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Description


In this sequel to To Hive and To Hold, we check back in with Arthur and Jade, meet some new friends, make some new magic, and watch a new romance catch fire.





Arthur: witch, apothecarist, tea-maker, and teacher.


Jade: sorcerer, tattooist, and Arthur’s non-binary lover.


Basil Vasan-Everleigh: part fae, part human, and entirely overlooked by his sorcerer family.


Rixt: dragon, patron, and a man of exquisite taste.





Dragons have a bone to pick with the sorcerers, and both parties require impartial negotiators. Arthur and Jade agree to speak on the dragons' behalf, and Basil's father volunteers him to speak for the sorcerers.





Arthur gets new clients for tea, new vendors for magical plants and ingredients, and Basil gets a whole new world that appreciates him for who he is. Rixt gets more than he bargained for, Jade gets to see his former enemies get what they deserve, and our heroes get a whole lot of happily ever after.
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Chapter 1

Arthur was up on the roof tending plants, basking in the bleed-off heat from the healing oak and its environmental spells. 




He was nearly done, and excited to see if the magical mint varietals would propagate, or if he'd be back to buying herbs from the grumpy old man who was the only local source for them. Something, or probably someone, pinged off his wards as they went into the shop, and Arthur paused to breathe in the flavor of them, fire and magic in a not-quite-familiar combination.




Arthur sent a thread of inquiry to Ariadne through the spell-bond formed when they called the celestial Queen bee for the new hive — they'd chosen to nurture it rather than let it fade. She sent back a gentle tug of 'come down here,' so Arthur used profligate spells to get the dirt off as soon as the last plant got its kiss of earth and sun and water from him. He took a moment at the bottom of the stairs to straighten his clothing and persona both before stepping out with a bland shopkeeper's smile firmly in place.




"Can I help you?" Arthur asked, stepping up and adding to his apprentice, "Did you put the kettle on, Ari?"




The new customer rode the gender line more precariously than anyone Arthur had met, not through obfuscation the way many did but by presenting refined elements of both. They had sharp edges and perfectly cut clothing, with jewelry enough to make a dwarf envious twining up slender limbs and pointed ears. It was the eyes that gave Arthur his final clue, just a hint of cat-slit in the pupil, and irises like molten gold.




"I seek tea. Are you Arthur?" they said, holding out a hand. "I'm Arace."




"I am Arthur, yes," he said, mustering his passive-for-now defenses as he briefly but firmly shook their hand, feeling a zing of snake scales and living fire lick against his senses. "I'm afraid I have to refer you to Rixt, however. He's our liaison with dragonkind."




Arace moved closer, practically slinking with seductive grace and laying a hand on Arthur's bicep. "Do I really have to go through all that trouble for one little tin of tea?" they asked.




Arthur let his smile sharpen. "I'm afraid so, yes. Rixt was very clear."




Arace pouted, moving back minutely, staying in Arthur's personal space enough for Arthur to feel the heat radiating off their slender body. "And just why does Rixt get to dictate to you, Arthur?"




"Because I let him," said Arthur serenely. He'd been uncomfortable at first with the idea that they were in any way Rixt's humans, but it had become clear as Rixt was around more that the dragon's protection was worth the slight loss of autonomy, since it only applied to dealings with other dragons. Of which this was their first. "He's our patron, and so we choose to comply with his requests because he's earned our trust."




Arace huffed, twin plumes of smoke, and Arthur could feel their magic heating up, rattling at the edges of his wards, not so much a test as a byproduct of annoyance. "It's so stupid! I just want some tea without having to go through all the tedious formalities, ugh."




Arthur felt it when Rixt crossed the threshold and sent Ariadne a little tendril of relief just to keep it from showing on his face.




"You're young. You'll understand the point of the formalities when you're older." Rixt strode right up and hooked an arm around Arace's waist. "Three tins, please, Arthur. One will be for our guest."




"You've got it," said Arthur, watching Arace melt into Rixt's embrace in a way he really didn't want to think too closely about. Especially since he'd seen all of Rixt's forms when he'd proudly shown off Jade's tattoo work. "Do we have enough made up?"




Ariadne nodded and pointed, letting Arthur get them down from where they were tucked away on a high shelf. They kept the dragon tea on hand for Rixt at his request, though so far he had yet to return a single empty tin; they'd ended up folding the price of new ones into what they charged him whenever he neglected to order ahead in bulk.




"Anything else?" asked Arthur, tucking Rixt's coins away in his waistcoat for now. "Will you stay for a cup from our stash?"




"Thank you, Arthur, I shall," said Rixt. "Arace may have one, as well, of course."




Arace let out a sound suspiciously like a purr, and Ariadne grabbed the teapot and got to making it, the kettle having boiled while they were having their very polite argument.




"Of course," said Arthur. "That's just courtesy." He added it more for Rixt's benefit than Arace's, to let him know that Arthur wouldn't refuse hospitality to a dragon, only their business.




Rixt's eyebrow twitched to show he'd heard the subtext. "So, Arthur, how is our roof project coming along?"




"Oh, you should come by later and take a look," said Arthur, letting his good cheer show through now that the drama had been averted. "Jade should be back then, too, I know they've been wanting to check in about your tattoos."




"His tattoos are amazing!" said Arace, body relaxed against the older dragon much like Meadowsweet did when he was happy with his humans. "He won't let us commission his artist yet, though."




"You're too young, you'd only molt the design off," said Rixt, but Arthur thought it sounded fond. "Maybe in 50 years. Jade should still be alive by then, or have an apprentice."




"How do you take your tea?" asked Ariadne, pouring out four cups, though she shorted herself a little; she wasn't a fan of the spice-heat in the dragon's blend.




"Just a little of Arthur's honey, please," said Rixt. "Have you harvested the new healing hive yet?"




"A few ounces, enough for potion experiments," said Arthur. "I probably won't have any for sale raw for at least a year." He took over adding things to the tea, using his enoughness charm for his own and Rixt's and then asking politely, "And yours, Arace?"




"Oh, how did you serve it to me at yours?" they asked, clearly having given up on anything resembling thinking in order to bask in Rixt's warmth.




"They'll take it like mine," said Rixt, amused, and Arthur fixed it appropriately before handing both cups over. Rixt lifted his drink and said, "To expanding your acquaintances."




"To new friends," said Arthur, amused. "Although I assume you're still going to be our intermediary for purchases?"




"You are correct," said Rixt. "Arace will be going home in a few days, anyway. They will enjoy your tea as a gift from me."




Arace pouted. "It would've been much cheaper for me to buy it." They cradled it in both hands and breathed in the steam before sipping, letting out a happy purr at the taste and two little puffs of steam from their nostrils.




Arthur looked amused. "I'm sure you can find a unique gift to give Rixt in return." He had been vaguely aware that his tea was becoming some kind of currency among the dragons, but now he understood — Rixt controlled the supply, and used it to bank future favors.




Arace draped themselves against Rixt as best they could with their hands full of precious tea. "Rixt never seems to appreciate what I have to offer."




Rixt kissed their forehead. "Perhaps you'll think of something I can still appreciate after you've left me to my lonely hoard," he said, and it was a gentle tease this time. He sipped his own tea and looked very pleased. "Did you add more spice to this batch?"




"Just a touch," said Arthur. "I've also found that the steeping time can really make or break the heat, Jade's enoughness charm is invaluable for that."




"Do they still sell them here?" asked Rixt, sounding resigned.




Arthur grinned. "They've had to take orders, the charms sell out too fast. How many will you want?" He gestured, and Ariadne pulled up the special order notebook.




Rixt laughed. "We'll discuss it when I drop by later. I can bring something for dinner, perhaps?"




Arthur smiled warmly; Rixt knew their dinners were only for friends, and had reacted accordingly the first time he'd been invited to stay, treating them as a privilege ever since. "That would be great, I'll let Jade know."




"I've got a date," said Ari, sounding genuinely regretful. She got along with Rixt, despite having no desire to be acquired any further than she had been already. Rixt had been perfectly happy with the change of residents in Jade's old apartment, saying that passing the lease on to family was a very draconic way of doing business. "Next time, though."




"Next time," said Rixt with a regal nod. He finished his drink and sighed. "We should go, pet."




Arace finished their tea with another happy purr and licked the bottom of the cup. "I love it when you call me that, sir."




Rixt gave a sensual chuckle and led the other dragon outside after perfunctory goodbyes, the tins tucked away in his clothing in his usual impossible manner. Ariadne and Arthur let out twin sighs of relief that turned into laughter.




"Well, that was completely disturbing," said Arthur, putting the kettle right back on while Ariadne took care of cleanup.




"Oh, thank the goddess, it wasn't just me," she said with another laugh. "They were so pretty but wow."




Arthur chuckled. "We were not the intended audience for that show, let's face it. They came here to get Rixt's attention and the tea was merely a means. Getting to keep some was just a bonus."




"Are you all done up there?" asked Ariadne, giving a significant glance to their vine-screened door.




"Done enough for now, yeah. I repotted all the mint. If you see Meadowsweet, get him to show you where to put it for optimal sun," said Arthur. "You can take the rest of the afternoon off if you do that, actually. Go get ready for your date."




"You're the best!" She gathered up a few things from behind the counter, and Arthur slipped her the coins from Rixt. "All in the stash?"




"Keep some for your date," said Arthur. They were doing better than ever, especially since many of their newer clients always paid in coin. Rixt made a point of it, for the tea; although Arthur had dropped a few hints about trade items, he had a feeling Rixt was saving those for the claw polish that Arthur was still perfecting. The professor who'd bought the Unseelie spider plants had become a regular, sending runners or coming by himself, generally with a colleague who just had to see their quaint little shop.




They'd even had a few elves in, looking for tea or synthetic gems or human-grown herbs. Jade and Arthur had been back to the markets a few more times, and word had spread from there.




Jade's contributions weren't anything to sneeze at, either, between the charms and the trade value of their tattoo work. It had only been two seasons, but Arthur was feeling very sleek and well-fed, both metaphorically and physically. His only regret was having allowed Jade to get the whole family addicted to dairy, but it wasn't a very big regret.




Ari sent him a wave of affection and vanished upstairs, her presence fading to a comfortable background hum of work and contentment.




Chapter 2


Basil's life was...boring, mostly. He felt his magic pulling at him, urging him to use it, but since it was decidedly not extraplanar in nature, his father disapproved. It wasn't like it was Basil's fault that fae heritage does what it wants. While his father was both a high-ranking sorcerer and Premier of the city of United London, and his sisters were poised to follow in their father's footsteps, Basil had ended up with powers that were decidedly more fae.





"I'm going out," said Basil, feeling restlessness sparking under his skin. "Don't marry me off while I'm gone!"





That was his new stressor -- after Basil survived his early schooling but failed to pass the tests to learn sorcery, his father had been skulking around with other high-ranking city and even country leaders in such a way that foreshadowed nothing good for his attractive son. Basil's sisters were all younger and far more normal, and it looked like Lisbet was going to follow in Ashok's footsteps as both sorcerer and politician.





That made Basil entirely superfluous. Even his mother was unlikely to naysay it, not after the last time he'd been caught partying at one of the illicit magic clubs, letting his power drift on the smoke and get everyone else high.





Basil sighed, and sent a whiff of that magic to one of his few real friends, another misfit like himself who sometimes partied at the same clubs. Orvideus had been trying to lure him in to try this new tea he'd commissioned, whatever that meant, and Basil thought he might shake right out of his skin if he had to stay in the stifling manor house for one more moment.





An air sprite found him on his way there with an invitation and chill, sweet kisses for his face and mouth, affection he enjoyed and returned with a trickle of his magic that made it giggle in delight. He found his pace picking up as he got to the street where Orvideus' shop was; the neighborhood was so much more earthy and natural that something inside him unwound and stretched like a happy cat finding a sunbeam.





He breathed in the scents of Orvideus' lair even more eagerly, wax and magic and the shores of a river Basil might never see. The chandler himself was waiting, and the kiss they exchanged was as much a meeting of like natures as anything else.





Orvideus was tall and slender, pale complexion and paler hair, elegant and otherworldly and ageless. He was gorgeous, too, high cheekbones and lush lashes, his hair a silken fall down his back. He wore slender black trousers, boots with more buckles than usefulness, and an elaborate elf-silk tunic that brought to mind bats and ravens and other dark, mysterious things.





"Basil, it's been too long," said Orvideus, "Arthur and Jade are here; you can finally meet them and try the tea Arthur's created for me."





Basil perked up; even more than the tea, he'd heard fascinating things about the mysterious up-and-coming Arthur and Jade. "I just knew I should visit today," he said happily. "Lead the way."





"As if you'd follow anywhere you don't want to go," teased Orvideus. They slipped into the back, where two humans sat talking. The affection flowing between them was as heady as the combination of their magics, earthbound witch and otherplanar sorcerer all wrapped in the delicious fog of Orvideus' underworld aura.





"You must be Basil," said Arthur, pronouncing it bay-zil like someone from the Americas. "I'm Arthur, he/him, and this is my Jade, they/them."





Arthur was whipcord lean, handsome in a differently ageless manner than Orvideus. His hair was dark and neat with just a hint of curl, and he wore dark clothing clearly made for him, shirt and slacks and a well-fitting waistcoat that showed off his slender waist. 





Jade, on the other hand, was broad and muscular, with a soft mouth an easy grin surrounded by scruff. They wore an equally bespoke black waistcoat that flared out over a patchwork witch's skirt in cool jade greens, with a silk shirt in a matching shade. There was something ineffably genderless about them that Basil's magic wanted to explore, clearly with masculine traits but also feminine in a way that made the skirt look natural instead of absurd.





"Arthur is an apothecarist, and Jade is a tattooist," said their host, sliding forward to pour before Arthur could get up to do it. Basil admired the liquid grace in his lean body, wishing he could let his own otherness shine through so beautifully.





"I'm Basil Vasan-Everleigh," he said, bowing with more politeness than he expected his father would show to either of these men.





"It's good to meet you," said Jade, bowing back the same amount, as did Arthur, who was watching Orvideus prepare their cups with amusement. "You're the Premier's boy, right?"





"The disappointment, in the flesh," said Basil, flopping into the chair. "I hear you're one of us, too, though. Dad wasn't thrilled when one of the most promising young graduates defected to the witches."





"Oh, we're all black sheep here," said Orvideus. "Not that Arthur will tell us about his family, but I've divined enough to know he's put an ocean between them for a reason."





Basil inhaled the steam off the tea and got not just the scent of herbs and real black tea, but hints of magic both in the ingredients and preparation. "What's this do?"





"This one just tastes good," said Arthur with a shrug. "I made another that helps with the club hangovers, but I wanted him to have one that's just for flavor."





Basil took a sip and hummed in pleasure at the mix of earthy tea and bright herbal notes that somehow reminded him of the smell of rain on dry earth. "There is magic here, though." He took another sip, and considered the play over all of his senses. "It's a blessing for peace and, hm, good energy?"





"Basil's fae nature makes his magic more like yours and mine than Jade's," said Orvideus, gesturing between himself and Arthur. "He goes clubbing with me sometimes, and lends his own high to the mix."





"Not that I can do that," said Arthur with a wry chuckle.





Basil shrugged. "You probably could, you're very powerful. You'd be putting intent in rather than letting your nature out, though."





"You'd get tired," teased Orvideus, clearly fond of his friends.





Arthur huffed good-naturedly. "I'll stick to my plants, thanks."





"Including his favorite Jade," teased the person in question, taking up Arthur's free hand for a kiss to the palm before they both went back to their treats.





Basil nibbled at one of the cakes, pleased to find that Orvideus had sprung for something from an otherworldly bakery. "You're spoiling me."





"You're easy to spoil," said Orvideus. "You'd do well lounging around all day as a pampered pet."





Basil sighed with perhaps more sincerity than he'd meant to show in front of two relative strangers. "At least then I'd be valued."





Surprisingly, those two strangers nodded sympathetically. Jade leaned back and said, "Shitty fathers all have the same shitty theme, huh?"





"We found our own value," said Arthur, looking not at Jade but at the gently steaming teapot.





Orvideus nodded to them, and Basil sighed, because it was the nod of professional to professional, and he hadn't had much chance to get good at anything but being pretty and fey.





Jade looked over at Basil with shrewd eyes and said, "Sometimes it helps if someone's there to show it to you."





"You're too magical not to be valued," said Arthur, shockingly blunt compared to the mazes of words that Basil normally had to wade through with his family. "And there's nothing wrong with a spoiled pet, is there, Meadowsweet?"





An actual pixie sat up from where it had been hiding in the curl of Arthur's hair and the curve of his scarf, yawning and stretching and showing its tiny teeth. It flew up and kissed Arthur's nose, then went over to Jade, and finally to Orvideus before surprising Basil by flying over to sit on his wrist and sniff at his teacup.





"That's Arthur's familiar," said Jade fondly. "He's been a wonderful addition to our little family, even the cat likes him."





"Ariadne likes him better now that he's clothed," said Arthur with the air of a well-worn joke.





The pixie was wearing actual tailored clothing, too, some kind of skirts and a wrap shirt that left its -- his -- wings and arms free.





"Meadowsweet, you said? Well met, then," said Basil, leaning in to press the gentlest of kisses on its downy-soft hair.





Meadowsweet giggled and flew a few happy loops before going back over to Arthur to, apparently, mug for candy. Arthur produced a bag of broken-up boiled sweets and gave a chip of it to the pixie, which was big enough to fill his tiny hands.





"He does some useful things, but mostly he's there to be adored and delightful," said Arthur, bringing the conversation back around. 





Jade smirked and added, "The key is in finding the person who's delighted by you and will adore you properly."





"I wouldn't mind having some kind of professional skill, too, though," said Basil thoughtfully. "I don't suppose Meadowsweet takes apprentices?"





They laughed, as they were meant to, but then Orvideus cocked his head and said thoughtfully, "I'm certain between us, we could find you a tutor, if that's what you wanted."





"Might be a witch, might be fae," said Arthur, looking thoughtful. "What's your magic actually like?"





"It's very sensual," supplied Orvideus, shooting Basil a wink. He made a motion with one hand, gliding just shy of touching his own front. "Slides through your subtle body like a caress."





"So, magic of the senses?" asked Jade, cocking his head.





"It's not like faerie glamour. Mother would've had a use for me if it was," said Basil dryly.





Arthur nodded knowingly. "You can do a lot with sex magic. It's not my area of expertise, but there's power there. Who do we know that's good at that kind of ritual?" He turned to Jade expectantly.





"That one elf mage, the one that made our window charms," said Jade. "I don't think they use sex magic, but we talked a little, and their process uses rituals to imbue the items. We could ask him about a tutor in fae sex magics, too. For that matter, you and I could give him the basics of casting and ritual, spell circles and runes and the like. Rixt, maybe, he's got sex coming out of his pores."





"Yes, your tasty friend," said Orvideus, practically purring. "Nothing like fire to get a lamplighter's spark going."





"Is he an elemental mage?" asked Basil curiously. Orvideus had never mentioned anyone by that name before.





"He's a fire dragon, youngling. He might want more than you're prepared to give," said Orvideus with a sigh.





Arthur shrugged. "He's always been good about letting us set our own boundaries. We can always ask when Basil's ready for that kind of tutelage." He turned to Basil with a soft smile. "What do you think, Basil. Want to learn some witchcraft?"





Basil realized he was smiling, his whole being filling up with a light he hadn't felt in ages -- hope. "I would love to, Arthur. Um, I can pay for lessons? I'm not sure I've got much of use to you for barter."





"Coin is fine, kitten, never fear," said Jade, already looking fond. "Orvideus, do you know the going rate?"





"I'll ask around," said Orvideus, looking very pleased to have been asked. "Basil can afford it."





"I wasn't worried," said Arthur. He took a sip of his tea and sighed. "If you're paying, it means we can structure the lessons around you, instead of making you do things that are useful to me and learn your own magic along the way."





"Jade should take him shopping for a reference text," said Arthur. "I get too covetous if I'm allowed into the uptown book shops, and they don't take honey and potions in trade."





"I'll keep an eye out for your list, darling," promised Jade. "Unless your father will have something basic on runic circles and symbology?"





Basil sat back, realizing he'd been basically on the edge of his seat. He cradled his teacup and thought about his father's library, and whether he'd be allowed to borrow from it. "He might. I can look. Borrowing the books will at least confuse him, if nothing else."





Arthur chuckled, but it was friendly, sympathetic rather than snide. "Jade knows the texts so they'll help you there. That's not how I learned. You'll need some blanks for notes, an herbal and a spell book, and probably something for doing exercises. I can get some from my source for you, but you're probably used to more refined things."





"I'll see. I have some drawing things, that's considered a proper hobby for someone destined to be a trophy husband," said Basil wryly. "I wouldn't mind a witchy notebook or two, though."





Arthur looked pleased by that. "I'll see what I can drum up, then. It'll fold into your lesson price, as will any materials we need."





"Sex magic isn't big on pricey materia," said Jade. They gave Arthur a sly look and added, "You'll teach him to make the good lube?"





Arthur rolled his eyes. "There's several kinds specifically suited for ritual sex, which we'll learn to make all of," he said, clearly mostly bantering with his lover. He looked at Basil and said, "Never use potions from someone you don't trust, especially as part of a ritual."





"That's why you'll teach me to make my own," said Basil, aware that he must seem hopelessly sheltered. "Don't worry, I might not know anything about witchcraft, but I know a lot about backstabbing bastards. And sex, for that matter."





Orvideus chuckled wickedly. "That you do, little kitten."





"Really, are we using kitten now? I don't think that needs to happen," said Basil, drawing himself up and using his best bitchface.





Jade giggled, which almost ruined it, but Arthur nodded. "We wouldn't if you don't like it, but Jade will find something. It's his way."





"Also, I've known Basil since he was far too young for the clubs," said Orvideus. "He knows I would never send him into the witch's hut without trusting that the witch won't eat him up."





Jade smirked. "Of course not. Our relationship isn't open like that."





Arthur rolled his eyes, but he teased right back, sending the conversation careening off topic and around to a dozen other things before they were done with their visit. They made sure Basil knew how to contact them before taking their leave, Arthur's little pixie flying over for another kiss before he would let them go.





"I'm glad Meadowsweet likes you," said Orvideus, once they were gone. They were standing out in the shop itself now, and Basil breathed in the heavy air that lingered there, a mixture of magics and wax, smoke and herbs, all lightened to breathable by the air and fire sprites that Orvideus befriended. "They trust Arthur's familiar where they might be dubious about you otherwise."





"I think they trust you, too," said Basil, snuggling up for a proper hug. The two of them weren't lovers, though they'd tried it on a few times when no one at the clubs appealed more than each other. Still, Orvideus felt good hugging and holding him, strong in body and magic, older and steadier in a way that quieted Basil's inner anxiety. "And you trust them?"





"I do. Arthur was a good person before he found Jade, but the two of them bring out the best in each other." Orvideus kissed his forehead, eyelids, cheeks, mouth, and the tip of his nose, a tease and a blessing and a sweet affection all in one. "His apprentice is pretty much ready to graduate to Master, so he'll have the experience and time to take good care of you."





"At least up until the sex bits," said Basil with a wry chuckle.





Orvideus shrugged. "Humans are like that," he said. "They'll find you a fae, or you'll try out their dragon. Just don't let him keep you unless you're ready, hm?"





Basil snorted. "As if I'm precious enough to be some dragon's treasure." In truth, he thought he'd rather enjoy that life. A pampered pet, indeed, but one beloved and valued. Dragons took exceptional people to be their treasures, the great beauties and great minds, however. Not black sheep sons with nothing to offer.





"You're more than your father has led you to believe you are, Basil. Don't let him ruin your future, too," said Orvideus, firm with a touch of regret.





Basil kissed his mouth softly. "I'd be much worse off without you, you know. Don't blame yourself for not being able to make my dad less of an asshole."





Orvideus chuckled. "All right, poppy. Now, you go on. I've whiled away my entire afternoon and I still have work to do."





"And you never let me watch, even though we proved you can't entrance me." Basil wasn't upset this time, though he'd pouted in the past about being kicked out while his friend worked. He hugged Orvideus tighter, then stepped back and straightened his clothing, making sure he looked every inch the spoiled uptown boy. "I'll get in touch with Arthur about lessons. It's what I've been needing."





"Good," said Orvideus. "And visit more often! You're worth working late for."





Basil laughed and promised, and they finally made their farewells as another air sprite swooped in with a message for the chandler. He felt worlds better, more than he'd ever expected, now that he had hope and a plan for the future.




Chapter 3


Arthur nearly jumped out of his skin when there was a knock, not on the door or even a window, but coming from under the shop floor. It had been over a week since their tea with Orvideus, and Arthur had half forgotten his promise to teach Basil, which meant he'd also forgotten that he'd sent a message to the kobolds about paper. He went over to the hidden trapdoor, saying the set-spell required to allow it to open from his side; the kobolds would have already done the one on their side, a kind of magical double lock that kept it from being a security risk to either of them.





Two heads popped up rather than the expected one, and Arthur was surprised to realize one of the sewer goblins had come along. His kobold acquaintance, Berchtwald, had pale pink-toned skin and deep red hair in an intricate braid that set off giant, wide eyes the green of new leaves. He had a lithe, flexible build that was well-adapted to the underground lifestyle, and wore a loose shirt and trousers with a long waistcoat covered in pockets and pouches.





The goblin was smaller and had skin in a surprising deep plum with a shock of periwinkle hair that reminded Arthur of Meadowsweet. His eyes were just as big and a lovely golden color, but his body was much more stocky and strong than Berchtwald's, with broad, callused hands and a low center of gravity. His clothing was similar, though instead of boots he went barefoot and had broad feet with tufts of periwinkle hair on each extra-long toe.





Arthur held his hand out to help them up the last few steps one at a time. "Berchtwald, it's good to see you. Who's your friend?"





"Arthur, this is the head of our local sewer goblin brigade, Crisiant. She's got news about the sorcerer/dragon problem, and I told her I knew an upsider with a dragon connection." Berchtwald grabbed Arthur's step stool and went to the counter to start spreading out his samples.





"Well met," said Arthur, holding out his hand and mentally apologizing for thinking she was a he, though not all the fae species showed gender outwardly at all, let alone the same way humans did.





She grinned. "Let's hope so, upsider. You've been a good customer, anyway, never scrimping or stinting us." Arthur paid for the privilege of disposing of his wastewater like everyone in the district, with gemstones or coin as he had it, and very rarely barter.





"And I shall continue to be so, especially now that we've got a bigger household," Arthur replied. "If you'd like to snag that other stepladder, we can talk at the counter? I've got a number of tea varietals and would be happy to make us a pot."





"We want to try the dwarf tea," said Berchtwald, grinning. "Then we can tell you what's wrong with it so you can make a version for our folk."





"Gladly," said Arthur. "You can each get your own, if you like. I take trade goods, coin, and of course the ongoing services can be bartered for tins of tea." He wasn't a big fan of the dwarf blend, which was too mushroomy and earthy for his taste, but he'd found that a bit of lemon brightened it up considerably. Now that they had so many strange and interesting customers, he kept a dish of lemon slices under a preservation charm, as well as a few other possible additives for their many varying tastes.





Arthur went around the counter and put the kettle on, sending light threads of curiosity-interest to Jade and Ariadne that also caught Meadowsweet just coming out of a nap with the eyelights. He had one of his nests over in their dim nook, and they seemed to all enjoy the company when he'd worn himself out tending the plants or entertaining the customers.





Arthur got out three full-size cups and Meadowsweet's tiny one, waiting to see if the pixie wanted milk, honey, or juice for its treat.





"We got more company coming?" asked Crisiant, looking as though she were deciding whether to be offended about the pixie-sized cup or not.





Arthur smiled, getting out their sample tin of dwarf tea and the customer pot. "My familiar; he's a pixie."





Meadowsweet came over, wearing one of his new spring outfits of airy petal-layered skirts in all the shades of a marigold, with his stocking-wool wrap in its lovely pale green. He flew up to kiss Arthur's cheek and land on his shoulder, snuggling up happily and sending Arthur his craving for honey with coconut milk in it.





Arthur chuckled and kissed his hair. "Coming up in a moment, dear," he teased, though he also passed a shard of boiled sweet up to tide Meadowsweet over.





"Will you want anything in your tea?" asked Arthur, once the pot was brewing and the enticingly open tin set out for them to smell. He got busy putting honey and coconut milk in Meadowsweet's cup, using a bit of magic to get the small quantities out without a mess.





Arthur was so attuned to the enoughness charm's little nudges by now that he didn't even bother to set a tea timer anymore.





"What does Aimwelle take?" asked Berchtwald, picking up the tin to smell and making an interested noise, then handing it off to Crisiant.





"They add their own mineral powder," said Arthur with a shrug. "I don't have that here, I'm afraid. I've got lemon, a few different kinds of milk, and honey."





"Are we out of mermaid sugar already?" asked Ariadne, coming down from the lab now that she'd gotten her work to a stopping point.





Arthur shook his head. "No, I keep forgetting we have it. Put the kettle on again if you like."





"I always want tea," said Ariadne. "Jade will want some, too, when they get done with this batch of charms."





"Let's do the ginger peach," said Arthur, relaxing now that he wouldn't be obliged to drink mushroom tea. "I need you to convince me it's worth trading for dried peaches out of season."





"Jade will do that for me," teased Ariadne.





"Ariadne is my Apprentice, almost ready to be a Master in her own right," said Arthur, turning back to his guests. "Ari, this is Berchtwald and Crisiant."





"I've met Brecht before," said Ariadne, using the kobold's nickname. "He's been working up those cycle calendars for me."





Arthur nodded. "Right, sorry. That's one of the last bits of her Mastery project."





"She's doin' lady stuff?" asked Crisiant, eyebrows going up. "But you're all mainly human up here still?"





"We're expanding," said Ariadne. "I've got an elf working with both of us for fertility stuff, and there's been a few other interested parties in the neighborhood."





"Mostly her," said Arthur, pouring the now-brewed tea. "I'm only involved in the fertility candles that have to be made by a man."





"You do more nonhumans than I do now," said Ariadne, bumping his shoulder lightly enough not to splash the tea. "Dragons and Lampas and dwarves, greenteeth and elves and a bunch of interesting fae."





Crisiant made a considering noise. "Welladay, perhaps this will come to more than gossip after all." She picked up her tea and blew out a breath of magic to cool it to drinkable temperatures, then sipped and made a considering noise. "Not bad for all it's very dwarfy."





Brecht followed suit and then made a face. "Oh, it's got those blackfoot mushrooms I never did like."





"It does, yes," said Arthur. "I can make you a custom batch now that I know you're interested, though. Did you want a different cup?"





"Try lemon," said Crisiant. "He eats my lemon chicken with 'em in."





At Brecht's nod, Arthur squeezed in a bit of lemon, already de-seeded thanks to Meadowsweet's clever fingers. "I find that helps for me, though I don't think I'm going to call any mushroom tea a favorite."





"We'll give you some different ones to try," said Crisiant, clearly committed to getting her own tin now. "Now, are you the one that's got an in with some dragon?"





"No, that's my Jade," said Arthur, unable to keep the fondness out of his voice. "Or, well, I guess it's all of us, but Jade did Rixt's tattoos and has a shop in his building."





"Am I going to need to call him, petal?" asked Jade, slipping through the doorway and over to lean on the customer side of the counter.





"Let's find out," said Arthur. "Crisiant has news, and of course you know Berchtwald, your new favorite sketchbook maker." Arthur had been pleased when the two of them had hit it off, not to mention figuring out a paper that Jade adored for their watercolor studies.





"We're working on another paper for you, too, for more permanent pieces," said Berchtwald, saluting them with the adulterated tea and taking a sip.





"Well met and may the waters flow," said Jade, settling in to await their own cuppa from Ari. "I will be very happy to pay you for it if it's as good as we both hope."





"So." Crisiant set her cup down authoritatively. "We also harvest in the sewers under the sorcerer's hill, though they pretend they're too good to bargain for it. Somehow the correct coins make it down a drain every season, though."





Ariadne served up tea but chose to stay silent, though Arthur knew she'd be paying as close attention as any of them.





"Sounds like them," said Jade, shaking their head. They'd grown comfortable with the idea that they were no longer affiliated with those uphill. Most everyone was happy to go along with it, especially since they'd had Alsatia alter their cloak and spent their winter evenings re-embroidering it with their own design of spells and decoration together. "I take it gossip also filters down?"





"Aye. We've gathered enough to be certain that some of the human-dragon conflicts are deliberate, trying to provoke some kind of backlash or censure. They're hoping it'll extend to all magical folk, too, but it seems that's not their main focus." Crisiant looked extra annoyed at that, clearly finding this an extremely personal affront. "Always gotta control instead of working with magic, that lot."





"I'm very happy to have grown out of that," said Jade, nodding. "I was already headed that way, and being with Arthur has taught me how to get what I want in a way that makes everyone happy, even extraplanar and supernatural entities."





"We've heard," said Brecht with a smirk. "All the otherworldly sprites 'round here have a crush on you now, it's embarrassing."





Jade blushed adorably. "Well, erm, good, I guess?"





Arthur chuckled. "All right, so the sorcerers are being assholes on purpose," he said. "Is there something specific for us to pass on?"





Crisiant smirked. "Yeah, I guess there's some talks coming up? So they're trying to sabotage them, for now by insisting on new representatives for both sides, but there's some plans for poisoning the wine with control spells, to get some of the dragons to attack and ruin their cred. Something about some artifacts or something in the dragon lands, but we couldn't get the details. Those crews can't loiter long, magic waste's gotta be handled fast and right or it's real trouble."





"I'll bet," said Ariadne, making a face. "Arthur made me learn how to neutralize all my early mistakes before dumping them."





"And it's much appreciated," said Crisiant cordially, nodding acknowledgement and clearly already in the know about Arthur's habits. "Arthur's a paragon about most things, though he uses a lot of water for such a small household."





Arthur shrugged. "Plants, potions, people. Lots of uses for it, and I bargain fairly."





"The river spirits also like you," said Berchtwald. "Apparently that water altar you have seeps back into the pipes, giving the river a taste of human magic that it enjoys."





"I like the balanced runoff better, and Jade's new water feature tastes nice, too." Crisiant downed the last of her tea and smiled when Arthur poured her another cup without asking. "We'll be keeping an ear up for more, but it seemed like their kind wouldn't bother much about who got hurt by their tricks."





"They would not," said Jade. "Thank you, Crisiant. Arthur, I'm going to go contact Rixt. You'll handle our paper order, right?"





Arthur chuckled. "I was handling them for years before you got here, go on." He got a kiss goodbye and turned back to his guests as Jade slipped out the door. "Will you two want to talk about teas today, also, or just the paper?"





"I can't stay," said Crisiant. "I'll send some tasting notes back up with Brecht when he delivers, or come myself if there's more news." She seemed satisfied about something, settled now that her duty was done and she'd been taken seriously. "I don't suppose you'd part with that last cup of tea?"





"If you've got a vessel, sure," said Arthur. "Brecht is clearly not a fan." The kobold had drunk over half now, but it was clear he was doing it more out of habit than desire to taste any more of the blackfoot mushrooms.





Crisiant produced a charmed sphere with some interesting runes on it, to keep the contents fresh and their ideal temperature in a different way than the spells Arthur used. He made no bones about examining it as he filled it, handing it back with a grin. "If you make these larger or pixie-sized, I'd be interested."





"We get them from our cousins," said Crisiant, "but I could see to sourcing you a few. I'll float it downriver and find out the cost for you."





Arthur nodded. "Thank you again for taking the time to warn us. We'll keep you posted, too." He handed the small pot off to Ariadne, who dumped the brewed ingredients and cleaned it with both a water rinse and a spell before putting the kettle to heat a third time.





Crisiant hopped down and vanished under the floor with a wave and a grin, her hair gathering the light and making her look more like a will-o-wisp than anything a hungry beast might find edible.





"I'd like some nettle tea for my second round, the one Arthur makes for Cora, please," said Brecht, handing the last of his own cup off to Arthur happily.





Arthur did the cleansing on that one himself, as well as the one Crisiant had used, then settled in for a nice chat about paper, books, students, and tea. Brechtwald was always a delight to chat with, even if he was reticent about his personal life. They'd never become friends the way Rixt or Pascal had, but Brecht was another of the many things Arthur liked about life here in the witch's district.




Chapter 4


It took eleven days for Basil to get fed up enough, and brave enough, to send a letter to the witch, Arthur. As he often did, he'd told himself his family wasn't so bad and his father could learn to appreciate the man he'd become.





If only his father wasn't so good at destroying that particular illusion.





To Arthur, he wrote, and then he paused and considered his words, and the future he wanted. He flicked the wet ink away with touch of his own power, feeding it to the spirits that often lingered around his room. He started over.




Dear Arthur,




It was refreshing to meet you and your partner, Jade. Orvideus speaks so highly of you, it was good of you to accept me as I am rather than lament over what I am not.




If the offer of lessons is truly open, and not just a promise made for form's sake, I would very much like to take you up on it. Father has never been good at caring enough where I go to keep me on a tight leash, so it should be no problem to work with your schedule.




Please let me know what you wish me to bring for payment, whether coin or something else.




Your hopeful student,

Basil Vasan-Everleigh





Basil sent out a little curl of his heady power to attract a suitable sprite, trying his best to rein it in so the little thing wouldn't get too drunk on his magic. It giggled and took a kiss as payment, and a few sips of his water to cool itself from the heat of his magic. Basil folded his letter into a little origami candle and gave it to the sprite, whispering the recipient to it with a warm breath.





It giggled and did a few loops in the air, catching up the letter-candle and then swirling it around once more for good measure. Then it giggled again, and sped off out a window, taking Basil's hopes with it.





He sighed and flopped back against the bed, contemplating whether he wanted to be good and dress for this afternoon tea his father was hosting or not. On the one hand, it would be full of prospective suitors chosen by his father, who neither knew nor cared what Basil wanted in a man, and barely allowed that it would have to be a man at all. On the other hand, getting in his father's good graces today would give him more leeway later to shop for supplies and be absent during his lessons.





Basil took a deep breath, stood, shedding his silken robes, and let the gathering sprites crowd around him for a taste of his skin and the power that rose off him like perfume. He headed for the bathing pool and let himself sink into its warm embrace, letting luxury help bring his defenses back up so his heart would be properly armored as he made the rest of himself presentable for society.





Scented soaps and warm water served to wash away his father's disdain and get the smell of it from his nose. Air sprites were delighted to dry his dark hair into soft waves, artlessly falling to frame his lovely face and sharp green eyes, just as water sprites drank every drop from his skin rather than let him wander wet into his dressing room. He found silk and velvet to wrap like armor, keeping to the height of fashion without being too over the top for the kinds of men his father associated with.





He'd envied Jade their beautiful skirts, though more for the glorious riot of color than the feminine style. He was wearing robes of deep, subdued green with crisp white linen for the shirt, and an even darker green for his trousers. A velvet vest with a secret corset-back made his waist look divine, the beautiful elven embroidery on it considered a fashionable indulgence even in its brighter greens.





Basil wore house-shoes made to match and completed the look with a modest amount of complementary jewelry, a gold watch with its chain for the vest, small malachite earrings that dangled like raindrops, and a ring of power his father had reluctantly bestowed upon him for his majority. Its power was very minor, but such rings were still expensive, either in gold to buy, or power to craft one's own.





He looked himself over in the mirror critically. His black hair fell artfully around his face, the curls tamed to waves by his friends. He put a touch of balm on his lips and then added kohl around his eyes, just enough to make them look huge and vulnerable. He gathered his courage, told the sprites not to follow, and swanned into his father's drawing room basically on time.





"Basil, so good of you to join us," said his father, almost sounding sincere.





"I couldn't refuse such prestigious company," said Basil, smiling at the gathered men, none of whom were anything less than two decades older than him. "Will you introduce me?"





"This is my son, Basil," said Ashok, gesturing unnecessarily for Basil to sit at his right hand, the empty spot usually reserved for one of the more favored children. As he went around the table, each man stood and bowed or stayed sitting and nodded as was their wont, little insights into the way they might treat him as a husband that he was sure his father didn't care about at all.





The servers came in and began to pour tea, followed by a second wave with silver towers of sweet and savory treats. It was a ridiculous waste of money and energy, as far as Basil was concerned, but the men were all appropriately impressed. Conversation largely swirled on without Basil, though he got a few questions here and there, mostly about his schooling (disappointing), ambitions (nonexistent), and prospects (dismally all in this room).





Except Arthur, and Orvideus, and the promise of something new, something he could choose for himself.





That helped Basil relax into the false charm he'd learned at his mother's knee, and perfected once it was clear his magic wasn't the kind his father wanted. He'd left his shirt open to display his throat enticingly, the dangle of his modest earrings drawing the eye to the slender column of his neck, the sharpness of his cheekbones. He smiled and laughed and showed that he'd been paying attention, that he understood the business and politics they'd been discussing better than they expected.





"Not that it's something I'll need to worry about," said Basil, adding a soft, sweet chuckle at the end by sheer force of will. "It's not like the dragons are going to care about me, either way."





"It makes you a more neutral party, though," said a sharp-faced sorcerer with magic that reached out for Basil like a creepy old man copping a feel at a party. "You're much more clever than you seem, aren't you?"





Basil shot his father a look of venom-laced adoration. "I couldn't be a sorcerer, so I tried to learn what I could to help Father."





His father coughed away whatever reaction he had to that statement. "You've always done your best," he lied, face pleasant enough if you didn't know him well.





"Now, Ashok, what if we got him onto the negotiation committee? A show of faith, sending your beloved child in to meet with the beasts," said a different sorcerer, this one rounded and self-contained except for the prickles of magic that kept everyone at a distance. "We can coach him on what to say, what to give up and how to frame these...unfortunate incidents."





Ashok Vasan, Premier of United London and doting father to two successful sorcerers, smiled a shark smile and looked at his first and least favorite child. "That sounds perfect, Professor Grant. And it will give you time to get to know him better, should you wish."





Basil smiled back, blandness covering his inner panic. "Of course I'm happy to help, father," he said, pretending they had bothered to ask him. "I shall have to go shopping, though. My wardrobe is fashionable for everyday, but not nearly good enough to impress a dragon."





"Of course, of course. Put it all on account, and get some gold from your mother, she's got plenty of petty cash." Ashok waved his hand.





"I'll go do that now, I can tell you have more important things to discuss than my choice of shoes," said Basil sweetly. He'd eaten here and there, but he preferred the street food he could get in the magical shopping districts to the bland fare that Ashok felt made him look aristocratic.





"Go on," said the sharp-faced sorcerer, his magic receding and, thanks to Basil's own fae nature, unable to leave hooks behind. "We'll meet in a few days to discuss the role you'll be playing."





"Of course, sir. It was good to meet you all," said Basil, standing and giving an effete little bow before swanning back out and over to his mother's solar.





His shuddered off the lingering sense of them as his sprites crowded back around him. They soothed him with the feel of air and water and fire and earth, he in turn feeding them wisps of magic. He could easily spare it, as there was nothing else he had to use his power for here at home.





His mother barely bothered to take note of him, other than handing off her own shopping purse and telling him to spend it all if need be, since it was Ashok's business.





Basil went to his rooms to change into something more suitable for going out, smiling all the way, sharp as a knife to his father's ribs.
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