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      The moment Trill heard the scream—high and clear and dear as aer own heart—ae thought of the cat. Not the fat black one that liked to chase skip-bugs through the rich deep puddles that speckled the tulip fields. Nor the white one that stepped light as a feather as if each touch to the dew stained grass could rob its grace.

      No, the blue-gray shorthaired cat with a notched left ear and a deadly amusement that danced in its too large leaf-green eyes. They’d come to blows, that cat and Trill, for no reason other than the cat was large and bored, and Trill was small and clever, even for a pixie. 

      Not that either of those things were Trill’s fault. The tulip that had unfurled one spring morning to allow Trill to escape was the exact same kind as all the other pixies’ tulips. Even if it was two-colored, unlike the boring single color as the rest. Pink and lavender petals soft as summer’s song against aer cheek. A warm breeze against aer long tongue as Trill had stretched and lapped at the nectar that danced in aer veins. Each pixie existed in two places at once—above the ground to dance on the breeze and seek out the heart’s echo that resonated in another breast, and down below the soil’s crust where water sank to the bulb and the feathery pale brush of roots.

      Down far enough where no cat could get its stink or claw into it. 

      No reason to fear. Not when safety was certain.

      Still, Trill rose from where aer’d been crouched next to a dog’s track and brushed clumps of dirt from aer pale pink-and-lavender speckled knee. The dog had moved in from somewhere else, and Trill hadn’t seen it yet. Hadn’t wanted to. It wasn’t often the large tulip field received a new dog, and Trill wanted to record guesses and thoughts before confirming them with aer eyes. 

      Curiosity wasn’t a proper trait, Jrell had said. Showed what Jrell knew—just cause Jrell’s tulip had spat out the seed that formed Trill’s bulb didn’t mean the two were alike at all. 

      Weak spring sun warmed Trill’s wings, and ae felt grateful for any sun at all. Thick clouds normally blotted the sun, leaving aer hungry and listless. Especially tiresome when the blustery winds blew, or temperatures sank down to leave frost to crunch on leaves. 

      With the sun so high, Trill could flutter upward to clear the first rows of tulips to just beneath aer feet. Normally, the plants would be just as tall as a normal pixie, but Trill was short and the tulips sat on raised rows of deep delicious soil. 

      All around them, Trill could see the patterned stripes of colored flowers still sealed tight in pale green bulbs. It was a feeling of aer heart more than sight. Resonance. In the distance, humans sat blindly on their machines of dead brittle stone, or roamed trance-like to serve the flowers. 

      Unwitting. Slow. Dim. 

      Necessary. Mindless servants who, if one didn’t keep a mind on them, would blunder into ruin before long. Trill had always felt a pang of pity for them, doomed to wander after the sun had fallen, to stuff dead things in their faces, to be so scared of the world around them that they tried not to touch anything at all.

      The scream had come from the west so Trill followed it. Pixies danced below among the tulips, heedless of the hurry that urged Trill forward. Still, as ae reached the strip of pink tulips and landed in the dirt, there were others here already. Not surprising—pink pixies were always more protective than the others.

      “What happened?” Trill asked as ae slipped up to a vibrating cluster of pink wings and breeze-teased hair. The pressure in Trill’s chest grew as ae saw the pixie lying in the dirt. The shimmer had gone out of the normally vibrant pink skin. Black splotches covered aer chest. Cracks formed in the bent and twisted wings. And though Trill didn’t want to, ae looked at the face.

      “Be easy, Trill,” Lark said and tried to place a hand on aer shoulder, but Trill slipped forward with a cry. Trill knew this pixie.

      “Ambrill!“ 

      Large eyes opened and looked up at aer, and Ambrill cracked a smile that seemed to cause more pain than joy. 

      “Tril…seem to have…fallen. Not feelin so well.” The words came slurred and thick as if aer’d just drank too much nectar. 

      “Fall? More like miss the gnat you were diving at,” Trill said and tried to force a smile. It didn’t work, and ae looked up at the others. “Where’s Jrell? Aer Echo is hurt, ae should be here.”

      The others murmured, and Lark took to the sky.

      “No need to trouble ae. I’ll just rest,” Ambrill said and tried to rise.

      “Rest on your back, then.” The pressure in Trill grew tighter and suddenly, ae couldn’t be there even with clan around. Ae pushed through the crowd and half-flew through the dance of curved leaf and waving bud. Color warmed aer and then, Trill felt a thrill sneak through aer toes as aer pressed against a familiar slender stalk. 

      Resonance, deep and dear as aer heartbeat, trembled through the tulip stalk. Faint, but that of kin. 

      Trill pushed aer tongue out to caress one of the curved leaves, wanting the familiar sweet taste of kin to help push away the sorrow that sought to tear aer wings. Instead, a sour tang clung to the inside of aer tongue and ae gagged, backing away. The tulip’s leaves bore the same sort of black splotches as Ambrill’s skin.

      “No, oh no.” Ae bent down and pressed aer hands against the stalk. It vibrated, its song different from the one Trill normally felt. 

      Wrong. Not a song at all. More like a leaf that bore an ant.

      Scooting around the plant, Trill took a bit of broken leaf and whispered thanks while ae tore a long strip from it. Rolled it up like a twig, then wiggled it down against the stalk. 

      Pressed aer ear against one end and listened.

      The vibration grew, more gnawing than anything else. Alarm swelled through aer, and desperately, ae started to dig at the cloying soil. Down there lay Ambrill’s bulb. If the bonded tulip failed, so would they.

      Trill couldn’t let that happen.

      Clods flew and it took a moment for aer to realize that the dirt flew up at aer. Ae danced back, wings beating the air. The ground shifted into the hole and then, a small brown-black beetle shook itself free. It looked like the coffee beans that the humans seemed to take special delight in slurping the burned sap from. Small fuzzy balls swayed on antenna, testing the air. At the bottom of the hole, a broken bit of pale bulb shone where the protective paper had been gnawed through.

      “You monster,” Trill whispered, fists clenched as anger grew. Ae knew ae had to stay calm, couldn’t behave like a Red—ae recognized this beetle, which made no sense. Small hive beetles only pestered the honeybees, stealing into the hive to eat the honey. They had no taste for plants, much less tulip bulbs.

      If that had changed, all pixies were all in grave danger. The strange foreign beetles reproduced rapidly and Trill didn’t know how to kill them.

      As if sensing aer thoughts, the beetle shook itself and started trundling away toward the edge of the field. Trill glanced at the other pixies, wondering if ae should call for help. But ae knew the others wouldn’t be curious, they’d just try and kill the beetle.

      And Trill couldn’t allow that. Not before ae learned more.
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      The beetle led aer nowhere. 

      By the time Trill had given up following the stupid bug over mounds of dirt, into deep patterned furrows in the soil made by the humans’ giant bugs, and into a more open field of waving sweet grass, ae was about ready to tear out aer wings.

      Then the bird ate the beetle. One flash of wings and the robin had a meal, leaving Trill staring at the waste of time.

      Aer knees grew weak and some of the luster went out of aer hair. Landing next to a large gray stone, Trill tried to regather some strength. Already, ae could feel aer attention shiver and stretch thin, ready to snap like a gossamer strand of spider silk when a breeze moved its anchor. Pixies didn’t focus, didn’t study, didn’t ask many questions—Ambrill had said that often enough, usually with laughter.

      Pixies danced, drank, and played.

      Which Ambrill would never do again if those beetles returned. 

      During the flight through the field, Trill had spotted more hive beetles. Moving, no doubt burrowing. Not many, not yet, but there would be as soon as the eggs laid in the deep welcoming soil hatched.

      None of them may play again.

      Trill made the sound ae’d heard the gray cat make when a pounce had missed and found that ae liked the way it caused aer chest to vibrate. Ae felt fierce, and that made aer straighten and look around again.

      Ae’d flown closer to where the humans roamed. A large thin-stone structure with ridged sides and an arched roof loomed nearby. Several of the large insects that the humans rode sat unmoving next to it. Three humans leaned against one of the insects, their mouths moving in the nonsensical babble that they always used, and one of them brought an object up to their mouths.

      Humans couldn’t see pixies, couldn’t hear them, couldn’t do much at all. It always amazed Trill that they could see each other. Still, humans interested Trill enough that ae’d observed them, and ae thought two of these humans looked familiar. The other one, shorter than the others and richer brown of skin and hair, gestured at them in a way that made the other two shake their heads.

      A tremble vibrated through Trill and, frowning, ae flew closer. The human’s voice felt good, and Trill’s wings shimmered as the babble almost made sense. 

      No, it did make sense. Hiding within the human’s noise lay meaning. Just barely understandable, yet…

      “…see him, please tell me. It’s important.” They passed a pale rectangle to one of the humans, who took it and shrugged. The mouth sounds the second human used had no meaning, but the unusual human seemed to understand anyway.

      They took a step back, then turned to walk to one of the bugs. Too curious to let this rest—though it seemed as if there was something Trill ought to be doing instead (that thought slid away like dew on a mouse’s back)—Trill flew after them and into the bug’s insides when the human opened it up.

      The human sat there in a carapace shelf made for them, and rested their hands on a wheel. “I’ll kill him,” they said, softly.

      The darkness in the meaning sent another shiver through Trill and ae studied the human more carefully. They had a small upturned nose and larger eyes than most humans Trill had seen—more like aer own eyes, though where aer eyes were a deep purple, the humans looked like freshly churned soil. They wore their curly hair short and Trill liked the way it curled around the ears. The human, ae realized, was attractive—the first of its kind, and a tremble and flush that Trill had never felt before swept through aer. It left the taste of honey. 

      Curious, Trill tried to determine what gender the human was. Ae knew that humans did have genders, much like mice, cats, and moles, though ae’d never been very good at figuring out what determined it. And, from where Trill crouched almost behind the human, it was difficult to tell much.

      So Trill flew forward to land on the sloped black ground next to the wheel the human clutched. The bug had begun to vibrate and Trill realized that they were moving, had been for some time.

      The human’s eyes swept toward Trill. A bright spark flashed in Trill’s mind as their eyes, impossibly, met. The human’s eyes widened even more and they screamed.

      Suddenly, the world tilted and spun. Trill yelped and tried to fly, but ae smacked into something invisible and hard. An unseen hand smashed aer against it. 

      Another shudder and bump, and the hand went away, leaving Trill to slide down. 

      “What the [mating] are you?” the human gasped, their mouth moving strangely apart from the words. The meaning rose in Trill’s heart, even with the fear and confusion from the sudden motion.

      Movement made Trill refocus on the human, and ae saw that they were leaning away from Trill and staring again. Great breaths shook their body and they raised one hand as if to swat a fly.

      Trill was no fly. Ae flickered up into the air and dashed away, only to smack against another magical barrier. 

      Pain blossomed, and ae screamed in anger and slammed against the barrier again
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