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Description

Autumn winds blow trouble into Arthur and Jade's cosy, magical life for this third book in The Future of Magic series.




Arthur and his former apprentice, Ariadne, run the apothecary shop in the witch's district of United London. Arthur also makes bespoke teas for an exclusive clientele.




Jade is Arthur's romantic partner, creating magical tattoos for the residents of the district and beyond. Jade also constructs charms for Arthur's customers to make their lives easier.




Arthur's disreputable relatives emerge from his abandoned past, bringing false healing and shady shenanigans to the community he and his found family have worked so hard to strengthen together. 




Together, can they protect what they've built?




Tags: low stakes, fantasy romance, m/nb romance, genderqueer character, open-door spice, solarpunk, hopepunk, cozy magic, fraud, will make you hungry and crave tea, HEA and extended denouement, slice of life
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This one's for Pod, who is thriving in the TriPod life,

with special thanks to my beta readers SaraBeth and Shannon,

my alpha readers Steve and Corinne,

and everyone on my Patreon.




Chapter 1


It began with a pigment.


Jade was at Elys' shop looking for just the right shade of blue stone for a client's tattoo, making little groupings of jars on her counter and then rearranging them and doing it again. They were just about to try a different configuration of blues with no green this time when someone sighed deeply behind them.


"Oh, I'm sorry. Elys, you know I'll be at this for ages, did you want to help this poor customer?" Jade moved to one side, while Elys slid down the counter with her species' version of a smile. "It's just so hard to know how a blue will go against someone's skin, but some of these aren't casual purchases."


"You'll figure it out, and if you don't, Arthur will make sure you find a use for all of it," teased Elys before turning to the kobold who had stepped up to the counter. "How can I help you, dear?"


"I have some stones I was told you might be interested in for trade?" they said, glancing over at where Jade was once again arranging various blues, this time against their own warmly-tanned arm. "I do have a few blues not in the selection there."


"Well, then, let's see what you've got," said Elys happily, pulling out a black velvet tray and a white one as well. "Perhaps you'll have the just-right color for my picky tattooist."


"It's important," said Jade with a good-natured huff and a wry grin. "Forever is forever, and magical tattoos are a lot harder to be rid of than the mundane sort."


"Oh, are you a sorcerer, then?" asked the kobold politely, hands busy putting an array of stones on the two trays, nothing particularly rare or valuable but hard to find sometimes for all that. Being common didn't always mean people bothered to mine or sell something, after all.


"I'm a magical tattoo artist," said Jade, reminding themself that this stranger didn't need to understand their life history. "I don't associate with the lot up the hill, so no, not a sorcerer."


"I've not heard of that before," said the kobold, sounding impressed. "The ones uphill don't serve a lot of us folk, you know."


"I know. I'm Jade," they said, sticking their hand out to shake the kobold's smaller hand. Their skin was an interesting shade of dusky lavender that probably blended well into a mine's shadows, but their hair was a brilliant violet that hinted at colors Jade couldn't see. "I take all sorts, as long as they bargain in good faith."


"I'm Lavender, but I go by Ends," he replied. "Ms. Elys has a good reputation, so I was hoping to make a connection for myself. I'm part of a mining clan, but I mostly help keep the worksites clean. I'm allowed to keep anything I want that's not on their list, so I thought I'd see if I could start a sideline."


"Seems like a good one," said Elys, her attention mostly on the stones. "These are interesting, I have sources for a few but not others, and there is often call for unusual pigments among my pickier customers." She shot Jade a look of fond exasperation.


Jade winked cheekily back. "Songbird, would I ever do you wrong?"


"No, but you might drive me crazy someday," she replied.


Ends laughed. "I can see you two are fast friends, at any rate."


Jade slid over and began looking at the stones Ends had brought, plucking a large blue rock out of the bunch. "I'm just going to borrow this," they said, taking it over and arranging some pigments around it. "Does it grind up true to color?"


"I can make a pigment of it," assured Elys. "Clearly, I'll take that one, and any more you get in the future. I like to have an exemplar for anything I'm going to carry regularly." She gestured to her displays.


"Aye, I saw that. I'll see what I can do. These two do change color when ground down," he said, pointing to a greenish bloodstone and another, more nondescript rock that Jade couldn't identify. "The bloodstone goes reddish brown, real dark-like, an' the pinestone goes dark blue-green."


"Bloodstone is a standard pigment, though I can always use more sources, as it's also very popular," said Elys. "Pinestone is rarely offered, so I'll take all you have."


"I will want some of that," said Jade. "And possibly the bloodstone, depending on where it was mined."


"I can't tell you the exact location, that's family secrets," said Ends dubiously.


"Oh, I meant more for the resonance," said Jade. "I use bloodstone a lot for shading work, it melds beautifully in a lot of spells. It's nice to have different origin materials, helps keep resonance with the other ingredients."


"I'll make you some," said Elys, amused. "Tell me about the rest?"


Jade couldn't help but listen in and put in their two cents a time or three, and also order several more of the resulting pigments when Elys promised she could make it work. Not every kind of stone could be a pigment, but Elys had her own kind of magic, and could make things work that others could not.


Elys and Ends haggled amiably at the end, and then she promised to make up a pigment sampler for Jade to come pick up in a few days. 


"So," said Ends, once Jade had paid for the things they were getting today, "what kind of tattoos do you do?"


"The whole range," said Jade. "Everything from animation to complex runework, and branding as well. I've got a wait list, but I'd be happy to have you in for a consultation if you're interested."


"I might be, yeah. Is it going to cause friction if I consult and don't buy?" asked Ends, blinking up at Jade in a way that reminded them sharply of their difference in height and build.


Jade smiled as disarmingly as they knew how, which was pretty bloody charming if you asked them. "Nah, I don't mind. Come by for a cuppa and we'll talk about what you want. I'm in the witches' district, usually over at Arthur & Ariadne's Apothecary if I'm not in my own shop."


"I do believe I shall," said Ends, looking surprised but pleased at their own forthrightness.


They shook again, and Jade took themself back home to ponder pigments once more.




Chapter 2


Arthur was deep in a consultation with Manua. He was here from the Pacific Islands fae restaurant they'd gone to with Rixt, talking tea and making an order. Arthur had spent months now learning about the various elven teas and what they liked and disliked, and now had six in-progress brews for the elf to try.


"This one uses a lighter form of camellia sinensis to provide a base of soft green," said Arthur, pouring for them both. "I've added sweetdew and a few other elven herbs, as well as some things from here, and I think it makes quite a nice, complex blend. Green tea hasn't got much caffeine in it, but it's full of other good things for digestion and general health, too."


"You're going to end up making all of these for me," said Manua mock-accusingly. He'd tried three already and enjoyed them all, though this was the first blend with any actual tea in it. Not to mention his standing order of other teas that the restaurant had found success in offering.


"That's the plan," said Arthur with a small, private smile. The tea sideline made him happy both creatively and financially, not to mention giving him excuses to do all kinds of shopping.


Manua blew across the surface of his cup before braving a sip and Arthur echoed him, finding himself pleased at the herbal coolness of the hot beverage, somehow invoking the feeling of sipping a warm drink while rain pattered down outside.


"Oh, this is lovely. I have no idea how you've made steeped herbs so evocative," he said.


They both went quiet as they enjoyed the cup, which grew slightly bitter as it cooled. Arthur found he didn't mind the effect, but others might, so he cautioned, "This one has to be brewed at a lower temperature, quite short of boiling, just barely steaming. I'll include directions, should you buy."


"Oh, this one we will definitely buy. The hints of bitterness in the finish are perfect, rounding out the coolness of the herbs." Manua sighed softly and made another note in his notebook. "What's this one called?"


"Rainy Day," said Arthur with a smile. They'd done a group tasting the other day, taking the afternoon off and inviting friends over to help name the new selection.


"Evocative," repeated Manua, finishing his cup with a soft sigh. "That one was lovely, and I want some for myself as well as the shop."


"I'll make a note to include multiple tins with the instructions," said Arthur, putting word to deed. He had a separate notebook now for tea things, and had started a new page for Manua's impressions and reactions today.


"I think I need a little break before the last two," said Manua, standing and stretching. "Did you want to check on your assistant?"


They were up on the roof for their tasting, the autumn weather mild enough. Arthur had given in to necessity and installed a small tea station to one side of his work bench, really just a kettle and cleaning circle. He brought everything else up on a tray when it was needed, but by now he'd needed it several times. Angelino had come out for a tasting and commissioned his own exclusive tea, not to mention Arthur's various other commissioned teas.


Things were a little crowded with a whole extra tree, but so far no one minded being hemmed in by green growing things, nor visited by fluffy, bumbling celestial bees.


"Have a biscuit," said Arthur, gently pushing the plate of simple shortbread cookies toward him. There was also cool, plain water for clearing the palate, and Arthur did send a little thread of thought down to Ariadne, who sent back an all clear with an edge of amused exasperation at whatever customer was bothering her now.


Manua, meanwhile, nibbled and then ate more enthusiastically as the biscuit met with his approval, rich and buttery. He sipped water and contemplated his own notebook, while Arthur made a few notes of his own about the tasting and his overall happiness with each blend so far. They'd already decided on pricing, at least, unless he decided something needed an expensive addition, but so far he was happy with them as they were.


Arthur got up to refill the kettle and start a fresh pot of water for the next tea, respecting Manua's need for a moment while also not wanting to spend his entire afternoon on this one endeavor. He fiddled with the tray, cleaning everything in the spell-circle and adding the honey pot to the tray for this tisane, the first he'd serve adulterated.


He fed a little bit of the honey to a healing bee when it was curious, letting the fuzzy creature lap the droplet off his finger in its insectoid way. He'd grown much more sanguine about insects since he began gardening, and even more since his magic had been opened to the earth when they installed the second tree.


Bugs were just another part of life, after all.


He still didn't allow them into the house, but that was as much about boundaries as anything. That was his space, and nature had plenty of space across the whole earth for itself.


"These biscuits are divine," said Manua.


"We had a baking day recently," said Arthur. "They're very simple, butter and flour and sugar and salt, but the ratios make them decadent."


"I can taste the butter," agreed Manua with a nod. "I won't be too greedy with them, they must be a bit dear to bake."


Arthur shrugged. "We afford more dairy these days, now that Ariadne is a full partner, and Jade contributes to the household as well."


"I seem to remember Jade was the one who got you addicted to dairy in the first place," teased Manua, friendly though not a friend like Rixt or Orvideus. They'd never quite clicked that way, beyond cheerful acquaintanceship and their business relations, which was fine with Arthur.


"It's true. It's their fault, but we all benefit." Arthur started the teapot when the kettle boiled, bringing it over to steep at the table along with the honey, which they'd all found good in this mix. "You'll want to try this both with and without honey, but it's better with."


"I do love your honey," said Manua. "We have our own sources, of course, but yours has its own something."


"The Queen here makes sure the honey is extra special so it never becomes devalued," said Arthur dryly. "This isn't healing honey, of course, just the one from the normal hive, but even those bees have magic."


"I can taste the hive, a little, when I drink. It's very different from the honey I'm used to in that way, even when I've had the rare magical honey from my own islands." Manua smelled the tin of dry tea politely, then again to make notes from as he remembered they weren't just here to drink tea and gossip.


Arthur smelled it again and made a note of his own, finding there was a dusty note he didn't care for in the dry mix. He was certain it vanished in the brewing, but it still mattered to his perfectionist nature. "I've never had much exotic honey," admitted Arthur. "I worry my bees would be offended if I strayed."


Manua chuckled. "They might, I've heard magical Queens are very territorial, even more so than normal bees."


"Mine make it worth my while," said Arthur, very aware of the twin scars on his wrists that marked him as their territory. The tea nudged his senses through the enoughness charm he carried, and Arthur distracted himself pulling out the basket of leaves, setting it on the saucer for Manua to examine before pouring two plain cups of tea. 


This one was a lovely golden color with just a hint of deeper brown, and smelled like the sunshine on a summer's day when no wind blew, and dust motes and pollen danced in the sunbeams. Or so Basil had opined in his fanciful way.


Arthur sent a tiny cooling charm at both cups and then nodded to Manua. "It should be ready to taste."


Manua lifted his cup, eyes closing, inhaling the steam and then blowing over the surface of the tea before finally taking his first sip. "Oh, that is so warm and drowsy," he said. "A perfect tea for the end of a big meal."


"This one is Summer Sunshine," said Arthur with a nod. He sipped his own, then added a dollop of honey and spelled the tea to stir it all through evenly. His second taste had the sweetness of summer fruits on top of the rest, the honey bringing out hints of berry and peach in the herbs.


Manua had a second long sip before offering up his own cup for sweetening.


Arthur prepared it and nodded, so that Manua's third sip was full of the goodness of magical honey as well as the herbs in the tea.


Manua made a soft sound of pleasure and sighed. "That is delicious, Arthur. I have no idea where all those fruity notes were hiding, but they really come out in the sweetened version."


"It's not actually the honey," said Arthur. "I've tried it with sugar and though the effect is less summery, it's still there."


Manua nodded, going back to his notebook for a moment as he sipped at the cup again and again, unable to resist going back for more. He actually sighed again when it was gone. "I will need to buy one of these for home, I think," he said with a little smile. "I could use something to ease me into laziness."


"I'll make a note," said Arthur, already half planning to make a present of a tin or two, if the order was big enough. Their standing order was already a nice boost to Arthur's budget, so he could easily manage a thanks-gift.


"One left," said Arthur, closing up the previous tin and opening the last one. This one was very different, bright and astringent, a bold tea for resetting one's mood on an off day, yanking the senses and mind both out of a funk. He'd saved it for last as it could linger on the palate, and he hadn't wanted any of the others overshadowed by the elf-nettle and spirit-of-the-woods herbs he'd gotten from Chathanglas in the Twilight Market.


There was also mundane nettle and a few other surprises, but those were the two that tended to stick around as a reminder.


Arthur poured out the last cup of the previous tea, fixing it up with honey, before he got up to reset the tray again, nudging the plate of biscuits at Manua with a wink.


Manua grinned back and fell to with gratifying enthusiasm, nibbling and sipping and looking like a very happy elf indeed. He seemed not to wilt out in the human lands like some did -- Isevel had ended up not hitting it off with Ariadne for that reason, for instance, which had disappointed them all. Not enough to stop buying plants from her, but enough to nix any relationship that might have developed.


"Where is your lovely Jade today, anyway?" asked Manua, once he'd drunk about half the cup and made a few more notes.


"They're working on a client," said Arthur. "Basil, Treasure of Rixt, is having his first work today finally. They took their sweet time deciding what and where, between Jade, Basil, and Rixt. I'm quite excited to see the final when it's done."


"You have some of their work, too, don't you?" asked Manua.


"I do, on my arm," said Arthur, patting the tattoo that symbolized and strengthened his connections to the five elements. "I'll have a couple more soon, but they've been inundated with requests, and so we're also taking our time deciding what and where."


"They'll have a lifetime to fill your lovely skin," teased Manua. "Basil and Rixt have been by the restaurant quite a few times, they're a lovely couple."


"Rixt has mellowed a bit since getting Basil," agreed Arthur, hands busy with their tasks. "They're family friends, really."


"You do quite well, it's heartening to see," said Manua. "I never worry you'll vanish and take my specialty teas with you."


Arthur shared a chuckle at that with Manua, who had an impish light in his eyes. "No, I'm far too well-rooted here to go flying off elsewhere now. If something comes for me, I'll dig in and defend instead."


"You have friends who would defend you, if it came to that," said Manua darkly, clearly counting himself and his fellows at the restaurant among those. People in the witch and elf districts alike did not take attacks on their own lightly, and Arthur was becoming a pet of the elf district as much as he was an upstanding citizen of the witch's district. Even the cybers would likely help, given all the assistance he'd offered them over the past year.


Arthur found this comforting when he grew paranoid about his past catching up with him. They'd dealt with Jade's past handily, in many ways, and even the dragons might defend Arthur as they had themselves and Jade.


Arthur turned, pot back on the tray with freshened cups, and smiled. "Let's taste this one, I think it's a good tea to end on. Bold, for going out into the world."


He poured, and they toasted this time, Manua echoing, "Bold, for going out into the world."




Chapter 3


Jade smoothed their fingers across the final, healed tattoo, pleased as anything with the watercolor-splashed look of the flowers Basil and Rixt had chosen. The art echoed Rixt's own work without copying it, a spray of blossoms for confidence, for ownership, and for love.


"What do you think?" they asked, turning to Rixt.


The dragon had been able to help draw a line or two here and there, adding bold sweeps of stem in jade green and infusing his own magic into Jade's artwork, another link in the golden chains tying him to his treasure. "I think it's beautiful," said Rixt, pressing a kiss to the lowest dip of ink, right above the crack of Basil's delectable ass.


"It's a good place for a mark of ownership," said Jade, moving away. "I'll give you two the room in a tick, just let me clean up a bit."


The specialty inks they'd mixed for the job had largely been used up, so it was a matter of rinsing the cups and washing their equipment, which was mostly self-cleaning but appreciated the attention anyway. More things around them had begun to develop some personality since they'd anchored themself to Arthur, and Arthur's very worldly magics.


The local otherworldly sprites had also developed more personality, making sure Jade knew which ones were available and happy to be called upon, and thus ingratiating themselves as household favorites.


Soon enough, everything was sparkling clean and dry, and Jade slipped them into their spots in the cupboard before turning back to find Rixt had already begun kissing over the tattoo quite reverently, entirely ignoring their continued presence.


Or perhaps inviting, though Jade and Arthur would definitely not give in to Rixt's flirtations separately, since they'd yet to do so together.


Despite having decided that it might be good to open their relationship just a little, they'd ended up keeping it a mere tease when Orvideus took back up with Lathlaeril to soothe his bruised feelings. Those two still flirted, of course, but Arthur and Jade had resisted all invitations thus far.


It was enough, for now, knowing they could if they wanted to.


Jade said, "I'm off, just let the back door close and it'll lock when you leave." They then made their own way out the front and over to Arthur's, curious how today's tea-tasting had gone.


When they arrived, they found Arthur still upstairs and Ariadne in cheerful-exasperated mode with one of the regulars, who always liked to play at bargaining despite the long-established rates of trade they'd end up agreeing to. Jade slipped behind the counter and started the kettle as a kindness, then winked and sauntered off upstairs to interrupt their darling instead.


There were soft voices drifting on the breeze when Jade got to the roof, and Arthur waved them over with a smile. "Here's Jade now, all done with Basil?"


Jade gave him a soft kiss and sat, arm around Arthur's slender waist. "Yes, he and Rixt are enjoying the new artwork in the studio now."


Arthur laughed. "So you fled to me," he teased. "Manua's calculating his order now. We've already got the usual ready to go but I've tempted him with the elf teas."


"All by design," said Manua with a false put-upon sigh. "It's good for our budget that you haven't got these all made up, too."


"We never mind spreading things out, or taking credit for food," Arthur reminded him. "We might all three like a visit soon."


"Oh, has it been that long already?" said Manua. "That will help, since you always trade value for value on meal credit."


"Your goods are no less valuable than mine," said Arthur serenely.


Jade smiled and explored the teapot. "Oh, Mood Shift. Hm, mind if I make up another pot of Summer Sunshine instead?"


"I'd love that," added Manua, shooting them a wink.


Arthur chuckled. "Go on, make enough for us all."


They got up and busied themselves, used to all of Arthur's various ways by now, from the cleaning circles to the way their own enoughness charm worked for tea, not just the steeping but boiling, amount of leaves and water, and all the rest. The tea was fragrant as a field in midsummer, and Jade was looking forward to playing at 'what's that fruit' as they sipped, since there was no fruit at all in the mix itself despite the way the honeyed tea tasted.


They'd found themselves making a game of more things in life, now that they had Arthur's steadiness to help contain their own boundless joy. Not to mention Ariadne's mischief, and Meadowsweet's, well, everything.


As if summoned by a thought, Meadowsweet came zipping out of the greenhouse pass-through he shared with the bees, nipping over to make puppy eyes at the teapot.


Jade laughed and got out one of his upstairs pixie-cups, the sturdy little clay thimbles he used when he wasn't using the fancy glass set in the flat. "I know you love this one, too. Go see if Arthur's got cookie crumbs for you."


Meadowsweet giggled and kissed Jade's nose, then flew off to roost in Arthur's curls, which had only grown more abundant under Jade's influence. Arthur and Ariadne had ended up making a very small and expensive line of personal cosmetic potions for Basil, and had expanded the line to the rest of the family, and them alone. Each person had their own shampoo, soap, and other unguents specifically suited to their biology and circumstances, and the difference on Arthur's hair had been remarked on more than once.


Not to mention that Jade encouraged him not to cut it too often.


Jade still kept their own hair short and practical, but Arthur liked the fuzz around the edges, liked rubbing his lips along the curves of Jade's scalp right after a haircut, and that seemed like approval enough.


They brought over the tea tray with everyone's cups already honeyed, and the pot ready to pour out every last drop as soon as they sat. They gave Meadowsweet the weakest first bit of the pour before getting one of the water-realm elementals to sweep in and stir, so every cup was not only the same but cooled to drinkability and stirred with its honey.


The sprite, not really even a proper undine, took a kiss from his lips and went giggling back to one of Arthur's many water features.


"Summer Sunshine for all, even our little Meadowsweet," said Jade, passing that cup over first.


Meadowsweet saluted with it and then snuggled up to sip, not spilling a single drip onto Arthur's hair or clothes.


"Summer for all," agreed Manua, toasting before his own first sip.


Jade sat again and cuddled up to Arthur just as shamelessly as the pixie, their mind settling into a contented hum of good work, good lover, and good life.


"All right, from the rates you've given me, this is what I'd like to try for now. Expect a bigger order of anything that's popular for the next time, however," said Manua, showing Arthur a page from his notebook and letting Arthur write down the order in his own.


"That'll be next week. How about Jade, Ariadne, and I deliver this ourselves and eat there as part credit?" Arthur snapped his notebook shut on the pen and tied it, tucking it away in his waistcoat.


"That gives my budget enough of a break, yes," said Manua. "Thank you."


"Thank you for being a wonderful customer," said Arthur, tapping cups with him. "Relax and finish your tea. I'll toss in those two personal tins for free, as thanks for trying them all out."


"This was not a hardship," said Manua with a wry chuckle, "but I won't refuse."


They chatted about unrelated things while they drank, about the roof garden and the various plants Arthur was slotting in for personal use, about Jade's art practice and the kinds of clients they took, about Manua's decision to settle in United London for now and how he'd traveled the elf ways to get there.


It wasn't friendship the way Pascal's stories were friendship, but it was something near enough to count.




Chapter 4


"Let's go relieve Ari," said Arthur, tea things all loaded up on the tray once again and the roof garden given a last glance. Meadowsweet had thoroughly checked over everything already, so all he was really doing was admiring the flowers and tickling the fuzzy bees.


The more connected to life and magic Arthur got, the more he wanted to pause and enjoy the life and magic all around him.


Arthur led the way downstairs, pausing to put the tea things in the workroom and steal a few kisses from Jade. Ari was just closing up the trade-box from her last customer when they wandered down, and she shot them both an amused look.


"Thank you for starting the kettle, even if you didn't stay to help," she said to Jade. "How was work?"


"Manua is buying all of the teas, as we had hoped," said Arthur, slipping behind the counter to show her the list. "We'll have dinner there next week when we deliver, you included."


"Oh, that's worth dealing with crotchety old Alfur," she said with a grin. "How about you?"


Jade leaned on the counter indolently, clearly not intending to do any more work today, as was their right. "Basil's tattoo came out beautifully, and Rixt's assistance helped to seal in certain aspects of it. They'll be over for dinner soon enough, once they're done celebrating. And hopefully cleaning my chair after."


Everyone laughed at that as they were meant to, and then a customer sidled up to the counter and everything became business as usual. Eventually the people were gone, Rixt and Basil were there, and the door was locked.


"What shall we have for dinner?" asked Basil. "Tattooing is hungry work."


Jade smirked at that, but refrained from commenting.


"I'm making stew," said Ariadne excitedly. "I got some faux venison at the elf market and we've been saving it for this."


"There's a few draconic spices we're going to add in extreme moderation, for Basil's health and our own taste," added Arthur. "Actually, I think Jade used some of the dragon pepper in Basil's tattoo."


"I did, though the spells on my equipment kept it from stinging any more than the rest," said Jade. "Those deep reds we used in a few spots were dragon pepper, plus all the jade was from Pacific Island sources, and trust me when I say that Elys was pleased for the excuse."


Arthur cackled. "She is so delighted with you and your weird requests these days, especially since you have the cash to back it up." Elys had flown literal loops in the shop when Jade came in with their latest set of obscure requests.


She'd told them later that the expanded repertoire was also expanding her magical business, so she was selling more to the finer artisans who cared not just what mineral and how it looked as a pigment, but wanted to know the origins as well.


They made their way upstairs and the cooking became a group effort, with everyone getting little tastes of the broth and commenting on this or that. Rixt was given his own dish of spices to add to his own portion, which made him smug as anything. Arthur found the spice blended well with the elven herbs, better than he'd expected, and he was the one to suggest a little oregano to round it all out into something that might have been served by his grandmother, had she been a very different cook.


In her honor, he got down some crumbly queso to sprinkle on top, and they had it all with elven cornbread from the market, which was a very different food than the cornbread from Arthur's childhood. It came in flat rounds, fried into fluffiness and somehow not at all oily despite that.


"This is amazing," said Arthur, after the first bite of stew and bread. They'd chosen simple cucumber water to share around, too, and Arthur had acquired a surprise of his own, a big bottle of cactus juice from Dermot for after.


"This is a wonderful celebration," declared Rixt, beaming. "The closeness of family for his first personal decoration, celebrating the love we share."


"To the love we share," said Basil, and all of them toasted with their sweet water. Some impish little sprite drew hearts on all their glasses in the condensation, and Meadowsweet went around getting kisses for his toast. He had rejected the stew, but was instead eating his cornbread with honey, and his little hands were sticky with it as they left imprints on cheek and nose and chin.


"You're a mess," teased Arthur, tickling his belly. "Go finish your dinner and wash up."


Meadowsweet did a cheeky loop-the-loop right in front of Arthur before complying, as if to make sure Arthur knew that it was his choice all along.


Once the food was eaten, they all leaned back to sip sweet desert pear cactus juice, the berry-like flavor a refreshing delight after the richness of dinner.


"I hate to end this meal on bad news," said Rixt with a sigh, "but there have been a few rumors on the wind about certain Americans showing an interest in our Arthur."


"Ugh," said Arthur, flopping his head back. "We've strengthened the wards, and complicated them as well, so no one from my family should even be able to come inside and bother us, let alone make real trouble."


"However," prompted Jade, seeing the squirrelly look on Arthur's face.


Arthur sighed. "However," he said, straightening up, "My father will try to use other tactics to strip us of our allies instead, either sabotaging my reputation or their businesses."


"Sounds like a real piece of work," said Ariadne, making a face.


"Oh, you have no idea," Arthur assured her. "I had hoped you'd never find out, but that asshole Hezekiah clearly made it back to America in one piece with the news to make up for his failure to get his hooks into the people here."


Arthur had done some careful probing, but it didn't seem like any of Hezekiah's previous attempts had borne fruit, either, with the districts of United London too much on guard against strangers to let him wriggle his way in. Unfortunately, that sent him back to America with his tail between his legs and news of Arthur's continued survival as his only real bargaining chip.


"I really hate those guys," he added, low and frustrated.


"We all hate them with you," agreed Rixt serenely. "Your father has continued his dishonest practices out west, with the same level of success for the most part as he has had before you left. A different person stands as his second and presumed heir, which I had hoped meant he'd let the matter go."


"My father doesn't know how," growled Arthur. "Once he decides something is his, it's his forever, whether it wants to be or not."


"Charming," said Ariadne with another nose-wrinkle of disgust. "Well, you're ours now, and he can't have you."


"Yes," said Arthur, letting the anger drain out of him for now. "I have chosen to belong to this family, and to belong to Rixt as much as we do, and to belong to this community and this building and this life. I have allies he has no idea about, and no idea how to counter, especially from so far away. He can't win, he's just going to annoy the shit out of us until it's too expensive to keep pursuing me."


"Eventually the others in his little cult will make him give up," said Rixt.


Arthur nodded. "He's the head of the families, but there's actually more than one elder, and they have the power to overrule him if it's unanimous. And if someone sits on him until he cools off."


"Well, we'll be ready," said Basil, surprisingly fierce. "We can go out in the neighborhood and warn people, maybe trade for a bunch of those ward-charms from Aedhelhan."


"That's a good idea, actually," said Arthur. "Combined with a witch-bundle from the three of us, it would be enough to help ward off the kind of slimy glamour that father uses best."


"Can you afford it?" asked Rixt seriously.


"Aedhelhan is addicted to tea now," said Arthur with a chuckle. "He'll make a deal with us."


"Especially if he can batch-enchant them," added Ariadne. "That's always easier."


"We'll talk to him," agreed Jade, and Arthur could feel another shopping trip in his near future. They needed more containers soon, anyway, despite the lot of tins he'd had come in as trade when they let it be known they were running low. It was about time to visit the Twilight Market again, which meant Lathlaeril and making enough tea to trade, not to mention making sure they had any other trade-goods they might want.


"We'll want to see if Pascal has anything for us to take, too," said Arthur. "Their overflow and off-color items do well in the elven lands."


"And talk to him again about that cyber security system he keeps threatening us with," said Ariadne. "I bet your father would never expect you to have cyber friends."


"My father doesn't understand the concept of friends, not really," said Arthur, almost sadly. "Everyone and everything is either useful and therefore his, or not useful and irrelevant."


"Reminds me of my father," said Basil, his own wistfulness chased away by a kiss from Rixt. "Speaking of getting away from fathers, how long should I let this rest before we do another magic lesson?"


"At least a week," said Jade, after giving him a deeper look than usual. "It's already settling in, but the final integration can take a while, especially with magical biology."


"So, you'll take me shopping instead, then, right?" asked Basil, smirk impish.


Arthur laughed. "Yes, probably. Once we've got all of Manua's teas together, we'll do a whole day and finish it of with dinner at the restaurant to restore us."


That got another toast, and Arthur sat back and wondered at his life all over again, and the way he'd managed to build something lasting. Something his father would have a very hard time understanding, let alone toppling.




Chapter 5


Arthur spent the next few mornings brewing and making tea, and the afternoons in the shop so Ariadne could alternate between her own making and getting supplies for both the tea and the household. They indulged in takeout once the stew leftovers were eaten, hand pies for lunch and curry for dinner, easy treats to give them all energy.


Jade was back at the research stage with their own work, and they found themselves up on Arthur's roof more often than not, sketching and contemplating. Meadowsweet knew all the plants by now, and was willing to lead Jade to where they could find this or that to draw, a freedom they'd not dreamed of on that first morning they'd been atop the building with Arthur watching over them like a hawk.


A hungry, admiring hawk.


That day, though, they had a meeting with the kobold they'd met at Elys', Ends, and they set up the kobold tea ready to brew as soon as the potential customer arrived. 


They'd filled out their waiting area with enough seating to be going on with, and the water feature was full of life and sprites from this world and others, though the fire elementals and fire-plane sprites tended to congregate in the corner where Arthur had installed a little fire-and-air altar for balance. Candles danced merrily, and a single ever-burning oil lamp that Jade diligently kept filled. Very light incense perfumed the air, and a beautifully carved grate covered the one window, spelled to be stronger than glass and just as insect-proof.


Everything was in colors that complemented one another, but felt offbeat and fun in a way that appealed to Jade's artistic soul. Chairs in jade, teal, and golden velvet, along with warm red woods, pale sky blue walls, and exemplars of his own art brought the space to life in a way that worked with the plants and fish in the fountain.


Jade unlocked their door only to find Ends already waiting outside with a nervous look about him. "Come on in, Ends, no need to look so bothered."


"The sky is very tall here," said Ends, and Jade gave him a sympathetic nod.


"Witches love all the elements, and the sky with them," said Jade. "I've got Arthur's kobold tea here, just let me get it steeping."


They let Ends choose his own chair, one of the smaller ones for smaller people, while they poured the boiling water over the herbs and set their attention on it so they'd notice when it was steeped enough.


"Arthur's tea is quite the commodity now," said Ends. "I've been instructed to get some, if he's got it for sale."


"He does, he's been restocking all his teas this week," Jade replied, pleased. "We'll walk over there after we talk. Arthur's upstairs working now, but he'll be open by the time you and I are done."


Jade sat, and handed Ends the new book they'd made with examples of each sort of tattoo. "That's for if you don't know what you want."


"Oh, hrm. I wanted something for safety in the mines," said Ends, holding the book in his lap, nervous fingers running over the string Jade had used to bind the pages together.


"How strong?" asked Jade, flipping pages to where they'd put together a cluster of simple one-note magics, images of runes, gems, flowers, or other single items. 


"Um, it's mostly for mishaps. I'm not very coordinated, and tall for a kobold," said Ends, ruffling his violet hair sheepishly.


"Basically we can start with something like this," said Jade, pointing to the page. "I'm guessing you'll want minerals or crystals rather than flowers or animals?"


"Oh, yes, that's a lovely chrysocolla." Ends was perking up, but then he drooped again. "It must be expensive, your work."


Jade handed the book back and took care of the tea, pouring for them both and then handing Ends' over without adulteration, though they put some lemon in their own to brighten up the underground-heavy flavors. "It is and it isn't. You can bring me the minerals for use in your tattoo, and trade me extras for the work, for instance. It doesn't have to be gold and silver."


"Oh, but you know I only have low-value minerals," said Ends. He accepted his cup and smelled it, then smiled softly before adding, "You've seen most of what I have to offer."


"And as you'll recall, I took several of your samples for my own," said Jade gently. "I promise you, for a simple tattoo like this, it won't be weeks of research and hours under the needle. In fact, if you want to use chrysocolla as your anchoring image, I could fit you in within the next few weeks. I'll need chrysocolla itself, and some other minerals from your mines for the shading. Plus, I need to know enough about you to choose a base for the inks, or else we can just use healing honey, though that's more dear than some others."


"Oh, I can get chrysocolla. It's not a popular item in our mines, but I know where there is some waiting to be collected. How much do you need?" Ends was still fidgeting, but there was hope in his eyes now.


"For just your tattoo, maybe an ounce or so, but if you bring me a solid chunk of everything we're going to use, that'll pay your fee handily. Elys will want a chunk of her own as payment for turning the rocks to pigments, too." Jade sipped their tea again. "I'll want two darker stones and at least one lighter, plus I'd love something that's a contrasting color. You'll need to choose things whose properties will either enhance or be neutral to your aim, a coordination spell."


"Oh, coordination. That's even better than protection, really," said Ends. "I suppose the chrysocolla is better for it, too."


"It is. Now, one more question, do you use magic?" Jade sipped the kobold tea, feeling its energies attune them to their new client and the spaces they were trying to occupy.


Ends shook his head. "I'm really not very magical at all, just enough to light the tunnels so I can work."


Curious phrasing, Jade thought, but informative. "So, we won't use your personal magic to power it, or you might lose that very valuable ability. It'll be linked to one of the planes, which I'll have to do some auspices for and whatnot. If we're in general agreement on the cost?"


"Oh! Yes, yes, that's so reasonable, you're very kind," said Ends, sipping his tea again to calm his nerves. "What else do you need to know?'


Jade got out their client sketchbook and opened it to a fresh page, taking a moment to note and sketch the chrysocolla as a reminder, though they'd reconfigure it to hide some runework in its various curves and shapes. "What's your birth date?"


"29th Karralon, year of the 17th great green wyrm," said Ends.


Jade noted it down and a reminder to be careful divining with dates they didn't fully understand. "Has that got special auspices? Like humans with their star signs?"


"Oh, um, it means I'm good with things above ground, in the green world, and have a nervous disposition." Ends chuckled. "I'm sure you've noticed that part."


"Well, auspices don't always play out, but yes, I can see that." Jade smiled, but didn't laugh, because they felt sometimes like they'd once had all that nervousness trapped inside themselves. They'd finally set it free once they became their full self, rather than living the half-life they'd had as a male sorcerer, but it still surfaced at times as a feeling that another shoe was waiting to drop.


"You're very kind. They say that about Arthur, but it's you as well," said Ends. "All right, I can accept messages from earth sprites or through the usual methods, though I'm a mining kobold and not a sewer kobold."


"Bring me an assortment of options for the other shades in your tattoo," said Jade thoughtfully, getting out their own little appointment book, much simpler than Arthur and Ariadne's complex planner. "Hm, same time in two weeks? That'll give me time for the divination and a few sketches."


"That soon? Oh, I'll do my best!" said Ends, feet kicking just once in excitement.


Jade took the last sip of their tea and set it aside, gesturing to the pot. "Did you want more tea before we set off for Arthur's?"


"Please," said Ends, holding out his cup for a refill. "Erm, will my, you know, color affect it?"


"The magic does what it wants, a bit, but I will ensure that the tattoo looks good on your skin," said Jade. Tattooing on Rixt's colorful scales had ended up with some unexpected results, but everything had been beautiful so no one much minded.


"Does it hurt much?" asked Ends, after a few more sips of tea for courage. "The tattoo?"


"It does hurt, and placement can make that better or worse," said Jade. "It's not terrible pain, though, and the healing spells make it stop right away, and keep it from itching."


"Oh, placement. Um." Ends looked thoughtful and then said, "I think I'd like it on my arm where I can see it when I want courage."


"We'll talk about that more next time," said Jade, "but that's not an uncommon placement. A bit tender, perhaps, but easy to work on."


"That's good," said Ends. "I'm glad it gets to be beautiful."


Jade smiled and got a shy one from Ends in return. "The beauty is what makes it worth doing, for me," they confessed. "I could make you a charm for balance, but it wouldn't be the same."


"No, those never quite work for me," said Ends with a shrug. "I'm always losing them."


"Can't lose a tattoo," replied Jade. "And we'll make sure it's for coordination as well as balance, less dropping and running into things, not just tripping or falling."


"That would be a blessing," said Ends, looking relieved now and quite hopeful indeed. He downed the last of his tea and handed over the cup. "Shall we go see your partner now?"


Jade grinned. "Yeah, he'll enjoy meeting another kobold. Crisiant is often grumpy with him for sport, you know the type."


Ends giggled. "I do, yes." He hopped up from the chair a little awkwardly despite its low build, and Jade followed along in his wake, pausing to wave at the water feature's resident undine before locking up.


"Arthur's is just there, across the road," said Jade, pointing to their sign with its dangling designs like charms to attract customers. "His apprentice is a proper master now, so they share the shop."


"Does she also craft teas?" asked Ends, trotting along after Jade's slowed walking pace.


"Nah, she's an apothecarist, that's also Arthur's main trade. It's just he's a human apothecarist, so he helps those in the human witch and cyber districts, but the teas get outside of those small groups and so they're the bulk of his nonhuman reputation. Ariadne does a lot of specialty potions for women and those with the relevant parts." Jade got the door, waving Ends to precede them.


It was interesting, seeing the place through Ends' wonder all over again. The shelves of live plants, ingredients, and prepared concoctions were a magical array of organized clutter. The interior was almost entirely wood and glass, big windows to let in light and Aedhelhan's various artworks turning into splashes of color against the wooden floor. Everything felt alive and welcoming in a way that had always made Jade breathe easier, as though this room had more oxygen than the rest of the world.


Jade gently urged Ends up to the long counter, where Arthur was in a spirited bargaining session with the bakery witch, who apparently wanted to trade them store credit against the small assortment of teas and potions on the counter.


"Have you offered day-olds for the crows whenever we visit yet?" asked Jade sotto voce, winking at Arthur.


Arthur shot Jade a little sideways grin. "That would even us up, I think. Seven visits' worth?"


She nodded, beaming. "All right. That list there, plus seven visits where you get day-olds for your crow friends." She tapped the list in front of Arthur, a good array of empty pie crusts, filled hand pies, breads, and sweet rolls.


"Allow me," said Jade, when Arthur got out a second sheet to copy out the list. They drew a finger-rune on the paper and sent out a call for a spirit of intellect, which showed up immediately and copied the list without even being asked.


"This is a good bargain," it declared, looking from goods to list and back again, "including the day-olds."


"Do you need anything else?" asked Jade, always wanting to be fair with the spirits so they didn't sour on them.


"I would like a small taste of Arthur's energies, if they're on offer," it said, floating over to Arthur in a swirl of green light.


"Of course," said Arthur, and Jade watched as he fed it a small pebble of his own magic, a different taste than anyone else around. Arthur was starting to open to sorcerous as well as witch magics, and it gave his power a unique blend of flavors for the local sprites.


The spirit thanked them and vanished, though Jade had a feeling it was still hanging around. A lot of sprites, spirits, and other such beings lived in Arthur and Jade's spaces now, and Ariadne's flat as well. This particular one was familiar to Jade by now, almost a friend in its own alien way.


"It is a good bargain," said the baker. "You always find a way to make it painless to be fair." She packed away her various items in a basket, tucked in the extra list, and covered it all with a cloth that was lightly dusted in flour on one corner.


"We have stuffed breads for lunch now," said Arthur, gesturing to where the elf-basket sat cradling six small loaves in its preservation charms. "She was kind enough to deliver those."


"Your things are worth journeying here for," said Ends, his eyes still full of wonder.


"Ends here is my newest client, and he'd like some of the kobold tea if you've got some to spare." Jade nodded to Arthur with a wink.


Arthur smirked back, then turned his friendly business smile on Ends. "I have a few, how many are you hoping for?"


"I was sent for two, but if you've a small one I can buy for myself, that would be a blessing," said Ends, looking nervous again. "I have coin for the two, but trade only for mine."


"He has nice minerals to trade," said Jade. "I'll vet the items."


"You'll make them into pigment, you mean," said Arthur with a grin. "All right, I can do that." He turned and bent low, grabbing three tins off the shelf and double-checking it was the right blend. "Two large tins for the community will be two silver each, but next time will cost less if you bring back the tins."


"Oh, that's so reasonable!" said Ends, surprised.


Arthur shrugged. "Everyone trades me fairly for the ingredients, so I try to do the same for my teas."


Ends produced four good silvers for his, and a trade-pouch filled with little crystal off-cuts and mineral odds and ends. Jade poked gleefully around and ended up with a smallish pile, then gave Arthur puppy eyes. "Give them enough tea for me to have all this?"


Arthur snorted, but swapped the smaller tin for a big one readily enough. "Here you go, if you agree that's fair?"


"Oh, that's more than fair," said Ends, sounding almost in awe. "You're both so generous and kind! I'll be sure to tell everyone how fairly you bargain."


"Jade just wants what they want," said Arthur with a chuckle, "and they know the value of my teas just as well as I do."


"You've taught me well," said Jade, giving Arthur a cheek-kiss over the counter, going up on tiptoes to do it.


Arthur chuckled and pushed them gently back onto their side of the counter. "You already had the knack, or Elys wouldn't adore you so."


"She really does adore them," agreed Ends, looking pleased to have something to contribute now that his purchases and trade bag were squirreled away. "Jade's a good egg."


"All right, so two weeks, same day and time," said Jade, getting a distant feeling of hungry from Ariadne, who was upstairs brewing as far as they knew. "I'll have sketches, and you'll have some mineral choices for me."


"I'll see you then," said Ends, sticking his hand out to shake.


Jade shook, watching him go, and then turned back to Arthur. "Shall I go get our poppet and some water, or will you lure her down?"


Arthur chuckled. "I'll lure, and I want tea, anyway. I'll send her a text to bring you water, though."


"Thank you, my darling," said Jade, coming around to kiss Arthur properly this time. "I'll put the kettle on, you reconcile your day a bit while it's quiet."


They puttered around together, the two of them now comfortable in each others' space, and waited for Ari to join them for a nice, quiet lunch.




Chapter 6


Arthur smiled widely as Pascal came in the door, pleased to see their friend. "You're early for dinner," he said, glancing at the windows and the sun still shining through them, though it was low and dim by this time of day. "Did you have business?"


"Yeah, some," said Pascal. They put a plastic bin on the counter and tucked their scooter beneath it, grinning their wire-toothed grin. Their hair had coils of colorful wire mixed in with the natural curls, too, and their clothing was mostly finger-woven plastics with more wire connecting the many small solar panels decorating it. They were, as far as Arthur could tell, looking casual today, not that he'd gotten the impression that formality was much of a cyber trait. "People sent orders, once I broadcast I was comin'."


"That's easy enough," said Arthur, letting Pascal open the bin and set out five small piles of objects, each with a piece of used plastic that had their list on it. Arthur began to gather the goods, though he couldn't always judge value for value with some of the things that cybers sent over.


"I've got a couple small batteries if anyone's short," said Pascal worriedly, when Arthur's face apparently did something strange.


Arthur chuckled. "Honestly, I just don't know what this is," he said, pointing to one pile of strange objects.


"Oh, them's data chips," said Pascal with a laugh. "We use 'em as change, sometimes? So we balance an equation by tossing in a chip, compile?"


"Oh, okay, so it's like a pile of small coins? That's more than fair," said Arthur. "You guys are here enough we'll pass them back." He hadn't really been worried, anyway, knowing Pascal was the one bringing the trades. Nothing was wildly out of balance, though he tossed hand balm into two of the orders as a bonus when they'd given pre-ground substances for Jade's endless pigment collection.


"No new data on Americans makin' trouble," said Pascal with a shrug.


Arthur shrugged. "There's been a little static, but nothing conclusive. We wanted to talk to you about installing a little cyber-security, though, for a nasty surprise."


"Positive!" said Pascal, grinning again. "Fortran'll 'preciate the credits."


"Your community has benefitted unexpectedly from our continued association," said Arthur, "as have we. It's a good connection."


"Good data goes both ways," agreed Pascal. "We've got a little bit of sniffles going 'round this year, so that'll be a start."


"Oh, sure. Send someone sick around, and I'll make sure I send back the right potion," said Arthur. He had a few that broadly dealt with cold and flu season as preventatives, but for treatment it was always better to use one of the specific ones.


"I got snot," said Pascal, pulling out a clear plastic container with a damp bit of cloth inside.


"That'll work. How many?" asked Arthur. He sent his magics into the container with a touch, hoping he wouldn't have to open or test it further. "Oh, that's just a cold, okay."


Pascal relaxed. "Seven now, plus Fortran wants preventatives."


"Those, I have plenty of," said Arthur. He'd been hoping to convince Pascal to take some for the good of his community, so things were working out well all around. "We made extra this year with you in mind."


"Terabytes!" said Pascal happily.


Arthur had kept working while they talked, starting a sixth grouping of potions for colds, and sending Ariadne a text to bring down the bin they'd assembled of winter preventatives for the cybers. "So tell me more about your security ideas, I only know what you've told me so far."


"Just bits," said Pascal with a nod. "We do stuff with light and motion detectors, I don't know if I'd put IR in here with the cat an' all. Motion we can rule him out, but he'll be a hot spot."


Arthur paused in front of the last order. "What's this item here?" he asked, pointing to a scribble on the board he couldn't decipher.


"Oh, they want that caffeine tea you made me," said Pascal after a moment. "I don't have the filename."


"Oh, the tea and maté mix," said Arthur, getting it off the high shelf. It wasn't popular in the witch's district, which moved at a slower pace, but they kept it around for personal use, and sometimes sold it to cybers. "Ari named it Quick Thinking."


"Quick Thinking, that compiles," said Pascal, eyes flashing for a moment as they did some uploading or downloading or whatever it was they did when connecting wirelessly to their networks. "All right, are we square here?"


"We're square on these orders," said Arthur, putting each order in the original bag or box with its list-chit. "Let me file this stuff away, and we can talk systems."


"Data pause," said Pascal. They went still and quiet, eyes flashing again with that strange inner glow as they did their own thing.


The shop stayed quiet long enough for Arthur to get everything filed, but then a half-dozen of his regulars all filed in together in a chattering group and Pascal moved to one side to let Arthur do business. The bin was lidded and stowed behind the counter for now, and he let himself concentrate on each person and their needs, as much as he ever could.


He traded away some more preventatives, every person choosing to take one when they were reminded it was that time of year, as well as a few ingredients and common unguents, nothing unusual or surprising. He got back in trade one truly precious item they were all splitting, and he gave the group a little credit on top so he wouldn't feel too guilty for hoarding.


He was very excited to have a new book for his library, though.


This one looked like a pre-Incident fantasy novel, something that Arthur could read and laugh at all the ways it got magic wrong, which was a strange sort of schadenfreude considering
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