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  Dedication

To those who hide in their hoodies, under their hats, and on the sidelines. You are loved, and you belong. 

Those who desperately want to be seen just as much as they want to hide.








  
  Before Reading


This is an adult fantasy novel with queer characters who swear, smoke, get tattoos and pester each other with inappropriate comments. 
There is mention of a past suicide attempt, reference to a previous prolonged physical and mental abuse situation, and alcoholism. Several of the characters live with mental illness and it is discussed several times, including a previous hospitalization. There are a few graphic sexual scenes towards the end, because this is undoubtedly a slow burn with lots of pining.
There is a character guide in the back of the book, and it may contain some mild spoilers.
If you like to listen to music and read, you can find a playlist by visiting linktr.ee/neshamapublishing
Lastly, this is a feel good book with a happy ending, but perhaps not in the way you’d expect.
Enjoy,
Aelina







  
  Gods of the Nether Isles


Creator Gods

Hizoh: God of Dusk 
Ogmes: God of Dawn
Typhine: Goddess of the Moons
Ulena: Goddess of the Sun
Caretaker Gods

Awah: Lust
Artune: Hope
Ben: Family
Da’haut: Knowledge
Dinphine: Magic
Emolite: Laborers
Kiroli: Fertility
Loborn: Arts
Nicen: Souls and the Underworld
Mithys: Logic
Mishlat: Companions
Ryvara: Trickery
Soleyar: Luck
Xvaldin: Music
Ylos: Love
Yrlan: Judgment






  
  Watch Your Language


The ‘Old Common’ used in the book is based on the Hebrew language, and some meanings have been adjusted to fit the story.


Ahuvi : Love.
Etz Hayim: Great Tree.
Khawbar: An internal spirit inside shedim that awakens only when bonding to another soul.
Leva: Heart.
Mayim: Water.
Rasha: Wicked person who commits grievous acts.






  
  Who Goes There?


In addition to the usual elves, dragons and centaurs, there are a few homebrew magickal races in this world. Here are the basics and their rarity in regards to Levena’s population. Rarity will differ depending on region.


Behema: A general term for animalistic shifter races, defined by their ability to shift at will regardless of the lunar cycle. Most behema choose to live in their shifted form which can range from mostly humanoid to complete animal. Common.
Draconian: Dragons in their humanoid forms, characterized by their vertical pupils. It is uncommon for most Draconians to live in highly populated areas. Uncommon.
Dybbuk: A type of malicious spirit that feeds on a soul while possessing their body with such ability they often go unnoticed. When the soul has been devoured the Dybbuk must move to a new host body, living or dead with a trapped soul. It is considered ‘contagious’ as it can efficiently invade a body. Rare.
Gadol: A humanoid race that is born in the same form as Humans but grow exponentially after puberty, reaching heights up to thirty feet tall. Rare.
Golem: An undead race that can vary widely in appearance but is characterized by the lack of a beating heart, common form is similar to Humans. Common.
Katan: A short-statured, humanoid race ranging up to four feet in height, with slightly pointed ears. For every fifty male births a female is born, making this race slightly uncommon.
Khatool: An animalistic shifter race defined by their feline characteristics and dislike for the cold. Rare.
Krakeni: A semi-aquatic race with eight to eighteen tentacles, able to dwell on land for short periods of time with misting. Common.
Malakim: A celestial race of angelic origins, characterized by their feather-type wings, their influence over the shedim race and passive magickal ability to sense good. Uncommon.
Mayimet: An aquatic race characterized by the need to always be submerged, their massive size, and cannibalistic nature. Rarity unknown as they are deep sea creatures. Rare.
Pitriyot: A humanoid race characterized by mycological features, such as an ability to asexually reproduce, fungi-like skin that bruises easily, and an umbrella-like head. Uncommon.
Qieren: A humanoid race characterized by their colorful skin tone, at least one set of horns on their head, and a prehensile tail. Common.
Selth: A humanoid race characterized by a star shaped array of prehensile tentacles protecting their mouth and lack of pupil, possessing completely black eyes. Uncommon.
Shafan: A humanoid race with rabbit-like characteristics, such as the snout, strong hindlegs, fur, and elongated ears. Rare.
Shedim: A celestial race of demonic origins, characterized by three different wing types, their influence over the malakim race, and passive magickal ability to sense evil. Uncommon. The three basic types of Shedim are based on affinity.
	Esh: Shedim with an affinity for fire, physical features include leather wings, horns, and a spearpoint tail. Common type shedim.

	Mayim: Shedim with an affinity for water physical features include crystal scales, fins, and a paddle-like tail. Common type shedim.

	Jinni: Shedim with an affinity for abracadabri, physical features differ due to shapeshifting abilities. Rare type shedim.



Tannin: A shifter race with draconian characteristics, lacking the ability to shift to full dragon form. Their shifted form is humanoid in appearance with iridescent scales, a full snout, tail and leather-type wings. Common.
Tzipor: A humanoid race with bird-like characteristics such as talons, a beak, and wings. Uncommon.






  
  Where Are We?
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  Prologue


There is a certain beauty in being the first and last of your kind, but no one can argue it’s  fucking boring. 
Long ago, I promised I would help out those souls once, only once. However, it became rather euphoric. After the fire, I started leaving behind riddles followed by food for them to enjoy and returned again and again. A blip in time to look forward to, which in my cursed life is hard to come by. Food became bits of technology for them to puzzle over, then trinkets and other things people seem to love.
Naturally, setting up a cottage on the outskirts of Levena came many decades later, and I found myself calling the once small fishing village home for the short bursts of free will I’m allowed. It’s not like I have anything else better to do.
Of course, no one knows who puts on the perennial ‘Game’ that’s blessed the now sprawling city for centuries. They’ve tried to catch me a few times, but I only postponed it and discreetly left the same warning note each time in the pockets of unsuspecting fellows.
Try to catch me, and the Game will end.
I’m proud of what Levena has become, and I say with all modesty that it absolutely has to do with me. The modernization of the world hit my favorite place first and hardest, nourished by strong minds, full bellies and giving hearts. That’s what I’ve always loved about Levena, no matter how grand it became, the people never changed.
They’re absolutely wonderful.
But, there’s one being in particular that caught my eye the last time I visited, which regretfully was ages ago, but it’s not like I can help it. He was going through quite a time, and I hope he found the gift I left behind especially for him. I do have duties such as ushering titans to where they belong and keeping the balance of the universe, or so I’m told, but my work has never kept me away from home for so long.
I’m bored again, and this time, my entire attention is dedicated to this blissful interruption of my cursed existence, and it will be an event to remember.
The Game is almost upon Levena and I am filled with a giddiness that has nothing to do with my grandest scheme yet. No, I am most interested in reconnecting with the man whose heart beats eerily similar to my own, which should be impossible.
Because I’m the only one like me.
And maybe, just maybe, he’ll remember me.






  
  Friday









  
  My Heart


Arlo

Levena

9620 A.C




Charms and Death are my specialties, which are practically useless against a dedicated best friend. 
“Why don’t you just live with me? It’s fine, and honestly, I’d rather have your cooking than Lindsey’s.” Kitt relays her thinly veiled, and misplaced, concern.
“How about no.” I glare at the haughty projection floating over my phone on the kitchen counter. Waves of hair partially curtain my face, flowing from under my beanie, but Kitt catches my animosity all the same. “Speaking of, have you called her yet?”
“Deflecting, Lo, deflecting.” Kitt muses, shaking out her violet tresses which are interrupted by two black horns curling from her forehead.
I continue working on my illustration and attempt to convince the qieren, and myself, that this is a good thing. “Listen, I’m a big boy, I can do this. I’m going to talk to Dusan." My last few words verge towards high pitched. It’s Kitt’s turn to give me a look, knocking my tone up another notch. “Serious! Serious, it’s fuckin’ time I get out of here, become a functioning member of society or whatever it is they call it. I’m better.”
Kitt throws up arms in exasperation, but her painted red lips curve upwards. “Alright, if you say so. Just—" her teasing smile falters and there it is, what I’ve been waiting for the moment I brought this up. “Don’t push yourself, it’s okay to have a roommate or something, that still counts as doing it on your own. Being alone does not equal—"
“Hey, I gotta go Kitty, Market is going to be flooded soon and my hands are still a mess,” I say, more clipped than usual. “Misfits night still on?”
“Fuckin’ better be, oh, don’t forget the oranges." She warns, then the projection cuts out from my paint splattered phone.
I sigh, bracing my dark hands awash with color on the counter’s edge. I allow my head to hang for a moment, recharging myself for the chaos of the festival. I expected her to be hesitant in her nonchalant, Kitt way, but I’m so fucking tired of people waiting for me to break apart again.
I suppose a small part of me hoped she’d have a little more faith in me than the others, but apparently none of them think I can live without being coddled. Caspian is a whole other matter, he’ll be fretting over me worse than a mother bird. Kitt gets a free pass because … well, because she does.
One of the many drawbacks of living in the place you grew up in is everyone knows what you’ve done, perhaps even better than you do. I resolve to give Kitt a bear hug when I see her, then lift my head and take in the kitchen, reminding myself what I’ll be leaving behind. If I can muster the courage, that is.
A chorus of children playing echoes in the halls outside of my Kitchen nestled into the rear of Garren Castle. The sprawling, fading green grounds behind the estate are in full view through the floor to ceiling windows lining the southern wall of my nook which is used for everything but cooking. Fruit trees, kaleidoscope colored flowers, pirate ships and wizard towers litter the lawn out back.
Numerous kids run between the vibrant play structures built over the years by those who left this place behind. Back in my time, there was only one treehouse. Then, Caspian learned the joys of pyrotechnics and blew it to smithereens. Three grew in its place.
The shadow of a smile escapes me as I recall Dusan’s face on the last summer day of my youth, the first time I ever saw the draconic Headmaster truly surprised, and perhaps proud.
I straighten my spine, hands leaving the marble counter island as my gaze drifts to the greenery lining the sides of the windows. Ivy crawls along the inside of the old stone walls, yellow and purple flowers bloom alongside bright green leaves that blanket most of this place. Plants live in nearly every inch of vertical space of the castle, ready to absorb hexes, along with protective sigils and charms created by none other than myself.
The wide, double doors of oak opposite me are shut, something that doesn’t occur too often. I don’t mind when the kids keep me company, begging for stories as they watch me concoct my latest batch of charmed potions, balms, trinkets and a dozen other magicked items that sell faster than I can create them. When the doors are shut, the kids know today’s not a good day to visit.
But whenever I reopen them, they find me within minutes.
A smile breaks through at that and I absently pace the room, stroking the dragon tattoo on my wrist. Gold and green ink shimmers to life as the beast takes flight, swooping up to my elbow with a wave of warmth and comfort before it settles on the inside of my arm once more. Its thin tail curves around to meet an unmoving planet, forming an abstract symbol that reminds me to keep moving beyond the pause.
The grandfather clock situated beside the doorway chimes six times and I jump out of my skin at the first, slinging paint everywhere. I had lost myself to nostalgia and forgot to wash my hands, now I’m late. I scrub my hands in the industrial sized, steel sink overlooking the windows, gathering courage. Market Street is near impossible to navigate in the evening any time of the year, but the festival leading up to the Game makes it pure hell.
I decide with 90% certainty I’ll be fine as I dry off, but I make a visit to the spice rack just to be safe. I dig through jars filled with herbs, crushed crystals and vague body parts that are recognizable only by my questionable script on the label. Nothing is in its place and I sigh. I just fucking organized this yesterday, must be Kleo and Felix were in here again.
I finally find the empty, pocket sized glass jars on the bottom shelf, instead of the middle where they’re supposed to be. By the time I fill one with black tourmaline, lavender and a few other random things that call to me from the wood and iron rack, my heart’s racing a mile a minute. Black threatens the edges of my vision and I steady myself.
Kitt’s advice swims in my mind. You don’t have to push yourself so hard.
I shake my head and take my knitted duster from its home on the coat tree beside the spices, then slip it on over my loose tank top and drop the jar into an inner pocket, one of many. I fish out the talisman hiding against my chest, then hold it in a moment of reverence and utter my usual incantation in attempts to stave off any negative energy that might want to latch onto my growing pool of anxiety.
In my hurry, I nearly forget the canvas. I retrieve it from the counter, accidentally smudging the colors in the corner, but at this point if the painting makes it to its owner in one piece, I’ll be happy. I perform a series of conjurations using one hand, then exhale heavily onto the painting. My magick infused breath dries the last tacky bits of paint and imbues the spell needed for his mural. I gaze upon the work I spent my day and part of last night on; I wanted to give Gleason a goodbye present before he left, but procrastination got the better of me.
Art born of pressure and intensity comes out the best, I think. Honest, raw and true.
The moment my fingers wrap around the door handle inlaid with golden leaves, my companion who’s been otherwise resting contentedly in the corner wakes with an unimpressed yawn. I glare at Bosko as his moon-like eyes blink open and fixate on me, one pupil dilating before the other.
“We’re really doing this?" He asks in a whisper of annoyance only I can hear.
“Do you not see me walking out the door? Let’s go, Dusan is waiting, and we still gotta go to the Market.” I lower my right shoulder when his wide golden wings spread, but the old barn owl lands on his usual place instead, nestled into the slouchiness of my sage green beanie. He burrows down, talons gently taking hold of the wool expertly knit by Gowan.
I roll my eyes. “Really?”
“Don’t forget your phone.” Bosko reminds me before dozing back off again.
“Fuckin’ bird.” I mutter with a half smile, darting back across the room to find my phone and pocket it into my jeans. When I open the doors, the sounds of Garren Castle erupt into a waterfall that crashes over my slightly pointed ears. A gaggle of children run down the hall to my left and out the back door to my right. They stop in their tracks upon seeing my face.
A second passes, long enough for me to think, ‘oh shit.’
In the next, they’re climbing me like a tree, poking at Bosko and pulling on my hair. One kid latches onto my back, Kleo wraps around my front as she buries her face into my neck, must be Felix on my back. A child sits on each of my purple Converse and I glare at each dirty face with mock fury.
But they know better. Squeals erupt as the monster that is Arlo Rook rough houses with them the entire way to the Headmaster’s office, much to Bosko’s chagrin. The old man takes off the moment we’re captured; but I know he’ll find me in Dusan’s office, he won’t leave me alone for that nerve wracking talk. I hold the painting out to my side to keep it safe, but the rest of my limbs are occupied with fending off small kids of all races.
Wide halls filled with plants, professors, children and stones older than I am lead the way to the Headmaster’s office which rests in the front of the castle. Giant windows cut through stone in the shape of arches allow me to catch a glance at the vivacious New Town waiting at the bottom of the hill, cast in a dazzling array of magickal lights. Garren Castle is situated in Old Town, the original site of Levena.
“Alright, alright, really now, I’ve got to go. And shouldn’t you all be collecting wild flowers for the Scarlet Illusionist, no?" I raise a brow, setting down the last child before me, rebellious eleven year old Kleo who usually never stops smiling.
But right now, she’s pissed.
“That’s just a story! We all know it’s you and Miss Garren that does it!" Kleo stomps her foot, bouncing the twists hanging around her face. The others around her murmur in agreement. Felix doesn’t look so sure, but the rest of their group follow Kleo’s word no matter what. Felix’s the only one stops to ask questions, but it’s not like Kleo has any ill intention. The pair remind me a lot of Kitt and me at that age. Perhaps that’s why they occupy the soft spot in my heart.
Dusan’s door cracks open, and I’m the only one who notices. The Headmaster doesn’t intrude on my teaching moment as I kneel before the kids. I set down my canvas against the wall behind me, then wash my gaze over them all for a tenuous moment. Intense chandelier light brightens all their faces, highlighting the glimmer in their curious eyes.
I’ll miss teaching them.
“You don’t believe in the Scarlet Illusionist?" I ask with warm sincerity, extending my hand to Kleo’s. Paint lingers in the crevices of my nails and I inwardly curse myself. I only washed away half my mess.
“Well!" Kleo starts, glancing at Felix who naturally keeps close to her side. They both inch towards me and Kleo slides her dark hand into mine. The rest of the children flank out behind the two. I make sure to give each one my attention, not just Kleo and Felix.
“How could one person do all that, in one night? And for so long?” A small, unsure voice brings my attention back to the pair. I’m surprised to find it belongs to Felix, who hardly speaks unless he deems it important. When the boy does speak, all listen with intent.
I find the silver pendant on my neck, what could be considered to some quite plain, but it’s my most prized possession. A palm sized locket in the shape of a compass, adorned with script initials for the cardinal points. I’ve never been able to open it, and after it zapped Kitt when she tried, I didn’t bother to try again, or feel the need to. Most things I need figured out, plans made and details known, but this necklace ….
The children’s pupils dilate farther than before, if possible, and Kleo reaches out for the compass. I hold up a finger and raise a brow, stopping her curious fingers.
“Listening?” I ask, and all nod in unison. “A long, long time ago, I solved the Game, and this was my prize, along with my very first paint set. At the time, I had never even thought about painting, but look at me now.”
A few murmurs of disbelief bubble throughout the group.
“And the necklace? What’s special about that?” An orc teen in the back asks, head tilted with the start of tusks poking past their lips. A few of the other older kids have joined in, hanging back behind the younger ones.
“Well ... don’t tell anyone,” I lower my tone conspiratorially, although it’s no big secret. I gesture for them all to come closer. I take Felix’s small, freckled hand and guide it to my locket. “This is magick, and I won it.”
Felix gasps when his fingers enclose around the locket, his hand too small to entirely wrap around it. “My heart, it’s … happy.”
Excitement festers in his comrades but I silence them with a soft look. “You’ll all get a turn.” 
And they do, one by one I allow the children to take hold of the necklace that has been my calm through every rocky moment in my life. Well, almost every moment.
After the last child, a faun who has marked a few trees out back with their horns, takes their turn, I tuck the necklace back under my shirt and stand with tired knees.
“There’s not much mystery left in the world, and the Scarlet Illusionist is one of those legends best left at just that, a legend. Out of all places, they’ve chosen to bless our town for centuries, and all they ask is to remain a secret.”
“A real person …” Kleo’s eyes go wild, as if she’s just realized something. She turns to face her friends, essentially dismissing me as she barks out orders. “We must collect as many wildflowers as we can. This year will be the largest offering yet! The Scarlet Illusionist will know our names and gratitude!”
It’s all I can do to stifle a laugh. She’s so fucking cute and bull headed, a true leader. Felix however, tugs on my sleeve. I bend down and he whispers into my ear, “Have you ever met them?”
I smile, patting his hand on my arm. “No, but I’d be honored if I ever did.” I don’t tell him that I glimpsed them once, or thought I did.
Felix nods, blushing furiously. “Um, Mister Arlo, Kleo and I might have—”
I hold up a hand, saving him from the confession. “I know, and I also know you won’t do it again, hm? In case of emergency it’s always best to know right where things are. Can I trust you to talk sense into that one?”
I gesture to Kleo and his rounded ears turn red as we watch his elven friend stir up the others. “Y–yeah. I can do that, Mister Arlo. Um, thanks, for letting me touch your necklace. I could … feel how important it is to you.”
That gets my attention and I sense Dusan’s gaze on us through the crack in her door.
“Is that so? Think you might be magickal like me?” I ask softly. Felix’s round, brown eyes brighten so much they rival the sun, and he stands straighter. He nods a few times, mop of hazel hair bouncing as he does. “Let’s say tomorrow just you and I have tea together, hm? Say, two o’clock?”
“Really!” He blurts out, then swiftly covers his mouth, but not without catching Kleo’s attention. Felix gives me a searching look for help.
“What’s up?” Kleo bounds over.
Must be he wants to keep this to himself, which is surprising.
“Telling this one to keep you in line, don’t think I didn’t notice you were messing around in my Kitchen.” I raise a stern brow at Kleo but she only sticks her tongue out at me. I chuckle, snapping my fingers which gives her tongue the tiniest of electrical snaps. She yelps in protest and I rustle both her and Felix’s hair, then give my goodbyes to the others and pick up my canvas from its resting place.
The draconian, untouched by time, swings the door open as I approach. Dusan Garren is full of warmth and pride as I enter her office for perhaps the five thousandth time. “Seems you’ve re-inspired our most skeptical of the bunch. Sure you’re not the famed Illusionist?“ Dusan intones from behind me as she shuts the door.
I make way for my usual chair at the mahogany desk that’s probably just as old as Dusan is. I favor the right seat as opposed to the left and lean my painting up against the chair’s leg. Dunno why, but my ass always seems to land in the same spot no matter where I go, same as my right leg always slides into socks, pants or shoes first.
Dusan slides into her high back chair, then straightens the cuffs of her crisp black and white suit as she leans back, vertical pupils fixated on me. I’ve only ever seen her break this form once, and it was fucking glorious. At least, Kitt and I thought so. Caspian, not so much.
Even in humanoid form, Dusan Garren carries all the grace and wisdom you would expect from an ancient Gold Dragon. Her narrow eyes shine the same bright yellow they always have. Her silver hair is cut in pixie fashion, highlighting the array of jewelry hanging from her ears and the cut of her wide jaw. Dusan created this orphanage back in ‘the olden days,' when the water side city was nothing more than a fishing village and dirt roads.
Some dragons hoard treasure, but this one hordes orphans, and she protects them just as fiercely as any hunk of gold or shiny gem. Don’t get me wrong, Dusan is eternally polished and accessorized with gold or crystals, but raising children is what gives this woman life. It’s hard to feel sad about aging out of the system with a guardian like her.
Nevertheless, loneliness eats at my heart from time to time.
“Like I’ve got the time to make riddles and give out gifts, I only told her the truth.” I scoff and wave a hand, allowing a sly grin to appear. Bosko nonchalantly returns, giving me some dignity by landing on my shoulder. “What do you think of Felix?” I ask in a significantly less teasing tone.
“I’ve been wondering about him for some time, haven’t you?” Dusan counters, resting her chin on knitted fingers as her elbows perch on the desk.
“I’ve noticed an aura around him a couple times, but I wanted to give him space, see what he did with it on his own.” I shrug, leaning back in my chair with a sigh. “Still a bit young yet I think, but I’ll talk to him tomorrow.”
“You were already causing trouble at his age.” Dusan points out.
I wrinkle my nose. “I have magickal blood, that’s no surprise. He’s human though, the Witching Hour doesn’t typically start til’ his race is closer to eighteen. He’s seven years early.”
“Almost six, don’t forget.” Dusan echoes the sentiment Felix has been holding onto lately. He’s almost twelve. “Perhaps he’ll be a force to be reckoned with.” Dusan remarks, half turning in her chair to stare out the wall of windows to my left, at the city.
The thought curls a tendril of worry in my heart. I can’t imagine soft Felix possessing so much power with no one to guide him. I floundered for so long on my own, and the shit I've gone through because of the witch's heart inside my chest will turn any sane person mad.
“I hope not.” I murmur, choosing to focus on the ancient tomes lining her impressive bookshelf at my right instead of the bright city. Magick is a blessing, and a curse. It doesn’t run as freely as it used to, not the wild, raw side of it that can be commanded by witches like myself, and now Felix. My hands curl into fists at the thought of Leon cutting us down to nothing.
Molecules of energetic magick enchant our everyday lives, powering technology and running in the blood of magickal creatures, but it’s tame, civilized and limited. Even those who have magick lineage in their veins can’t command it without a witch’s heart, as opposed to the days when everyone could wield it with a mere whisper. Magickal beings benefit from immortality or whatever boons their race naturally offers, but unless they’re a witch, that’s all they can do.
Passive possession, or so the scholars say.
Witches aren’t rare but definitely uncommon after Leon’s ‘Taking.’
In Old Town, I’m one of just over a dozen registered witches, mandated by law to make ourselves known to the government. What our specialty is, our magick signature, and fingerprints. All in case one of us wants to turn super villain and burn the place down, which hasn’t happened before, on purpose, that is. Crime doesn’t usually live in Levena, but when it does, I’m one of the people they call. Either for ferrying the dead or taking care of the perpetrators.
“What’s on your mind, Arlo?” Dusan asks, breaking me from my train of thought.
“Just …” I bow my head for a moment, removing my beanie to run a hand through my wild curls of almost black, when the light hits just right it becomes a soft, barely there brown. Like my soul, Kitt teased once, but I don’t think she’s wrong. Bosko’s talons dig into my shoulder, but otherwise he keeps steady despite my anxious movements. The pinpricks of pain center me.
“Wondering why magick chooses us the way it does. Why Felix and not Kleo, or one of the others. He’s too … good for it.”
Dusan blinks, slowly. “Do you think your magick is a curse?”
My eyes flick up to hers which are ever patient, my fingers stop their yanking through my hair. “It can be.”
“Curious.” She murmurs, rising slowly to pace the length of her study, rubbing her wide chin in contemplation. I wait for her lecture on self-worth, but instead she leans against the length of her desk closest to me and nudges my sneaker with the toe of her pointed boot. “Did you have something you needed to tell me?”
I chuckle at the sentence that has drawn many confessions out of Kitt, Cas and me, always said with the same gentle tone. “Yeah, I’m going to start looking for a place. I want to live on my own.” I roll back my shoulders and replace my beanie, not breaking my stare into her sunshine eyes that are filled with only kindness.
The most subtle of laugh lines curve upwards. She nods once. “Do you feel happy about this decision?”
I blink but don’t backtrack, not now. “Y—yeah. Yes. I want to try again … I want to start my life. I’m ready.”
That causes her smile to falter slightly, but she doesn’t jump into the discussion I thought she would. Instead, Dusan says, “If you say you’re ready, then I believe you. If you change your mind and want to come back home, your room will always be waiting for you, as will I.”
Well, fucking hell.
Tears prick my eyes and I inhale a strangled bit of air, then stand and wrap Dusan into a bone crushing hug. Well, to anyone else it would be bone crushing, but the draconian’s marrow is of steel. As the years have passed, I’ve had to hunch over more and more to hug the Headmaster. She’s not afraid to show affection to any of her charges, but her iron will is just as strong as her love.
“Thank you, Dusan. For everything.”
“Of course Arlo, but if you think you’ll be free and clear without visiting you’re sorely mistaken, and it won’t be just me that comes after your hide. The kids will miss you,” Dusan says softly into my broad shoulder. She only comes up to my chest now, as most the people around here do.
I nod, then slowly pull away and hold the Headmaster by the shoulders. “I know, but I have to do this.” I remind her, and myself, through a choked voice. “I need to take control of my life.”
“As you should, my dear, but live by your terms, not what’s expected of you.” She remarks softly, then kisses my cheek. A clock matching the one in the Kitchen chimes seven times from behind Dusan’s desk, reminding me the night is young and I have more people to see.
I don’t startle this time.
We say our goodbyes and before I step out of her office, canvas in hand, Dusan calls to me from her seat at the desk. “Have fun tonight, eh? The Scarlet Illusionist’s biggest believer has to partake in the festivities as well.”
The wicked, heated grin that overtakes my face is unfamiliar, but I allow it. “As Kleo says, they will know my name and gratitude. Hell, maybe I’ll play this year.”
Dusan Garren laughs, a throaty and wild sound that follows me out into the night.






  
  Hey, Witch!


Thatch


“As you can see, everythin’s in working order, buildin’ has been standing longer than I have, but you’ll have that in Old Town. Contracts were just renewed with the kingdom, shipments come once a month and the staff are great, though the mural out front will have to be fixed up. Oh, the latest one I hired, he’ll need some trainin’, but he’s a good one, I promise.”  
I follow behind the shopkeeper that doesn’t remember me, but that bothers me not. I’ll visit his mother’s grave tomorrow, not that she would remember me either. Guilt eats away at my insides. I wish I could’ve seen Mrs. Thitwhistle off to the next world. She was the epitome of hospitality, and her son takes after her gentle side. The old man was a down right bastard, but he left when Gleason was just a babe, and it seems the boy turned out more than alright.
I trace along bookshelves, caressing the engraved detailing hidden in the wood. I find no tacky dust there, same as the last time I visited. The town, no, city, has changed infinitely in the last eighty years, but Thitwhistle’s hasn’t changed a bit. Most of Old Town is the same as it’s ever been but especially here.
“It’s perfect,” I say, smiling down at the half katan.
Pride lifts Gleason’s chin high. He re-ties his mousy hair back, and we leave the expansive back end of the shop behind, where aisles upon aisles of books sleep.
We enter the open and spacious cafe section. The barista counters and refrigerated display cases are centered on a raised, half moon plaza that dominates the head of the cafe. The once white tiles of the dais are painted cobalt and spattered with star dust clouded constellations. Vibrant colors of the night flow beneath our feet, extending into a river that swirls around the raised area and spreads out to blanket the rest of the wood floor in starry clouds.
The lapis astronomy theme accented by gold continues throughout the shop, much different from the earthy tones Mrs. Thitwhistle used, but I think it’s a rather nice touch. The lofty ceiling of the entire place is filled with golden galaxies and meteors, milky ways and dying planets. More paint detailing shows up in random places, the artist’s touch reaches every subtle inch of the room.
A line of planets along the edge of a table, shooting stars over top of a curving window frame, explosive golden bursts of light that make my heart ache.
Curtains drape alongside each of the unique round windows facing the street, which are quite a few. The heavy, royal blue fabrics are embroidered in simple gold along the edges and match the upholstered lounge chairs and couches nestled by the fireplaces. Dual hearths rest on the east and west sides of the room, accompanied by chess boards, small tables, and the furniture which the college kids are currently taking advantage of. Enormous groups congregate around both roaring fires, laughter rolls through the gossip and small talk thickens the warm atmosphere.
Thitwhistle’s feels like someone’s grand study open to the public rather than a bookstore, complete with coffee beans and scones, and I’ve never felt more at home. The crowd is equal parts magickal beings and humans, young, old and everything in between. There are a few older folks tucked into a corner, eyes crinkling and steam curling around mugs which hide their smiles. A set of half shifted werewolf pups tug on their mother’s sleeve, begging for the ‘Monster Hot Cocoa’ complete with candy and whip cream on top. She rolls her eyes with a smile, in humanoid form, then orders three of the drinks and half a dozen donuts for the bus ride to Full Moons Field.
“Scone?” Gleason asks from my side, patiently watching me take in the scene with a sly smile on his slightly creased face. Half katan don’t live as long as their magickal parents usually do but a couple hundred years all the same.
I reach down and take it from him, then bring the pastry to my nose and inhale deeply. Mocha and walnut. I glance down at Gleason with a wicked smile, despite myself. “You do remember me.”
Gleason flushes, then tucks a strand of escaped hair behind his softly pointed ear. “Indeed, but I must admit, I thought ya’ were just a childhood fever dream at first, but that’s not true, is it?”
That’s how most people describe their memories of me, the blurred edges of a dream that fades the harder they try to remember. It doesn’t hurt when old friends, acquaintances at best really, forget me. I’ve long gotten used to the feeling of perpetually being alone, but my heart aches in an unfamiliar way.
“Ai, I apologize I wasn’t here to see your mother off, truly. She was a wonderful woman, and to be honest, the thought of owning this place …" I inhale sharply, and a moment of worry creases Gleason’s thick brows. “It would be an honor. May I ask, why are you selling?”
Gleason glances at the trio of baristas flitting behind the counter and throughout the patrons, then gestures for me to follow him. I do, and he leads me out front, to my surprise. Bells ring when the door, paned with colored patchwork glass, opens. The nightlife of the Old Town meets my ears the moment he opens it, but Gleason abruptly stops in the doorway. I halt in time so I don’t step on his heel and his wide eyes catch my attention.
Gleason presses a hand to his chest and takes one small step at a time, staring reverently at the front of the store. “That kid,” he whispers breathily, and it’s not until I’ve joined his side again that I find what he’s looking at.
The once crumbling storefront has been restored to beyond its former glory. The faded mural which held a portrait of Mrs. Thitwhistle hauling two armfuls of books over her broad shoulders has been painted over. A mural of the solar system, with the unique bookstore itself as the center of the universe, stretches from one end of the storefront to the other. The family sigil of the Thitwhistle’s hides in the stardust of a galaxy, along with the words, ‘Knowledge is Life.’
Standing tall in the center of the tremendous round, two story building is the paned door we came through, flanked by the mishmash of round windows on either side. The same gold and blue color palette from inside the bookstore inspires the mural and trim. The paint shimmers underneath the lamplights lining the street, smooth against the cobbed surface. Underneath a window, I notice a decent sized canvas that matches the mural.
I kneel before it and brush a thumb over the artist’s signature done in white, indecipherable, but my heart skips all the same. I take the canvas and offer it to Gleason, but he’s caressing the miniature bookstore floating on a cloud of stardust. His fingers settle on the family sigil, then he clears his throat, glancing sideways at me.
“Shit like this makes me want to stay.” Gleason huffs out a laugh, then gently takes the canvas from me and studies it. “Kid down the street, he’s the one who's done all the artwork on the inside over the past few years, and now this. Always when I’m not looking, won’t take any money for it. ‘He’s bored’ he says. Agh, fuck, sorry.” Gleason wipes his wide nose with his flannel sleeve, sniffling.
“Don’t fret, tears bother me none. Good for the soul, I say.” I pat his shoulder, and he nods. The streets have begun to thicken, patrons move past us to enter the bookstore, waving to Gleason as they do.
He nods to them, rallying himself once we’re alone again. “I want to see the world. Took me so fuckin’ long to even think about it. ‘What would mama say?’ you know? She always said this place was enough, and it is, but … I want more. I want to go on adventures, Mr. Phantom, that’s why I want to sell. Silly, isn’t it? Leave this behind for some fantasy, at my age.”
I stare directly into his eyes. “Doing what you love isn’t silly. I admire you, Gleason, and I think you should do it. And I’m not just saying that because I want your bookstore, but because I think your mama would want you to. As long as you don’t forget to visit, of course. I can hear her saying it now.”
I gesture dramatically before us and he chuckles, eyes brightening. “You’re a devil, Mr. Phantom. Alright, let’s sign some paperwork.”
“Wonderful.”
Gleason wipes his eyes and I brush the dust off my earthy joggers, then straighten my hoodie. Casual, low key as always. “Oh, I almost forgot to show you upstairs, that comes with the place too,” Gleason says over his shoulder.
“A studio, right?”
“Oh, well, after mama passed, I split it up into apartments. Keeping up with the times, enough college kids keep them full usually. They’ll both be empty, if you wanted to keep one for yourself and rent the other, not sure if you have prior arrangements.”
I think about the flooded cottage waiting for me by the lake side. Even after I fix it up, I’ll be secluded. I don’t want to hide away this go around, I want to enjoy the time I have here with the people. “What a splendid idea.”

      [image: image-placeholder]I am a lone rock in the chaotic river that is Market Street. My heart swells with each inhalation of spices and bump of the elbow. The harmonious notes from saxophones, clarinets and guitars ride the wind and a soft breeze lifts the tussle of curls poking out from beneath my hood. I ever so slowly turn in place, attempting to absorb the heart of Old Town one smidgen at a time. Garren Castle is a sentinel in the distance. Another old friend I need to visit is there, but not tonight.
If she doesn’t remember me, that will hurt infinitely more than Gleason’s blurred memory. She will, she always does, after a little reminding.
I bury my hands in my pockets and begin my descent into madness. The wide berth of Market Street diverges from the pleasant Garren Road which houses the relics of the olden days, such as the Castle itself, along with cozy cottages and vital businesses of old.
The entirety of Market Street is swallowed by gorgeous vendor stalls decorated in vibrant oranges and reds. Trolley lines are the only interruption in the crowd. Musicians linger on the street sides, which eventually double back on Garren Road but not before taking a long walk downhill.
Not much has changed on this flat paved street. The same brick residential buildings that have been here for a century or two hide behind the endless, rainbow array of merchant stalls. All the brick has been freshened up, canary yellows and apple reds, ocean blues and rosy pinks. Stall locations are kept in the family, corresponding to the residences behind them, and rarely move once a spot is claimed. Only the vendors change over time. Or, that’s how it used to be.
What they sell has changed drastically over the years, that’s for sure. Where food and raw materials used to reign are now finished crafts, fine jewelry and specialty materials for trade work, along with the basics like fresh food. At the distant end of the street are the stalls intended for witches. The vendors there are some of my favorites. I take out my notepad and pencil, jotting down a few things that are noticeably different this time around, from phones to clothing and slang I’ve picked up thus far.
I don’t miss the oversized posters plastered on building sides, all dedicated to the Scarlet Illusionist. The sight of the vigilante hidden under a masquerade mask in the shape of a leaf and layers of ruby fabric always makes me chuckle. I’ve yet to find out who coined that term or who decided I wear red. The only visible physical features of the Illusionist are the eyes. Which of course are the wrong color, a bright green that rivals the first born leaves of spring. I put away my notepad and continue down the street.
Wreaths of butter yellow sunflowers, burnt orange and red leaves, violet asters and earthy sage hang around iron wrought lamp posts. The fifteen foot tall sentinels are simultaneously powered on by the local leeries, warming the night by way of stored solar power that sparks to life like an honest fire. That was an up and coming technology last time I visited and it seems they’ve gotten the hang of it.
Red and orange silk flies in triangular banners from one side of the street to the other, criss-crossing back and forth down the entire path. One symbol marks them, an infinity sign. I chuckle upon seeing it, but my amusement dies swiftly.
The civilians of Levena seem to top themselves year after year with festivities, especially in the downtown, but here the decorations scream hominess and welcome, the beautiful handcrafted quality is apparent in every detail. I try to reconcile who I truly am with what they think of me, and although I love the praise, it feels … too much. All I do is hide, that’s all. Is that worth celebrating?
I become truly lost for the first time, neck craned and eyes wandering fenced in rooftops. I’m curious as to what one group of people in particular is doing, situated on a widow’s peak and whooping loudly. Sparks flare; is that fire?
And that’s when I crashed into him, or he crashed into me, rather.
Paper bags launch into the air. Glass jars loaded with herbs and paint rain down around me. My ass plummets towards the ground. I brace myself and throw my arms back, slamming my eyes closed, but ….
I don’t make an impact with the stone.
Instead, I find a thick arm around my waist and a strong pair of eyes that can’t decide if they want to be green or brown.
Air whooshes out of me and time stops as I stare deep into them, right down to his soul, one that clearly does not remember me but calls to my heart all the same.
It stings more than I thought it would.
I briefly give the rather pissed off barn owl circling above us a moment of attention, then I study his face once more. He’s changed immensely since the last time we met. Dimples and laugh lines have been replaced by hard set creases of worry and irritation. By the stars, I didn’t even need to look for him. Once again, we’re pulled together.
Not that I would need a second confirmation, but the dark splash of a birthmark along the right side of his severely angled jaw is present, flaring the same bright gold as the first time we met. His cheeks are soft, flushed and partially hidden beneath waves of soft black falling from beneath a knitted beanie. He’s hiding. He blinks once, black lashes sweep across his cheeks and catch the lamplight.
And just like that, time marches on.
I shakily recompose myself and take hold of his thick bicep veiled in a loosely knitted rainbow duster that extends to his wrists. Underneath is an incredibly loose black tank top, revealing miles of deep brown skin. I pull myself to standing and we separate by inches, but it takes another moment for his hard stare to leave me. During the seconds when the world stopped, his eyes never strayed from me.
Searching.
I pray for the first time in a long time. Even though I know they don’t care about me, I pray that they allow him to remember me. Just once.
But instead, he remembers the mess we created, now currently being trampled on by the crowd around us. “Er, watch where you’re going, y’know?” He mutters in a rusty baritone, like he meant to come off as pissed, but instead its quiet annoyance.
I lock away my weeping heart and kneel down to help him, gathering glass jars full of paint that definitely should’ve broken, and pads of paper that are now covered in footprints. I frown at the dirty prints, I don’t remember the people here being so careless. I hand them to him, my fingers brush against his which are stained with blue paint and I receive a buzzing sensation in my fingertips.
His eyes flick between our hands and the paper, as if I’ve tainted his things. His irises are a rich brown now, deep and near black, the hazel green magick gone from them. We both stand and stare at the other.
“I apologize, I’m … new to Levena, got a bit turned around. I didn’t mean to—”
The warm, syrupy voice I’ve pulled on, one that melts even the iciest of hearts, is reduced to a screech when explosions rock the night. Shamelessly, I yelp and take hold of the bewildered man’s sides, clinging to his duster. The yarn is soft beneath my panicked grip. He’s a full two heads taller than I am, my face presses against the bottom of his sternum. His hands hover at my sides, but don’t touch.
“Are we under attack? Why? Where?”
The incredibly heated and firm body pressed against me shakes, and after a moment I realize it’s with laughter. I look up, finding amusement written across his face. A hint of plum paint plays at his upturned lips, oh my, that suits him. “Newcomer I guess so, it’s just the fireworks.”
He doesn’t put hands on me, but one lifts.
I step back, preparing for him to push me away; I am a stranger to him after all.
But he only points up.
The stars are exploding.
I watch in pure awe as red and orange streak into the sea of twilight overhead, the scent of black powder and magick burns out my nostrils. With each boom, my heart rattles out of its cage with eye watering joy. I’ve seen many things since this rock started turning, but none so beautiful as this. Green intermingles with the Scarlet Illusionist’s color theme, and I sigh.
Speaking of beautiful, I glance back at the witch, only to find empty space. His first name is there, right there on the tip of my tongue, but not his last. He didn’t have one before, but I’m sure he does now. I can’t yell out his name, he doesn’t remember me.
I’m a stranger. A stranger.
He sticks out in the crowd, nearly the same height as the few treants and centaurs milling about, and that damned barn owl is perched on his head, nestled into his slouchy beanie.
I call out to him the only way I know how, waving ridiculously. “Hey, witch!”
He stops, as do others in the crowd. Curious eyes bore into him and I. He pulls the front of his hat down, but not far enough to hide the daggers he glares at me over his shoulder.
Whoops.
Well, I’ve already caused a scene. I sprint through the crowd which seamlessly parts for me as more onlookers become interested in our ordeal, or rather, the presence of a witch. Witches weren’t infamous the last time I was here, so why are they making a big deal about him? Or maybe it’s me acting a fool. That’s probably it.
By the time I reach him, he still hasn’t moved a muscle, not even to tilt his head towards me more. I breathlessly reach his side and pull back my hood. His jaw flickers and his eyes dart up to my hair. I’m betting it’s a mess. “Let’s go out sometime, I owe you that much for making a mess of your things.”
He balks and the slightest bit of green swims to life in his eyes. A mischievous smile takes hold, but then he shakes his head, and the smile away. “Can’t, but thanks. Enjoy the festival.”
I open my lips but the owl chirps, a bizarre noise, and cracks open a yellow eye to glower at me. The man rolls his eyes at the bird, then glances back at me with a renewed emerald glow ringed around his irises. He makes to leave, but I wring my hands and blurt out ridiculousness first.
“I’d enjoy it much more with a local to show me around. I’m not … looking for anything, just a friend." I manage to squeak out.
Oh dear stars, am I blushing?
All I earn for my awkwardness is a seconds-long sly grin, then the back of his head as he walks away from me. Again. I become a stone in the river, allowing the crowd to part around me. I wonder when the last time was that I experienced embarrassment.
Have I ever been truly embarrassed?
Well, I certainly have now.






  
  Qualms of Queers


Arlo

Kitt is less than impressed with me, of course.
I forgot the fucking oranges.
“Look, all I’m saying is that a date wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. When’s the last time you had a good fuck?” She wiggles her brows from behind the bar, causing Lindsey to choke on her drink beside me. “Or got fucked, either way.”
Lindsey straight up spits her drink out at that one.
Caspian sputters from the opposite side of the blonde between us.
“Dear Gods, your mouth is going to be the death of you." I mutter, taking a swig of my own whiskey. I’m going to need a few more of these.
“That’s what she said when I was … making up, a few hours ago." Kitt winks at her elven companion, flushing Lindsey’s fair cheeks to a deep red.
“Kitty!” Lindsey slaps Kitt’s tattooed arm, brown eyes wide with feign shock. These two are scandolous at best, but Lindsey likes to pretend she has a moral compass.
“You guys are on again then, yeah?” Quentin rolls his eyes, sitting at my left. The moment I look over, he pointedly avoids my casual glance. I look past him, down the bar to take in the rowdy crowd. On the other side of Quentin is the usually quiet one of our group, Gowan. She smiles at me, waving a moss covered hand as Lindsey and Kitt argue about the logistics of their relationship.
The Ethereal Magpie is stuffed to the brim, typical of a festival night. Our old haunt is a secret tucked between Old and New Town, the crowd and atmosphere a pleasant combination of the two. Only those in a select crowd are able to enter this place, thanks to enchanted cards I made for the owner years ago. Even so, the dance floor is an ocean of limbs and dim lights, and all the stools at the bar are occupied.
All the usual patrons are allowed up to eight guests on a card during festival week, and it seems most people have taken advantage. Our group takes up quite a bit of space, but at least a couple dozen other patrons fill the other high backed, velvet green stools, each face unfamiliar. I watch a group of mermaids splash about in the generously sized freshwater pool at the head of the gathering space, situated beneath an elevated loft which houses the disc jockey. A few sirens join their mer companions, their glowing and beautiful complexion a contrast to the sharp fangs, fins and claws the mermaids have.
Beneath the tank is a tunnel intersection stretching three ways. East to Water Street, west to Syorini lake, and south to the river. The aquatic population petitioned for accessible, direct routes a few decades ago and it’s one of the better things to happen to Levena. Situated on the loft over the water, a set of complex turntables are manned by a krakeni.
Their many tentacled limbs are dressed in leather, their face is hidden by a sleek black mask. Krakeni don’t need to stay in the water like the mermaids and sirens, but occasionally need a dip or to be misted. On cue, one of the various tentacles not busy with setting the beat presses a button and water falls into a massive cloud over the krakeni and crowd below, special effects but with a purpose. Luckily, we’re out of the splash zone over here. I don’t care to get wet right now.
My skin itches with a sense of wrong. I look around the room again, finding nothing immediately out of the ordinary.
“Don’t listen to her, well, not that part, but she’s right. And it sounds like he really did just want a tour. Why’d you turn him away?” Lindsey leans forward on the bar, blonde hair falling onto the slick counter. I open my mouth to answer her but catch Cas watching expectantly, so I shrug and look away, procrastinating.
Everything in this place is crisp, modern and clean. That’s to be expected in an establishment run by a shedim, especially when they’re the most powerful demon in the north. The bar is carved from an intricate black marble, a nice complement to the simple gilded embellishments, soft golden globe lamps overhead, and the forest green furniture. A wall of liquor rests behind the bar and plants hang down from overhead, growing upside down from their place in the vegetation filled ceiling.
An ivy teases my neck and I catch eyes with a werewolf at the end of the bar. He grins at me, all fangs and a thick beard that screams hipster. I can’t say much. I don’t care for growing facial hair, but I’m dressed the part otherwise.
“Listen, just because you two are horn dogs doesn’t mean everyone else is, eh?" Caspian chides, grinning at me. He knows very well that isn’t the problem. I cross my arms and lean back, quite tired of this. I ignore the werewolf giving off fuck me vibes and my fingers tingle with the need to zap Kitt in the ass.
“Correct me if I’m wrong, but don’t we have a housing crisis to solve?” Gowan muses and my shoulders relax a little, the sweet dandelion fae is ever the mediator in our group.
Her, Quentin, Lindsey and Gowan are the newest to the group, but the rest of us grew up together as orphans, for a few years, that is. Even after Kitt and Caspian left, we didn’t stop talking. Caspian and I had a fling for a hot minute, or two, but it burned out, to put it nicely. Kitt latched onto Lindsey shortly before I left, and Lindsey’s human friend Quentin followed not long after. I met Gowan in the local studio Doc referred me to, and seamlessly integrated her into our weekly Misfit night. Well, there’s only been two consecutive weeks out of this past year so far.
Before that, it was weekly.
“What’s this? Lolo’s moving out?” Caspian teases, amber eyes hazy and wide. They always seem to be hazy these days, but that would have to mean he’s piss poor drunk every time we see each other. Since that isn’t likely, I file it away as parental exhaustion. He’s dressed in jeans and a sweater Gowan made him last yule, complete with his usual five o’clock shadow.
I glance at Kitt who shrugs. “Figured he’d be bothering you the whole night if I told him earlier, no better time than now while you’re here.”
Well, shit. Thanks, Kitt, making me deal with my own problems.
“It’s really not a big deal, I’m just looking for my own place, that’s all.” I allow, rubbing the back of my head and avoiding Gowan’s inquisitive stare. I haven’t wanted to tell the rest of them my other impending news, not just yet, not until I know more. “And no, I don’t want to crash on your couch, but thanks, Cas.”
Caspian folds his muscled arms, pouting. “It is a big deal, to me.”
I take that as my cue and hop off the stool, stretching my arms overhead. “Gotta take a piss.”
I slip through bodies and fend off requests to dance from a tannin I know and a faun I don’t. I bypass the bathrooms completely to slip out the back door. I step out onto a deck that faces New Town. All bright lights, noise and sky scraping buildings. The Etz Hayim in the distance is a silhouette against the neon night, its great branches caress the clouds and block out the near full moons.
Most of the benches are occupied by intimate lovers or those looking to sate their vices, like myself. I find an empty seat at the edge of the deck and heave down with a groan. I kick my feet up, resting them on the iron railing keeping me from a nasty fall. I inhale an autumn breeze, crisp and tainted with the scent of a distant bonfire. The chatter out here is low, a soft bubble compared to the frenzy inside.
I reach inside my duster and retrieve my pouch from one of the endless pockets. I prepare a pipe, then light it with a small flame brought forth from a snap of my fingers. I close my eyes, soaking my lungs in the earthy smoke. The man from the Market comes to mind immediately, his wide eyes the color of a summer day absorbing the fireworks as if they were heaven on earth.
I choke on the smoke and try again.
The thing is, I truly contemplated his offer, which in the past is something I’d never do. Sex with strangers is off the table
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