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He could hear the merchant cart somewhere in the distance, its old wooden wheels cracking against the gravel, sticks snapping under its weight. The smell of herbs and spices rattling around in jars wafted past Teo’s nose, making his face screw up at the stench.

For any human they wouldn’t even smell it yet, but for Teo, a bunched up handful of lavender or sage jammed into a tiny jar is a strong enough scent to reach him, even at his current distance. It didn’t help that the wind was blowing in his direction as well, blowing it over to him. Sometimes he wished he could cut his nose off or plug it and never smell anything ever again, but it was rare that he smelt anything so strong, so he would wait for it to pass and hope that it wouldn’t happen again anytime soon.

He could hear the cart getting closer, he turned his head towards the sound, his dark hair tickling his cheek, each curl tipped a light grey. He realised the merchant was closer than he thought, and the different smells were becoming stronger.

This part of the woods wasn’t used very often, it was empty, most things echoed, and it usually smelt of pine from the trees and the scents of various creatures inhabiting them. Occasionally travellers came through smelling of booze and leather and sometimes, but less often, merchants and salespeople of a specific variety would wander through on their way to the small town by the western shores.

As far as Teo knew, the town, Dunwich, didn’t have much to offer. Its people quiet and reserved, never bothering or being bothered, and there wasn’t much else beyond as the town nestled between the large eastern forest Teo called his home, and the lifeless shoreline further west. He only knew one person there and rarely visited.

The only merchants that ever seemed to head that way were desperate ones or well paid ones. The men were mostly those looking for a woman to spend the night with, and needing somewhere far enough away that the gossip wouldn’t reach their wives.

Teo wondered how any of them even got married in the first place as most were dishevelled men, balding, sweaty, and generally unkempt. Those poor wives, he often thought.

This merchant didn’t have a scent like those men though, this merchant smelt feminine, and like all of the herbs and spices she was carting around. Her cloaks, though, they smelt like sour fruit and vinegar, like she had been swimming in a jar of sweet pickles. There was something else beyond the sour, something Teo couldn’t name as it was something unfamiliar to him. Whatever it was, he didn’t get the chance to figure it out as the cart suddenly came rolling over and down the hill, straight towards Teo.

It rolled on the dirt road hitting a rock every now and then which caused it to change directions. The jars rattled around and some tied up herbs were flung off as the wheels wobbled and struggled to stay attached.

Teo tried to manoeuvre out of the way as the cart barrelled towards him, and reached a hand out to grab it and slow it down. One of the wheels caught the edge of a rock and the whole wheel popped off in front of him, but not before his grip on the cart landed him on the ground next to it.

He sat up, dusted his jacket off, and then stood and dusted his pants off. How heavy is that cart? He wondered, feeling silly for having been dragged down by its weight.

The sour smelling lady hobbled over the hill looking more angry than upset, appearing much older than Teo would have guessed. What he had thought was that she smelt like a middle aged woman, what she looked was a hundred. She was short and hunched, using a thick spiralled stick to carry most of her weight, and her hair resembled big bunches of white straw, hanging around her shoulders and reaching a little past her collarbones. Her face was old and sunken, but she had piercing eyes that were unlike any Teo had ever seen. The whites of her eyes remained still and solid, and her pupils dark and flickering between shades of deep blues and greens, like they couldn’t decide which colour to be. They were almost hypnotic.

She huffed her way slowly over to the cart, the wheel that had come off had almost splintered but seemed sturdy enough for Teo to put it back on and for it to carry the weight of the cart. He hoped. The woman picked up jars as she walked over, Teo thought to help but she didn’t seem to be struggling despite the walking stick suggesting otherwise. By the time Teo decided he should probably still help, she caught up to him; out of breath and unable to talk. While he waited for her to calm herself, he took the jars from her and put them back in the cart, he pulled the covers back down over the canopy and tied them to a few nails placed haphazardly right above the wheels, sealing everything in tightly so they wouldn’t run off again.

“Thank you,” the woman said, her voice not quite matching her exterior. She looked wild and untamed and wrinkly, but her voice was smooth and low and calm. She said nothing else.

Teo didn’t know what to say after that, and the woman stood there with her walking stick digging holes into the ground. Eventually she spoke again. “Well, are you going to help an old lady to that town over there or was that your one good deed already done for the day?”

Teo blinked at her, hoping his shock was subtle.

“Oh, uh, of course. Sorry.” He went to take over the handles and she slapped his hands away.

“Push from the back, the cart is stuck in the mud.”

He looked at the other side of the cart, noticing for the first time that the cart was indeed stuck in mud. He’d put the wheel on the left side without paying any attention to the right. He walked around to the back and put his hands on the chunk of wood on the base and lifted slightly, giving the whole cart a little nudge. The wheel fought back a bit but eventually gave up and the cart moved forwards out from the mud. The woman pulled it a little so it didn’t get stuck again and then waited for Teo to come back and take the handles.

“Uh, I’m Teo.” He felt small, and inferior. This old woman was so blunt and peculiar, and he didn’t socialise enough to know how to speak to her. He thought about how he definitely needed to go to town more so he didn’t feel like an idiot around old ladies in the future.

“Vaila. Now hurry up.” He nodded, flattened his lips together, and pushed on.
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She bent down, her warm knees sinking into the cool, soft dirt leaving comfortable imprints behind. Her wings; tall, wide, and colourful, folded behind her. She lifted them high so the blue feathers on the bottom didn’t get muddy from dragging on the ground. Getting kind of heavy now, she thought. Or I’ve just become more out of shape.

She reached out, the colour of her hands a rich mahogany, each finger tipped with short but sharp talons that she kept polished and neat. She picked the vibrant flowers from the ground around her and placed them in a tiny jar she brought with her so she could take them home to join her ever-growing collection.

She stood up and brushed the dirt from her knees and her legs, thankful her clothes never got dirty. 

As a Harpy, Aminata didn’t feel the temperatures in the same way humans did. She lived in Dunwich where it was cold most of the year and was thankful she didn’t notice it. It meant she could dress in the types of clothes that fit her properly, which was a struggle being that she was the only Harpy here and so all of the clothes were never a good fit. She had shorts and a cropped top made by a friend, both loose blue and orange fabrics that wrapped around her like bandages. Most of her wardrobe was the same because the cloth wrapped around her in a way that allowed for her wings and her tail to fit. The shorts stopped just under where her tail began, and the top hung low enough on her back that her wings were untouched. She did have to pull her top on feet first but that didn’t bother her, and the materials were soft and comfortable and she was glad she had any clothes at all.

Aminata’s feet, equipped with talons like her hands, and slightly thinner than her human counter-parts, had the same human-like texture that the rest of her body had. An even chestnut colour from top to toe, her large feathered wings sprouted from her upper back like a spring flower, a gradient of orange to white to blue. Her feathery tail hung low from her tail bone, sharing the same colours with a touch more orange in them. She loved how dark her skin was and how bright and colourful her feathers were. Bright colours looked good on her, as long as she kept her feathers mostly clean.

She didn’t try to keep her tail clean, it was far too hard as it dragged on the ground everywhere she went. Yet her wings were her pride, they were the things that kept her comfortable on all of those cold, lonely nights in the street after she was left alone. Their vibrant colours were the only thing she had to be proud of, the thing that allowed her to work in her tiny town, delivering goods to nearby towns and villages. Her wings not only kept her cozy, but they also got her out of bad situations and gave her her freedom. She did everything she could to keep them bright and presentable, even if no one around her understood or cared.

She left the little patch of flowers at the edges of Dunwich and wandered through the streets towards her home, that sat almost in the centre of town. It was modest, it was small, and in some parts hard to manoeuvre with her wings, but it was hers and she was glad she had a place of her own. She didn’t miss sleeping in the street at night. The town was kind to her, it always had been, but most houses couldn’t fit her even without her wings. Families were too large and had no beds or space available to accommodate her. She never held it against the people of Dunwich, they certainly didn’t owe her anything as a child, but when the day came that she could offer her services to the town and finally make a living, Dunwich welcomed her, and she was forever grateful.

Aminata put the jars of flowers on a little table in her kitchen, next to several more jars from the previous few days. She had had a busy week and didn’t get time to take them out to dry, so they sat in the now humid and wet jars, not at all usable for her body adornments she liked to make. She opened the jars and tossed them out the back window, and her eyes caught on something moving through the town.

She watched as an old lady with a big wooden cane walked awkwardly next to a cart, on her way through the middle of town. The other side of town didn’t have much, it was mostly inns and a couple of houses. All of the shops were on Aminata’s side. The old lady must have been selling before and now looking for somewhere to stay the night. Her cart was big but not so big it needed a horse or anything to pull it. It looked light enough for a person, but the canopy was covered and Aminata couldn’t see what she was selling, she did smell something herb-y, though.

Then, as she was watching the woman from her kitchen window, the back wheel popped off and the cart fell side-ways, jars falling out and hitting the cobblestone road with a big rattle. Aminata quickly dropped her own jars on her kitchen bench and rushed out her front door towards the woman and the broken cart.

Aminata got to the cart and there was already someone else helping the woman put the wheel back on, his back towards her as he knelt on the ground. That must have been who was pulling the cart, she thought.

She tucked her wings behind her so they were out of the way and not dragging on the road, and then the person who had put the wheel back on stood up and turned around. She had suddenly forgotten all about the cart and what she came here for, her new focus was on him.

He had dark hair, each curl appearing as though they were dipped in moonlight and tickled the tips of his ears and on his forehead. His jaw was sharp, meeting with the faint shadow of a goatee that surrounded his mouth, and his lips that looked soft and smooth.

It was his eyes that got to Aminata, though. They weren’t human eyes, they were too dark. Darker than any she’d ever seen around her corner of the world. Each pupil had swirls of gold surrounding it, too dark to see out of sunlight, but Aminata could see every little detail in those deep, dark eyes.

“Are you OK?” Her attention was snapped back into place, and she remembered she was standing in front of an old lady whose jars were all over the ground.

Aminata quickly bent down to pick them up as she answered, “I’m sorry, I actually came to help you.” She felt her cheeks warm up. She stood back up with a handful of little, thick jars that were full of herbs, and handed them over to the man. Their hands touched briefly and his fingers felt like silk on the back of hers. Her heart raced from the simple touch. He smiled at her, and though it felt awkward to Aminata, he looked so cute that she kept getting distracted by him.

“Well thank you, I appreciate it. Glad to know if this one hadn’t been helping me then at least someone would have. Is there an Inn around here?” the old woman asked, giving a brief nod in the man’s direction before waiting expectantly for Aminata to answer, once she came out of her trance.

“Oh, uh, keep going in that direction and there’s a few to choose from. They’re all pretty good and have fair prices.” Aminata had to pry her eyes away from the man to be able to think clearly. She gave the old woman a smile, and suddenly felt very far away from her body as she stood there. Her feet unwashed, still held the dirt and grime from her afternoon flower trip, and remnants of sticks and mud still carved into her knees. Her tail was dirty as well, the clinging kind of dirt and not the loose kind, which meant it wasn’t easy to just brush off. She pulled it behind her to try and hide it.

“Thank you, I’ll be off now.” The old woman walked around the front of the cart and started pulling it, leaving the man behind.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to take it there? I’ve already come most of the way,” the man asked, leaning around the side of the cart so he could see the woman as she shook her head. His voice was deep and strained, like he hadn’t spoken loudly before, but it made Aminata’s insides quiver and sounded so refreshing to her ears. He also had an accent that she had never heard before and it intrigued her.

“I’m fine from here. I’m going to take a nap.”

The man was left behind, standing awkwardly by Aminata, who was now also feeling awkward. She put her hands behind her back and twiddled them around as she rocked back and forth on her heels, the orange flowers on her head dipping down into her eyes when she looked at the ground.

“I guess I’ll go home now.” She pushed the flowers back up her head and smiled at the man, giving him a little wave as she turned back to her house.

“Uh, thank you for coming to help,” he said, his voice softer now, and more quiet than when he spoke to the old woman. It was so different from all of the voices Aminata had heard before. Most of the people who passed through town were older men or merchants, and Aminata knew almost the whole town. She had heard the same voices her whole life, and this man before her had a voice unlike any of them. She wanted to listen to him read her a book or tell her stories all day as she lay in
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