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	Several stories contain minor examples or discussions of amatonormativity or arophobia. Here are some additional content notes for some specific pieces, as needed: 

	Black Box: Death, gore, unreality, mentions of past abuse/violence, ableism

	Sap and Marrow: Body horror (of the tree variety)

	Well-Worn Pockets: illness & death

	venante umbras: explicit sexual acts, implied addiction, character death

	The Husband Stitch: mentions of suicidal thoughts, maggots, implied reluctant past sexual intercourse, masturbation (on page but glossed over)

	Flurries and Flames: Animal endangered (survives)

	PastPort to Franchesca and Luna of Brooklyn: death from old age and accompanying illnesses

	The Hunger Who Wears His Skin: Death, mentions of war

	Love Hungry: Body horror (major), slut shaming

	Witchcraft is Not a Love Story: death through burning

	Terra Secunda: grief, (mentioned) involuntary psychiatric hold, (mild) arophobia, (mild) violence

	Anise, Lozenge, Sugarplum: death, war, grief

	At the End of Forever: Aromantic as sacrifice

	Screw Everybody: Aromantic as sacrifice

	 


Foreword

	When we first finished Common Bonds, first of its name, we never thought we’d do it again. It was a labour of love, a gift to our community, a cry for more aromantic stories, for collections by us and for us, first and foremost. In that foreword, we mentioned our hopes that Common Bonds would be a starting point, not the aromantic anthology, but a first of many.

	Five years later, it was still the only anthology primarily dedicated to aromantic stories. So we got the gang back together!

	Although it shares the overarching theme (SFFH stories with aromantic characters and a central platonic bond), Common Bonds 2 is a different beast than its precursor. I like to think it is more mature, more seeped in the stories so common to aromantic people, both in our lives and in the narratives we are allowed. As if, in the years since the first instalment’s publication, writers have taken a deep look at the landscape of aromantic fiction and platonic love and saved their best related stories for us. We were floored by the submissions we received (so much that there is a Common Bonds 3 in the works, but that is a story for said anthology’s foreword) and the breadth of aromantic stories we could share. 

	Common Bonds 2 will take you from the deep woods in which the bones of ancient gods lie to the heart of a black hole. It features new friendships and reaffirmed queerplatonic partnerships, familial love and platonic sexual partners; stars witches, aliens, dragons, ghosts, and delicious pastries; tackles the weight romantic expectations and the perceived disposability of aromantic people, but also the infinite strength of platonic bonds in the face of grief, danger, and death.

	The nineteen pieces within (sixteen stories and three poems) have such an exciting variety—of settings, of aromantic experiences, of strong platonic relationships, of tones. We hope these will make you laugh, and tense, and cry, that they will make you feel seen and loved, that they will give you the strength to love in your own way, on your own terms, in all the queer glory you desire.

	 

	 

	Claudie Arseneault
RoAnna Sylver
Em Ishii

	 

	 

	
  [image: Decorative strings of wool]

	Sowing Constellations

	by S.H. Marr

The silver-and-copper cuff on Soren’s right wrist came off for fifteen minutes every day while he rushed through a shower. Anyone who knew his routine knew exactly where it would be, unlocked and unguarded on his nightstand next to his phone, but he’d never needed to worry. His family knew better than to touch it after his younger sister had picked it up when Soren had been about five. After Soren’s screaming had subsided, no one had touched it again except Soren and Nikolai.

	Until Soren walked into his bedroom, dark hair still dripping water onto the towel around his shoulders, and found Aethon sitting cross-legged at the end of Soren’s bed, rolling the cuff between his hands.

	Soren hadn’t known it was possible to not notice someone else touching the cuff. Even when Nikolai took it from him to resize it or tinker with the mechanics, Soren felt a slow buzz through his skin like all his limbs were falling asleep. But Aethon held it, ran his fingers over it, and he might as well have not even been there. The strange bond between their souls was new, and they were both still learning what it even meant, but Soren had definitely not considered that as an option.

	But even if his body wasn’t throwing check engine lights from Aethon, Soren needed his cuff.

	He held out his hand. “Can I have that back?”

	Aethon hesitated for a second, staring at the metal in his hands silently, then handed it over. Soren wrapped it around his wrist and fiddled with the double bands until it was securely in place again. He let out a soft sigh of relief as something in his chest settled. Aethon watched him, his eyes black as night and just as hard to see through. “What does it feel like to wear it?”

	“What?”

	“I know what a material focus does. But what does it feel like?”

	Soren shrugged, heat rising to his cheekbones. Before Aethon, everyone he knew with magic had a material focus. Nikolai kept his on a chain under his shirt. Nessie wore hers clipped to her left ear. Most wizards had theirs on their wrists or hands, just like Soren. “I don’t really remember much before I had it. I was only four.”

	“But you take it off to shower and you want to put it back on right away. Why?”

	Soren pressed his left fingers against the cuff, feeling the cold metal against his skin. “My wrist feels wrong without the weight of it there.” He looked up at the ceiling, thinking. “It feels like a seatbelt, I guess? Like everything is held in place and safe. Or like a heavy blanket. All the magic is … tucked in.”

	“Unless you don’t want it to be.”

	“I guess, yeah. Like a faucet or something. Makes it easier to manage. That’s why wizards get them so young.” Soren dropped his gaze from the ceiling, but it lingered over his desk instead of on Aethon. Aethon didn’t need anything like his cuff. Soren was explaining training wheels to the winner of the Tour de France. If his cuff was a blanket, it was a kiddie blanket. “What does magic feel like without one?”

	Aethon looked as startled at the question as Soren felt at his. “How do you describe how air feels? Or skin? Or your own blood?”

	And really, that was answer enough. Magic was as instinctive as circulation for Aethon. As a heartbeat. Soren could always feel a gap between himself and magic, just like the millimeters of air between his skin and the silver-and-copper cuff on his wrist. He’d feel strange and wrong without it, but he noticed it.

	Aethon didn’t. And they didn’t know why.

	Aethon shifted to rest his chin on his knees. The long braid of white-blond hair spilled out of the hood of his sweatshirt, and he tugged it back over his shoulder without looking away from the cuff on Soren’s wrist. “Where did you get it?”

	“Nikolai. What’s with all the questions about it all of a sudden?”

	“I’ve never had one.”

	“You don’t need one.”

	“No,” Aethon said. “But all the other wizards you introduced me to have one.” His left hand fell to his bare right wrist, which suddenly looked thin and breakable. “How do I make one?”

	“You don’t. Other people make one for you. Why would you want one if you don’t need it?”

	“People see yours and know what it means. Even people who aren’t wizards can tell that you’re different, that you belong to something they don’t understand.” Aethon’s hand tightened around that thin, fragile wrist. “You said it felt like a blanket. Secure. Safe.”

	Soren stared at Aethon’s hands. Pale skin poked out of the sleeves of the oversized black hoodie Aethon had picked out specifically so he could drown in it. Aethon didn’t know where he came from, or who he’d been, or why Soren’s soul had called to his. His past was blurry, but he knew he’d never had anyone like Nikolai in his life. No one to protect him, no one to teach him about magic, no one to help.

	Aethon hadn’t had anyone to make a focus for him. Maybe he simply … had to learn how to live without one. Winning the Tour de France because you’d never had any way to travel except by bike didn’t sound worth it.

	Soren cleared his throat of the sudden lump. “I’ll ask Nikolai how to make one when he gets home.” 
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	The rest of the house was quiet when the back door finally cracked open around 1:30am. Soren sat up in bed and listened for a second to see if anyone else stirred. Soren’s parents did a lot to ensure he had the ties to a magic community they couldn’t provide, but staying up past midnight on a school night wasn’t included.

	The only sounds were from the kitchen as Nikolai shuffled around, so Soren slipped out of his room and snuck down the hallway to intercept him before he could climb into his own bed.

	Nikolai didn’t look surprised, just tired. He didn’t ask questions, either. He waved Soren up the stairs to his rooms over the garage and followed with a yawn.

	Nikolai had always made a pretty good case for being Soren’s favorite person.

	Soren opened the door and settled into Nikolai’s armchair cross-legged as he waited for Nikolai to turn on the lights, kick off his shoes, and drop his shoulder bag to the floor.

	And yawn again.

	When he settled onto the couch in front of Soren, hair and clothes both looking like he’d gone through a tornado—where had Nikolai even been?—he didn’t say anything, just waved, looking at Soren expectantly.

	“Daskalos, I need to know how to make a focus. Aethon wants one.”

	Nikolai raised an eyebrow. “Why does he want one?”

	“Everyone else has one.” Soren dropped his voice almost to a whisper. “I think the reminder that he never had anyone to make one…”

	Nikolai was silent for a few seconds longer than Soren expected. “You should take him to Marrowrock’s more often.”

	“I will. They need to learn to chill first. Last time, everyone asked him a bunch of questions he doesn’t know the answers to and freaked him out.” Aethon had ducked behind Soren, as if he was more than a few inches taller than Aethon, as if he had anything resembling shoulders to hide Aethon. Soren had never felt so protective in his life. He’d wheedled his parents into buying Aethon three new hoodies the next day so Aethon could tuck himself into them. “You’re changing the subject. Am I not supposed to be making him one?”

	Nikolai yawned. Again. “It’s not that. But first, you’re going to go back to bed, and I’m going to crash for twelve hours. Your focus took me nearly a month to get together and I’m too damn tired for any of that.”

	“Wait, really? It takes that long?”

	Nikolai snorted and waved at Soren’s wrist. “Did you think I bought that from a store? I had to cast the metal myself.”

	Soren looked down at the cuff. The design wasn’t particularly complicated: a copper band about two and a half inches wide under a thinner silver band with stars of different sizes punched out of it. The metal overlapped against his pulse when the silver band was properly tightened and locked in place.

	He’d never thought to ask who’d made the cuff itself.

	He glanced up at Nikolai, who shrugged one shoulder. “You liked stars as a kid. And so did I.”

	Soren’s heart was somewhere near his throat instead of where it belonged in his chest. “I still like stars, Daskalos.”

	Nikolai snorted with a barely there smile. “Good. I’m not making another one of those things just because you got picky about it.”

	“So the first thing I have to do … is make something for Aethon to wear every single day of his life,” Soren said. “And he isn’t going to give me any ideas of what, because he’s not going to have any idea himself.”

	“That’s not unusual. These things often get made with little idea what an older version of a wizard might want. People grow into it most of the time.” Nikolai pulled himself off the couch. “Now go back to bed and sleep on it. We’re not doing any jewelry making at this hour. Your parents are going to kill me if they find out I let you up here and I’m too young and pretty to die now.”

	“You’re in your thirties.”

	Nikolai flicked his ear. “One day, you’re going to be thirty-five, and I’m going to remind you that you’re old enough to die. Now get some sleep.” He pushed Soren through his door and shut it firmly behind him.

	“Good night, Daskalos,” Soren said to the wood behind him.
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	“The hell are you asking me for?” Nessie wrinkled her nose at Soren’s question. “He’s your soulmate. Aren’t you supposed to know that kind of thing?”

	“Don’t call him that,” Soren said wearily, collapsing onto the table in Marrowrock’s sample testing area. They were the only two in the room, boxed in by the new stock just after opening. Everyone else would show up in about an hour to dig through everything Xanthe had ordered, once the sun had actually gotten over the horizon. “He’s not my soulmate.”

	Nessie stopped picking open an unlabeled box to stare incredulously at him. “For all of last year, your entire”—she waved her hands to indicate all of him—“you was acting up like nothing I’ve ever seen. Magic was off, vibe was off, you were acting weird as hell and didn’t seem to notice. Nobody knew what it was. We thought it was like. Puberty or something, except no one else did that, so that didn’t make sense. Until you brought Aethon around and everything seemed all settled. Like that’s what you were supposed to be the whole time. Every wizard who meets you can feel it oozing off you both. And you wanna tell me that’s not a soulmate?”

	Soren made a face. “Soulmate makes it sound like it’s all instant and easy and that we’re making kissy faces at each other and that I know everything about him. It doesn’t work like that.”

	“Then how the hell does it work?”

	Like Soren had any idea. Nikolai had only been able to dig up two reliable examples of a bond like Soren and Aethon’s ever happening before, and the details were fuzzier than dandelion seeds. “Nikolai calls it moirai. He said it was like a shared fate or something.”

	“Nikolai can call it whatever the hell he wants. Someone you’re magically bound to for eternity’s a soulmate. So why are you asking me for advice on picking out an engagement ring for Aethon instead of him?”

	Soren went from annoyed to the surface of the sun in .01 seconds flat. “It’s not—Jesus Christ, Nessie, I’m sixteen. I’m not proposing to anyone even if it was like that. Nikolai gave me my focus, and he sure wasn’t proposing to a toddler. Didn’t your mom make yours?”

	“Yeah, but it’s different with you and Aethon.”

	“Not that kind of different.” He had a sneaking suspicion no one would ever be that kind of different. If even Aethon hadn’t felt immediately like romance, then—

	Soren pinched the bridge of his nose and took several deep breaths as he reminded himself why he was up at that hour to talk to her alone. “You’re one of the only people I know who has something unique. Why? That’s all I was asking. Not for you to tell me what Aethon wants.”

	“Mom just picked something easy to manage when we were too little to do it ourselves, and took the least amount of effort to adjust. Nikolai has fixed that cuff for you how many times?”

	Soren rolled that over in his head quietly for a minute. The pendant Nikolai wore looped around his neck wouldn’t have needed any adjustment at all as he’d grown up. Cuffs were finicky. They needed to be just the right size to fit over delicate bones without falling off. Nikolai had adjusted Soren’s seven times already, and they weren’t sure it was at its final size yet. Nikolai had known the easiest solution—wore it himself—and he’d still taken the time to shape copper and silver, to decorate it, to measure it—and to keep doing it.

	“Hello? Earth to Soren? Do you not know how many times Nikolai’s adjusted that for you?”

	“No, I know that. I was just wondering why he bothered.”

	“Couldn’t tell ya. Doesn’t really matter, though. Aethon doesn’t seem like he’s gonna grow that much more, so you won’t have to fix it anyway.”

	Soren flinched for absolutely no good reason except a whole-body rejection of the idea that he’d pick something for Aethon out of convenience rather than because he thought Aethon would like it. Aethon deserved better than that, and Soren didn’t have anyone to split his attention among the way Nessie’s parents had.

	…Oh. Soren covered the silver-and-copper cuff with his hand, feeling the smooth edges of the star cutouts against his palm. Nikolai only had one person to make a material focus for. He had the time and effort to spare on Soren. He’d wanted to put the effort in.

	Nessie waved her hand again. “You’re overthinking this. I get that you think Aethon is precious and special and different from everybody else, but that doesn’t mean you have to come up with something unique for him. There’s not that many things you can wear against your skin daily. You’ve got piercings, bracelets, rings, necklaces…” Nessie tapped at the cuff over her ear. “Or if you’re my mother and going to get four of them mixed up if you don’t make them all wildly different, things like this.”

	“Aethon is different from everyone else.” And he deserved something special. He’d had to wait an entire decade at least after any wizard should have gotten their focus.

	“You sound ridiculous. Look, you said he wanted one even though he doesn’t need it just because everyone else’s got one, right? Why are you trying to make it stand out when that’s what he’s trying to get away from?”

	Soren paused. And then froze. For a long, quiet minute. Two, maybe. “You’re right.” His mouth quirked into a sideways grin. “See? You were helpful.”

	“Damn right I was. Now scram, or I’m using you as a guinea pig for these evocation rings.”
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	Soren had absolutely no idea how to do metalworking.

	“It doesn’t have to be metal,” Nikolai said, unrolling a piece of newsprint as large as the workroom table across it. The space heater under the table stirred the paper until Nikolai pinned it down with gym weights.

	“What else would it be made of?” Soren asked, tapping the back end of a pen against the paper. Every focus he’d ever seen had been made of metal.

	“Wood. Hemp, if it’s taken care of.”

	Hemp scratched. Aethon always gravitated toward the softest clothes when they’d gotten him something resembling a wardrobe after Soren had convinced his parents to let Aethon stay, when Aethon had nowhere to go home to. Even the cloak Soren had first seen him wearing felt as smooth as silk against Soren’s fingers.

	“How would a wooden one come on and off?” The metal cuff on Soren’s wrist loosened enough to slip over his hand if he adjusted the outer silver band. He’d seen some with chains, but never one that couldn’t flex or bend.

	Nikolai sketched something curved with edges that looked like Tetris pieces. “Like this. It comes apart and then locks back together.”

	Soren stared at it for a long minute, trying to wrap his head around how that worked. “Like a wood puzzle?”

	“A bit, yes.”

	Soren had never given Aethon a puzzle. He had no idea at all how Aethon felt about puzzles. Maybe he didn’t care about them the way Soren had grown up liking stars. But he was a puzzle. Their relationship was a puzzle. Soren glanced down at the sketch Nikolai had made and his heart tightened.

	“That. I want to make that.”

	Nikolai smiled. “I thought you might like that idea. But it will require a fair amount of precision.”

	“I know how to use a knife, Daskalos.”

	“Carving wood is harder than carving pumpkins.”

	Soren jabbed at his stomach with an elbow. Nikolai caught it with the ease of someone expecting that exact response, and Soren shook his arm free. “I’ve done wood, too. At camp.”

	“How dare I question the skills Tipanee Island Overnight Camp instilled in you.”

	“Oh, come on, you still use those wooden spoons I made you, and Mom and Dad keep the bowl and coasters on the living room table.”

	Nikolai snorted. “Are you saying that Aethon should like anything you make the way a parent puts their child’s art on their fridge?”

	Soren tossed his pen on the table. Nikolai wouldn’t have suggested it if he didn’t think Soren could manage it. “Take me shopping. I can practice driving on the way.”

	Nikolai recoiled and threw his hands over his heart protectively. “Is that a punishment for questioning your woodworking skills?”

	Soren grinned. “You can decide that for yourself. Come on. I need your help picking things out.” His eyes lit up. “We can take Aethon. Maybe it’ll help me pick out what I need. I’m allowed to have one passenger besides the adult with the license.”

	Nikolai nudged him up the stairs. “Oh, absolutely. You’ll be more careful behind the wheel if he’s cargo.”
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	Carving wood durable enough to last someone’s entire lifetime was harder than Soren had initially considered.

	He did not tell Nikolai that.

	Soren wrapped his mom’s tape measure around Aethon’s wrist three different times to reassure himself the measurements were correct, and then he and Nikolai did way too much math to figure out what size both pieces needed to be and the shape of the pegs and their sockets. Nikolai had marked the wood with Sharpie so Soren knew where to carve.

	Soren still cut the fingers of his right hand twice and scratched the copper of his own cuff once before the first piece was done.

	Nikolai sat on the basement floor while Soren worked, legs folded, book in hand, and mostly managed not to laugh whenever Soren’s fingers slipped. Even if he did pointedly keep a box of bandages and a tube of Neosporin next to his knee.

	Soren glared at it. “Remind me why I’m not supposed to use magic to do this.”

	“You are.” Nikolai’s voice was entirely level and he didn’t look up from his book. “Just not as a shortcut.”

	“And shortcuts are bad because…?”

	“Because a material focus is useful, but also shows that someone has folded you into their community and agreed to teach you the ropes of not only magic, but the people who use it.” Nikolai glanced up at him for a second. “Are you going to skimp on showing that to Aethon?”

	Obviously not. But that didn’t mean Soren couldn’t complain about it. “Seems like bullshit that something being harder than necessary means it matters more.”

	Nikolai flicked his hand to dismiss the statement entirely. “Magic is made of intent, Soren. You know that. No one who isn’t going to put their full intent and care into a focus should be making one for anyone. That care has to last an entire lifetime.”

	Soren’s chest warmed. “That’s awful mushy from the person who made mine, Daskalos.”

	“Won’t hear anything like it again if you keep dinging something I spent nearly an entire month of my twenties on with a chisel.”

	Soren shifted the cuff higher up his wrist, away from the chisel. “Sorry.”

	Nikolai reached over and tugged it back down. “Better the metal than your wrist. You’re O-negative. What a waste if we let you bleed out in a basement.”

	Soren flung one of the chips of wood at him. “Am I at least doing a good job?”

	Nikolai took the unfinished carving from him and ran a thumb over the rough edges. “I can feel the channel starting to run through it.” He handed it back with a smile. “You’re doing very well. Most people don’t make an attempt at this until they’re adults, if ever. You’ll be able to brag about this to everyone once it’s done.”

	That startled a laugh out of Soren. “They already think I’m bragging when I mention Aethon. I have a morai with someone and it’s like I might as well be a dragon. Or one of those Australian tiger things. Fairy tale shit.”

	“Australian tiger thi—a thylacine? Those aren’t from fairy tales, Soren. We have photographs. They’re just extinct.”

	“Sure, whatever. I could dig up a photo of a unicorn, too.”

	Nikolai threw the wood chip back at his shoulder. “You’re insufferable. Get started on the other one. I’m taking a break.”

	“You’re not even doing anything! Just watching to see if I cut a finger off.”

	“You’re making that more work than I anticipated.” Nikolai marked his book and put it on the ground next to the bandages. “Don’t cut your wrist open while I’m gone. I’ll never get the blood out of the carpet.”

	Soren waved him off, already bent over the second piece of marked up wood. “Yeah, sure, go photoshop your Australian tigers into existence.”
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	Soren hadn’t planned to leave Aethon’s cuff plain, but he hadn’t realized how necessary a design was until Nikolai sat him in front of what was left of the newsprint with a pencil.

	“Pick something that reminds you of Aethon. Something that he represents to you.”

	Soren glanced down at his own cuff. “A star, Daskalos?”

	“That isn’t the point I’m making right now.”

	Soren grinned. “It’s part of the point, isn’t it? So I can pick something for Aethon. It wasn’t just because we both liked stars?”

	Nikolai muttered something incomprehensible under his breath that Soren could make a pretty good guess was something about regretting bringing the entire subject up. Nikolai dropped into a chair. “We don’t talk much about how I met you and started mentoring you, do we?”

	“I don’t really remember it,” Soren answered. “Mom and Dad always said we met when they took me to one of Marrowrock’s community days after they realized I had magic and they didn’t know anyone else who did. They said I kept following you around for months.”

	“You did,” Nikolai said, a smile ghosting across his lips for a minute. “But that’s your side of things. Not mine.”

	“What do you mean?”

	Nikolai rested his cheek against one hand. “Have you never wondered why someone in their early twenties would agree to move in with a family that wasn’t his own to help care for a four-year-old?”

	Soren’s stomach did something strange and unpleasant near his lungs. Nikolai had always been there, just like his older sister and his parents. There wasn’t a before. There hadn’t needed to be a why. Nikolai was a constant.

	But Nikolai seemed to actually be waiting for an answer, so Soren swallowed a lump back from his throat and said, “Um. No.”

	Nikolai ruffled Soren’s hair without taking his eyes off him. “People in their early twenties are usually at loose ends in their lives. Done with college, but not really settled into anything else yet.” Nikolai’s mouth quirked into a grin. “One of those things you’ll understand in a few years. But you pointed me in the direction I needed to go. Like a star fixed in the sky. A purpose, when I didn’t have one. And you did spend more nights than you should have fighting to stay up and watch the stars with me.”

	Soren ducked his head as his face flamed, although he wasn’t sure what part had him flustered. “I kind of remember doing that.”

	“Your parents hated it. I thought they were going to kick me out. You’ve been trying to get me killed by staying up too late since I met you, you know that?”

	“They wouldn’t do that.”

	“They wouldn’t do that now. They might’ve done it twelve years ago. I expect they still will once you’re out on your own.”

	Soren bit his lower lip. “Oh.”

	Nikolai clapped him on the shoulder before sitting back in his chair. “Enough of that. That’s what you were to me when I made you that focus. What is Aethon to you now, as you’re making one for him?”

	Soren jolted. Right. Aethon. He looked down at the smooth cherry wood in his hands, still plain and unmarked. “I don’t think I can put it into words, Daskalos. It’s still so new, and it’s … it’s too many things. I want to spend all my time with him, and I want to teach him about everything I can that he doesn’t know yet, and I want to learn everything he knows that I never imagined before. I want to push him into piles of leaves and I want to brush the leaves off afterward. I want to let him hide behind me when he doesn’t know where else to go and protect him from everything that scares him. I want to show him off to everyone. I want to spend the rest of my life with him. I want to show him the stars. I want to crawl inside his soul and know him better than he knows himself, and I want him to know me better than I ever will. I want—I feel like I want everything.” Soren finished with a helpless shrug. “It’s like I’m being pulled in a hundred directions at once.”

	Nikolai let him finish without a word, then folded his hands under his chin. “The moirai seems like it’s a lot to handle.”

	Soren groaned and buried his face in his own hands. “Maybe. Is that why it feels like this?”

	“Hard to say. It’s not as if we have many credible examples. Like your unicorns and dragons.” A smirk tugged at Nikolai’s mouth. “Why not pick those?”

	“Oh, shut up,” Soren said, unable to help a laugh as the tension broke.

	Nikolai turned his attention back to the newsprint. “Well, I can think of plenty of things in the real world that can take a hundred different forms. What about you?”

	“Rocks and sand,” Soren muttered, his forehead crinkling. “You can build most things with them. I could figure out how to put stones in the wood, I guess.” Soren wasn’t sure he could picture Aethon with stone. He’d always gravitated toward living things. Trees. Leaves. Flowers. Everything had been dying and going into hibernation over the winter since they’d met, but Soren had plans already to ensure the flowerbed outside Aethon’s room was brimming with things once spring came.

	His breath caught. “Plants. They grow and change and you never quite know what they’ll look like when they first start poking out of the ground.”

	Nikolai nodded. “I think that sounds like Aethon. And you, for that matter.”

	Soren buried his face again before Nikolai could see the red taking it over. “Well, we share a fate for a reason, right?”
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	Soren had less than ten inches of cherry wood to try to define Aethon into, and even with an idea to go on, he was still floundering two weeks later. The problem with Aethon reminding him of young plants was that he still had too many options and Soren still had less ten inches to carve.

	Why couldn’t things with Aethon be simple?

	His chest nagged at him every time he thought that. He didn’t want things with Aethon to be simple. He liked that it was complicated. He liked having to spend weeks thinking about Aethon, puzzling through what they were and what they were supposed to be.

	Even if it made the whole process of making a focus harder than really seemed fair. Soren had only known Aethon for three months. And they had been a busy three months—Soren spent most of his time outside of school and homework helping Aethon adjust. Going on walks to talk. Dragging Aethon down into the closed off storm drains just to test how well they could sneak around Soren’s parents together. Falling over each other giggling after racing Matchbox cars with magic until they crashed. Trying to figure out which video games Aethon was good at only to discover the answer seemed to be “none.”

	But Nikolai had had almost an entire year to get to know Soren before he’d started making a focus for him. He knew what mentoring Soren would look like—if not specifics, at least what he was being asked to do. No one had answers for what a morai should look like, and Soren hated it when they tried to make them up.

	And they tried.

	For a week straight, Soren had headed straight to Marrowrock’s after school for at least an hour—partially to thumb through Marrowrock’s library to see if it had anything useful, but mostly to catch every single person who walked by him to ask them about the design on their focus. It took about two days for everyone to realize what he was doing and why. And then the strangers and their advice flooded in.

	After Soren nearly bit the tenth person he didn’t even know who suggested roses, Xanthe posted up outside the door to the sample room to check memberships before letting anyone in when Soren was around. If she hadn’t grown up with Nikolai, Xanthe probably wouldn’t have been so nice, but Soren wasn’t about to question the favor. Not after someone shoved a design they’d based off their own wedding centerpieces in his face.

	Roses. Weddings. Too simple, too … romantic. Nikolai had never said a morai was romantic. Soren had never heard that before. It was practically mythical, the strongest bond wizards could ever have … but that didn’t mean it had to be romantic.

	Even Nessie didn’t suggest roses. She showed up with a folder of sketches of moonflowers, evening primroses, night phlox…

	“Why do you think it should be a night garden?” Soren asked.

	Nessie’s eyes dropped to his cuff and the stars cut into it. “That one time he was here, he was all in black with that white-blond hair looking like moonlight trailing down his back.”

	“Because of the way he looks?” Soren asked, as if Aethon’s eyes hadn’t reminded him of the night sky before. As if his hair didn’t remind Soren of moonlight, too.

	Nessie shrugged. “Thought it was at least something to look at. Anyone besides those weirdos who keep storming the place suggest something?”

	Soren draped himself over one of the empty tables with Nessie’s folder. “Xanthe reminded me that Aethon kept jumping into leaf piles back in October, but that didn’t seem right. Those are dead.”

	Nessie took one of the sheets of paper out of the folder and flipped it over to the blank side. “Start listing all the ideas you’ve been given and then cross off the stupid ones. Whatever you’ve got left, you can collage together. No one said you only got to pick one.”

	Soren stared at her for a long minute. Then glanced down at the white sheet of paper. Then back at Nessie. A combination. Of everything he’d ever thought of, of everything everyone else thought of when they saw the two of them, of so many different things displayed in a cascade of layered feelings. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

	“Because you have no idea what you’re doing?”

	“Shut up. Do you have a pencil?”
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	Soren brought Aethon to Marrowrock’s for the second time as dusk was falling on a chilly December afternoon. Aethon’s gloves were brand new, his coat long enough to cover his thighs, and his hair coiled into his hood, catching snowflakes that glittered in the streetlights. By the time they’d clomped through the snow-covered sidewalks for fifteen minutes to reach the front door, both of their cheeks were red and Soren was feeling the bite of it in his ears.

	The front room of Marrowrock’s was dark and the front door had a piece of paper with Xanthe’s heavy, sharp handwriting in black marker. Private Event Only. Soren pushed the door open. They were the private event.

	Soren tugged Aethon through the front room by his wrist, pulling open the door to the sample room, which had been cleaned and cleared just for this, and filled with everyone who had been invited. Nikolai, Nessie and her family, Xanthe, Soren’s friends … every wizard he trusted not to ask too much of Aethon. It wasn’t all that many people. Every ceremony for a material focus Soren had ever attended had at least two or three times as many people.

	It would grow. At least Soren hoped it would. But Aethon needed a gentle start.

	Aethon startled at the sight of so many people clustered around one of the tables. Nikolai—probably Nikolai, anyway—had cleared it off, covered it with a white cloth, and set up candles. In the center was the wooden box holding Aethon’s cuff. Soren had given it to Nikolai to bring with him while Soren helped Aethon get ready.

	The room was comfortably warm, uncomfortably when bundled up for the winter weather outside. Soren tugged off his gloves, unwrapped his scarf, and pulled off his coat, hanging it all up on the rack at the edge of the room before nudging at Aethon until he did the same.

	When Aethon finally turned around to face everyone, he could barely keep eye contact with anyone for more than a few seconds. “Thank you. I…” He trailed off, searching for words somewhere in the easy-clean tile flooring. “Soren explained how important this part is. I appreciate all of you being here.”

	Nikolai moved to step forward, but Xanthe beat him to it. She dropped a hand onto Aethon’s shoulder. “This isn’t about who you know already. It’s about who you’re going to. You think we knew who Soren was as a little four-year-old? He’d barely had time to develop a personality yet. This is the start, not the end.”

	Aethon couldn’t meet her eyes. “I didn’t realize when I asked that so many people would have to be involved. I’m sorry to bother all of you.”

	Soren’s mouth twitched. “But it was okay to bother me?”

	Aethon’s dark eyes found Soren’s. “Yes.”

	Soren warmed like he’d been filled with hot cider.

	Xanthe smiled, dropped her hand, and stepped back into the circle of people ringing the table. “This wouldn’t work if the rest of us weren’t here. Are you ready?”

	Soren could tell he desperately wanted to say no, but he nodded instead.

	“Your part isn’t hard,” Soren said. He tugged Aethon with him toward the table. “Four-year-olds can do it.”

	That finally broke through Aethon’s nerves enough to earn Soren a genuine smile flickering at the corners of Aethon’s mouth. Good.

	Nikolai picked up the box and handed it to Soren. Soren’s hands tightened around it as he looked down at it instead of meeting Aethon’s eyes. Had Nikolai been this nervous? Most people only made a material focus once, maybe twice, in their entire lives. It wasn’t something almost anyone had practice with. The nerves were probably part of the process, too.

	At least, thinking of it that way calmed Soren. A little.

	“Um.” Soren held back the swearing under his breath. There were words. Nikolai had had him practice them over and over again. He knew the words, but they were dancing off his tongue before he could get them out. “This is—this is for you.”

	The finished cuff was a thing of beauty. Smooth cherry wood, stained, sealed, and polished by hand until it gleamed like dark glass. An inch and a half wide, held together by a series of carefully shaped pins and locks. Carved into the surface and stained a pale gold the color of
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