


Contents


	Title Page

	Description

	Dedication

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	About the Author

	Books by Amy Crook

	Bonus Short






  Guide

  
    	Contents

    	Start of Content

  















To Hive

and

to Hold
















Amy Crook






















Copyright ©2020 Amy Crook

All rights reserved. No AI was used. Fuck AI.













DESCRIPTION





ARTHUR IS AN apothecarist in the witches' district of a city that might have once been London, before the magic came. He also keeps magic bees in the greenhouse on his roof and teaches his trade to his apprentice, Ariadne. His life is settled, his customers are happy, and his heart is finally ready to open itself to more.





Jade was a student of sorcery, but although he values the skills he learned there, he doesn't agree with their values up on the hill. He's taken himself, his newly-acquired tattooist's license, and the familiar under his skin, and moved down to the witches' district. He’s determined to make this work, and when he needs botanical references for his first client, Arthur’s Apothecary across the way is the obvious place to start.





While Arthur builds a hive for a new swarm of bees, Jade builds a business and a new life. Together, can they cultivate a love as sweet as honey?
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who loves my characters as fiercely as I do,
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CHAPTER 1





"GOOD AFTERNOON," SAID Arthur, sliding out from behind the counter and straightening his waistcoat when the handsome newcomer came in, presenting his most professional appearance along with a customer service smile. "Can I help you with something?"


The man turned and smiled, all charm and warmth and scruff with a mouth that looked like it was meant for filthy things. "You must be Arthur. I'm Jade."


Arthur set aside the attraction and shook the proffered hand, feeling a tingle of sorcery riding under the warm hum of Jade's aura. "I am, it's good to meet you. The new tattooist?"


"Yep," said Jade. "I'm looking for a few things for art references." He glanced around at the array of beautifully displayed plants, potions, ingredients, and tisanes. Arthur's Apothecary carried a wide variety of things to serve the community he'd made his home. "I don't suppose you're interested in a tattoo?"


"I do barter," said Arthur, taking a calculated chance on his new neighbor, "but if you just want to draw them, why not come here or borrow the plants for a day?"


Jade blinked, and his grin went from charming to delighted. "I would absolutely love to do that, Arthur, that's very kind of you. Is there something I can do to return the favor?"


"I'm sure we'll think of something," said Arthur, turning back toward the counter. "Would you like a cup of tea?"


"Ah, favors owed. Well, that's not a bad thing, either," said Jade. "And yes, please. Should I just give you my list?"


Arthur was aware of Jade's gaze on his well-cut trousers, and considered once again that the effort of making the good arthritis potions for his tailor paid off, one way or another. "Yes, that would be fine. Will you want to try to borrow them all at once, one or two at a time, or just come here to draw? The conservatory gets great light." He filled the kettle and put it on to boil.


"You've got a conservatory?" asked Jade, sounding intrigued.


Arthur's hands moved as they talked, readying the pot, carefully doling out only information that was already common knowledge. "This whole building is mine, so I grow plants on the roof. It cuts into my solar panel space, but the plants are more profitable than energy."


"And you allow customers up there?" said Jade, hopeful.


Arthur shook his head with a little half-smile. "Not usually, but as a favor I could set you up at a table with some specimens, as long as you promised not to touch anything else." He poured a bit of hot water into the teapot and swirled it, then dumped it onto his waste-water watering can. "This is camellia sinensis, I trust that's all right?"


"Proper tea? I'm going to owe you more than one favor after today," said Jade, coming forward eagerly.


Arthur measured out the tea just as carefully and poured the hot water, then set one of his timers running. "It's not as uncommon over here, I guess, though I make do with herbs a lot of the time." He got out two lovely porcelain cups he'd traded the potter for, as well as a jar of golden honey from his own hive.


"Tea and honey," said Jade, voice almost reverent. "Next you'll tell me you've got milk, and I'll be forced to propose on the spot."


"Only hemp milk, I'm afraid," said Arthur. "Dairy's a little too dear for everyday use."


"Even that will be lovely, if it's on offer," said Jade hopefully.


Arthur couldn't help but smile. "Yes, of course," he said, bending down to get it out of his little fridge. He gave himself a splash of it as well, and then poured them both tea, offering the honey to Jade first and watching the pure delight on his face as he stirred some into his tea.


"This is an incredible treat, darling, you have no idea," said Jade, taking a sip and making a face of pure pleasure. "Oh, wow, that is proper tea."


Arthur smiled and sipped his own tea and sighed. "The honey's my own, but the tea is worth the price when I can swing it."


"I'll say," said Jade. "You're definitely earning that tattoo, or some other spell-art if it comes to that." He didn't seem to mind the idea of going outside his chosen speciality; for that matter, most of the sorcerers across town were unlikely to do spellwork for a witch like Arthur regardless of price. It was an offer far more rare than a cup of tea, or even a tumble in bed.


"Here's to new friendship and favors fairly exchanged," Arthur said. They clinked cups and had another sip.


Jade sighed happily. "You're a very generous soul, Arthur. I shall try to live up to your example."


"We're a generous community," said Arthur, adding pointedly. "At least, to each other."


"Outsiders have to pay, is that it?" Jade's eyes were bright as noonday sky and full of mischief.


Arthur smirked right back. "Gotta get money coming into the area somehow."


The bell over the door rang and Arthur straightened up, customer service smile back in place as another stranger came in. This one was of indeterminate gender, dressed in solar panel clothing stitched onto recycled finger-knit plastics in a manner that placed them from the cyber district. Their skin was a dusky brown and their hair a mess of curls, cables, and colors; their crow-black eyes darted around the store.


"Can I help you?" asked Arthur, setting his teacup onto its saucer, which he'd enchanted with a small warming spell to keep it from going cold on him.


"I heard you've got some, uh, American Columbo root?" asked the customer, fidgeting a little.


Arthur nodded. "I do, there's dried and fresh both but the fresh is a bit dear right now," he said. "Buy or barter?"


"You take crystals?" They fumbled inside their clothing and drew out a pouch. "Lab-grown chalcedony, quartz, coupla alexandrite."


"I might," said Arthur, thinking of who would take them and how he'd turn a profit. The alexandrite were quite beautiful, cut and polished to gem quality. The quartz was grown in long spears with one end jagged where it had been broken off, and the other in a natural point. The chalcedony had a nice luster but the shape wasn't refined, making it more of a tool than a jewel. "What are you hoping to get?"


"Need three whole roots, um, I think dried is okay?" Fingers fidgeted forward one of the quartz, one alexandrite, and a good-sized chunk of chalcedony. "For this maybe?"


"For that, I'll throw in a bit of balm for your hand," said Arthur, spotting the dry, itchy-looking skin. "Three dried roots and balm, for these three lab-grown crystals," said Arthur, holding his hand out for shaking.


The customer looked surprised, and a smile cracked their dour face as they shook. "You're fair."


Arthur nodded, a small, more genuine smile of his own crinkling his eyes and quirking his lips.


Jade had wandered off while they were bargaining, but Arthur wasn't worried that he'd risk future cups of tea, let alone his welcome. It only took a few moments to sweep the crystals away into a box and tuck them behind the counter. He handed over the small tin of balm and then came out from behind the counter to find and separate out three of the dried roots, checking them for completeness. Another bag was produced from the depths of the customer's clothing, and the roots also changed hands.


"Good bargain," they said, offering their balmed hand for another shake.


Arthur nodded. "Welcome back anytime," he replied, shaking firmly. "I make the balm here, it's cheap enough if you need more."


"Probably will," they said, slipping out the front.


"That was kind of you, to give them the balm," said Jade, strolling up while Arthur got the rest of his depleted stock tucked away.


"I wanted all three crystals, and it would've been overcharging. I can use the chalcedony myself and trade the other two away." He pulled the box back out and laid them on the counter, double checking them for quality and, with a bit of concentration, seeing the purity of their magical auras. It wasn't always what one wanted, sometimes the muddiness of earth-born crystals was required for a spell, but for Arthur's purposes these cyber-grown specimens would be fine.


"That's a nice alexandrite," agreed Jade. "May I?"


Arthur grinned. "Going to get even more in my debt?" he teased, nodding as he turned to grab his teacup and have another warm sip. "Mm, that's good."


"Maybe, though I might have something of equal value to trade. I've a few charms going spare," said Jade. "I didn't know if you took stuff like this."


Jade drained his own cup with a soft sigh, and Arthur took pity and poured him another cup; the pot filled four of the small teacups, which was usually enough to conduct any business that rated tea for the customer. He set the honey and milk on the counter and said, "Go on, I have a feeling we'll be working together a lot."


Jade lit up at that, which Arthur chose to ascribe to the prospect of their working relationship rather than the treat. "Ta, darling, you're a gem."


Arthur finished off his own cup and poured out the last of the pot. "Now, you said you had a list of plants you needed to reference?"


"Ah, yes," said Jade. 


He set his cup down with reverence and fished out a battered notebook while Arthur put away the precious condiments and cleaned out the pot; used tea leaves made good fertilizer for certain plants. He was getting a little low on hemp milk, but that was relatively cheap to replace, unlike the honey; his bees were another source of income for the shop. Jade flipped through the notebook and made a series of very entertaining noises.


"So, perhaps we should start a fresh list?" offered Arthur, rummaging under the counter for some paper. He kept rough, recycled paper on hand for this sort of disposable use, but graphite pencils worked just fine on it where ink would blur terribly.


Jade didn't eye it askance the way people from other districts sometimes treated the handmade nature of the witches' lifestyle. Arthur indulged in more polished items for some parts of his life, but his bespoke suits were as much of an eccentricity to some as the witchlights that kept the shop lit. Instead Jade took the proffered pencil and started transferring items from some sort of personal spell notebook, his handwriting neat with a touch of flair.


"I'm going to do some watering, but I'll be on this level," said Arthur, taking his watering can with him. He mustered up concentration enough to check plant health without wasting the energy for an actual spell, despite the distractingly attractive customer.


Jade made a vague noise of assent, and Arthur extended his senses with a push of his will, feeling around for plants that needed water, weeding, or anything else. He topped off a few plants, gave one a bit of plant food from the potion in his pocket, and plucked a few aspiring weeds from one of the big tree pots. There was one overwatered succulent he'd gotten for a song that was still needing more time to dry out, and Arthur spent a moment murmuring to it memories of desert winds, feeling the moisture evaporate for him to blow away with a soft breath. 


"That's a lovely bit of magic," said Jade, startling him.


Arthur cleared his throat. "Er, thanks." He hadn't learned enough about the inner workings of sorcery to know how it was different from his own witch's magic, just that it would be. "I'm about done here."


"I've got my list," said Jade, handing Arthur the paper and pencil.


"Let's see what I've got, then." Arthur scanned down the list and only saw one thing he didn't have. "Are you going to need any ingredients off these, or just to sketch them?"


"Oh, just to draw them," said Jade. "I might need to draw specific elements, but I shouldn't have to pluck anything."


Arthur nodded. "I should be able to do this, then. There's one I'll have to acquire, but since I get to keep the plant it's worth the effort for me."


"Really?" Jade looked like a kid on his birthday, getting the treat he's wanted all year. "That's amazing, Arthur, you're a gem."


"It's good you realize it," said Arthur impishly. "Now, if you really want to get in my good graces, you'll go get your sketching things and some lunch for us. My apprentice will be here soon to mind the shop."


"And you'll show me the conservatory?" At Arthur's nod, Jade stuck out his hand again. "It's a bargain," he said.


Arthur shook, and this time lingered just a moment, feeling the strange pull of Jade's aura. He was surprised to look down and see a tattoo slithering out of Jade's shirt cuff and over the back of his hand, the stylized snake flicking its tongue out where they touched as if to taste Arthur right back.


"Oh! I've never seen a tattoo do that," said Arthur. He nurtured that spark of wonder, an echo of Jade's earlier reaction to his trick with the cactus. Life in the city could dull one's sense of wonder, and Arthur made effort where he could to always love magic as much as he had when it first called to him.


Jade smiled fondly and used his other hand to stroke its head. "She likes you."


"I like her back," said Arthur, feeling the little tickle of magic reaching out to stroke over his skin every time its inked tongue flicked out. "How independent is she?"


"She can't crawl onto you without some special permission," Jade replied, "but she's got something like a spirit of her own, I invited her in when I made the tattoo as a vessel for her."


"Wow," said Arthur. He reached with his other hand and paused to ask, "May I?"


Jade beamed. "Yeah, go on." He lifted their joined hands a little.


Arthur felt his dimples coming out as he reached out and stroked his fingers over the snake's head, feeling the warmth of Jade's skin and the tingle of both their magics, getting a sense of some otherworldly presence. "Not a nature spirit, I guess."


"No, astral plane." Jade's eyes were fixed on Arthur's fingers, which had wandered up the snake's body toward Jade's wrist. "She chose the snake form, sort of."


"Do you have others?" asked Arthur, finding that both their magics seemed to like his curious caresses, which made his ears grow a bit warm. "I mean, of course you do, but others like this?"


Jade shook his head. "It's hard to house more than one spirit under your skin." He sounded a little breathless now, and Arthur made himself pull away and drop Jade's hand.


"Thank you for letting me meet her." Arthur was still smiling despite his embarrassed fascination. "Does she have a name you can tell me?"


"She has a name, but I don't really know you well enough to give you a piece of it." Jade's smile was lopsided and adorably sheepish. "Maybe in a few weeks, yeah? She definitely wants to make friends."


"Well, we can agree on that," replied Arthur, aware that he was flirting. Jade didn't seem to mind, though; he was hot enough to be out of Arthur's league, and exotically new to boot, but Arthur wasn't going to complain that he'd apparently caught the man's eye.


"So," said Jade, hands going into his pockets, "What shall we have for lunch?"





"What's that grin for?" asked Ariadne, coming behind the counter to put her bag away and make a pot of tea.


"Make the big pot," said Arthur. "I've got a lunch. Thing." He had amassed a tray full of plants to take upstairs, nearly everything on Jade's list that wasn't already up there.


"A lunch thing? Do tell," said Ariadne, rinsing out the big teapot with a very happy smile. Arthur was rarely cheerful enough to make so much tea at once, and he knew she was looking forward to having more than two small cups' worth.


"Tattoo guy wants to come here and draw plants as a favor." Arthur added one more pot to the tray and ticked it off the list. "He's getting us lunch. Also, as hot as advertised."


"Oh my goddess," she said, beaming. "You gave him tea and honey, didn't you?"


"And hemp milk," Arthur replied, tucking the list away in a pocket. "He's buying us lunch from Patels."


"Yeah? Am I getting saag or do I have to fend for myself?" She pulled out her apprentice journal and the store ledger, checking to see what Arthur had sold that day.


"Oh, right, I almost forgot." Arthur came over to put the earlier barter in the ledger, which led to showing her his trade items, not just the stones but several seed packets from earlier that morning, and a couple of IOUs. "Oh, and we'll need more hemp milk pretty soon."


"I've been meaning to try my hand at making it." Ariadne made puppy eyes at him.


Arthur laughed. "Yeah, I'll send you to get ingredients tomorrow morning, it'll be a good project for you."


"I always forget you don't grow it," she said, making some notes in her journal.


"Everyone else does. Why waste the space when the things I grow are more valuable?" Arthur replied. "I like that there's cheap, easy trade stuff we always need, too."


"We?" said Jade's voice as he came through the door, making the chimes above it ring sweetly.


"Ariadne, this is Jade. Ari's my apprentice, so the shop sustains us both." Arthur did a little bow.


Jade's smile came back to its full wattage, showing charmingly crooked teeth. "You must be the recipient of the saag and extra naan that were impressed upon me as necessary," he said, setting down the box and pulling out containers. Ariadne's lidded ceramic bowl was glazed in a lovely celadon with dancing stalks of grass in a darker green, and the bread was wrapped in a matching cloth napkin. Arthur had a few bowls that lived with the Patels, and it looked like they'd all come back with this order plus a few extras, along with several napkin-wrapped bundles and a pot of chai.


"Oh, we were going to make more tea," said Arthur, as the kettle clicked off.


"We can save it for later," suggested Ariadne, perking up. "If I can steal a cup of that?"


"Yes, of course," said Jade, pouring for her when her teacup appeared on the counter. "Are we eating down here, petal?"


"Upstairs," said Arthur, trying not to twitch at the pet name. Assuming it was directed at him, of course, but Ari seemed to take for granted that it was. "Did they charge you for Ari's food?"


"They almost didn't even charge me for yours, but I did take it upon myself to treat us all," replied Jade, packing the box back up carefully, making sure nothing would rattle now that they were down two items. "I'm sure your apprentice won't mind benefiting from the favors owed to the shop owner."


"Neither of us minds," replied Arthur, before Ariadne could speak. "I usually feed her, it's easier than trying to give her much of a salary."


"He covers my rent, too," explained Ariadne sheepishly. "I only need pocket money when I want something we can't trade for here."


"Not a lot of viable currency going around these days," agreed Jade. "I'm very lucky Arthur was willing to lend me the use of his conservatory for favors owed."


"Speaking of which," said Arthur, picking up the tray of plants, "get the door, will you, Ari?"


"Sure thing." She put the lid back on her food while Jade hefted the box, and they headed over to the door hidden by screening vines and a small notice-me-not charm.


Arthur felt the soft rush of warmth when his wards closed behind them with the door, and he wondered what it felt like to Jade to be enfolded in a cocoon of Arthur's magic. 


"It's just straight up to the roof from here," Arthur said unnecessarily, filling the silence with nervous chatter as he climbed the stairs. It was three flights, the ground floor being the shop, the second floor his living quarters, and the third his lab with the roof garden and solar panels up top. 


Jade let out a soft, considering noise. "You're all through this building, aren't you?"


"It's mine," said Arthur simply. There were a lot of ways property could be acquired these days, not all of them strictly legal, and it never hurt to make people wonder how an apothecarist could afford to own his own building.


"In every sense, I guess." Jade sounded impressed, and not at all bothered by the long climb. Though Arthur paused at each landing to make sure they both had a good grip on their burdens, it didn't take too long to get up to the top and out into the noonday sun.


About half the roof was taken up with solar panels, a uniform set thanks to a judicious trade. Another quarter held a proper greenhouse, glassed-in and full of exotic plants, not to mention the beehive. The last quarter was a beautiful garden with a table and chairs in the middle, which is where Arthur led Jade to set down their burdens.


"You serve us up lunch and I'll make sure these don't get sunburned while we eat," said Arthur, taking a few of the more delicate plants over to a shaded workbench. He had a small shed against one wall of the greenhouse that provided shade and storage, as well hiding the plumbing for his two water features, one under glass and one out in the open air.


"This is beautiful." Jade was parceling out the dishes, making sure there were teacups and pouring them each some chai, which the restaurant made with creamy coconut milk and spiced tea and would have cost him enough that Arthur was already feeling on more equal footing. "I'm honored you've invited me up here."


"You've got a good aura," teased Arthur, not entirely joking. He sat and began uncovering dishes, laying out the napkins of naan and making a plate out of one of the lids. "You need to work and live here just as much as I do. The reputation you'd get for spoiling a major community resource wouldn't be worth whatever mischief you might get up to."


Jade laughed. "Sensible as well as soulful." He followed suit and began serving himself. "The meal wasn't too much but their tea came a lot more dearly than yours."


Arthur took a sip and sighed happily. "It's a good bribe for me to hunt up that lithops."


"I'll have to go back to herbal blends tomorrow," said Jade with a sigh, "but maybe my favorite plant supplier will find me somewhere to buy a tin for myself."


"I could arrange it, if you really do have a charm or two going wanting," said Arthur. He dug into the food now that it had cooled a little, sighing over the taste. "The Patels also have a tea connection."


"Not the same one?" Jade dug in as well, both of them using the bread for utensils along with a couple of the serving spoons. It was hard to care too much about germs when water to wash the dishes was so precious, and most people kept a personal warding or charm against illness. At least in the magical neighborhoods; he wasn't sure what the techs did, though he'd not heard of any of the city's districts having outbreaks of colds or influenza last winter.


"Not the same one." Arthur mmed at the taste of the spiced naan, a favorite that also came at a small but significant premium. "Their supplier imports their spices, too, and I can't meet the minimums."


"Ah, well, the price of luxury I suppose," said Jade with a shy grin. "I've got my sketch things with me. Will I be allowed to stay up here unsupervised?"


"I've got some work to do in the garden, but if you're still drawing when I'm done you can stay until the light goes." Arthur had a spoonful of the creamy yogurt and cucumber mix he rarely paid extra for. "Mm, you really did go all out, this is a rare treat."


"Anything for you, darling." Jade winked and had a bite of his own raita.


They ate in silence awhile, murmuring appreciation for the feast that slowly dwindled until there was nothing but a surprise dish of sweets for each of them, and the very last dregs of chai. "I'm going to waddle around doing my chores," said Arthur, stretching before he dug into the sweet jalebi.


"That was the best meal I've had in ages," agreed Jade, rubbing his belly. "I can't bring us lunch like that every day but I am absolutely delighted to have done so today."


"It'll be my treat tomorrow, I usually cook us something." Arthur licked a little bit of syrup off his fingers. "And there's always fresh greens."


"Oh, you tease," said Jade with a laugh. "It sounds delightful, should I bring anything besides myself and my sketchbook?"


"Can you get some hemp milk in case Ari's experiment goes awry?" asked Arthur. "Or any kind of milk, really, though I'm not fond of soy."


Jade nodded, pulling out his phone to make a note. Arthur licked his lips, then pulled out his own phone, one of his most expensive possessions and one he rarely showed off. "Shall we trade numbers?"


"Oh, erm, I'm only on the magical network," said Jade apologetically.


Arthur nodded. "I'm on both." He flashed Jade the modified front, gold-filled runes etched into the tech glass along with delicate traceries of pure magic in flickering blue. "Don't tell anyone?"


"I would never," Jade swore, looking impressed. "You really have done well for yourself, if the building and the phone are both yours."


Arthur laughed and nodded. "Yeah, I do pretty well. I economize where I need to, but I can afford quality when it suits me."


They spent a few moments with the business of exchanging numbers and making sure they could send messages, and then Arthur tucked his phone back away in the special inner pocket of his waistcoat, which had its own notice-me-not spells woven through it. "All right, I really do need to get to work," he said, giving in and eating the last bite of his dessert. "Thank you again for this feast, it really is a treat."


"You're very welcome, Arthur, you are a delight to have met," said Jade. "And it's saved me all kinds of trouble to be able to do these here, even if it means the shop's closed up while I work."


Arthur savored the last sip of his chai and sighed, then stood up and nodded to Jade. "Leave the dishes, we'll do them tonight with the rest of the day's cleaning."


"Boxed up?" asked Jade, wiping his mouth on one of the napkins.


Arthur nodded, and they both busied themselves with work. When he looked back, Jade was working away at a sketchbook, all the dishes neatly packed away and a single plant in front of him. Jade had pulled out the stake that read 'string of pearls' in Arthur's neat script, and angled the pot to get a good swath of the hanging tendrils in his sketch.


The afternoon went like that, Arthur in his apron working away at the bench or in the planters, while Jade drew this plant and that. After a couple of hours, Arthur decided it was time for a break and ran his hands through a quick cleaning spell to get the dirt off without wasting water. 


"How's the progress?" asked Arthur, coming over to see what Jade was doing.


"Two down, many to go," said Jade with a chuckle. He flipped back and showed Arthur first the string of pearls, done in bold pencil and delicate watercolor for a beautiful juxtaposition of styles that worked well for the odd plant. The next one was the blooming clover, its yellow blossoms painted in splashes of pigment and the familiar leaves rendered with more delicacy around them.


"I'll put these back where they belong, and make sure everything else will be fine overnight." Arthur slipped the two finished plants off the tray and took the rest over to his workbench, dropping off several there and putting the rest in the greenhouse. When he came back, Jade was nearly done with his sketch of cheerful marigolds.


"I'll be another half hour at least getting these colors right." Jade looked up with puppy eyes. "Can I stay?"


"Yeah, want some water?" said Arthur, smiling at him warmly. "I need to go check on Ari."


"Yes, ta," Jade replied, already back to his sketching.


Arthur took the box of dishes downstairs, putting it in his own kitchen before heading down with a snack for Ariadne, fresh tomatoes from his own vines, halved and rubbed with basil. She accepted with good grace and they talked about the shop, which had been busy enough that he gave her his tomato and made more for himself and Jade.


"I brought a treat," said Arthur, emerging into the light with his hands full of cool water in glass bottles, and the napkin containing their snack.


"Brilliant," said Jade, grinning as he set his things aside and accepted both water and food. "Oh, you grew this, I bet." He bit into the ripe half-sphere, juice running down his chin as he made a pleased noise.


"Of course, and the basil, too." Arthur nibbled on his own rather more delicately, not wanting to get tomato on his shirt.


Jade mmed and used the napkin on his chin. "I'm never leaving, you're a wonder." He was beaming, crooked teeth biting into the flesh of the tomato again and taking a basil leaf with them this time.


They ate their snacks in silence, giving the good food the attention it deserved. Fresh food would be much rarer in winter, though Arthur kept some things in his greenhouse for year-round produce. Arthur watched Jade eating, big bites that he savored with unvarnished enjoyment, and wondered how he'd be in bed, doing magic, practicing his art. By contrast, Arthur kept himself contained. He'd honed his magic, his will, and his expertise to razor sharpness, using each with precision to best effect.


Jade's brilliant, cheerful chaos was intoxicating.


"What time do you need to be at your own shop?" asked Arthur, once Jade had devoured his tomato.


"I'm not really open yet, actually. I've got commissions pending and I won't open the shop until I've got the art done for the walls, and those clients done. Should be another couple of weeks." Jade cleaned himself on the napkin and folded it to one side, going back to layering paint on his marigolds.


"So you'll be here morning to night until then, and company for lunch." Arthur nodded to the loose, gorgeous drawing. "That's really lovely, very different from your snake."


"Different purposes, I suppose. Runework is more variable than you'd think, depending on the intent of the piece." He splashed a little more green onto the leaves and then began carefully cleaning his brush, rubbing the damp bristles against an etched spell-stone that removed both paint and water with each stroke. "This is as much for my memory as the final design, anyway."


Arthur nodded. His own spells could look very different depending on the purpose, sometimes needing elaborate preparation and tools, and sometimes just a few words and his will. "I suppose our magics aren't so different," he mused.


"They're different enough," replied Jade with a sigh. "But more in source than function, I understand. Witchcraft is all about nature, and sorcery's more about the supernatural."


"Well, hopefully you won't disrupt our nature here too much," said Arthur, with just enough sharpness to make it a warning. He might think Jade was a lot of good things, but he'd be the first to cut him out of the neighborhood if Jade's magic started to eat away at the core of their lifestyle.


Jade shook his head. "Part of why I left," he replied shortly. His tone made it clear he didn't want to broach the subject further, and Arthur chose to respect that for now.


"Then you'll fit in here just fine." Arthur finished his last bite of tomato, finding a clean bit of napkin to wipe his mouth and fingers. "I should get back down to the shop."


"I suppose your apprentice has her own work to do," said Jade. He made sure the paint was dry and shut his book, packing everything away in his bag. "What time shall I return tomorrow?"


Arthur suppressed a stab of regret that Jade was going so soon and got up, making sure his clothing was dusted and everything up on the roof was in good order. "I open at ten, you can come in then."


"Will do," replied Jade. He let Arthur escort him downstairs and out the front door. 


Arthur went to relieve Ariadne at the counter, where she was having a little trouble with one of their cantankerous regulars. She scampered off as soon as she could, and Arthur suppressed another little sigh before taking up the thread of conversation and figuring out what the man actually wanted.










CHAPTER 2





THE NEXT MORNING, Arthur came down from his lab to open the shop and found Jade already waiting, chatting with one of Arthur's other favorite customers, an old witch who came to him for his plant ingredients and the odds and ends he got in trade from others.


"I've told her that you've got first dibs on my charms, darling, but she wants to see what's on offer anyway," said Jade with a wink.


It took Arthur an embarrassingly long moment to realize that Jade meant magical charms and not the other kind. "Yeah, of course, come in and I'll make us some tea."


"Nettle and mint for me, none of that caffeinated stuff," said Cora, shuffling in after Jade. "I've got a few ingredients to pull as well."


"You shop, we'll get everything ready," Arthur assured her, leading Jade over to his counter and getting set up for two pots of tea, since he knew they both would want camellia sinensis. "Ari's making us more milk today, I gave her a budget and sent her off to find raw ingredients since I don't grow hemp or nuts."


Jade nodded. "I hope you haven't given away that alexandrite?" he said, getting out a small roll of dark velvet that he unrolled onto the counter. "I really did want to trade for it."


"No, no, I remembered." Arthur got the kettle going and warmed the pots with a quick spell so he could get the herbs measured out. He got out the box of traded items, knowing they'd both want a look through it. He found the honey and the last of his hemp milk and set those beside their cups, not letting himself get distracted until the kettle dinged and he could pour water into their teapots.


Arthur finally let his attention, both mundane and magical, wander over to the metal charms on Jade's unrolled velvet. "These are lovely," said Arthur, passing his hand just above them and feeling the energies, one for luck and one for love, one for prosperity and one for health, not big charms but well-wrought and lasting. There were three that took him a moment until he narrowed his focus: the first was a charm specifically to keep the owner from damaging their possessions; the second was a charm against spoiled food; and the last one was Arthur's favorite once he got the gist, a charm to hone one's sense of enoughness so one always used the right amount of a resource for the purpose.


"I want this one," said Arthur, tapping the counter above it. "If it's for sale?"


"Really? That's such an odd little charm." Jade sounded surprised, rubbing the back of his neck. "It was more of an experiment."


"I love the specificity," said Arthur. "Assuming I'm interpreting it right."


"You can give it a try when you make up our tea," offered Jade, picking it up and pressing it into Arthur's hand with both of his. "If so, I'd be happy to trade it for that gem."


"Oh, no, it's worth more than that." Arthur's protest got caught up in a smile when the snake tattoo snuck down out of Jade's sleeve again to lick at Arthur's skin. "Hello there."


"It's really not, it's such a small thing." Jade was smiling, too, as the snake wound itself around his hand, getting tastes of both Arthur's skin and the charm. "She's so curious about you."


"Our Arthur is a curiosity," said Cora. She came up and set a bundle of items on the counter, sorting them out a ways down from Jade's impromptu display. "Tea about ready?"


"Not quite," said Arthur without thinking, the answer popping into his head with a little spark of magic from the charm. "Yeah, I definitely want this one." He made no move to reclaim his hand yet, enjoying the warmth of Jade's aura and the alien tingle of the snake's threading through it.


"I'll take a look at the rest, then." Cora trundled over to peer at them.


Arthur felt a tug at his awareness and regretfully pulled out of Jade's gentle grip, keeping the charm in his palm. "Tea's about ready."


"I like this one," said Cora, pointing to the charm for fresh food. "Whatcha want?"


Arthur tuned out their bargaining and poured the tea, using the charm to sense when he'd put in the perfect amount of everything and finding himself amused to be adding more honey and milk to his own cup than usual, and nearly the same amounts to Jade's. Cora liked honey but not milk, and he slid her cup over to her before handing Jade his.


"I love this charm," said Arthur, tucking it in his vest pocket. "It'll save me a lot of my own magic when I'm working with plants."


Jade lit up. "Oh, yeah, I didn't think of that. It's perfect, then, charm for the stone?"


"Sure. If you're done with Cora you can go up, I added you and your snake to the stair wards." Arthur had spent long moments last night calling up the memory of their auras and whispering permission into his wards, which readily accepted Jade as much as they had Ariadne and Lancelot. He'd burned a sprig of dried rosemary while he worked to give himself a boost, and the shop still smelled of herbs and smoke today in a way Arthur, at least, found appealing.


Arthur fished the stone out of the box and passed it over to Jade, who folded it up into the velvet with the charms to keep safe.


"We're done enough," said Cora mysteriously. "I'll get that finished for you, poppet, never fear." She'd secreted her own charm into one of the many pockets hidden in her voluminous, colorful skirts.


"I knew you would," said Jade, charming as ever. He swooped in with an impish grin and kissed Arthur's cheek, and then Cora's weathered one. "I'll see you upstairs, petal." Bag and cup hefted, he made his way to the back, only hesitating a moment before vanishing through the door.


"He's a lovely one," said Cora with a knowing cackle.


"Yeah, he is," agreed Arthur. "Now, what've you got here?"





Their business done to Arthur's great satisfaction and Cora's as well, he brought the last of the pot up to Jade, trusting the shop wards to let him know if anyone else came in. "I thought you might like this," said Arthur, bringing over the small tray with pot, milk, and honey.


"I would very much, ta," said Jade, looking up from his work. He'd found one of the plants on Arthur's workbench from his list and set himself up to draw. He drained the last bit of his cup and let Arthur fix his refill, the charm helping him to make it perfectly to Jade's taste.


"There you are." Arthur picked the tray back up. "I can't stay now, but I'll be back to get you for lunch once Ariadne's here."


"I'll come down if I need you," said Jade with a wink.


Arthur huffed a laugh, knowing he was showing his dimples. "I don't doubt it."


He stole a glance at the graceful swoops of Jade's sketch, loose graphite that captured the essential shape of the leaves, and he knew he was still smiling when he got back down to the shop just in time to help out a trio of customers.





Arthur made them a salad for lunch with fresh greens and herbs from his own plants, more tomatoes and cucumbers from his prolific vines, lemon juice from his dwarf tree in the greenhouse, goat cheese traded for a potion against parasites, and hard boiled eggs from a neighbor's hens. His avocado tree was just starting to put out fruit, but they were still a little too precious for this. Instead, he sliced up some apple and pear from another neighbor's trees, and added a sprinkling of walnuts as well. Jade's charm helped him get the right amount of everything and even nudged him to add a little sprinkle of salt for all of them, as well as slicing the squeezed lemons into a pitcher of chilled water for them to share.


He brought the tray of goodies downstairs and found Jade leaning on the counter while Ariadne chattered away at him, showing off all of Arthur's most popular poultices and unguents.


"I was beginning to wonder if he did any actual apothecary-ing," said Jade teasingly.


"I do my lab work in the mornings while you're still lazing in bed," replied Arthur, setting the tray on the counter and nodding to the three bowls. "Blue is Ariadne, Brown is me, and Green is you."


"Arthur makes a lot of extra money growing his own ingredients and selling them." Ariadne snagged her bowl and a fork and dug in with glee. "But the medicinals are still our main gig."


"Witches like Cora trade me finished potions for ingredients, too," added Arthur.


Jade looked curious. "She wouldn't make more selling herself?" He accepted his own bowl with a soft thanks.


"Cora has been known to yell loud enough to be heard down the block when people bother her for things they can buy from me instead," said Arthur with a chuckle.


"Cora only likes to do special orders personally," said Ariadne between bites. "But she sometimes gets Arthur to broker those, too, if she's feeling particularly antisocial."


Jade was smiling thoughtfully. "I knew I liked her," he said, eyes twinkling.


His snake came peeking out when Arthur handed Jade his water, their hands brushing on the cold glass. Her tongue flicked at the condensation and Arthur was charmed to see the drops quivering in reaction to the small magic.


"I hope it's good, your charm is really great for cooking," said Arthur. "I think you'll find other people wanting one, if you decide to make more."


Jade shrugged. "I haven't got the facilities right now, but maybe someday." He brought his hand over to cup Arthur's, letting the snake get her taste of his magic.


Arthur chuckled at the tickle of her curiosity against his aura. "You spoil your snake," he said fondly.


"You're one to talk. I've seen how you are with that lazy cat of yours," said Ariadne dryly.


"You have a cat?" Jade's whole face was lit up with delight. "And it doesn't roam the shop?"


"He can, but he chooses not to," said Arthur. "His name's Lancelot."


"Arthur found him when he was a kitten, and sacrificed a lot of our food budget to get him healthy," said Ariadne. "Still, it was nice to always have cow's milk for tea."


"We buy him meat scraps from restaurants now," said Arthur. "He does hunt, too, but he's really lazy and my vermin wards are pretty solid."


Arthur finished giving everyone their food and water and finally dug into his own salad. The extra salt livened up the fresh ingredients, and he let out a little hum of happiness at the taste. "Seriously, that charm is the best."


When he looked up, the tips of Jade's ears were suspiciously pink.





The next few days passed peacefully, Jade showing up at shop opening and painting until closing, with Arthur working up on the roof as he could. Jade provided lunch sometimes, shared in theirs sometimes, and was always unstinting in his offers to help or provide. Their hemp milk was upgraded to a choice of coconut or almond milk courtesy of Jade, and Arthur introduced Jade to his bees as a reward.


"These are smart bees," said Arthur, pausing at the door to the greenhouse. "I mean, magical bees."


"I'll be polite," assured Jade. "I've never met any before, but I've heard of them."


"Good. Her Majesty will introduce herself however she wishes you to know her, but generally treating her like royalty will go over well." Arthur took a deep breath and opened the door into his greenhouse, letting out a burst of warm, scented air and a few lazy, curious bees that looped around them and back into their familiar haven.


"It's beautiful in here," breathed Jade, face lit up as he took in the rows of tables and planters and shelves and hanging pots, arranged as much for aesthetics as agriculture.


"She likes it to be pretty." Arthur let the familiar atmosphere soothe his nerves. It hadn't been hard to convince him to forgo the regimented organization of the shop for a configuration aimed at beauty, as long as all the plants he truly required could be accommodated. "I do, too."


"I can see why she likes you, then." Jade's flirting was as natural as breathing, Arthur sometimes thought, but it was directed at Arthur the most often so he let himself enjoy it. "It's beautiful in here, petal."


"Thank you," said Arthur. "Ah, the scouts have reported in."


A small group of bees swooped and dove their way over, showing off their precision flying to the newcomer.


"This is Jade," Arthur said to the bees. "He's here to be presented to Her Majesty."


There was a moment of whirling, and then the whole group bobbed up and down once before heading back the way they came.


"I take it that's a yes?" asked Jade. He had that look of childlike wonder he got sometimes, and Arthur wanted very badly to kiss him.


Arthur nodded instead. "Yeah." He led Jade to the middle of the greenhouse where there was an elaborate, beautiful hive built in a squat, potted tree. 


Arthur had built the hive with magic and carpentry and a lot of sweating and swearing, making sure it would support a good colony of bees without harming the tree before he did the spell to invite bees into his greenhouse. The bees had done the rest, carving the frame into beautiful whorls and honeycombs, filling it with wax, and getting Arthur to bring them new wood to add to it whenever they required it. 


In return, Arthur was allowed to harvest honey, wax, and royal jelly in carefully measured quantities. The Queen deliberately overproduced for Arthur's benefit; much more of her hive was devoted to honeycomb than usual, which they all considered fair return for Arthur's continued maintenance of their home. Not to mention the comfort of living in a warded, climate-controlled, flower-bedecked environment.


"Beautiful," said Jade again, looking positively starry-eyed as they approached the tree.


Arthur took a critical look at all the parts of the structure, and thought he might have to trade for some more wood and clay soon, and spend a few nights enlarging the pot and supporting the structure. "Your Majesty, the hive is looking splendid. You've been expanding again."


Arthur put a hand on Jade's arm to keep him from starting when the Queen floated up out of her crowd of bees, a tiny flower fairy barely as tall as a thumb and possessing an eerie, insectoid cast to her features. Far from being repelled, however, Jade looked fascinated.


He moved forward and bowed politely. "Your Majesty, thank you for granting me an audience. Arthur has let me try some of your delightful honey, and I've never had better."


"We wish to have a few special items, and have made honey for payment," said the Queen. "We are pleased that our honey is so well-received."


Arthur bowed, too. "I'm happy to acquire whatever you need, Your Majesty." Even if it cost more than the honey gave him this year, an expansion would assure years of profit. "I'll spend some time on your tree, as well."


"We would appreciate it." Her voice held the buzz of her workers, low and alien, but her words were high and clear. "We will tell you of our wishes."


Arthur pulled out his notebook and made the list, smiling as he realized what she wanted from him. "Will you want to share the greenhouse, then, or is there somewhere calling for a new hive?"


"We wish to have the flowers outside harvested," said the Queen. "We do not wish stranger-bees on our roof, so we will make a sister-hive for outside."


"I'll do everything I can to prepare for it," Arthur assured her. "The wards can handle the worst of the winter weather, with a little alteration."


"We knew we could count on you to keep our sister-bees as well as you have kept us." Her voice was smug and pleased. "Our sister-hive will give honey of a different flavour. If you bring us all we ask, we will have healing honey for all of us."


"Yes, Your Majesty." Arthur blinked, holding in his surprise. 


"We are pleased with your new human. Bring them back to us when you have let them mark you." She sank back down into the horde of her bees, their bodies covering hers until she vanished from sight. Arthur knew she had some kind of chambers inside the hive, but he had made a point never to inquire too closely about it. It felt like a trust he didn't need, given the rest of their relationship.


He and Jade both bowed, and the roiling mass of bees dissipated into the hive. Arthur led Jade back out to the roof and then back downstairs. "I think we both need more tea after that," said Arthur with a laugh.


"Do you know how valuable healing honey is?" said Jade, once they were inside.


Arthur chuckled. "I do, but I expect there will be more demands in return. The hive is profitable but she makes me work for it."


Jade nodded. "I saw that hive, that was gorgeous. How much if it was you?"


"I build and add to the structure, but her bees do all the intricate carving work. The pot is my design, and I trained the tree into its shape." They made it down into the shop and Arthur headed for the kettle, only to find Ariadne had already started it up.


"You always need tea after seeing the bees," she explained. "Did she give you another shopping list?"


Arthur laughed. "Yeah, and it's a big one. I'll have to take a few days off to get started on it, and then spend a lot of time on the roof. Will you be okay?"


"Yeah, as long as you keep your phone on so I can text you if I need you," she said. "My milk project can be moved down here, and I can always bring down the small mortar and pestle and do prep work for your lab time."


"Good Apprentice." Arthur readied the small teapot and got into his very secret stash, some black tea he'd flavoured himself with a precious vanilla bean. Ariadne knew where it was, of course, but she also knew better than to get into it -- she'd get some whenever he drank it if she left it alone.


"What is that heavenly smell?" said Jade, scenting the air as Arthur uncovered the tin and then unwrapped the plastic inside.


"Vanilla." Arthur sighed softly and inhaled deeply.


"Wow." Jade shook his head. "You are spoiling me for other men, Arthur, darling."


Arthur could feel his dimples showing. "It's worth a celebration," he said. Ariadne warmed the teapot for him, holding the kettle poised while he carefully measured in three teaspoons of the precious treat, and a little extra sprinkle for the pot. She poured the water, a little less than usual since they were going for three cups instead of four, and Arthur got the tin sealed back up and tucked into its warded cupboard. He turned to Ariadne, who was looking incredibly curious, and said, "I'm building a second hive, Her Majesty wants to make a sister-Queen to make healing honey."


"Even a little of that will help us out a lot," said Ariadne, getting down their cups and wiping them clean, making sure they were matched with the spelled saucers.


"Hm, I feel like I should have contributed something to this celebration." Jade was standing over the pot, inhaling the steam.


"You did," said Arthur, pulling out the tin of coconut milk. "This will be amazing in vanilla tea."


Jade and Ariadne both let out oohs that made them all laugh, and somehow the reverent hush that had settled over them became properly celebratory. Ari nipped upstairs to get some cookies from Arthur's stash, while Arthur carefully poured a measure of coconut milk and honey into each cup, using his new charm to judge the amount.


"What will you choose for a tattoo, d'you think?" asked Jade. His snake had snuck down of his sleeve again, tongue flicking out when Jade gently waved his hand through the fragrant steam.


Arthur chuckled. "I've no idea yet. I haven't got a clear idea of the possibilities."


"Will your poppet want one as well? You two certainly are both welcome." Jade smiled at Ari as she brandished the cookie tin at them, its holiday motif painted over with preservation charms.


"I absolutely want one," said Ariadne. "Arthur'll help me afford it."


"Jade and I will work it out for you," agreed Arthur. "So yeah, we're definitely on your list." He could feel the tea was ready, and he poured it into three cups, the last trickle just filling his own cup perfectly. They each stirred their cups and slipped a few cookies on their saucers. They were made of ginger from Arthur's garden and molasses acquired by barter, flour from the mill on the river and honey from his bees, leavening from the alchemist and butter from one of the farmers who came in to market, eggs from their neighbor and the rest of the spices traded from the Patels a measure at a time for their own share of the bake.


Arthur took a sip, sighing over the flavor. "Perfect."


"Really perfect," Ariadne said, after her own first sip.


Jade was still smelling his, inhaling the mix of honey and coconut, tea and vanilla, eyes closed to concentrate on the scents before he took a sip. He let out a positively obscene sound and opened his eyes. "Definitely perfect."


They tacitly agreed to concentrate on their treats, each of them sipping and nibbling at their own pace. Arthur was glad that he only had one sip left when the bell above the door rang, admitting Cora with a basket of her own wares, her trade for the things she'd taken the other day.


"Celebrating something," she said matter-of-factly. "Good omen I came now, then."


"We're sharing a special treat," said Jade delightedly. "Do you have mine, too?"


"I do," she said, passing a cloth bundle to Jade. "It's a good trade, even if I have to start another for myself now."


Arthur let the mystery go for now, finishing his tea with a pleased sigh and offering Cora the cookie tin.


"Don't mind if I do," she said, taking two ginger cookies and biting into one while the other vanished into her skirts. "I've got yours here, too, never fear."


"I never do, with you," Arthur assured her, while Ariadne cleared up the remains of their miniature party.


Cora put the basket up on the table, and Arthur spent a few minutes discussing what she'd brought him, the witch-potions that were more in her milieu than his. It gave his shop more cachet to have not only his own preparations but her potions, among other things.


She had a surprise for him, a new remedy for the flux she'd been trying out, and he parted with a few more traded stones in exchange for a promise that it came with the same quality guarantee as always. After a cup of lemon-mint and dandelion tea to seal the bargain, they parted ways and Arthur turned his attention back to the rest of the shop.


Jade was just coming out of the door to upstairs wearing a huge grin on his face and a warm, autumn-themed patchwork witch skirt in place of his trousers. "I knew it would fit a treat. This is the most useful garment I've ever owned!"


Arthur was surprised at how well the layered skirts suited him, the bright colors and many secrets that it would, someday, hide for him as it did for some of the neighborhood's other witches. "It looks great on you," said Arthur, feeling his ears heat a bit and his dimples showing, and trying not to wonder what Jade had on underneath. He never had that problem with Cora.


"I'm thinking maybe a waistcoat on top like you," said Jade, swishing back and forth. "These skirts are far superior to sorcerer's robes, those never have enough pockets."


Arthur laughed. "You, Jade, are a delight. Will you draw more today?"


"Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that," said Jade, coming over to lean on the counter lightly. Ariadne handed him a glass of cool water with a bit of the lemon-mint in it, giving one to Arthur as well before taking herself away to see to the plants.


"What's up?" asked Arthur, sipping the water and hoping it wasn't anything bad.


"I was hoping I could come along on your shopping trips," Jade explained, "only it would mean even longer hanging about on your roof."


"Oh, yeah, that's fine," said Arthur, relieved. "You'll want to meet everyone anyway, and you know I don't mind having you here." He considered saying something flirty, but everything that came to mind sounded dumb even in his head.


"I like being here," said Jade, his smile open and warm. "I know I'll have to have my own shop open for normal hours someday, but for now I'm enjoying this little break."


"You might not," Arthur pointed out. "If you always work by appointment, you wouldn't need to keep office hours the same way I do here."


"That's true." Jade leaned in a little closer. "I'll just have to hope that there's enough good word of mouth for me to sustain such luxuries."


"Cora's like that, only opens up by appointment. Another reason she does big-batch stuff for ingredients, she can make me do all her sourcing." Arthur licked his lips and wondered if it would be entirely unprofessional to kiss Jade, eyes flicking from those lush lips to Jade's bright eyes.


"Well, I can hardly sell you batch tattooing," Jade replied with a chuckle. "Still, I'd much prefer to stick to large, well-researched pieces. Perhaps I can do small work all day on Thursdays or something." He looked thoughtful, though his gaze shifted to Arthur's mouth a time or two.


The bell over the door broke the moment, and Arthur had to go take care of the first of a small stream of customers. Jade and his bright new skirts vanished back upstairs, with Arthur only staring a little as Jade joyfully swished them around on his way out.








CHAPTER 3



"READY FOR A shopping day?" Arthur asked when Jade came swishing in a few days after their meeting with the bees. Arthur had dressed for going out in his most sturdy boots, well-cut trousers, waistcoat, and an overcoat with plenty of pockets both visible and hidden. He had a basket full of cloth bags and small boxes, plus some trade-stock of things he knew would appeal to the people he was hoping to bargain with.


Jade beamed. "Ready as I'll ever be," he said, giving another swish of his new skirts. He hadn't worn them since that first day, much to Arthur's disappointment, but now he was wearing a goldenrod Mandarin collar linen shirt and form-fitting green tweed waistcoat with them. He had a proper sorcerer's cloak to go on top of it, the student embroidery carefully picked off so it was plain black with no affiliation or rank. He had his messenger bag with him, and Arthur could feel the tickle of charms when he bounced closer.


"Let's have a cuppa and we'll go," said Arthur, passing Jade the mug and feeling the small keep-warm charm he'd cast on it dissolve. He, too, had a mug; he hadn't wanted to waste time on ceremony today.


"Poppet coming in early?" asked Jade, pulling out a treat of his own to share, oatcakes from the brownie's bakery laden with dried fruit and Arthur's own honey. 


"She'll open and hopefully we'll be back to take over, or she'll get Patels to deliver lunch and charge it to me." Arthur grinned. "She's perfectly capable of locking up for a break if she needs one, too." No one much minded a 'back soon' sign when so many shops were run by one or two people.


"So she is," said Jade. He was leaning close against the counter again, and Arthur laid his hand over Jade's, smiling when the contact coaxed the snake out to play. "Speaking of she, are you going to let me give him something to call you besides 'snake'?"


The snake looped playfully around Jade's wrist and slipped into the space between them, head hiding under Arthur's hand though still on Jade's skin. 


"Is that a yes?" Arthur wasn't sure he minded either way, since it wasn't as though he knew anyone else's snake tattoo, but he was also eager for anything that brought him closer to Jade without jeopardizing their budding friendship by pushing.


"Yes, I think I can give you her nickname," said Jade, mming as he stroked over the coils of ink around his wrist. "I call her Ruby."


Arthur beamed, dimples coming out, and felt the tickle of her tongue against his palm as she sent her aura out to taste him. "Ruby, it's very nice to meet you."


The snake peeked out playfully, wriggling in the way he'd learned meant she wanted Arthur to stroke her head. He obliged happily, getting a hum of pleasure from both Ruby's and Jade's auras.


"She's feeling very spoilt to have met you," said Jade, "As am I, darling."


"I'm pretty lucky to have met you, too," Arthur replied, looking up at Jade's face though his fingers still played along the inked designs on Jade's skin. "Thank you for coming along with me today."


"It's very much my pleasure," said Jade, voice low and a little rough. 


Arthur wondered if now was the time for a kiss, but then Ruby swooped away and he sighed. "Better finish up and get going before the morning's half gone."


Jade sighed, too, but his eyes crinkled cheerfully as he sipped his cuppa.


They enjoyed their treat in silence after that, sweet and filling and warm, so that they were fortified for their outing. Some of the people Arthur needed to see were further than they could go in a morning, but that would be a trip for another day. For now, they locked the shop and went strolling through the neighborhood, hands brushing as they walked.


"Who all have you met so far? Just food people?" Arthur was distracted, consulting his mental map of who opened early and where their shops were located.


Jade let out a thoughtful sound. "Mostly, yeah, and you. I haven't needed much else, since you had everything I needed for that big floral commission."


"Will it have magic?" asked Arthur curiously. Some of the plants didn't go together well, magically speaking, and he worried about invoking them in a permanent way.


Jade nodded. "Mm, yeah. Once he's seen the sketches we'll work out the final bouquet, as it were." He sounded as lost in his own head as Arthur, so Arthur let the conversation drop, only pointing out a shop or two that they'd visit on the way back. Arthur's street tended to open in late morning rather than early, and stay open until after dinner, while a few streets over they all opened with the dawn and closed early.


"Maybe we'll bring lunch from there," said Jade, nodding at the little Ethiopian place tucked in between the big Italian bistro and the crystal shop they'd be visiting later.


Arthur smiled. "Sounds good, and three is enough to be worth setting up a borrow. They're new, so I don't have dishes there yet."


Jade brushed his hand again, and Arthur felt Ruby's caress along with it. "Ariadne told me you were on outs with the potter."


Arthur laughed and ducked his head. "Yeah, well, he was an asshole."


"Maybe I can get a few things, or we can go looking for secondhand? I need my own dishes for home and takeaway both, I mostly have the one student set." Jade looked sheepish, as though Arthur would berate him for borrowing off Arthur's more settled household.


They slipped through a natural alleyway, and Arthur let himself bathe in the cool feeling of water magic flowing along the stream at its centre. There were stepping-stones and bridges criss-crossing it, but no one messed with waterways, no matter where or when they decided to show up. Arthur paused on top of his favorite bridge and dropped in a seed, adding a whisper of magic to it.


Jade got that delighted grin of his when a mermaid's head breached the surface. The stream was far too shallow to hold the glorious tail they could see waving lazily below, like an optical illusion made of magic, space, and water. 


"Arrrthur!" purred Strawberry. Her grin was full of sharp teeth but not threatening, hair a dark, bloody red where it was plastered to her head, becoming more like her namesake where it floated on the water. Her skin was pale white, and her tail bright, sparkling ruby red with emerald green fins.


"Strawberry," said Arthur warmly. "I need to trade, are you interested?"


"Lay it on me," she replied. Arthur got on well with the water girls, since he had no interest in their charms and always traded fairly. Jade was looking a little stunned, but Arthur brushed over Ruby's head to snap him out of it.


"I need three honey-gold pearls, and seven would be better." Arthur had his written list but he'd already committed it to memory. "What do you guys need right now?"


She cocked her head and swayed her tail, and Arthur felt another wash of alluring water magic, clean and fresh but the wrong wavelength to tug at any part of him. He weaved his fingers with Jade's and squeezed, hearing Jade's breathing start back up with a little stutter.


"Jade here isn't as gay as I am, so be gentle," said Arthur.


She laughed delightedly. "He's pretty in his skirts, I would ask for a taste but he's not yours to give."


"He is not," agreed Arthur.


Jade chuckled, pulling out of her spell a little more. "I'm just lucky Arthur's immune to your charms, or you'd have me up skirts and down the river."


Another delighted laugh like a brook over river rocks, and Strawberry leaned her chin on her arms and made pensive faces a few moments more before asking, "Do you remember the seaweed salve you made for us, Arthur?"


"I do, I have all the ingredients but I'd need the containers back." They'd given him some special shells that had spells that he couldn't replicate for preservation under the waves. "When can I pick them up?"


"Primrose is bringing them," said Strawberry. She flicked the edge of Jade's skirts with webbed fingers. "Flash me and I'll throw in something pretty for you."


Jade laughed delightedly. "What do I have to flash?" he asked, swishing his skirts teasingly, "And does it count if Arthur gets to see, too?"


"Oh, Arthur definitely needs to see," said Strawberry, disconcerting red-flecked green eyes twinkling mischievously. "We want to know what you've got on under your bright skirts."


"We do," conceded Arthur, "I'll try to contain myself so she doesn't get enough reaction to hook her magic into, though." His voice was dry, but he was genuinely a little
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