queen and the woman she is when the crown comes off.”

“There’s something else.” I took a breath. “She hopes we might have conceived a child. She admitted she’d love to have a son like me, someone kind and brave who sees people before titles.”

The kitchen went quiet. Angelina remained still with her hands on the tablecloth. Surprise crossed her face first, followed by warmth, brief concern, and finally pride. “A child,” she said quietly. “Your child with the queen.” She shook her head in wonder. “Gabriel, that’s…”

“I know.”

She reached across the table and took both my hands in hers. Her grip was firm, and her eyes held mine with the steadiness that had carried our family through difficult years.

“However it happens, whether you have a child or simply have the love you’ve found with her, I’m proud of you. I’m proud of what you’ve done for those communities, but I’m also proud that you allowed yourself to love her and treated something beautiful as more than another duty to perform.” She smiled, deepening the creases at the corners of her eyes.

We sat together in the kitchen afterward, the cider between us and the bread half-eaten as the farmhouse grew quiet around us. Upstairs, Sabrina and Gabriella slept, unaware that I had come home in the night and would be there when they woke. Somewhere beyond Oakwind, Liana and the twins would hear about my return soon enough. Aurelia waited in Eden, and more islands still needed the work I had promised to continue.

Those things belonged to tomorrow. Tonight, the kitchen was warm, the cider tasted of apples grown in soil I had walked on my entire life, and Angelina sat across from me with pride plainly visible in her eyes.

I was home. My life had grown more complicated, and more places and people mattered to me now, but this was where it had started. Sitting at the kitchen table with Angelina reminded me that no matter how far across the kingdom I traveled, Oakwind would still be waiting when I returned.

Tomorrow would bring its own demands. For now, I was content to sit with Angelina in the quiet farmhouse and simply be here.


Afterword

Thank you so much for reading Retired From War, Surrounded By Angels 3! If you enjoyed it, please consider leaving a review. It’s the second-best way to support me as an author, right after purchasing my stories.

If you’d like to be notified when I publish a new story—and receive a free taboo story—you can sign up for my newsletter at tommysilver.com.

If you’d like to reach out, feel free to email me at author@tommysilver.com.

That’s all for now!

Best regards,

Tommy Silver
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