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The People of the Mountain 
and the Grasslands went to war.
 
No one won. 
 
 
To the Flame
 
 
I. SHIPWRECK
A STRANGER IN TOWN. 
 
The worst of the big storms wrecked a ship off the Shore more than a league north of Whiptail. Most of the wreckage was sunk or carried out to sea. What few pieces made landfall were quickly scavenged, though held little value.
There was only one survivor. 
The castaway washed up half-drowned and was presumed dead until someone tried to rifle through his pockets and found themselves face down in the surf, choking on salt water and kicking at the sand.
But the stranger didn’t kill the would-be thief. He let go, stood straight and tall, shivered the salt water off his two long, fanned antennae and the velvety white wings on his back. Then, righting his rumpled clothes, he started down the shore in search of more civilized company. 
That was how he came to ensconce himself at the Drinkery in Whiptail, at the waning end of the rainy season, with no known ties to the Continent and hailing from a land far beyond the ken of any of the local townsfolk, most of whom had never seen his kind.    
His poise and self-possession immediately caught the attention of Nix, who had grown bored of the rural fisherman and their crude manners. 
The stranger wore clothes of what appeared to be real silk: a long coat the color of dried blood with trim and lining that shone like burnished gold. He was as out of place in the murky den of the Drinkery as Nix had felt when he first arrived after a life at Court.
“That’s all we need: another bombulum in town,” someone muttered sourly at the stranger parked on a stool at the bar. “As if the horny pouch rat wasn’t enough.”
Nix’s ears twitched. He was never eager to get into a fight, so bore the drunk insults. The kind of men who dealt them were typically jealous ruffians he had spurned, or else disapproved of him generally on speciest principals.  
Another fellow, this one brawny with a slack look that also said he’d been drinking too much, loomed close to the stranger with an intent to intimidate. 
“Where you from, Bug?” he demanded. 
The stranger gazed at the man, but other than straightening his antennae in a way that suggested he was not perturbed, he made no response. Instead, he turned back to the bartender, and from his pocket drew a coin so heavy that the sound it made when it clacked onto the bar caught the attention of nearly everyone in the room. 
“Spark!” exclaimed the slack-jawed drunk. “Is that what I think it is?”
The stranger ignored him, one soft small grey finger on the coin, which was as large as a hen’s egg.  He slid it forward. 
Petel, the bartender, retrieved it, holding it to the light and drawing further interest from the entire clientele. 
“Is that real gold?” Slack-Jaw asked.
“Looks it,” said Petel, scratching at it with a finger. “Never seen the like. Got strange markings on it. And some kind of creature. You know about these things, Nix. What is it?”
Nix was more interested in the coin than he wished to let on, so he barely cast the others a glance as he examined it coolly. 
“Portrait of a Grasslander perhaps,” he offered, noting the branching horns on the coin’s profile. “In olden times, dynasties printed the heads of their Kings on coins.” 
“Doesn’t explain Bug here,” said Slack-Jaw.
“I’ve heard of such people,” Nix remarked, eying the stranger again. “From somewhere Far West. There used to be a silk trade before the war.”
“Silk? What’s that?” the bartender asked. Petel looked old enough to have known the world before it had descended into self-destruction, but Nix guessed that silk was not a commodity in demand for a place like Whiptail, even before the fighting had begun.
“Never mind,” Nix said. 
“What do you want for it?” Petel then asked the foreigner. But the foreigner just stared at him with his large dark eyes. 
“Don’t you talk?” asked Slack-Jaw, who was very deliberately being ignored. 
“You want a drink, I reckon,” Petel said. “What does a bug drink?”
Nix turned, taking a keener interest in the guessing game since the visitor clearly could not or would not speak for himself. 
“Something syrupy,” Nix offered, though he had no pretext for the recommendation. “And for that amount of gold, probably more than just the one. Perhaps a room as well.”
“I can’t change a coin like this,” Petel then said.
“Then it will have to be a very long tab, won’t it?” Nix told him. Then to the stranger he added: “Don’t worry, I won’t let them cheat you—they’re not the worst once they like what they can get from you. Just have to make sure of your fair share in return.”
The man’s antennae were focused in Nix’s direction, as though keenly listening, though whether he understood a word of what Nix said was impossible to tell. 
The bartender served a drink that was almost too thick to pour. It sat like a dark lump of amber in the tumbler. 
“Thickest in the house,” he announced with mocking triumph. “And plenty more where that comes from as no one else will take it!”
The castaway drew the glass close. A long black tongue unfurled from between the white fuzz of two fluffy mandibles and probed at the syrup. Then he sucked it down without a gulp or a slurp, pressing his tongue delicately to the edges for any remnants. 
“Spark! That’s disgusting,” Slack-Jaw said, face caving in a grimace. Then he stumbled back to his own table with a wet belch, having lost interest in the affair. 
The foreigner placed the tumbler back before the bartender, clearly wanting another, which he was served. This second drink he sipped more slowly. 
“We’ll make good on this, eh?” Petel said, clenching the gold coin as if it were the triumphant catch of a lepid’s long ears in a snare. “And don’t you worry—this one will keep us honest.”  
The bartender thumbed to Nix, but Nix was only half-listening, the full of his focus on the castaway, who was likewise looking in his direction. The man’s large eyes seemed to absorb light and his expression was unreadable, but something in the pitch of his antenna told Nix he was interested
Petel knew Nix’s proclivities well enough by now. “Good luck with this one,” he told him under his breath. “Maybe you’ll get yourself a gold coin of your own.”
Nix hissed at the man, just shy of baring his teeth. 
“Just larkin’!” Petel threw up an innocent hand. “Anyway, seeing as the fellow doesn’t talk, it could pose a challenge.”
Nix hummed thoughtfully in response.  “People talk too much anyway,” he said. 
The bartender took that as his cue to pipe down and resume his work elsewhere. Nix didn’t like being bothered at the bar unless he was being solicited to go out back and he made this clear anytime anybody just wanted to make conversa-tion. 
Nix also didn’t like conversation, but he did like the look of the stranger. The feeling was apparently mutual because the castaway seized the opportunity of Petel’s departure to collect his drink and settle down again on the adjacent seat.
“Well hello,” Nix said, more closely assessing the foreigner’s unusual attire now that they were proximate. He liked what he saw of the man’s strangely cinched waist, his fine heeled leather thigh boots, and the delicately debossed buttons that ran down both sides of his very plump breast. The wings, he kept folded very tight on his back and Nix was curious about the construction of the coat around them.
The man’s antennae wavered, slow and sweeping. Nix had the sense that he too was being assessed and tried to sit a little taller and a little prouder despite his less than ideal presentation. He swung his copper foot forward, hoping to make a show of it. 
“I can only assume you speak a foreign tongue. It’s too bad, really, though I suppose one could always draw a diagram if it came to that. You seem to want to ask something?”
At this invitation, though it was impossible to tell whether he understood Nix’s words, the castaway reached one delicate hand and placed it very lightly on Nix’s left hip. His antennae were ardently at attention.
Nix looked into that inscrutable face with genuine surprise. The gesture was ancient, like something out of the Book of Courtesies that had long fallen out of practice.
“Aren’t we old-fashioned,” Nix mused, though he was secretly charmed to the point of the tips of his ears going hot.
The hand on the hip was a silent and modest request for consent. A far cry from the crude propositions Nix heard night after night as he sorted through his dwindling options for assignations. Here was a strange genteel foreigner with a pocket full of gold and impeccable manners who wished to couple? If Nix hadn’t been so cynical, he might have been smitten. 
But he didn’t like that feeling—the fear of wanting someone more than being wanted beyond a back-alley poke. And he didn’t like the implication of taking up with the stranger on account of his coin. So he moved the polite hand away, as was the Courtesy when refusing an overture. 
“Not tonight, friend,” he said mildly. “Maybe when I get to know you better. You may ask me again sometime.”
They shared a long lingering look, and then Nix decided it was best he left the Drinkery before he changed his mind. 
 
II. FIRE AND LIGHT
In which there’s a will, but not yet a way. 
 
When they got married, Hyrhyn promised Juba she would be patient and gentle. She promised not to pressure him about physical intimacy because it was too overwhelming for him after a lifetime of being touch-starved and terrorized for the fact of being a fire-wielding Harrower. She kept her promise, even if she often clung to him at night.
Juba struggled between desperately wanting Hyrhyn close and overheating the instant she was too close. Neither of them were sure exactly where that line was, unfortunately, and it shifted with Juba’s mercurial moods. As a precaution, they kept a pitcher of water and a damp towel by the bed—in case of an emergency—of which they’d had a few since moving in together as man and wife.
Every night, Juba tried sleeping up in the boathouse loft with Hyrhyn. She made him feel comfortable and safe, but he still sat with his back against the frame out of a long habit of never having had a proper bed until now. Hyrhyn curled comfortably into his side, each enjoying the other’s softness and warmth.
Hyrhyn’s patience was paying off. Since they began sharing the loft, they had seen each other naked and learned all of one another’s parts, from Hyrhyn’s dorsal stripes to Juba’s tiny bud-like ears that made them both laugh for their incongruity. They rubbed cheeks and touched noses, and Hyrhyn had shown Juba where it felt nice to be touched. With his large and gentle fingers, he was willing to explore and make her sigh with pleasure.
She touched him too, undaunted by his size and cautious of the propensity for things to explode when he heated up. Juba was shy in a modest way, not ashamed of his body, but equally wary of his lack of control when it came to the Aestus. 
Tonight, Hyrhyn pet him gently. He focused on his breathing to keep his temperature in check. Sometimes his eyes got a little glassy when they were intimate like this. Hyrhyn always stopped if it seemed like he was drifting because Juba still had not learned to say “no” under any circumstances—and maybe especially where Hyrhyn was concerned.
“It’s okay to touch you like this?” she asked, just to be certain. Her small hand lightly traced his thigh.
Juba nodded. His eyes looked clear and though he was never entirely relaxed, Hyrhyn could see there was no tension in his hands, which held her. The glow of his heart was steady and regular. This was something they could do.
“Does it feel nice?” Hyrhyn asked.
“I like being touched by you,” he said. The answer was evasive however, so Hyrhyn stopped petting and let her hand rest in the warmest part of his crotch.
“Do you want me to touch you?” he suddenly asked. His tone was anxious, as if he thought maybe she was hinting at what she wanted and he’d been too dull to understand.
She rubbed her face affectionately against his, humming contentment. “I always want you to touch me,” she said. 
He sat up a little straighter, eager to please. “I can do that,” he offered. “What would you like?”
Hyrhyn swung a leg over so that she could straddle him. “Is this okay?” she asked. “I want to rub against you.”
His hands rested on her hips and he nodded. Then she started moving, rocking slowly against him while they shared Breath. She could feel that his face was hotter than before. He was still carefully controlling the rise and fall of his expansive chest.
Hyrhyn focused on her own pleasure while he was comfortable enough to allow her to take it. She sighed into his ear as she pressed, eager to feel him throb under the stroke of her own heat. A shift in his position made it easier for her to grind, enjoying both the friction and his hot breath on her neck.
Hyrhyn was very close to tipping and Juba even seemed headed for his own climax when the lamp, hanging at the apex of the loft, sparked violently, filling the room with a bright flash. Juba’s hands squeezed Hyrhyn’s hips to stop her from moving. 
Hyrhyn reared back to look into his face even as the light died. She saw flames in his nostrils and took his hot cheeks in her hands to blew gently onto his nose. 
“It’s okay,” she whispered. “You’re okay.”
But he wasn’t okay. He grunted and sparks scattered across the bedsheets.
“Do you need a towel?” Hyrhyn asked, quickly patting out the tiny flares. She hoped Juba could rein it back and would say no. But he nodded adamantly to indicate that a wet towel would be very much appreciated.
Hyrhyn reached over the bedside, grabbed the waiting towel, and dunked it in the emergency pitcher before she held it over his nose. Juba clamped a hand down over hers as the water sizzled at the contact. He took several deep, shuddering breaths and Hyrhyn inhaled deeply and calmly with him. 
She smiled encouragement as she combed his hair from his eyes, which were cloudy with tears. He exhaled and nodded. Though it was a disappointment, they held one another after in the low glow of the returning lamplight, and needed no words between them. 
 
 
III. THE DARKNESS
A long night cut short.
 
On his return to Cliff House, Nix had a clear line of sight along the shoreline from the wharf. Most nights it was too dark to see down the bay, but tonight he could just glimpse the boathouse situated off the shoals because of the light emanating from the loft. Just a low glow at first, then suddenly a flicker and a bright flash.
Nix paused. The fluctuation might mean nothing or could be trouble—it was impossible to tell with the Harrower. But after a moment the ebbing glow steadily returned, warming through the small windows, and Nix assumed whatever the matter, it appeared to be settled. 
He watched a moment longer, tamping down the black bile of jealousy that rose up in him. Nix was used to being alone, but Hyrhyn and Juba’s closeness made him feel lonely.
He arrived at Cliff House, entering through the back door, to find a lamp on in the kitchen. Laria, who usually waited up, was nowhere to be seen, however, and he felt a pang of disappointment at first. Then she appeared as he latched up. 
His heart leapt at the sight of her. 
“Oh there you are,” he said. 
She didn’t answer, just propped herself in the doorway and looked him over. “Everything all right?” she asked. “You’re home early. Did they finally chase you out?”
The flutter in his heart dissipated; she appeared less interested in his well-being than what trouble he could get up to that would reflect badly on her. 
“No good prospects for a proper poke,” he sneered, knowing how she hated crude talk. Then he set his walking stick aside and fussed to find a comfortable lean on the counter in order to free both hands so he could fetch a cup and saucer for tea. 
Laria came over and filled the pot to set on the stove. 
“I can do it!” he snapped at her. 
She didn’t react other than to give him a glare. Nix realized he was being dramatic and fetched her a cup and saucer as well. 
“Sparks in the boathouse tonight,” he muttered. “Everything all right with the lovebirds?”
“What would I know about it?” Laria asked.
“Maybe nothing.”
“He has a temper, you know. Though he hasn’t yet shown it much,” Laria then said. 
Now it was Nix’s turn to look at her with a condescending expression. “My missing foot recalls it very well, thank you,” he said.
As did the melded fingers of his right hand, but he felt mention of the foot was sufficient reminder that he’d been standing next to Juba on the day of the Harrowing. He had seen and felt the full brunt of the Harrower’s “temper”. 
“Well, she married him, she’ll have to sort it out,” Laria sighed. “I just hope they’re not down there making baby Harrowers to further destroy the world.”
Again, Nix’s heart flinched. He would have gladly had a dozen baby Harrowers if someone would look at him the way Juba looked at Hyrhyn. And then it flinched again because Hyrhyn wasn’t the only one who wanted babies. 
“You don’t sound inclined to help,” he said to distract himself from dark thoughts. 
Laria would have liked to help Hyrhyn, but the young woman was impossible to talk to on the subject of her “Beloved”. It was no secret that the former Imperator objected to everything about Juba and only permitted him to stay on Hyrhyn’s account. Besides, Hyrhyn could take care of herself.
“What could I possibly provide?” Laria asked. 
“Marital advice,” Nix answered.
“It’s been years since my husband died. I hardly have advice for young lovers.”
“I think the kind of advice they need might not be the kind that changes with age,” Nix then proffered. 
“You’re so wise, why don’t you advise them then?”
“What would I know about any of it?”
“And yet you obviously have many opinions.”
Of course he did. But Nix didn’t want to meddle and didn’t want to face his own jealousy either. And the kettle was just on the verge of singing, so it was easy enough to get distracted by preparations for tea and turn the subject to other things. 
 
 
IV. AIRING THE WASH
Hyrhyn’s patient, but not that patient.
 
The following morning Hyrhyn found Nix hanging his freshly washed sheets on a line strung up just off the stone patio.
“You know Juba could dry those for you with the snap of your fingers,” she told him, attempting to snap but failing dismally. 
She looked at her hands to reprimand them, but then turned her focus back to the wet laundry, slipping in to catch a trailing corner before it could hit the dirt. She was too small to reach the line without a stool so she held it patiently, waiting for Nix to ask for it. 
“He’s gotten quite good at drying things,” Hyrhyn went on with her usual cheer. “He practices a lot and hasn’t burned anything in days!”
Nix took the drippy corner from her, focused on the task at hand. “If it’s all the same, I prefer the smell of even questionable sea air to the reek of the Aestus,” he mumbled around a mouthful of clothesline pins, leaving no room for argument. “The last thing I need is for my bed to smell like Harrower.”
Hyrhyn leapt right in. “Speaking of bed,” she said, “Nix, I need a favor.”
“I don’t do favors,” he said as he pinned the last of the corners.
“Oh, but I need your help!”
“What about?”
Suddenly, she looked cautious. It was an unusual expression for her and it caught Nix off guard. 
“Well spit it out,” he said irritably. “So I can properly tell you no.”
“It’s…about coupling,” Hyrhyn told him, choosing her words carefully.
“Oh then, especially no,” Nix said, matter-of-fact. He gathered up the basket with which he had carried the laundry out. “Go talk to your high and mighty Imperator. She’s got all the requisite parts and knowledge.”
“But Nix, it’s about Juba. I couldn’t possibly ask Laria; she wouldn’t understand. You know she’s not keen on Juba and I getting married to begin with.”
“Because she doesn’t want a whole lot of little baby Harrowers burning the place down,” Nix told her, as directly as he had heard it from Laria’s own lips.
“That’s exactly what I want to talk to you about. Or rather, what I hope you'll talk to Juba about.”
“I’m pretty sure the Harrower needs no instruction from me on how to make babies,” Nix snorted. Hyrhyn’s pained expression, however, seemed to suggest otherwise. “He does know, right?”
“I think so. Maybe?” Hyrhyn said.
Nix rolled his eyes. “Spark’s sake,” he cursed under his breath. “Are you telling me that in all these weeks since you and he declared yourselves man and wife you still have yet to consummate your bond?”
Hyrhyn frowned. “What’s consummate?” she asked, fearing her own ignorance.
“You haven’t coupled?” Nix put it in simpler terms.
Hyrhyn’s eyes brightened. “That’s what I need you to talk to Juba about!”
“No thank you!” Nix scoffed. “Absolutely not!”
“Oh Nixie! When the shoals clear I promise I’ll keep all of the biggest, juiciest hallips for you if you’ll just talk to Juba.”
“And say what?” 
“I don’t know! I don’t know what he needs to hear, but he needs something.”
“I don’t see how I’d be of any help.” Nix shook it off and started back to the patio, limping heavily without the use of his walking stick, his arms full with the basket and leftover pins.
“You couldn’t do any harm,” Hyrhyn insisted. “Please Nix?” Then she added a bit slyly: “Or maybe when the shoals clear I won’t save anything for you at all.”
Nix turned to scowl at her, but Hyrhyn only laughed because she knew she had won.
 
 
V. NECESSARY EDUCATION
Nix and Juba BOTH learn a thing or two. 
 
“Hyrhyn wants babies. Are you even trying?”
Juba was taken by complete surprise and looked horrified by the question. His cheeks colored bright as he bent over the day’s ration of beans, which he was separating and cleaning at a small table on the boathouse balcony. 
“Well?” Nix pressed. “Everything works, doesn’t it?”
Now Juba’s whole face flared red. “Oh, uh...of course,” he said, “but....”
“Yes, yes?”
Juba looked around for Hyrhyn. She had gone hunting and was nowhere to be seen. No one was going to save him from this awkward conversation, but he was also relieved; without her he was safe to have it. 
“It’s just...Hyrhyn,” he answered, as if that explained everything.
“Move over,” Nix pushed his knees. When Juba slid to one side, Nix plunked himself down next to him on the low bench so they could speak more intimately. 
“Juba,” Nix said with great frankness and a clear desire to express something almost like the patience he typically reserved for absolutely no one. “You mustn’t be concerned about how small she is—being runty does not equate with being delicate any more than being enormous equates with strength. You should know that.”
Juba took the off-hand insult without blinking. 
“I mean, you’ve seen how wide my mouth can open, yes?”
He had indeed. Nix could practically unhinge his jaw and, when yawning, looked like he could swallow a melon whole. 
Juba nodded, now deeply concerned at where this might be going.
Nix frowned at him and squinted, head cocked incredulously. “What I’m saying,” he went on, more sharply than he intended, “is that bodies are elastic. They can stretch beyond what they appear.”
“B-But….”
“Yes, butts too, though I don’t recommend you start there—especially if you want to make babies.”
If Juba could have slunk off the bench into a puddle and seeped between the boards to get away, he would’ve welcomed the oblivion. 
“Let Hyrhyn take charge,” Nix then said. “She knows what to do. Let her sit in your lap the first time and do the work until she’s comfortable. Understand?”
Juba nodded, mouth still agape.
Nix considered the traumatized look on his face, then decided he would get over it. 
“All right,” he said, patting Juba’s knee and suddenly rising. “Good talk.” 
Then Nix tugged down the edges of his sweater and turned to start back down the gangway, but Juba leaned forward before he could get away.
“It’s not Hyrhyn. It’s my mother,” he blurted. 
Nix pivoted on his walking stick. 
“She...uh...died...in childbirth.”
“It happens,” Nix replied. He didn’t mean to be callous, but didn’t see immediately where this was going.
“I...killed her,” Juba finally managed with great difficulty.
Suddenly Nix appreciated the enormity of the problem. He took a long slow breath and returned to the bench. He sat down again, leaning his stick against the boathouse siding now that he intended to stay a bit longer. The two stared in silence at the Endless Sea. Juba’s fingers nervously sifted through the beans. 
“Does she know?” Nix asked. 
Juba shook his head. 
“You’ll have to tell her.”  When Juba said nothing and instead looked at his feet, Nix pressed. “She needs to know.”
“Will she leave me?” Juba asked, eyes swimming. The terror caused his words to tremble. 
“No,” Nix told him straight up. “Of course not. And if she did, good riddance.”
Juba looked scandalized. Nix grew impatient.
“Stop that face,” he ordered. “Do you really think so little of her? That she would leave you for this?”
“No,” Juba said after considering it. “But...I want...so much for her....Maybe she should.”
“That’s self-pitying nonsense,” Nix then snapped. “So you won’t have children. Would that someone had ever said as much to me!”
“But you love your children....”
“And where are they?” Nix’s voice was too hot and he knew it. He pulled back, refocused his energy. “Anyway,” he said, “provided you take a few precautions, you won’t have to worry about it.”
“Really?”
“Yes, really.”
“Is that...how you don’t...worry about it? I mean...at the Drinkery?”
Nix snorted like he was clearing something unpleasant from his nose. “We’re not talking about me,” he said tightly. 
“What about...the Aestus?”
“What about it?”
“We keep water...by the bedside,” Juba confessed, again coloring hotly.
“Does it work?”
“Not enough.”
“You need more water?”
“Maybe?”
“Well...,” Nix looked out at the ocean. “Can’t imagine where you might find some.”
He waited for that to sink in. 
Juba’s expression turned from a frown to a small “oh” of enlightenment as he too regarded the vastness stretching from the waves below them. 
Satisfied, Nix then pulled Juba’s attention back to the bench. “Now listen and learn….”
 
 
VI. THE SOLUTION
Always an answer to those who seek.
 
Hyrhyn returned from the hunt disappointed but not dispirited. She had ranged for several miles over the fields beyond Cliff House and saw little more than scrub well-fried by the Bad Rain. But she made it back to the boathouse before the next shower hit and was pleased to see that her Linden bark bracelet was washed white. 
She burst into the boathouse to find Juba on the settee before low-burning coals on the grate. Their heat danced a little brighter when she entered.
“Come outside!” she exclaimed, holding up her bracelet. “It’s Good Rain!” Then she threw off her raincoat because she wanted to dance in the clean shower before it passed too quickly.
Juba looked pensive and didn’t rise right away.
“Beloved,” she said, coming over to take his hands. “Is something the matter? Don’t you want to come outside with me? You can stay under the overhang if you like.”
“It’s not that,” Juba said, drawing her near so that her knees bumped his. “We can go out in a moment.”
“Okay,” Hyrhyn said, growing concerned.￼[image: BT_02_vignette.jpg]
“I need to tell you,” he said, struggling.
She kneeled between his knees, palms against his palms, her arms resting comfortably on his large warm thighs.
“Go on,” she said softly.
“I’m bad at this. At telling,” he said, “Should have...said something sooner. Sorry.” Then he just stared at her, swallowing thickly as if he wasn’t sure what to say next.
“I’m here. With you,” Hyrhyn whispered. She kissed his knuckles and a little curl of steam rose from his forehead as he exhaled to relax himself.
“Do you need a towel?” she asked. 
He shook his head. “No,” he said. The word was strange on his tongue. “Maybe...we won’t need towels...anymore.”
Juba blushed. 
Hyrhyn couldn’t suppress her grin.
 
That night, Nix returned to the Drinkery with one purpose. He slid onto the stool next to the foreigner, who remained where he had apparently been all night and all morning, though the bartender had given him a room. Some part of Nix still struggled with appearing too eager, but he was also too eager to actually care.
“Well then?” he said sharply to the castaway who nursed a half-full tumbler of viscous syrup. “Ask me.”
The man turned his head the moment Nix sat down. His antennae pushed forward, wavering. He was slower to respond than Nix wanted, but after moving his tumbler aside, he reached forward, gently placing his hand on Nix’s hip. 
Nix grabbed him by the wrist and practically dragged him out the back door. 
Once they were in the alley, Nix was surprised by how calm the foreigner appeared. He was neither anxious nor hurried, his body language relaxed but for the wavering of his antenna—and even that was just a mild sway taking in the unfamiliar surroundings.
“All right,” Nix said to him, back against the splintering siding of the alley wall. “No surprises.”
The castaway leaned in gently to touch the fluffy mandibles that constituted his mouth against the side of Nix’s face in a nibbling kiss. Nix surprised himself by allowing it.
The touch was soft and the stranger hummed in a way that made Nix’s hair stand on end as if electrically charged. Nix parted his jaw to allow the man to nibble along his lips before probing lightly with his long, black tongue. Nix closed his mouth gently over it to savor the strange sensation, pressing back his own tongue with equal curiosity.
Nix had never done this. There had been some awkward kissing when he was very young at the Two Falls Academy, but nothing like this. His heart thudded with fear that the foreigner would know he had no idea what he was doing. 
But he couldn’t stop.
The castaway’s tongue was strange but interesting; he tasted of the sweet drink he had been served—too sweet for Nix’s liking, but not unpleasant.
When the man’s hands rested on his shoulders, Nix realized he was shivering despite the fact of being quite warm, and he broke away.
He stared into those inscrutable dark eyes. Here in the alley, where very little light penetrated, there was no reflection, but somehow the darkness did not feel like a void; there was life and energy there. 
Nix tried to recoup his command, gesturing to the man’s baggy trousers.
“I want to see what you have,” he said. 
If the man’s tongue was so very strange, what might the rest of him be like?
The foreigner gave no indication of understanding at first, but then unbuttoned his coat with small nimble fingers. Then he loosened his pants so that they fell to his thighs.
Nix guarded himself from reacting. The man’s anatomy was curious indeed: his lower body was an explosion of white fluff that shone in the darkness. His legs were tufted and thin, the baggy pants having given him the appearance of a humanoid form that he didn’t quite possess.
Nix tightened his expression to suppress his surprise at what dropped from between those legs. Bravely, he reached, and the man’s organ reached back, as if prehensile. The foreigner hummed again once Nix rested it on his palm. There it twitched, not fully hard but growing quickly. Nix marveled at the cool pale flesh of it, smooth and tubular. A hint of blue veins ran beneath the translucent skin. Nix was pleased at the length and girth, and the way it pulsed when he gripped it more firmly.
He gave the castaway a slow stroke and noted a swelling at the root. When his fingers glanced over this, the foreigner jerked slightly, sensitive. Nix did not explore further.
The stranger had meanwhile reached for Nix’s own trousers. He quickly undid the fastenings, and soon was exploring Nix in a similar but less uncertain fashion. In fact, the castaway clearly understood Nix’s anatomy better than most, for he felt Nix up, stroked him languidly, all while venturing with other curious fingers in search of Nix’s entrance.
Nix was uncomfortably aroused in a way he had never been with any of the fishermen he’d brought out back. He was not only embarrassed at how hard he was, but especially how wet. The man’s gentle nubby fingers pet the swell of Nix’s parting lips and Nix grabbed the man’s wrist to make him stop—which he did immediately.
“Enough,” Nix told him, his voice a shudder. It wasn’t enough; Nix wanted more, but he felt like he was careening. He needed to stay in control.
“Just…get on with it,” Nix then added, trying to steady himself. 
He turned to face the wall and brace himself, inhaling deep and warring with himself to lift his tail—which he really wanted to do. He had never made it easy for those hundredfold sires over the long years of his enslavement, even when it meant making it uncomfortable for himself. He had never lifted his tail for any man.
Then he felt those unassuming fingers brush up right under the base as the castaway crowded against him. There was something just right in the delicate touch. The man knew how and where to tease. Despite Nix’s sense of outrage, his tail went right up.
His objection was caught in his throat, his mouth too full of panting. The stranger exhaled against his neck and ear and cheek, sweet Breath that made Nix’s knees unsteady.
“I said get on with it,” Nix reprimanded, the words wrecked and breathless. He didn’t want the attention to stop, but he was also a little scared.
The foreigner withdrew his hand and all of his movements were slow and careful—no surprises as he guided himself to press against Nix’s entrance. Nix was wet but tense; he couldn’t stop clenching.
So when the stranger finally pushed in, Nix caught himself releasing an embarrassing low moan. He had never been vocal while coupling, though now and again some sire pounded a grunt or two out of him. Now he felt lewd and vulnerable. He struggled to relax and the castaway paused, resting his hands on Nix’s hips. Nix pushed back to take the man in deeper and encourage him to keep going, which he did, pumping into the backward thrust.
They were both gasping quite hard now and the stranger adjusted his grip to wrap his arms up under Nix’s shoulders as he buried his face against Nix’s neck.
Maybe Nix was saying “faster” and “harder”, but it didn’t matter because the foreigner probably couldn’t understand even if he seemed to appreciate the urgency.
And then he did something that was quite a shock to Nix, who thought nothing more could possibly surprise him: the castaway withdrew himself to the tip, adjusted his angle with special precision, and then thrust up inside again, filling Nix’s second canal.
No one had ever known how to do this on purpose. Occasionally someone found it on their initial intrusion and that was how Nix sometimes had two wombs full at once. But no one ever went looking for it purposefully, let alone could have found it so easy. Startled, Nix lost control, ejaculating against the wall.
He gave into the pleasure and stroked through his orgasm. A second equally tense spring coiled inside of him toward another climax. He had never felt such a sensation there that he hadn’t brought on himself with his own fingers, and his hips grinded back onto the stranger’s thrusts, eager for satisfaction.
He was vaguely aware of the way those thrusts were beginning to judder and the vibrating of the stranger’s wings that resonated through Nix’s whole body. He was so close to that second paroxysm when the man stopped moving suddenly, shifted back, and withdrew himself in one long, careful stroke. Nix rounded on him, brows pitched, an irrational anger boiling over.
“What are you doing?” he demanded, “I didn’t say to stop! Why did you pull out?”
The foreigner stood with his hand grasping his long curved organ, looking pained and bent. Fluid leaked from the tip and in the dim light of the alley Nix could see a long spurt that glistened at their feet like the slime of an enormous snail.
“Go on, finish!” Nix ordered, flipping his tail at the stranger without even thinking about it. Then he moaned as the castaway crowded back up behind him and quickly reentered to resume thrusting. 
He clutched Nix around the waist tight and battered him with his hips, wings fluttering, feet sliding for purchase, and every other part of the both of them spasming as he crushed Nix against the wall. Nix was too far gone in his own pleasure to care about being handled roughly. He growled through his second orgasm, legs going to jelly, gasping, clawing the wall, his vision going black as his eyes rolled.
Nix came around at the sound of someone kicking a piece of tin siding down at the jacks. He was still against the wall and his legs were trembling. The foreigner held him securely, softly panting into his neck. They were still joined, and when Nix clenched down he could feel a sympathetic twitch in response.
Nix would have normally hated everything about this: the intimate proximity, the lingering, the warm hands entirely too close to the nipples on his chest. But he was so relaxed, so undone, he was in no hurry to move. 
He tucked his head to avoid looking at the Drinkery patron now leaving the jacks. That was when he realized that the castaway had drawn his white wings around them as a modesty shield. He could scarcely deny feeling safe and protected within.
Finally, sufficiently recovered, he reached back to push at the stranger’s hip. The castaway slowly eased out at the instant of the request, quick to reach under Nix’s tail and press a handkerchief to his entrance just as his organ slipped out. Nix took over quickly, stunned by the gesture. 
No one had ever been thoughtful about the risk of soiling his clothes before. 
“Well then,” Nix said, attempting to sound perfunctory and mostly succeeding. “Good enough, Moth.”
The foreigner’s antennae swiveled gently as if tasting the air.  He’d quickly arranged his own clothes and Nix did as well. Then Nix took up his walking stick and, testing that his legs could still carry him, marched alone out of the alley as straight as he could manage.
 
 
VIII. STEADY HEAT
All’s well that continues on.
 
Hyrhyn burst into the kitchen the following morning, holding aloft a good-sized rodent by its naked pink tail. The whole rodent was naked, in fact, as she had skinned it prior to bringing it up to the house.
“Isn’t it the best day ever?” she asked.
Laria was just lighting the stove and winced at so much cheer at this early hour.
“Look what I caught when I went to take a pee! Should be fine to eat with all the green hair off of it.”
Laria offered her a small pot and Hyrhyn plunked the rodent into it with delight. “There’s enough for more than just one mouthful for all of us there, I think,” she said.
Nix emerged from the back room scratching his own scruff, eyes half closed and still just waking. “Must breakfast always be so noisome?” he muttered, taking a chair.
“Oh you’re both up!” Hyrhyn said excitedly. “I have more good news: Juba and I have consumed our union!” She took a reverent breath to bask in her statement.
“You what?” Laria asked, plunking the rodent pot on the stove.
“Consummated,” Nix clarified as he made up a few teabags from the tin on the table.
Laria grimaced at the thought. “Hyrhyn, you really don’t need to share that with us.”
“But I do!” she argued, absolutely beaming. “Because it’s so beautiful. And Nix, whatever you said to my Beloved, thank you; he opened right up to me and we cried and then we laughed...and Juba never goes into the water but he was willing to try. He sat right on the edge of the shoals with his feet in and I climbed into his lap and not one thing blew up—he was so calm! And wow am I sore on account of his huge—”
“Hyrhyn!” Laria warned.
Hyrhyn snorted a laugh. “But it was lovely and felt so nice. And afterwards we cried some more and laughed some more, and we never slept as good as we did last night!” 
Nix savored a small smile, for he had slept very well himself.
“Oh, it was ever-so-lovely,” Hyrhyn sighed. “And I’m sure it’ll only get better over time—with lots of practice. And stretching. On my part.” 
“No details. Spare us,” Nix said.
“You know well enough what it’s all about,” she waved him off. Nix’s ears twitched but he managed to hold his tongue.
“Of course I’m sad there’ll be no babies for the time being—until we can sort it out. It was a sorrow to see Juba’s seed carried out by the tide. What a waste. Do you suppose it could sink into the deep and maybe the hallips will all have fire-breathing offspring next spring?”
Laria about choked and put her tea cup down so that it rattled on the plate. The sound broke Hyrhyn from her wistful expression as she stared out toward the ocean.
“That’s not really how it works my dear,” Nix told her. Of course she wouldn’t know any better. 
“Oh well,” Hyrhyn shrugged. “Anyway, I just wanted to say thank you!”
“All right,” Laria said, hoping to sweep the topic aside. “Now why don’t you go get that Harrower of yours and tell him to come light the stove so we can have us some rat.”
Smiling at that, Hyrhyn went out the door again, letting it bang behind her.
“Thanks a lot,” Laria said sourly to Nix. “She’ll be pregnant by the end of the season.” 
“May be,” Nix agreed, unconcerned. 
 
Nix tried not to feel anxious on returning to the Drinkery, though he went with renewed intent. None of the men he had gone out back to the jacks with had proved satisfactory to his purpose, but he was eager to discover whether the foreigner might measure up. At any rate, the man seemed willing to be of service and there was no denying he had served well.
Nix took his time on the long walk into town that evening. He was also careful not to rush to the seat at the bar next to that peculiar man who sat with such elegance despite their decrepit surroundings.
“Oh hello,” Nix said casually. “You’re still here, I see. I suppose, then, I should return this, with my gratitude.”
He slid the man’s handkerchief across the table, cleaned and carefully pressed, an unusual and unreadable monogram nicely displayed on top.
The man’s antennae tilted with interest as he reached for it. Their fingers touched briefly.
“I would not object to another go, should you consider that agreeable,” Nix told him.
He rested his palm on the stranger’s hip: in the way of that otherwise long-forgotten Courtesy, pleased to have something of the Once World to fall back on. The foreigner’s antennae shot straight up, piqued, and he covered Nix’s hand with his own. 
“Come on, then,” Nix said, abruptly pulling his hand away and easing off the stool.  
The foreigner rose too, and the two went out the back door, Nix determined to have his way. 
If all went to plan, Hyrhyn wouldn’t be the only one expecting by the end of the season.
 
~ * ~
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