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A
cascade of water startled Anil from his reverie, and he fluttered
his wings with indignation. Droplets of water sprayed around, but
none caught the culprit, although Anil heard his friend’s
laughter.

“You’ll pay for that later, Fintan. I won’t forget.” Anil
shook himself for good measure, and then flew toward the sounds of
more laughter.

“It’ll be worth it.” Fintan lay sprawled comfortably across a
large flower, and grinned up at Anil. He scooted up, so that both
could perch on the large, golden bloom. “I wanted to cheer you up.
You don’t seem yourself these last few days.”

Fintan
looked as concerned as he sounded, and Anil hugged him tightly. “I
can’t explain it,” he said. “I just feel ... unsettled. As though
there’s something I should do, or somewhere I should be. Yet there
isn’t. But I feel a pull, an urge.” He shook his head and sighed
heavily. “It makes no sense to me. I just can’t put it into
words.”

“Do you think it’s the mating urge?” Fintan’s voice dropped to
a whisper.

“But there is no one,” Anil said, and his voice rose in
frustration. “I’m attracted to no one I know among the fae. I’ve
looked around. There are no strangers in our glade, and I even
spoke to an elf, and he says things are quiet in the woodland
realm, and I don’t feel the urge to go there. I just feel ...
unsettled. Like I need to be—somewhere else.” He sighed
heavily.

Fintan
rose into the air and then leaned down to pull Anil up. “Let’s go
and see Nuha. She may find something to help you in her seeing
bowl.”

Anil
hovered with his friend. “You’ll come with me?” he
asked.

“Of course. That’s what friends are for.”

Anil
grinned. “I’m lucky to have you,” he said as they flew towards
Nuha’s tree.

Nuha
welcomed them both inside, and took them through to a room at the
back of her home. Anil and Fintan sat side by side, and Nuha took
her place at a table. In the centre of the table sat a wide,
shallow, dark blue bowl. Nuha stirred the water inside her seeing
bowl, and gazed at the swirls as Anil and Fintan watched
intently.

"He whom
you seek has come," she murmured.

Her
voice was deeper, more resonant, and almost unrecognisable from her
normal light and gay tones.

"Who?"
Anil asked eagerly, but Nuha showed no sign of having heard
him.

"You
will know him from the signs, a crown of stars, blue like the
ocean, and golden sun. But there is danger. Danger comes from iron
over water. To leave love unfound is to give it to darkness. To
find love is to look beyond our realm, and into the realm of
mortals, yet as close as a kiss."

The
water stilled, and Nuha looked up at them.

"Is that
it?" Anil asked. "It's all in riddles. Can't you tell me what any
of that meant?"

"Sorry,
Anil, but I never remember what was spoken or can decipher the
meanings even if you told me word for word. That's the way the
waters work." Nuha stretched and rubbed her eyes.

"A crown
with stars in it," Fintan said. "Is the crown itself blue, or is
that something else? Crowns are usually golden, so that makes no
sense."

"None of
it makes sense," Anil said and shook his head. "Worse yet, I have
to look in the mortal realm. Why there? Surely my soul mate can't
be a mortal?"

"Soul
mates come in many forms, Anil." Nuha’s voice was soft, but
stern.

Anil winced at the chiding tone. "Sorry," he muttered.
I'm a fairy, one of the fae. I expected my mate
to be a fae, or perhaps elven, but not a mortal. Now what do I do?
Do I ignore the call? But that meant danger. I'm so
confused.

Fintan
seemed to sense his distress, clasped his hand, and pulled him to
his feet. "Thank you, Nuha. You see what you see, and it's up to us
now."

Once
outside Nula's home, Anil turned to his friend. "What do I
do?"

"We need
to let your family know what Nuha has said. Then we need to go into
the mortal realm, and find your soul mate."

Anil
winced. "I don't know what they'll say about my mate being mortal."
Anil looked at his friend, unable to stop his feet
shuffling.

"They
love you," Fintan said, his voice soft and soothing. "They'll want
you to be happy, and with the one you love. "We'll put out a call
for a meeting at the family's fae ring tonight. Maybe someone has
travelled in the mortal realm and can offer some advice. I won't
leave you to go there alone. I'll come with you."

"You're the best friend anyone could have." Anil hugged
Fintan tightly. Perhaps a mortal soul mate
won't be so bad after all.


****

Once
again, Anil found himself shuffling nervously from foot to foot,
this time as he explained the outcome of his visit to Nuha. To his
relief, and eternal gratitude, Fintan stood by him, and helped out
when the time came to recite her vision from the waters.

He
looked around the fairy ring. There were his parents, his aunts and
uncles, his siblings, and those of his cousins who had yet to find
their soul mates. No one spoke aloud. There was a low murmur as the
vision was discussed within the family.

Finally,
his father joined him in the centre of the ring. He nodded at
Fintan and drew Anil into a warm hug. The tight sensation that had
had compressed Anil's chest eased, and he looked up into his
father's eyes.

"The
mortal world is a difficult place. Many humans ignore the realm of
magic, and even deny its existence. Some seek to control it. You
will need to be very careful. There are those who would sell you,
and those who would try to cut you into pieces to see how you work.
But if your soul mate is there, then you need to find him, and
bring him, or her, home with you."

"Thank
you."Anil's voice was husky, and tears burned his eyes."But I don't
even know how to start."

"I have
a cousin whose soul mate came from the mortal realm. I can ask her
husband what to do, and what to wear."

Anil
looked over and smiled at one of his aunts.

"Nuha
can stir the waters again with a divining wand. That will ensure
you enter the mortal realm in the right place. But that's all she
can do. The rest, including finding your mate, will be down to
you." Anil’s father gently squeezed Anil’s shoulder. “We’ll be here
for you.”

“Thank you.” Anil croaked the words, too emotional to speak
clearly. “Thank you all,” he managed to say more loudly to his
family. And now it’s up to me.


****

Anil and
Fintan stared at the portal. The immense tree’s roots rose several
feet into the air to create an archway. Smaller roots twisted into
shapes that resembled imposing figures, which seemed to guard the
gateway. They stood on each side as well as over the arch. Anil
gazed through, but beyond a short pathway of green moss, and the
dark, wood walls, he saw nothing. He looked back at his and
Fintan’s parents.

His
father stepped forward. “Clothing for the mortal world has been put
in the portal for you and Fintan. While there, keep to your human
bodies. Let no one see you in your fae form. Not unless you know
them to be trusted. You’re old enough to be able to pick who is
safe.”

Anil nodded as his father wrapped him in a tight
embrace. I’ve only ever spent a couple of
nights away from home, and then it was with elven friends in the
woodland realm. He hugged his father, and
then moved to kiss his mother. “We’ll be careful.”

While
they could return home without need of a portal easily enough,
neither he nor Fintan were old or accomplished enough to travel
into the mortal world unaided. With age came experience, and an
increase in fae power that enabled easy transportation between
worlds. Fintan came alongside him, and they moved forward
together.

They
gazed at the piles of clothes, and then they grew in size, and lost
their wings to take on human form. Anil looked at Fintan, and they
both moved forward to rummage through the various items of
clothing. As Fintan’s hair was longer than Anil’s, his friend opted
for the clothing that included a pretty floral band to keep his
hair a little controlled.

“This is what humans really wear?” Fintan asked. He shook a
green top that was much shorter than the tunics their elven friends
wore.

“According to my cousin’s husband.” Anil gave a sigh as he
fingered dark blue, heavy pants. “These are going to be hot and
uncomfortable.”

“Let’s hope we find your mate quickly then,” Fintan said as he
pulled on brown pants. “The sooner we find your mate, the sooner we
can come back home. You ready to step through?”

Anil
nodded and conjured the divining wand into his hand. “Take us where
we need to be,” he whispered. Then he and Fintan stepped through
the portal’s exit, and into the mortal world.


****

Cefin ambled around the book and gift shop again, and tried
to familiarise himself with the layout. This is so not how I envisioned a holiday. However, he'd completed his university degree.
And now comes the task of trying to get a
job.

He'd opted to take a year out and travelled around. Now he
was in the small Welsh village in which he’d grown up, looking
after his grandmother's shop while she recovered from a nasty
virus. Once she's back on her feet, this
will be the perfect base for exploring the Brecon Beacons, and
parts of Wales I've never had the chance to see. I missed this
place when my parents moved to Cardiff.

He
pushed his glasses up, more out of habit than need. This wasn't the
busiest time of the year. In the summer the place would be flooded
with tourists. Now there were just the occasional overseas
visitors, but Gran had insisted the shop needed to stay open. To
his surprise there was a slow, but steady, steam of people that
trickled in. Some were locals looking for a trinket or
confectionary for a gift, and others were visitors looking for a
book, a memento, or a map.

Cefin
glanced out of the window and then burst out laughing. Across the
road were two men that looked like refugees from the 1960s. They
were both tall and slender. One wore brown corduroy, bell bottomed
pants, and a baggy, green T-shirt. His red hair reached past his
shoulders, and was held back by a floral band.

The second man wore incredibly wide, bell bottomed jeans, and
a purple tie-dyed T-shirt. Then he turned towards the shop and
caught Cefin’s attention for entirely different reasons. The man's
face had an elfin quality to it, heart-shaped with winged eyebrows
and full lips. His hair was the same dark, honey-brown colour as
Cefin's, but where Cefin's was centre parted, and just reached his
shoulders, the stranger’s hair was longer by several inches.
He's beautiful. Cefin
leaned against the window as he stared at the couple.

There was something about the way they reacted around each
other that made Cefin certain that they were gay, but not lovers.
The pair chatted animatedly, and gestured repeatedly. Neither
seemed to notice
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