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arcissus woke up in a cold sweat, gasping for breath. He stared blankly at an unfamiliar room, daylight cascading through the bank of floor-to-ceiling windows, dust motes dancing in the sunbeams. He blinked a couple of times. Where was he?


    “You’re awake,” Oberon said, then licked his finger and turned the page of the magazine he was reading. The sunlight caught in his dark hair and created a glow on his pale skin. Narcissus’s breathing evened out. He turned to his godfather, confusion crinkling his forehead. Oberon didn’t lift his gaze, but he did lift his brows.


    Slowly, Narcissus peered around the room again. Crown molding. Lots of it. And the door was so far away. There was a fireplace on the far wall. He pressed his lips together, then lowered his gaze. He was bare to the waist, but where he expected a wound, there was none.


    Well. That was weird. He could have sworn he’d just been shot. He could almost hear the echo of the gun.


    Maybe he’d dreamed it?


    He let his gaze flick back to his godfather. Oberon hummed and turned another page. He leafed through the whole magazine, sitting up as he did so. Then he snapped it shut and looked at him. “You’ll say thank you,” he instructed.


    Narcissus furrowed his brow, ready to complain. The door slammed open and in strode his godmother, Titania, followed by—


    He sucked in a sharp breath when his gaze fell on a man he hadn’t seen in years. Melanthios. Narcissus could have sworn his heart tripped faster.


    Melanthios—Ant—caught his gaze and seemed, for half a second, to smirk. Then he looked away. Narcissus swallowed tightly.


    Titania slammed her hands on the footboard of the four-poster bed he was lying in, making the whole thing jump. “You little twit,” she hissed. “Who gave you permission to die?!”


    “Huh?” He stared at her for a second, then looked to where he’d expected a bullet wound, ripping right through him.


    Titania snorted. “Don’t ‘huh’ me, brat. You’re not allowed to kick the bucket!” She tossed her hands in the air.


    Narcissus squinted at her. “I … died?”


    “Yeah!” she cried. “Off-schedule too! Stars, you really took a risk pissing her off, having a party, no security—what the fuck were you thinking?”


    Oberon laid a hand on her arm, but it was Ant who spoke next. “Titania, please. He would have died whether Lila was there or not.”


    Narcissus’s eyes widened. Lila? His psycho stalker ex? He looked frantically at his godparents.


    Ant caught his gaze again. “Alcohol poisoning. Or maybe an overdose would have gotten you.”


    Narcissus had never been embarrassed about his drug use before, but shame crept into his cheeks. “Oh,” he said quietly. He didn’t know why, but he didn’t want Ant to know he used. It seemed … bad.


    Ant sighed. “There was no way around it, really. One way or another, you were doomed. But Lila got you with that bullet first.”


    Narcissus clapped a hand to his chest. “I thought …,” he murmured. Then he looked at the other three again. “Why am I not dead?” He wasn’t, was he? He didn’t feel dead. That didn’t make much sense though. Did dead people feel things? Did you know if you died?


    Titania huffed, crossing her arms. “Because you’re also damned lucky,” she muttered. “Ant’s people were right there, and good thing too, because little miss stalker lost her goddamn mind.”


    Narcissus frowned. Who were “Ant’s people” and what were they doing anywhere near him anyway?


    Titania had mentioned a party. The bullet, people screaming, Lila’s cold, angry gaze …


    He let his eyes roam the room again. Where …


    Ant leaned forward and patted his hand. “We managed to revive you,” he said.


    “Oh.” Narcissus blinked. “Are you a doctor?” He didn’t remember much about Ant, if he was honest. Only that the man was maybe the most beautiful person Narcissus had ever laid eyes on (excepting, of course, himself); he’d been haunted for years by memories of long, dark hair, pale skin, and eyes dark as a moonless night.


    Maybe that was why he didn’t remember much. He’d been too wrapped up in noticing how beautiful Ant was.


    A sardonic smirk crossed Ant’s perfect lips. “Something like that,” he murmured, pulling away, and Narcissus flushed as he realized Ant had still had his fingers on him.


    Oberon sighed. “At any rate, it confirmed what we needed to know.”


    Narcissus forced his gaze away from Ant. What had him almost dying confirmed? God, why was everyone being so damn cryptic? Why did his head hurt so much?


    He winced, wishing someone would just explain to him. Questions crowded into his mind, vying for attention, each more demanding than the last. What had happened, what was going on, what day was it? “Where … am I?” he asked finally, fixing his gaze on Titania.


    She huffed, a strand of her curly red hair fluttering in front of her ebony face. “Sicily.”


    Narcissus frowned. Was there a neighborhood called Sicily in New York? He didn’t think so … He was pretty sure he’d been in the city too. Before he woke up … wherever he was now. “You mean, like … Little Italy, or …?”


    “I mean Sicily!” Titania barked, and Ant laughed. “The island in the Tyrrhenian Sea!”


    Narcissus blinked. “You mean the Mediterranean?”


    “No!” Titania pulled away, waving a hand at him. “I forgot how exhausting you are. Somebody get him a map.”


    “I can just look it up on my phone—wait, where is my phone?”


    The others exchanged looks. “We thought it would be best if you didn’t have access to it for a little while,” Oberon said finally.


    Narcissus glared at them. “Why?”


    Ant cleared his throat. “Lila’s dead too,” he said softly, tucking a strand of glossy, midnight hair behind his ear.


    It took Narcissus a moment to register that. “Oh.” His eyes went wide. “Oh.”


    “Not to mention all the drugs the cops found at your little birthday party.” Titania reached over and patted his cheek. “You’re in a mountain of trouble.”


    “So—what? I … almost died, and the cops wanna charge me and shit, so you just whisked me off to some island in the middle of nowhere?”


    “It’s not in the middle of nowhere,” Ant grumbled.


    “That’s about the gist of it,” Oberon said over him. He sounded almost apologetic. “We wanted to wait until this blew over a little bit.”


    Narcissus didn’t understand how you made drug charges and maybe murder or homicide or something “blow over.” But he didn’t really want to go to jail or … or whatever the cops would do to him.


    He looked at his godparents again. He didn’t know them super well or anything—mostly saw them at birthdays and holidays and that one shitty Roman holiday his mom had forced him to take when he was thirteen—but he didn’t really have any reason not to trust them. He knew they had money. Maybe they could make everything go away.


    He ran his hand absently over his chest, frowning when there was no lingering sign of a wound. No raised edges, no scar, nothing.


    “It’s been two weeks,” Titania explained. “As far as the press knows, you’re in rehab. So that means no partying, no drugs, no alcohol, and none of your friends need to know where you are.”


    “But what about—”


    “Your mother’s dealing with your agent. Trust me, doll face, no one wants you plastered all over their magazines right now, except the tabloids. They love the smell of blood and scandal.”


    Narcissus felt a bit like he was sinking as the enormity of the situation set in. It would be a miracle if he had even a shred of a life to go back to if and when this all “blew over.”


    “Any other dumb questions?” Titania sounded like she was bored with him now.


    He shook his head. There was too much to ask; he didn’t know where to begin.


    “Good,” she said. “Sibyl will be along shortly to see you. Be nice to her—you’d be dead if it wasn’t for her.”


    With that, the three left him alone in the sunlit room, trapped with nothing but his own thoughts.
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arcissus stared at the canopy above the bed. He could feel the sand gathering at the corners of his eyes, the scratchy feeling that told him he was too tired.


    He couldn’t fall asleep though.


    It had been three days since he’d woken up here, and nothing made any more sense than it had then. Nobody would tell him anything. He’d died, maybe, but Ant or his people or whatever had saved him, and then Titania and his mother figured he needed to get the hell out of Dodge for a while and pretend at rehab, but also actually do rehab or detox or … something.


    So. Here he was. Lying in bed, wondering whether he’d die of boredom or the headache stabbing through his skull.


    He’d asked Sibyl, the maid or whatever she was, for some Tylenol last night. She’d looked at him like he was bonkers. He’d kept asking though, wishing he had his phone so he could show her or something, until she’d finally realized he wanted painkillers. Then she’d gone and asked someone for permission to give him something for his headache. Apparently, whoever she’d asked—her supervisor or a doctor maybe—thought that was a bad idea or something, so Narcissus guessed he was just expected to quit all the drugs he’d been doing cold turkey. Which was fine, because he wasn’t addicted or anything.


    Withdrawal was something addicts dealt with. Not him.


    Although that would explain why his head hurt so bad he wanted to die but he couldn’t fall asleep and also why he wanted to throw up. Explained a lot, actually, and he liked that even less than he liked …


    Well, everything that had happened in the last three days. His entire life had blown up. He kinda wished he’d died. It would have been easier.


    There was a soft knock at the door and he was about to tell whoever it was to fuck off, but Sibyl let herself in, glancing over her shoulder, then shutting the door behind her.


    She sashayed over the bed, and he sighed in relief when he saw she had a glass of water and a couple of white tablets. “Oh thank god,” he muttered as she turned the pills over to him.


    Sibyl held a finger to her lips, shushing him. “Her Majesty didn’t like it,” she said as Narcissus downed the pills and chased them with water. “But Lord Dis said it was a bad idea for you to quit cold poultry.”


    Narcissus winced, then set his glass down on the nightstand. “You mean cold turkey?”


    Sibyl was a bit weird. Okay, maybe more than a bit. She had a habit of calling Titania “her majesty,” and Narcissus had yet to figure out who the heck “Lord Dis” was, aside from the supposed owner of this place. Apparently, Narcissus had already met him.


    Whatever. He wasn’t about to argue with the crazy lady who was getting him contraband pills. “Thanks,” he said.


    Sibyl smiled brightly, her blue eyes lighting up and her red curls bouncing as she turned her head. “Lord Dis also thought would be good for you to get some exercise.”


    Narcissus made a face. He’d been in bed for three days. He’d missed all his workouts.


    Oh well. Wasn’t like he’d had anything to eat, either, so maybe it was net zero. “Maybe I can look at getting back to the gym routine next week,” he said.


    “Gym routine,” she murmured, then frowned at him.


    “You know.” He waved a hand. “Like, working out?”


    She tilted her head, curiosity written all over her face.


    “You just told me to get some exercise,” he said.


    “Oh!” she cried. “I think Lord Dis meant like … a walk in the garden or maybe a nice ride.”


    “A … ride?” He squinted at her. “Like, on a bike?”


    “What’s a bike?” she asked, then shook her head. “Never mind—Lord Dis meant on a horse!”


    He stared at her. “I … don’t know how to ride a horse,” he said. Where in the fuck in New York was he going to learn to ride a goddamn horse?


    Wasn’t like his mother would have paid for lessons anyway. They had the money—no shit, Selene lived in a Park Avenue penthouse, he’d been in show business since he could smile, she’d let him do ballet until it screwed up his knees, and none of that was cheap—but horses … that felt like a step too far.


    “Oh,” Sibyl said, clapping her hands to her cheeks like she was horrified or something. “That will never do. You’ll need to learn to ride.”


    He was just about to ask her what the heck for when there was another knock at the door, and Ant appeared. “Good afternoon,” he said, and Narcissus relaxed into the pillows at the sound of his voice. “How’s the patient?”


    “He doesn’t know how to ride a horse!” Sibyl cried, whirling about. Narcissus held a hand to his head. Her voice was like wind chimes, but even that was too much for this headache.


    Ant chuckled. “Well, be that as it may, I don’t think that’s our most pressing concern … How’s your head?”


    Narcissus looked up at him, then glanced away when he felt his cheeks heating up. “Not … great.”


    “Mm,” Ant said, “to be expected. You had quite the cocktail in your blood.”


    Narcissus flushed brighter. “Yeah, well.” That wasn’t unusual for him. He liked to be as high as a kite whenever he could.


    “I was just saying,” Sibyl said, “you thought he should take some exercise.”


    Ant hummed. “On second thought, maybe not for a few days yet,” he said.


    Narcissus almost groaned. “I don’t wanna stay in bed! I’m so … bored!” He sat up, despite pain stabbing through his temples. He didn’t know why, but he appealed to Ant. “Please. I’m gonna lose my mind.”


    He didn’t feel like going for a walk, but he definitely didn’t feel like staying in bed any longer. He didn’t know what he wanted to do. Nothing. Everything. Everything and anything but being here. Fuck, he wanted to go home.


    Ant and Sibyl shared a look. Then Ant said, “All right. Maybe outside will do you some good.”


    “Thank god,” Narcissus muttered, then went to throw himself out of bed. He paused, realizing he didn’t have any clothes on.


    Well. Underwear. But there was something about that, something that made him … want to curl up under the covers and tell Ant to go away.


    Maybe it was the way Ant was looking at him. There was something in his dark eyes—something bright and dangerous, something that made Narcissus’s heart pound and his mouth go dry. Like doing molly.


    Shit—what had been in those pills?


    He wanted to throw up. Instead, he clutched the covers to him and curled back, avoiding Ant’s gaze. “Um.”


    Ant coughed suddenly. “Right,” he said. “Get him dressed and take him down to the garden, Sibyl.”


    Narcissus didn’t dare look up until he heard the door close and Sibyl shift to his side. She peered down at him. “What’s wrong?”


    He glanced up. “Nothing,” he said quickly, looking away again. “Just. Uh. Could you go too? Or … turn around or something?”


    She tilted her head in that curious puppy way she had. “Why?”


    He flinched back from her hands as she reached toward him. “Uh, ’cause I need to get dressed?”


    She smiled. “You heard him! I’m going to help!”


    “What? I don’t need help, I’m not three.”


    “Of course you do.”


    He laughed nervously. “I’m pretty sure I can get dressed on my own.” The only time he had help was when he was trying to get into some impossible runway look. Those were few and far between. “It’s—”


    Sibyl shook her head as she crossed the room. He wondered why he hadn’t noticed the enormous wardrobe that dominated the far wall, next to the arched doorway that led to the private ensuite. He’d been in there a couple of times, but he still hadn’t noted the massive piece of furniture.


    God, he really was out of it.


    Sibyl flung it open, then pulled out what looked like a tunic. Or a dress. Maybe something like what a Greek goddess would wear?


    Narcissus crinkled his nose. He didn’t have an issue with dresses, but that—


    Was not his usual style, to say the least.


    “It’s pretty complicated,” Sibyl said as she returned, cradling the fabric as though it were fragile, “especially if you’ve never worn one before.”


    “It’s a dress,” he declared. “How tough can it be?”


    She gave him a look, then laid it out on the bed. “Lots of draping,” she said. “And ties. And we have to do it right or it will fall right off you and everyone will get a good look at—”


    She paused and looked at him, then pressed her lips together. He quirked a brow at her.


    “It can’t be that hard,” he muttered at last, sliding out from under the covers, trying to ignore how he flushed. Sibyl only gave him a cursory glance, then looked back at the dress as he picked it up. “I mean …”


    He stared at it, then tried pulling it over his head. That didn’t work; the fabric got all bunched up, and he was pretty sure he put his head through where the sleeve was supposed to be. Did this even have sleeves?


    Sibyl watched him flail around, biting her lip. “Okay, haha,” he said finally, glowering at her. “I guess I need your help after all.”


    She ducked her head instead of saying anything, then took the dress from him. She guided him to stand, then wrapped it around him in what felt like seconds.


    He frowned, then sat back down to put on a pair of sandals when she offered them to him.


    She contemplated him when he stood back up, one finger pressed to her cheek as she tilted her head back and forth, like a designer who was trying to decide if their latest creation hung right on him.


    He fucking hated when they did that; he looked good in everything.


    “I think we’ll leave off the headdress today,” she said at last.


    “Headdress,” he echoed, but she was humming and almost skipping to the door. He sighed, then trudged out into the hall when she opened the door for him.



    eee

    


    The garden was more like a jungle. It sprawled in every direction, verdant and lush, with a barely visible stepping-stone path cut through it. Plants grew wildly, no semblance of order, and they seemed almost menacing to Narcissus as he followed Sibyl, hesitantly brushing up against leaves and branches as they went. Was this seriously Sicily? It seemed more like the Amazon. Or …


    Did Sicily have jungles? He didn’t know.


    He could hardly get a glimpse of the house or hotel or whatever it was. He knew it had to be massive; every now and then, they came to a spot where the foliage thinned a bit and the stone of a wall or maybe a window was visible. Then it was swallowed up again by ivy, the leaves closing ranks.


    He couldn’t see past the garden either; he had no idea how far it extended. It seemed to go on forever.


    The plants were weird too, not that Narcissus knew a heck of a lot about plants. Despite being named after a flower (or a mental disorder, take your pick), he’d never been the kind of person who liked … nature. Generally. He preferred concrete jungles to real ones. This one wasn’t changing his mind.


    Worst of all was the fact that all the leaves formed a thick canopy, trapping the humid air underneath. Narcissus could hardly breathe; sweat trickled down the back of his neck. His headache was getting worse.


    “Hey,” he called to Sibyl at last, “how far are you going to make me go?”


    “Hm?” She turned back. “Oh. Are you tired already?”


    “Already?” He figured it had to be at least half an hour since they’d started marching through the dense leaves, swatting them off, sweltering in the heat.


    “Oh,” she said, wringing her hands, “Lord Dis warned me humans were more fragile.”


    “What’s that even supposed to mean?” he snapped at her as she brushed by him, turning back the way they came. He happened to glance down, then blinked.


    Sibyl’s feet were not on the ground. She was floating.


    Was he high? No, that couldn’t be right. He wouldn’t be jonesing nearly so bad if he was. Maybe it was the heat? The headache?


    He looked again, and both her feet were firmly planted on the ground.


    Had to be the heat. Had to be. He was delirious or … or …


    Something.


    “If you’re tired,” she said, “we’ll go back. Lord Dis said you could have some exercise, but he’s probably right that you should take it easy for a few more days.”


    Narcissus frowned at her back. “Who is this Lord Dis guy?” Ant had said all that.


    “Lord Dis is Lord Dis,” she said cheerily.


    “Uh-huh. And, like, when do I get to meet him?”


    Sibyl frowned at him over her shoulder. “Meet him? You already have.”


    He glowered, despite the fact his vision was wavering. “I have not. I’d think I’d know if I’d met—”


    Sibyl shook her head. “He was in your room earlier, checking up on you.”


    He paused. “So … Ant’s Lord Dis?”


    “Oh. I forgot you call him by his name, not his title.” She pressed her fingers to her lips, musing.


    “Why is he Lord Dis?” Narcissus glanced around. The name sounded ominous. He didn’t like it. Made Ant sound like a goth or something. Narcissus had never liked goths. Too broody, bland, and colorless.


    Actually, maybe Ant was a goth. It would explain the dark hair, the dark eyes, the old country house—no, castle—in the middle of nowhere.


    Or maybe he was a vampire? All the hair on Narcissus’s arms stood up at the thought.


    He could work with that. Vampires were sexy.


    Sibyl shrugged. “It’s who he is.”


    Narcissus’s head hurt too much to keep arguing any kind of logic. He guessed that was like asking why he was named Narcissus. Most of the time, he was pretty sure the answer was because his parents hated him.


    At last, they reached the small terrace they’d set out from, which was about the only tame part of the garden. The plants here were trimmed back, and blooms grew up in spates that resembled some kind of order or design.


    The terrace was also cleared between the stones, and there was a small, ornate set of metal chairs that looked like Victorian lace or something. Narcissus wondered if he’d wandered into Bridgerton or Downton Abbey or something.


    Downton Abbey with vampires? Somebody had done Pride and Prejudice with zombies, so, like, maybe? Not that Narcissus had read that. Reading wasn’t his thing.


    Ant was standing near the french doors at the opposite end of the terrace. “There you are,” he said, then tossed a long, critical look at Narcissus.


    Narcissus recoiled. What the heck was that about?


    “Dinner will be served shortly.”


    “Okay …”


    “We should go upstairs and get you dressed,” Sibyl said, smiling broadly.


    “I am dressed,” Narcissus replied, but she grabbed him by the arm and practically dragged him through the door. He had to half-run behind her. For being so petite, she was ridiculously strong.


    He stumbled into the bedroom, and she slammed the door. “What the hell!” he cried, spinning around to face her. “I’m already dressed, so I don’t need—”


    “You’re not dressed for dinner,” she said, turning him around and unpinning his clothes. “Plus, you’re all sweaty and gross after being out in that heat!” She crinkled her nose. “Her Majesty wasn’t joking—you humans are disgusting!”


    He glanced up at her, ready to argue, then noted she didn’t have a single curl out of place. She charged over to the wardrobe and returned with …


    Another gown-robe-type thing. He frowned, first at it, then at her. “It’s the same thing,” he said.


    “Oh, no,” she said. “This one is black, for starters.”


    “So?” He glared at her as she slunk around him, wrapping him up in it.


    “It’s very different,” she said, but Narcissus didn’t see how. “The other one wasn’t appropriate for a dinner party.”


    “Dinner party?” Seriously, what had he stumbled into? Who the hell had dinner parties anymore?


    He frowned. Maybe it was some weird Euro thing. Sicily was in Europe, right?


    He wished he had his phone. Google was good at answering his stupid questions.


    “Mm.” She nodded, then brushed his hair back out of his eyes. “One second.”


    She came back with a … headband or a crown or something and slid it into his hair. He frowned at her. “You know I’m not a girl, right?”


    He got that sometimes. He was pretty—very pretty—possibly too pretty for a man. It was part of the reason Andrea, his agent, had been able to do anything with him in the modeling world. The androgynous look was in, and he was, as Vogue had put it, arrestingly beautiful.


    “I know,” Sibyl said, a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “Still, you should be crowned like your husband.”


    He blinked at her. His husband? “I’m not married,” he snorted. “And not about to get married either.” And what the hell made her think he was gonna marry a guy? Did he scream gay at her or something?


    Actually, he knew the answer to that one—yes. Unapologetically gay, Andrea had said, but he wasn’t gay. Fucking queer, sure. Pansexual, because he wasn’t picky about who he fucked.


    But Andrea said gay was an easier sell. People could wrap their heads around it. The public didn’t do well with nuance.


    Narcissus didn’t know what nuance was, so he guessed he agreed with that.


    Sibyl’s cheek dimpled, like she’d bitten the inside of it to keep herself quiet. Still, she didn’t say anything as she led him down the long corridor to the grand spiral staircase that descended into a magnificent marble foyer. A massive chandelier, replete with seemingly a thousand candles, loomed above them.


    Vampires, he thought again, definite vampire vibes. Castlevania or some shit. Gabby liked that, but she was a video game nerd.


    They passed under the staircase, their footsteps echoing as they headed down another long, narrow corridor. Sibyl stopped before they reached the garden though, turning to her right and throwing open a wide set of arched double doors.


    Cautiously, Narcissus stepped past her, and she smiled. He looked first at the mahogany banquet table, laden with a veritable feast, candlelight from a dozen centerpieces and the chandelier washing softly over the textures of everything from platters of roasted meat to overflowing bowls of luscious green grapes.


    He turned his head and found Ant seated at the other end of the table, which was probably fifteen feet away from the door.


    “Welcome,” the dark-haired man said, waving a hand over the feast. “So glad you could join us.”


    Narcissus glanced around the room hastily. “Us?” he asked, quirking a brow. “But it’s just you and me.”


    He glanced behind him, but Sibyl was gone. The doors were closed.


    He didn’t know why that made his stomach clench or his skin prickle with cold sweat.


    “So it is,” Ant agreed, and Narcissus took a moment to look him over. He’d changed from his earlier attire too—no longer was he wearing slacks and an unbuttoned polo. He was wearing something that look suspiciously like Narcissus’s own garb: a long, dark robe.


    He was doing a good impression of a vampire, with his hair loose over his shoulders, and—


    Was that a crown of laurel on his goddamn head? What was this, Greek gods or something now?


    Wait … gods and vampires were both immortal, so …


    Before he could think too hard about that, Ant said, “Please. Have a seat.”


    Hesitantly, Narcissus perched on the chair and put his hands in his lap. His head was spinning. He felt like they were on set or something, all dressed up and playing pretend. Some ridiculous photoshoot, some haute couture setup for clothes no one in their real life would ever wear.


    “Where’s Titania?” he asked. Not that he cared—did he really want his godparents hanging out while he ogled the goth vampire eye-candy at the other end of the table? Probably not.


    And especially not if this was going where he hoped it went. He was already imagining that he might get Ant to turn him over the table and—


    He frowned. Gabby always said one of his worst traits was letting his dick think for him, and yeah, it was probably a bad idea to let a vampire fuck him.


    But it would probably be hot, which was good enough for him.


    “Your godparents took their leave earlier this afternoon,” Ant replied conversationally. “I, for one, am glad of it.”


    His gaze flicked up, the candles reflecting in his dark eyes, and he smiled. Narcissus’s throat was tight. He clenched his fists in the soft fabric of his dress. Robe. Whatever it was.


    He felt like he could get off just from having Ant look at him. No hands, nothing.


    No wonder everyone was into vampires. Fucking sex gods.


    “After all,” Ant almost purred, his baritone velvet seduction, “we have a lot to catch up on, you and I.”


    Narcissus caught his bottom lip with his teeth, forcing himself to breathe calmly. Why the hell was he getting so worked up? Sure, it had been three days—or, like, almost three weeks since he’d been killed (since he’d gotten laid)—but he wasn’t that hard up. Was he?


    And besides, he’d known Ant since he was a kid. Was that weird? Weird that he’d known this guy when he was in diapers and now he was thinking about getting on his cock?


    Probably. He wasn’t exactly known for having high standards or anything. But this insta-attraction seemed a little weird, even for him.


    Granted, he hadn’t seen Ant in years—he was trying to remember, but everything about his life felt foggy. He figured Ant had just stopped coming around after Narcissus’s father had died. Narcissus had been …


    Eleven, he thought. He’d just turned twenty-one (he’d died at his birthday party, Titania had said). Ten years, then. His father had been dead for ten years.


    Ant lifted a bejewelled goblet, and Narcissus glanced to his right, found his own glass full of ruby-red liquid. “I thought I wasn’t supposed to be drinking,” he said, giving Ant a flat look.


    Ant smiled. “Not wine,” he offered, and Narcissus glowered at him as he sipped on his glass. Blood? Fuck, Ant really was a vampire, wasn’t he?


    Apparently, the bastard wasn’t going to tell him what was in the glass.


    He wracked his brain; had Ant always been like this? Kinda cagey?


    Well, he’d always been sexy as fuck. Narcissus knew that much.


    He couldn’t remember anything else. There were memories—hazy, like dreams or hallucinations—of Ant from when he’d been a very small child. Ant picking him up. Ant’s laughter.


    And then actual dreams—dreams where he knew the person speaking was Ant, but he couldn’t even see his face.


    “What do you remember about me?” Ant asked, setting his glass back down. “It’s been years.”


    Narcissus shook his head. “Not much,” he mumbled.


    “To be expected,” Ant said. “I’ll admit, I was a bit shocked when I saw you.”


    Narcissus lifted his gaze. He tried to ignore the way Ant’s words seemed to vibrate on the air, made Narcissus’s hands shake.


    Did Ant like what he saw?


    What the hell was wrong with him? Ant had been his father’s friend, a man who had come around sometimes, who had treated him nicely (maybe), and spent long hours talking to his father.


    Ant tilted his head. “Do you remember the last time I saw you?”


    Narcissus shook his head slowly. “I was eleven,” he said.


    “Twelve, actually,” Ant corrected. “It was your birthday.”


    Narcissus held his breath. He didn’t know why—anticipation, maybe. He didn’t want to miss Ant’s next words.


    Ant’s smile seemed to grow the longer he looked at Narcissus. “Do you remember what happened?”


    “No.” Why was he drawing this out? Why not just spit it out?


    Ant chuckled. “That figures. You wouldn’t remember, would you?”


    “What happened?” Narcissus demanded, leaning forward.


    Ant’s gaze darted back to him. This time when he smiled, his teeth seemed razor sharp. “Why, posy, you had the audacity to kiss me.”


    Narcissus stared at him, eyes wide. “I … what?”


    Ant laughed again, bowing his head as he turned his attention to one of the platters in front of him. “It’s true,” he murmured, his voice canting up, a hint of … fondness? Amusement?


    Narcissus frowned at him, but he seemed oblivious. “You were so insistent … it was rather endearing, if I’m honest, but you know, despite what you thought, twelve isn’t really all that grown up.”


    Narcissus moved his lips, but he couldn’t find any syllables when Ant looked at him, eyes glittering, cheeks rosy with amusement, that smile …


    “You thought I ought to give you a different birthday present.”


    “I …” Narcissus stumbled over that simple syllable. Embarrassment warmed his face, but he didn’t even remember …


    Ant’s smile slid off his face. “Of course,” he said, his tone abruptly cold, and something in Narcissus twisted, “you’ve probably repressed the memory.”


    He dropped his gaze, shook his head. “Sorry.” There was something tugging at the back of his mind.


    He knew Ant was telling the truth, even though he didn’t remember any of it. He wanted to, desperately, because Ant seemed to have such a clear recollection. He wanted to share that with him.


    Ant cleared his throat. “That’s why I had to stop visiting.”


    Narcissus opened his mouth to correct Ant, but all that came out was a plaintive note of pain, like Ant had stabbed him.


    Ant paused, looking up at him. Narcissus fumbled for words; he felt, for all the world, like he was standing on the edge of an iceberg. Realization, memory, was right there beneath the surface, but he couldn’t reach it.


    “I can’t” was what he finally managed, then shoved away from the table, rushing out the doors, into the hallway. He stumbled over the hem of his robe, then picked it up and ran—through the foyer, up the stairs, all the way back to the sanctity of the silent bedroom.
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hree sleepless nights were apparently all he could manage; he tossed and turned for what felt like hours, before eventually drifting off into the clutches of a dreamworld that was so real it felt like he was living everything over again.


    Of course, everything was a jumbled mess. He saw himself on the set of some really bad commercial he’d done ages ago, all electric lights and neon sunsets, that horrible late 1980s aesthetic, and the love interest hadn’t been Ant in the thirty-second spot. But Narcissus’s subconscious blotted out the man’s face and he was Ant, had never been anyone else, and Narcissus melted in his arms—


    And he remembered another dream, dreamed it again then—two shadowy figures that looked like no one and everyone, the New York skyline behind them, and Ant’s hand was on his shoulder, warm and oh-so-comforting, Ant’s voice in his ear—


    He wanted to wake up then, but he remembered—or dreamed—the birthday, dreamed of meeting Ant when he was so much younger than that even.


    He dreamed until his head hurt, and he woke up with a cry, drenched in sweat and shaking, his heart pounding in his mouth, his temples.


    “There now,” Sibyl said softly, and he had no idea if she was real or if he’d dreamed her up too. She was haloed by moonbeams pouring in through the windows, but the light seemed to follow her everywhere, even when she moved into the shadows. He thought he saw spiderwebs, something shimmering between strands as they sprouted from her back.


    He blinked and it was gone.


    Great. Now he was hallucinating without any drugs in his system. Maybe he was losing his mind.


    Maybe he’d already lost it. Maybe he was actually dead and everyone else was just fucking with him.


    Sibyl had a bowl of water on the nightstand and she wrung out a cloth, then placed it over his forehead. “There now,” she said. “Probably withdrawal.”


    “Yeah,” he agreed breathlessly. “Probably just … that.”


    She patted his hand. Then she was gone, and he was free-falling through the dreamscape again. He twisted and turned through what felt like a hundred romances—on the beach, Lovers’ Lane, a swelling symphony and Ant grabbing him and bodily dragging him into a passionate kiss—


    He woke up again with his fingers on his lips, aching from the force of that imagined kiss. He had bruises, he swore.


    He’d never been kissed like that. And he’d kissed a lot of people.


    Cautiously, he crept out of bed, felt the plush carpet under his feet. Warm sunshine on his skin.


    Definitely didn’t feel dead. Maybe undead? Maybe Ant had turned him already or something.


    His head hurt.


    He hauled himself to the bathroom and rinsed off in the shower. He made his way to the wardrobe and stared into its depths—nothing but black and white robes like what Sibyl had pinned him into yesterday.


    There was a knock at the door. Before he could reply, Sibyl was by his side. “Oh, getting dressed?”


    He turned to her. “I want some real clothes,” he said flatly.


    Sibyl smiled. “I think Her Majesty said something about that.” She reached into wardrobe. “For now, let’s pick something appropriate for breakfast in the garden, hm?”


    He didn’t complain. He was still reeling from his fever-dreams. From everything Ant had told him the night before.


    He followed Sibyl wordlessly to the garden, trying to sort himself out.


    They stepped into the fresh air of the morning. Somewhere, birds were singing. Narcissus couldn’t see them; he couldn’t see a single sliver of sky. But he felt sunshine dappling his skin, and he could hear birds.


    Maybe everything would be okay. Maybe he’d eat breakfast by himself, get his head on straight, and—


    “Good morning,” Ant drawled, and Narcissus felt his face contort with disappointment.


    Ant seemed not to notice, gesturing to the garden dining set that Narcissus had passed on the terrace yesterday. The table was now heaped high with breakfast foods. Someone dressed in a gray robe had picked up a teapot and was pouring tea into a bone china cup sitting near Ant’s wrist.


    Narcissus glanced at Sibyl, who nodded her encouragement. Hesitantly, he made his way to the table and sat. The person who had poured Ant’s tea moved to Narcissus’s side of the table and did the same. Ant flicked his wrist, and they bowed and retreated.


    Ant sipped his tea while Narcissus sat there, hands curling into the fabric of his robe, a sense of dread coiling through him.


    Maybe it was withdrawal, like Sibyl said. Sure. That sounded reasonable, right? He’d just been strung out for a long time, and now he was coming down from the high, so of course he was jittery and nervous. Anxious. His brain wasn’t working right.


    Ant cleared his throat and set his cup down with a clink. “This will never do,” he murmured.


    “What won’t?”


    “You’re nervous.”


    “I’m—”


    Ant sighed. “How are you?”


    Narcissus fell silent again. When he looked up, Ant was leaning on one hand, twirling a lock of his hair around his finger. “Withdrawal can do that,” he said, almost sympathetically. “It would probably help if you ate something.”


    Narcissus glanced at the spread before him, then looked back to Ant. He bit his lip, then said, “I remembered about the kiss.”


    Ant snorted. “No, you didn’t.”


    “I dreamed about it then.”


    Ant glanced at him. He shifted in his seat, then said, “That’s not quite the same as remembering, now is it?”


    Narcissus pressed his lips together, felt the sting of pain. “No,” he agreed.


    Ant leaned forward, apparently curious. “What did you dream, posy?”


    He had to force himself not to shudder. Ant’s voice was rich velvet sliding over his every nerve. “A lot of things,” he mumbled. “Mostly about you.”


    “I see.” Clink. “Do you dream of me a lot?”


    Narcissus felt that familiar heat creep into his cheeks. “I used to,” he admitted. He’d forgotten about that. It seemed so long ago—a world dead and buried. He’d been fourteen or fifteen the last time he’d dreamed about Ant.


    And then he’d forgotten the man entirely, until he’d seen him again when he woke up here four days ago. Seeing him had been like getting struck by lightning—or, well, what he assumed it was like anyway. Shocking, sudden, burning him up instantly, then leaving him buzzing for hours, days on end and he was sure he’d never be the same again.


    Maybe it was the drugs or the lack of them in his system. Maybe he was going crazy. Anything to explain the strange rush of emotion—desperation, anticipation, something deeper—whenever he looked at Ant.


    Ant lifted his brows. Narcissus reached for words again, found his voice, even though it was trembling and tenuous. “I … dreamed about you a lot, back then.”


    He waited, but Ant said nothing. He forced himself to look at the table. “And then I guess … I forgot. I … moved on.”


    He’d been in love with Ant, hadn’t he? That was why he’d kissed him when he was twelve. He’d convinced himself that the stupid little crush he was harboring was true love, and he’d tried to demand that Ant love him back.


    He still didn’t remember clearly, but there were bits and pieces. Sensations. Feelings.


    He didn’t remember, but he knew.


    He’d been crushed when Ant rejected him—only sensible, he realized. The crush had lingered. After two, three years, he’d been pretty sure he’d never see Ant again.


    Ant snorted. “Moved on. As if you could do such a thing.”


    Narcissus’s breath caught in his throat; his heart thumped against his ribs. There was something Ant wasn’t telling him. He looked at the dark-haired man, but his expression was closed, his gaze far away. He sipped his tea pensively.


    At last, he gestured to the breakfast spread. “Help yourself,” he said—no, instructed. “You must be hungry. You didn’t have anything at dinner last night.”


    No, he hadn’t. He didn’t think he’d had anything for the three days before that, either. He couldn’t have eaten last night though; he could barely eat now. He wasn’t hungry, not with the anxious tug of half-remembered dreams still catching at him.


    It all looked good. Really good. He rubbed his hands over his thighs, then took a sharp breath and reached for a strawberry.


    He licked his lips, then popped it in his mouth, hyperaware of Ant’s gaze tracking his every motion.


    Fuck, it was good. Heavenly almost, flavor bursting across his tongue. So good. Had he ever eaten a strawberry like this? Anything like this?


    He didn’t think so. He had to swallow a moan. He tried to think about something else.


    Vampires didn’t eat real food, right? And dead people didn’t eat. So he wasn’t dead and Ant hadn’t turned him into a vampire.


    He regretted looking up at Ant. His breath caught in his throat at the intensity of that dark gaze, the heat of it burning Narcissus up, and he squirmed.


    “How do you feel about crepes?” Ant’s voice was light, the suggestion airy, but Narcissus was compelled to reach for the platter, eyeing the veritable tower of pastries, each with a layer of whipped cream and strawberry coulis pressed between them. He cut into them, tried to force his shaking hands to stop, but he couldn’t.


    The first bite exploded across his tongue, sweet and sugary, delicious, and he thought he might have whimpered.


    He licked whipped cream off the fork, sauce from the corner of his lips and locked eyes with Ant. He almost choked on his mouthful, and he had to break eye contact or he really was going to lose it.


    That seemed embarrassing, and the idea of doing it in front of Ant made him even more embarrassed. Like he’d be disappointing the dark-haired man or something.


    “Posy.” Ant’s voice was stern, and Narcissus shivered. “You could never disappoint me.”


    He was pretty sure he could—he’d spent most of his life disappointing someone. His mother said he was a disappointment, his teachers said he had wasted potential, his friends said he was a disaster.


    “I’m happy to watch you, posy.”


    He closed his eyes tight. What was happening to him? He’d never felt like this before, but he had a sudden compulsion to lay himself out on the table, spread his legs, push his cock and balls up, give Ant a good, long look at everything he had to offer, like putting himself on a silver platter, like he was the main course—


    Vampire powers. That had to be it. He wished he had his phone, wished he could text Gabby. She’d tell him what to do about Ant being a vampire sex god who was making him lose his mind.


    “Posy, please.”


    Ant’s voice was like clever fingers plucking strings, making him vibrate with the sound, and he seized up, bit his lip, and gripped the edges of the chair as he slowly realized he’d just come.


    What the actual hell? What was he, sixteen? He sat there, breathing raggedly, a combination of shame and horror filling him as he felt the warmth, the wetness spreading across the front of his robe.


    “Do you need to clean up?” Ant asked, his voice impassive, and Narcissus nodded furiously, because he didn’t trust his voice.


    Two sets of hands helped him to his feet, one wrapped around either of his arms, and he was hustled back inside. He wished he could focus on the heat of Ant’s hand against his bare skin, but all he could think about was how out of control he was.


    When the door closed, he fell to his knees in a first-floor powder room instead of cleaning up. He kneeled there with a hand over his mouth, wondering what had gotten into him, that he’d gotten off hands-free just from the sound of Ant’s voice, from the idea of Ant watching him.


    He gritted his teeth and forced himself up. He rinsed off as best he could, wishing he could get rid of guilt as easily as the itch of drying cum.


    He was surprised—maybe a bit mortified—when he saw Ant leaned against the wall, arms crossed. Waiting for him.


    Narcissus couldn’t look at him. Couldn’t lift his head. He stared at the floor, gritting his teeth, balling his fists, wishing …


    “It’s all right.” Ant’s voice was so soft, filled with sympathy and understanding. Maybe pity, and Narcissus choked back a sob.


    He didn’t want pity.


    “Not your fault, posy.”


    That was the thing: it was his fault. He should have been in control.


    “It’s all right,” Ant said again. “It’s understandable. Your first time and all.”


    “Huh?” Narcissus risked a look up at Ant. That was far from his first time—for anything. He was a slut and he knew it. Hell, he was even a little proud of it. He should have been able to last longer than that.


    Ant just offered him a smile, and Narcissus tilted his head up, taken hostage by the softness of the other man’s beatific features in the morning sunlight. He looked like an angel or something.


    Then Narcissus panicked. He was leaning toward Ant, Ant toward him, like their mouths were magnetized, and Ant wasn’t really going to kiss him, was he?


    He wanted Ant to kiss him. Desperately.


    Ant stroked his cheek instead, and the memory of being twelve, of leaning up on his tiptoes and kissing Ant, and Ant pushing him away and smiling, stroking his cheek—


    It crashed back, and he cried out, pulling away from Ant and clutching at his head. He sobbed raggedly, painfully. “Why,” he croaked, and Ant smiled again, but strain showed at the edges.


    “Because, posy,” he said slowly. “It’s only natural, after all.”


    Narcissus shook his head, confusion making him sick. “I don’t understand.”


    Ant blinked those dark eyes of his. He shook his head; his mouth was open, like an invitation, and Narcissus was so tempted—


    “Posy,” Ant whispered, his fingers ghosting over Narcissus’s cheek, “of course you feel this way. You always have.”


    Narcissus remembered now; he remembered why he’d forced himself to forget Ant. He’d been so crushed after the kiss, devastated. He’d wanted to kill himself.


    Then Ant had stopped visiting. He’d dreamt of Ant, longed for Ant, but he never came back. He was gone, gone, gone, and Narcissus couldn’t stand the insistent ache, the shattered feeling of his heart.


    He’d thought he’d never recover.


    And he hadn’t. That was when it had all started—the drugs, the alcohol, the partying, sticking his tongue down anyone’s available throat, desperate for touch to drive the memory of Ant out of his bones.


    Ant’s fingers burned now. His words too, and Narcissus felt like paper, incandescent, as Ant leaned in and whispered, “We’re destined to be together, Narcissus.”


    He forced himself to look at Ant. “What?” His voice cracked with the word, fear echoing through it.


    Ant held his gaze. “We’re fated, posy.”


    Narcissus shook his head. “No,” he said, “no, that—that kind of crap doesn’t—”


    Ant’s thumb passed over his lips, and the dark-haired man leaned in close, whispering, “I feel it too.”


    Narcissus’s breath caught in his throat.


    “I’ve felt it all along, posy, just like you did.”


    “No.” Narcissus didn’t want to hear this. He screwed his eyes shut and wished he could close his ears. “No, no, no.”


    “When you kissed me … Posy, you have to understand, it was so difficult for me. You were only twelve.”


    Narcissus felt sick for a whole new reason. “You …”


    Ant hummed, neither confirming nor denying. Horror crawled through Narcissus’s veins as Ant tucked a lock of his hair behind his ear.


    “Now you understand why I had to leave, don’t you? Why I couldn’t come back and visit you. You’re lucky I was able to stop then.”


    Narcissus barely suppressed a whimper. “You would have …”


    “Yes.” Ant was all teeth, and Narcissus felt dizzy. He stumbled against the wall, trying to steady himself. “Titania and Oberon warned me against it, though. You left me with no choice, posy. If I’d kept visiting you …”


    War erupted inside Narcissus. He flooded with joy—Ant felt as desperately about him as he did Ant. Ant had suffered; Ant would have taken him, just like he’d wanted.


    And there was the horror. Ant would have taken him, at any time.


    Ant frowned deeply, as though sensing Narcissus’s train of thought. “For the record,” he said tartly, “I didn’t think you were … attractive … as a child. Adorable, yes. Beautiful, yes. And I’ll admit, I wanted you—”


    Narcissus tried to bolt, but Ant grabbed his wrist and hauled him back. For such a dainty man, he was strong. Or maybe Narcissus was just weak from not eating, from being in bed, from withdrawal, from nearly dying.


    “Listen to me,” Ant hissed, and Narcissus could have sworn his eyes glinted red. “I knew it was … unacceptable.”


    He cradled Narcissus’s face in his hands. “I knew it would hurt you—posy, almost anything I could have done would have hurt you immeasurably. When you were a child, it was easy to set those thoughts aside. But as you began growing up … And then when you kissed me, demanded …”


    This was too much. Way too much. He grabbed Ant’s wrist. “What the fuck am I supposed to think? How am I supposed to feel about this?”


    Ant’s expression shifted, surprise riddling his smooth features. “I can’t tell you that,” he said.


    Narcissus heaved another breath, then broke the other man’s hold on him. “That’s … sick.” He glanced back at Ant, gauging his reaction.


    “In some ways, yes.”


    Narcissus curled in on himself as the joyful part of him—the part that was elated that Ant wanted him—overtook him. Anything resembling rational thought fell away; there was only sheer joy, overflowing him.


    He shut his eyes and shook his head. “I can’t do this right now,” he managed, then turned and stormed away.


    “You can’t avoid it, Narcissus!” Ant hollered after him.


    He cringed, then ran instead.
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arcissus spent most of the day sulking in his room. Sibyl knocked hesitantly on the door at some point, then entered anyway. She peered at him for a moment. He didn’t move from his melodramatic sprawl across the bed.


    She left a tray on the nightstand then opened up the windows, letting a sweet breeze and birdsong flood into the room. She paused by the window, folding her hands in front of her, and waited.


    He would have given anything to have his phone, to be able to send Gabby a text or call Rico and ask them what the fuck to do about this … entire fucked-up situation.


    Like, yeah, he’d been in a lot of fucking messes before, but this one had to take the cake. Ant had basically admitted to being into him when he was a kid.


    That was creepy and gross, and the fact that Ant was here now, touching him like that—that was weird too, right?


    And what was all that crap about them being fated or destined or whatever? That was fairy-tale bullshit. It was for little kids, people who still had daydreams and hopes.


    Gabby would have told him what was what. The guy had been his father’s friend. How old was he even? He had to be at least twice Narcissus’s age.


    Forty-something? Maybe older. He didn’t look it, but that didn’t matter. It was weird and creepy, and—


    Everything Narcissus had ever wanted, and for a second or two, he bought into the fairy tale, love at first sight, soulmates or … whatever it was. It felt real.


    Because Narcissus had been in love with Ant for as long as he could remember. Even now as he dredged it back to the surface, he was aware of how much he longed for Ant, ached for him.


    How much he’d pushed that away, deadened himself to it. He’d been so … desperate to feel something, anything with someone else, but nothing had ever felt right. He was hollow, empty—like he was coming down from a high, before the need hit again.


    His therapist had said something about an addictive personality and maybe that was right. Drugs, sex—he craved them, chased them, then felt horrible in the wake of the pleasure.


    Maybe it was all Ant’s fault. Maybe if he’d just … had Ant …


    He covered his face with his hands, dragged them down his cheeks. Then he sat up with a sigh.


    He met Sibyl’s gaze, the question in her bright blue eyes. He studied her for a moment: red hair, pale skin, the perfect ski-jump nose, petal-soft lips. She was gorgeous.


    “How old is Ant?” he asked, floundering for where to start.


    “Do you want his real age or what he tells the humans he meets?”


    Narcissus rubbed his temples. “Humans,” he muttered. “You keep saying that, like … like Ant’s not …”


    “Not human?” she prompted when he didn’t finish the thought. He glanced up at her. She smiled coyly. “Because he’s not.”


    Narcissus swallowed. Was he right about the vampire thing? Oh, hell. “Then what is he?”


    “A fairy,” Sibyl said with a simple shrug, like it was normal. “Like me. And your godparents.”


    Narcissus stared at her for what felt like eternity. Then he felt a smile soar across his face, felt himself losing his tenuous grip on sanity. He started to giggle; giggling gave way to laughter so thick and rich it left him gasping for breath as he rolled in the sheets.


    “That’s insane,” he told her when he could speak again.


    She shook her head. “It’s only true.”


    “No—fairies aren’t real.” Panic nipped the back of his throat. Right? They were made up, total nonsense.


    “I feel pretty real,” Sibyl said, tugging at her dress. “As real as you, at least.”


    “Is it real?” He looked around the room. “This isn’t, like, some hallucination or a dream—maybe I’m in a coma or maybe I’m dead, Lila shot me—”


    Sibyl shook her head. “No,” she said firmly. “You’re very much alive, as much as anyone else here. Or. Well, I shouldn’t say that I guess.” She pressed a finger to her lip and tilted her head up. “I mean, there are a lot of dead people here.”


    He froze. “What.”


    Sibyl’s shoulders came up around her ears, and she smiled almost secretively. “Well,” she said, “Lord Dis is in charge of the underworld, after all.”


    Narcissus swore his heart stopped. He stared at her. “No.”


    Ant could not be a potential sex offender and some death deity. Absolutely not.


    Although he guessed it made some kind of sense. More sense than how much he didn’t care about any of that, at least.


    Sibyl laughed and waved her hands. “It’s okay, though, the shades don’t come here! You’re definitely not one of them.”


    Because that was what he was worried about. Although he guessed he should have been worried, really. Ant had said that he’d basically died and been brought back to life.


    “Oh,” he said, blinking. “That’s what Ant meant when he said he was … some kinda doctor.”


    Sibyl frowned. “Well. In the human world, he’s a doctor. A psychologist. Not a medical doctor or a surgeon. But still a doctor. But here—”


    “He should be a doctor!” Narcissus snapped. “He could bring people back to life, he could save them, he could—”


    Sibyl shook her head. “That’s not how it works.”


    “He brought me back from the dead!”


    The redhead paused, inhaling deeply. “You’re special,” she said, tilting her head. “Lord Dis can’t do what he did with you to anyone else.”


    Narcissus frowned. “Is that because we’re … soulmates or whatever?”


    “He told you! Oh, that’s such good news! Are you planning the wedding yet?”


    “What wedding,” Narcissus snapped. He didn’t want to talk about weddings. He wanted to talk more about how Ant was lord of the dead or some goddamn thing, how Narcissus’s godparents were fairies, and how Narcissus was apparently Ant’s soulmate or some shit, and that was why Ant had brought him back from the dead.


    About how he’d almost died. Panic seized at him.


    Sibyl lunged forward, her hands landing on his shoulders. “Oh, there now,” she said. “It’s all right. I know it’s a lot, but it’s okay.” She patted him, but he still felt the hysteria welling up, choking him, threatening to overwhelm him, drag him under.


    “Oh,” he heard her murmuring, “let’s lie down for a bit. I think you’ll feel better after a nap …”


    


    eee


    


    She must have given him something, because there was a total blank in his memory after that. The next thing he knew, he was waking up in the late afternoon sunshine.


    He peered out the window, but he couldn’t see anything beyond the jungle of plants in the garden. Here, up high, he could see the sky and the sun too, but that was it.


    Something crawled in his gut, under his skin. Titania had told him they were in Sicily, but he didn’t know if he believed her.


    There was a knock at the door, and Sibyl entered, followed by two more—fairies, he supposed.


    Fairies. Everyone here was a fairy. Except for him.


    He had to be hallucinating, right? Or maybe he was dead, and this was some massive post-death dream.


    Sibyl took his hand and guided him to standing. “Lord Dis has requested you join him for dinner,” she announced, and Narcissus grimaced.


    Did Ant want a repeat of this morning? Or last night? How the hell was he supposed to face Ant, the supposed fairy lord of the dead, after that? Knowing what he knew now?


    He was silent as Sibyl and the two attendants dressed him. There was more than one robe tonight, and Narcissus felt like he was floating.


    Sibyl crowned him again while he sat on the bed, staring at the floor, wondering what the hell he was supposed to do. He was so happy he felt like he was suffocating. And he was so confused and angry and scared, he thought his head would explode or his heart would burst. He didn’t know which. Maybe both.


    Sibyl led him downstairs to the dining room, déjà vu from the night before. She didn’t smile when she opened the doors this time. Narcissus didn’t hesitate when he stepped into the room, although he did trip on the cape he was wearing and stumbled into the chair, barely seating himself instead of falling flat on the floor.


    The doors banged shut. He lifted his gaze to peer down the table at Ant. There were no candles; the golden rays of the setting sun were enough to illuminate the room. They poured in from west-facing windows at the end of the long banquet hall, haloing Ant, making him glow.


    The fairy clasped his hands. “So,” he said, “I thought we’d try dinner a little earlier, seeing as how you still haven’t eaten.”


    Narcissus swallowed, then looked down at the spread. It all looked mouth-wateringly delicious, and he gritted his teeth.


    He glanced at Ant again. “Sibyl told me you’re the lord of the underworld.” His voice sounded strained, even to his own ears.


    “That’s correct,” Ant said, and Narcissus’s stomach twisted again.


    “And … you’re a fairy,” he ventured, stealing another peek at the dark-haired man.


    “Also correct,” Ant confirmed with a nod of his head.


    “And Titania and Oberon …”


    “Also fairies. Sibyl’s told you no lies, posy, although I know it’s difficult for you to comprehend.”


    Narcissus took a deep breath. “What you said earlier, about us being destined …”


    Ant drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. “Yes,” he said at length, “I suppose that would be difficult for you to understand as well.”


    Narcissus bowed his head. “I … no, I know,” he murmured, clutching at his chest, above his pounding heart. “I’ve been in love with you for so long. I wanted you so badly.”


    Tears sprang into his eyes. It hurt so much, even after all this time. After how much he’d tried to deny it and bury it. He felt like he was dying even now, with Ant just a few feet away from him.


    He choked back a sob. “I wanted you so badly. I was always so happy when you visited, and I’d made up my mind—I thought I was grown up, so I … I demanded it, without really knowing. And then you left and I …”


    Ant picked up his goblet and vacated his chair. Narcissus screwed his eyes shut, teeth gritted against the onslaught of emotion, a tidal wave he’d thought he’d corralled in some deep well, a river he’d dammed up.


    “I dreamed about you every night,” he whispered as Ant perched beside him. “I couldn’t enjoy anything at all. It was all … pointless, hopeless. I wanted you, and you were never coming back.”


    He forced himself to look at Ant. The fairy peered down at him with those dark eyes; his face was impassive, but his gaze smoldered.


    “I know,” he said finally, reaching out and tangling a hand in Narcissus’s hair, raking his fingers through short, blond locks. “I knew how deeply I’d cut you. But I also knew it was for the best. I could barely resist you then, even knowing how young and unready you were. Can you imagine if I’d dared to come back when you were fifteen, sixteen …?”


    Narcissus looked up again, the bite of hope seizing him now. He shook with it; his breath came short. “Is that why you came back now?” His voice was a whisper. “Why your people were at the party, why …”


    “Yes.” Ant’s voice was a rasp of itself. “You’re twenty-one now. It was time.”


    There was something else in his tone, in his eyes. Jealousy, maybe?


    Another burst of panic stole Narcissus’s breath as he thought of all the people he’d slept with.


    “I understand,” Ant said, as though reading his mind. “I know why you did it.”


    “I didn’t mean to,” he blurted, “I didn’t mean to, Ant, I’m sorry, it never felt any good, I—”


    “Sh.” Ant leaned down, cupping his face. Narcissus hiccupped, trying to stop the tears. “Posy, I know. What else could you do? I left you with a void where your heart should have been. No one can blame you for trying to fill it up.”


    “I can’t!” Narcissus cried. “I’ve tried so hard, but I’m just empty, all the time, so …”


    Ant pressed his lips to Narcissus’s temple, and Narcissus heaved another shuddery breath.


    He stopped breathing altogether when Ant whispered, “We could change that now, posy.”


    “Yes,” Narcissus gasped when he gulped down another breath, reminding himself that he was indeed alive.


    Ant’s fingers trailed along his jaw. “Would you like that? If I were to fill you up?”


    He pulled away, but Narcissus followed him with his gaze, breath hitching. “Yes.”


    Ant smiled softly. “Are you sure? Titania and Oberon warned me that you humans always think you’re ready before you actually are.”


    “I’m ready.” He didn’t think he’d been lying when he’d told Ant he was ready all those years ago. He certainly wasn’t lying now.


    Ant cupped his cheek. “Once we do this,” he said, “it can’t be undone. Are you—”


    “Don’t ask me if I’m sure,” Narcissus snapped, suddenly, irrationally angry. Impatient. He’d been denied what he wanted—what he needed—for years, and now Ant was offering it to him again, just to take it back? “I’m not a little kid anymore. I know what I want.”


    Ant gave him a sultry look. “I know,” he purred, his gaze raking up and down Narcissus; the sensation of igniting came back, racing up and down Narcissus’s spine. Heat pooled in his belly, between his hips.


    Ant leaned in and kissed him, and fire exploded through his veins, his blood wilder than ever, and he groaned against Ant’s lips, already on edge. He wasn’t going to last.


    “Ant, please,” he whispered when the fairy lord pulled away. He slumped low in his seat, trembling with need. He spread his legs in open invitation.


    “Or maybe I should make you wait,” Ant murmured, and Narcissus lunged at him, tackling him to the floor. They landed in a heap, Narcissus surprisingly still on top. Ant even let him pin his wrists.


    “No more waiting,” he growled. “I’ve been waiting for years.” The word reverberated with the weight of time, spinning out month after month, the ache and the yearning. He kissed Ant again. He could kiss him until he made himself dizzy and sick.


    Ant rolled them over; Narcissus gasped as his back hit the tiles of the marble floor. “I merely meant until after you’d eaten something, posy,” he whispered, his lips at the shell of Narcissus’s ear, his breath hot, and then sliding down Narcissus’s neck until he shuddered. “But no matter. You can eat after.”


    Narcissus cried out as Ant rucked his robes up over his hips, exposing him. His knees were shoved apart; Ant found his hole and pushed into him with no hesitation, barely even a pause to breathe, let alone think. Narcissus twisted on his fingers, biting his lip, then gave up on restraint as Ant pushed into him, stretched him, perfectly, wonderfully, until Narcissus was so dizzy with pleasure he couldn’t see straight.


    “You were right,” Ant murmured against his ear. “You’re so ready for me, posy.”


    Narcissus moaned again, clutching the stone underneath him, hoping to ground himself. Instead, he wrapped his hands around a tangle of vines and leaves.


    He opened his eyes wide. “What—”


    “It’s fine,” Ant said, and Narcissus stared at a flower bursting into bloom beside him. Ant grabbed his chin. “Eyes on me.”


    Narcissus stared at him, barely able to comprehend. He worked for breath; Ant’s clever fingers kept forcing him to give it all up—a sigh, a groan, a desperate little gasp as Ant brushed his prostate. He writhed helplessly, still grabbing at vines and leaves, blooming flowers, and tearing them all up in his hands. He screwed his eyes shut, moaning against the onslaught of sensation.


    “So ready,” Ant whispered again, and Narcissus shuddered, right down to his curling toes.


    “Ant,” he moaned, “please.” He gasped again. “I can’t—please, Ant, I need you.”


    He ached. He was so empty, and Ant could change that. Ant had promised him he’d change it.


    “Posy …” Ant’s voice was a growl, possessive, demanding.


    “Please,” Narcissus groaned, grabbing his knees and pulling his legs apart. “Ant, I need you in me.”


    He’d never been ready to beg like this before. He needed Ant like he needed air; he’d been dead for years at this point, just waiting for Ant to breathe life into him once more.


    “Posy, we should—”


    “Fuck me,” Narcissus sobbed, “Ant, please, fuck me, now, I can’t wait—”


    There was a snarl above him; Ant’s fingertips were sharp, biting into his hips as Ant dragged him flush with his pelvis. Narcissus’s eyes popped open at the feel of the head of Ant’s cock pressed up against his hole.


    When he looked up, Ant’s eyes were burning, that reddish gleam threatening to overtake them. He was all teeth, and Narcissus shouted—fear, delight, lust. He thrummed with all three. He was sure he was going to come before Ant got inside him, but he couldn’t look away, not even as Ant pressed into him, pushing past tight resistance and sliding the rest of the way home.


    It felt so right, like nothing else ever had, and Narcissus swam at the edge of consciousness, every single one of his nerves threatening to short out as Ant moved inside him, burying himself deeper.


    Narcissus let his head fall back into the bower of blooms. A stream of broken noise fell from his lips. “Harder,” he whispered. Then he shouted, “Harder!”


    Ant complied without question, without hesitation. He slammed into Narcissus, snarling like a feral dog in his ear, and Narcissus cried out again. He clutched at Ant’s shoulders, digging his own blunt nails in. He wrapped his legs around Ant, desperate to never let go now that he had him.


    He didn’t want to be separated ever again.


    “Stars.” Ant licked his neck, then nipped at tender skin. “Posy.”


    “Yes,” Narcissus answered, knowing the question. “Yes, Ant, please.” He wanted all of Ant inside him, filling him up, and he moaned, burning with the very thought.


    “Stars, posy,” Ant repeated, like a prayer, then drove into him hard and stilled, mouth tearing at Narcissus’s neck.


    Narcissus didn’t even need to touch his own cock; the feeling of Ant spilling inside him was enough to send him over the edge, his brain melting as white-hot pleasure seared down his nerve endings. There was Ant and pleasure and nothing else.


    He might have blacked out. He couldn’t remember. He did remember coming back to himself, hazily lifting his head with great effort, still breathing raggedly. Ant still had him clutched tight, claws digging deep into his shoulders.


    Narcissus whimpered, then froze. He shifted a little, then winced as his low belly clenched. He glanced fearfully at Ant, who peered down at him, then stroked a hand through his hair, brushing strands from his sweaty forehead. Narcissus cringed again. “What—”


    Ant’s smile was full of jagged fangs but tender all the same, and Narcissus’s heart skipped a beat or two. “You wanted to be filled up, posy.”


    “Uh,” Narcissus managed, then tore his gaze away, looking down between them. He gritted his teeth against another wave of cramping, realizing that Ant was making good on that promise—Narcissus’s abdomen was distended, swelling.


    He looked back up at Ant, who stroked his cheek. “Is it not like this with humans?” he asked, almost idly.


    “No!” Narcissus cried, then glanced between them again. Cramps twisted through him as he stretched to accommodate. His breath came short again; pleasure shuddered along his spine, right alongside the hurt, subtle and utterly exquisite.


    He moaned, then let his head fall against the floor again, cushioned by flowers. He writhed on Ant’s cock, desperate to get away. He couldn’t breathe; he cried out helplessly, trying to sort out his thoughts, but they were jumbled altogether—pain and pleasure; a desperate, driving want; the helpless desire to have this; to have Ant fill him up so much—


    “There now,” Ant said, his voice gravelly, “I’d suggest you stop wriggling around like that.”


    “I,” Narcissus panted, “I can’t, I—”


    “You’re doing fine.” Ant’s hand stroking his cheek was surprisingly soothing. Even better was his other hand on Narcissus’s cock.


    Narcissus closed his eyes again. He wasn’t sure if he’d never softened or if he’d gotten hard again, but he keened and whimpered and moaned, thrusting into Ant’s grip on him as much as he dared, shouting when Ant’s knuckles pressed into his distended belly and he came again. He felt wrung out like a wet cloth, going slack against the floor, still groaning.


    His moaning turned to sobbing a moment later as a fresh wave of cramps seized him, more insistent and tearing than the last round. He wanted to curl into a ball.


    “Sh,” Ant whispered, “sh, it’s all right. You’ll be all right, you’re doing just fine.”


    “I’m gonna throw up,” Narcissus whimpered, then twisted with pain again. “Please, Ant, I can’t—”


    Ant pulled out without warning, and Narcissus shouted, then curled into the fetal position, arms around his abdomen, as though that could stop the wracking cramps. Come cascaded out of him, down his thighs, and he was sure he’d never get it all out. He’d just be dripping come forever and ever now.


    Ant rubbed a hand over his flank. “Wish I had a plug,” he mumbled, and Narcissus closed his eyes, bit his lip. He was glad Ant didn’t. He needed it out.


    Ant leaned down, kissed him softly. “You look so good like this,” he murmured when he pulled back.


    Narcissus’s breath hitched again, and he watched Ant as the fairy dragged a hand down his torso, pausing to rub at his distended belly, before Ant leaned forward again, whispering, “Might keep you like this all the time.”


    Narcissus groaned with the thought, then shook his head. “I,” he managed, then broke off when Ant rubbed his belly again.


    “Can you get up?” Ant asked, and Narcissus shook his head. He didn’t think he had a bone in his body; everything was liquid, like he’d been melted down and poured into a new mold.


    Without another word, Ant reached down and scooped him up off the floor. Narcissus didn’t complain; he didn’t have the strength. Instead, he sagged there in Ant’s arms, dangling precariously as he was carried out of the room, come soaking into his robes, cape and train dragging behind them.
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nt was waiting for him in the garden. The table was laden with food, much like it had been yesterday morning. Narcissus’s stomach was gnawing on itself, but he wasn’t sure he could eat. He felt even more adrift than he’d been in the last few days. He sat heavily in the chair, peering out at the garden.


    He listened to the scrape of cutlery on china. Then a pause. “You really should eat something,” Ant said.


    “Yeah,” Narcissus agreed. He pressed his lips together.


    Ant regarded him, then tipped his head toward the feast on the table. “Go on.”


    Narcissus contemplated it for a moment, then felt bile rising in his throat.


    Ant heaved a long-suffering sigh, then moved around the table, taking up the chair beside Narcissus. “You have to eat sometime, posy.”


    “I know.”


    Ant turned his head, gaze sweeping the spread. “We’ll start here,” he said, drawing a plate of crepes toward him. He then reached over and took a heaping spoonful of custard and dropped it into the center of one of the unfurled crepes. He spooned fruit and whipped cream into it as well, then rolled it up and cut into it.


    “Here,” he said, offering Narcissus a forkful, which he stared at for a second or two, then hesitantly took.


    It was so good. He let his eyes slip shut, mostly so he didn’t have to look at Ant. He felt awkward enough without the fairy lord of the dead staring at him like that.


    “There’s no need to be delicate.” Ant’s voice was warm, and Narcissus wasn’t sure what was better—the sugary fruit, the cream melting on his tongue, or Ant’s timbre sliding across his skin, down his spine.


    “I, uh,” Narcissus managed when he dared to open his eyes again.


    Ant inclined his head. “I’m making you nervous?”


    “A little, yeah.”


    “I’m afraid there’s not much help for it.” Ant shrugged. “You can’t be left to your own devices.”


    Narcissus huffed. “I have some self-control.”


    “Don’t lie, posy. You haven’t a shred of the stuff—if you did, you wouldn’t have fucked your way through half of New York, high as a kite the entire time.”


    Narcissus stared at him, unsure if he should be insulted or concerned that Ant apparently knew all his dirty little secrets.


    “Your mother and Titania talk,” Ant said nonchalantly. “So I know what you’ve been up to, posy, and I maintain that if you had even an ounce of self-control, you wouldn’t have done almost anything you’ve done the last five years.”


    Narcissus gave him a guilty look. Ant smiled, almost reassuringly. “At least, that’s what I’m telling myself,” he said. “Otherwise, posy, I might be very angry with you.”


    Narcissus slouched lower as the fairy leaned over him, all teeth again. Ant traced a clawed fingertip down his cheek. “I left so I wouldn’t hurt you, because Titania told me it was too soon, and then I find out that you’ve been spreading your legs for every Tom, Dick, and Harry—and Susan and Jane too—it’s enough to drive me mad.”


    Narcissus gripped the sides of the chair a little harder. Ant cradled his face, almost growling, “When I think about you letting them touch what’s mine …”


    Narcissus couldn’t speak; all he managed was a tiny nod, encouraging Ant to continue.


    Ant’s hand was warm on his thigh, then under the robe, sliding over his skin. “Do you understand, posy?” he asked, voice falling to a whisper.


    Narcissus nodded again. Then, suddenly, he found his tongue and blurted, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”


    Claws caught in his thigh. “Didn’t mean to,” Ant murmured. “And here you are arguing with me that you have a single scrap of self-control.”


    Narcissus shivered and tilted his head back. “Ant, please.” He exhaled the words like a prayer.


    “Please what?”


    Narcissus squirmed under the fairy’s touch. “Fuck me,” he panted. “Take me, make me yours.”


    There was something terribly wonderful about it, as though it were some kind of incantation, a spell that he’d cast on not Ant but himself, a curse that made him long for the kiss of Ant’s claws in more intimate places, Ant forcing him to the ground, pinning him there, and making him take it. Punishment for all the times he’d let someone else touch him, penance for his lack of self-control.


    He was surprised at how much he wanted it. How badly he needed it.


    Ant’s laughter was dark, shivering across Narcissus’s skin like a shadow. “You say that like you aren’t already mine.”


    He winced as claws cut into his jaw, Ant turning his head forcibly. “Are you sure, posy?”


    There was something in Ant’s tone, his eyes, that made fear curl through Narcissus.


    Why would Ant ask him that? Why wouldn’t he be sure? He’d been sure since … since forever, really. Since he was twelve and he’d kissed Ant. Since the first time he’d thrown himself at someone else, desperate to feel something other than the gut-wrenching ache, craving heat, touch, skin—


    He’d always wanted Ant. Never anyone else, but he’d been endlessly trying to find someone to make the hurt go away.


    Only Ant could make the hurt go. And he had, even from the moment Narcissus had laid eyes on him again. At first, Narcissus hadn’t even noticed; the ache had become such a constant companion. But over the last few days, it had ebbed away, like the ocean at low tide, pulling back out, until he was hardly underwater anymore.


    Now the tide came crashing back in, suggesting that just looking at Ant, being close to him wasn’t enough. He needed more.


    “You’re very sure?” Ant repeated, and Narcissus nodded emphatically. Ant held him fast, looking deep into his eyes. “You understand that once we start, I might not be able to stop?”


    Narcissus wouldn’t want him to stop. Never.


    He shivered at the shadow of violence in Ant’s eyes. He wanted that; he wanted Ant to lose control, wanted to watch him come undone.


    But he could hardly put all that longing into words; it was jumbled together, a mishmash of fantasy hallucinations, dreams half-remembered, coiling around a burning ache.


    Instead of any of that, he simply whimpered, “I’ve been bad.”


    Ant’s grip tightened, almost painfully, and Narcissus gritted his teeth. “So bad,” Ant purred in his ear. “Stars, posy, don’t remind me. I’m doing my best to—”


    “Don’t,” Narcissus said sharply. He risked a glance at Ant. “Don’t hold back.”


    Ant curled his hands around Narcissus’s wrists, dragging him from the chair. He gave Narcissus a shove, then forced him down against the table. Everything jumped; the silverware clattered, and berries, piled high in bowls, tumbled over the edge, scattered at their feet.


    “Do you have any idea,” Ant growled in his ear, “what you do to me?”


    Hands under his robe, lifting it up. Narcissus gripped at the tablecloth. He wasn’t sure if he was trying to find purchase or get away. Part of him knew this was a bad idea, wanted him to resist going back to the overwhelmed state he’d been in last night.


    Part of him wanted to get back there and stay there.


    “How much it hurt to wait, the torture of knowing you were in anyone else’s bed, letting them touch what’s mine?”


    Narcissus inhaled sharply when Ant wrapped a hand around his cock and jerked him. He rocked into the touch, biting his lip to keep from moaning.


    He couldn’t help himself when he felt the head of Ant’s dick nudge his entrance. He spread his legs wider, pushing back eagerly. He wanted it so bad. He wanted to be overwhelmed, wanted Ant to make him forget everything.


    He yelped when Ant’s hand connected with his ass. “Slut,” Ant rasped in his ear, then nipped at his neck, and Narcissus thrust against him senselessly, gone on his own anticipation.


    Ant pushed into him with no warning, no preparation; the pain scorched up his spine, pleasure evaporating under its heat. He clutched at the tablecloth again, moaning minutely, half pain, half delight, as Ant pushed on anyway, stretching complaining muscle, and all Narcissus could do was breathe through it.


    It was wonderful agony. Ant held him down with a hand between his shoulder blades, stroked him with the other, and Narcissus panted and twisted on his cock until pain gave way to pleasure, fortified by the burn.


    Something else went tumbling off the table when Ant pushed deep into him, rocking him forward. Thorns pricked at his fingers, followed by velvet soft petals, and the whole table was suddenly in bloom, a hundred roses bursting open, and Narcissus shut his eyes tighter, watched them unfurl again and again behind his eyes, colors bursting everywhere, reds and purples coordinated with the crescendo of his own cries.


    He shuddered to climax, shooting across the tablecloth and Ant’s hand, still curled lovingly around his dick. Then he slumped across the table, shaking through aftershocks, every thrust of Ant inside him another seismic shift of pleasure. He sobbed; it felt so good, he couldn’t stand it. He never wanted Ant to stop, wanted the sweet song of pleasure to extend into eternity.


    He was high and never wanted to come down. But already, he was fading, like the flowers underneath his palms, withering. All the strength he had in his body left him at once, and he slid from the table, taking the tablecloth with him as he dropped into Ant’s fumbling grip.


    The dishes weren’t so lucky; they shattered as they hit the flagstones, while Narcissus was suspended in slow motion, crumpling toward the ground as slowly as Ant would let him.


    “There now,” the fairy murmured in his ear, and Narcissus squeezed his eyes shut tight, gritted his teeth.


    “Don’t,” he protested, but Ant was already pulling away from him, leaving him cold and weak, spent, used, abused. He curled in on himself.


    Ant’s claws tangled in his hair, and Narcissus knew Ant had to be raking come through his locks, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to care. He shook, already crashing from the high. He couldn’t decide if he needed another hit or if he never wanted to go there again.


    “I forget,” Ant said when Narcissus focused on him. “You’re not used to the magic.”


    Narcissus furrowed his brows. He opened his mouth—to protest, to ask a question—but Ant pressed a finger to his lips and said, “Sibyl will help you get cleaned up.”


    Narcissus froze as terror took over him. Sibyl? Help him? In this state? He shifted, felt stickiness between his legs, down his thighs; there was jizz on his belly, starting to itch.


    He shifted his gaze to Ant. “I don’t want—”


    Ant had retreated to the chair, fussing with his robes. “I’d suggest it,” he said simply. “I can’t touch you right now. Or, well, perhaps I could but I wouldn’t recommend it.”


    “Why?”


    Ant shook his head, his dark locks swinging. “Like I said, you’re not used to the magic.”


    “What magic?” Narcissus demanded, hauling himself into a sitting position. He felt like he was going to topple over again.


    Ant gestured to the ruins of the table, the withered vines and the dead flowers dropping their browning petals. “What else would you call this?”


    Narcissus frowned, then looked at the foliage again. “Magic,” he said when he swung his gaze back to Ant.


    “Mm,” the fairy agreed.


    Narcissus glanced down at his hands. “But,” he said, “I’m human.”


    “Not … quite.” Ant cleared his throat, and Narcissus jerked his head up so fast, he thought he gave himself whiplash.


    “What do you mean by that?”


    Ant shifted in his chair, glancing over his shoulder. “Your mother,” he murmured.


    “Mom?” Narcissus said the word like it burned. “What’s she got to do with magic and …”


    He paused, eyes widening. “Shit, she’s a fairy too?”


    Ant’s laughter was baroque. “No,” he murmured, “not a fairy, posy. My goodness—she’ll be quite angry you thought that.”


    Narcissus snorted. He didn’t care if Selene was mad about it. If she cared at all, she would have told him everything, and he wouldn’t have needed to coax it all out of Ant. “Are you gonna tell me what she is?”


    Ant drew a deep breath, but his gaze was fixed on the other side of the garden. “I can’t believe she didn’t tell you herself,” he murmured.


    “She never tells me anything!” he cried. “She didn’t tell me Titania and Oberon were fairies, she didn’t tell me about magic or that you’re my—soulmate or whatever.”


    “Soulmates.” Ant said the word like it was distasteful. “I’m not sure that’s it.”


    Narcissus shook his head. “Never mind! What the hell am I?”


    Ant stared at him, dark gaze boring into him. “Your father was human,” he said at length.


    Narcissus scowled. “I didn’t ask about him. I asked—”


    “Let me finish,” Ant said sharply. “Your father was human, but we brought him here.”


    His father had been kidnapped by fairies then? Narcissus frowned deeper.


    “Your mother fell in love with him. Begged to have him. Oh, she raged; she almost sank Sicily in her pique, almost drowned New York and Miami and put the Maldives underwater until we relented.”


    “What? That doesn’t make any sense.”


    Of course he’d heard New York and Miami had lost coastline. The Maldives were going to be a modern Atlantis. But that was climate change, the result of a hundred years of human folly, pumping carbon into the atmosphere with impunity, thinking nothing would ever happen.


    How could one woman—his mother—put an entire island nation underwater?


    Ant sighed. “Posy, think for a moment. What’s your mother’s name?”


    “Selene,” he said.


    Ant nodded. Narcissus stared at him, and the longer the silence went on, the more Ant’s smile faded. Finally, he sighed, “Do they teach you nothing in these schools of yours?” He scoffed. “No wonder everything’s gone to shit. Selene, Diana, Artemis, Luna—the moon deity, you little idiot.”


    Narcissus stared blankly at him. Then he laughed. “That’s insane.”


    And then he sobered, remembering that he was talking to the fairy lord of the dead, that Titania and Sibyl and probably Ant and Oberon had fragile-looking butterfly wings.


    He clapped his mouth shut. “Oh.”


    “Oh,” Ant mocked, leaning his cheek on his fist. “You’re mostly human—deities are just humans with magic.”


    Narcissus was silent, trying to wrap his head around that. “So,” he prompted when Ant didn’t continue.


    The fairy sighed. “There are fairies, like myself—we are not human. The face I’m wearing now, it’s humanoid—a glamor, for your benefit. I have no true form. I am not wed to a body, not like you or your mother.”


    Narcissus let his brow knit.


    Ant waved a hand. “Deities are human, although they possess magic. How, we don’t know. They are not fairies; they do not descend from us. But they can use magic as we can.”


    “Okay …”


    Ant gave him a skeptical look, like he knew precisely how little of this Narcissus was understanding. “The offspring of a deity and a human is mostly just a human, except with the capacity for magic.”


    Narcissus was silent. Then he said, “So, what? Does that mean I can, like, light something on fire with my mind or …”


    Ant sighed. “No, posy. Your mother possesses true magic. You, on the other hand, have no magic of your own. But you have the capacity for it.”


    Narcissus lifted a brow. “What good’s that?”


    “Plenty,” Ant retorted with a sharp smile, and something predatory flashed in his eyes.


    “Like what?” he sniped.


    Ant shook his head. “You have the capacity for magic—you can accept magic and use it.”


    “So?” He still didn’t get what it did.


    “That’s how you made these flowers.”


    He looked at the decaying foliage. “So that’s it? I can make a freaking magic flower garden?”


    Ant smirked, a dark brow lifting. “Oh, you do a little more than that, posy,” he murmured.


    “Huh?”


    “Ask Sibyl to explain,” Ant said with an air of weariness. He waved a hand, like he was dismissing the subject.


    “But you’re here, right now—”


    And just as suddenly, Sibyl was standing beside him. She tugged on his arm, hauling him back to his feet. “Lord Dis is right,” she chirped, “you can ask me while we get you cleaned up.”


    Narcissus flushed and tried to pull away from her, almost knocking himself back to the ground. She laughed at him. “Come on, come on. There’s no need to be shy—everyone knows what you and Lord Dis got up to.”


    Narcissus thought he was going to sink through the stones and die, his face was that warm. “Everyone?” he hissed, and she nodded, her eyes widening.


    “It’s wonderful,” she said, and he grimaced, wishing lightning would strike him dead. Instead, Sibyl led him away from the garden, babbling about how everyone in the house—manor? mansion? palace?—was excited.
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t took Narcissus three days to figure out what to ask Sibyl about magic. What Ant had told him took that long to percolate through his brain and form itself into phrases that were vaguely question-shaped.


    He wanted to ask Ant himself, but it seemed like he was unable to think around the dark-haired fairy. Within minutes of entering the same room, Narcissus’s thoughts, any eloquently prepared questions or speeches, filtered right out of his brain, leaving him with need crawling through his veins, thick and cloying. His skin tingled, his mouth went dry, and he felt like he’d dragged himself a thousand miles through the desert and Ant was an oasis.


    He’d never needed anything the way he needed Ant in those moments. Not sex, not attention. Not even food or drugs. If any of those things had felt like compulsion, it was nothing next to the sheer want that crashed over him when he so much as looked at Ant.


    Ant didn’t seem to be able to resist either, and being in the same room together quickly led to one of two things: one of them hightailing it out of the other’s presence, or, far more often, Narcissus getting tossed over any reasonably convenient piece of furniture—or even pinned against the wall in one case—and railed within an inch of his life.


    So, he hadn’t had much time to interrogate Ant. It was tough to ask anything when he was begging for Ant’s dick.


    “Reactive magic,” Sibyl explained as she cleaned up the breakfast dishes. Narcissus hadn’t actually eaten much of anything—he’d taste-tested a few things, but that was it. It was all so good, he felt wanton even nibbling.


    “Reactive magic,” he echoed, sliding out of bed. He was getting familiar with the routine. Sibyl brought him breakfast, then flitted about the room, drawing a bath, collecting whatever he was supposed to wear that day. He’d stopped complaining about the robes. Titania—or maybe his mother—didn’t care enough to send him a new wardrobe, he guessed, so he was stuck playing Greek goddess until he could get wifi and his phone back. His thumbs twitched with the thought.


    “Yes.” Sibyl nodded, her curls bouncing. “It means that you accept magic from others and utilize it, but you can’t perform magic on your own.”


    Narcissus frowned. “So, I’m like … a vessel or something?”


    Sibyl nodded again. “All nymphs are,” she said, then wound a length of cloth around him.


    “Nymphs?”


    “The children of deities and humans. The magic gets watered down. Nymphs can accept magic, but they have none of their own. If they have children with humans, then the children don’t even have reactive magic.”


    “Oh,” Narcissus said, frowning. “I’m a nymph then?”


    “Yes,” Sibyl agreed with a smile. “I thought Lord Dis told you that?”


    “He said I wasn’t really human,” Narcissus muttered.


    He looked at Sibyl as she finished pinning the long cape over his lapels. “So, why the flowers? If it’s Ant’s magic, shouldn’t I be like … killing something? Causing a plague?” Not that he really wanted to.


    She laughed lightly. “Lord Dis is lord of the dead, yes,” she agreed. “But that means he governs life and death.”


    Narcissus frowned. “Those are two separate things.”


    Sibyl shook her head. “One and the same. Lord Dis, when he uses his magic, creates death. The absence of life. But when he puts his magic into his vessel—you—it channels into the opposite. Instead of causing death, it creates life.”


    “Oh.” He paused. “Is that how he saved me?”


    Sibyl just smiled.


    Narcissus followed her out of the room, still frowning. “Hey,” he said finally. “Can I … go out?”


    Sibyl looked at him curiously. “Go out?”


    He nodded. “Like, leave. Go to the city or something? I mean, this place is nice and all, but I’m … bored.”


    “What city?”


    They stopped at the bottom of the stairs, staring at each other. “You know,” he said. “The city. Like. Sicily’s got cities right? Maybe a capital city or something?”


    Sibyl twisted her hands together. Her mouth worked for a minute. Then she said, “You’ll have to take that up with Lord Dis.”


    There was bang and a crash, followed by Titania storming around a corner, her red curls flying back from her face. One look at her told him she was livid. Her scowl intensified as she approached them. The sunlight caught on her wings, making them glimmer.


    “Hi,” he said when his godmother stopped, still scowling and heaving for breath.


    “You little idiot,” she spat. “I told him to wait! Look what he did to you.”


    Narcissus didn’t think he looked any different. Was there some kind of … sign that only fairies could see? One that screamed he’d been banging Ant or something?


    Whatever. Not like he hadn’t had slut branded on his proverbial forehead before. He shrugged. “I let him.”


    She shook her head. “That’s the tie of fate,” she said sternly. “You can’t reject him. That would be like rejecting yourself.”


    “I’m not a child.” There was no heat in his words. “I can decide for myself.”


    Titania studied him for a moment, her brown gaze raking over his. Then she sighed heavily, looking away. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”


    “He explained it,” Narcissus retorted.


    Titania’s lips twisted in a cruel smile. “Did he? Did he really? Did he explain all of it, Narcissus?”


    “Of course.” Fear punctuated the words. What else could there possibly be to explain? But he had the nagging feeling there was something else, something Ant had neglected to tell him in the heat of the moment.


    Titania snorted, crossing her arms over her ample chest. “I’m sure,” she huffed. “And when did he explain it? Before or after he was balls deep in you?”


    “Um.” Narcissus flushed. “He told me we’re like soulmates or—or—and everything I went through could have been avoided if he’d just—”


    “If he’d just what, Narcissus?” Titania took a step closer. “Taken you when you asked him to?” Her gaze hardened. “You know how tough it was to get him out of there? To make sure nothing happened to you? You were headstrong then, and you’re headstrong now.”


    “He told me everything,” he insisted.


    She glanced him over coolly. “No,” she said, “I don’t think he did. But I’ll let him explain the rest of it. He owes you that much.”


    Narcissus bowed his head, feeling his cheeks heat up. Titania shook her head. “Well,” she said, “there’s nothing I can do. You did it to yourself.”


    She turned to him and patted his shoulder, a faux smile stunning on her beautiful face. “Good luck.”


    “Wait, what?”


    She looked him up and down, mirth on her face. “You’re Ant’s problem now.”


    He stopped and watched her throw open the terrace doors. “I’m not—”


    He stared after her as she floated through the doors. He felt Sibyl’s hands on his shoulders, directing him to the portal.


    His gaze fell on Ant, sitting at the near side of the terrace. The table was laden with the tea service, and Titania and Oberon were now sitting at the other end of it.


    He couldn’t help the twinge of disappointment at seeing both of his godparents; he’d been looking forward to getting reacquainted with Ant’s dick, even though it had only been a few hours since they’d last been tangled up in each other, Narcissus spread out on Ant’s bed, Ant buried deep in him—


    He couldn’t think about that right now.


    “Well, don’t just stand there,” Titania huffed, like she hadn’t just been yelling at him in the hall, and he glared at her.


    “Come along, posy.” Ant waved him to the chair beside him—the only one vacant at the moment. Narcissus held back a grimace, then sauntered over.


    He and Ant usually sat at opposite ends of the table, because when they got close together …


    He inhaled, and all he could smell was Ant. He crossed his legs sharply as his body reacted. His blood was thrumming; his cock was lifting its head, intrigued, and his hole, still loose from last night, twitched. He exhaled, trying to calm himself, already knowing he was a lost cause. He’d been craving Ant since he slid out of bed.


    Titania lifted a brow. “Well, Melanthios,” she said, “you’ve got him conditioned already.”


    Ant sighed and picked up his teacup, like he could bury his answer in the liquid. “It wasn’t difficult to do,” he muttered.


    Titania snorted. “Of course it wasn’t. I told you—it’s always like this with you fairy-tale types.”


    “Fairy-tale types?” Narcissus squeaked, then cleared his throat. “I mean—”


    She shot him a cool look. “Fated mates. Soulmates. Whatever you want to call it.”


    Oberon laughed. “Soulmates would imply that Ant has something resembling a soul.”


    Narcissus shot Ant a quizzical look. The fairy shrugged, murmuring, “We’re immortal. What would we need souls for?”


    Narcissus looked back at Titania, who waved a hand and set down her tea. She swallowed noisily, then said, “That doesn’t matter. The point of the matter is you didn’t need to do much—it never takes much to create addiction between fairy-tale partners, and that one”—she pointed at Narcissus—“is particularly prone to it anyway.”


    “Excuse me!”


    She quirked a brow. “You’re the only one here with about three active addictions,” she told him flatly.


    “He’s also the only human,” Oberon pointed out.


    “Sibyl said I’m a nymph,” Narcissus blurted, then shrank back in his chair.


    “About time someone mentioned that,” Titania muttered.


    Oberon smiled wryly at Ant, and Narcissus watched the two of them, confused. Titania slapped the table with her open palm. “We’re not here to discuss exactly how Narcissus is wired.”


    “Why are we here?” Narcissus asked, gaze darting from face to face, trying to glean something from the three fairies.


    “Melanthios is in trouble,” Oberon said as Titania drew herself up, shaking her head.


    Narcissus made a face. How did the lord of the dead get in trouble? “Why?”


    “Because he fucked you when I specifically told him not to!” Titania barked. “He was supposed to wait! Honestly, I left the two of you alone for how long? And Melanthios can’t keep his hands to himself—”


    “It takes two to tango,” Ant protested, folding his arms.


    Titania jerked her thumb at Narcissus. “Him? I expect. You, on the other hand, are a millennia-old fairy lord. I expect you to have a little restraint.”


    “Millennia,” Narcissus echoed, sneaking a look at Ant.


    “It’s his first time,” Oberon murmured to Titania. “Melanthios has never before …”


    Narcissus turned back to Ant, gazing at him in surprise. Ant had never …?


    Something like a blush painted Ant’s fair cheeks. “I’m just saying—”


    “He’s human!” Titania cried. “He’s twenty-one! Have you met humans, Melanthios? All they do is fuck—”


    “Hey,” Narcissus complained.


    “Nymphs are worse,” Oberon said evenly, staring directly at Narcissus. That strange smirk of his was back.


    Ant heaved a huge breath, looking away. Titania shook her head. “My point is,” she growled, “Narcissus cannot be faulted in any of this. It was up to Melanthios to be the responsible one in this scenario and—”


    “I’m an adult,” Narcissus complained, and all three of them looked at him. He shrugged. “I asked Ant to do it. Told him he could. Wanted to.”


    Just like he wanted now. He shifted in his seat, suddenly aware of the fact he felt … almost wet between his legs. He stilled, suddenly afraid. Had he not cleaned up? Or …


    Titania sighed heavily. “You bloody nymphs. Always thinking with your dicks.”


    “Not sure it’s his dick in particular,” Oberon murmured, looking down into his teacup. Narcissus frowned.


    “At any rate,” Titania ground out, “Melanthios, you were supposed to wait on all of this, until after the wedding.”


    “What wedding?” Narcissus asked. Sibyl had said something about that too.


    Titania ignored him. “Not only did you disobey a direct order, you also let him eat from your table, didn’t you?”


    There was a challenge in Ant’s eyes. He and Titania stared coldly at each other.


    “So?” Narcissus asked. “I mean, I hadn’t eaten for like five days and I had to eat sometime, right?”


    Ant bowed his head, pressing his lips into a thin line. Titania smiled nastily at Narcissus. “Please. We all know you’re very good at starving yourself. But he wanted you to eat something, didn’t he? Yes, of course—but did he tell you why?”


    Narcissus frowned. “Because … I should? For the good of my health?”


    Oberon laughed brightly, tilting his head back. Narcissus flushed; he didn’t think he’d said anything funny.


    “Yes,” Oberon sighed, “he would want you healthy, of course.”


    Narcissus felt like his head was lifting off his shoulders. “And,” he ventured.


    “You ate food from the table of the lord of the underworld,” Titania said, her eyes widening.


    Silence.


    “Seriously,” she muttered.


    “Persephone,” Oberon said.


    “Huh?” Narcissus had no idea what was happening.


    Titania raked her hands through her hair. “You can’t leave now! You ate the food of the dead, so you have to stay here!”


    “In Sicily?” Narcissus asked, feeling hopelessly lost. He didn’t know if that was bad or good. He hadn’t seen anything outside the palace grounds yet. Sicily sounded okay, but he didn’t know.


    “Stars, child, no!” Titania cried.


    “This is the underworld,” Ant said very calmly when Narcissus turned to him.


    Narcissus stared at him for what felt like a full minute. Then he yelled, “You trapped me in hell?!”


    “No!” Ant cried, whipping about to face him, eyes burning red for half a second, and Narcissus cringed. “This isn’t—hell! Does this seem like hell?”


    “It might be,” Oberon muttered, and Ant turned to glare at him.


    “But I’m stuck?” Narcissus pressed.


    Ant shifted. “Yes,” he said, glancing quickly at Narcissus.


    “I have to stay here. I can’t go home.”


    Ant gave him an irritated look. “That’s generally what stuck would mean, yes.”


    Narcissus stared at him, anger and despair crashing into the pit of his stomach, roiling together. “Why?” he asked, his voice weak. “Why would you do that to me?”


    Ant’s expression was one of shock and dismay; he hadn’t expected this. “Because, posy,” he said softly, “I want to keep you by my side.”


    “You didn’t ask me!” Narcissus cried. “You didn’t even tell me! Why wouldn’t you tell me?!”


    Ant just stared at him as he stood there heaving, trying to wrangle his emotions. “I didn’t think you’d object,” the fairy said at length, his voice just as lost as Narcissus felt.


    “Well, I do mind!” Narcissus barked. “I want to leave, I want to go home! I hate it here—I want to go home and see my friends and—and—”


    He paused, inhaling because there were black spots dancing in his vision, and he felt like he was floating.


    Oberon’s hands were on his shoulders, warm and broad and strong. “Sit down,” he advised gently, already pushing Narcissus into the chair that Titania had righted. “Breathe.”


    He couldn’t. His chest felt tight. He trembled.


    “Narcissus,” Titania said sharply.


    “Breathe,” Oberon repeated, only this time it was like a command. Narcissus tried; he swallowed, then let his eyes flutter shut. Everything in his body went slack, and he felt Oberon’s fingers dig into his shoulder. He heard Ant’s quiet “shit” and then everything went black.
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ey, sleepyhead,” Sibyl said softly as he opened his eyes. He shifted his gaze as she leaned over him. He was lying in bed; she was bent over, hands behind her back. “You have a good nap?”


    “A … nap,” he murmured.


    She nodded. “Well, technically you fainted during tea, but I think that’s understandable, but then you were out for a really long time—it’s almost dinnertime now.”


    She glanced over her shoulder. “You ready for supper?”


    He took a couple of small breaths, then sat up slowly. “Yeah, I guess.” He put a hand to his head.


    “Great!” She turned around, settling the tray over him. “It’s still hot—I was afraid it was gonna get cold, so you woke up just in time.” She lifted the cover off the dish—a burgeoning plate of chicken alfredo, soup and salad on the side, and he grabbed the fork before he could think better of it.


    He was hungry. He hadn’t felt hungry in days. And then he wasn’t sure it was hunger so much as it was want; he loved alfredo. He jammed the loaded fork into his mouth, barely tasted the food even as he was desperate for the flavor on his tongue.


    “Wow,” Sibyl said, “I guess you are hungry.”


    The reminder she was watching him closed up his throat. Hesitantly, he toyed with the noodles.


    Sibyl watched him patiently, smile plastered on her face. He swallowed nervously, then pushed the tray away. “Not that hungry,” he announced, even as he wanted to pull the tray back, devour the rest of the food, and ask for more.


    Sibyl tilted her head. “Are you sure?”


    He nodded, but she ignored him, saying, “Lord Dis asked Melinoe, and she said you should eat as much as you want when you’re hungry. You’re very thin.”


    He knew that. He wanted to be thin, to stay thin. He knew, technically, he was considered underweight, but Andrea told him he looked good, photographers complimented him on how good he looked on camera. He didn’t care if that was vanity.


    “I, uh.”


    She pushed the tray back. “Go on,” she said. “Lord Dis would be happy to hear you’re trying.”


    “It’s okay,” he said, “I’m not that hungry.”


    She considered, twisting her hands. At length, she said, “Would you like to go for a walk?”


    “Huh?” He glanced up at her. She was peering out the window; her expression was fraught.


    “You complained about boredom. So Lord Dis has authorized us to go outside the palace grounds for a bit, if you’d like.”


    Narcissus stared at her, anger welling up, scorching his throat. “He authorized it,” he snarled, and she jerked her head back toward him, eyes wide. “Like he controls me or something? Like I have to do whatever he says? Like he can just do whatever the fuck he wants, trap me here, and tell me where I can and can’t go?”


    Sibyl’s brows tented. “Your Grace,” she murmured.


    He shook his head. “Fine. Let’s go for a stupid walk.” He almost collapsed when he got out of bed. He was dizzy; he had to brace himself on the bedpost as the world spun.


    “Are you all right?” Sibyl asked, reaching for him.


    He shook her off. “Fine.” He stuck his nose in the air and charged out of the room.


    His storming off wasn’t quite as effective as he’d hoped, because he had to take the stairs one at a time, clinging to the railing. Sibyl led him through a grand entryway with glimmering chandeliers. They left by the front doors this time and followed a crushed gravel path past a bubbling fountain, which gushed a dark, reddish liquid. Narcissus stared. “Is that …”


    “Wine,” Sibyl said, then grabbed him by the arm and shuffled him along. “Not for drinking though.”


    They soon left the clipped hedges and manicured lawn of the courtyard; the path took them into another jungle of overgrown plants. Through them, Narcissus thought he spied a wrought-iron fence. He glanced at Sibyl, but she seemed completely unbothered.


    The sunlight faded as the canopy overhead became denser—or maybe it was sunset and night was falling. He didn’t know. He did know the shadows grew deeper, and it was harder to see. He did his best to keep pace with Sibyl, eventually taking her hand when she reached back to him.


    There was all kinds of rustling, almost like whispering voices, in the trees above them. He tried to scan the darkness, but he couldn’t see anything but shadow.


    Just the wind, he tried to tell himself, but he couldn’t feel a single puff of air; the night was breathless, humid, and cloying. The air was heavy on his skin, almost like a mist.


    What kind of creatures lived in the underworld? Or, well, did anything really live down here? He glanced at Sibyl again.


    She was alive. Fairies lived here. Okay, so the fairies weren’t so scary, and they weren’t, like, undead monsters either—


    A twig snapped somewhere, and he jumped, nearly toppling them both. “What was that?” He kept his eyes screwed shut.


    “Hm? Oh.” Sibyl turned her head; her voice was fainter. “Probably an owl.”


    He swallowed. “An … owl?”


    She nodded. He relaxed a little. Owls were normal. Kinda cute even. So there were totally cute, normal, living things here, and—


    Something swooped out of the trees, screeching, and all Narcissus saw was claws and flaming red eyes. He screamed and took off down the path, hands over his head.


    “Your Grace!” Sibyl called after him, and a second later, he crashed into her as she landed in front of him. He bowled her over, and the two of them went head over heels, sprawling across the trail. The owl screeched again, and Narcissus struggled to his feet, intent on getting as far away from that thing as he could.


    Sibyl grabbed his hand and dragged him back. “Where are you going, Your Grace?!”


    “Away from that—that—monster!” he cried, trying to wrench out of her steely grip.


    “It’s just an owl!” she protested, even as he half-dragged her down the pathway.


    “That was not an owl!” he bellowed. He’d seen owls before, in Central Park. They were cute. They did not have flaming red eyes.


    “Yes, it was!”


    “It was some kind of demon!” he cried, then finally ripped his hand out of her grasp. He stumbled, then toppled over the edge of the raised path, before finally tumbling through the underbrush, rolling until he came to rest at the bottom of the ravine.


    “Oh, ow,” he muttered to himself as he tried to get to his feet. He had cuts on his arms. He was covered in mud, and one of his shoes squelched in what seemed to be a river. He grimaced.


    “Your Grace!” Sibyl’s voice echoed. “Your Grace, are you all right?!”


    He looked over his shoulder. She was still on the path, and like lightning, an idea wormed into his brain.


    He could run away. He could run away from here and maybe get back to Sicily and then to New York and back to his life.


    He hiked up the hem of his robe and sloshed through the stream. He ducked under some branches, wincing as leaves and sticks clawed at his bare arms.


    “Your Grace!” Sibyl sounded alarmed. “Where are you going?! Your Grace, you can’t go that way! Oh, don’t!”


    He heard branches snapping, and he took off, barreling through the thick foliage, barely dodging as twigs clawed at his face. It was so dark he could hardly see.


    “Your Grace!” He heard Sibyl, and he ran faster, dodging trees, wishing for a trail as he stumbled over rocks and roots, nearly upending himself and scrabbling along.


    He tripped over another root, then sprawled on the ground, struggling to breathe through the pain. He thought he saw stars as he lay there on his back.


    Slowly, he realized they were little red lights peering through the branches of the trees. They grew brighter as they drifted toward him. He watched; his chest tightened as he did so. There were … so many of them. All of them getting closer, glowing so brightly that he couldn’t see what was at the center of the orbs.


    He sucked in another sharp breath, then forced himself to his hands and knees. One of the orbs fluttered down in front of him. Another brushed against his ear; one seemed to slide along his spine. He choked back a cry, then forced himself to his feet and ran. He paid no heed to the branches, pushing through them as fast as he could, letting them open up new cuts and smack new welts onto his arms.


    The lights were everywhere. He couldn’t escape them. They flitted closer; one of them touched him and he screamed, then tripped over the hem of his robe and crashed into a clearing. He peered over the edge of a cliff, into a ravine, watched a dark river rushing away. The water’s current was highlighted by the glow of the moon above, and Narcissus hung there for a moment, mesmerized.


    He dragged himself back from the edge, listening to a couple of pebbles echo as they skipped down the side of the cliff. He fell back, landing on his ass in the dirt, skinning his hands.


    He looked up slowly as one of the red lights buzzed out of the woods, hovering beside him. Then came another. And another, until they were swarming around him, their buzzing drowning out all thought. The red glow of them seemed to swallow up the moon.


    They flickered back and forth in front of him, almost like they were assessing him. Then they seemed to meld together, shining brighter and brighter until he had to close his eyes.


    The light dissipated, so he opened his eyes wide; horror ran through him like lightning. He knew that shape, that face …


    “Lila?” he asked quietly, unwanted memory flooding him. The music, the lights, alcohol sloshing over the rim of a cup, and …


    He couldn’t move; he stared into Lila’s eyes, her face blank, but those eyes—red, red like the lights—were full of malice, and an ephemeral hand lifted toward him, fingers outstretched—


    Something bellowed, like a horn, and Lila’s hand fell away; she disappeared into the mass of red lights as they whirled to face the opposite side of the ravine.


    Whatever it was bellowed again, and Narcissus tried to flatten himself against the ground. He still couldn’t bring himself to move; he was as transfixed as the lights, his gaze pinned on the other side of the river, the rustling trees.


    An enormous black deer with a towering crown of antlers emerged from the foliage. The stag paused, bellowing again, and the orbs seemed to flutter with excitement, as though they were drawn to the creature.


    The stag shook his head, then proceeded along the rim of the cliff, to the jagged outcropping the river tumbled over. He ascended the cliff nimbly, pausing at the apex to bellow—like a wolf howling to the full moon that weighed heavily in the sky—and Narcissus’s breath caught in his lungs as the moonlight bled right through the stag’s skin, stripping him of muscle and sinew, leaving him nothing more than a rattling skeleton.


    Narcissus wasn’t sure what was worse—Lila in the lights or a demon-eyed skeleton deer.


    Maybe the owl hadn’t been so bad.


    The stag descended the other side of the outcropping with as much grace as he’d climbed and set his course toward them. The lights backed up. The stag lowered his head, charging toward them, and the lights broke ranks, fleeing in all directions. Narcissus covered his head with his hands and curled into a ball, hoping the massive deer didn’t trample or gore him.


    He lay there shivering for a moment, but the deer didn’t pass over him. The distinctive click of the stag’s footfalls stopped, and then, he snorted, snuffling his hot breath all over the back of Narcissus’s neck.


    Narcissus swallowed the reflexive cry of fear and waited. When nothing more happened, he slowly unfurled, turning to his side and pushing himself halfway to sitting as he met the deer’s steady, crimson gaze.


    “Ant?” It sounded ridiculous, even to his own ears, but there was something in those eyes. He just knew.


    I see you recognize me even in this form.


    The stag’s mouth didn’t move, but Narcissus heard Ant’s voice, loud and clear.


    What are you doing out here?


    “I, uh …” He let his gaze fall to the dusty ground.


    Do you know how dangerous it is out here?


    He winced; he could almost feel Ant’s anger, like a physical whip lashing at him. He looked over his shoulder. “What … were those lights?”


    There was a pop and a hiss, and Ant stood before him in humanoid form again, a scowl etched on his mien. He grabbed Narcissus’s wrist and hauled him to his feet. “Shades,” he said hotly.


    “Shades?”


    “The dead,” Ant snapped, “and if you don’t watch it, you’ll join their ranks.” He yanked on Narcissus’s arm, dragging him through the underbrush.


    Narcissus glanced over his shoulder, then tried to peer into the dark canopy of the trees as Ant marched him back the way he’d come. “They looked like Lila,” he murmured, stomach twisting at the thought.


    Ant’s claws bit into his skin so deep, they drew blood. “Unsurprising,” he said. “Shades resent the living; if you’re not careful, they’ll steal your life, make you one of them.”


    “Was it really her?”


    “Hard to say. They look for weaknesses, things that will paralyze you with fear or longing.”


    Narcissus swallowed, then ducked closer when something screamed into the night. He thought about the owl with the flaming eyes.


    Ant glanced at him. “They’re the least of your worries out here,” he muttered. “The stryx aren’t exactly pleasant either.”


    Narcissus looked at him, hoping for an explanation, but Ant said nothing more, his lips forming a thin line.


    Once he’d marched Narcissus beyond a tall, black gate, after it was shut and locked again, he whirled on Narcissus, crowding him up against a tree. “I am so—unbelievably—angry with you,” he growled; his eyes were red, bleeding to the edges of his corneas, and his teeth were pointed daggers glinting in the moonlight. “What were you even thinking? You could have been killed ten times over.”


    “I …” Narcissus didn’t have a good excuse. He doubted Ant wanted to hear that he’d been trying to run away.


    Somehow, he was sure Ant already knew that. It was something in the way Ant kissed him, all teeth and tongue, hardly any space for breathing, and Narcissus tasted copper before Ant pulled away, snarling, “You are mine and you will stay here. You will obey me.”


    Narcissus wanted to argue, but all he could do was whimper, “Yes.” His knees had gone weak.


    Ant’s claws caught in Narcissus’s hair, and he looked deep into Narcissus’s eyes, before whispering, “If you want to stop, just tell me I’m cruel.”


    Narcissus blinked. “I—”


    “It’s a charm, posy. Say it and it will bind me.” Ant nibbled at his ear, then licked a path down his neck. “Now you have the words to control me if you think I’m out of line.”


    Narcissus swallowed tightly, then slung his arms around Ant’s neck. “I don’t want to stop.”


    A hand crept up his thigh, under his robes. That was followed by a hard nip to his lips. Then Ant bit at his collarbones. “Posy, you will tell me to stop, won’t you?”


    He let his eyes flutter shut, losing his train of thought as Ant’s fingers ghosted dangerously close to his growing erection. He inhaled deeply, looked back at Ant, drew him in a little tighter. “I want you to just ... bend me over a table, a sofa, whatever, any time you want to.”


    Ant’s laughter was dark, breathless in his ear, and Narcissus squirmed in his arms. “Have your way with me,” he panted, “please.”


    Teeth sank into his earlobe. “Stars,” Ant murmured, “you really were made for me, weren’t you?”


    Narcissus whimpered, his knees buckling as Ant’s touch ghosted over his cock. “Please, Ant—I need you, I want you, I ...”


    He glanced up into Ant’s eyes as the fairy paused. “I’m yours,” he said when he found his words again. “Make me feel it, remind me—remind me that you own me, that I belong to you.”


    He loved the very idea. That Ant could just walk up to him and bend him over, pin him to some flat surface, and fuck him—even if he said no—was incredibly arousing. He was practically daydreaming about it right then and there, squirming as the idea got him hot and bothered—being pinned down, struggling, Ant overpowering him, forcing him—


    He sucked in a sharp breath.


    “Posy?”


    Narcissus could hardly look at him. He knew what he wanted, but it was hard to say it. Ant looked at him curiously, almost frowning. “Is everything all right?”


    “I ...” Narcissus shook his head.


    “Do we need to stop?”


    “No, it’s not—”


    “I’m not so far gone yet that I can’t.”


    “I want you to,” Narcissus blurted, then clapped his hands to his cheeks. “I want you to not be able to stop, even if I tell you no, even I fight you, I want—”


    “Ah,” Ant said, his tone cajoling. “What’s this, posy? Are you embarrassed?”


    “A bit,” Narcissus murmured. He’d just asked Ant to rape him, hadn’t he?


    Wasn’t that supposed to be a bad thing? If so, why did he like the idea so much?


    “What’s the matter?”


    Narcissus knew his ears were on fire too. “It’s confusing,” he said, refusing to look at Ant. “Embarrassing.”


    “How so?”


    Narcissus looked up at him, exasperation filling him, loosening his tongue. “Did you hear what I said? I said I want you to keep going even if I say no—I want you to rape—”


    “Ah-ah-ah,” Ant said, then pressed a clawed finger to the blond’s lips. “You’re asking to be ravished.”


    Narcissus frowned. Ant tipped his head side to side. “It’s a fine point,” he said, “but there is a difference, posy. We’re negotiating this. You’re asking and consenting to it.”


    Narcissus flushed again. “But I—”


    “I like it,” Ant said, and Narcissus jumped, startled by the deeper note in the fairy’s voice. Ant grinned when Narcissus looked back at him. “I like it—a little kink, properly negotiated. What’s the harm?”


    He tilted Narcissus’s face up. “That’s why I gave you the words, posy—so you can fight and struggle and tell me no. So that I can ravish you, but never truly hurt you.”


    He kissed Narcissus gently, then pulled back. “Do you understand? You’re giving me blanket consent to a lot of things right now, posy. With the charm, you can change that at any time.”


    Narcissus caught the fairy’s hand, trapping it against his cheek. He glanced up at him shyly. Ant gazed fondly at him, then sighed. “If I didn’t care at all, posy, I would have taken you a long time ago. It’s very different that you’re asking me to violate you. I didn’t take you before, because I was afraid of hurting you. And I’m afraid of hurting you still.”


    “Don’t be,” Narcissus said.


    Ant’s claws tapped his cheek. “That’s what the charm is for,” he said. “If I push too far, if I hurt you—call me back.”


    Narcissus looked away again. His stomach twisted in nervous knots, razor-edged butterfly wings nicking at his insides. “You ... don’t think it’s weird? To want that?”


    “Not at all,” Ant purred, drawing him in close. “In fact ... it’s making me want you all the more.” Hands slipped under the collar of his robe, loosening it, sliding it from his shoulders. “I’m not sure I can restrain myself, posy—you’re so beautiful when you blush like that.”


    Narcissus squirmed in his grip. “I ...”


    “I don’t think I can wait to take you back up to the house,” Ant said, backing him up against one of the gnarled trees. “Not after what you’d told me, not now ...”


    Narcissus found it difficult to breathe as he was pressed back against the bars of the fencing, pinned between unforgiving metal and an unyielding fairy. And, in that moment, there was nowhere he’d rather be.
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he party was out of control. The bass thudded through the floor, the walls; even the chandelier trembled with the reverberations, and Narcissus watched it with a sick sort of fascination, wondering if it would come crashing down into the middle of the impromptu dance floor in the living room.


    Part of him wished it would. It would make it easy to peel away from Andi as she pressed up against him, seemingly intent on getting him up against a wall. He was resisting, for now, but he knew he wasn’t going to hold out, not with all the molly swimming through his veins.


    They weren’t supposed to be grinding together on the dance floor. He was still supposed to be mad at her for sticking her tongue down Rebecca’s throat.


    The drugs made him forget that, made him forget everything but the motion of their bodies in time to the frenetic beat, like blood rushing through his veins. His breath caught; Andi was warm against him. She didn’t mind if he was supposed to be mad at her.


    It was all a game. All of it.


    He lifted his gaze to the chandelier again, mesmerized by the shifting prism of colors from the laser lights behind the bar. Andi groped blindly at his chest, then lower, seeking purchase against a crop top and jeans. Her tongue was down his throat before the next song started.


    “Hey,” Rico said, suddenly appearing between them, and Narcissus started. He’d asked Rico to keep him from doing anything dumb. And getting back with Andi was stupid.


    Rico eyed Narcissus warily, his honey-brown gaze warm and concerned. Then he jerked his head toward the bar. “Drink?”


    “Yeah,” Narcissus agreed, even though he knew he’d had enough. He wobbled in his platforms, but he followed Rico anyway.


    Andi, unfortunately, trailed them, a shadow he couldn’t get rid of.


    Gabby glared at him from where she was playing mixologist. “Not you again,” she almost growled, but she had a playful half-smile on her face. How could she refuse the host his right to get utterly shitfaced in his mother’s Park Avenue penthouse on his twenty-first birthday?


    A flash of dark caught his eye, and he looked over Andi’s shoulder into the crowd. He frowned. Nobody. Nothing.


    Gabby slid him a shot, which he downed, followed by a drink, which he sipped. Andi watched him, her dark gaze fixed on his throat, his mouth. He set his cup down and pulled out his phone. He held up his hand, and someone, he didn’t know who, slid a cigarette between his fingers and lit it for him.


    “Hey,” Gabby snapped. “Aren’t you supposed to be quitting that shit?”


    He blew smoke rings at her. “Social smoke,” he fired back. “Only when I’m drunk.”


    “Yeah, right,” Gabby huffed, shaking her head. Her micro braids swung, mesmerizing.


    He looked back at his screen, then turned to the person hovering over his shoulder. “Shit,” he cried, “who the hell let you in here?”


    Lila’s eyes blazed. “You could be nicer,” she whispered.


    “Fuck that,” he snapped, trying to push away from her. “You’re not supposed to be here, you—crazy—stalker—freak!”


    He managed to wrench away from her, stumbling back against Rico and Andi. They caught him, buoyed him up, and he was about ready to launch back to his feet when he registered the gun in Lila’s shaking hand.


    He went slack against his friends’ grip, which tightened on his arms suddenly. “Hey now,” he said, gaze flicking to Lila’s face.


    She cocked the gun and pressed her finger against the trigger. Then she took a step toward him.


    “I know things ended bad,” he said. Understatement of the century, really. Lila was deranged, but she’d been suffocating him. He should have never hooked up with her, but she’d been so … persistent. So cute and sweet and innocent, and he’d thought he could have some fun, but he hadn’t imagined she had a shrine to him, that she’d planned their wedding, that she was making weirdo sacrifices to whatever moon goddess.


    He hadn’t imagined that the game would go wrong, that it would be so difficult to get out.


    Lila moved the pistol to train it on Andi. “If I can’t have you,” she said, “nobody else can.”


    “Hey,” Narcissus said. “You—leave her out of this, she’s got nothing to do with it.”


    “You can’t be here,” Andi said. “There’s a restraining order.”


    “I’m calling the cops,” Gabby said, which was an extreme thing for her to do, because Gabby fucking hated cops.


    There was an enormous bang, then screaming. “Nobody move!” Lila thundered, but nobody heard her over their own screaming.


    There was another bang, followed by a metallic ping, and then that chandelier came crashing down. The screaming increased tenfold.


    “Lila,” Rico said, his voice shaking. The color seemed to have drained right out of his face.


    “None of you deserve to live,” the girl growled, aiming the weapon again. “Not a damn one of you.”


    “Lila—”


    Narcissus barely heard the next shot echoing, the screaming. In fact, he barely registered anything at all.


    He woke with a jolt, almost tossing himself out of bed. He lay there, twisted in the sheets, trying to catch his breath.


    He closed his eyes, then shook his head, trying to clear the cobwebs, the grainy images of dreams half-remembered.


    He looked down at his wrist. In one of the dreams, Ant had punctured skin, but there were no wounds. He frowned; his chest didn’t hurt either. No bullet wound.


    Cautiously, he tiptoed to the window. The moon was just a thin crescent. Of course, none of what he’d dreamed had happened last night. His birthday party had happened weeks ago, maybe longer. The night of the demon deer had been a while ago too.


    If it had happened at all. He thought it had, but he dreamed about it so often, it was hard to remember what was real.


    He waited until his stomach settled, then picked his way across the detritus of his chambers—the floor was strewn with dead flowers, a testament to the fact that Ant had visited him last night, that he’d been buzzing with magic.


    He’d tried asking Ant more about Lila and the shades, but Narcissus spent more time with Sibyl. She was tight-lipped too. Any time he asked, she went kind of gray, then tried to change the topic. Usually to the wedding he was supposed to be planning.


    He didn’t want to think about a wedding. He wanted to know more about nymphs, about reactive magic, about shades and Lila and why Ant turned into a skeleton deer.


    He wanted to know about their bond, what it meant to be fated.


    And, as the days stretched, he wondered if that was what he really wanted.


    He had no choice in the matter; he was simply bound to Ant and Ant to him and that was it.


    He couldn’t choose anyone else. If they hadn’t been fated, he might have just up and left.


    He couldn’t leave, though, which meant he was stuck here with all the shades and demon owls and Ant, who turned into a deer, and Narcissus didn’t understand it, he didn’t understand any of it. Ant didn’t explain the magic or how it worked or why it worked with Narcissus or why Narcissus had to be “the one” or whatever. Wasn’t there some other nymph?


    He just wanted to go home. To sleep in his own bed, to wake up and go to work. To do something normal. Resentment brewed inside him, a simmering, black anger that made him want to lash out at his captor.


    Shouldn’t he have been so in love, he couldn’t stand the thought of leaving Ant?


    But Ant hardly seemed to understand Narcissus at all, and Narcissus wasn’t ashamed to admit he didn’t understand Ant. How could he? Ant was a fairy. Ant liked poetry and fine wine, and Narcissus was bored out of his fucking skull. He wanted to party. He wanted to have fun. He missed his friends, his clothes, the sounds of New York all night, every night, the lights, the heat, the … everything.


    Ant wanted to stay in and read. Narcissus wanted to scream.


    He pulled on a fresh robe and headed downstairs. Between the dreams and the coming dawn, he wasn’t going back to sleep and he knew it.


    Ant would probably be in his study now. Narcissus was going to confront him and get some answers. He’d been thinking about how to do it for a couple of weeks now, and he figured catching Ant in his study was probably his best bet.


    The marble tile was cold against his feet as he traveled the twisting corridors. How he ever found his way around was beyond him. He felt like he forgot everything he knew by the time he arrived where he was going.


    Somehow, though, he made it to the study, which was in the west wing. Narcissus would have put a study in the east wing, where the morning light came in. But then again, he didn’t have much use for studies or libraries.


    He shoved the heavy oak door, listening to it squeal on its rusty hinges. From there, he paraded through the antechamber, his footsteps softened by the faded carpet that lined the hall. He pushed through a second, quieter door and stepped into the hush of Ant’s workspace.


    It was dusty, littered with books and scraps of paper, scrolls, and other things. Narcissus felt like he’d stepped back in time when he walked through the door; it looked like something out of a movie about the Middle Ages or something.


    Ant barely glanced up. “Good morning,” he said.


    “Morning,” Narcissus replied, then slumped into a leather chair. A plume of dust shot up, startled by his motion.


    Ant turned another page nonchalantly. The paper rustling was the only sound for a moment.


    Finally, Ant lifted his gaze to meet Narcissus’s. “Do you need something, or …?”


    Narcissus glared for what felt like a full minute. “I’m bored,” he said finally, resting his arms on the chair’s.


    “And you want me to do what about that?”


    Narcissus scowled. He waved a hand. “I don’t want you to do anything,” he huffed. “I want you to stop—I don’t know, making these stupid rules.”


    “What rules?”


    “Rules about what I can and can’t do here, like—like don’t go out by yourself, don’t go in the woods!”


    Ant lifted his brows, crinkling his normally smooth forehead. “We’ve been over this. It’s dangerous out there.”


    “But you won’t tell me why!” Narcissus cried.


    “I told you why,” Ant retorted. “The shades—”


    “What about the shades?! There’s gotta be something I can do about them!” When Ant stared at him, he added, “Something you can do about them!”


    “Posy, the best I can do is keep them out of the garden around the house.”


    “But you’re the lord of hell!”


    “One, it’s not hell, and two, I have relatively little power over the dead. I keep them in line as much as I can, but there isn’t much I can do to them. They’re already dead. It’s not like I can threaten to kill them.”


    Narcissus stared. “So, like, you kill people?” he asked, his face screwing up. Was he engaged to a serial killer?


    Ant pulled his hair back over his shoulders, looping it up in a sleek ponytail. “In a sense, yes. I am death.”


    “So. Like. The grim reaper.”


    Ant rolled his eyes. “If that’s how you need to imagine it, then yes. I’m the grim reaper. I possess the power to pull the life force out of the living, separating shade—or soul—from body.”


    Narcissus stared at him. Ant leaned on his hand, waving the other carelessly. “What else would you like to know?”


    Questions crowded into Narcissus’s mind, collecting on his tongue. He inhaled sharply. “Why can’t I go home?” He felt a bit pathetic saying it.


    Ant snorted. “You are home. You belong here with me; your place is at my side. Where else would you go?”


    “To New York!” Narcissus barked. “To see my friends, my—mom! What about my job?”


    Ant looked downright baffled. “What do you need a job for? Are all your wants and needs not catered to?”


    “That’s not the point!” Narcissus shot up out of the chair. “I liked my job! I want to keep doing it, and I want to be in New York, not in the underworld or whatever, where I can’t even go outside by myself! I wanna see my friends, I wanna hang out with them and party and—”


    Ant shook his head. “Why?” he asked. “We are destined to be together, so why would you want to … leave me?”


    He sounded completely broken, but Narcissus had already determined that he wasn’t going to cave. He wasn’t going to let Ant give him puppy-dog eyes and then spend the rest of the day in misery, counting dust motes in an attempt to make the hours pass more quickly.


    “Because I’m twenty-one!” Narcissus raked his hands through his hair and paced around the chair. “I’m supposed to be getting plastered and making bad choices, not staying in with some ancient old man whose idea of fun is reading poetry in the dark!”


    He paused, heaving. Ant considered him for a long moment, then folded his hands. “I see,” he said slowly. “I overestimated how ready you were to accept the bond.”


    Narcissus huffed a breath and stomped his foot. “It’s not that—it’s just that I …”


    “That you what?”


    He let his shoulders slump. “It’s happening so fast. I didn’t think …”


    Ant simply shook his head. “You weren’t ready. You feel rushed.”


    Narcissus grimaced. He’d told Ant he was ready, hadn’t he? “I just … it’s a lot, Ant.”


    The fairy hummed. “I suppose it is,” he agreed at last. “Seven weeks ago, you knew nothing about fairies.”


    Narcissus nodded. Ant closed his eyes. “Still,” he said, “I don’t see why you need to go back. You were never meant to be left in New York; you’re a nymph. The place is terrible for you.”


    Narcissus scowled. “And,” Ant continued, “it will simply delay your adjustment. Going back is nonsensical; frankly, posy, I don’t understand why you want to. What do you think you’ll get out of it?”


    Narcissus pressed his lips together. He inclined his head. Very slowly, he said, “I miss it.”


    “Nostalgia is not a good reason.”


    “Please,” Narcissus whined. “Please, Ant—I’m … I’m bored out of my skull here, I can’t do anything, I’m not used to it, and I miss everyone and everything! I need time.”


    Ant frowned at him. “What guarantee do you give me that you won’t fuck around if I let you go back?”


    Narcissus groaned. “Ant …”


    “Don’t whine. Help me understand. I’m not inclined to let you go, but perhaps you can persuade me.”


    Narcissus glared at him. Ant scowled back. “The only reason I can think of is that you want to get high and get railed.”


    Narcissus swallowed. He did want to get high. He wanted to party. And he couldn’t guarantee he wouldn’t fuck around if he went to a party and got high.


    That wasn’t the goal, though. “You think I’m not getting laid enough here?” he grumbled, feeling his cheeks flush.


    “You are a nymph,” Ant said, and Narcissus stared blankly at him. “Nymphomania is called that for a reason, posy.”


    “I don’t know what that is,” Narcissus muttered.


    “Maybe they’ve changed the name again,” Ant mused. “Sex addiction—nymphs are infamous for their libidos. It’s almost impossible for you to get enough.”


    Narcissus flushed. Ant flashed him a dagger-pointed smile. “Yes, I’ve noticed, posy. You must know you wear me right out.”


    “I thought it’s just because I’m young and you’re old,” Narcissus blurted, then clapped his hands over his mouth.


    Ant shook his head. “You’re practically insatiable. Which is fine. But it’s also why I don’t precisely trust you”—he paused—“given your history.”


    “Okay, but—”


    “Do you blame me for it?” Ant’s gaze was level, but Narcissus still felt like he was being crucified.


    “No,” he said finally. He knew his body count was high, ridiculously so. “But I—”


    “I understand, posy. What I wouldn’t understand would be you accepting another partner now. And if I send you back to New York, what’s to stop you?”


    “I wouldn’t,” Narcissus blurted. “Ant, I just wouldn’t. I—I only ever wanted you anyway, so I wouldn’t, not now that we’re together—”


    “But you feel like you need more than just being by my side,” Ant needled.


    Narcissus gritted his teeth. “That’s—that’s not fair, Ant! You’re not just asking me to stop sleeping around, you’re asking me to give up my whole life, everyone and everything I’ve ever known!”


    Ant waved a hand. “I still don’t see why you need to go back—you’re going to cut these relationships off anyway.”


    “What? Wait a minute—”


    “How could you not? We spent so long apart already, so now that you’re here, I hardly want to spend a minute without you. I don’t exactly see you flitting back and forth between the underworld and New York whenever you feel like it, especially not once the—”


    “Why the hell not?!” Narcissus cried. “Why are you treating me like a prisoner?! I’m not! You’re supposed to love me, Ant, you can’t just—lock me up in some tower!”


    Ant blinked, glancing around. “There aren’t any towers around here.”


    Narcissus tore at his hair. “It’s—never mind! My point is, you can’t just keep me here! You tricked me, you didn’t tell me about the food! It’s not fair—you gotta let me go back! At least once.”


    They stared at each other across the desk. “You owe me that,” Narcissus said.


    A thundercloud crossed Ant’s face. “I owe you nothing,” he growled. “You, on the other hand, ought to be more grateful—I could have taken you any time. You could have grown up here and never known anything else.”


    “Maybe you should have done that!” Narcissus barked. “Maybe you should have kidnapped me and brought me here and then I’d never have met anyone else to miss!”


    Ant pressed his lips into a bloodless line. Then his eyes blazed red and he snarled, “Get out.”


    Narcissus stumbled back a step. Ant rose from his chair. “Out,” he said, voice calm like the sea on a windless day.


    “Ant, I—”


    “Did you not hear me? Get out, Narcissus.”


    It was his name on the fairy lord’s lips that convinced him. Ant never called him by name, and it stung to hear the syllables—not the soft sound of posy, so affectionate.


    He swallowed, then curled his fists. He stalked out of the study, slamming the door behind him.



    eee



    He ignored Sibyl when she arrived with breakfast. She came in tremulously, peering between him and the door, practically tiptoeing across the carpeted expanse between the portal and the bed.


    She inhaled, then set the tray down on the nightstand. “Lord Dis banished you from his table,” she said softly.


    “Banished me? As if,” he snorted. Like Ant could do that. He hadn’t wanted to go, never mind Ant.


    She waited a beat or two, then said, “I thought you might be hungry.”


    He shook his head and turned over, so his back was to her. He didn’t want to risk making eye contact.


    He could feel the nervousness in her presence as she shifted. He was sure she was wringing her hands. “Did you and Lord Dis have a fight, Your Grace?”


    “Don’t call me that,” he protested, then buried his face in the pillows.


    The mattress dipped as she sat down, perching like a bird beside where he was sprawled out. “Your Grace …”


    “I said don’t call me that!” he snapped, sitting up to face her. She looked mildly surprised.


    “But it’s how I’m supposed to address you,” she said.


    “I hate it! It’s not—what does it even mean?” He screwed his eyes shut. “I’m not—a prince or anything like that, so!”


    “Of course not,” she agreed. “You’re Lord Dis’s betrothed.”


    He groaned and flopped back down, pulling one of the pillows over his head.


    “You should eat something,” Sibyl said at last.


    “I’m not hungry,” he muttered.


    “Still, it’s not good for you or—”


    “Sibyl,” Ant said sharply as he appeared in the doorway. Narcissus tried to rein in the way he startled.


    She looked at him, then bowed. “Sir,” she said, then backed out of the room, head still low. Ant waited, then closed the door with a flick of his wrist.


    Narcissus stared at him, unsure of what to say or do. Ant looked away, heaving a sigh.


    “I’m mad at you,” Narcissus said at length, and Ant flinched.


    “Yes,” he agreed, “and I’m rather cross with you. For good reason, I suppose. I didn’t think that you’d object to staying here with me.”


    “I didn’t even know where we were, Ant. I thought we were in Sicily. Now you’re telling me I’m in hell.”


    “For the last time, it’s not hell,” Ant growled, then closed his eyes and pinched his nose. “It’s—well, it’s not hell as you think of it. It’s the realm of the dead. The underworld. It’s not … torture.”


    Narcissus pressed his lips together.


    Ant sighed, folding his arms as he turned to look out the window. “I didn’t understand,” he murmured. “The bond, you see. I wanted you so badly. I gave you up once, posy, for years. I never want to be without you again, and I didn’t think you’d want that either.”


    There was part of Narcissus that agreed. Hadn’t he suffered enough without Ant? For years, trying to fill the hollow feeling in his chest, trying to claw his way out from under the thought that he could never, ever be loved. That he’d never feel anything except pain and sorrow, desperately seeking joy, euphoria, wherever he could find it.


    He didn’t want to go back to that pain.


    But the thought was suffocating—staying here, never leaving Ant’s side, never … never being with anyone else, never seeing his friends again. He’d just turned twenty-one. He was supposed to be wild and free, and Ant was talking about commitment—a forever thing, and Ant was immortal, so he really meant forever.


    Narcissus’s throat closed up a bit. He didn’t want to leave, but he didn’t want to stay either. He didn’t know what he wanted.


    Ant steepled his fingers as he turned back to Narcissus. “So,” he said, “you wanted to go … home.”


    “Yeah,” Narcissus agreed, and Ant nodded.


    “I can arrange that,” the fairy said.


    “Okay.” Narcissus’s voice was a whisper.


    Ant perched on the edge of the bed. He turned to Narcissus, cupping his cheek. “You understand that I don’t want to hurt you, don’t you?”


    “Yes,” Narcissus agreed. He looked deep into Ant’s eyes. Ant nodded, smiling almost encouragingly. He stroked his hand down Narcissus’s cheek.


    “But I don’t understand humans—you—very well. I thought … we felt the same way. I thought I was doing what we both wanted. It never crossed my mind that you might object.”


    Narcissus let his shoulders slump. “I’m … really not sure,” he murmured. “But … you need to tell me things, Ant. I don’t understand any of this—you have to tell me. Tell me what you’re doing, why you’re doing it …”


    He leaned into the fairy’s touch, gripped his wrist. He opened his mouth, searching for the words.


    “I do want to stay with you,” he whispered. “But you need to give me a choice, Ant. You need to ask me, to make sure I understand what’s going to happen …”


    Ant swallowed nervously. “Posy.”


    Narcissus licked his suddenly dry lips. They were very close together, mouths mere inches apart, and he could feel Ant’s warmth—the magic bleeding from Ant’s body into his own skin. “I’m not smart,” he murmured, “but I’ll try, Ant. I promise I’ll try to understand. Just make sure you tell me what’s going on. Make sure I understand before you do anything to me.”


    “Narcissus.”


    He gasped when Ant said his name—so different from earlier that morning. His skin tingled; he curled his toes. He moaned involuntarily, falling back against his pillows, fire burning him up. He spread his legs wide. “Ant, please,” he groaned before he knew he was going to speak. He had a hand under his robes.


    “Nar—” Ant cut himself off. “Posy,” he said sharply, but Narcissus was already gone, two fingers pushing into himself as he moaned helplessly.


    “Please,” he whimpered.


    “Stars,” Ant hissed, and Narcissus tried to roll the fairy on top of him. When he wouldn’t move, Narcissus got back up and crawled into the dark-haired man’s lap, grinding down against him.


    Ant groaned, his head tilting back. “Posy, please—”


    “Now,” Narcissus demanded. “Ant, I need you now.”


    Claws in his shoulder. “Posy, please, we have to stop—”


    “Fuck me, please!” Narcissus’s voice canted higher, ending on a desperate whine. “I need you so bad …”


    “Posy—there’s something I need to tell you—”


    Narcissus rocked his hips senselessly, biting his lip as he touched his own cock. “Please. Please, Ant.”


    “Stars,” Ant said again, this time more like a growl, and he flung Narcissus onto the bed like a doll. Narcissus kept his arms around the fairy’s neck, moaning and opening his legs in invitation.


    Ant needed none. He shoved Narcissus’s robes up around his waist, moved his own, and thrust into Narcissus with no prelude. Narcissus twisted with the sudden hurt, and Ant grabbed his wrists and pinned them. He bit at Narcissus’s neck, growling, “Now look what you made me do, look what you do to me,” and Narcissus cried out, fear and pleasure twisting in his tone. Ant bit his neck again.


    “You want me to fuck you?” he growled, and Narcissus gasped as he was dragged flush against Ant, claws digging into his hips. “I’ll fuck you, posy, so hard you can’t walk tomorrow—”


    “Yes,” Narcissus panted.


    “Leave bruises all over you, make you bleed …”


    Narcissus choked off another cry as Ant wrapped a hand around his cock, tugging at him roughly, his grip almost too tight.


    “You like it,” Ant accused. “Being owned so completely.”


    Narcissus was breathing much too fast to reply. He squeezed his legs around Ant instead, and Ant raked his claws down his skin, then grabbed the backs of his thighs and pushed him up, until he was almost in half, and Narcissus howled as Ant slammed into him. Every last thought in his head fled then; there was nothing but Ant’s dick stretching him, filling him up, and all he could do was moan for more, desperate to get to euphoria and tumble into oblivion on the other side of the peak.


    He came all over himself without warning, but Ant didn’t relent. Just kept pounding him.


    Ant stilled suddenly, bending him even further, and Narcissus groaned, loving every second of it, trembling because he didn’t know how much more he could take.


    He wanted to take all of it, and then some.


    Ant bowed his head, and Narcissus felt the silky brush of his hair, heard his own ragged breathing.


    Narcissus started to ache; he didn’t know where first, but he legs ached, his stomach ached, his asshole ached, all of him trembling with need and exhaustion, and then, the pain of his insides stretching as Ant filled him up. He opened his eyes and looked up at Ant, who stroked his cheek.


    Narcissus moved his mouth around silent syllables, painful—all of them—and then tried to breathe against the cramping as it set in, struggling to expand around all Ant was pumping into him.


    “I …” His breath caught.


    “So good, posy,” Ant whispered, stroking his cheek fervently. “You’re doing so well.”


    Narcissus gritted his teeth, then panted again. He shut his eyes. “It’s so much,” he whimpered.


    “Yes. You’re doing so well—taking all of it.”


    Narcissus cried out, and the next second, Ant was sliding out of him, slowly lowering his legs, and Narcissus grimaced against the gush of cum spilling back out of him, all over the sheets.


    “So good,” Ant repeated, and Narcissus forced his eyes open when he felt the fairy’s hands on his skin. He sucked in a sharp breath as he watched Ant stroke his distended abdomen, almost reverently, and Narcissus choked on a desire so violent, he had no choice but to suffocate.


    Ant’s gaze flicked up to his. His expression was almost coy, and he whispered, “You look so good like this, posy. All filled up—all round, full of seed—”


    Narcissus tilted his head back on a moan, unable to watch. He reached past Ant and grabbed his cock, stroked himself lazily, letting his knuckles brush against the swell of his abdomen, felt Ant’s cum inside him, and he came again himself, shuddering violently with release.


    He went slack against the bedspread, heaving for breath. Ant curled over him, forehead to his shoulder; the fairy lord’s breathing was ragged too, and that was the last thing Narcissus remembered.
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arcissus was so sore, he could hardly sit still on the plane. Every time he so much as shifted, a new muscle complained, pain catching him and nearly bending him double.


    To be fair, it was his own fault. When they’d woken up, Ant had promised him again he could go back to New York, and they should have been discussing the particulars of the trip, but Narcissus had been struck by the idea that he wasn’t going to wake up beside Ant tomorrow, join him on the terrace for tea, get fucked on all fours on the Persian rug in the parlor tomorrow afternoon.


    So Narcissus had climbed on top of Ant again instead of discussing the trip. Or anything. Ant had said something about needing to tell Narcissus something, but Narcissus was pretty sure it could wait, at least until they’d had two orgasms each.


    He wasn’t sure how long he was going to be gone. They probably should have talked about that, but even their meeting in the foyer after Narcissus had finished packing and showering had been fraught; Ant had backed him up against a wall, slid a hand into his shorts, and Narcissus had spread his legs easily, body already reacting to the idea of getting fucked again.


    He didn’t want to shower again, so he’d pushed Ant away. He’d been exhausted after; he didn’t think he had the strength to do it again, and Ant had begged Sibyl to step between them, to get Narcissus out the door, back to the land of the living, before they broke and fucked right there on the foyer floor, in front of whoever else happened to be passing by.


    Narcissus was mortified to find he didn’t care who saw them. He just wanted to get screwed within an inch of his life again.


    Now he was stuck on a plane from Sicily to New York, and Sibyl was excitedly chattering in his ear about how she’d never been anywhere but … Sicily, he guessed. He tried to distract himself with his phone, but social media was hardly interesting.


    The porter brought them drinks, but Sibyl pushed the wine away, smiling brightly. Narcissus glared at her, but he sipped ginger ale without complaint.


    Flying always made him queasy. Takeoff and landing were the worst; it took almost the whole flight for his stomach to settle again, and it would start all over when they landed.


    He had to puke in the airport bathroom when they got in, which was a first. Sibyl waited patiently for him. Then they went through customs, Sibyl handing over an Italian passport and speaking perfect English, asking the officer to call her “Billy,” because Sibyl was such an odd name.


    “Where now?” she asked when she’d been waved away from the border guard’s desk.


    “Home, I guess,” he murmured, trying to figure out exactly how long he’d been gone from the city. Had someone been paying his rent? Maybe his mother, although she didn’t usually do anything nice for him.


    Or maybe Titania, since it had been the fairies who’d whisked him off to … the underworld or hell or wherever it was.


    “How about some food?” Sibyl asked, pointing to one of the kiosks. Narcissus wanted to protest that he’d just finished puking, but his stomach growled.


    “Yeah, okay,” he agreed and led her over to the first place that looked like it served burgers. He had the sudden urge to sink his teeth into some red meat, but when the meal arrived, his stomach turned on him. He nibbled at the fries and picked at the bun.


    “You don’t need to be shy,” Sibyl advised. She flicked a pickle off her own burger. “Nobody’s watching you, and even if they were, why would it matter?”


    He glanced at her, then around the crowded hall. She was right that nobody was watching. He guessed he’d really been gone for a while. He shook his head and shoved his meal into the paper bag it had come in. “I’ll eat later,” he muttered. “Don’t feel good.”


    Sibyl frowned. “You feel ill?”


    “Kinda.” How did he explain that flying always made him feel sick to his stomach? He should have been used to it by now. He’d spent enough time flying here, there, and everywhere.


    They caught an Uber to Chelsea. Sibyl’s head was on swivel the whole way. “Wow!” she’d exclaim every time they passed something that she thought was neat—whether that was the Brooklyn Bridge or the Empire State or some guy on a bike. Narcissus wished he didn’t feel like puking, so he could enjoy being back in the hubbub.


    He’d always lived here, so being in the underworld—or Sicily—or wherever the hell he’d actually been had been … weird. Quiet. Too quiet. And dark, oh god, the dark at night was almost absolute, not like the neon fog of the city.


    He’d missed it.


    He chewed at a nail. He wondered if maybe Ant could be convinced to leave his castle in hell and live in New York instead. Hell’s Kitchen, maybe—not that Narcissus wanted to live there, but New York was a kind of hell too, so maybe it worked?


    He frowned at his own thoughts. What the hell was he trying to figure out living arrangements for? Ant had let him leave, so maybe he was free to come and go now. He could fly back here, split time—or maybe live mostly in New York and Ant could see him every now and then, and they could be—


    Casual. A helluva lot more casual than whatever Ant had been suggesting. Marriage. Never leaving each other’s sides. Narcissus didn’t want that kind of commitment. Forever felt … long. Terrifying.


    Gabby texted him while they were in the cab (’sup, bitch, the fuck have u been), informing him that his apartment had been cleared out and all his shit moved up to his mother’s place.


    Well, that sucked. He sent his mother a message, then stared at the screen for a minute.


    Why hadn’t he thought to message her before?


    Maybe because they almost never talked, not since Narcissus had moved out on his own. Which was how Narcissus liked it most of the time, but her moving his stuff and letting the flat go was …


    Well, it was rude.


    They stopped off in Chelsea anyway. Narcissus figured they’d grab the train to get where they needed to go; he wasn’t going to pay Uber rates all the way over to his mother’s place. But they could see Andrea first.


    They made the trek up to her office, only to find she wasn’t in—irritating, but that just seemed to be par for the course today.


    They got iced coffee, although Sibyl frowned at him, and they took the subway over to the penthouse.


    By the time they got there, Narcissus was starving, so he tossed the burger and fries in the oven, then sat there gnawing on his nails while he waited.


    “You could have a snack,” Sibyl suggested, pointing to the fruit dish on the counter.


    “Huh. Yeah.” Thing was, he didn’t want that. He wanted the burger now; the craving had come back five-fold. Nothing else would do.


    “Suit yourself,” Sibyl murmured, then flipped through one of the glossies on the coffee table.


    Narcissus wasn’t sure he tasted anything, that was how fast he polished off the food when it was finally not soggy and cold and gross.


    He checked his phone again. “Gabby and Rico wanna meet for lunch,” he murmured, checking an internal grimace.


    Yeah, he could eat again. Did he want to though? Part of him did, part of him didn’t.


    He glanced at Sibyl. “I’m going to grab a shower and get changed.”


    “Okay,” she said, then shot up out of her seat. “Wait! Do you need any help?”


    “I’m fine.” He shut the bathroom door. Then, for good measure, he locked it.


    He practically sighed in relief when he stepped into the shower. According to his phone, it had been a solid month since he’d been truly alone, but it felt longer. If he hadn’t been with Ant, then Sibyl had been hovering nearby, almost constantly. He wasn’t even sure she left him alone when he slept.


    That was … kinda creepy. He frowned. Were all the fairies so creepy and clingy?


    He sighed and leaned his head against the shower wall. What the hell was he even doing here? He’d thought coming back would be fine, everything would just be … normal.


    That he could get his life back.


    He frowned, watching the water swirling down the drain. Did he even want it back?


    He’d been so sure when he’d yelled at Ant, when he’d said he hated it in the underworld. But now he didn’t know.


    He missed Ant already, the touch of his hand, the sound of his voice. Even his scent was missing, not that Narcissus had really actively thought about what Ant smelled like before he’d left.


    He checked his phone again when he stepped out of the shower, but there was still nothing from his mother. He didn’t even know when she’d be home. If she’d be home.


    He tiptoed out of the bathroom, peering into each of the bedrooms until he found his, which was piled high with his stuff. So someone had just thrown stuff in boxes and carted it back here. No labels. Nothing. Great.


    He peered over his shoulder, but Sibyl seemed distracted by …something. He stepped into the room and closed the door as quietly as he could. He tore open one of the boxes. Luck was on his side, because it was full of his summer clothes. Perfect.


    He dug through the box, then tugged on a crop top and wriggled his way into a pair of short-shorts. He wondered if there was maybe something to do with Pride they could hit later this evening or tomorrow or on the weekend. It was June after all.


    He turned, catching sight of himself in the full-length mirror on the back of the door. The sea of boxes hid his legs from view—sad, because he’d picked the shorts so he could show off; his legs were one of his better features, as far as he was concerned.


    He frowned at his reflection, twisting and turning a little.


    He looked … puffy. He let his hands rest on his belly, grimacing.


    He tugged at the shorts, hating the way the waistband seemed to bite into him. He was going to have to do something about that, especially if he wanted to bug Andrea about getting him some work.


    Self-conscious, he decided to switch the shorts. While he was at it, he picked a different top—this one’s hem hung down lower over his midriff, but he didn’t think it disguised his tummy either.


    Sibyl was waiting for him when he stepped back into the hall, and he nearly jumped out of his skin. She clapped her hands and smiled. “I just remembered something,” she said, reaching into her pocket. “Lord Dis wanted to give you this before you left, but you kept distracting him.”


    Narcissus flushed, even as he watched her pull out a gold ring set with an enormous diamond solitaire. “Is that …”


    “A magic ring!” she exclaimed. Her smile seemed to get even wider. “This will allow Lord Dis to keep you safe while you’re outside his realm.”


    “Oh.” Narcissus frowned at it as he took it from her, trying to swallow down the nagging sense of disappointment. He tried to slide it on to his forefinger, but it wouldn’t go. “I thought it looked like an engagement ring.”


    His stomach did flip-flops. Did he want an engagement ring? Did he want Ant to propose to him? That was a kind of weird thing to want if he was afraid of commitment, right? Marriage was more commitment.


    Could they be more committed than being fated? Than Ant never wanting him to leave his side ever again?


    The band slipped onto his ring finger without any resistance, then sat there like it had been made to wrap around his finger. When he tried to pull it off again, it wouldn’t budge.


    “What’s an engagement ring?” Sibyl asked.


    He held up his hand. “A diamond ring you wear on your left ring finger.”


    “Oh,” she said, and he flushed. He hadn’t really meant to wear it there.


    “It means you’re going to get married to the person who gave it to you. That they asked you to marry them.”


    Now her face lit up and she clapped her hands. “Oh! That’s wonderful, because you and Lord Dis will be married!”


    Narcissus’s stomach gave another sick lurch. Part of him was angry that Ant hadn’t gotten down on one knee and popped the question. Part of him was scared of the idea they’d get married.


    And another part of him was terrified about how much he wanted that, how easy and natural it seemed to say yes.


    Sibyl clasped her hands tight, practically dancing for joy. “Lord Dis wants to be married soon, I know that. Now that you have the ring, you should really get on with planning the wedding, Your Grace.”


    He swallowed bile, then peered down at the ring. Why would Ant want to get married soon? Didn’t they have forever? His breath felt like it was stuck in his throat.


    He shook his head. “We gotta get to the Village.”



    eee



    Gabby and Rico were waiting for him on one of the patios that spilled off the sidewalk, into the road. Gabby sat back in her chair, pointing to her watch and shaking her head. “I’m on the clock, honey!” she called. “You can’t be keeping me waiting like this!”


    Rico rolled his eyes. “Give it a rest,” he muttered, then slurped his Coke.


    “I’m not that late,” Narcissus huffed as he slung himself into one of the available seats at the table.


    “I only get an hour for lunch, and you’re fifteen minutes late,” Gabby retorted.


    “G,” Rico drawled, “it’s Narco. He’s always late.” He turned a smile on Narcissus. “I mean, like, really, you fucked off for a whole month after that party.”


    Narcissus frowned. Hadn’t it been more like seven weeks? That was what Ant had said, but his phone agreed with Rico. His birthday was May twenty-first, the party had been the twenty-third, and it was … June twenty-second now.


    Weird. He’d thought it would be more like the end of July. But it definitely wasn’t; the city was basically festooned in rainbow flags that would come down the second the clock struck midnight on July first.


    Gabby sobered suddenly. “We thought you were dead,” she said, her brows knitting together.


    Sibyl, who was standing just behind Narcissus, so close he could feel her heat, smiled and tilted her head. “Oh, no. He was almost dead, but Lord Dis was able to revive him with his m—”


    “Medical expertise,” Narcissus cut in sharply, glancing up at the redhead. “Why don’t you sit down?”


    She blinked, then pressed a hand to her chest. “Me?”


    “Uh, yeah.”


    She shook her head, red curls flying. “Oh, no, that’s all right, Your Gr—”


    “Don’t,” he ground out, then glanced hastily back at Gabby and Rico. Rico looked totally bemused; Gabby looked ready to start an interrogation.


    “Who’s your friend anyway?” Gabby asked, leaning forward to sip on her soda. “Haven’t seen you around before.”


    She looked Sibyl up and down, evaluating. Then she looked at Narcissus, as if to say, Really? This?


    He groaned inwardly; of course Gabby would jump to the conclusion he was fucking Sibyl. Normally, that was a good assumption; about ninety percent of his friends were people he’d met by fucking.


    “My name’s Sibyl,” the fairy said, “but you can call me Billy.”


    “Billy, huh.” Gabby gave Narcissus another unimpressed look.


    Rico shuffled his chair over a little. “Well, come on, sit down,” he said. “It’s awkward to have you stand there like that.”


    “I’m all right,” Sibyl said.


    “Just sit.” Narcissus pinched the bridge of his nose. He could feel a headache building at his temples. Thankfully, Sibyl sat, awkwardly, with her hands in her lap, keeping the skirt of her short, ruffly, black dress from flying up in the afternoon breeze.


    “So,” Gabby said, lifting a hand, “you disappeared for a month, right after that party.”


    “He got shot, Gab,” Rico sniped. He gave Narcissus a sympathetic look. “I bet you’ve been recovering, like, this entire time.”


    “Uh, sure. Recovery.” It had been recovery, hadn’t it? Like, rehab-style recovery. Ant had taken away the drugs and the booze.


    But then, it hadn’t been rehab at all—there was no real program, no twelve steps, no meetings, no counseling. He’d just swapped drugs for sex with Ant, which was honestly just as high-inducing, just as addictive.


    “You look better,” Gabby said suddenly, but her voice was accusing. He shifted a little. “You not doing the heroin chic look now?”


    Narcissus felt his cheeks burn. “Uh,” he managed, but a server swung by the table to take their orders.


    Sibyl frowned at him when he ordered water and nothing else. She twisted to face him, mouth open as though she wanted to say something, but he just shook his head. “I’m not hungry right now.”


    Gabby snorted; she probably thought he was bullshitting. He was, to some degree; he was vaguely hungry still, even after the burger and fries he’d had at the penthouse.


    Sibyl’s expression said she was gonna harass him about it later, but he couldn’t care.


    Still, the pizza smelled heavenly. Hell, he’d missed New York so fucking much. His stomach grumbled as he sipped on the ice water. Sibyl slid her plate toward him, a silent offer, but he shook his head. He shifted around, let the button of his shorts dig into him a little more, a reminder of what he needed to do.


    “So,” Gabby said, “Billy. Where you from?”


    “Enna,” the redhead replied without hesitation, and Rico and Gabby shared a confused look.


    “Sorry, where?” 


    “Enna.” Sibyl cleared her throat. “The capital of Sicily.”


    Gabby stared at her. “You’re Italian?”


    “Yup!”


    “Huh,” Gabby said. She looked at Narcissus. “Where’d you two meet?”


    “In Enna,” Sibyl answered, then held up her napkin over her mouth as she chewed.


    “The hell were you doing there?” Gabby snarked.


    “Probably for medical stuff,” Rico supplied, smiling sympathetically at Narcissus, then shaking his head at Gabby. “Seriously, we know he’s basically been in the hospital or whatever for a month.”


    “Yeah, but … Sicily,” Gabby said. “They got good doctors there or something?”


    “The best,” Narcissus muttered, but Sibyl lifted her head and said, “He was there for his fiancé.”


    “Billy!” Narcissus snapped.


    “Fiancé!” Rico looked flabbergasted.


    “You never said anything about a fiancé,” Gabby grumbled, leaning her arms on the table and glaring at Narcissus. “You keeping secrets from us again?”


    Narcissus felt suddenly guilty. He was keeping secrets—some of them unintentionally, some of them less so.


    He didn’t know how Gabby and Rico would react if he told them Sibyl was a fairy and he’d been in the underworld and he was now engaged to the fairy lord of the underworld, who was his soulmate.


    It sounded insane. They’d try to check him into the nearest mental ward.


    “This isn’t like the last time you got engaged, is it?” Now even Rico sounded angry. He folded his arms and sat back in his chair, glaring daggers at Narcissus.


    Narcissus flushed. “No,” he agreed. Last time, he’d been at a rave. Turned out the guy was a psycho, but then, who wasn’t a psycho these days?


    Gabby shook her head, her twists flying. “So, lemme get this straight: you got shot, nearly died, got whisked off to Sicily for some doctor or something, spent a month there, and now you’re engaged.”


    They stared at each other. Gabby squinted at him. “Did you fall in love with, like, your surgeon or something?”


    “Are they rich?” Rico asked, and Gabby shot him a filthy look.


    Sibyl laughed. “He’s not a surgeon,” she said. “Lord Dis is … well, he’s Lord Dis.” She smiled at Narcissus.


    “Lord Dis,” Gabby said. Her eyebrows rose even higher. Oh, she did not like this one bit, and she was liking it less with every syllable out of Sibyl’s mouth.


    “Mm!” Sibyl nodded. “Or, well, you call him Ant.”


    “Ant!” Gabby cried, her entire body shaking with the force of the word. “You mean that guy, the one with the hair?!”


    “The one with the hair?” Rico asked, looking between the two of them in confusion.


    Narcissus had totally forgotten Gabby knew Ant. Gabby had grown up with Narcissus; they’d gone to the same daycare, the same private school, the same dance classes. Gabby had come to quite a few of his birthday parties.


    Of course she’d met Ant.


    He felt his cheeks flushing. “Uh,” he said, “yeah. The one with the hair.”


    “Oh my god,” Gabby spat. “You hooked up with him?”


    “Um.”


    Sibyl glanced between them, apparently lost. Gabby shook her head. “No,” she said firmly, “no, you cannot be dating that guy.”


    “I’m not dating him—”


    “How old is he! I mean, he had to be, like, forty when we were kids.”


    Rico made a face. “You knew him when you were a kid?”


    Narcissus grimaced.


    “Yeah, we did,” Gabby said tartly. “He was your dad’s buddy, wasn’t he?”


    “He—”


    “So he’s gotta be, like, ancient,” Gabby said, spreading her hands wide. Narcissus’s stomach twisted unpleasantly.


    “That’s, like, grooming or some shit,” Rico murmured, glancing at Gabby for confirmation. “Isn’t it?”


    “It’s not grooming,” Narcissus countered. It wasn’t. Couldn’t be. Ant …


    Had basically confessed he’d had feelings for Narcissus forever. Even when Narcissus wasn’t even in his teens yet.


    The thought made his breath stick in his throat.


    “I mean,” Gabby was saying, “even if it’s not grooming, it’s still kinda weird.”


    “Really weird,” Rico agreed.


    “But the guy’s a creep,” Gabby said with a firm nod.


    “A creep?” Sibyl asked, tilting her head and looking at Narcissus.


    “A weirdo,” Gabby huffed. “You know him?”


    “Oh, yes,” the redhead agreed, nodding. “Very well. I’ve known Lord Dis all my life.”


    “Uh-huh,” Gabby said, her eyebrow arching, and Narcissus could have smacked himself. Sibyl was a fairy; she might have been hundreds or thousands of years old, but she looked like she was maybe twenty-five, so Gabby probably thought Ant was playing the same game with her as he was with Narcissus. “And you don’t think it’s weird for some old guy to be dating a twenty-one-year-old?”


    “He could be your dad,” Rico said to Narcissus, disgust souring his features. Narcissus mimicked the look.


    Sibyl shook her head. “I don’t see what that has to do with anything,” she said. “Lord Dis has simply waited a very long time for his soulmate.”


    “Soulmate,” Gabby almost sneered. “Girl, you hear yourself?”


    Sibyl frowned. “What?”


    “That kinda shit only happens in romance novels,” Gabby declared. “In real life? Creepy as shit.”


    “Don’t you need to get back to work?” Narcissus sniped, suddenly tired of her. So what if Ant was older than him? A lot older than him? What the hell did she know about magic or fate or any of the suffering Narcissus had been through in the last ten years, all because of some stupid magic bond? She’d seen what he was doing, she’d been right there alongside him as he destroyed himself, pulling himself apart for anyone who’d give him a second look, trying to put himself back together when it inevitably didn’t work, desperately seeking something to take away the inconsolable ache in the pit where his heart had been.


    Of course, she’d told him to get the fuck over it, but that was just it. How the hell was he supposed to get over fate?


    So he couldn’t care if Ant was twenty years older than him or a hundred or a thousand, because it hurt less to be with him than to be without him, no matter how creepy or weird it was.


    Tears clouded his eyes suddenly. Coming back had been a huge mistake, hadn’t it?


    “Shit,” Gabby spat as she looked down at her phone. She dropped it back in her purse and pointed at him. “Don’t think you’re getting out of this, Narco. You and I are gonna have a real long talk about why you can’t date this creep.”


    “They’re not dating,” Sibyl said. “They’re getting married.”


    “Not if I have anything to do with it,” Gabby huffed, then charged off, leaving Narcissus with the bill.
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arcissus shimmied into the tightest, shortest shorts he could stand, tugging them on over fishnets. Then he donned a mesh shirt, hoping it disguised how puffy he looked. He twisted and turned in the mirror, frowning at his reflection.


    Tomorrow, he promised himself, tomorrow he’d have nothing but water. Crash diet. Maybe a juice cleanse. Something to get him looking … well, more like himself. He had a meeting with Andrea tomorrow afternoon, and he already knew what she was going to say: lose the tummy.


    But tonight was for getting shitfaced with his friends. For enjoying New York and convincing himself he hadn’t made the biggest fucking mistake of his entire life. If he and Ant really were fated, then why did they need to spend every waking minute together? Being away from Ant wasn’t a bad thing. Ant was just being controlling, and Narcissus hated controlling jerkwads. He figured a millennia-old fairy lord should have been more confident than some insecure twenty-year-old dickhead human.


    Rico had heard about a party some guy they knew was throwing, so they were going there instead of a club. Narcissus was fine with that; he didn’t want to play see-and-be-seen tonight. Not with the way he looked. Normally, he’d be all over the club scene—especially with Pride going on—but he was not feeling that right now. Even the house party seemed like a little much, although he could probably dodge any photographers there.


    He tried tugging the shorts up a little higher, hoping they’d disguise how convex his abdomen was, but that just made him feel worse.


    Logically, he knew he was far from fat, but when he looked in the mirror, that was what he saw. And he was disappointed with himself, ashamed, and then mad at Ant and Sibyl, like it was all their fault.


    He ran his hands down his front. It wasn’t acceptable, he told himself. He curled his lip at his reflection. Even his face seemed rounder, his cheeks puffier.


    “Ready?” he asked Sibyl when he stepped into the living room.


    “Oh wow,” she said, perking up. “Is that what humans wear on nights out?” She herself was wearing a black cotton day dress—short, showing off her long legs, but otherwise more cute than sexy.


    “Sometimes, yeah,” he agreed.


    She glanced down at her own attire. “You’re fine,” he told her quickly, because he didn’t want to hang around his mother’s apartment any longer than he had to. Not that he’d heard from her.


    They met Rico and Gabby in Williamsburg. Rico mentioned maybe getting something to eat, but they walked right on by the restaurants. Gabby was apparently intent on getting to their destination, and Narcissus didn’t mind. The sooner they got there, the sooner he could get high.


    The party was one of those dingy apartment parties that slapped harder than they had any right to. There wasn’t a paid DJ, just some guy scratching vinyl because he dreamed of making it big. The lights were strings of cheap LEDs, and the booze was even cheaper—and free flowing. People crowded into the apartment; Narcissus imagined there was no way for the shitty air conditioner to keep up with both the city’s summer time humidity and the crush of a hundred bodies in five hundred square feet, if that.


    It didn’t matter. Everyone was sweaty and drunk, except them, and Narcissus accepted a cooler from someone with a smile the second he walked in the door.


    “What’s that?” Sibyl asked, leaning over his shoulder as he cracked the cap. He stared at her for a second, wondering if they didn’t have premixed drinks in Sicily or something. Or maybe they didn’t have them in the underworld; they definitely didn’t have advertising or TV or whatever, which was weird, because Narcissus had always been pretty sure that was where advertisers went. Hell. TV in hell would be nothing but snow and commercials, he was positive.


    “Booze,” he said, offering it to her. “Try it.”


    Her expression was almost mortified, but she snatched it from him and downed it before he could protest.


    “What the hell!” he shouted over the music.


    She held up a hand, but he turned and marched himself over to one of the ice buckets.


    No way was he doing a party stone-cold sober. He didn’t care that he hadn’t had a drop of alcohol in weeks.


    He was tired of being sober. He wanted to be drunk so he didn’t have to think anymore. He wanted to forget about everything that had happened since his birthday.


    He grabbed another cooler and cracked it open.


    Sibyl’s slender fingers plucked it right out of his hand. When he whirled to glare at her, she simply shook her head. “Not good for you,” she called over the music.


    He watched as she shotgunned it. “Fuck you,” he said, then grabbed a third one, because if she could drink, then so could he.


    She made a grab for that one too. “Your Grace—”


    He wrested it back from her. “Don’t call me that,” he hissed, leaning forward.


    She frowned, then ripped it out of his hands. “You shouldn’t,” she repeated.


    He shook his head. “Whatever,” he growled, then glanced across the room. Andi was waving to him, and his stomach twisted.


    Andi was bad for him. They were broken up for a reason. He had Ant. He wanted Ant. But Andi looked good in her black button-down and her tight jeans, and he was drawn to her, like a moth to flame.


    “Where you been?” she asked as he approached.


    He waved a hand, as though that kind of small talk wasn’t important. Maybe it wasn’t.


    She glanced him up and down, and for a split second, he was worried she was going to comment on his figure. Instead, she said, “You don’t have a drink.”


    “Yeah,” he agreed. He met her brown gaze. “You got stuff?”


    She grinned. “’Course, babe. Gonna cost you though.”


    “Yeah?” He needed a hit, bad. He hadn’t felt the need for a couple weeks—at least, the bite wasn’t as sharp as it had been. But now that he was here, he wanted it. He needed a high crawling through his veins. He leaned in toward her, smiling. “How much?”


    “Gimme a kiss,” she whispered, “and I’ll think about it.”


    Their lips met before he could think better of it; he licked along the seam of hers, then slid his tongue between them when she opened her mouth just that little bit. Her hands tangled in his hair; they almost went down in a heap. Andi sat down on the arm of a chair instead and pulled him into her lap, a hand curled possessively over his hip.


    “Wanna let me tap that sweet ass of yours?” Andi smiled up at him.


    He locked his arms around her neck. “Dunno,” he said. “Depends on what you got.”


    “Molly, coke, you name it,” she said.


    “Gimme the e,” he murmured, mouthing the shell of her ear, “and I’ll think about letting you tap it.”


    Andi chuckled. “Nah, you don’t get to disappear for weeks on end and think about it, babe.”


    “Fine,” he snapped. “Gimme the hit and we’ll find a room.”


    She grabbed his wrist, frowning. “What’s that about? You make it seem like you’re not happy to get laid.”


    He yanked his hand away from her, like the touched burned. “I’m just—I’m dry, I’ve been dry for weeks. Gimme something. I’ll come around.”


    She glanced over her shoulder, then shimmied around enough to get her hand into her pocket. She pulled out a little baggie. “Here.”


    “The molly?” he asked, and she nodded, stroking his side absently.


    “Pop those, babe, you’ll feel better.”


    He’d just put the first tab on his tongue when Sibyl walked up, drink in hand, smile on her face. “Hi!” she said to Andi, and Narcissus was surprised by the malice in the redhead’s tone. “Are you a friend of His Grace?”


    Andi gave her a funny look, quirking an eyebrow, but before anyone could say anything else, Gabby strolled up. She looked a lot more relaxed than she had at lunch, now in a ruched tube top and flared jeans. She gave Narcissus and Andi a long look, then took a sip of her own drink. “What’s shakin’?” she asked, almost glaring at Andi.


    Andi huffed. “Nothing yet.”


    “Mmhmm,” Gabby said, then smacked her lips. She looked at Sibyl. “How about you, Billy?”


    “Billy,” Andi echoed, and Narcissus giggled at the thought he collected women with masculine names. Billy. Andi. Even Gabby.


    “I’m all right,” Sibyl said. “I was just wondering about His Grace’s friend.”


    “His … Grace?” Gabby pulled a face.


    Sibyl nodded, then looked expectantly at Andi. “So. Are you friends?”


    “Something like that,” Andi murmured, sliding a hand down Narcissus’s hip and squeezing, almost possessively. Narcissus almost yelped.


    The molly wasn’t hitting like it normally did. He felt a flash of revulsion, leaving him seasick in its wake. He wanted to puke. He didn’t want to be anywhere near Andi.


    He wanted to go home to Ant.


    Maybe he needed another hit. He popped the other tab, then caught Sibyl staring at him. “What’s that?” she asked finally.


    “Molly,” Andi said. “You want some?”


    Sibyl glanced at her, then at Gabby. “No,” she said. She grabbed Narcissus by the wrist, tugging him off Andi. “We need to talk.”


    “Hey!” Andi cried, but Narcissus couldn’t resist Sibyl’s hold on him. He winced as Andi dug her hands into him, but he was dragged across the floor anyway, out of her reach.


    “Hey,” he protested as Sibyl pulled him away from the crowd, away from the party, into a hushed corner of the room. She whirled around.


    “What are you doing?” she hissed, leaning in close. He pulled back, surprised by the anger in her eyes.


    He shook her off. “Let go. I’m having fun, what do you think?”


    She shook her head. “Your Grace—”


    “No—fuck off, I’ve had nothing since you pricks kidnapped me, I’m allowed to get a little high, have some fun—”


    She braced her hands on his shoulders. “It’s bad for the baby,” she whispered, and he stared at her.


    Finally, he shook his head. “What baby?”


    She nodded at him. “The one you and Lord Dis made.”


    He stared at her some more. He was tripping, right? Had to be. This whole conversation—he was hallucinating it. The molly must have been kicking in.


    He snorted, then laughed at her. He waved a hand. “Right, whatever—”


    She grabbed his wrist when he tried to pull away. “I’m serious,” she whispered.


    He laughed again. “Good joke. You got me.” He tried to pull away, but she held him fast. “Seriously, you can stop now. It was a good joke, you really got me.”


    She didn’t budge. His heart tripped faster. He couldn’t tell if that was anxiety or the drug hitting. Was this going to be a bad trip? He’d rarely taken bad trips on e—that was usually acid or even weed—but the way she was looking at him was freaking him out.


    “Everything okay?” Rico glanced between the two of them. He frowned at Narcissus. “You want me to get Gabby and go?”


    “That would be good,” Sibyl said.


    “I don’t—I don’t want to go,” Narcissus protested, but Rico was already walking away, yelling for Gabby. “I don’t want to go, Sibyl.”


    She shook her head. “You can’t be here, not if you’re gonna do drugs.” She looked nervous. “Lord Dis is gonna be mad enough.”


    “Mad about what?” Gabby huffed as she rolled up. “Narco’s allowed to party. Is this fiancé of yours so much of a square he won’t let you do a little molly?”


    Sibyl started, “He’s—” but Narcissus shook his head furiously.


    “Rehab,” he blurted, unsure of why he wanted to cover for Sibyl. Why he didn’t just let her blurt out her crazy story and let everyone agree with him that she was bonkers. Then he could laugh or maybe stop hallucinating.


    Instead, he kept going: “I’m in rehab, I’m not supposed to have anything, it’s a relapse, I’ll have to go back—”


    Rico grabbed his hand and patted it. “You could have just told us you went to rehab,” he said. “Not invented some story about Sicily.”


    “It’s not a story,” Sibyl said.


    “Whatever,” Gabby said, flipping her twists over her shoulder. “Let’s get out of here. Narco could use some water, I bet.”


    The night was still hot and sticky, even after being in the humid apartment. Narcissus was too warm; Gabby probably wasn’t wrong that he needed some water.


    They trekked back to the subway, then rode back to the penthouse. Narcissus wished he’d scored more tablets off Andi, because he needed another fucking hit. He felt like he was melting down.


    He just wanted to feel good.


    What the fuck had been in those tablets? Maybe not molly. Maybe something else.


    “You really don’t look so good,” Rico told him while they were walking from the station to the building. Narcissus just rolled his eyes in his direction, unable to say anything. He didn’t feel like he could move his mouth.


    Fuck. Maybe it had been molly.


    Gabby buzzed them in, scowl on her face. She punched the buttons for the elevator, and he finally felt his jaw loosen. He giggled and slumped against the mirrored wall of the elevator, nearly rolling his eyes as they rode higher and higher. He lifted up on his toes, like he could stretch even further.


    He smashed into a couple of walls, loose-limbed and uncoordinated. Sibyl looked at the other two, worry and confusion clear in her eyes, but he just laughed.


    Gabby had to unlock the penthouse door; he couldn’t do it himself, which he thought was hilarious. Gabby was such a good friend. Best friend he had.


    “Is he okay?” Sibyl asked Rico as they stumbled into the penthouse. Narcissus slithered over the back of the sofa. He rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling, giggling when he landed his hands on his stomach.


    A baby, Sibyl had said. That was ridiculous. Insane.


    Gabby tugged on his foot. “C’mon,” she said, “don’t go starting trouble. You know what Selene’ll say about you being on the furniture with your shoes on.”


    “Who cares?” he complained but let her tug his Vans off anyway. Rico brought him a glass of water.


    “How much did you take?” he asked, and Narcissus shook his head, giggled into the glass, felt bubbles pop against his nose, which tickled and he laughed more. He had to set the water aside.


    “Two,” he said finally.


    Rico frowned. “Must’ve been really pure shit,” he murmured.


    “Better than Andi usually scores,” Gabby huffed. She leaned against the fireplace, twirling a couple of her twists. “You sure you took two?”


    He couldn’t really remember now, but he nodded anyway. Sibyl handed him back the water. “You should drink it,” she said. “Get it out of your system faster.”


    “Don’t work like that,” Gabby said.


    Sibyl frowned. “No?”


    Gabby shook her head. “He’ll come down in a bit, but he’ll be fucked for the next few hours.”


    “Oh,” Sibyl said softly, then looked him over. “Maybe I should call Melinoe.”


    “Who?” Gabby asked.


    “The doctor,” Sibyl said. “She’d know what to do.”


    “Eh,” Gabby said as she moved back over the couch. “He’ll be fine. Not like he OD’d or anything.”


    “I’ve seen him worse,” Rico said.


    “Yeah,” Gabby agreed.


    “You don’t understand!” Sibyl cried. “Lord Dis is going to be very displeased he took anything at all!”


    “Relapse happens,” Gabby said tartly. “Lord Dis can sit on a cactus if he don’t like it.”


    “He sounds like a dick,” Rico muttered, then buried his face in his cola.


    “But it’s bad for the baby!” Sibyl cried, and Narcissus could have sworn he heard a record scratch, followed by static.


    “I’m sorry, what?” Gabby said, her tone dead even. She was giving Sibyl the most skeptical look ever.


    Narcissus started to laugh again. He couldn’t help it. It started out soft, bubbling up in his throat, then crescendoing, louder and louder. He covered his eyes. He rolled onto his stomach, laughing so hard he couldn’t get his breath.


    “Whoa,” Rico said, barely stepping out of the way as Narcissus toppled himself off the sofa, sprawling on the floor. “Jesus, calm down.”


    Narcissus wrapped his arms around himself. He still couldn’t stop.


    “Get a grip, Narco.” Gabby’s voice was sharp.


    His laughter pitched higher, until his throat was raw and he was gasping for breath. “I’m pregnant,” he wheezed. “Billy thinks I’m knocked up—that’s not”—he gulped down air—“not possible, not …”


    He broke off giggling madly to himself, like it was the best damn joke he’d ever heard. His face hurt from grinning like a loon. He turned onto his side, laughter finally subsiding. He caught Sibyl’s eye. “I’m …”


    He inhaled deeply. She didn’t look away. He swallowed. “I’m not,” he said. “I can’t be. I’m male.”


    Sibyl just shook her head minutely.


    “I can’t be,” he repeated. “I can’t—I’m not—I—guys don’t get pregnant.”


    “Well,” Rico said, and Gabby gave him a look.


    Narcissus ignored them. Sibyl was still shaking her head. “I can’t,” he insisted. His chest was tight. “I can’t, Billy, that’s impossible for me—”


    “Not for Lord Dis,” she whispered, and terror squeezed him, choking his heart, his lungs, closing his airways.


    Lord Dis. Ant. The lord of death. The grim reaper. He had power over death—no, power over life, power over who kept living and who died.


    Narcissus was a nymph. Reactive magic. Ant touched him and he sizzled with it, made flowers bloom beneath his feet, sprouting up out of marble floors and plaster ceilings.


    Why the hell couldn’t he be pregnant then? Wasn’t like any other normal human being could make a fucking flowerbed spring up out of nowhere.


    “No,” he said, shaking his head furiously. “No. No, Sibyl, that’s not—”


    He didn’t hear what she said next. He sat up, wrapping his arms around himself. “I can’t,” he murmured, “I can’t, I can’t!”


    “Narco,” Gabby murmured in his ear.


    He screwed his eyes shut. This had to be a bad trip. He was hallucinating. Maybe Andi had cut the drugs. Maybe he’d taken too much. He wasn’t supposed to feel like this. He was supposed to feel better.


    “I’m not,” he whimpered, “I’m just not.”


    “Dude,” Rico murmured somewhere above him. “Are we all high? How high are we?”


    “I don’t think we’re high,” Gabby sniped.


    “We gotta be,” Rico muttered. “This is insane. Narco’s a guy—”


    “You said it yourself. Guys can get pregnant,” Gabby huffed, and Narcissus sobbed.


    “But he’s not trans!” Rico sounded so exasperated. “How the fuck is he gonna get knocked up, Gabrielle?”


    “How do you know?” Gabby barked back. “You looked at his junk?”


    “Shut up, shut up both of you!” Narcissus cried.


    “I don’t know why it matters,” Sibyl said over him.


    “Because!” Rico cried. “People like Narco and me, we don’t get knocked up! We don’t have the right parts!”


    “That wouldn’t be a problem for Lord Dis,” Sibyl said, and dread pooled in Narcissus’s stomach, dripped down his throat. He looked at the ceiling.


    “Lord Dis this, Lord Dis that—you gonna suck his dick or something?” Gabby sounded pissed. “He’s just as human as the rest of us—”


    “Oh no,” Sibyl said, her voice light. “Lord Dis isn’t human at all.”


    “The fuck is that supposed to mean?!”


    Narcissus dropped his head against his knees, grinding his teeth. He didn’t want to be here anymore. He wanted to go …


    Somewhere else. He didn’t know where. Not here. Not with his friends yelling at Sibyl, not back to Ant, not to Titania or Oberon because they’d abandoned him to Ant, Ant who was lord of the dead who wanted to marry him and had knocked him up—


    He sucked in a sharp breath. Then another. Then another, and he still didn’t feel like he was getting enough air, so he started breathing faster and faster—


    “Hey, Narco! Whoa, calm down—”


    Somebody slapped a hand on his shoulders, and he turned to look at them, but he saw Lila, her eyes dead and blood dripping from the hole in her head where the bullet had exited.


    He screamed and clawed at her, desperate to get away. He shoved himself across the room, but it was falling away around him. He tried to get to his feet and run, but she was everywhere now, and he fell back down, stared at what seemed like an endless pit beneath him—not the floor. Not solid. Not real.


    None of this was real. None of it. He tried to stop crying.


    He was falling, even though he knew he couldn’t be. The darkness seemed to shatter like glass beneath him, then disappear into the void.


    The color ran out of the walls, draining into the floor, and he watched it go, swayed with it, like he might get washed away, down a drain too.


    He heard people yelling. Then there were flashing lights. The cops? No—a rave, and there were people with him, but they were all demons, horns sticking out of their ugly faces, fangs crisscrossing each other.


    Then they were Ant in his deer form, skeletal and horrifying, antlers knocking together as they swayed to the music, a heavy bass line that seemed to shudder right through Narcissus’s soul—if he even had one, if souls even existed—and then he came up gasping, blinking away flashing lights from the bright drop-ceiling of what seemed like a well-worn hospital room.


    Slowly, he shifted his gaze. The room was painted dull gray; there was no window. He was on a mattress on the floor.


    His mother was standing across the room, and for a second, he thought he must still be hallucinating. She had her back to him as she glanced through—papers? Books, maybe? Something on a little shelf, the only other furniture in the room at the moment.


    Her posture was stiff; she looked pristine as ever in a fitted navy power suit, white heels adorning her feet.


    “Mom?” he asked timidly, afraid she was going to turn around and be a demon or that she might melt into thin air or something.


    She pitched the papers down. “Nice of you to join the land of the living again,” she said, her tone clipped. She turned to face him, her silver locks shimmering as she did so. Her gaze was piercing.


    He glanced at the ceiling rather than maintaining eye contact. She was probably the last person he wanted to see when he was coming down from being high as balls.


    “Where … am I?”


    Her heels clacked on the floor. “Where do you think?” she asked tartly. She stopped at the end of the mattress, peering down at him, her arms crossed. “Gabrielle and Ricardo said you flipped out, so they called 9-1-1.”


    He grimaced. His mother’s expression didn’t change. “They decided to assess you while you were still high, I guess, so you’re in here, because you’re a danger to yourself. Maybe to other people.”


    “Oh,” he said softly.


    “Mmhmm,” she said.


    “How long was I out?” He sat up.


    “Well,” she mused. “It’s hard to say—doctor decided you needed a couple of shots to keep you sedated. Not sure how long it took you to come down from the molly, but you’ve been fucked up on a couple of other things for two or three days now.”


    He closed his eyes. “Yeah,” she said, and he could practically hear her grin. “But I called in some scary lawyers and a couple of doctor friends, and you’ll be going right home to rest up.”


    She inhaled. “Good thing we can blame the drugs,” she muttered. “The shit you were babbling about …”


    He felt his cheeks heat, and he lowered his head. She sighed. “Anybody would think you’re nuts.”


    He wondered if maybe he was. Then he felt a note of hope invade his thoughts, the sting of it in his chest. If his mother was saying anyone would think he was out of his mind …


    He looked up at her, seeking her gaze. She was always so cold, so serious. His breath caught in his throat. “Am I?” he asked.


    He was scared, he realized. Scared to hear the truth. Either he was insane and he’d dreamed all of this up during some kind of psychotic break, or …


    He was sane and all of it was true. The fairies, being the soulmate of the lord of the underworld, being …


    Selene laughed. It was sharp and short, and Narcissus didn’t know what to think of it. His stomach twisted unpleasantly; fear clawed its way up his throat.


    “Doctor sure thinks you are,” she said with a smile, her red-painted lips parting over perfect white teeth. “But no, sweetheart, you’re not.”


    He forced himself to breathe. It had never been so difficult in his life; it felt like he’d forgotten how. “Then …”


    She rummaged in her purse. “It’s true,” she said. She glanced up, meeting his gaze. “All of it.”


    “All,” he choked out and rested his hand on his abdomen.


    That gave her pause. She swore, then turned away. When she looked back, her face was like a storm cloud. “Titania said he was going to wait,” she snapped.


    Narcissus took another shaking breath. He felt like he was reeling back into the void he’d hallucinated.


    It couldn’t be true. Absolutely couldn’t be true. His mother was telling him he was sane though, and she’d simply accepted the idea like it was nothing, like …


    He cringed as she rested a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t do this,” she hissed in his ear. “You know how much work it took to get them to release you? Doctor’s convinced you’re completely insane. You do this now, I don’t know how long I’m gonna have to leave you here.”


    He took a raw, shuddering breath that burned down his throat and nodded. She patted his shoulder. “Good boy.”


    The word boy rattled around in his head, made his breathing even more ragged. Was he? He’d always thought …


    But maybe that was wrong.


    “I brought you some clothes,” Selene said, and he inched off the mattress. The linoleum was cold against his feet. He swayed as he stood, off-balance, out of sorts. Selene gave him a harsh look, and he tried to straighten up.


    Couldn’t seem like he might be off-kilter, out of whack. They’d keep him here for sure.


    Thing was, he wasn’t sure if maybe he didn’t need to stay here. Maybe he was insane, even though his mother was telling him he wasn’t. He sure felt like he was cracking up.


    She turned her back to him while he got dressed. She’d brought him sweats and a tee, which he was grateful for as he tugged them on and realized he felt even puffier than he had a couple of days before.


    Selene finally turned around, her ponytail swinging. She glanced him up and down, then sighed. “Well,” she said, “let’s get you out of here.”
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hey didn’t go home. Instead, they got in a black sedan and drove out of the city. It took hours, and Narcissus hated every second of it. He alternated between glaring at the side of his mother’s head and staring out the window as the city slowly dropped away, dwindling first to strip malls and parking lots, then finally becoming back-country roads.


    She wouldn’t even look at him, and he wanted to scream at her, but he knew better. Despite her serene appearance, Selene had a temper.


    “Where are we going?” he asked, unable to stand the silence.


    She gave him a look, then turned away again. She crossed her legs, sighing a little as she hooked her hand around her knee.


    “Mom,” he complained.


    She gave him another half glance. “To Ant’s place.”


    His heart dropped. The last person he wanted to see right now was Ant. “You’re not sending me back to Sicily.”


    She startled. “No,” she agreed. “Ant has a place near Saratoga Springs.”


    Narcissus frowned. Why the hell hadn’t Ant just taken him there?


    Had he ever really been in Sicily? He had no reason to doubt Ant—his mother seemed to think everything Narcissus had been told was true, about fairies and …


    But it seemed insane that Ant would fly him halfway around the world when he was dying if Ant had a place just a couple of hours north.


    Selene gave him a dry look. “The magic is stronger near Enna,” she said.


    She looked away, her lips pursed. “You were in bad shape,” she offered at length. Her voice seemed to tremble.


    Selene was not the most affectionate person he’d ever known. She was mostly wrapped up in herself, her job. He knew she worked long shifts and weird hours. After his father had died, he’d been left on his own a lot. Latchkey kid. He thought it was fun—or maybe funny—at the time. Staying home at night with no parental supervision was fun for a twelve-year-old, not lonely or sad. Definitely not neglectful.


    Narcissus had gotten into probably ninety percent of the shit he had because there was no one hovering over him. Drugs, parties, sex—it had all be so easy.


    Selene took a deep breath, lifting her brows. “I’m still not over your father,” she admitted, then reached over and cupped his cheek. “I wasn’t sure what I’d do without you too.”


    He was not expecting that kind of emotional confession from his mother. She’d always been cold. His father had been the affectionate parent. And, after Dad had died, she’d been too bound up in her own loss to bother with him.


    Narcissus could have easily been convinced she didn’t care at all. Actually, he was pretty sure of that still; the only reason she’d miss him was because he was all she had left of Dad. He was her anchor to Endymion.


    She patted his cheek a couple of times, then drew her hand away, an uneasy smile upon her lips. “You were in very bad shape. If Ant’s people hadn’t already been there, then I don’t know …”


    “What were they doing there anyway?” Maybe his mother would give him some answers at last.


    She studied him for a moment. Then she looked down at her lap. “What did Melanthios tell you?”


    Narcissus scowled. “That he’s a fairy. That Titania and Oberon are fairies too. And Ant and I are … soulmates or something?”


    Selene chuckled darkly. “Soulmates,” she murmured. “Well, that would mean Ant has to have a soul, and he doesn’t. He’s an immortal fairy; he will never die.”


    Narcissus waited for her to continue. “Somewhat like me,” she muttered, and she sounded pissed about it. “Your father, on the other hand—he was mortal.”


    “Ant said he was … raised by fairies?”


    Selene rolled her eyes. “Your godmother was never exactly straight with me about it. But yes, your father had been blessed by the fair folk.”


    “And you’re some kind of … goddess,” Narcissus blurted, then clapped his mouth shut when she glowered at him.


    “Deity,” she said. “We don’t use gendered terms.”


    “But Ant said you’re human—”


    She snorted. “More like human-plus.” She sat back against the leather seat. “Deities have human DNA. On the surface, you can’t tell me apart from a regular human. I can go to hospitals, have medical tests, and so on. Nobody would be able to tell I’m anything but human.”


    He waited. She lifted a brow. “But I have magic. Great magic. Stuff science can’t explain. It can’t yet explain how I’m immortal, how I don’t age. It can’t explain how I move the tides or why the moon rises and sets with my call.”


    “Oh,” Narcissus said, and she smiled, almost impishly.


    “There are others,” she said slowly, “with different powers.”


    Narcissus nodded, like he understood even a little bit. Then he frowned. “What about Ant? He’s lord of the underworld. Doesn’t that make him like … the deity of death or something?”


    Selene’s face twisted. “It’s hard to explain, because nobody really knows how it all happened. We know there are deities. And then there are fairies like Ant and Sibyl—who says hi, by the way. She still seems to like you, even though you clawed her up while they were trying to get you in the ambulance.”


    Narcissus flushed brightly and cowered in his seat. “Sorry,” he murmured.


    Selene waved a hand. “Apologize to her yourself when you get there. But fairies—fairies are different. They’re not human. We’re not sure what they are, really. They have older magic, deeper magic. So you’d think Ant is deity of death or something, but he’s not. He’s not a deity; he’s a fairy lord.”


    Narcissus opened his mouth to protest.


    “I know that doesn’t make much sense,” Selene said, cutting him off, “but it’s the best we’ve got. There are deities, who have human DNA, and there are fairies, which are something else entirely. The only thing that binds us together is magic.”


    “Magic,” Narcissus murmured. “And what is that anyway?”


    She shrugged. “Another thing we can’t explain. It happens. I don’t know how the moon responds to me, but it does. The fairies call it magic, and that’s that. It’s a fact of life, kind of like how the sky is blue.”


    Narcissus scowled at her. “Okay, but there’s a reason the sky is blue, isn’t there?” He was pretty sure he’d learned about it in science class once. Not that he remembered it now.


    She gave him a tight smile. “Yeah. But nobody knew it for hundreds of thousands of years, sweetie. So, you know, in Ancient Greece and Rome and in the Middle Ages, everyone just knew the sky was blue, although they didn’t know why. Same thing with magic—we know it exists, but we can’t really explain why or how.”


    Narcissus didn’t like that explanation at all. “So Dad was human and you’re a goddess.”


    “Deity,” she corrected again, annoyance flashing across her face. “Yes. And that makes you—well, fully human, because deities have human DNA and so did your father. So any medical tests or anything like that, you’ll just show up as human.”


    “Doesn’t that make me like … a demigod? Ant called me a nymph.”


    Selene rolled her eyes. “Again, we don’t use gendered terms, especially not in your case. So nymph is better. Because one of your parents is a deity, you have the capacity for magic. But you don’t have any magic of your own.”


    Narcissus glared at her. She sighed heavily, like it was burdensome to explain to him. “I have my own magic. It’s always with me, tingling in my fingertips.”


    “That buzzy feeling,” Narcissus blurted, remembering how he felt when Ant was …


    He flushed bright red. Selene lifted her eyebrows. “Yeah,” she said, “that. I have it all the time, and I don’t need anyone to give it to me.”


    Narcissus blushed harder, but he managed to nod.


    “So,” she said, “you can receive magic. You’re a vessel. All nymphs are.”


    “I thought nymphs were like … half-naked women living in the trees or something.”


    “One, you’re thinking of dryads. Which are a kind of nymph, yes, but not all nymphs hang out in the woods. Two, we don’t use gendered terms, especially when it comes to nymphs.”


    “Why?”


    He felt incredibly stupid when she pointed at his abdomen and said, “Why do you think?”


    He was pretty sure he was going to pop a blood vessel, he was blushing so much. Selene shook her head, her silvery ponytail swaying side to side. “Human DNA tends to lock in reproductive function. You nymphs override it with magic. So most nymphs are depicted as what you’d call women, but not all of them think of themselves like that.”


    “Oh.” Narcissus wasn’t sure if that made him feel better or worse about the whole thing. “So, like, there are other boy nymphs?”


    Selene waved a hand. “There are other nymphs who think of themselves as boys—or men—yes. They’re sort of … both and neither at the same time.”


    He swallowed tightly. “So all nymphs can get pregnant? Even the boys?”


    She gave him a harsh look. He had no idea what she saw on his face, but her expression softened. “Yes, sweetie,” she said, and he hated her cajoling tone. “This is weird for humans, but nothing out of the ordinary for nymphs.”


    He nodded a bit. She considered him for a long moment, then said, “What do you know about plants?”


    He lifted a brow. What kind of question was that?


    “A lot of nymphs are associated with flora—you weren’t wrong to think of the dryads in particular.” She looked him up and down again. “You know that a lot of plants are bisexual, right?”


    He stared at her. “How can plants be bi?” Seriously. They didn’t move. Were there … boy plants and girl plants? Fuck, he’d never thought about how plants did it, and he didn’t want to either.


    She waved a hand. “They produce both pollen and seeds. A flower usually does both. Some plants have male and female flowers, but the same plant will have both ovule-producing flowers and pollen-producing ones.”


    “Right …”


    “Nymphs are like flowers, provided you give them enough magic.”


    Narcissus flushed. Ant had been giving him more than magic, he was pretty sure.


    But he was still confused. “So,” he started, “I can do both?”


    Selene nodded. “If you only ever slept with humans, you’d function just like a male human.”


    Narcissus knew his face was on fire. The last thing he wanted to talk about was his sex life.


    Selene frowned at him. “If that wasn’t true, don’t you think you would have got knocked up before now?”


    “I don’t know,” he spat. He dragged a hand down his face, embarrassed. How did his mother know that he was a slut, that he’d never exactly been one for safe sex?


    “You’re a nymph,” Selene practically hissed, leaning in close. “Titania warned me.”


    He stared at her, both deeply offended and mortifyingly embarrassed. Selene shook her head. “What was I gonna do? Try to keep you locked in the penthouse? Sweetie, you’re a primordial nature deity. How do you stop nature?”


    He stared at her, at a total loss for words. He was so embarrassed, but he had no answer for her. He’d always just felt like he was maybe out of control, like he was spinning and someone could stop him. Like the right person would come along and he’d stop being such a needy slut. And now she was telling him that was just his nature and there was nothing he could do about it.


    Selene lifted a brow. He shifted a little. She turned away, pressing her lips into a line, signaling the conversation was over.


    He didn’t know what to think now. His mother was a lunar deity; his father, a plain old human who had been charmed by fairies. As a result, he was a nymph, human but with capacity for magic, which somehow connected him to nature and made him … not male or female, but both or … something.


    His head hurt. A lot. He put a hand over his eyes and slithered down in his seat. “How much longer?”


    “Not long now,” she murmured, her voice softer.


    He felt bile creeping up his throat. His head started to pound. “I’m gonna throw up,” he told her, then immediately regretted it. Selene had never been particularly sympathetic, not even when he was a child.


    She simply reached over and patted his hand. “There’s a bag in the side pocket if you feel like you have to.”


    He gulped in a breath, then groaned miserably. Was this motion sickness? Or maybe it was withdrawal, from the drugs. What had they given him in the hospital? He knew he’d had those two tablets of molly—if it had even been e. The way he’d tripped out, he suspected it hadn’t been.


    Or maybe he was just hungry. He didn’t know the last time he’d eaten, because he’d been so out of it.


    He tensed, but he couldn’t keep the whine in his throat. “I don’t wanna be pregnant,” he choked out, ignoring his mother’s glare boring into the side of his head. “I don’t wanna have a baby.”


    He didn’t. He was twenty-one. He didn’t want to get married, felt like that was too much commitment, even with Ant telling him that they were fated or soulmates or … whatever the hell they were.


    A baby was an even bigger commitment. He stared down at himself, trying to imagine—but it all seemed terrifying.


    Selene patted his hand again. “You’ll come around,” she told him, and he twisted his head to stare at her, horror stealing words from him.


    What kind of comment was that? The urge to puke got worse, and he knew it wasn’t just because his head hurt.


    Selene wouldn’t look at him. “We’re here,” she said, already moving to unbuckle her seatbelt as the car jerked to a halt.


    He glanced back down at himself as she exited the vehicle, slamming the door behind her and making him wince. The driver came around his side and opened the door. He fussed with the seatbelt, then sidled out of the car, trying to steady his legs. He felt weak; he was shaking. He thought he might topple over as he stepped onto the gravel of the circular drive. There was a magnificent fountain in the middle, bubbling away.


    The house was some kind of gothic mansion, all spires and arches stretching toward the gloomy sky. Narcissus stared at it for a moment, feeling once more like he was stuck in a hallucination, some kind of … almost nightmare. Like he’d lost all his marbles, and everyone around him was acting like it was perfectly normal.


    Was that possible? To be aware that you were insane? To be afraid that you were and everyone else was just coddling you? He thought Gabby had told him that people who had lost it didn’t know they’d lost it, but he wasn’t so sure.


    The front door of the mansion creaked open, and Ant stepped out, hair and jacket whipped around by the brisk breeze. Sibyl was right behind him, her hands folded in front of her, worry etched on her face.


    Narcissus took a deep breath, hating how all his fear seemed to evaporate from his veins, whisked away on the wind when his gaze met Ant’s.


    Ant sighed; something like relief crossed his face. Narcissus swallowed and looked away. Did it really hurt Ant to be away from him as much as it hurt Narcissus to stay away from Ant?


    He hoped so. He wanted Ant to be miserable, to suffer like he had. He was petty like that.


    “I see the recommendation I wrote worked,” Ant said, stealing silently down the stairs. Narcissus didn’t know how; the rickety old thing looked like it should complain about every step.


    “Yeah,” Selene said. “Doctor was still reluctant—your name isn’t as well regarded as it was fifty years ago, you know.”


    Ant hummed a little. “Maybe I need to stay on the mortal plane and go back to work for a bit then.”


    “New name,” Selene advised. “People will wonder how Doctor Anthisousian is still alive, let alone still practicing.”


    Ant smiled at her. “I suppose you know that all too well.”


    She folded her arms. “Yeah. It was easy when humans knew about deities, when they believed in us. Worshipped us. But science and all. It’s made it a lot harder.”


    “I know,” Ant agreed, letting his gaze fall to Narcissus. “That is precisely why this is so important.”


    “Why what’s important?” Narcissus had to struggle to put any acid into his tone. He wanted to melt like butter, fall into Ant’s arms, let the fairy tell him everything would be all right.


    It was hard to remember he was mad at Ant. It should have been easy—Ant had gotten him pregnant, hadn’t even told him that was possible. He had every right to be mad. He had no reason to forgive Ant, yet he wanted to.


    Ant’s dark gaze drifted to him. “Why,” he said, like he was surprised, “this. Us.”


    Narcissus scowled, but Ant continued in a low tone. “The humans have forgotten their pact with the supernatural. They ignore and abuse nature, destroy it. I can hardly keep up with the pace of death any longer.”


    Narcissus faltered. “Huh?”


    Ant waved a hand in a grand gesture. “Humans used to worship nature. But they forgot their promises, let magic and fairies and deities fade into myth. Got greedy, inflated their own sense of ego.”


    His eyes flashed red. “The underworld teems as humans gleefully destroy the very planet that sustains them. I’m overwhelmed.”


    Narcissus stared at him. “So?” He didn’t understand what that had to do with him.


    Ant laughed, and Sibyl tilted her head, an apologetic smile on her face. Selene huffed another breath, then muttered, “Ant controls not just death but the whole cycle—life and death.”


    Ant gave him an apologetic smile. “I’m just very bad at the life part on my own,” he said. “My magic through my own hands turns the living into shades. I cannot reanimate them.”


    Narcissus screwed his eyes shut. He shook his head. “But you reanimated me. You saved my life.”


    Ant laughed again. “That’s you, posy. I can push that magic into you and you react to it. Convert it. Revert it.”


    “It’s polarization,” Selene told him. “You have no magic of your own, but you can take Ant’s magic, turn his ability from one of reaping to one of sowing.”


    “I don’t get it,” he said flatly.


    Selene huffed a breath. “You wouldn’t get a farm analogy, would you.”


    “That’s not my fault!” he snapped. “I live in New York, have you seen a fucking farm around there lately, Mom?!”


    Ant stepped between them. “Let’s not get too excited now. The point is that if I can take life, you can take my magic and make life.”


    “Oh,” Narcissus said, eyes widening. Ant nodded at him, watching intently as he slid a hand over his belly. His vision slid out of focus, until he didn’t know what he was looking at. “Oh.”


    “Yeah, oh,” Selene mocked. “Like I wasn’t trying to explain that to you the whole damn car ride up here.”


    He glared at her. Ant took his hand, distracting him. “Nymphs are very good at that sort of thing,” Ant said softly, and Narcissus felt that strange buzzing in his fingertips, racing up his arm, tingling through his skin. Magic. “I so much as touch you and you start reacting.”


    Sure enough, there were flowers springing up around Narcissus’s feet already. He huffed a breath and looked up at Ant. “I still don’t get why—”


    “Because we have to do something about the idiot humans,” Selene snapped. “They’re going to destroy everything if we don’t.”


    Ant murmured, “Your mother’s right. The Earth will be barren, and the underworld will tear open. There will be nothing but shades up here.”


    Narcissus frowned at him. “And then what?”


    “I don’t know,” Ant said. “And I don’t particularly feel inclined to find out.”


    Selene paced a circle. She shared a glance with Ant, which suggested the two of them had seen glimpses of something—the future, maybe—that neither of them wanted to talk about.


    Narcissus looked between the two of them, calculating. “All right,” he said slowly, “what does that have to do with …”


    He gestured to himself. He couldn’t bring himself to say it.


    Ant blinked. “Oh, posy,” he sighed. “You still don’t understand?”


    Narcissus gave him his most irritated look. At least, he hoped it was irritated.


    Sibyl was beside him suddenly. “You don’t look well,” she said, touching a hand to his shoulders. “Let’s go sit down.”


    He released a shaking breath. “Yeah.”


    “Titania and Oberon should be here soon,” Ant said. “We’ll finish discussing this when they arrive.”


    “What’s to discuss?” Narcissus called back, glancing over his shoulder as Sibyl helped him up the stairs. He felt weak and dizzy.


    “Explaining, then,” Ant said.


    “You should have explained ages ago!” Narcissus cried. “You should have—you should have explained before you stuck your dick in me, before you got me—”


    He still couldn’t say it. He glared instead. Sibyl tugged on his hand. “You need to sit down,” she said. “You should be resting, it’s bad for the ba—”


    “Don’t say it!” he screamed, then yanked his hand out of her grasp so he could cover his face. He sobbed into his hands for a moment, curling away from Sibyl’s touch when she tried to land a hand on his shoulders.


    Finally, he let her guide him inside; he wanted nothing more than to collapse, but sitting down would maybe be more comfortable than just falling onto the painted wood of the porch.


    She led him into a sitting room, decorated with antique furniture, all in pristine condition. She let him sprawl out on a velvet sofa. “Just rest for a few minutes,” she told him. “Your godparents will be here and we’ll have lunch.”


    He shook his head; he didn’t want lunch. He didn’t want to see his godparents. He wanted to crawl into a hole and hide forever.


    Instead, he let Sibyl cover him up with a blanket, closed his eyes, and tried to get his head on straight. He needed to be calm. Reasonable, even in the face of something that seemed so utterly irrational.
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e woke up on the sofa with a crick in his neck, still sick and overwhelmed. He heard voices down the hall, so he tossed off the blanket and wandered toward them.


    Titania and Oberon had arrived while he was napping, and everyone had just sat down to lunch. He scowled at all of them, including a few people he didn’t recognize—a man with long, silvery hair, and a woman with dark hair and dark eyes. She looked like she could be Ant’s twin. Maybe she was.


    She was the first to react when he appeared in the doorway. Conversation ground to a halt, and she dabbed her lips with a napkin, pushing to her feet. “Here’s the little queen,” she said, and he recoiled as she approached him. She took his hand anyway, her cold fingertips pressing into his wrist.


    She put a hand to his forehead, and he glared at her, trying to pull away. “What are you doing?”


    She smiled, her dark-painted lips canting up. “I can’t run every test I want right now, but I thought it might be a good idea to reassure my brother you’re in good health.”


    “Melinoe,” Ant complained.


    “He’s not running a fever,” she said, her tone sticky-sweet. “And his blood pressure is normal. Heart rate is good.” She glanced back at him. “You’re feeling a little sick and a little dizzy, but that’s probably because you need to eat something.”


    He huffed at her; he didn’t like her at all. She smiled. “Why don’t you come sit down?”


    He gripped the doorframe. She dropped his hand and turned back to him. Everyone’s gazes rested on him. “I want to know what’s going on,” he said, trying to make his voice firm.


    Titania and Oberon glanced at each other. Melinoe shrugged. “Easy,” she said. “Ant needs to put the world back in balance so the underworld doesn’t swallow everything up, and lucky you get to help him.”


    Narcissus did not feel lucky. He shrank back. Ant sighed. “Please come join us, posy, and we’ll explain.”


    “I just explained!” Melinoe complained, but she resumed her seat.


    Narcissus hesitated a moment more. Then he swallowed and stepped into the room. He took the seat beside Ant—the only one available. He glanced around the table worriedly.


    Titania gazed at everyone, then looked back at him. “Like Melinoe said, the world is out of balance, because of the mass death humans are causing. They’re killing everything, including themselves. Between war, pestilence, and climate change, they’re causing multiple genocides. Entire species—no, entire ecosystems—are going extinct, all at once.”


    Oberon was braiding his hair absently. “All the dead become shades,” he said. “And all shades go to the underworld.”


    “But it’s not meant to be like that,” Titania said, slapping her hand on the table for emphasis. “There’s always been a balance to it. The balance—the flow—is reversed. There’s more death than life, and the underworld—and Ant—can’t take it.”


    Narcissus glanced at Ant; the fairy didn’t look at him, but he seemed to sag under the weight of Titania’s words. Or perhaps it was the weight of years or maybe even the weight of all the shades in the underworld.


    “If it keeps going this way,” Titania said, “then the underworld will tear asunder.”


    “Uh-huh,” Narcissus said, leaning forward on his elbows. “And what does that mean?”


    She and Oberon shared a look. She turned back to him with a weary sigh. “All remaining life on Earth will be swallowed up. Everything will die. Earth will become a second underworld. Ant’s magic will go haywire, obliterating everything in its path.”


    Narcissus looked first at Ant, then at them. “And …?”


    Oberon leaned forward. “We think Ant will be destroyed by the magic as well, and it will simply keep growing and expanding until the entire universe—existence as we know it—on all planes ceases.”


    Narcissus stared. “So, like, Ant’s going to destroy the world?”


    “Not just the world! The universe and all creation!” Titania roared.


    “At least, we think that’s what will happen. We don’t really know,” Oberon said.


    “It’s never happened before,” the silver-haired fairy said with a chuckle. He glanced around. “And I think we’d all like to keep it that way.”


    Narcissus let his gaze bounce between Titania and Oberon. “So you’re trying to stop it,” he surmised.


    “Exactly.” Oberon beamed, like he was proud or something.


    Narcissus nodded minutely. “And to do that, I have to …”


    Titania cleared her throat. “Reproduce, yes.”


    Narcissus closed his mouth. Titania rolled her eyes. “Trust me, I don’t like it either. But it’s the only way we can see to restore the balance. You polarize Ant’s magic, reversing it from life-taking to life-giving, which means we can start siphoning off the excess in the underworld.”


    “It also depletes Ant’s powers,” Oberon said.


    “Uh-huh.” Narcissus nodded. “And, like … why me?”


    Everyone stared at him like he’d just said the stupidest thing any of them had ever heard.


    “Aren’t there other nymphs?” he asked. “Like, girl nymphs, even. Someone who might … want to do this?”


    The stunned silence dragged on. “What do you mean?” Titania asked at length, her tone cautious.


    He waved a hand. “I mean, like … I don’t wanna.”


    She and Oberon exchanged a look. Then she frowned at him. “You mean now? You don’t want to do it now? I told Ant it was too soon, and—”


    “I mean ever.”


    More silence. Finally, Ant said, “I don’t understand.”


    “What’s to understand?” Narcissus shot back. “I said I don’t want to.”


    Ant seemed to crumple in on himself. “You … don’t want to,” he echoed.


    “That doesn’t matter,” Titania declared, rising to her feet.


    Narcissus went stiff as a board. “What?”


    “I said, it doesn’t matter what you want,” she huffed. “You are bound to Ant, fated! This is your destiny!”


    “Yeah, well!” Narcissus snapped. “Nobody ever asked me if I was okay with it! And that’s a pretty bleak goddamn destiny! And—like—why me?” He looked desperately at his godmother.


    “Because,” she ground out.


    “You’re the only one who can,” Selene cut in, and he turned to her. She wouldn’t meet his gaze though.


    “When you died,” Oberon said slowly, drawing Narcissus’s attention to him, “that confirmed it. No one else can receive Ant’s magic like you.”


    “Trust us,” Melinoe offered, “we tried. We’ve had two centuries to prepare for this, and in all that time, no one else has even been remotely compatible with Ant’s magic.”


    For once in his life, Narcissus had nothing to say. He clenched his fists by his sides, longing for something, anything that could communicate the ringing sense of wrong coiling through him.


    “Posy, please,” Ant said, and Narcissus’s gaze snagged on him. He gritted his teeth. He didn’t want to bend to Ant’s will, not even if it hurt to see Ant looking so wounded. “I’ve been waiting so long for you. You were made for this. For me.”


    Dread crawled through Narcissus’s veins. “The reason I exist … is so you can use me like … like some kind of magical baby factory?”


    Ant stared him, wild-eyed. It had never even occurred to him that Narcissus might not be okay with this. Narcissus wanted to throw up. “Oh my god,” he whimpered, “that’s it. That’s it entirely.”


    “No,” Ant almost whispered. He looked devastated. “You’re supposed to want this as much as I do.”


    “Well, I don’t!” Narcissus barked, shooting up from his seat. “I dunno why you thought I would be okay with being forced to have kids for the good of humanity or whatever! I’m—I’m not supposed to get pregnant, and even if I can, that’s—that’s horrible.”


    He stared at Ant. He was trying to think of something worse, but he couldn’t. It sounded like sexual slavery, forced pregnancy after forced pregnancy, and he was just supposed to be happy with that? Feel fulfilled by it or something?


    “What the actual fuck,” he spat. Then he fled the dining room. He couldn’t get away from all of them fast enough. He had no idea where he’d go or what he’d do—if it really was fate, could he escape it? He didn’t want it, not at all.


    And all of them—his godparents, Ant, Melinoe, his mother—they’d all just … known this? For years. Maybe since he was born or even before he was born, and they’d all just shrugged their shoulders and said it’s fine, it’s fate. They all thought it was okay?


    He didn’t know how it could possibly be okay. How anyone could think that.


    He had to slow down; he couldn’t catch his breath. He had no idea where he was going, so he clutched the wall and sidled along the corridor. At last, the hallway ended and he stared out a bank of floor-to-ceiling windows. A forest sprawled beneath them, stretching away to the horizon.


    His stomach hurt. He slid to his knees.


    A touch to his shoulder. He looked up at Sibyl. “Why don’t we go lie down, Your Grace?”


    He stared at her for a moment. “Did you know?” he asked. He didn’t know why, but it hurt more when she nodded. He closed his eyes, but that couldn’t stop the tears.


    She grabbed his hands and hauled him to his feet. “Come on,” she said gently. “Let’s get you something to eat. Then you can take a nap …”
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    Food helped his headache, but it nauseated him. He kept putting a hand over his belly, which felt tight, swollen, and he felt the urge to throw up come over him in a dizzying wave. He hadn’t even had that much to eat.


    Melinoe had been up to see him; she’d taken a little bit of blood and strung it out like a spiderweb between her fingers, all glittery and almost beautiful. Sibyl had sat with him and held his hand through the subsequent conversation, as Melinoe explained to him that the test told her all kinds of things—his hormone levels, that he was lacking certain nutrients.


    She delivered the worst news: his hormone levels suggested multiples. Which, Melinoe said, partly explained why he felt as bloated and round as he did—his hormones were haywire, even beyond a singleton pregnancy.


    He didn’t think he could manage one baby, never mind two or more. She couldn’t tell him how many, just that hormone levels suggested more than one. Sibyl had tried to comfort him by telling him that was just how “potent” Ant’s magic was.


    He’d had to lie down for a while after that. He felt like shit. He didn’t know how he was going to do this. He couldn’t.


    He’d wanted to ask Melinoe about abortion, but the words had stalled on his tongue. He’d thought maybe he could convince her he just wasn’t ready, that he needed time to get used to the idea. Then he could talk Ant out of this whole crazy venture. Because he didn’t think he could ever do it, no matter how much time he was given.


    But Melinoe had given him this … almost evil, knowing look, and he couldn’t say anything at all.


    Abortion wasn’t an option. He knew that in his bones.


    Still. He had to get out of this somehow.


    He shook his head when Sibyl brought him dinner. “Not hungry,” he told her, even though he was. The food smelled divine and looked even better. He would have eaten it all and asked for more, but he was determined not to give this baby—or babies—anything. He’d starve himself and starve them with him.


    That had to work, right?


    His stomach gave him away, though, growling almost angrily. Sibyl giggled as she set down the tray. “You shouldn’t lie,” she told him, patting him on the head. He sighed and set his phone aside, sitting up.


    “I don’t wanna eat,” he said, hugging his knees to his chest.


    “You have to,” she told him flatly. “You’re eating for three. Or maybe more.”


    He choked back a little cry. Sibyl rubbed his arm. “Lord Dis would be most displeased to hear you don’t want to care for his children.”


    Narcissus gritted his teeth. “I don’t want to care for anyone’s kids,” he ground out.


    She patted his hand. “I understand. This is all strange and scary. But—”


    “But what?” he snarked. “You don’t get it at all. You’re not the one being told the only reason you exist is to pop out babies.”


    Sibyl gave him a sorrowful look. “Fairies can’t have babies at all,” she said, and he stared at her.


    “What?” he spat. “Then how—”


    She paused, glancing at the ceiling thoughtfully. “Well—not with each other at any rate.” She smiled. “Otherwise, the world would get very crowded, because we’re all immortal! Lord Dis is a special case, because he controls life and death. So he can have offspring, but not with another fairy.”


    “With a vessel,” Narcissus murmured.


    She nodded. “Fairies can’t accept each other’s magic. It just cancels out in transfer.”


    “So he can only reproduce with someone like me.”


    “That’s right.”


    “I don’t believe I’m the only one,” he grumbled, flopping back on his pillows. “There’s gotta be a ton of nymphs, right? I’m not that special, there’s gotta be at least one other person who could …”


    She sighed. “There aren’t as many nymphs as there used to be. Humans don’t have any respect for nature anymore. Nymphs like you die really easily in cities.”


    Narcissus could see that. How many times had he almost died? He hadn’t really thought it was the concrete jungle that got him—but maybe it was. Maybe the city had been driving him mad, slowly killing him, and he’d just never really thought about it that way.


    Sibyl reached over and took his hand, giving it a squeeze. “Lord Dis doesn’t see you as a … how’d you put that? A baby factory.”


    He scowled. She stroked her thumb over the back of his hand. “You’re everything to him. He wants to worship you.”


    “Then why the fuck is he making me do this?” Narcissus snapped and yanked his hand out of hers.


    Sibyl looked shocked for just a second. Then she tilted her head to the side and smiled. “Because he loves you and wants to make you happy.”


    “Happy?!” Narcissus roared. “He thinks this is making me happy?!”


    She grabbed him by the shoulders and forced him down. “Most nymphs are,” she said sternly. “Nymphs are all about reproduction—it’s why you have such strong libidos.”


    He flushed.


    She held his gaze. “I think it’s hard for you to accept, but once you do, you’ll be happy.”


    He gritted his teeth. What kind of bullshit was that? Just accept it and he’d be happy? That had to be something out of an abuser’s emotional manipulation handbook, some kind of gaslighting—


    “But not right now,” she added, moving back to the side of the bed. “On your own time.”


    He huffed and glared at her as he rolled onto his side. His stomach growled again.


    She gave him a pitying look. “Are you sure you don’t want at least a little dinner?”


    He gazed at the spread on the tray before him, then swallowed. “Yeah,” he murmured, “I’ll have a bit.”


    Sibyl beamed, clapping her hands. “Just a bit,” he repeated, glaring at her, and she nodded.


    “We understand this is difficult for you. You weren’t raised with an understanding of your role in all of this. I don’t know why—I think you should have been told, so you could look forward to this. But Titania and Oberon deemed it best and your mother agreed. Your father was the only one who dissented. He thought you needed to know.”


    Narcissus was silent. She offered him a tepid smile. “Lord Dis doesn’t know much about humans, so he accepted the decision. He accepted the decision that he needed to stay away from you until you were old enough too, even though it hurt him greatly.”


    She sobered a little. “And it hurt you, which also hurt him. I’m not sure the right decisions were made. Perhaps if things had been different, it would be easier for you now. To accept this.” She waved the fork around. “All of it.” She gave him a very serious, almost worried, look. “This is going to be tough for you. You’re going to struggle.”


    He sighed. He knew that, didn’t he? That was why he didn’t want to do it. How could he just lie back and accept this? He wasn’t parent material. It was hard enough to take care of himself. He did drugs, partied, stayed up all night, fucked people indiscriminately and with no protection. He rarely treated himself well when it came to food or sleep. He was self-destructive in every sense of the word, and now someone wanted him to look after a baby? How was he supposed to do that?


    He was going to destroy them. Or he’d end up hating them, fucking them up emotionally, because he couldn’t get over what they’d done to him.


    He took the fork when Sibyl offered it to him. She moved the tray onto his lap. He swallowed slowly, trying to quell the nausea rising in his gut.


    He needed out of this. He wasn’t supposed to be able to, so of course it made sense that he couldn’t hack it.


    Right?


    “Lord Dis doesn’t want to destroy the world,” Sibyl said, her melodious voice soothing. “Not with you in it. If you died, I think that would be different, but because you live in the world, he doesn’t want to end it.”


    She paused, musing, “Before you were born, things were different. He didn’t care. He thought the world should end. Humanity was evil enough, greedy enough. They would destroy themselves, and he thought they deserved it. Oh, he was angry, wrathful in those days.”


    She smiled at him. “Then you were born and he didn’t talk like that anymore. It was like the old days, back when humans still honored the promises they’d made to us. They’re silly, yes, but they need protection. I think he might still be angry sometimes, but not like he was.


    “All that death … I think it does something to him,” she murmured. “He forgets about how wonderful life is. He sees only senseless death and destruction, greed, and he wonders why humanity should cause so much pain and suffering. He wonders if it wouldn’t be merciful to put everyone out of their misery, to destroy everything.”


    Her gaze drifted down, resting on his middle. “I think he’ll be even less angry when your children are born. He doesn’t want to destroy you. He wants to live with you forever. He loves you immensely; he’d do anything for you. And he will love the children you bear for him, not because they’re his but because they’re yours. He won’t be able to lift a finger against them. Against you. I think that’s how we get back to balance.”


    She paused, lifting her gaze to meet his. He frowned, thinking of his own parents. How much Selene loved him because he was his father’s child. Because she loved his father.


    He wondered if that was really love at all.


    “I think Lord Dis is more powerful than we think,” Sibyl said. “But you can keep him in check.”


    “I don’t see why it’s gotta be like—this.” He put his hands over his abdomen, grimacing.


    Sibyl shook her head. “That’s how fate works,” she said, and he wanted to throw the plate against the wall. Was that really all there was to it? Fate and that was it, he was screwed? Fuck him if he didn’t like it.


    He rolled over onto his side instead. “Leave me alone,” he muttered, wrapping his arms around himself.


    He heard her get up off the bed. Slowly, she started collecting the dirty dishes. He gritted his teeth, barely keeping tears at bay until the door closed.
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regnant by the fairy lord … sounds like some romance novel bullshit



			Narcissus glared at his screen, hating how succinctly Gabby had condensed his reality into text. Not that it was a romance novel, not by any stretch of the imagination.

			God, why couldn’t Ant have been a vampire sex god? What had he done to deserve this particular stranger-than-fiction reality?

			He tugged at the hem of his shirt.

			

				
			  Whatever r u ready 

			


			

			He glanced up at the apartment building. He didn’t want to haul himself all the way up there, then back down with Gabby.

			

				
			  Yeah yeah

			


			

			He leaned back against a slender tree, aiming for casual but feeling incredibly conspicuous. He wished Gabby had been waiting for him outside when the car rolled up. Now the Uber was gone, and he was left wondering what they were gonna do. Flag a cab, he supposed, because he wasn’t about to march himself down to the subway, not in the late summer heat and not with his shoes pinching the way they were.

			It felt like forever before Gabby emerged, glancing over the rims of her sunglasses. She grimaced when she finally spotted him, then sauntered up to him, pulling her glasses low. “Jaysus,” she almost yelled, “look at you!”

			He gritted his teeth.

			“You weren’t kidding about the knocked-up part, were ya?”

			“Why would I joke about that?” he grumped. He folded his arms, then realized that only emphasized the bump.

			Gabby shrugged. “You always were an attention whore.”

			He glowered at her, then shook his head. “Never mind,” he muttered. “Are we doing lunch or not?”

			Gabby opened her mouth, then shut it again. Probably thinking better of a comment about his … figure. Instead, she looked down the street, craning her neck, like she was looking for a friend or maybe a cab. “Sure thing, toots. What were you thinking?”

			“Sushi,” he replied without hesitation. Gabby scowled at him. “What?”

			She lifted her brows. “Nobody told you that you can’t have sushi?” she asked.

			“Huh?”

			She gave his midriff a pointed look, then lifted her gaze. “Too much heavy metal in fish these days,” she said. “They don’t recommend it for moms-to-be.”

			He bristled at being called a mom. He folded his arms again, shuffling down the sidewalk with her, so they were more visible to passing cabs. “Really?” he asked, disappointment and something close to anger thick on his tongue. “You gotta be kidding me. I thought fish was good for you.”

			“Mm,” she replied, then waved at one of the yellow tops, which just sped by.

			He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Dammit. He’d been looking forward to sushi. He’d been itching to get to the city for weeks now, and he’d had to come back here for follow-ups with, like, three doctors. Ant finally had a lead on some kind of apartment or something, because Narcissus was insisting he needed to see his own therapist, plus specialists in the city, and nobody figured commuting from Saratoga Springs was gonna be easy on him. He knew Ant wasn’t happy about it—he figured there were too many temptations in the city, too many places for Narcissus to disappear and indulge in vice—but he didn’t give a crap. He figured it was the least Ant could do, seeing as how Ant had got him knocked up without consent.

			Narcissus glared down at his belly. He’d been hoping to get back here sooner, talk to a specialist, maybe get to Planned Parenthood or something. He knew it was legal—as much as abortion was ever legal in this goddamn country—but he figured Ant had been stalling, hoping to deter him from even getting a recommendation.

			Whatever. It was only thirteen weeks. He could still get an abortion. He was going to see the doctor tomorrow, then pop on over to Andrea’s and ask her about work. Fashion Week was coming up, and he was sick of doing nothing. Sick of this joke about fairies and soulmates and saving humanity from their own hubris.

			Seriously, fuck the rest of humanity.

			One of the cabs finally pulled over to the curb. “Where to?” the driver asked in his unmistakable New York drawl.

			Gabby glanced at him, then gave the name of a Mexican place. Narcissus groaned inwardly. He didn’t want Mexican.

			Okay, maybe he did—but he didn’t want the heartburn or the bag of digestive woes that went along with … well, everything lately.

			Melinoe had told him that was par for the course, so that was great. Just more reasons he didn’t want to be pregnant.

			The silence between him and Gabby was awkward, even when they arrived at the restaurant and were seated. He felt like everyone was looking at him funny. Logically, he knew he didn’t look that pregnant yet—most people probably just thought he was thick through the middle. Or, as Melinoe said, average. Healthy, even.

			He felt disgusting; when he looked at himself in the mirror, when he glanced down at himself, he felt like he was huge—distractingly so. He figured everyone else saw the same thing, even though Melinoe and Sibyl and even Ant and his mother, Titania and Oberon were telling him different.

			“So,” Gabby said once they’d finally ordered. She glanced around and leaned forward. “What are you doing about this?”

			He swirled a straw in his water, listening to the ice cubes clink. “Gonna see a doctor soon.”

			“Oh yeah?

			He nodded. “Get it dealt with.”

			Gabby lifted her brows. “Dealt with, huh?”

			“How long have we been friends? You know I’m like the last person who should have kids.”

			Gabby hummed and smiled at their server as they dropped off guac and chips. “I’ll agree with that,” she said when the server had left again, “but aren’t you leaving it a little late?”

			“Couldn’t get away,” he murmured.

			She glared at him; he did his best to ignore her judgmental stare as he jammed chips into his mouth. “What do you mean,” she growled at last.

			He swallowed. “I mean, I couldn’t get away. Ant wouldn’t let me.”

			“Wouldn’t let you,” she echoed. She leaned an elbow on the table. “Narco, this is starting to sound like Andi all over again.”

			“Screw Andi,” Narcissus grumbled, stabbing one of the chips into the guac. “It’s nothing like that.”

			“Uh.” Gabby sounded distinctly unimpressed. “It’s exactly like Andi. Ultra-possessive fuckhead who cuts you off from your friends?”

			He wondered if glaring was less effective because he was chomping on nachos.

			She shook her head. “You know what? You’re right. This isn’t like Andi at all.”

			“Right,” he managed through his mouthful.

			“This is worse.”

			“What—”

			“Andi never took your phone for weeks on end. She never made you get off the drugs or do some shitty not-real version of rehab. And she never got you knocked up or withheld medical treatment either.”

			Narcissus let his shoulders slump. That did sound worse. A lot worse. And Andi had been an abusive prick. “What do I do?” he asked.

			“Leave,” Gabby said.

			Narcissus stared at her. “How?”

			It was such a simple question, but he couldn’t see any answer to it. How was a guy supposed to break up with the fairy lord of the underworld? A supernatural, immortal being with power over life and death? A guy who was supposedly his soulmate, who he was destined to be with?

			Even if he did break up with Ant, he’d just come crawling back. He knew he was miserable without Ant. Was being with him really so bad?

			He didn’t have an answer. He was … mad about this whole thing, yeah, but that didn’t mean he wanted to leave Ant. Not permanently, anyway. He never really had. He just needed time.

			“I don’t know,” Gabby said. “You left Andi. How’d you do that?”

			He felt like leaving Andi was different. He could break up with Andi, lose her number, never hear from her again. Not that he had, but that wasn’t the point.

			Ant … did not work that way.

			“You got your credit cards? Your bank account? Or did you sign that shit over to him when he took you in?”

			“How would that happen?”

			Gabby shrugged. “I dunno. Could he declare you mentally incompetent? Or maybe your mom’s got signing rights now since you were in the looney bin.”

			He scowled at her. “And whose fault is that? I think it’s all mine,” he said. He had no idea though. He hadn’t checked. He’d had no reason to; Ant was just taking care of everything.

			“Well,” she said, “if it is, then get yourself a place. Don’t tell him nothing, just get, like, a burner phone and put a deposit on something, then pack your shit and go.”

			She made it sound so simple. He really didn’t think it was. He thought about the anger in Ant’s eyes the night he’d tried to run away in the underworld.

			“I dunno,” he mumbled. “I need to think about it.”

			“What is there to think about?” Gabby cried. “This is an abusive relationship—c’mon, Narco, even your dumb ass can see that.”

			He glared at her. “Thanks.” They were both quiet as their meals arrived, the server beaming at them.

			Narcissus had lost any appetite he’d walked in with. He sighed heavily. “Seriously, Gabby. What am I supposed to do? How do I break up with … that?”

			She shook her head and sat up. “I dunno. But you need to find a way. ’Cause, Narco, this shit isn’t gonna stop.”

			He closed his eyes tight. He knew that, didn’t he? Getting an abortion was only going to delay his so-called fate. The fairies would want him to try again. Narcissus would have to sneak birth control or keep getting abortions or … or … something.

			Gabby was right. He needed to get out. “I’ll look into it,” he said. “Getting an apartment, I mean.”

			She nodded.

			They parted ways after lunch. Narcissus headed west, out of Midtown, to a rundown, quiet set of medical offices. He saw his therapist, who asked a lot of questions, eyebrows raised. Then he schlepped back across town to a shiny medical complex and saw Dr. Goldberg, who apparently had expertise in dealing with nymphs, according to what Sibyl had told him that morning.

			Dr. Goldberg didn’t seem flustered or anything, which was nice after his own therapist’s inquisition and the confused, but benign, questioning he’d experienced at his GP’s office a couple weeks earlier. Maybe it had something to do with Goldberg’s they/them pronoun pin or the little trans pride flag the secretary had in an old coffee tin serving as a pen holder.

			“More common than you’d think,” Goldberg chuckled when they went over Narcissus’s chart. They glanced up, humor and warmth in their eyes, as though they’d sensed the question on his tongue.

			“You’re on the thin side,” the doctor informed him, which was nicer than some people had put it.

			“Don’t feel it,” he muttered.

			Goldberg smiled at his chart. “I’d like to recommend some extra support for you, if that’s okay.”

			“Actually,” Narcissus said, “I wanted to know about my options.”

			“Options?” Goldberg almost laughed. They gave Narcissus an incredulous look. “You’re talking about abortion?”

			“Yeah.” Narcissus’s heart was in his throat. What would Ant think about this? “I just don’t … feel like I’m in a good place to do this.”

			Goldberg reached into one of the drawers in their desk and pulled out some brochures. “Sorry,” they said, “didn’t mean to sound judgmental. Nymphs are … not usually opposed.”

			Narcissus sighed. Goldberg pushed the paperwork toward him. “But that’s not my place to judge. I don’t do that kind of thing myself—you’re too far along for the medicinal version.”

			“Oh,” Narcissus said as he plucked up one of the brochures. He’d been hoping the doctor would. Or did. Or that it would be easy.

			Goldberg lifted their brows. “There are some good resources there. You’ll be able to connect with a practice that does.”

			Narcissus nodded mutely. He gathered up the brochures, then listened to what the doctor said about extra support, in case he “changed his mind.”

			He took an Uber back to his mother’s penthouse and texted Andrea to cancel. He was exhausted. He couldn’t do another appointment today.

			He pitched the brochures on the counter, then went to lie down. He tried to lie on his stomach first, but that was uncomfortable, so he turned on his side and smushed his face into his pillow as best he could.

			Somehow, he fell asleep. He didn’t realize he had until he was woken by someone repeatedly slapping him on the shoulder with a bunch of paper. He groused and rolled over, nearly falling off the bed. He pitched his pillow in desperation. “Ow! Stoppit—what!”

			“What’s all this?” Selene loomed over him, one hand on her hip. In the other, she held the brochures he’d left in the kitchen.

			He blinked at them blearily. “Uh,” he said, rubbing at his eyes. “Information?”

			“About abortion?”

			He studied the bedsheets instead of looking up at her. There was a loose thread. That was interesting.

			“Narcissus.”

			He sighed. “Yeah, about getting an abortion.”

			“Sweetheart …”

			He shook his head. “Don’t start. I’m not … I don’t want to do this, and none of you are listening to me!”

			She dropped the brochures, then sat down heavily on the mattress. “Maybe we screwed up.”

			He lifted his head, frowning at her. Her gaze was tilted to the ceiling. “How we raised you,” she continued.

			His lip curled. “So, like, what? You’d raise me like those … those … whatever they call them? Arrows or quivers or whatever they are.”

			Her silvery gaze slid to him, critical. He shook his head, waved a hand. “Nothing could make me okay with this, Mom. Even the kids in those cults—they know, they know there’s more out there than just popping out babies or whatever.” He wrinkled his nose.

			Selene tossed her head back. “Maybe it would have been easier for you to accept.” She flicked the end of his nose, and he reared back, hating that she’d try that kind of familiarity with him right then and there. “This is the way it’s supposed to be.”

			“Bullshit,” he muttered.

			“What?”

			“I said, it’s bullshit! I didn’t ask for this, I don’t want it!”

			She sucked in a sharp breath and looked away. “It was never supposed to be you,” she mumbled finally. She stared down at her lap.

			“Huh?” His heart tripped a little faster. “What is that supposed to mean?”

			“It was supposed to be …” She paused, then cleared her throat. “It was supposed to be me.”

			He stared at her blankly. She pressed her lips together. “I have reactive magic,” she continued finally. “Or something like it. My magic’s … it’s mine, but it’s powered by the sun. The solar deity. It’s derivative.”

			Narcissus crunched his brows.

			“So we thought I could take Ant’s magic. But I can’t; it doesn’t work like that. We needed a vessel.”

			He wanted to scream. He wanted to cry. What else could he do? “That didn’t mean you needed to create one! There had to be another nymph—”

			Guilt crossed her face. “And … I fell in love with your father.”

			Anything else he was going to say died on his tongue. He felt like he deflated. “Oh.”

			She closed her eyes. “He’d been charmed—or cursed. He lived with the fairies. And I fell madly in love with him the moment I saw him. I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t eat, I couldn’t concentrate on anything but him. Titania let me have him on one condition.”

			She met his gaze. “Me,” he said finally, and she gave him a tepid smile. She touched a hand to his cheek.

			“You were supposed to have siblings. But fate decided to intervene.”

			“Dad didn’t die until I was eleven,” Narcissus whined. “You could have—”

			She shook her head. “Sweetheart,” she whispered, cupping his face, “baby, I tried to kill you.”

			“Wh-what?” He tried to recoil, but she held him fast, forcing him to look into her eyes.

			“Postpartum psychosis. I lost control of my magic; the moon rose and set at unpredictable hours, went through its phases in a day.” She released him, laughing lightly. “Everyone, all the scientists—they all thought the world was gonna end.”

			“What—”

			She smiled, almost sharply. “You were such a beautiful baby. Everyone loved you. Your father especially. I lost my mind; I thought I’d have to get rid of you, kill you to get him back. I wanted him all to myself.”

			He stared at her, unable to process that.

			“Titania and Oberon took you for a while. That was when Ant first met you—we realized you were bound to him. We all agreed it would be better if your father and I left it at that.”

			“Why are you telling me this?” He didn’t want to hear it.

			She stroked his bangs up off his forehead, leaned forward, and left a lipstick mark on his skin. “Titania and Oberon made it clear to Ant that you were too young—the fairies don’t remember being children. They’re not sure they ever were, so they don’t quite understand it. Well, Titania does, because she spends more time with humans. Ant … less so.

			“But you adored him, so it felt wrong to keep the two of you apart. I don’t know how you saw things, but your father died and you were all I had left of him. And then Ant told me you’d kissed him.”

			She stroked his cheek, almost feverishly. “You were growing up so fast; I felt like I was losing you. We should have told you then, but I wanted to hang on to you. So I sent Ant away and didn’t tell you anything.”

			He couldn’t hold her gaze. He didn’t know what difference it would have made, telling him he was fated to be Ant’s lover when he was twelve. Maybe it would have helped. Maybe he wouldn’t have started acting out, would have been patient and trusted that love was coming—not tried to close the gaping wound that left him yearning. If he hadn’t been so hollow, hadn’t been trying to fill that up somehow …

			“Would you have told me about this part?” He laid a hand over his stomach, dizzy and lightheaded as he did it.

			“No,” she whispered. “No, I wouldn’t have told you that.”

			Silence reigned for a moment. “Get out,” he said, but it was soft, broken. Part of him didn’t want to be alone. He didn’t trust himself.

			But he didn’t really want her there either.

			“Sweetie …”

			He screwed his eyes shut and jerked his free hand away from her when she tried to touch him. “Out.”

			She sighed softly. “Promise you won’t do anything drastic, Narcissus.”

			He shook his head. He couldn’t promise that. He couldn’t promise anything.

			He could feel her disappointment as she stared at him. “At least talk to Ant.”

			“Just leave me alone! Maybe I’ll do what you couldn’t, maybe I’ll just kill myself!”

			“Narcissus!”

			He threw one of the pillows at her. “Get! Out!” He groped around for something else to throw—maybe something harder, heavier. Maybe he’d actually hit his target this time.

			“I’m locking this door,” she said, then stepped out and shut it.

			“Not like there aren’t any scarves in here!” He grabbed another pillow and clutched it, trying to ignore her soft curse. He toppled himself onto his back, staring at the ceiling, hugging the pillow to him like it was the only thing keeping him afloat.
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fter a sleepless night, he picked the lock and padded across the hall to take a shower. He felt disgusting; his head hurt from all the crying he’d done, and he was hoping the steam would make him feel at least a little better.


    Maybe he’d have a coffee this morning. Ant had strictly forbidden it, and he didn’t know if caffeine withdrawal was worse or better than any of the other withdrawals he’d been through. His head had hurt so much, for so long, he’d felt like he was on the verge of a breakdown.


    He tried to ignore his reflection in the mirror. That was tough to do, but it was still easier than ignoring his own skin while he was in the shower. Even if he didn’t look, he was still running his hands over himself as he lathered up. It wasn’t like he could just pretend his stomach still felt flat, like his ass wasn’t wider, like his nipples weren’t sore and twice as large as they had been.


    Looking was worse, though; he had stretch marks across his hips, his belly, and he stood there for a minute, peering down the plane of his body, hating these curves.


    He’d never, ever wanted to be curvy. Gabby had asked him one time if he wanted to be a woman, and the answer was no. He thought of women as soft curves, and he preferred himself as he was, even if he liked heels and stockings and makeup and other girly things.


    The question came back now because he wasn’t really sure what he was at this point. Selene had said it didn’t matter for nymphs, but it still seemed strange to Narcissus. He was trying to get his head around it, but it just wasn’t meshing for him. Maybe because he’d never thought of himself as trans or intersex or whatever, and he still didn’t. And maybe that was okay, but it was still … tough to explain, even to himself.


    He rinsed off, then washed his hair. Lather. Rinse. Try not to get soap in his eyes. Easy things. Really easy, normal things.


    He stood there for a couple of minutes with the conditioner in, trying to revel in the heat of the spray but getting distracted by the water coursing down his skin instead.


    He couldn’t believe his mother had tried to kill him. He knew she’d always been distant, but he’d never thought that was the reason.


    Would he be like that? Well, okay, maybe not trying to murder an infant because he thought it was stealing his boyfriend—husband—Ant. Whatever the hell Ant was to him.


    But the whole … cold, distant parenting seemed like something he’d do. He didn’t think he could love a baby he felt like he was being forced to have.


    How was he supposed to? He couldn’t look at himself without feeling some kind of anger, bile rising in his throat—or maybe a cry, a scream. How was he ever going to not feel this?


    Hesitantly, he slid a hand down his abdomen, forcing himself to breathe through the immediate desire to throw up. He rested his hand over the curve of his low belly—still subtle, Gabby had assured him, but he felt like it was the most obvious thing in the world.


    He swallowed bile, simmering anger that burned at the back of his throat, and held his hand there, trying to summon anything but.


    After all, the babies hadn’t done anything. Except live, he guessed, and he hated that a lot actually. But it wasn’t like the babies had asked for it, was it?


    He sighed, dropped his hand. He rested his forehead against the shower wall, letting his eyes flutter shut.


    Was it fair to have kids knowing full well he couldn’t love them? They hadn’t asked for this, but he was so … pissed off, so scared, so—


    Sad. And he couldn’t set any of it aside, couldn’t get past it, even though he knew he should.


    Or should he? Setting all of that aside meant accepting this, letting go of his anger at Ant, at his mother, at Titania and Oberon.


    How was he supposed to accept that he was just some kind of vessel, that all he was supposed to do with his own life was give Ant children?


    That didn’t seem right or fair. He wanted more. Or at least something different. He’d been having fun, hadn’t he? He had his job—his career—and his friends. He had money, fame.


    He bit the inside of his cheek. He had to talk to Andrea. He had to talk to someone about … solving this entire situation.


    He sighed and turned off the tap. He shuddered in the damp and stepped into the misty bathroom, almost slipping on the tiles. He gripped the counter to keep himself upright.


    He dried off, then wrapped the towel around his hips. Tears burned at the edges of his eyes when he did; he pulled the towel up, wrapping it under his armpits instead.


    He was still busy mourning the loss of his taut, toned abdomen and his pecs when he opened the door and stepped into the hall. He bumped into a wall of black fabric, then stumbled back to glare at Ant.


    His stomach sank like a stone. Ant was the last person he wanted to see right now.


    Ant looked rough. Narcissus hadn’t known that was possible, but the fairy seemed haggard, like his eyes had sunk deeper into his skull. His cheekbones stood out in sharper prominence, like he’d lost weight, and his hair was tousled.


    “We need to talk,” he said and took Narcissus’s hand.


    Narcissus grabbed at the towel with his free hand, trying to keep it secure as Ant led him down the hall. “I kinda—don’t wanna,” he protested, but Ant dragged him into the kitchen and forced him to sit on one of the stools at the breakfast bar. He braced his hands on Narcissus’s shoulders, and the two of them stared at each other.


    Finally, Ant said, “Your mother called me.”


    “Fucking bitch,” Narcissus spat, sinking into a sulk. She shouldn’t have said anything.


    “Posy …” He flinched away when Ant’s fingers brushed his cheek. “Posy, what is wrong?”


    “Everything! Everything, like I’ve been telling you for the last—how long now?! I’m not ready for this, Ant, and none of you are listening to me!”


    Ant’s gaze searched his. Then the fairy shook his head. “You said you were ready—”


    “I meant for sex! I thought—I didn’t know I could get knocked up, Ant!” He closed his eyes tight, like he could barricade the tears. “And I’m not ready for that, I—”


    Ant squeezed his shoulders. “You’re ready,” he whispered.


    “No, I’m not! You don’t get to decide that for me.”


    Ant cupped his cheek, dark eyes boring into Narcissus’s. “You are so ready, posy.”


    Narcissus’s voice quailed on him. He couldn’t find the words. How could he make Ant understand? It seemed so hopeless. He started to cry instead.


    Ant brushed his tears away, hushing him. “Posy.”


    “I can’t do this,” Narcissus sobbed. “I can’t, Ant—I’m miserable, I’m … Ant, I don’t know what I’m gonna do, how … I can’t.”


    Ant shook his head. His brow crunched, and he took both of Narcissus’s hands. “Posy,” he said.


    “I want to get rid of it, Ant.” He could have maybe made some speech about wanting to spare them his hatred, his wrath, but he didn’t even feel that kind of pity or compassion.


    Ant stroked the back of his hand. “That’s what we need to talk about. Doing that would kill you, posy.”


    He blinked. “Huh?” Was Ant stuck in the Middle Ages or something, or …


    Ant gave him a smile tinged with sadness. “It’s different from humans,” he said.


    “But I’m human,” Narcissus protested.


    Ant shook his head. “You’re a nymph, posy. I’d … have to ask Melinoe to explain it to you, but it’s different for nymphs.” His brows jumped and a wry smile twisted his lips. “I mean, you’re right that your current situation would be rather impossible for a mere human. Yet here you are. You must know that at least some things are different.”


    His expression sobered. “I’m sorry,” he said suddenly.


    “Does it matter if I’m okay with maybe dying?” Narcissus whispered. He thought about what he’d yelled at his mother last night. It didn’t seem like such a bad idea. “I can’t stand this, Ant.”


    For a split second, Ant looked like he’d been struck. Then a mask of anger settled over his features. His eyes bled black to their edges, then glinted red. “Is that it? You’re that selfish, just like your mother? I should have known better—”


    Narcissus shrank back. “Ant, I—”


    Ant grabbed his chin roughly, forcing him to lift his head. Narcissus’s breath caught in his throat. “Your mother couldn’t do it,” Ant rumbled in his ear. “She fell for your father, sealed off her magic, pushed the duty off on you.”


    “Duty,” Narcissus echoed.


    Ant’s lips ghosted against the shell of his ear, and he shuddered. “I was ready to worship at her altar, but she gave her heart to your father, promised you instead, sacrificed you so she could have him.”


    That sounded more like his mother than she’d admitted to him last night. “Ant …”


    Ant’s tone changed suddenly; the anger fled, leaving in its wake crashing sorrow, desperation. “I’ve waited so long for you, posy.”


    Narcissus’s breath caught again as Ant slid one hand over his belly, resting it below his navel, and goddammit, why was he turned on? He sank his teeth into his lip.


    Ant turned his face more fully against his, whispering against his skin, “Please, Narcissus.”


    He screwed his eyes shut and shoved Ant away from him. “Do you have any idea how hard this is for me?” he snapped, then opened his eyes, hoping to find compassion, some kind of sympathy in those red-tinged eyes.


    “No,” Ant confessed simply, and Narcissus’s shoulders slumped. “But I think you don’t understand how difficult this is for me either.”


    Narcissus’s lip curled. “How the fuck is it hard for you?”


    Ant inhaled. He looked away. “I told you. I’ve waited a terribly long time for this. Your mother backed out of our agreement. I had to wait for you.”


    He glanced back at Narcissus. “But I was waiting longer than that. Titania has always had Oberon. Even Sibyl—she fell in love with a human once. She still visits her shade. But I am the lord of the underworld, the keeper of death-magic. The fates have kept me locked in my own prison for a very long time.”


    Narcissus crunched his brow. “Are … you saying that you’ve never been in love before?”


    “Maybe once in all eternity,” Ant confessed. “But not the way I love you, at the very least. I want nothing more than your eternal happiness. All those years we spent apart, they were horrible because I was without you, yes. But it was agony knowing how miserable you were, how easily I could have solved it, simply by returning to you …”


    Narcissus opened his mouth to protest. Ant gritted his teeth. “And that you’re unhappy right now is like a knife in my heart. I wish there was something I could do. But tell me, posy, what am I supposed to do? If we attempt to end the children, then you’ll die too. The mere idea terrifies me.”


    He swallowed. “If you die,” he whispered, “I don’t know what I’ll do. I think I might destroy the universe.”


    Narcissus stared at him. Then, slowly, he said, “Then maybe it needs to be destroyed.”


    Ant blinked. He stared at Narcissus, eyes wide, mouth slightly open in a speechless, breathless horror. “Stars,” he murmured, “do you really want that? All your friends?”


    Narcissus thought about it for a moment. “What would it matter? I’d be dead.”


    Ant closed his eyes. Then he shook his head. “Right now—there’s an afterlife. The shades. But … that would disappear. Everything, Narcissus.”


    “None of us would exist. Not even as shades. Would we even know?”


    Ant swallowed, and Narcissus saw a glimmer of something—Ant was afraid. Afraid of what?


    “I mean,” he said, “you’ve been alive for a really long time, right? Aren’t you tired?”


    Ant wouldn’t look at him. “I thought I was,” he murmured. “And then there was you.” He inhaled again. “Sibyl told you—the anger, it started to ebb away when you were born. I no longer felt that everything needed to stop existing, that humans were so stupid as to have sown their own destruction.”


    He paused. “I want to go on existing, posy, if only so I can keep feeling this. I’ve waited so very long to feel it, and now you want to take it all away from me again.”


    Narcissus was silent. He watched Ant, trying to imagine. He’d nearly destroyed himself in just a few years—less than a decade, really—because he wanted Ant that bad and couldn’t have him. How had Ant felt? He’d been alive for so much longer …


    He lifted a hand hesitantly, placed it over his abdomen. “Does this make you happy?” he asked, almost timid. Heat flared in his cheeks the second he’d asked it.


    “Yes,” Ant hissed instantaneously. Then his expression shifted to one of sorrow. “But it hurts me to know you don’t feel the same.”


    Narcissus swallowed. “I’m … I’m really having a hard time with … all of this, Ant. You didn’t give me any choice. You didn’t even tell me—we just … fucked, and …”


    Ant’s expression was pinched. “I know.”


    Narcissus glanced down at himself again. He closed his eyes, closed his fist into the softness of the towel. “I didn’t know I could even get pregnant, and I’m fucked up, Ant, you have to know that.”


    “I know, posy.”


    “And how the fuck am I supposed to take care of a baby?” He didn’t know anything about babies. He’d never wanted one. He thought they looked like little aliens. They were so … weird. Gross. Disgusting.


    Ant looked at the floor. “You’ll have help, posy.”


    Narcissus thought, briefly, of his own childhood. His father. His distant mother. His nannies. “Like, nannies and stuff?” he asked, and Ant nodded. He didn’t know how he felt about that. He’d loved his own, but he’d always yearned for more of his parents. His father had been warm, but he was always so busy. So absent. And Selene had been … distant. Absent in a different way.


    He’d always been lonely, he realized. It was no wonder he’d turned out like he did.


    He put a hand on his stomach again. He still felt like he didn’t have a real choice. If he tried to abort, he’d die.


    So he could do this or die. Those were his options. And he could turn the babies over to a bunch of nannies, and that was all he had to do. He didn’t have to love them, didn’t have to do anything about these black feelings. He could just hate them, avoid them, be exactly like his mother.


    That was maybe a bit harder to swallow. He didn’t want to be like her. He hated her, really. He’d always wondered what the hell he’d done wrong, wondered what he had to do to earn her love.


    He couldn’t look at Ant. “Can you—can we agree that I’m only doing this once?”


    Maybe that was the answer. Maybe he could deal with it if it was a one-time thing.


    Ant was silent. Narcissus lifted his gaze. “Ant! C’mon.” He was so desperate. “Please promise me that. I don’t think I can do it once, never mind doing it again.”


    Ant glanced him up and down. “You might feel differently later,” he said.


    Narcissus snorted. “Doubt it.” He already hated the way he looked, and he was barely a third of the way through. He didn’t even want to imagine what he was going to look like by the end of this. It made him feel sick.


    And how he felt right now? He didn’t want to feel like this ever again. He was bargaining to give himself some mental relief so he could get through it. He didn’t think he’d make it if he thought he might have to do it over again.


    And what about birth? That was scary.


    He shook his head. “Promise me.”


    “I will make no such promise.”


    “Ant.” Yeah, he was going to beg for this.


    “I won’t.” The fairy lord looked pissed, anger striking red through his eyes. “I rather like you like this.”


    Was … was he blushing? Narcissus blinked. “Like …”


    Ant nodded at him. His cheeks got redder; he averted his gaze. “Fecund. Gravid.”


    “English please, dude.”


    “Those are English words, posy.”


    “Fine—like, English I understand. American.” He almost told the fairy to dumb it down for him, but that would be admitting something he didn’t like.


    Ant cleared his throat. “I didn’t know how I’d feel about it, but …” He tilted his head again, almost like a shrug. “It’s like watching a flower blooming.”


    Narcissus crinkled his nose. “What? You think watching me blow up like a balloon is … hot?”


    Ant made a noncommittal noise in his throat. Narcissus shifted in his seat a little. Ant glanced at him quickly. “So to speak,” he said finally, and Narcissus was gobsmacked.


    How could anyone be into him like this? He was—


    “I’m enjoying it immensely,” Ant confessed. “You’re … teeming with life.” He was reaching for the words. “You’re carrying my—our children. I find that’s only made you more attractive.”


    Narcissus knew his face was on fire. “Really?” He put as much skepticism into his voice as possible. “Like, really?”


    “Is that strange?”


    “Uh, yeah.” He snorted. “Stretch marks? I’m—I’m gross. I mean, I—” He put his hands on his belly. “I feel really … disgusting.”


    Ant shook his head. “You look … well, not quite healthy and you’re not happy. But you’re lovely. I don’t think you could ever do a single thing to diminish that.”


    Ant’s gaze on him was burning. He squirmed again. Why the hell was he reacting? He was pregnant, and in addition to feeling anything but sexy, doing it would be weird.


    Wouldn’t it?


    But the way Ant was looking at him, he wanted to. Badly. He hadn’t got any for weeks now. Hadn’t even jerked off. Hadn’t thought about it. But his cock was interested. Fuck, he was interested. He wanted to make Ant show him how much he was into him like this. Wanted him to prove it.


    He braced his hands on the stool, spreading his legs, an open invitation. He met Ant’s gaze—a challenge.


    Something like relief washed over Ant’s expression, and he drew closer. He hovered there for a second. Then he sank to his knees in front of Narcissus, eyes closed, kissing his kneecaps, his hands sliding along the inside of Narcissus’s thighs, disappearing under the towel.


    Narcissus tightened his grip on the seat. Ant gripped him in turn, stroking his already rising cock to full flag, and Narcissus couldn’t help himself; he bucked his hips, his breath short.


    He needed Ant, needed his touch on his skin, like a parched man needs water, and he cried out. He braced himself, leaning back as far as he dared, balancing precariously close to the edge of the seat.


    He wanted pleasure. He’d been denied so, so much—getting high, getting drunk—and now he hadn’t even gotten fucked. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone so long without it.


    He tangled his hands in Ant’s hair, tugging as Ant slipped a finger into him; despite how long it had been, he was already kinda loose—and wet. He stared wide-eyed at the ceiling with the realization, then gasped as Ant twisted two fingers deeper into him, brushing against his prostate—one thing that seemingly hadn’t changed.


    “Cock,” he rasped, shoving Ant back, “want your cock, get in me.”


    Ant chuckled, a deep, sinister sound, and Narcissus wondered if he was insane for this. He was pissed at Ant, pissed about this whole situation, but here he was grinding up on Ant, demanding to get fucked—desperate slut, whore, just like everyone always said—


    And he didn’t care. He needed this, needed it now. He suddenly felt like he might die if he didn’t get off riding Ant’s cock right then and there. He flung the towel away, wrapped his legs around Ant’s hips, arms around the fairy lord’s neck, clawing at him as Ant hauled him up off the stool, bringing them to stand in one fluid motion.


    Ant whirled them around, pressed him up against a wall, and Narcissus moaned, threading his hands through Ant’s hair. “Yes, Ant,” he groaned, letting his head loll side to side as Ant pushed up into him. He moaned again, louder. “Feels so good.”


    He tilted his head back. The wall behind him was in bloom; vines crept across the ceiling, and he shut his eyes again, let his head drop, drifting on wave after wave of pleasure crashing into him, better than the magic dancing across his skin from Ant’s electric touch. He wasn’t going to last long.


    He’d barely thought that when he came, bursting suddenly, overwhelmed by sensation. He shouted, ripped at Ant’s hair, growling, “Keep going, keep going.” He wanted to be delirious, senseless with pleasure. Like he was high on molly, like he was—


    Ant’s reply was a grunt, his hands slamming against the wall. Petals exploded into the air; dead leaves crunched, Ant pulling the life back out of the impromptu garden as he fucked Narcissus harder. Thorns nipped at Narcissus’s backside, twigs scratched him, and he panted breathless ecstasy as Ant drove into him rhythmically, taking him higher and higher.


    Ant nipped at his ear, whispering, “I want you on your knees, want to take you from behind when you’re great with child, belly hanging down like overripe fruit, kissing the floor while I fuck you.”


    “Oh!” Narcissus wasn’t expecting that to turn him on at all. But his breath hitched, and Ant slid one hand over his belly, then gripped his cock. Ant nipped at his neck, then pulled back just enough to grin daggers at him.


    “Can’t wait,” the fairy lord whispered, and Narcissus went boneless in his grip, completely gone on the fantasy. He warred with himself for a second—how would Ant ever find him attractive enough to fuck him like that, to put him on his knees?


    But he wanted it with a virulence that flooded his veins, made him tremble with the very thought of it. He shook apart, barely able to get his breath, as pleasure tore him down, put him back together again.


    Nothing in his head, just want, primal, carnal, needy. He tried to pull himself back, every breath labored, even as Ant stilled inside him, held him there.


    He came back to himself, aching everywhere, wincing as Ant released him. He collapsed when his feet found the floor; he couldn’t hold his own weight. Ant barely caught him.


    They didn’t say anything, and Narcissus closed his eyes against thick, creeping guilt, sickness roiling in his gut.
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e missed his appointment with Andrea. He called her to reschedule, left voicemail instead of sending a DM or a text. He suddenly didn’t care all that much.


    Ant had taken him back to the bathroom, since he was sticky, and really, he should have insisted Ant leave him alone to wash up, because he didn’t get clean at all with Ant there. He’d tried—they’d both tried—but Ant had ended up on his knees, fingers in Narcissus’s ass, wicked mouth wrapped around his cock.


    Narcissus figured three orgasms should be enough, and he’d been tired, boneless, satiated when Ant finally took him back to bed so he could rest.


    He couldn’t figure out how he was still ready to go, but he definitely was by the time Ant decided to collect him for breakfast.


    They ended up fucking on the kitchen counter, and then it had been back to the shower, because both of them were covered in whipped cream, chocolate, and jizz. Narcissus didn’t even want to think about the mess in the kitchen itself, trays of fruit tumbled all over the floor, orange juice spilled everywhere.


    Andrea called him back, asking about the afternoon, but Narcissus had already missed her appointed time. He called her back again, asked if maybe they could figure out something for the end of the week. He didn’t think he was going to get out of bed tomorrow, and from the look on Ant’s face, the fairy lord agreed with that plan. He already had his fingers back in Narcissus before Narcissus ended the call. He was pretty sure his voice canted up at the end of the message, probably a dead giveaway as to what he was doing.


    Whatever. Andrea was used to his shit. He’d done worse, probably left her rambling messages while he was drunk or high or getting fucked—maybe all three at once.


    Ant took him apart with just his fingers, and Narcissus lost track of time. It could have been minutes that he was under Ant, moaning, could have been hours before he started begging for release.


    He forgot this wasn’t his place, that someone else lived here, until he dragged himself to the kitchen the following morning and was met by his mother’s haggard visage. She glared at him over the rim of her coffee mug. “Keep it down,” she told him flatly. “I don’t particularly want to know, and I definitely don’t want to hear about it.”


    His face burned. “Well.”


    She sipped her coffee. “I’m not an idiot,” she said. “You got knocked up somehow. And it’s not like you were ever discrete, not even when you were fifteen.”


    “You knew?”


    She rolled her eyes. “You’re a nymph. Titania told me it was better to let you experiment.”


    He huffed.


    “Maybe not with the whole football team, though. That might have been letting things go too far.”


    He hunched his shoulders; he knew exactly what party she was talking about. One she’d busted up before it had got that far, but it hadn’t stopped rumors.


    Being a slut was a weird thing. People talked about him, laughed at him, made rude comments. But fuck, the guys never complained that he knew what he was doing when he sucked cock, and that had been a bit of a novelty in the boys’ room for the seniors—get the pretty junior on his knees.


    Narcissus had never really been bothered by the gossip. Tony or Juan or whoever might have wanted to make fun of him, call him names outside the locker room, but Narcissus had one over on them—first, how the hell would they know unless they’d gotten their dicks sucked, and second, he guessed they didn’t want him to do that thing again.


    Helped that he was pretty, that he was rich, that he had access to drugs, whatever they wanted. He put out, he was a fucking slut, but they wanted him, and he could cut them off.


    Still. Selene hadn’t been impressed when she’d figured out his plan to do the whole team. Knowing what he did now, he didn’t think he could be blamed.


    He’d just thought he’d been a teenage boy, horny as fuck, hopped up on testosterone and wanting to get laid.


    Which, to be fair, was about how he felt right now.


    He glanced at his mother. “That was one time,” he said.


    She tilted her head. “Anyway—I’d appreciate if you could remember that you’re not the only person here. Or better yet, get your own place.”


    “I had one, but someone broke the lease on it,” he grumbled.


    “Because someone’s supposed to go live in a Sicilian villa with the love of his life and have babies ever after.” She waved a hand dismissively.


    He scowled at her. “You could have talked to me.”


    She shook her head. “And you could have just done what you’re supposed to do.”


    “I don’t care what you think I’m supposed to be doing. I’m so—pissed—that you pricks would even think like that. Like, what am I?”


    Selene sighed. “I don’t see what’s wrong with it,” Ant mumbled as he joined them.


    “I’m a person!” Narcissus almost screamed. “Not a—not some kind of incubator or something!”


    Ant squinted. “When did I imply that I thought you were?”


    “None of you are listening to me about what I want or don’t want, you’re all just like, ‘this is your purpose,’ like I should be grateful that my calling in life is to pop out a bunch of babies!”


    “I told you yesterday,” Ant started.


    Narcissus shook his head. “I’m still pissed. You could all lay off the fucking purpose talk.”


    He paused, feeling his cheeks heat up again as his stomach growled.


    “Have you eaten?” Selene asked, exasperation in her voice. She dumped her coffee mug in the sink.


    “Not since yesterday afternoon,” Ant said with a wry smirk. “We’ve been busy.”


    “He needs more than magic, Melanthios.”


    Narcissus frowned at her. “Huh?”


    She turned a withering glare on Ant. “Seriously? You haven’t even explained to him about the magic transfer?”


    “What magic transfer?” Narcissus asked.


    “For the love of …” Selene rolled her eyes. “Every time you two touch, you take his magic.”


    Narcissus knew he was scarlet to the tips of his ears. “Oh.” Then he frowned. “I knew that.” He had, hadn’t he? That was why there were flowers every time they banged.


    “Uh-huh, and did you know that you need that transfer?”


    He stared at her, bewildered. “What?”


    She nodded, a tart smile crossing her lips. “You’re a nymph. You’re wired for magic, but you have none. Without it, you’ll die.”


    He screwed his eyes shut, trying to process. “That makes no sense. I’m alive, but we just hooked up, so—”


    Selene had Ant caught in a withering stare. Ant waved a hand around nervously. “I might have forgotten to mention it,” he murmured, and Narcissus twitched.


    “Oh, like everything else?” he snapped, and Ant cringed.


    “I suddenly see the resemblance between the two of you,” he murmured, and Narcissus practically felt his mother’s glare increase tenfold.


    “Don’t try to change the subject, Melanthios. Tell us how it works.”


    Ant dithered for a second, his gaze seeking Narcissus’s, maybe hoping for sympathy. “Most nymphs simply collect magic from nature,” he said.


    “That’s why we die in cities,” Narcissus said, his eyes widening as he remembered someone mentioning that. “’cause there’s no nature.”


    “Exactly,” Ant said with an encouraging nod. “No nature, no magic.” He hesitated again. “You can … get it in different ways, of course.”


    “Like sex,” he blurted, and Ant nodded.


    “Which is why you can’t get enough,” Selene muttered, glancing at him.


    His face burned with embarrassment, but he held Ant’s gaze. “So, I just … take … magic? From you? Every time we bang, and, like, that’s keeping me alive?”


    Ant grimaced. “It’s a little more complicated than that—”


    “Really?” Selene asked, sarcasm thick in her voice, and Ant gave her a dirty look.


    “As a matter of fact …”


    “Why?” Narcissus blurted. “I mean, I get … but why would you do that for me? If you don’t, I’d literally die, but … what are you getting out of it?”


    Ant looked almost offended. Then his expression softened. “If you’re worried I’ll stop, you needn’t. I hardly mind, posy. It’s incredibly satisfying, to be able to share myself with you, and—”


    Selene made a noise in the back of her throat as she slid away from the counter, grabbing her keys. “Point still stands, Melanthios—he can’t survive on magic alone, especially not right now. He needs to eat actual food sometime.”


    She flicked the end of Narcissus’s nose, and he reared back, scowling at her. “He won’t if you let him get away with it, so make sure you feed him.”


    “Let’s go out,” Ant offered, tucking a lock of hair behind Narcissus’s ear. “I have an appointment about the rental. You want to meet with that agent of yours, don’t you?”


    “Andrea?” Selene’s voice was sharp, angry.


    “Uh, yeah.”


    “You shouldn’t bother. Not right now.”


    He shrugged. “Whatever.”


    She glowered at him for a moment longer, then sighed. “Not like you’ve ever listened to me before,” she muttered. “Well, I’m off to work. Have a good day, boys, and if you’re here later, make sure it stays in the bedroom. And for stars’ sake, gag him, Melanthios.”


    


    eee


    


    They had breakfast at one of the nearby delis. Narcissus practically inhaled a lox and cream cheese bagel, waving his hand when Ant asked him if fish and unripened cheese products were a good choice.


    He did not give a fuck. He was hungry, and it tasted good.


    He tried to order coffee at Starbucks, but Ant frowned at him long enough that he changed his order to decaf. The barista smiled sweetly at him, called him “ma’am,” and he wanted to sink through the floor and die.


    Ant spent a very long time trying to figure out how to order “a regular coffee,” then spent the rest of their stroll nattering about how he wanted to make sure Narcissus was “making good choices” for himself. Narcissus couldn’t shake the thought that Ant hadn’t really given a damn about what he did before getting knocked up had become his immediate raison d’etre, so he jammed his hands in the pockets of his trench, wishing he had his headphones so he could ignore the fairy.


    They made a weird pair, he had to admit, catching sight of their reflections in the windows of a shop as they marched against the morning crowds to Andrea’s office—Narcissus in jean cut-offs with his jacket thrown over top of it, bright red high-tops on his feet, and Ant in a three-piece houndstooth suit, like he’d walked off the set of some historical TV show or something.


    Andrea was at her desk, already typing away, one hand scrolling through socials, her pastel nails the perfect complement to her frilly red top and brown pencil skirt. Her caramel ringlets matched the frappuccino she had on her desk.


    “Morning,” she said, eyes widening as he skulked in and slung himself down in one of the white leather swivel chairs on the other side of her desk. The space was tiny and in a shitty location, but she made it look swank.


    “Hey,” he said, dragging a hand down his face. “So. Uh. Sorry.”


    She frowned. “For canceling on me last minute or for disappearing off the face of the Earth for weeks on end?”


    “Both?”


    She sighed. “There’s only so much damage control I can do. You got busted at that party, got shot, got accused of killing her—”


    “I didn’t kill her!” Narcissus protested.


    “Indeed,” Ant said, drawing their attention. He crossed the room and sat in the other chair, ignoring Andrea’s lifted brow. “If anything, she killed him.”


    “Huh?”


    Narcissus waved a hand. “Uh. Yeah. Kinda died.” He glanced at Ant. “Like. Technically. You know, where they declare you legally dead, but you’re not … dead-dead.”


    She frowned again, then went back to tapping at her computer. “Right. Anyway, you wanna tell me what you’re doing back here now?”


    “I thought maybe we could, like, book some stuff?”


    She looked up again, now appraising him. He shifted uneasily. Andrea had always been critical of his appearance. She had to be; she was his agent, after all. She knew what the clients wanted.


    She had to be able to tell he’d gained weight. He himself was convinced there was no hiding it, from any angle.


    He sipped at the decaf PSL. “I mean, Fashion Week, right?”


    She lifted both brows this time, exhaling. She looked impassively at her screen. “You think you’re runway ready?” Her tone was like a needle.


    “Well,” he drawled.


    “I don’t know what happened,” she said, “but people are going to be leery on booking you.”


    “What if we staged it as a comeback?” He dropped his head back over the back of the chair, looking at her upside-down. He’d turned the chair to face the window so he didn’t have to feel her judgment.


    “Maybe,” she murmured, then turned away from the desk, getting to her feet. She walked around the furniture, striding to stand in front of him, arms folded. “But if you want a comeback narrative, you gotta lose the tummy.”


    He flinched, but it was Ant who said, “That won’t be possible for some time.”


    He tossed the fairy a dirty look. Andrea quirked a brow. Narcissus grimaced. “I’m, uh …”


    Andrea reached for the coffee, plucking it out of his hand. “You could start by ditching this and getting back to the gym.”


    Ant frowned at her. Narcissus glanced at him, then looked at Andrea. “I’m kinda pregnant.” He forced himself to say it as quickly as he could, like he could rip the words off like a bandage and they’d somehow be less weird or embarrassing.


    Andrea stared at him for a minute. Her perfectly stencilled brows drew closer and closer together. “You’re trans?”


    “He’s,” Ant started.


    “Yeah, trans,” Narcissus said quickly, nodding. “Let’s go with that.”


    Andrea gave him a critical look, like she was evaluating that. Then she shrugged. “Well,” she muttered, “whatever. It’s a good headline. Too bad you didn’t do this in June.”


    He wanted to protest that he hadn’t been knocked up in June—but he guessed he had been. He just hadn’t known it. She walked back to her desk, taking his coffee with her. She plonked down in her chair. “But I dunno about runway stuff.”


    She paused again, glancing at him. “You’re seriously pregnant?”


    “Uh … yeah.” He swiveled around. “Like … fourteen weeks or something?”


    She lifted her eyebrows, like she was surprised. She looked him up and down again. “Wow,” she said.


    He flushed. He didn’t know what that was supposed to mean. He looked desperately at Ant, who laid a hand over his. “Multiples,” Ant said.


    “Oh, wow,” Andrea said, blinking furiously at her screen. She glanced at them again. Then she did a double take at Ant. “And who the hell are you?”


    “His fiancé,” Ant replied without a beat.


    Andrea grimaced. She appealed to Narcissus. “Honey, no,” she said, shaking her head.


    “No?”


    She looked at Ant. “You’re too old for him. And that outfit? You look like you’re someone’s great-grandfather.”


    Ant snorted. “Well, consider me firmly rebuffed. Tell me, what would you recommend?”


    “Ant,” Narcissus hissed, but the fairy simply snapped his fingers and switched outfits.


    “Is this more suitable?”


    Andrea’s eyes widened. “What—how did you …”


    “Uh—it’s that reality crap,” Narcissus laughed, grabbing Ant by his cuff-linked wrist, preventing him from snapping his fingers again. “You know, the stuff where you can just, like … try on stuff?”


    Andrea frowned. “You mean augmented reality?”


    “Yeah!” he cried. “That. That’s it.”


    Andrea’s skepticism was all over her face. Narcissus tittered nervously, hoping Ant didn’t try it again. “Sure,” Andrea said cautiously. “You … some kind of tech billionaire or something?”


    “Let’s go with that,” Ant said, smiling warmly. His eyes glittered.


    Andrea gave Narcissus another disapproving look. She cleared her throat. “Okay. Cool. Tech billionaire baby daddy and Narco’s trans. Right.”


    She slumped a little. “You sure know how to cut my work out for me,” she muttered.


    “So,” Narcissus said slowly.


    She waved a hand. “I’ll see what I can do.”


    


    eee


    


    “I really don’t think you should be going back to work,” Ant said as he unfolded his napkin. The candle on the table between them flickered. The pizzeria was small, intimate, and quiet just before the lunch rush.


    “Why not?” Narcissus asked, twirling his straw around in the lemon water he was trying to bring himself to drink. He felt like shit, and he didn’t know why. He figured water might help.


    “Because,” Ant said, fixing his piercing gaze on Narcissus as he smoothed the napkin over his lap. “You’re stressed enough, about …”


    Narcissus released the straw. “About what? Being pregnant?”


    “That,” Ant said, “and your body image.”


    Narcissus huffed and looked away, hating the flush on his cheeks. He’d been hoping Ant hadn’t picked up on that, but he guessed he’d been kind of obvious. Between his outfits and what he’d said to Ant yesterday …


    Little wonder Ant had been so blunt about telling him he was still attractive. Narcissus still didn’t know if he bought it.


    Ant picked up his knife and fork. “I don’t like what she said to you, and I’m doubtful being on camera, having other people commenting is going to help you much.”


    He shook his head and glared down at his plate. “What’s it matter? I’m having a hard time anyway. Maybe it’ll help. Y’know, give me something to do. Feel like I’m doing something, not just … incubating or whatever.”


    Ant sighed and rubbed his temples. “For the last time, I do not see you as an—”


    “I dunno,” Narcissus interrupted, “maybe Andrea’ll get some like … love your body shit, people like that kind of crap.”


    Ant frowned. “I don’t think you need to do it at all. Why give it any spin? Just focus on yourself.”


    Narcissus gritted his teeth. “Did you ever think that maybe I don’t like myself much?”


    Ant looked struck. Narcissus almost regretted saying it, but fuck it. Diplomacy had never been his strong suit. “I mean, like, I’ve never been exactly nice to myself, have I? You abandoned me, left me heartbroken. I felt like I was unlovable. Between you and Mom and Dad …”


    He raked his hands through his hair. He’d never put it that bluntly before. “And, like, if you couldn’t love me—who the fuck could?” He dropped his hands, letting them hit the tabletop, making everything jump. “I’m self-destructive—and there’s a reason for that, Ant.”


    Ant was silent, like he was processing that. Narcissus sat back in his chair, folding his arms. “There’s a reason I can’t be alone. A reason I’m a slut, a reason I did all those drugs. I don’t think I’ve been sober, been alone since I was fifteen. Because I hate my own company. I want to get out of my own head so damn bad.”


    “Posy.” Ant sounded like Narcissus had ripped him open with a jagged piece of glass.


    Narcissus shrugged; the last thing he wanted was pity. “You can’t just tell me to focus on myself, because I hate myself, Ant.”


    Ant was quiet for a moment, his gaze flicking down to the tabletop, then back to Narcissus. “Could you promise me something?” he asked in that same wounded tone, like he was two seconds away from shattering.


    “Absolutely fucking not.” He wasn’t going to make promises, especially not for a guy who couldn’t be bothered to tell him the truth about, well, almost anything.


    Ant continued, regardless. “If any of this affects you negatively—that is, if it brings on a new bout of … behaviors … I want you to promise you’ll stop.”


    Narcissus huffed. “Look, I know you think I should be, like, I don’t know, your 1950s housewife or something? But I’m not that person, Ant, I can’t stay home and bake cookies and shit. I’m not going to just sit around and … do nothing.”


    Ant pinched the bridge of his nose. “That’s not it at all, posy. You’re doing quite a lot, actually. It’s not easy creating entirely new life and—”


    “And I’m over it! I keep telling you, this isn’t my purpose or whatever, Ant. I want to do something else. Other things.”


    Ant tilted his head. “All I’m asking is for you to consider yourself for once. To keep yourself safe, to put yourself—”


    Narcissus glared. “That’s funny,” he ground out, “really funny, considering that every time I try, you’re here to tell me I don’t fucking matter to you at all, not compared to some stupid balls of cells—”


    Ant’s eyes were wide. “How can you say that?” He sounded absolutely gutted. “The only reason I’m asking you this is because I care about you a great deal—”


    “If you cared, you wouldn’t be forcing me through this!” Narcissus yelled, and Ant winced, recoiling from him.


    Ant studied him for a long moment, his dark brows drawing up. Narcissus felt guilt crawl up his throat, and he wanted nothing more than to reach across the table and smooth away the worry, the hurt that clouded Ant’s eyes.


    He didn’t want to feel sorry for Ant. Not when Ant was the one causing him so much anguish.


    “I still don’t understand,” Ant murmured, reaching for his hand. Narcissus drew away. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but there’s no help for it now. I know it’s difficult, but there is nothing we can do, posy. So, please—please. You must take care of yourself as best you can.”


    Narcissus looked down at the pizza on his plate. “I’m not hungry,” he said, then picked up the lemon water.


    Ant frowned. “Posy, please. You need to eat something.”


    “I said I’m not hungry.”


    Now the fairy lord glowered at him. “Posy. Don’t start. I’m going to forbid you from going back to work for that awful woman.”


    “You’re the one who’s awful. You’re gonna forbid me from having a job, from socializing with who I want to? What are you gonna do, lock me in a tower? Kidnap me back to hell?”


    Ant quirked a brow. “We’re here because I’m humoring you, posy. Don’t think for one second I won’t take you back.”


    Something in Narcissus’s gut clenched. Maybe Gabby was right.


    He pushed away from the table. “You know what? I can’t do this right now,” he said angrily. “I need space. Don’t come after me. Don’t call me, don’t text me.”


    “Text you …?” Ant sounded totally baffled, but Narcissus turned on his heel and marched right out of the restaurant, letting the door slam shut behind him.
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arcissus didn’t hear from Ant for two weeks. They were miserable weeks, even though he was busier than he had been in months. Turned out Andrea was better at drumming up work than she’d thought she might be. Everybody wanted his first interview, his first photos after the whole murder “incident.”


    He guessed it sounded pretty plum—near-death experience, going to rehab, coming to terms with his identity, starting a family.


    Well. Some of that was a lie. But it would sell. It would get clicks, it would feed algorithms. It would get the rumor mill, the gossipmongers, going again, and he’d be back in the limelight.


    He didn’t know why it felt so awful. Hollow.


    Well, actually, he did. It was because he didn’t have Ant. He sighed and turned over, looking at his phone in vain. He had no notifications, because he’d turned them off; if he went into his socials, there were tons of likes and comments, DMs that he didn’t want to sift through.


    He had no missed calls, no texts, nothing.


    He knew he’d told Ant to fuck off, but he hadn’t expected the fairy to just … leave him alone. Not the way he’d been threatening him. He’d fully expected Ant to kick down the door of the penthouse and kidnap him and take him back to the underworld or whatever.


    Worse, there was part of him that wanted Ant to do it. He knew he was being childish. He wasn’t helping anything by acting out like this. Ant had told him there was nothing they could do; an abortion would kill him, so unless he wanted to die, he was stuck with the pregnancy.


    He’d thought maybe he didn’t mind dying so much—better than being forced through a pregnancy he hadn’t even known could happen. But then he’d looked in Ant’s eyes and it had been like being stabbed through the heart to see the hurt there. Ant had looked so hurt, so scared, so sad, and he hadn’t even tried anything yet.


    Whatever. The fairy was probably just scared he was going to lose his glorified baby factory.


    He buried his head against the pillow to keep tears at bay. It hurt to think Ant didn’t care about him at all, that Ant only cared about him because he was destined to bear children for the fairy. That was probably why it hurt so much that Ant hadn’t even tried to kidnap him, that Ant had actually been respectful and given him his space. Ant didn’t even care that he was stupid and miserable and didn’t know what was good for him.


    He was back to not sleeping. Worse, he didn’t think he’d kept anything down in three days now. Gabby and Rico were doing their best, but they both had work, and his mother was too busy to notice. Not like she’d ever cared anyway.


    Part of him was tempted to get his hands on some cocaine, some molly. He thought about texting Andi. He wasn’t sure if he wanted a hit or a pity fuck. He wanted to act out, to get Ant’s attention, to make the fairy pay attention to him again.


    He probably should have just texted Ant and said he was sorry, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He was allowed to be mad, and begging Ant to stop giving him the silent treatment he’d asked for was too much like admitting he was wrong.


    He wasn’t wrong to be mad, was he? He didn’t know any more.


    He rolled over, pitching his phone aside, tossing an arm over his eyes.


    Sleep was elusive, though, and he watched the sunrise through half-cracked eyes, hating the slowly growing light as it sidled in through the cracks between the blinds. He sighed and hefted himself out of bed, wincing. He ached everywhere lately, like there was no comfortable position. Sitting, standing, lying down … it all felt like shit.


    He stretched out as best he could, thought idly about breakfast, then figured he’d skip it. He felt sick and didn’t exactly want to upchuck everywhere. And if he did manage to keep anything down, he was pretty sure Andrea would yell at him about eating before a gig, even if he wasn’t supposed to be the focus of today’s event. He had an image, after all.


    He rubbed at his belly absently, feeling his lip curl when he looked down. What the hell was his image gonna be after this? Christ.


    He texted Gabby.


    


    

      

        
          	
               wanna do lunch

          
        


      

    


    


    

      

        
          	
            Little early for lunch. What are     you doing up anyway

          
        


      

    


    


    He debated telling her he couldn’t sleep, but he figured that would only get him a phone call about how sleep was important in his … condition.


    Like, wasn’t sleep always important? Gabby had never lectured him about staying up until dawn before. Now, suddenly, he had to think about being healthy, being good. It was like he’d never mattered before all this.


    


    

      

        
          	
               got a thing later

          
        


      

    


    


    

      

        
          	
               Want company

          
        


      

    


    


    He sagged back onto the bed.


    


    

      

        
          	
               Yah thatd b good actuali

          
        


      

    


    


    

      

        
          	
               kk well do lunch

          
        


      

    


    


    He set the phone aside. He must have fallen asleep—at last—because the next thing he knew, the buzzer for the condo was screaming. He winced, then hauled himself out of bed, to the door. “Yeah,” he sighed at the intercom.


    “The fuck, bitch,” Gabby said, “you text me at ass-o’clock, ask me about lunch, and now it’s one and I’m here and you can’t even answer the door?”


    “Fuck,” he muttered, dragging a hand down his face. “Come on up.” He sauntered back to the bedroom, digging through his boxes of shit, trying to find something to wear.


    “Hello,” Gabby called, slamming the door behind her. “You’re such a prick. Are you even ready?”


    “No,” he replied. “I was sleeping.”


    “Bitch.” Gabby sounded exasperated but also amused. She leaned against the doorjamb, crossing her arms. “You gotta do makeup and hair still, don’t you?”


    “Fuck,” he muttered, tugging on a t-shirt, trying to pull the hem down. He stared for a moment, then muttered, “Fuck it, crop tops are in.”


    Gabby lifted her brows as he brushed by her. “You’re seriously gonna go to the gig like that?” she asked. He glanced into the bathroom mirror, but he couldn’t read her reflection.


    “Uh, yeah,” he said, glancing over himself. “I’ll grab a hoodie or whatever, but …”


    Gabby glanced away. He smeared foundation on his face. When he opened his eyes again, he glared at her. “Is something wrong with it?”


    “Nah,” she said. Then, more sulkily, “Just didn’t think you wanted to show off your bump.”


    He managed not to shudder in revulsion at the word. “I don’t,” he told her tartly. “But what choice do I have? I fell asleep, I’m late, nothing fits, and I’m not gonna have time to get something else before I’m supposed to be there, so whatever.”


    “Andrea’s okayed all this?”


    He rolled his eyes. “Yeah. We’re going with I’m trans. Near-death experience and all made me see the light or some bullshit.”


    Gabby quirked a brow. “Trans? Not intersex?”


    He made an involuntary noise in the back of his throat. “What does it matter,” he ground out. Great. He’d fucked up his eyeliner.


    Gabby sighed. “Well. I mean, like, you look like a guy.”


    “You mean male,” he told her flatly.


    “You also look like a guy,” Gabby insisted.


    He frowned. “I guess.” He was androgynous at best, first because his genetics had made him very pretty for supposedly having that Y-chromosome and then because he dressed in a femme way most of the time.


    He’d been called a girl he didn’t know how many times. Definitely been teased a bit for it in school, but never really bullied—although he guessed the kids had tried, but he had money and attitude and nobody really bothered fucking with him because they wanted to get invited to his birthday party for the legendary loot bags or whatever.


    Fuck. Was he going to have to think about birthday parties for kids now?


    Maybe he could hire someone. Ant had the coin. Right. He could hire someone to plan kids’ birthday parties.


    Ugh, he was his mother all over again—aloof, uninvolved.


    Gabby waved a hand in front of his face. “Hello,” she called, “Earth to Narco, are you there?”


    He blinked at her. “Yeah. Sorry. Was just thinking—can you hire someone to plan your kid’s birthday parties? Like … like a wedding planner, but for birthday parties?”


    Gabby stared at him for a full minute. Then she barked with laughter. “Look at you,” she guffawed. “How’s about you worry about getting the babies a birthday first, hm?”


    Narcissus flushed. “Yeah. Guess I gotta do that first.”


    She nodded, then gave him the side eye. “What?” he groused.


    She shook her head again. “Nothing. You’re cute, that’s all.”


    He huffed; he hardly felt cute. He felt ridiculous, actually.


    She sobered again, her brows drawing together as he left the bathroom. He couldn’t be bothered to do anything with his hair, and he didn’t feel like spending forever highlighting and doing a smoky eye or whatever. He didn’t have to do much, just cut a ribbon or something he thought—or maybe he was a judge or something? He couldn’t remember.


    He didn’t really want to go, because he was tired. It would probably be hot and crowded and irritating with all the people around him. He wasn’t sure he could hack it. Or that he wanted to.


    Maybe Ant had been right. Maybe he shouldn’t have bothered with work. He was fucking exhausted just thinking about running around like he usually did during Fashion Week. He thought about doing a twelve-hour shoot and wanted to cry.


    He supposed being tired made sense. He’d had some pretty brutal headaches lately that had kept him in bed for two days at a time. He’d thrown up a lot in the last six weeks or so—first because of the headaches and then because he just felt like shit (his mother had laughed and told him that was morning sickness).


    The throwing up had been kind of hard to reconcile with the cravings that had started over the last couple of weeks—intense, unfurling desire to have something pretty specific to jam into his mouth, taste on his tongue. He’d wanted Indian probably for the better part of a week now, so that was where they went for lunch. Everything else felt dissatisfying and awful, and he was so glad to finally sit down at a table with Gabby.


    “Order for me,” he told Gabby, glancing over the menu, letting his brows crunch.


    “Huh?” she asked. He felt her dark gaze boring into him.


    “I’ll order too much,” he explained. “I can’t decide, so you know what I’ll do.”


    She sighed, then nodded. “Right,” she murmured. She glanced at him again. “I take it you don’t wanna …”


    He shook his head. “I gotta …” He sighed, glancing down. He was sixteen weeks in and showing pretty plainly. Like, really showing. He’d been avoiding mirrors as much as possible, but that was only one trigger for him. He couldn’t avoid all of them—like putting on clothes and finding they were a little snug or seeing his own naked form when he got in the shower.


    Gabby took a sharp little inhale, and he looked up. Then he jerked his hands away from his belly, glancing away. “Sorry,” he murmured.


    “It’s fine,” she said quickly. “Um. So, like, what are you feeling?”


    “Anything,” he muttered. “Everything. That’s why I said you order for me—I’ll just order everything, then try to eat it all, and we know how that ends.”


    “Yup,” she agreed. “Okay, but give me something to work with here, Narco—you want like, something tame, butter chicken, or are you okay with, like, setting your insides on fire, vindaloo-style or …”


    “Something in between,” he murmured. “Oh, nn, saag-paneer, or maybe samosas or—”


    She shook her head. “You’re getting one thing. Lunch-size.”


    “Fine,” he sighed.


    “We can get something later if you get hungry again.”


    “Yeah,” he agreed. That was right. Normal, even.


    Gabby’s hand was warm on his. “You okay?” Her eyes were full of concern, warm and sparkling.


    “Yeah.” He nodded. “I will be. Just … remind me, okay?”


    She frowned for a second, half-poised to ask a question, but then she nodded.


    She placed the order for him: tikka masala, with naan and rice. Lunch-size, like she’d promised.


    “We’ll split it,” she told him. “They always give way too much food anyway, and I know you, Narco, we can’t wait for them to bring over the doggy bag.”


    “Thanks.” He sighed, both grateful for Gabby and exasperated with himself. He’d known he had issues, but he hadn’t really anticipated he’d ever need to manage them because he was fucking pregnant, of all things.


    “So,” Gabby said, “how you been anyway?”


    “Okay,” he said, still glancing down. “Headaches. Throwing up.” He decided not to mention how angry he was about the whole thing. About Ant.


    “Uh-huh,” Gabby said. “Reasons I am never getting knocked up.”


    He sighed and stretched a bit. She shook her head, glancing at her phone. She’d taken the afternoon off work to come hang out with him, but her coworkers would never leave her alone. He was pretty sure she ran that place. “Anyway, so, like I think you gotta want kids, and I don’t, so me and a kid, we’d be just as happy. Y’know?”


    “I get it,” he said. He felt that way himself.


    They chatted about Gabby’s job, Rico’s latest fling, a few of their other friends. Narcissus had missed a lot.


    He found, suddenly, that he didn’t care. Gabby was a workaholic, and Rico was nothing but drama. So much drama. Apparently, Rico had started sleeping with Andi’s new girlfriend, Rebecca, who was two-timing Andi, but Andi was two-timing her with Rico’s ex, Freddy, and there were lines in the sand and the whole circle was just in this giant standoff, taking sides and shit.


    It seemed petty, actually. Why would Rico even hook up with Rebecca? Why hadn’t she just broken up with Andi first? It all seemed so simple and easy, and they were all being ridiculous.


    He flicked rice off his plate, trying not to think about Ant again. He still had no new calls or texts.


    They made their way to the fashion show in an old, repurposed warehouse in Chelsea, and Narcissus struggled not to lose his lunch, because the Hudson stank, and the scent of rotting fish was everywhere, lurking under the muskier scent of the warehouse—which was probably a nightclub, now that he thought about it. Yeah, actually, he was pretty sure he’d been here under the cover of night and neon a few times.


    The event was mostly uneventful; the crowd was pretty small, although it was big enough to rankle Narcissus, and he badly wanted a nap before they were done. He tried to be enthusiastic like the other judges, but none of the looks were amping him up that much.


    “Don’t look too bored,” Gabby hissed to him at intermission. She cast an eye out on the crowd. “You’re gonna be all over the ’net, look how bored he is, such a bitch.”


    Narcissus stifled a yawn. “Maybe I am a bitch,” he muttered. “Gonna need a nap before we do dinner with Rico.”


    “Poor you,” she said, her tone almost mocking, biting.


    A couple of kids got kicked out of the show for being drunk or dealing or something, so at least the second half was more exciting. He tried to get into it more, but he was seriously falling asleep on his feet.


    He didn’t even want to think about the other shit Andrea had him signed up for in the coming days, weeks, months.


    Whatever. He was getting paid and doing something. Rico had been managing his social media for him, and, along with the usual vitriol and anti-trans bullshit, there were people saying stupid shit like he was an inspiration or his story gave them hope or made them feel seen or less alone.


    He liked that a bit, although he’d told Rico everyone was dumb because he couldn’t see his screen for his tears. He hadn’t wanted to cry, but he had. Some of the stories were really harsh.


    He wanted to show Ant. Maybe humans did deserve a chance. Maybe there was still something good—he didn’t know what sad stories and commiseration proved, really, but it felt like something.


    They got ice cream on the walk back to Gabby’s place. Narcissus didn’t really want to walk, but they’d missed the train, traffic was a bitch, and Narcissus didn’t want to wait around on the crowded platform for the next crowded train. Not that the sidewalks were less crowded, but at least they were moving. At least they were out in the open.


    Gabby kept giving him side eye as they meandered back to her place, but he ignored her. He knew the question on her mind: why haven’t you fixed this yet?


    He guessed he really believed Ant about the whole dying-if-you-try-to-abort thing. Or maybe he didn’t believe it, but he didn’t want to take the risk.


    What were the chances Ant was lying to him about it to keep him from doing anything too drastic?


    He thought briefly about the look on the fairy’s face, the hurt in his voice. The fear in his eyes. Like he was losing the most precious thing in the world.


    “You got, like, an hour,” Gabby told him when they made their way up to her stuffy apartment.


    “Great,” he murmured, then went to pass out in the guest room. He screamed when Sibyl was just sitting there, on the bed, hands folded.


    “What?! What is it?!” Gabby cried, dashing through the apartment and nearly bowling him over.


    “Hello,” Sibyl said, waving.


    “What the hell are you doing here?!” Gabby barked. “How the hell did you get in?!”


    Sibyl held up her hands. “Lord Dis sent me,” she said. “He wanted to let you know he’s in the city now. He’d like to know if you want to do dinner.”


    Narcissus shook his head. “We already have dinner plans,” he muttered, glancing at Gabby, who nodded.


    “Oh,” Sibyl said. “Well, he already made reservations.” She looked at Gabby. Narcissus swore the redheaded fairy’s cheeks stained red. “Would you care to join?”


    “We’re supposed to meet Rico,” Gabby protested.


    Sibyl smiled and clapped her hands. “Oh! I’m sure Lord Dis won’t mind. In fact, he said he’d like to meet His Grace’s friends, you know, get to know you perhaps a bit more.”


    Narcissus snorted. Like Ant needed to know his friends. Like his friends needed to know Ant.


    Gabby glanced at Narcissus. “Maybe that’s a good idea.”


    “It’s really not.”


    “I think it’s a good idea,” Gabby announced, folding her arms over her chest. Sibyl was definitely staring at her. Narcissus felt like his mind was overloading. Sibyl was into Gabby. Holy shit.


    “You already know Ant,” he protested.


    “Nah. I met him like a couple of times when we were kids, and not really since, so you know. I don’t know him. This is a good idea. I can get a better idea of how much of a creep he is.”


    “He’s not a creep!” Narcissus snapped, unsure of why he wanted to defend the fairy so much. Gabby was still convinced that Ant was some kind of … cradle-robbing pedophile or … something. An abusive dickhead, at the very least. And Narcissus had been wondering if she was right.


    But he didn’t seem like a dickhead or an abuser when Narcissus had told him to fuck off, to give him space, not to call or text, and Ant hadn’t even tried to contact him for two weeks. And when he did reach out, he sent Sibyl to act as an intermediary and asked if he wanted to.


    “If he’s not so bad,” Gabby said, smiling, “then what’s the harm in me meeting him, huh? Maybe we’ll be good friends.”


    “Probably not,” Narcissus grumbled. He tried to picture Gabby and Ant having anything in common beyond telling him what an idiot he was.


    “I think it’s a very good idea,” Sibyl piped up. Her cheeks were a very pretty pink, and she glanced almost bashfully at Gabby. “Lord Dis should meet your friends, Your Grace, and I think your friends might appreciate meeting him as well.” She offered Gabby a sort of shy smile.


    “Okay,” Narcissus snapped, “what’s this all about?” He gestured between the two of them.


    Gabby lifted a brow. “What’s what about?”


    Sibyl cleared her throat and sat up straight. “Gabrielle has voiced a lot of concerns about your wellbeing. She cares deeply about you, Your Grace, and I think allowing her to meet with Lord Dis would alleviate some of her concerns.”


    Narcissus stared at the fairy for a second. “I understood, like, maybe half of those words,” he murmured, sinking down on the bed beside her. He was so tired; his brain refused to process.


    “Oh for—she means if I meet your dickhead boyfriend, maybe I can stop worrying that he’s an abusive fuckhead who got you knocked up against your will.”


    Narcissus winced, because that was pretty much what had happened. “And since when did you talk to Billy enough to ‘voice a lot of concerns’?”


    Gabby shrank back, almost startled. Sibyl turned crimson. Narcissus let his gaze dart between them. “Oh my god,” he spat finally, “how long have you two been banging?”


    “Fuck off!” Gabby spat, and Sibyl clapped her hands to her cheeks, which were almost the same shade as her hair, murmuring, “You don’t need to put it that way.”


    “Okay, so neither of you are neutral parties in this—”


    “Of course not!” Gabby cried. “I’m your best friend! I’ve been biased since day one, and I wanna know if this guy is good enough for you or if he’s gonna hurt you like Andi hurt you!”


    Narcissus took a deep breath. “Fine,” he said, “we’ll go have dinner with Ant.”


    Sibyl clapped her hands. “Oh, thank you,” she said, and Narcissus glared at her. What the hell did she have to be so enthusiastic about anyway?


    “Gabby, text Rico and let him know. Billy, get out. I’m taking a nap.”


    Sibyl giggled, then vacated the bed, almost springing to Gabby’s side. Gabby already had her phone out, but she looped an arm around Sibyl’s shoulders and guided her out of the room, Sibyl still giggling.


    Narcissus stared at the closed door, then flopped back on the bed, closing his eyes tight and hoping sleep would overcome him.
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inner was a disaster. It started bad and only got worse; Rico did a double-take at Narcissus, which made sense because he hadn’t seen Narcissus in weeks now, not since the house party. Still, it set the tone for the evening, made Narcissus hyper-conscious of being judged, of his body, of his outfit. Everyone was going to scrutinize whatever he did or didn’t eat at dinner.


    Gabby was aggressive with Ant right from the get-go, all teeth when she smiled, even though Ant was trying to be nice. He welcomed them brightly, but Narcissus knew he set Gabby on edge when he said something about her having grown up into a lovely young lady. Gabby had given Narcissus a triumphant look, like that somehow proved Ant was a total creep. He didn’t think it did, but he didn’t want to spend the entire evening trying to defend Ant against her accusations.


    Why was everyone trying to protect him? Why couldn’t they just let him fuck up? Sure, he might get himself hurt—he had in the past, so he couldn’t blame Gabby for caring—but their concern was stifling.


    At any rate, he didn’t really appreciate Gabby trying to goad Ant into admitting he was some kind of creep. Ant somehow walked right into every trap she set for him, but he danced around them too—“I’ve eyes only for posy,” “I feel as though we’re meant to be,” and other bullcrap like that. He never once admitted he’d thought about Narcissus when he knew him as a kid, just sort of said Narcissus had been adorable and sweet. Then he talked about Endymion a lot, how they’d been friends. Narcissus seemed like collateral damage—Ant came to visit his friend, and his friend happened to have a cute kid who grew up and now they’d hooked up.


    Narcissus could see Gabby wasn’t going to be convinced that it wasn’t weird and creepy that a guy who was that much older than Narcissus was into him. He himself was busy seething about being reduced to collateral again—was that really all he’d ever been to Ant? Just a bonus feature? He had his friend he got to visit, and that friend had a cute kid. Ant got to have kids now, and he got to bone Narcissus to do it.


    God, he hated it. He wanted to grab Ant by the shoulders and shake him, rattle him around until something like a confession tumbled out of him.


    Did Ant love him at all? He said he’d missed Narcissus, that he’d wanted Narcissus, but Narcissus needed to know he felt more than that. Needed to know he felt that bone-deep ache, like he was suffocating every time Narcissus left the room. Narcissus hated feeling like he was the only one who’d pulled his whole heart out and served it up on a platter.


    Rico was more concerned about Narcissus’s appearance, which made him squirm for other reasons. The level of faux concern was … irritating. “So, like, you’ve been good?” Rico asked, eyeing Narcissus’s plate, which Narcissus glared at him for. Their portions weren’t any different—the plates were small any which way you sliced it.


    “Good enough,” Narcissus replied, then jammed a forkful of buttery mashed potatoes in his mouth, hoping to quell further interrogation.


    “And, like, healthy.” Rico’s voice canted up at the end, and Narcissus glared more.


    He had half a mind to tell his friend to fuck all the way off into the sun or something, but his mouth was full. Ant slid an arm around his shoulders and squeezed. “Posy is with child,” Ant said smoothly, and Narcissus watched Rico short-circuit.


    “Sorry, what?” Rico asked, blinking his big, brown eyes a couple of times before turning a critical gaze on Narcissus. “For real? That Billy chick, she wasn’t just tripping or—”


    “And having a baby is, like, a mutual decision,” Gabby cut in, “for the both of you?”


    Ant laughed. “It’s not just a baby.”


    Rico’s eyebrows were in his hairline. “Like, twins then?” he asked, his eyes darting down. Narcissus scowled.


    “Yes,” Ant said. “Of course, that’s what happens when you play with magic.”


    “Magic,” Rico repeated, lifting a skeptical brow.


    “The miracle of life,” Narcissus blurted, glaring at Ant.


    Rico frowned, and Ant quirked a brow. “It’s not a miracle, posy. It’s simply my magic, and—”


    “We don’t know it’s two,” Narcissus said quickly, hoping to steer Ant off the supernatural subjects. Rico looked like he was on the verge of a meltdown.


    “Didn’t you have your … what did you call it?”


    “Ultrasound,” Narcissus sighed. Ant had trouble with the names of medical tests, despite having worked in psychology. “Not yet. That’s Thursday.”


    “I guess we might know then.”


    “Yeah, maybe.” He looked at his puffed-up belly, then his plate. He suddenly didn’t feel like eating any more.


    “Wow,” Rico said, stealing another glance at Narcissus. “Wow.”


    “Shut up,” Narcissus fired back, hating the way his friend was looking at him—like he was some kind of … freak. He folded his arms.


    “What’re you gonna do with two kids?” Gabby asked.


    “Why, raise them, I expect,” Ant replied, then dropped a kiss on the top of Narcissus’s head. “I’ve always wanted a large family.”


    Weird, Gabby mouthed to Narcissus over the table.


    “Seriously? Who wants kids these days?” Rico sighed. “They’re so expensive and they’re so much work and, like, what about climate change and—”


    “What about it indeed,” Ant agreed.


    Rico scowled. “Kids are terrible for the environment,” he said, and Narcissus groaned inwardly, realizing they’d just tripped a Rico-the-Environmental-Warrior rant. He sank in his chair, wondering if there was any way out of the impending lecture.


    Just as Rico lifted a finger, ready to make his first point, Ant said, “We intend to stop it.”


    Rico frowned, gaze bouncing between them. “By … having kids?”


    “Exactly,” Ant said with a nod.


    “What,” Rico said.


    “He’s a nymph,” Ant explained.


    Rico shook his head. “Sorry, are you—”


    Just then, someone stopped beside their table, staring at Narcissus. Narcissus stared back. His breath came short.


    “Narco?” Andi asked, a laugh in her voice. “I almost didn’t recognize you.”


    Narcissus tried not to wince; that was a not-so-subtle dig.


    Rico’s spine was stiff. Slowly, he turned around. “Andi,” he said, looking her up and down.


    Andi lifted a brow. “Ricardo.”


    “What brings you here?” Rico asked, managing to keep his voice level. Almost civil.


    Andi laughed. “Actually, I’m here to get Becks”—she grinned as Rico bristled—“what’re you here for?”


    “Engagement party,” Narcissus said before Ant could inform his ex about his current state.


    “Engagement,” Andi almost laughed, “you? No way—you’re not …” Her gaze landed on Ant, and she snorted. “Don’t tell me the goth’s your boyfriend.”


    Ant bristled. “Goth?” he asked, his tone sharp as a dagger.


    Narcissus glanced between the two of them. “Uh—”


    Andi sneered at him. “Never thought you’d stoop so low,” she almost hissed. “You hard up or something, baby?”


    “Baby?” Ant asked, but Gabby was out of her seat. She whirled around to face Andi.


    “You get lost,” she told her, jabbing a finger against her. “You get out of our faces right now, and I don’t gotta punch you.”


    Andi scowled. “Hey now—”


    “Go!” she thundered, and Andi held up her hands, then glanced to her left.


    “Here’s Becks now,” she said, tossing them a cruel smirk. “See you losers later.” She paused, then turned back. “And Narco? You need someone to pound your ass, you have my number. You still owe me for that molly.”


    She left Narcissus spluttering in her wake. Rico scowled after her, and Gabby shook her fist in righteous fury at Andi’s retreating back. “Never did like that bitch,” she huffed as she slumped back into her seat.


    “Then why did you let Narcissus interact with her?” Ant’s voice was like rolling thunder, the kind of growl that was prelude to a more ferocious storm.


    Narcissus glanced at him, mouth falling open.


    Gabby, bless her, merely lifted an eyebrow. “What?” she asked. “So I’m responsible for everything his dumb ass does now?”


    “You could have forbidden—”


    Gabby laughed, waving a hand. Then she leaned over the table, her eyes narrowing. “Listen, Mr. Fairy Lord, I dunno what you think you can get away with wherever you’re from, but here? People have free will and you gotta respect that.”


    She gave Narcissus a guilty look. “Even if that means people you care about make bad decisions and get themselves hurt.”


    Narcissus glanced up at Ant. “She told me to leave Andi. A lot. I didn’t listen.”


    “She’s a dick,” Rico growled. Then he frowned at Ant. “Wait. Mr. Fairy Lord?” His brow crinkled.


    “Uh!” Gabby’s eyes went wide.


    “It’s a joke,” Narcissus said, “because he’s, like, super gay?” He looked desperately at Gabby and Ant. One of them would bail him out, right?


    “I’m the lord of the underworld,” Ant sniffed, glowering at Narcissus. “What does being gay have to do with it?”


    “Are fairies even gay?” Gabby pondered suddenly.


    “I dunno, you’re fucking Billy,” Narcissus sniped back, and Gabby clapped her hands over her mouth.


    “Wait, what?” Rico glanced between the three of them. “I don’t know what I’m most confused about.”


    “Fairies,” the three of them said in almost unison.


    Rico sighed. “Yeah, but—”


    “Gabby hooking up with a chick is nothing new.”


    “Gabby hooking up with a fairy is definitely new!”


    “Narco did it first! And you didn’t even know fairies existed until five seconds ago!” Gabby complained, then grabbed her purse. “Whatever. I’m done.”


    She stalked away from the table, leaving her meal unfinished. “Rude,” Rico muttered, then turned back to Ant and Narcissus. “So, uh.”


    “Forgive us,” Ant said with a smile, “much as I delight in disabusing you humans of your notions of reality, I really do think posy and I need to get home.” He tossed some cash down on the table, then grabbed Narcissus’s wrist and dragged him away from the table.


    “What about dessert?!” Rico hollered.


    “Enjoy the wine!” Ant called back, then pulled Narcissus out into the heavy evening air.


    They walked to the nearest subway station at a fast clip, leaving Narcissus breathless. “Can we slow down?” he asked. “Hold up a bit? Where are we going, what’s the rush?”


    Ant didn’t reply. They hurried down the stairs, into the relative cool of the underground. “Seriously,” Narcissus protested as they stood on the platform, but Ant was tight-lipped and livid.


    Neither of them said anything more until Ant was practically pushing Narcissus through the door of the penthouse. He slammed the door shut behind him; it reverberated.


    “What the actual fuck,” Narcissus spat, scrambling back toward the sofa, then plonking down on it, glaring as the fairy advanced on him.


    “We’re leaving.”


    “Huh? Why? Where are we going?”


    Ant grabbed his wrists. “We’re going back to the underworld, where you have no cell service and no internet so you can’t even think of contacting that swine—”


    Narcissus wrenched out of the dark-haired fairy’s grip. “Seriously?” he snapped. “You think I’m gonna let her?”


    Ant just glared. “Fuck’s sake,” Narcissus huffed. “I don’t even have her number anymore. Gabby made me lose it when I broke up with her.”


    Ant frowned. Narcissus switched tactics. “Why would I even wanna hook up with Andi anyway? Not like I’m hard up.”


    Ant’s expression twitched with irritation. “Aren’t you now? We had that tiff—what would you have done if I hadn’t been here tonight? It’s been weeks—I know you, posy.”


    Narcissus stared. “I wouldn’t,” he said. “Ant, I just—”


    “The bond between us never stopped you from spreading your legs before.”


    Narcissus’s mouth hung open with the desire to yell, but he didn’t know what to say.


    Ant hauled him to his feet. “You see?”


    “I—”


    “And you don’t even trust yourself. You’re mine, posy. Do you understand that?”


    He was marching Narcissus back now, deeper into the apartment. “Ant—”


    “Look at me.” A hand on his jaw, forcing his head up. Ant’s eyes were red. “You’re mine. If anyone else ever lays a finger on you … if I find out you let someone else touch you …”


    He bumped into the wall, trying to recoil as Ant pressed into his space. The fairy lord caught his chin again, tilted his head up, and Narcissus was forced to look deep into his eyes. “Do you understand me?”


    His tone was like a punch to the gut; Narcissus couldn’t get his breath. “Yes,” he whispered, unable to look away. “Yes.”


    Ant’s grip tightened. “Good. We’ll go back to the underworld, to make sure you aren’t tempted. For now—get on your knees.”


    “Ant—”


    Fingers pressed painfully against his trachea. “That wasn’t a request.”


    Narcissus gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. He let his knees buckle, falling to the floor as Ant released him.


    He looked up at the swish of Ant’s robes, meeting the fairy lord’s burning gaze. Narcissus went cold from the inside out as he watched the dark, branching antlers rise from Ant’s crown, a macabre version of Narcissus’s own vines and tendrils.


    “You’re cruel.”


    Ant blinked. Narcissus shut his eyes, repeating the simple incantation until he felt the ghost of Ant’s fingers against his cheeks. “Posy,” he whispered, “posy, I’m sorry.”


    Narcissus pulled back, shaking his head. He gave the fairy a guilty look. “Not like this,” he murmured. “Never like this, Ant.”


    “No,” Ant agreed. “Never.” He dragged his hands down his face and looked away. Finally, he sat down.


    Neither of them spoke. Neither of them moved. Time ticked away in the background, shadows slipping onward through the night.


    At last, Ant moved; he shaded his eyes with his hand. “Stars, posy.” His voice rasped, broken. “Posy.”


    Narcissus inhaled as deep as he could. “It’s—it’s okay,” he said, even though the words sounded as rattled as he felt.


    Ant shook his head. “I’m sorry.”


    Narcissus took another deep breath. “I mean, you’re a fairy, right? Gabby said fairies are, like, super possessive and jealous, so I mean, I guess that’s just how you are—”


    Ant pulled his hand away; his eyes were crimson again, flashing dangerously in the dark. “You should not expect that kind of behavior from anyone, let alone tolerate it. Least of all from me.”


    “But—”


    “No buts, posy. I could hurt you. I have hurt you.”


    “You try not to hurt me, you don’t mean to—”


    Ant tried to pull away, but Narcissus held him fast. “And you listened.”


    “Because it’s magic,” Ant spat. “I had to stop, posy. I had no choice; you bound me with the words.”


    “Isn’t that what no is supposed to do? It’s supposed to make people stop too.”


    Ant stared at him for a very long moment. Then he pressed his lips together in a worried line. Narcissus sighed, then turned and slumped against the wall next to him. “So, like, the charm or whatever … it’s just a stronger version of no.”


    “I’d still say it’s different,” Ant murmured.


    “It’s really not,” Narcissus huffed.


    “Still,” Ant said, “you shouldn’t have to use the charm to bind me. I just …”


    Narcissus shrugged. “You’re a fairy. Possessive jealousy is your thing.”


    “Well, I suppose, but—”


    He glanced at Ant. “I might be into it.”


    Ant arched a brow. Narcissus shrugged again. “Just—like. It’s kind of … hot? To be wanted like that. Like you wanna possess me or … I dunno, own me or something.”


    He sighed, leaning his head back against the wall. “No one else has ever really …”


    “No? Not even that woman at the restaurant tonight?”


    Narcissus chewed on his lip. “It’s different,” he murmured. “It’s different, because I’m not just a—a thing to you, am I?”


    He wasn’t, was he? He’d spent so much time thinking Ant didn’t think anything of him. But he was wrong, wasn’t he? That was why Ant looked so wounded, why he sounded so hurt.


    Ant drew a sharp breath. Narcissus shook his head. “Like—that’s what I was to Andi. Her fuck-toy, it was always on her schedule. We never did anything but get high and fuck.”


    How many nights had he spent just sitting beside Ant in the library? He’d been bored out of his skull, but Ant had seemed …


    Happy. Happy just to be there with him, to be at his side.


    He finally looked at Ant, who seemed completely bemused. He frowned at the floor. “It was like I was her servant or something. Had to know where I was at all times. Just wanted to take me to parties and show me off. Then she’d get mad when other people looked at me, like it was my fault or something.


    “That—you … don’t do that. Like, I thought you were at first, and that’s … why I was so mad about all of this, because I’m … So many people treat me like that, and I don’t deserve it. I don’t.”


    He screwed his eyes shut and lowered his head as Ant wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “Do I?”


    “Of course not, posy. I’m sorry I ever made you feel that way.”


    Narcissus curled a hand in Ant’s robes. How many times had he been apologized to? But it had never felt sincere. And he’d known it never was.


    Ant … didn’t feel insincere. He felt overwhelmingly sincere, like there was sorrow at the very bottom of his heart welling up and overflowing.


    He lifted his head, seeking the fairy’s gaze. “So. It’s different.”


    Ant gave him a half-smirk. “I’m not sure I follow your logic.”


    Narcissus sighed. “I dunno either.”


    “I think,” Ant said at length, “that the difference may be that you possess me as much as I possess you—if you belong to me, body and soul, then I am equally yours.”


    “I thought fairies didn’t have souls.” He pushed back so he could look at Ant more critically.


    “We don’t.”


    “Then how is it equal?”


    Ant gave him a coy smirk. “You have my magic, and what is a fairy without magic?”


    “Um, I dunno.”


    “An elf.” Ant got to his feet.


    “What? Seriously?” Narcissus scrambled up after the fairy lord, who offered his hand.


    Ant rolled his eyes. “Heavens, posy, it was a joke,” he groused, but he led Narcissus to the bedroom anyway.
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e woke up alone, aching everywhere. He felt like his head was splitting in two. They hadn’t even done anything last night. There was no reason he should feel so bloody awful.


    He dragged himself to the bathroom, winced at the sight of himself—hair tousled, skin wan.


    Had work, doing one little gig, really taken that much out of him? Christ, he looked like someone had punched him in both eyes.


    He almost puked at the sight of blood on his thighs when he tugged off his shorts. He stepped under the shower spray, trying to rinse it off, but there was more, bright red, and he couldn’t wash it all away. It just kept coming. He collapsed against the shower wall, whimpering.


    He called Gabby when he was brave enough to get out of the shower and get dressed. He found a tracksuit, hated how it tugged at him. All he wanted was to be warm and cozy.


    “I feel like shit,” he whimpered when Gabby picked up.


    “And hi to you too,” she huffed.


    “Just … come over,” he sighed, sitting down on the sofa.


    She grumbled but finally agreed to stop by when she was done work, which would be fifteen minutes from then.


    He tried to make himself eat something while he waited for her, but he just felt sick and awful, like his stomach was in his throat, like his insides were all mixed up.


    He went to the bathroom. More blood. He almost blacked out, stumbled back to the sofa and lay down, hands over his belly.


    Gabby gave him a strange look when she arrived. “So you feel like shit. The fuck you call me over for?” She dumped her purse on the counter.


    He grimaced. “I … I’m bleeding, Gabs.”


    She frowned. “Bleeding?”


    “Like. Down there.”


    Gabby blinked slowly. “You—”


    “It won’t stop, it’s just …”


    Gabby waited a minute, pursing her lips as she contemplated him. He felt flighty. Maybe it was the blood loss. “Gabs?”


    “You losing a lot of blood?”


    “I … guess? Like, enough.”


    “’Kay.” She went to the kitchen, grabbed her purse. She fished around in it, tossed him a little plastic square. “You’re gonna put that in your underwear, so you don’t bleed through, and we’re going to the hospital.”


    “The hospital,” he protested, realizing she’d tossed him a pad. He dropped it, lip curling in disdain.


    “Yeah.” She slung her purse over her shoulder. Her brown eyes flicked up to meet his gaze. “We gotta get it checked out. If you’re … it needs to be looked at. Go put that on, so we don’t gotta deal with any messes, no questions.”


    The hospital was mortifying. They got into ER pretty quick—slow day, he guessed—but the doctors had no idea what to do about him. Like, they were trying, but they couldn’t wrap their head around how a seemingly cisgender male had gotten knocked up. They’d expected a trans man, AFAB parts when he yanked his pants down.


    Then they didn’t want to believe him about being knocked up. They tossed the r-word around. They’d figured he was a gay boy whose partner had gotten too rough.


    But that apparently didn’t explain anomalies in his anatomy when they went in to try to figure out where he was bleeding from, and that had led to an ultrasound, which had confirmed he was telling the truth about being pregnant. He wasn’t just some headcase.


    But that led to more panic—how was he pregnant when he didn’t have a vagina or a cervix? There was a lot of squabbling about that, and someone was trying to be the voice of reason, suggesting they could figure that part out after they got the bleeding stopped, so he didn’t bleed to death on them.


    They kicked Gabby out, which left him scared and alone and at their total mercy as they argued about what to do with him. They couldn’t figure out where the blood was coming from, and if they couldn’t figure that, how the fuck were they supposed to stop it?


    He didn’t remember much after that. He guessed they’d put him under, and when he woke up, he was by himself in a hospital bed, surrounded by beeping machines, separated from a couple of other beds by thin curtains. He lay there for a moment or two, then pushed the call button. He had no idea what had happened.


    A skinny guy in scrubs showed up, looking relatively irritated. “What?” he asked in his New York twang.


    “Where the fuck am I?” Narcissus asked, and the guy lifted a brow.


    “Out of general surgery. Hang on, I’ll get the doc.”


    He disappeared, and Narcissus settled back against the pillows, trying to make himself smaller, like he could hide from the incessant beeping, the snore of the patient next to him.


    The doctor, a burly man, strolled up with a clipboard in hand. “Got the bleeding stopped for now,” he said nonchalantly. He dropped the papers and looked at Narcissus. “How’re you feeling?”


    Narcissus shook his head. The doctor pursed his lips and nodded. A hundred questions crowded into Narcissus’s head, none of them anything he could articulate at that moment.


    The doctor said something to the nurse, and the next thing Narcissus knew, he was out again.


    He woke up again sometime even later. A nurse with a friendly face peeled back the curtain; she smiled at him. “Oh, you’re awake. Good. Your mama’s here to see you.”


    She stepped back, holding the curtain for Selene, who nodded curtly to her. Then she dropped the curtain and meandered off. Narcissus wished she’d stayed; he didn’t want to deal with his mother.


    Selene sighed. “What did they tell you?”


    He shook his head. “Nothing. I was out.” He was still groggy, his head swimming.


    “What do you remember?”


    “Uh. Coming in here for bleeding. Them bickering about … y’know, how I work.”


    She pressed her lips together. “And you were bleeding because …”


    He seized up. “Uh.”


    Selene gave him a bored look. “Because you tried a back-alley abortion?”


    He shook his head. “No.”


    She snorted, then adjusted the strap of her purse, then sat down in the flimsy chair, crossing her legs. “Let’s say I believe you. You got any idea what could have caused this?”


    He shook his head. “I’m just … tired,” he said. “Like, really tired. I feel like shit.”


    Selene rubbed her temples. “I guess this is what Titania meant when she said there was no such thing as too much sex for you,” she grumbled.


    “Huh? What are you talking about?”


    “You’re a nymph,” she said, “so you have a magic system, but no magic. The babies are part fae. They need magic, which you’ve been getting from Ant.”


    She frowned. “I guess it’s not enough though. They’re draining you, and you’re reacting.”


    He was silent for a second or two. “I’m … miscarrying?” He thought that was the word.


    Selene sighed dramatically. “Yes, but if they detach from your magic system, they could still kill you.”


    She paused, rubbing her forehead. “Melinoe was in earlier. She wasn’t able to do much with so many people watching, but she said the magic system didn’t open, so they haven’t detached.”


    “So,” he said, trying to make his brain work, “I’m still …”


    Selene leaned back. “Yup. Although none of you are doing good at the moment.”


    He wanted to throw up.


    “Melinoe wants to take you back to the underworld. Human medicine is not equipped to handle this.”


    He swallowed tightly. “I don’t wanna gonna back,” he almost whimpered.


    She gave him a sharp look. “I really don’t think you have a choice,” she said firmly, getting back to her feet. “You’re malnourished, and you’re bleeding everywhere—blood and magic alike. If we don’t figure this out, all three of you might die.”


    “But!” he cried, watching as she stepped through the curtain. It fluttered shut, leaving him completely alone.


    He sat there for a moment, then slowly, painfully, melted down.


    


    eee


    


    The nurse with the friendly smile was Dinah. “You know,” she said with a tinkling laugh, “like Dinah Washington.”


    Narcissus had no fucking clue who that was, but he nodded. She was making small talk—or trying—but it was all background noise, ringing senselessly through his ears.


    Dinah—a fairy actually, because New York was apparently full of them—was gonna administer something to stabilize him so the fairies could get him back to the underworld.


    “Just lie back,” Dinah told him, and he did what she instructed. She was so nice. He hated her a little. He screwed his eyes shut, heard her laughing at him. “It won’t hurt at all.”


    His chest was tight; he couldn’t breathe. How was he supposed to tell her it was nothing but pain? This whole damn thing, every second he’d been pregnant, had been agony.


    The doctors didn’t know what was wrong with him, but the bleeding had started again. There were still heartbeats. They weren’t dead, but something was wrong. With them. With him. He wasn’t absorbing Ant’s magic the way he was supposed to.


    The twins were bleeding him dry, and he, in turn, was bleeding Ant.


    He hated them. He hated them so fucking much.


    And then he sobbed, because he was slowly strangling the life out of them, and what the fuck had they ever done to deserve that? All they were guilty of was existing, and he was killing them.


    He was so fucked up. Maybe his mother would have been right to kill him.


    Dinah kept coming back to check on him, kept turning up the dial, flooding his system with more of the magical compound Melinoe had prescribed. Apparently humans—or nymphs—couldn’t just waltz into the underworld any time they liked. He didn’t really understand, but then again, he hadn’t really been paying attention.


    His head pounded; he felt sick, dizzy, and so, so tired. He could hardly keep his eyes open. It was worse than the first few days in the underworld.


    “Still bleeding,” he heard Dinah say. Sibyl’s face swam over him. He tried to curl up into a ball. The walls seemed to drip blood when he opened his eyes.


    “No good,” Sibyl said softly. “He’s hallucinating.”


    Was he? Everything sure felt real, but he blinked and the bloody walls were gone. When he turned over, someone had thrust their hands in his face, and he stared at two bloody lumps, slowly coalescing into something real. He whimpered.


    “They’re yours,” a voice said, swimming through his ears, an echo, a dream. “Don’t you want to hold them?”


    He shook his head furiously, held himself, because there was no way those … things … had come out of him. No way.


    “Delirious,” someone pronounced, and someone else said something like psychotic break, and he wanted to know who the fuck would keep their mind if they’d just had to give birth to two dead aliens.


    When he came to again, he was in a private room. Sunlight streamed through the window. Ant was standing there, the light weaving through his glossy hair, and Narcissus slowly dragged himself to sitting, dazed, confused, afraid, hurting. Had it worked? Were they back in the underworld now?


    Ant leaned over what seemed like a cart or a tray, setting something down inside carefully. For a split-second, Narcissus thought he heard a baby whining, thought he saw motion, thought maybe his psychotic break was just him losing it during birth, and maybe he’d dreamed everything up.


    Ant turned around and stepped away from what Narcissus now recognized as a cradle. He tried to peer around Ant. He couldn’t discern any movement at all, and he let his gaze drift back to Ant, taking in the severe expression on the fairy lord’s face.


    Narcissus couldn’t stop the wounded noise in his throat; he was dry-eyed, but he turned away from Ant, animal pain clawing its way out of his throat, rattling him.


    He sobbed, earth-shattering cries, but he had no tears still, just that wounded bleating. Ant sat down in a plastic chair beside the bed.


    Narcissus cradled his head in his hands. He couldn’t … really be awake, could he? There was no way. He had to be dreaming.


    “There now, posy,” the fairy lord said, and he sounded so tired, exhausted, broken-hearted.


    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he rasped, his voice a hiss, and Ant didn’t say anything, just sat there, angry, red-eyed, and then he was the deer, eyes blazing, bones rattling, and Narcissus screamed—until his lungs burned and the world went black again.
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arcissus let his eyes flutter open, peering at the world through what felt like a haze. The light was soft at the edges, and the world seemed to fall away through the velvety petals of showy blooms, all drooping their heads with the weight of the shimmering morning dew.


    It seemed … surreal.


    He closed his eyes for the briefest second, then opened them again, expecting his vision to come into sharp focus.


    It didn’t; everything was still gossamer, and he lifted his hand in slow motion, as though he were afraid the illusion would shatter if he moved too suddenly.


    To tell the truth, he couldn’t have moved any faster if he tried. Still, the motion felt weightless, effortless, much the same way turning his head required almost no conscious effort on his part. His fingers found the edge of Ant’s face, traced over his cheek, and Narcissus wondered, idly, when the fairy had arrived in this dreamscape.


    He hadn’t been there a moment ago, had he?


    He couldn’t remember. Worse, he didn’t want to try. It didn’t matter if Ant had been there or not; he was there now, leaning over Narcissus, hands braced on—


    Whatever Narcissus was lying on, he guessed. He was definitely reclined. Some sort of couch, maybe?


    He didn’t know who would put a bed in the middle of a garden. He thought it was a garden at least. Definitely didn’t seem like the hospital room.


    He had been in the hospital, hadn’t he? Or had he dreamed that? He couldn’t remember.


    He sought Ant’s gaze, tried to lock eyes with him. “Am I high?” he asked. He didn’t feel his mouth move.


    Okay, yes, probably high then.


    Ant smiled softly, and Narcissus noticed, for the first time, the crow’s feet at the corners of the fairy’s eyes. Did immortals age?


    Ant cradled his face, leaning down like he was going to kiss Narcissus. “Everything is quite all right,” he said—or Narcissus thought he said it, anyway.


    And that didn’t answer the question, did it?


    His eyes slid shut as Ant pressed their lips together. The question, the confusion melted away. Did any of it matter?


    Ant pulled back from him without even the whisper of cloth. Narcissus left his eyes closed, felt the heat of the sun against his skin.


    Everywhere.


    When had he gotten naked?


    It was hard to hold on to questions, his thoughts slipping away like water. Ant curled over him, and oh—okay. They were screwing. Right here, right now, both of them naked in the garden—


    Ant cupped his cheek, turning his head before he could protest. He held a finger to his motionless lips, and Narcissus heard his voice: “Sh. It’s all right.”


    He wanted to argue. It wasn’t all right that they were having mid-morning garden sex, definitely wasn’t okay with him, but the words died on his lips, melted into Ant’s mouth when the fairy kissed him.


    It was rougher, bruising force behind those lips, Ant’s tongue lashing at him, stealing his breath. He went limp in Ant’s arms instead of fighting back.


    Did he have any control at all? He felt like a doll.


    Ant laughed at him, and he shivered. “It’s all right, posy,” he repeated, and Narcissus turned his head, because it was so strange to hear him speaking but see his face so motionless.


    He barely felt Ant enter him, barely felt anything except the warmth of Ant’s hands for a few seconds. Then he might have moaned as sensation unfurled through him—not the usual feeling of stretching, not the burn, but something else. He gritted his teeth against it.


    “Sh.” Ant stroked the side of his face. “Don’t fight it, posy. You’ll only make it worse.”


    It … hurt, he realized with a gasp, his eyes popping open. He panted as he stared up at the bright blue of the morning sky, the clouds overhead as conscious thought fled, leaving behind only the five-alarm pain searing through him like he was being slowly, exquisitely, torn open in a hundred thousand places.


    He thought he might be sick.


    His gaze flicked desperately to Ant, who smiled impassively, kept that hand on his cheek, and Narcissus ground his teeth against each other and finally cried out, trying to twist away from his touch.


    He felt claws against his hip; fingers ground into his cheek as he writhed. “Hold still, posy. This is for your own good, I promise.”


    The fairy lord’s voice was like a thunderclap, and Narcissus stopped moving, breathing raggedly. Then he squirmed again, moaning miserably.


    “What—”


    He tossed a desperate look back at Ant. His eyes were entirely red, not a drop of black anywhere, no pupils at all; his teeth were sharpened into wicked spears, ready to tear flesh asunder; and those horrible antlers branched from his head, bone white and terrible as they stretched toward the sky.


    Narcissus heaved a couple more breaths, felt his limbs collapse under him from where he’d been weakly trying to claw his way free. The sky churned; the sun stabbed into his eyes, and black ate away at his vision until it had devoured everything.


    


    eee


    


    He woke up in bed and puked into a bowl somebody shoved under him just in the nick of time. He groaned, then rolled back against the cool of the sheets, laying his pounding head on the pillows, eyes closed.


    “I told you he’d come around,” someone said, their voice a harsh whisper in the stillness of the room. He gritted his teeth; even whispering was too much for his overtaxed nerves.


    Everything felt overloaded. He swallowed pain and misery, bile and acid.


    “Still looks half-dead to me.” That was Gabby’s judgmental tone.


    He opened his eyes halfway, squinting to try to limit the light, the influx of visual data. He retched again.


    “He’s fine. Just needs to rest up.”


    He opened his eyes slowly. “I feel like a train hit me. What—”


    Sibyl patted him on the head, and he nearly screamed. It felt like even his hair hurt. “You just rest,” she said, and the world receded again, her voice wavering and fading, light disappearing behind his eyes as he tumbled back into the dark.


    He didn’t know how long he slept, but he opened his eyes again, then shuddered and curled up as much as he could. He put a hand to his stomach, panic nipping at his throat.


    Had he been hit by a bus? A car accident? Had something awful happened and now—


    “They’re fine,” Oberon said nonchalantly, and Narcissus turned his head to the voice. His vision was still blurry, unfocused, but at least he could make out shapes this time. His godfather was sitting in a wicker chair, leafing through a magazine with about as much disinterest as he could muster.


    Narcissus put a hand to his head. Hadn’t he seen this before, lived this before?


    Everything felt confused and upside down, as though someone had hung him by his feet and shaken him, letting all his thoughts and dreams and memories rattle around in his head, colliding and exploding into each other.


    “You’re fine,” Oberon said, turning to him suddenly.


    “What happened?” He peeled open an eye, clutched at his head a little harder.


    Oberon glanced toward the door. He closed the magazine with a snap. “Think I’ll let them explain,” he murmured.


    Narcissus followed his gaze as best he could. He thought he saw Titania and Ant standing in the doorway. Maybe.


    “How’s the patient?” Ant asked.


    Narcissus blinked, his vision clearing a bit. Hadn’t they stood here before, had this exact conversation?


    Titania tilted her head. “Seems like he’s still rewiring.”


    “Huh?” He turned to her, confusion marring his brow. “What do you mean?”


    Ant took a step closer, and something in Narcissus snapped. He crumpled forward, screaming like the night Lila had shot him—


    He snaked his arms around himself, clutching close, felt blood, warm and sticky, gushing over his skin, across the sheets.


    “I see what you mean,” Ant said; his voice was far away.


    The sensation retreated. Narcissus stilled, opening his eyes wide. There was no blood on the sheets; they were pristine.


    “You should have waited,” Titania said to Ant sternly. He was standing further away from the bed.


    “There was no time,” Ant retorted. Then he tucked his hands behind his back and let his gaze land on Narcissus. “How are you feeling?” he asked.


    Narcissus shook his head. “What—I thought I got shot, I was bleeding … did I get shot? Did I almost die?”


    “Oh,” Oberon said, getting to his feet, “I see. This is too similar—he’s having trouble sorting the current reality from memory.”


    “What are you talking about?” he snapped at his godfather.


    “Melinoe said déjà vu’s not uncommon.”


    “What is going on?”


    The three faeries stared at him for an unending moment. Pain wormed its way through his ears, biting at him. He longed to throw up.


    “Ant tied your magic pathways to his.”


    Narcissus managed not to let his brain melt at the explanation. “What?”


    “You heard her,” Ant huffed, folding his arms and looking away. “Your magic system is now bound to my magic.”


    The words swam through his ears. “You … bound me?” he asked finally.


    Ant nodded.


    Narcissus shuddered, then dropped back to the pillows. He was exhausted. Sitting up took too much effort. His entire body ached. “Why?” His throat was raw, burning.


    Ant gave him a guilty look. His mouth worked around silent syllables, but he said nothing.


    Narcissus exhaled slowly. “The garden,” he mumbled. “I dreamed we were in the garden.”


    A low, humorless laugh. “That wasn’t a dream.”


    Narcissus nodded, then winced.


    “It was necessary,” Ant explained with sudden desperation, “to meld the magic systems.”


    “Is that why I feel like something ran me over?” He could feel his strength draining away. Even sitting propped against the pillows was too much. He slithered down to the mattress.


    “Probably,” Titania cut in. “It might take you longer to finish rewiring.”


    “Rewiring,” he huffed. “Like—”


    “You have no inborn magic,” she explained. “Your magic pathways aren’t used to the constant flow of it. It’ll take some adjusting.”


    “Oh. Is that why—everything feels like too much? Like, sound and light and …”


    “Yes,” Oberon agreed with a nod. “Until you’re used to it, until your system has recalibrated to having the magic constantly.”


    He shifted his gaze to Ant. “Why,” he asked finally.


    Ant grimaced. “The, uh, children. They’re part fae, so they require magic. Much more magic than we thought.”


    Narcissus inhaled deeply through his nose. He closed his eyes. “What are you saying?”


    Ant bowed his head. “They were dying. If we hadn’t done this, then they would have …”


    Narcissus started to cry, which made his head ache more; his sinuses burned, his eyes burned, his head throbbed, his temples pounded. His vision danced double, even blurrier through a thick veil of tears, and his throat was raw with his sobbing. He curled up, clapping a hand over his mouth.


    Ant screwed his eyes shut and bowed his head. “I’m sorry, we didn’t realize—”


    “How didn’t you realize?!” Narcissus screamed. “How could you not have realized that?!”


    Ant winced. Oberon laid a hand on Narcissus’s shoulder. “There are no fairy children, Narcissus,” he said. “There haven’t been any halflings for a long, long time—and it was never like this for the other fairies. None of them needed the constant flow.”


    Narcissus screwed his eyes shut, grinding his teeth against the bone-wracking sobs. “Ant didn’t know it would be like this,” Oberon finished quietly.


    “I’m gonna puke,” Narcissus managed, then clamped a hand over his mouth again. There was a scramble and someone got him a bowl; he retched and shuddered, then melted to a puddle on the mattress, wishing his head would just implode.


    Hushed whispering curled through his ears, and then, he was alone with his tears.
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t took two weeks for Narcissus’s system to recalibrate enough that he could get up and walk around without feeling dizzy or faint. He still had a vague headache most of the time. Melinoe wasn’t sure if that was the magic or the hormones.


    He didn’t care. He felt awful, constantly. He wished he’d miscarried or died or something.


    He wasn’t made to be a parent. This whole thing was an exercise in futility.


    He was surprised by how much bigger he was at the end of the two weeks. He stared at himself in the mirror, bile climbing up his throat as he looked at himself.


    He’d hardly eaten anything at all; he could barely keep anything down because of the headache, the pain. But he was round; his bellybutton had turned itself inside out, and he …


    He looked away, uncomfortable, unsure. Sibyl, who had been quietly standing at his left, helped him get dressed.


    About all he’d gathered was that they were indeed back in the underworld.


    Sibyl pushed his sandals toward him. He lifted a foot, then glanced down. He almost did toss his cookies; instead, he sat down heavily on the edge of the bed, breathless.


    He couldn’t see his feet at all.


    Sibyl smiled up at him guilelessly. “Whoops,” she said, picking up the shoe and guiding his foot in for him, “guess what Selene said about your balance was true!”


    “What about my balance?”


    “She said it changes while you’re with child.” She smiled again.


    “Great,” he muttered, getting back to his feet. He put a hand over his belly, then glanced at the fairy. She clasped her hands and smiled again.


    He frowned and dropped his hand.


    They went downstairs, Narcissus picking his way carefully, because he still felt dizzy and weak. Off. He didn’t really want to trip down the stairs.


    Sibyl trailed him onto the patio, where a larger dining set had been set up. Crowded around it were not only Ant but Titania, Oberon, Melinoe, Selene, and Gabby and Rico.


    Narcissus hesitated, pausing by the doors. Sibyl tilted her head. “Well?” she said. “Go on!”


    He glowered at her, then made his way to the table. There was a seat beside Gabby, but she was glaring daggers at him, so he perched on the chair next to Ant. His fingertips started buzzing as he approached, turning into a rhythmic hum the closer he got.


    He glared at his hand; it had seemingly found its own way to the curve of his abdomen.


    He peered at the fairy lord, who glanced back at him.


    “That’s weird,” Melinoe said, and they all turned to her, brows crunched.


    “What’s weird?” Truthfully, Narcissus thought everything was a little weird right now, but he figured Melinoe meant something specifically.


    She gestured vaguely to him. “Your magic system is entwined with Ant’s. They should be thriving now. You’re still really small though.”


    He frowned. He thought he was plenty big enough, and he was about to tell her that, but she continued, her dark eyes meeting his eyes.


    “We brought you here because the magic’s stronger. But time also passes differently.”


    “So?” He quirked a brow.


    Selene snorted and shook her head. Titania sighed and folded her arms. “We departed the human realm two weeks ago,” she said.


    “Yeah, so, I’m like, what, eighteen, nineteen weeks?”


    Selene rolled her eyes. Ant leaned his elbows on the table and cradled his chin. “Melinoe just said time passes differently here.”


    “Uh-huh,” he said.


    Ant gave him a look. “Two Earth weeks is more like a month in this realm.”


    “You’re closer to twenty-three weeks now,” Melinoe explained when he looked around the table for answers.


    He stared. “Are you fucking with me right now?”


    Melinoe snorted, like the idea was funny. She waved a hand. “We thought it might help.”


    “How?”


    “Get you through it sooner,” Ant murmured. He was frowning deeply. “But Melinoe is right. It seems like something’s wrong.”


    Narcissus curled his lip. “Whatever. Maybe I’m just not gonna show that much.” Fuck, he hoped.


    Melinoe shook her head, her dark locks flying. “No. They’re not thriving. Their spirits seem weak.”


    “Seriously?” He was about to tell her to get a grip—like he bought into that New Age hippie bullshit—but Ant turned pensive eyes on him.


    “She’s right,” he said finally. “Their magic signatures are very faint.”


    Nausea crept up Narcissus’s throat.


    Ant curled a hand around his under the table, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “They’re still there, posy.”


    Narcissus couldn’t say anything. He just stared down at his belly, a knot of dread pulling tight inside him. He thought, breathlessly, about the hospital room, Ant leaned over the cradle, his eyes so angry …


    Had that been a dream? Or a premonition?


    He squeezed Ant’s hand back, hard as he could, wishing that their bond meant Ant could read his mind—really understand him.


    “Is it maybe ’cause of the accelerated time thing?” Gabby asked, waving a hand. She glanced nervously around the table.


    “Doubtful,” Ant said.


    “The children are part fae,” Melinoe explained. “They should respond just fine.”


    “Okay,” Gabby started.


    Narcissus stood up abruptly. “They’re fine,” he snapped, balling his fists. “They haven’t fucking died yet, why would they do it now?”


    “Posy,” Ant said, but Narcissus shook him off, then stalked back inside.


    He barely made it to the bathroom to puke. He stayed on his knees a long time after, barely suppressing sobs, trying to shake the image of Ant leaned over a cradle with a dead babe nestled in it.
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    Three weeks passed. Or, by underworld reckoning, six. A month and a half. Every day, Narcissus was rounder, and every day, he felt weaker.


    Grief broke over him in waves, and he’d just be lying there or sitting in a chair and then he’d start sobbing, uncontrollably, so hard that he almost stopped breathing.


    At other times, he felt nothing at all. Nothing. He reached for grief and guilt, tried to prick himself with it, but he was numb. What was the point in feeling anything? It hurt. Everything hurt.


    He spent a lot of time in bed. He slept a lot, but he didn’t rest—he had nightmares, about Ant, about the babies, about Lila. Sometimes it was him giving birth, and sometimes the babies were the strange alien things he’d seen and sometimes they were Lila, and then they’d talk to him, accusing him of being a murderer, over and over again. He couldn’t escape.


    His inability to provide even the basics of life for himself, let alone anything else, was killing the twins in his belly, slowly, painfully, and the thought made him sick.


    He wasn’t a good person. He was horrible, sick, heartless. He’d tried to warn Ant, he’d tried to tell the fairies, but nobody listened to him.


    He refused to be consoled. He didn’t deserve it.


    Ant tried anyway, giving him empty platitudes about how it would all be fine, it would all work out, the babies would live. Narcissus felt so alone in those moments, filled with unspeakable rage, some pathological hatred. He hated every minute of being told to try harder, to just eat, to rest, to do what was good for the babies.


    What about him?


    Every morning was the same discussion: the babies weren’t thriving. Their magic was weak, like it was fading out of existence. Narcissus didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t think straight.


    And then he’d be in that hospital room, see the sorrow in Ant’s eyes, the way he shook with ill-suppressed rage …


    He wanted to scream. He wanted to cry. He wanted to go to sleep and never wake up or to wake up in his bed at home, in New York, and realize this had all been some bad acid trip.


    “I don’t get it,” Gabby said as she sat beside the bed, arms folded.


    “Me either,” Rico agreed. “Like, why are you trying so hard to save ’em? I thought you didn’t even want kids.”


    “Even if you did,” Gabby said, “just try again.”


    Narcissus stared at the ceiling instead of answering. If they died, how long until Ant wanted to try again? That thought—getting pregnant again—made Narcissus even more sick.


    “Maybe,” Gabby started, and he could hear it in her tone, knew exactly where she was going to drive with it.


    “Shut up,” he ground out, then put his hands over his eyes. “I don’t have a choice.”


    “What.” Gabby sounded appalled.


    “Of course you do,” Rico huffed. “Everybody has a choice, this isn’t, like, Alabama or some shit—”


    He dropped his hands. “No,” he growled. “I don’t have a choice. It’s fate. One way or another, I was gonna end up here anyway.”


    His friends shared a look. Rico turned back, frowning. “Like, I know they’re fairies and stuff, but fate seems pretty heavy-handed.”


    “Not really your style,” Gabby agreed. “You’re the one who thinks astrology is bullshit.”


    “It’s fate,” he told the two of them sternly. “At least, that’s what the fairies called it. Ant and I are bound together, and my role is, like, to repopulate the Earth or something.”


    Another concerned look.


    “Earth’s pretty populated as it is,” Gabby said.


    Narcissus sighed. “No,” he said, “there’s a lot of people, but we’re screwing everything else up.”


    “Oh,” Rico said, like a lightbulb going off in his head. “You mean, like, how we’ve wiped out like twenty percent of bird species? Or how we’ve wiped out sixty percent of animal populations or—”


    “Yes. That. Exactly that.” Narcissus nodded. “The … balance or whatever is off. There’s too many things dying and not coming back.”


    “Uh-huh,” Gabby said. “And how is you getting knocked up supposed to fix that?” She gave him a pointed look.


    Narcissus flushed. “I don’t really get it either,” he murmured. “But nymphs are like … nature deities? Or something?”


    He glanced between the two of them, then shrugged. “I don’t know. You’ll have to get Ant to explain.”


    Gabby sighed. “Maybe Billy knows.”


    Silence fell over them, heavy, and none of them seemed able to lift it. Gabby looked at Rico, who shrugged, then turned his warm gaze on Narcissus.


    “I,” Narcissus started, unsure of where he might even go with that sentence but compelled to speak nonetheless. What was there to say?


    He didn’t get further than that. “Ow,” he said instead, wincing. He curled his hands into the sheets.


    Gabby looked back, raising an eyebrow. “Ow?”


    He nodded, then winced again. He tried to take a deep breath to calm himself, but panic seized him instead. He was suddenly back in the hospital, Dinah the nurse smiling at him, and—


    “What’s going on?” Rico’s voice was murky, like he was a million miles away. Narcissus closed his eyes, hoping that when he opened them again, he’d be back in New York, and everything would be okay—


    “Oh no,” Gabby whispered.


    When he opened his eyes again, it felt like the room had magically become crowded: Sibyl and Melinoe were leaned over him; Gabby and Rico were further away, standing near Selene. Her face was impassive. Titania paced the room, back and forth, and Oberon had commandeered one of the chairs Narcissus’s friends had previously occupied.


    Worst of all was Ant, who hung back near the door, but Narcissus could see his expression plain as day—pinched with worry, eyes swimming with black emotion, and all Narcissus could do was cry because he was in that hospital room nightmare, Ant leaned over the empty cradle, and it hurt to breathe, to think.


    He was going to shatter.


    Ant blinked, the worry suddenly evaporating. He looked stunned.


    Melinoe pulled away, shaking her head. “I don’t get it,” she murmured.


    “He’s cursed,” Ant said, and Narcissus stopped crying for about thirty seconds.


    Titania stopped pacing. “Of course he’s cursed!” she cried, shaking a hand at Ant. “So are you!”


    “Huh?” Narcissus forgot the shuddering pain for a second, choosing instead to focus on Ant. “You’re cursed?”


    Oberon inclined his head slightly. “What do you think fated couples are?” he asked, his tone bordering on bored. He lifted a brow.


    “A curse,” Narcissus echoed, letting his gaze land on Ant and hoping it burned right through him. The fucking prick.


    Ant shrank back. “What else would you call it?” he asked, his dark gaze finding Narcissus’s. “We’re bound to each other, unable to quit each other, will die for each other, even if we were to decide tomorrow we hated each other more than life itself.”


    Melinoe glanced over her shoulder. “You’re stuck with him, kiddo. I don’t see how that’s anything but a curse.”


    “Huh.” It was all Narcissus could manage. He’d never thought about love as being a curse—it was supposed to be a good thing, really, and all those romances or YA novels or whatever, they made it seem like being fated was good. Soulmates were so romantic.


    But in reality, the entire situation made him feel trapped, and he hated it. Much as he loved Ant, he hated the very idea of fate.


    Yeah, that sounded like a curse.


    Melinoe had turned back to her brother. “So,” she started.


    Ant waved a hand. “I know he’s cursed—we’re cursed—with fate. But—he’s doubly cursed.”


    The room went silent as everyone stared at Ant. Gabby and Rico glanced at each other. Then Rico asked, hesitantly, “What’s that mean?”


    Sibyl tilted her head. “Someone else hexed him?”


    Titania turned to look at Narcissus. “Huh,” she said, glancing him up and down, “yeah. That sounds right.”


    “But who?” Sibyl asked, and Gabby’s expression went flat. She was probably thinking of all the enemies Narcissus had made.


    Selene unfurled from the wall. “Lila,” she said, and the room went still again.


    Narcissus sucked in a deep breath.


    “That night at the party … what did she say to you?” Selene demanded.


    “Shit,” Gabby murmured.


    “Wasn’t it like, something about only she could have you?” Rico asked.


    Narcissus squeezed his eyes shut. Everything was hazy, murky. He barely remembered anything over the thumping fear, adrenalin pouring through him, evaporating alcohol and drugs in his veins.


    Then, Lila’s voice, loud and clear: “If I can’t have you, nobody else can.”


    He bit his lip and looked fearfully at Ant. Titania pursed her lips. Ant closed his eyes. “The shade,” he said.


    “Fuck,” Narcissus spat, then closed his eyes, hoping to wall out the memory of the red orbs forming into Lila, Ant in his skeletal deer form under the moon—


    And then Ant in the hospital room, turning away from the cradle.


    “The shade did something to him?!” Selene’s voice boomed. “You let the shade get to him?!”


    “I chased it off, I thought—”


    “Hey!” Melinoe thundered, clapping her hands. Narcissus opened his eyes again, focusing on the fairy. She looked furious. “Let’s focus on the issue for the moment—we can figure out who messed up later. Right now, we need to break the hex.”


    Narcissus glanced up at her. “Or what?” he asked quietly.


    She exhaled, short and sudden. She glanced over her shoulder at him. “You’ll die,” she said. “That’s what the hex has been trying to do this entire time—kill you.”


    “But,” he whimpered.


    She shook her head, gaze pinned to where his hand had landed on his belly. “They’re more vulnerable. Of course they’ll die first.”


    He closed his eyes and shook his head again. “No—”


    “Probably why you’re not responding to Ant’s magic either.”


    “No, no, no—”


    He couldn’t. He couldn’t lose them, couldn’t let them die, then pull through himself only to—


    And Ant, oh god, Ant—


    Sibyl took his hand, but he yanked it away. There was no comfort in the world, in all the realms, and even if there was, he didn’t want it.


    Footsteps, the rustle of clothing, hushed voices, the murmur of a receding crowd, the door squealing shut—the noises died away gently, and he tried to breathe again, opened his eyes and looked at Ant and Melinoe, both of whom were looking down at him with grim determination.


    Ant’s expression didn’t waver as he cupped Narcissus’s tear-stained cheek. “We are going to fix this,” he said, and Narcissus wished he believed it could be fixed.
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he problem with hexes was that they were powerful magic, and, unless you knew precisely how they’d been forged, it was difficult to break them.


    Three days had passed since they’d realized Lila had cursed Narcissus. He felt like Ant and Melinoe had been through everything in the book, but nothing was working.


    Time was running out—if not for Narcissus himself, then for the infants currently nestled inside him, depending on him to help them survive.


    He didn’t know if knowing he was cursed made it easier to bear—it wasn’t his fault his children weren’t thriving. It wasn’t his fault he couldn’t provide.


    In some ways, he thought it might have hurt more. There was absolutely nothing he could do to stop this.


    “There has to be something,” Melinoe muttered as she paced around the room, arms behind her back. Ant had long since given up; he’d collapsed into the chair at the side of the bed, gripping its arms, staring into the middle distance. There was something dark brewing in his eyes—it looked or maybe felt like overwhelming loss. Hopelessness, which seemed to expand into the entire universe in his irises.


    And maybe, underneath that, something raw and angry. Burning.


    Narcissus was terrified.


    Ant’s anger, his sorrow, his hurt—that was Narcissus’s fault too. He should have stayed away from Lila. He should have just waited for Ant, instead of thinking about what he wanted in the moment.


    Ant shifted his gaze. Narcissus covered his face with his hands to avoid the fairy lord’s probing look.


    “It’s no use.” Ant’s voice was rough, thick and dreary. “We’ve tried everything.”


    “But,” Melinoe protested.


    “What else is there to try? The curse won’t break, the person who forged it is dead, and if we haul her shade in here, she might kill him anyway. We’ve exhausted our magic—even Titania knows no other incantation, no other spell.”


    Melinoe sighed, glancing away. Silence pervaded the room.


    “What about inducing labor?” Melinoe asked at length.


    Narcissus sat up as quickly as he could. He only got to his elbows, then had to pause, panting.


    Ant glanced at him, then back to his sister. “Absolutely not,” he said, voice like the threatening rumble of thunder.


    Melinoe held out her hands. “It might be the only way to save them,” she said.


    Narcissus tried to make his mouth work, to find the words, but all he had was that nightmare of bleak emotion, pain, horrific, primal pain. He couldn’t do that for real. He couldn’t see Ant’s misery come to life. He wouldn’t survive it.


    He gave her a pleading look. “No.”


    “They’re not going to make it if—”


    “They might not make it through birth,” Ant said sharply, his gaze bouncing between her and Narcissus. “They might not thrive outside either. There is no guarantee.”


    “But we could try,” Melinoe argued. “They have a better chance out here, at least we could do something—”


    Narcissus screwed his eyes shut, then clapped his hands over his ears, shaking his head.


    Ant’s voice barely reached him through the haze. “We’re not doing that,” he said.


    “Melanthios, please!”


    “No, you please, Melinoe! Look at him! I will not let you put him through that on a maybe.”


    “Oh, but we can wait until they’re definitely dead and then make him deliver dead fetuses, huh? That’s more humane?”


    Narcissus covered his mouth. He thought he might vomit, but all that escaped was sound.


    “Melinoe,” Ant snarled, rising from the chair.


    “I’m just saying, Ant, we don’t have a lot of good options—”


    “I don’t want them to die!” Narcissus wailed suddenly, then threw himself back on the bed. “I don’t—I don’t!”


    Ant’s hands were rough on his shoulder. “Hush.”


    He twisted away. He didn’t know what else he could possibly do. There were no good options, no options at all, really.


    He didn’t react when Ant put his hands on his shoulders again. All he could do was cry.


    Melinoe sighed; Ant gave her a sympathetic look as she approached the bed. She patted Narcissus’s hand, whispering, “Sorry,” and then he was out like a light.
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    He woke up, rolled to the side, puked, groaned, and lay back against the pillows. Sibyl grimaced at him, but she didn’t say anything as she took the bowl away.


    Ant had resumed his position in the chair. He was rubbing a hand over his face. Melinoe was leaned against the windowsill, peering out into the garden. Titania stood at the end of the bed, shaking her head.


    Narcissus closed his eyes, trying to hold tears at bay.


    “We’re going to try one more thing,” Titania said, leaning over the edge of the bed.


    “Anything,” he agreed. “Anything but … that.”


    She smiled tightly, then withdrew. She glanced over her shoulder.


    The door swung open, and in marched Oberon, followed by Dinah and …


    Narcissus’s heart leapt into his throat. He recoiled, as though he might escape from the shade that advanced into the room, even as she struggled against the hold the fairies had on her. It had to be magic of some sort, because the shade dissolved into red orbs, only to reform immediately, still hissing and snarling at her captors.


    They stopped at the foot of the bed, and Narcissus just stared at Lila, her vacant face, her blazing eyes.


    He glanced at Ant, then at the other fairies. Titania took a deep breath. “See if she’ll forgive you and release you from the curse.”


    “What?!” he barked. “Are you crazy?! She’s the psycho bitch who stalked me, who wouldn’t let me break up with her, who killed me—”


    “Narcissus!” Titania yelled, and the shade snapped her teeth and nodded her head at him.


    He shrank back. “I,” he said.


    Titania’s glower was withering. “You knew she had a crush on you.”


    “Yeah,” he agreed weakly.


    Titania tilted her head. “And you decided to date her. Why?”


    He didn’t have an answer for that. Titania folded her arms. “Is it because you liked her too?”


    He pursed his lips.


    “Or is it because you thought she’d be easy? Because you knew what her emotions were, because you figured you could string her along and get her to do whatever you wanted, whenever you wanted?”


    His shoulders came up around his ears. “Yeah,” he admitted. He’d known that Lila liked him—he hadn’t known she was obsessed with him or that she was maybe a bit insane, but he’d known about her crush. He’d taken advantage of that.


    He’d never intended to love her. He’d never felt anything but disdain for her.


    Shit. He really was horrible, wasn’t he?


    He glanced at the shade again, who bristled at him. “I’m sorry?” he offered. It felt hollow, weak—too little, far too late.


    The shade hummed. “Not accepted,” she hissed, a wide, ugly smirk splitting her face in half. Narcissus recoiled.


    “I really am sorry,” he cried. “Really, I shouldn’t have done that, it was—cruel of me, I—I hurt you a lot, and I’m sorry.”


    She shook her head. “Not good enough.”


    “What do you mean, not good enough?!”


    She pointed a finger at him, pausing to glare at Dinah. Then her gaze shifted forward again. “You want forgiveness to stop hurting.”


    He crunched his brow. “Well—”


    She shook her head again, chuckling. “Still so selfish,” she hissed, then lunged at him. He scuttled back, even as Dinah and Oberon hauled her back to the floor.


    Her lip curled. “You only want forgiveness so you don’t hurt. You hurt me, you let me suffer. You can keep suffering,” she snarled.


    He stared at her for a moment, uncomprehending. She wasn’t wrong, was she? He was still being selfish. He only wanted her to forgive him so he could …


    “I’m not the only one suffering,” he whimpered. “You’re not just punishing me!”


    That cruel smirk stayed on her face, and he felt himself wilting. “Please,” he whispered. “Please, please—”


    Her grin widened. “I have to suffer, so you will suffer with me.”


    “I don’t want you to suffer!” he shouted, and the room went still. The shade stared at him; some of the orbs tried to bolt, only to be pulled back in.


    “No?” Lila sounded skeptical.


    He shook his head. She hummed. “Don’t believe you.” Her voice rasped, like a hundred wasps buzzing together.


    “I didn’t—I wasn’t,” he spluttered. “I didn’t want you to hurt. That was never the goal, that wasn’t what I was trying to do.”


    “Doesn’t matter.”


    “I know it doesn’t matter!” he yelled. “I know it doesn’t matter, because I did hurt you, but I wasn’t trying! I didn’t want that, I didn’t think about it, but it wasn’t like I set out to …”


    He let his shoulders slump. “I just … don’t think,” he said at length. “I’ve been so … so concerned with myself, with what I want, what I need, that I forget other people have needs too. I forget …”


    He exhaled softly. “Everything else.” He closed his eyes. “So I didn’t set out to hurt you. I just … wanted the pain to stop. You adored me, so I thought … maybe I wouldn’t feel like trash all the time, like if there was someone who wouldn’t throw me away. I used you to make myself feel better.”


    He looked down at his lap. “There’s not much redeemable about that, is there?”


    Somebody curled a hand over his shoulder; he didn’t dare look up to see who it was.


    He waited for Lila’s shade to condemn him, to tell him what he’d done wasn’t forgivable. That she’d never break her curse.


    He sucked in a sharp breath. “Please, Lila. They didn’t do anything. If you have to kill someone, then kill me, just like you tried—”


    The shade laughed again, and he jerked his head up. Oberon and Dinah were holding her tight, but she was struggling. “I did kill you, but they brought you back. Good thing—that’s letting you off easy.” She bared her teeth at him.


    “Lila, please—”


    “I’ll never forgive you,” she snarled, “not as long as hell endures.”


    Somewhere in the background, he heard Ant sigh, almost with exasperation. “It’s not—”


    Lila managed to break Dinah’s grip on her, lunging forward. Oberon caught her at the last second, but she resisted him. She hovered over Narcissus, one long, skeletal finger extended toward him. “I’ll never let you go,” she snarled. “I told you—if I can’t have you, no one can. Not him, not your children, not anyone so long as I remain in the afterlife.”


    Narcissus opened his mouth to protest, but Dinah regained her grip on the shade, and the two fairies pulled Lila to the floor. Titania stepped in front of her. “Enough,” the fairy queen growled.


    Lila scowled up at her. “You can’t take his side,” she hissed. “You know I’m right. You know he’s wrong.”


    Titania lifted one hand. “Yes,” she agreed, “you’re right to hold a grudge. He hurt you; he’s a bastard.”


    Narcissus didn’t have a single word to utter in his defense. He didn’t know if he wanted to defend himself either.


    “But,” Titania continued, “your little curse has gone far enough, shade. If you don’t break it right now, there won’t be a hell—an afterlife, an underworld—left.”


    Narcissus took a sharp breath, then looked at Ant. The fairy had clenched his hands, his teeth; he looked like he was barely refraining from obliterating Lila’s shade then and there.


    Could he do that? Was Ant powerful enough to destroy a shade?


    “What do you mean?” Lila narrowed her fiery gaze, frowning at Titania.


    “I mean your little boyfriend is the key to preventing the annihilation of the universe.”


    Lila curled her lip. Titania snorted. “Yeah, I know—I don’t like how important he is either. But …”


    She paused, tilting her head. “If we don’t fix this imbalance, then Melanthios over there is going to destroy everything as we know it.”


    “What does it matter to me? I’m dead—a shade. He has no power over me.”


    Narcissus’s heart sank. That was right; Ant had power over life, not death. Death was just the absence of life, and Ant could take it away. Once you were dead, he had no more dominion, because you had no life left in you.


    “Oh, sweetie,” Titania said, grinning with all her pointed teeth, her shape wavering between humanoid and something else entirely, “there will be nothing—no shades, no underworld, no universe at all. I think it might matter.”


    Lila frowned, then glanced at the other fairies. “Is this true?” she demanded finally, gaze flitting about. She seemed both angry and nervous.


    “’Fraid so,” Melinoe said, leaning in close to the shade. “So, if you wanna go on hating Narcissus and making him suffer for all eternity, then I’m afraid you gotta break the curse.”


    Lila fixed that unearthly gaze of hers on him. “No.” She shook her head. “You’re all—lying! You just want me to break the curse, you—”


    “I’m already cursed!” Narcissus snapped. “I was cursed before you even walked on the scene! I’m trapped in love with him and I can’t fall in love with anyone else! Even if I hated him, I’d still—”


    He paused, staring at the shade. “I was trying to escape it, but I can’t.”


    “So you used me. You could never give me your heart.”


    “I didn’t know!” he barked back. “It’s not like I knew about the stupid soulmates curse, because nobody told me! I had no idea, I just …”


    He huffed. “It’s not like I didn’t want to fall in love,” he muttered.


    Lila hissed. “Then break that curse. Break that instead, free yourself, and—”


    “And what?! Fall in love with you, because if I don’t, then I can’t have anyone else?! God.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m so sick of everyone telling me what the fuck to do.”


    Lila hissed at him again, and Titania snapped her fingers, drawing the shade’s attention. “This is getting us nowhere.”


    Narcissus’s stomach twisted. What did that mean? Titania had said they wanted to try one more thing, but it wasn’t working.


    Titania inclined her head. “Oberon.”


    Oberon inhaled deeply, then closed his eyes. Quite suddenly, Lila let out a screech and tried to jerk out of his grip.


    “W-what are you doing?!” Narcissus cried, looking first to his godmother and then to Oberon.


    “Dissolving her,” Titania said.


    “What?” He looked desperately at Ant. “I thought you guys couldn’t do anything with the shades, I thought—”


    “I can’t,” Ant said.


    Titania folded her arms. “Every now and then we find a shade we don’t think needs to return to the living side ever. That’s the normal flow of things—a creature dies, becomes a shade. Then the shade is pulled from the underworld in the powerful polarizing force of nature.”


    “Rebirth,” Ant clarified softly.


    “Oh,” Narcissus said.


    Titania stepped in front of Lila. “But,” she continued, leaning over the shade, “every so often, there’s a shade that’s become so corrupted, so impure, that sending it back would threaten the balance.”


    Lila’s breathing was harsh. Narcissus frowned; did the dead need to breathe?


    “Not often,” the fairy queen murmured. “We can give you a choice, Lila—break the curse or be obliterated.”


    Lila screeched something incomprehensible. Narcissus looked around the room desperately. “She’s not bad,” he said. “Really, she’s not, she’s just—she was a little weird, but I’m the jerk, it was me, so—”


    Titania stepped away. Lila hung limply from Oberon’s grasp, panting. Her right leg had seemingly disintegrated—it disappeared into nothingness.


    Titania held her hands up. “It’s up to her,” she said. “I think threatening the entire universe over a petty little grudge is cause enough for obliteration.”


    “But it wasn’t her fault! She’s not wrong!” Narcissus cried.


    Titania quirked a brow. “Wasn’t it? She was the one who was obsessed, who couldn’t move on. She’s the one who shot you, then herself. She’s the one who cursed you, wanted to keep you all to herself—and if she couldn’t have you, no one can …”


    “And that would mean the end of the universe,” Ant murmured.


    “But,” Narcissus said, feeling helpless and lost. Lila wasn’t the bad person here. He was.


    He looked back to the shade, who had gritted her teeth as she thrashed against Oberon. Her entire right side had disappeared now.


    “She had every right to curse me,” he said.


    “Did she?” Ant lifted an eyebrow. “Is she any less selfish than you are? You hurt her, certainly, but she hurt you—immeasurably. Why, she tried to kill you.”


    Narcissus stared at the struggling shade, who disappeared fragment by fragment. “I—”


    “Just because you were wrong, doesn’t make her right.”


    “Look at her,” Titania said. “Even in the face of obliteration, literal nonexistence, all she wants is for you to continue hurting.”


    Lila gnashed her teeth; everything below her collarbone, excepting her left arm, was gone. Titania hummed. “She could stop this, if only she said the word. If only she broke the curse—but that’s literally more important to her than existing.”


    “Fuck you!” Lila screamed, and then her head shattered into tiny red orbs, before finally dissipating, as though nothing had ever been there in the first place.


    Oberon gasped and collapsed to his knees. Melinoe crouched beside him. Titania watched impassively. Then she turned back to Narcissus, one hand extended. “See?”


    Narcissus swallowed the lump in his throat. Nausea crawled through his gut. He looked up at his godmother. “It wasn’t right,” he said.


    Titania smiled, all sharp teeth, something inhuman about her features. “Nobody ever said fairies were moral.”


    Melinoe helped Oberon to his feet. He tossed his hair over his shoulder and looked at Narcissus. “We have more important questions,” he said. “Did the curse break?”


    Narcissus shifted uneasily. “I … don’t know?” Seriously, how the hell was he supposed to know that? Would it feel different? Was it like magic, gonna give him a tingle?


    “I think,” Titania said, “only time will tell.”


    “Let’s hope it did,” Melinoe said, and a somber silence fell over the room, because they all knew what would happen if it hadn’t worked.
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elinoe shook her head and pulled away. Narcissus bit his lip, strangling the cry that rose in his throat. He felt suddenly, horrifically sick.


    “I don’t think it worked,” she said.


    Sibyl folded her hands and glanced away.


    While Narcissus was trying to find a way to speak, Gabby said, “Why?” She gestured at Narcissus. “It’s been two weeks of fairy time, and I’m no doctor, but it seems like the babies ain’t dead.”


    Narcissus cringed. Gabby glanced at him, startled. “Sorry.”


    Sibyl put her hands on Narcissus’s shoulders. Melinoe sighed. “What I mean,” she said, “is that I still think we should induce labor. They’ll have a better chance out here.”


    “But,” Narcissus started, but Melinoe glared at him. He shut his mouth tight.


    “They’re alive, for the moment,” she said, “but that could change. Further to that, this is taxing you—you’re not in great shape at all.”


    He glanced away; it wasn’t like he’d been particularly healthy at the outset of this.


    Gabby frowned. “I don’t see—”


    Melinoe tilted her head. “The babies are drawing pretty much everything he has—and not just magic.” She tossed a glance at him. “Your teeth are literally starting to disintegrate.”


    “What,” he almost choked.


    She nodded. “Wouldn’t doubt your bones are suffering too. I wouldn’t be surprised if you broke a hip falling down.”


    He stared at her, silent. She pressed her lips together, brows jumping. “There’s a risk you’ll fracture something just from continuing the pregnancy. Birth’s probably not going to be pleasant either.”


    He took another quick breath. “Will they live?”


    She shrugged. “Dunno. Depends a bit on what kind of shape they’re in.”


    He squeezed his eyes shut tight.


    He could still feel her gaze on him. “I’ll send Ant in,” she said. “Give you two a chance to talk it over.”


    The door closed a second later. He opened his eyes slowly and met Gabby’s curious gaze. She quirked a brow. “Why don’t you wanna do it? I thought you hated being pregnant.”


    “I do,” he admitted.


    He swallowed, avoiding Gabby’s questioning gaze. “But I … I can’t go through this again, Gabs. I … if they die, I …”


    Silence fell over the room, thick and choking. He picked at a couple of threads. “I’m scared they’re gonna die no matter what I do.”


    Gabby sighed heavily. “Narcissus.”


    He bowed his head. Gabby rubbed her forehead. “I dunno why you’re not on board with getting them out of you. Like, that’s the best thing for any of you, and you are not happy like this, so why …”


    They stared at each other for an interminable moment. Guilt welled up in Narcissus’s throat. “I’m scared,” he confessed, tearing his gaze away. “I’m scared, okay? I’m scared of what’s gonna happen.”


    He screwed his eyes shut. “I’m scared I’ve fucked up so bad that they can’t live either way, that I’ll … have to go through it again.”


    He shook his head. “I can’t, Gabby, I can’t do it, I—”


    Desperation filled him, suddenly, striking anxiety into his veins like lightning. “I can’t, I can’t do it—”


    Hands curled over his shoulders, squeezing lightly. He couldn’t even look up at Sibyl. He covered his eyes with his hand and bowed his head, like that could hide the fact he was ugly-crying.


    “I’ll let you talk it out with your boy-toy,” Gabby muttered. “But the best thing you can do right now—for anyone—is let her induce labor.”


    With that, Gabby marched off. Narcissus kept his head down, trying to swallow bile.


    Ant breezed in a moment later, perching on the chair where Gabby had just been. “Posy,” he started.


    “I’m scared,” Narcissus whimpered. “What do I do, Ant? I’ve fucked up so bad. They’re gonna die, aren’t they?”


    “No,” Ant said firmly. “That is precisely what we’re trying to prevent, Narcissus.”


    He sniffled and lifted his head a little. Ant’s expression was stern, determined, but his eyes were misty. “This is difficult,” he said, “but the path forward is clear. You must deliver now. We can help more if you do. If you don’t, then we just let it run on, with an ever-increasing risk that at least one of you is going to die.”


    Ant leaned forward, cupping his cheek. “I know you’re scared,” the fairy said in a low, soothing voice. “But please, posy. Trust us. We want to help. This is the best way for us to help.”


    Narcissus sniffed, then swallowed. He blinked, letting more tears drop down his cheeks. “Okay,” he whispered finally. “Okay.”
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    Labor was just as terrible as Narcissus imagined it was going to be. He watched Melinoe with long, prickling needles, tried to ignore them as they flashed silver in her hand. His heartbeat picked up and he felt sick.


    Melinoe pricked him, jamming a needle into his wrist. “Fluids,” she told him, her voice clinical and inhuman.


    Another prick. “This one starts labor.”


    He strangled a scream when she tapped his spine. “Epidural,” she announced, then looked him over. “Should block most of the pain.”


    “Okay,” he said, then followed her instructions to lie back. He folded his hands over his belly, waiting for something—anything—to happen.


    Nothing did. There were no kicks inside him either, no movement, and he worried at his lip.


    Were they too late? Had he dithered so much that now one of them had died? Or maybe both of them were dead, and he’d have to give birth to two dead babies.


    “Just stay calm,” Melinoe advised, and he wanted to ask her how he was supposed to do that when everything was terrifying. Three lives hung in the balance, and they had no idea if this would work. It might kill them. It might kill him.


    And it was going to hurt, even with that epidural. He could already feel the tension in his body.


    Melinoe turned up the IV. He took a shaky breath and glanced at her. “How long will this take?”


    She shrugged. “Could be hours. Might be a day or two.”


    His stomach twisted. “A day or two.” Would they really survive that long? They were so fragile. Birth was hard, not just on him but on them too.


    He searched Melinoe’s gaze. She scratched at her cheek and looked away. “You’re pretty weak yourself,” she said. “I don’t think we could do a C-section safely.”


    “Is this any safer?” he asked.


    She pressed her lips into a line. “No. Not really.” She glanced up again. “There’s not really any such thing as a safe birth. There are those that go well and those that don’t.”


    He nodded weakly, like he understood. A C-section would be shorter. Easier. Wouldn’t it?


    He took another deep breath through his nose as an ache started to build in his abdomen. He didn’t like it; it was dull and weak, only a precursor of things to come.


    The sun shifted across the floor slowly, measuring out the passage of time. The morning waned; the afternoon shadows grew long, bold fingers across the floor.


    “Ow,” he whimpered finally, then gritted his teeth.


    Melinoe glanced up from the magazine she was leafing through. “Ow?”


    “Ow,” he repeated, pressing his hands against the sheets. He sucked in a deep breath, then pushed his legs wide apart. “Really ow.”


    Melinoe set the magazine aside and got to her feet. She pulled up the sheets, peering under them at him.


    “Hey—”


    “Get used to it, princess. I gotta look—looks like it’s working. You’ve got blood everywhere.”


    He felt dizzy. “Blood? Is that—”


    “You’re doing fine.”


    He took another breath, trying to ground himself. To feel reassured by her words.


    Another contraction took him.


    The afternoon slipped into evening, and he lay there, writhing, the contractions getting stronger and stronger, jaws clamping around him, dagger-pointed teeth of pain sinking deep into him and pulling him open, inch by agonizing inch.


    Dizzily, he remembered that it was ten after seven when the first baby arrived. Narcissus zeroed in on the pain, the singular focus point of his body stretching wide open, like—


    Like a flower. He sucked in a deep breath, eyes widening as he tried to visualize that. He was a bloom, slowly unfurling, opening.


    It suddenly wasn’t as painful. Maybe Melinoe had given him more drugs?


    He had no idea. All he knew in that moment was that he was gaping open, wider and wider, and the pain condensed to that single point, and—


    “Baby’s crowning,” Melinoe told him, her voice faint and far away. He looked at her, tried to focus, but she was fuzzy. He couldn’t see anything. The world didn’t make sense.


    “Yeah,” he panted, “I know.” How could this pain be anything else?


    The second followed swiftly after the first, and then it was over. Or at least the bad part was over. He was bleeding. Everything hurt. A lot. Nothing seemed real, and he supposed he’d allowed himself to dissociate. He’d need to come back at some point.


    Not yet. Physicality, corporeality was too much for him. He was nothing but nerve endings, all of them on fire.


    He focused, instead, on the babies, felt everything like a dream. Sibyl washing them. Wrapping them. Melinoe attaching little tubes to their tiny little faces, how small they were, so tiny, so fragile—


    He cried, wide-eyed, unable to stop, sobs wracking his entire body as he stared at them. They were so tiny and fragile, and he was awful, horrible—


    Ant curled a hand over his shoulder, leaning in, whispering, “You did fine.”


    “No, I didn’t!” he practically screamed. “Look at them! I fucked up, I fucked up so bad—”


    “Sh.” Ant’s claws dug into his shoulders; he would have winced if he could feel it, but he couldn’t. It was nothing compared to the pain slicing through him elsewhere. “You did the best you could, and the three of you are alive. You did fine.”


    Narcissus hiccupped and sniffled, looking away.


    Sibyl wandered closer, one of the babes cradled in her arms. “Wanna hold him?” she asked, and Narcissus looked at the tiny, alien thing, all trussed up with wires—oxygen hose, nasal cannula, IV after IV, heart monitor.


    “No,” he whimpered, “no, I don’t wanna—”


    “Sh,” Sibyl said, ignoring him as she laid the baby in his arms. He barely stifled a scream. Part of him wanted to fling it away, throw it across the room.


    It squirmed in his arms, and he couldn’t get his breath. His chest was tight. The baby wriggled around in his arms, and he felt a scream building, building, building—


    “Shit,” Melinoe spat, handing off the infant she was holding to Ant, “he’s crashing.”


    “Crashing?” Ant echoed, and Narcissus let the word ricochet around his brain. He was suddenly—so tired, so panicked, everything hurt and he couldn’t breathe—he couldn’t breathe—


    He could hear Melinoe, shouting, but she was far away. Something was beeping, incessantly, and it became the only noise. Then even it faded, and all he could hear was his own harsh breathing.


    But even that faded, slowing and stilling, and then there was silence. When he opened his eyes (when had he closed them?), there was nothing but pitch. Not just darkness, but like light had ceased to exist.


    He lifted a hand he couldn’t see, could barely feel. It was like … swimming, like the inky black around him was water. He tried to look at his hand, but he had to squint to see even the faintest fuzzy outline.


    He turned his head, drawing his brows together. This … felt familiar, somehow. Had he … had he been here before?


    Yes.


    The thought struck stillness into him, and he stared into the infinite darkness.


    He had been here, when Lila shot him.


    Then …


    Was he dead? Was this death?


    He exploded into frantic motion—or at least, he thought he did. He couldn’t tell if he was moving or not. It was impossible to see anything in the darkness, and he might have been nothing but the darkness, one and the same with it.


    Help! he tried to scream. Help! But there was no sound, no nothing in the infinite nothingness.


    He didn’t understand. How could he feel anything? How was he still conscious if he was one with the void, if there was nothing?


    He stilled again when sensation fluttered across him, like fingers brushing against his skin. Light at first, then more insistent. Just on his cheek at first, but then everywhere—his arms, his legs—if he even had body parts any longer.


    “Hey”—this time he heard himself—“hey! What are you doing, stop that—” He could see them now, a hundred thousand hands jutting up from the darkness, glowing as they reached for him, closed around him, dragged him down, into the darkness.


    He jerked as he tried to resist them. “Where are you taking me? What are you doing?” He tried to shake them off, but there was no escape. There were too many of them. He could only lose.


    He shut his eyes again and felt himself dragged under the darkness.


    Light stabbed into his eyes, stronger than the sun. When he dared to crack his eyes open even a little, though, he saw it was only the moon and the soft glow of the red lanterns.


    Someone was breathing above him, raggedly like they’d just run a race. He turned his head fractionally and looked up into burning red eyes.


    It was Ant, but it wasn’t at the same time. He seemed to be flickering between states, shifting between the skeleton deer and his humanoid glamor, and Narcissus glimpsed something else between, something shapeless and ancient, something jagged and sharp that he couldn’t even begin to comprehend, but he knew it was Ant all the same.


    He reached up, brushing his fingers along Ant’s cheek, fingertips rubbing against humanoid flesh, dry bone, and something hot and sharp, searing like the sun.


    He stared into Ant’s eyes, the only part of him that wasn’t shifting, and Ant stared back. Even as his face shifted, Narcissus could see the pain scrawled across it—immeasurable anguish.


    “Posy.” Ant’s voice was shattered, and Narcissus winced with it. The world around them seemed to crack, like glass.


    A hand on his cheek, cold and skeletal and hot by turns. “Posy, please.”


    Wetness against his cheek, like dewdrops falling from above. Was Ant … crying?


    He crawled over Narcissus, enveloping him with his shifting form, hand still firmly on his cheek. “Please. Don’t go. Don’t leave me, posy, please. I don’t know what I’ll do without you—I just found you. Please, posy …”


    The fairy huffed a breath, leaned his forehead against Narcissus’s. “Stay with me. Just a little longer, I beg of you.”


    Hesitantly, Narcissus reached up. He swept some of Ant’s hair back from his face, ignoring how it shifted. “Ant …”


    The fairy lord had closed his eyes tight; his teeth were set against each other, like he needed fortitude against some immeasurable pain. “I love you, posy,” he whispered. “Please, don’t leave me.”


    Ant seized his hands suddenly, viciously, twining their fingers. He lunged forward and melded their mouths together, as though a searing kiss might convince Narcissus of the sincerity of his confession.


    Ant’s eyes were open again when he pulled back, twin pools of sorrow. “Say you’ll stay,” he whispered. “I won’t ask anything else of you—just that you’ll stay. You don’t even need to love me back—hate me, for all I care. Just—say you’ll stay.”


    Narcissus didn’t know what to say to that. He searched the fairy lord’s eyes. “How?” he asked finally. “Ant, I … I don’t want to go, but I don’t … how do I stay?” I’m dead, aren’t I? He couldn’t say the words though; they stuck in his throat, unvoiced, too awful to burden the air with.


    Ant lifted their twined hands. He was trembling. “Take it,” he said, and Narcissus blinked. “Whatever you need, whatever you want.”


    Narcissus was going to ask him what, but Ant surged forward and kissed him again, and in that moment, he felt it—magic, curling through his fingertips, tingling across his skin. It was hesitant and curious, though, almost sheepish—like it was asking for permission.


    He hesitated a second, then surrendered himself to it. He went lax in Ant’s arms, and the magic poured into him, like scalding water melting him down and remaking him.


    If he’d thought being wired into Ant’s magic was overwhelming, it was nothing compared to this. It was like Ant was liquid, draining all of himself into Narcissus, filling him to the brim and overflowing him, the infiniteness of the void trying to condense itself to mere humanoid form, all of the universe, all of the constellations trying to cram themselves into some microscopic space.


    He tore himself away from the kiss, eyes shooting open, and cried out, but Ant held him fast, almost crushing his hands, even as he tried to pull away. He closed his eyes again, gritting his teeth against the incessant press of magic, Ant overwhelming him, growling in his ear, “If I can’t have you, nothing else matters. The universe can rot.”


    Narcissus gnashed his teeth, whimpered as he surrendered again. The magic tingled all along his nerve endings, snapping and popping, exploding into bloom, and when he opened his eyes, the moon and the lanterns were gone, replaced with a verdant garden in full bloom, vines and tendrils twisting through the shattered dreamscape, pulling all the shards back together, binding them in an intricate web.


    He ignored all of that to look at Ant instead. He stared into those eyes, wide with fear and pain and hope. He freed one of his hands and reached up, hoping to touch Ant’s cheek, to cradle his face and tell him it would be okay. That they’d be okay.


    He seemed so far away, and Narcissus’s fingers twitched, pain lancing down his arm. And then darkness ate at the edges of the vision. Ant clutched at him desperately, fear suddenly pooling in his eyes, grief washing over his features, and Narcissus could do nothing to alleviate it as he went tumbling back into the dark of the void, a hundred thousand ghostly hands groping at him, dragging him down once more.


    


    eee


    


    He woke up in bright morning sunlight. Acid burned through his stomach as he took in his surroundings—a sterile white room. A hospital clearly. Hospital bed. Scratching blankets, white tiles. 


    He knew this room, didn’t he?


    Something shuffled to his left, near the windows. A black shadow. He knew it was Ant before he looked, and he felt his shoulders relax for a fraction of a second before he turned his head fully. Then he froze.


    No, no, no—


    Ant standing over a hospital cradle. Narcissus wanted to scream, but he couldn’t. Couldn’t find his voice. Couldn’t make his body work. He looked frantically at Ant’s back.


    Ant turned around, as though feeling his gaze on him. Narcissus almost puked at the sight of the babe in his arms.


    Tiny. Almost buried under wires and tubes. Wrapped tight in a white blanket, one tiny hand free and waving with jerky movements. Mouth moving.


    Alive.


    He melted against the pillows.


    “Good morning,” Ant said, absently reaching for the babe’s hand.


    Narcissus glanced around. “Where are we?” he asked. He hadn’t seen this part of the house before. Did the underworld have a hospital?


    “New York,” Ant replied, then glanced down and tucked the baby’s flailing limb back under the blanket.


    “New …” Narcissus frowned. “What? When? How, why did we come back here, why—”


    “You needed blood,” Ant replied with a shrug, bouncing the baby. Narcissus watched, mesmerized and terrified at the same time. “We had none on hand—Gabby, your mother, and Rico are not matches for your blood type, so we had to come back.”


    “Okay,” Narcissus said softly, eyes still on the baby.


    Ant glanced down. “A good thing,” he murmured. “All three of you needed more care.”


    “Three?” Narcissus felt dizzy and sick.


    Ant gave him a quizzical look. “What do you remember?” he asked.


    Narcissus shook his head. “I … don’t know.” Everything felt fuzzy, strange. Like he was disintegrating, breaking up.


    Ant looked at him, his expression inscrutable. “Lie down. Get some rest. You lost a lot of blood.”


    Narcissus blinked a couple of times, then closed his eyes. “I … uh …”


    Were they going to talk about the void and Ant crying and begging him to stay? Or were they just gonna pretend that hadn’t happened?


    Had it happened? He didn’t know. Maybe he’d dreamed it.


    There was a noise, and he looked up to see Ant fussing over the baby. Narcissus tilted his head, trying to process the scene. “Do I have to, like … feed them?”


    Ant glanced up. “No,” he said finally, looking back down. “You’re not lactating.”


    “Oh.” He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Mostly relief, maybe.


    Ant nodded, keeping his gaze averted. He seemed … nervous. Subdued, somehow. “You’re—it was too early, anyway. They’re getting formula. They would have had to have it.”


    “Okay.” He sank into the pillows. The ceiling was spinning. Ant appeared over him a second later.


    “You’re so thin.” His voice was hushed, like he was sharing a filthy secret. “The doctors are surprised you were able to carry this long, that you even got pregnant to start.”


    Narcissus bowed his head. “Is that … bad?”


    Ant looked suddenly furious. “Yes,” he snarled, “you could have died.” The baby squirmed in his arms then, apparently reacting to his anger and momentarily distracting him.


    “I did die, didn’t I?” Narcissus asked. He remembered it now, could feel his own anger, pulsing right behind his sternum, right alongside Ant’s anguish. He hadn’t dreamed all that. It had been real. Ant weeping over him, begging him to stay. Telling Narcissus that he loved him.


    It had all happened.


    Ant paused for a very long moment. Then he said, “The rest of the world can rot.”


    Something hot and tingly, like magic, like hope, blossomed in Narcissus’s throat, making it impossible to speak. He could barely breathe.


    He closed his eyes again, nodding in part because he couldn’t keep his head up. It was too heavy. “I think I deserve a nap,” he declared, then dropped his head against the pillow and shut his eyes tight.


    


    eee


    


    The twins spent almost a hundred days in the NICU. They were still small and fragile when they were released, but at least they could breathe on their own.


    Narcissus was a different story. They let him go after three weeks, even though he was still bleeding, still thin and weak and vomiting, hardly keeping anything down. They wanted to send him to some specialized program or something. Something about getting him back off the painkillers.


    Narcissus didn’t care; he didn’t want to go. Ant didn’t even argue with him when he said it. Just nodded, raked his hands through Narcissus’s hair, said, “Of course. You don’t need to do anything you don’t want to, posy.”


    Narcissus didn’t know how he felt about that. He wasn’t known for making terribly good decisions. Ant giving him free rein felt too indulgent. As much as he’d railed against the fairy lord before, he needed Ant to be stern with him. He needed someone to pull him back from the precipice of his own self-destructive tendencies.


    He thought of the pain on Ant’s face, the grief. His heart hurt, his head ached, every time he remembered.


    “We’ll go back to the underworld,” Ant told him the evening after the doctor announced she’d be releasing the twins in the morning.


    “Yeah, sure,” Narcissus agreed.


    Ant gave him a pitying look. “Maybe it will do you good,” he said, “to be able to interact with them more freely now.”


    Narcissus had no intention of interacting with the twins more. He was going to avoid them—and Ant—as much as possible. He didn’t know how he was supposed to interact with them if he was sober. So far, any time he’d held them, he’d been high as shit on painkillers.


    That made it easier somehow. He could hold them and not freak out. Touch their soft skin, their tiny hands, marvel at their little fingers. He’d made them. He’d created life—not just flowers and vines but actual humanoid life like himself.


    All that marvel dried up any time he was sober. He wanted nothing to do with them, cringed at the very sight of them—so small, so fragile, because he was so horrid and selfish.


    Ant sighed, then reached over and took his hand, clutching it. “I think the underworld is easier on you too.”


    “Mm, sure.”


    “Posy …”


    Narcissus frowned at him. “What do you want from me? I’m never gonna be a good parent. I’m not sure what you were expecting, but I’m a fuck-up and addict and—”


    “I’m not asking anything of you but to try,” Ant offered. It didn’t sound quite like a reproach. “Plenty of people are addicts or have mental health issues, and they still manage to love their children.”


    Narcissus looked away. The last thing he wanted while he was jonesing was a lecture. Ant squeezed his hand tight. “All right?”


    “Fine,” he muttered. “Whatever.”


    Discharge was seven in the morning. Narcissus didn’t want to be there, not when he hadn’t managed to score anything to wake him up. He particularly didn’t want to deal with the crying infants, who squirmed and wailed while Ant transferred them to carriers and tucked them in with blankets. He tried to ignore how the nurses seemed to be judging him, some of them watching curiously—bad parent. They had him labeled.


    The twins screeched for the entire car ride to Saratoga Springs, and Narcissus already had a headache. He ground his teeth. He wished he’d never been in the hospital, that they’d never given him a single drop of morphine. He burst into tears himself before they got back to the house.


    Ant’s attempts to shush him only made him cry harder. He felt so—helpless. So lost.


    How was he supposed to love anyone when he couldn’t even figure out how to love himself? How was he supposed to care for these tiny creatures when he could barely take care of himself?


    “Help me?” Ant asked, batting Sibyl off when they reached the house. Narcissus glanced at the other carrier, then shook his head.


    Ant frowned, but he refused to look at the fairy. Sibyl got the carrier out instead. She and Ant headed up the creaking stairs with the two whimpering infants. Narcissus paced the foyer for a few minutes, then finally took the stairs, slowly, shakily.


    He peered into the large room at the end of the hall—a pastel yellow room with two identical cribs in it. He grimaced, then slunk in.


    He folded his arms and peered down into the one crib, tilting his head as he looked at the baby already lying underneath the blankets. The baby had dark hair and dark eyes, looked much more like Ant with fine features and pale skin than Narcissus himself.


    He didn’t even know if these were his kids. Maybe somebody had swapped them while he’d been passed out. Changelings. Was that what they were called? Something. Fairy children were swapped for human children.


    The baby heaved a huge sigh, their little cheeks puffing out. Their face scrunched up. Then they started to cry. Narcissus wanted to throw up, the sound made his head hurt so bad.


    Ant glanced over his shoulder. “Can you get Jacinto?” he asked.


    “Jacinto?” Narcissus snorted, then looked back down at the baby. Grimacing, he reached down and picked him up. He let the baby dangle from his hands, taking in the rose-printed sleeper.


    “Oh, posy—not like that. Cradle him. Make sure to support his head.”


    Narcissus glanced at Ant, then did as he was told. Jacinto wailed for a moment more.


    “Try rocking him,” Ant instructed patiently. Narcissus sighed, then started to sway the baby.


    Nothing happened. Then, slowly, the baby’s wails became softer, dying down to whimpers. And then he burrowed in against Narcissus, heaving another great big sigh.


    Narcissus paused for a half second, then peered down.


    Ant curled a hand over his shoulder. “That’s wonderful, posy.”


    Jacinto choked on a cry, then puked over Narcissus’s shoulder. Ant grimaced. Narcissus stared at the wall. “Like mother, like child?” It was gentle, like a half-hearted joke, but Narcissus still wanted to snap at him.


    Instead, he just turned to glare.


    Ant looked entirely sheepish. “Sorry,” he said as he took the baby from Narcissus, and Narcissus just stood there for a moment, watching the fairy lord as he cradled their child. He could feel the spit-up soaking into his shirt.


    Ant laid the baby back down in the crib. He almost clapped a hand to Narcissus’s shoulder but hesitated. “Let’s go,” he said softly, “let you get changed.”


    Narcissus sighed heavily, then let Ant guide him out the door. He paused in the doorway, glanced back over his shoulder. The two were nestled in their cribs, under pastel blankets printed with teddy bears, Jacinto on his back, one fist curled, the other twin on their tummy, cheek squashed by the mattress, both of them breathing steadily.


    Ant leaned close, his hair brushing against Narcissus’s cheek, and Narcissus could smell him, pine and rich earth, as he murmured, “You are doing so much better than you think, posy. I wish you could see yourself the way I see you.”


    Fingers brushed against his cheek, and something in Narcissus heaved. He bowed his head, then turned away, striding quickly to the other bedroom, intent on getting changed.


    Maybe Ant was right. Maybe he just needed to try loving them.


    And … maybe himself as well.


  




  

    


    


    

      Twenty-three


    


    [image: ]

    


    


    W




eeks slipped into months. Winter melted to spring with a suddenness that shocked Narcissus. He felt like it had been dark forever, and then one day, he looked out the window and the sun was shining and the snow was gone. Birds were singing and the grass was green.


    Guilt ate at him every time the twins cried.


    He didn’t want anything to do with the twins; Ant was delighted by them, which meant he was with the babies more often than not. Narcissus felt weird every time he saw Ant cradling one of the infants, like his own stupid body was telling him Ant was a good father, that babies made Ant happy, so he should put himself through hell again to keep the fairy lord happy.


    He wanted Ant to be happy. He thought about that nightmare in the hospital room, the anguish in Ant’s eyes when he’d spoken about Narcissus almost dying. He thought about the space between, the void, when he’d been dead, but Ant had been there, so hurt, so desperate.


    He wanted to make all of that go away. He wanted to banish it all, to make sure Ant never spoke with a wound in his voice again, never held hurt in his eyes. He wanted Ant to be happy, always, and he seemed so happy with the kids …


    He was scared out of his mind. He didn’t think he could do it again. He didn’t want to, but every time he thought about it, his stomach flip-flopped and he felt a bit lightheaded, flighty.


    So staying away from Ant made sense, because Ant confused him. How could he be so scared and still want it? It didn’t make any sense.


    Still. He was lonely without Ant. Bone-achingly lonely. He couldn’t decide what was worse—the fluttering in his belly when he looked at Ant or the aching in his heart when he holed himself up in his bed chambers and locked the door, spent yet another night lying awake.


    Something had to change. He knew that much. Neither of them could keep going like this.


    Swallowing his fear, he knocked on the door to Ant’s study. “Come in,” the fairy lord called in a quiet tone, and Narcissus let the door open slowly, hinges squealing.


    Ant had his back to him, apparently reading the newspaper or something. Narcissus was struck, again, by the vast differences between them.


    He lingered in the doorway long enough that Ant swiveled around. There was annoyance on his face, quickly replaced by concern. “Posy?” he asked, glancing Narcissus up and down, and Narcissus knew he must have looked a little odd—barefoot, hair sleep-tousled, wrapped only in a slinky, black silk robe. “Is everything okay? Are you all right?”


    The fairy lord was halfway out of his seat. “Did the twins wake you?”


    Narcissus stepped into the study and shut the door. He locked it, then leaned against it. “Um,” he said, then nibbled at his lip.


    Ant gave him a confused look.


    Narcissus tugged on the lapels of the robe, then wrapped it tighter around himself as he crossed the floor. Ant tracked him silently.


    Narcissus grabbed him by his lapels, pulling their bodies flush together. “I want you,” he said. “Ant, it’s been months, and I …”


    He searched the fairy lord’s dark gaze. “I miss you.”


    Ant’s face softened; he cupped Narcissus’s cheek. “And I you, posy, but I don’t want …”


    Narcissus shoved him back, letting him collapse into the chair before he crawled into the fairy lord’s lap. “Maybe you didn’t understand,” he purred. “I miss you, and I want you inside me. Now.”


    “Posy,” Ant practically growled, and for the first time in months, Narcissus felt a spark of excitement.


    Ant tried to push him away. “Posy, I don’t believe we’re nearly ready for that. Why, you’re still recovering and—”


    “I’m sick of waiting.” Narcissus felt like his words from last spring were echoing back at him. “I’m ready. I want to.”


    Ant faltered. Narcissus tilted the fairy lord’s chin up, dragged him into a searing kiss. He kissed Ant slow and hard, dirty, until the fairy lord gave up his breath. Only then did Narcissus let him go, smirking as Ant sank back into his seat, almost boneless and content.


    Ant’s hands came to rest just above his hips, almost hovering there, like he was afraid to touch Narcissus. Ant gazed up at him. “Suppose we do this,” he said. “What if … Have you talked to Melinoe about contraception?”


    Narcissus shook his head. Ant hummed. “I’ve only condoms.”


    “No condoms,” Narcissus murmured, flicking open buttons on Ant’s shirt.


    Ant’s expression hardened. Not the reaction he was looking for. “Posy.”


    “I don’t want you to wear one,” Narcissus said. “I want you raw.”


    Ant pushed him back. “Narcissus,” he chided, “we are not doing this, not even with a latex barrier between us, on the off-chance you happen to get pregnant—”


    “I want to get pregnant,” Narcissus said, pushing back against Ant, laying his weight against him.


    Ant clutched at him. “Posy.”


    Narcissus nuzzled his neck, licked his way up the fairy lord’s pulse, then whispered in his ear, “Get me pregnant, Ant. Please.”


    “No.” Ant practically threw him off. Narcissus barely got his feet under him, stumbling back against the desk. He braced himself there, locking eyes with Ant. “Absolutely not.”


    “Didn’t you tell me you’d give me whatever I want? I want this,” Narcissus insisted, gaze tracking the fairy lord as he shook his head.


    “Do you have any idea what you’re saying?” He glowered at Narcissus, then shook his head again. “What you’re asking of me?”


    “Yeah,” Narcissus replied, rocking his knee back and forth. “I’m telling you what I want, and what I want is for you to get me knocked up.”


    Ant hissed a breath. “Posy, you have no idea what you’re asking for—”


    Narcissus narrowed his gaze. “I’m not crazy,” he said, then paused. “I mean, I haven’t lost it. I’m not any crazier than normal.”


    Ant quirked a brow. “Very convincing.”


    Narcissus sighed. “What I mean is that I feel fine—well. Like, I still have postpartum and shit. But—”


    Ant crossed his arms.


    “I’m thinking clearly, Ant! Real clear—like, the clearest since the twins were born.” He tilted his head. “Please. I need to do this.”


    “Need to?” Ant looked skeptical.


    Narcissus shrugged. “Isn’t it my purpose or whatever?”


    Ant scowled at him. “The last thing I’m going to do is force you through all of that again, because of some misguided notion about purpose. It was wrong to start, which you’ve effectively proved, and so help me if I ever capitulate to that argument again.”


    “Please!” Narcissus didn’t want to beg, but he was losing this argument, losing Ant, and he didn’t know what he was going to do.


    “Posy, you are still recovering from the last pregnancy, you’re still exhibiting active symptoms of postpartum depression, and you died. Tell me, in what world does it make sense to get you pregnant again?”


    Narcissus closed his eyes. “This one,” he exhaled, “this one, ’cause it’s this one we’re in and I … want to make you happy.”


    When Narcissus looked up, Ant’s expression was an open wound. “Posy,” he murmured.


    “Please. I need this. I want this, Ant.”


    “You almost died.” Ant’s voice trembled. “You did die. I was so sure I’d lost you.” There was that inconsolable grief, the one Narcissus sometimes thought he’d imagined. God, how hadn’t he noticed that Ant looked so guilty whenever he looked at him now?


    “But I didn’t. You revived me, and I’m here now, so let’s—”


    “Posy, please. We have two lovely, wonderful children, and you are alive. That is enough; that is all I have any right to ask of you.”


    “Seriously, Ant! Isn’t this what you want?”


    They stared at each other. “What I want,” Ant said finally, “is you. Alive and well. The rest of the world can burn for all I care.”


    Narcissus shivered with the sentiment, the echoes of what Ant had said to him in the void, but he squared his shoulders. “Then come here. Fuck me.” He met Ant’s dark gaze. For a split second, his courage quailed. Then he whispered, “Get me pregnant, Ant.”


    The words disappeared into the stretching silence as they stared at each other, neither of them moving. Narcissus was sick with anxiety and the thrill. Maybe Ant was right—maybe he was out of his mind.


    No, he knew that. He was fucked up; there was no denying it. But he wanted to make Ant happy.


    “No.” Ant’s voice was like thunder. “I won’t put you through that again. I won’t ask anything of you ever again, posy.”


    Then, he turned and fled the room, even when Narcissus barked, “Wait!”


    Narcissus watched him go, then exhaled, hanging his head. He felt like nothing had been solved—he’d proved his point, but all it had done was reverse their positions.


    Somehow, he had to convince Ant this was what he needed.
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o say the next few days were awkward was an understatement. It was so bad, Narcissus thought about escaping to the city for a bit, maybe crashing on Gabby’s couch and just hanging out there until he felt brave enough to face Ant again. To go back and laugh it all off: You’re right, I am crazy!


    Every time he thought that, he felt a bit sick. He wasn’t that crazy. At least, he didn’t think he was. Maybe that was the problem.


    He understood why Ant was scared. He knew it was risky. Hadn’t he felt unhinged enough while he was pregnant? What if that happened again? Or what if he died again and stayed dead?


    But wasn’t he supposed to settle down with Ant and have lots of little … nymphs or whatever?


    Ant loved him, even though he was a selfish, screwed-up prick. Ant loved him more than anything. Ant wanted him safe and happy—and if he wasn’t, Ant would let the world burn.


    Couldn’t he want the same? To make Ant happy?


    Ant deserved so much more than Narcissus had given him so far—fights, grief, anger. He wanted, desperately, to please Ant, to give him back the love that he so clearly felt.


    Narcissus couldn’t think of any other way to show his devotion. He’d fought tooth and nail, yes, but now …


    Now the anger was dying away. Ant didn’t see him as a glorified incubator. He never had, and Narcissus had been too wrapped up in his anger to see that. Ant loved him, desperately, pathetically, devotedly.


    If he didn’t, why had he fished Narcissus out of the void a second time? Why had he begged him to stay, promised to do whatever he wanted, just so long as he stayed?


    He saw it now. Ant had been trying, not to cage Narcissus but to share his own life with him—the poetry, the candlelit dinners, the silence of a night by the fire, sipping wine with his beloved at his side. That was Ant’s version of happiness. He had been perfectly content.


    He had taken Narcissus because Narcissus said he was ready. He’d given Narcissus food from the underworld because Narcissus had cried about Ant leaving him, because he thought Narcissus wanted to be bound together.


    It was Narcissus who hadn’t been content, Narcissus who felt restless and trapped. Ant had simply been trying to give him what he wanted, what he needed, but Narcissus hadn’t known what he wanted or needed. He wanted everything. He didn’t want to choose between Ant and his friends, didn’t want to choose between partying in New York and having Ant slavishly devoted to him.


    As soon as he had one, he desperately wanted the other. He longed for the love only Ant could give him, but when he finally had it, he’d felt caged by destiny, by matrimony and parenthood and white picket fences, some cishet fever dream shoved down his throat.


    Even now, he still felt caught between ideals and expectations, everyone judging him when they were out in public and the twins cried and he ignored them. Bad mother. Abnormal. Unnatural.


    Ant didn’t say anything about it, simply looked after the twins. He was true to his promise; he asked nothing of Narcissus—not for help with the twins, not for time or affection, not for companionship. He took whatever Narcissus gave him without complaint, and Narcissus felt guilty. Wanted to give him so much more.


    He didn’t know how. He knew there was more to love than sex, but he had no idea how to express that tenderness. Sex was his love language, his body his lovelorn poetry, but Ant was studiously avoiding him.


    Narcissus chewed on guilt, sorrow, for ever putting fear in Ant’s eyes. Ant had put him on a pedestal and refused to take him down now, just in case he shattered.


    Still. Narcissus needed Ant like he needed air, craved closeness, skin against skin. It was the only way he knew love. He couldn’t stand this reverent worship, Ant’s admiring gaze from afar. He needed Ant’s hands on him, needed Ant’s touch to make him feel truly revered.


    They broke one night in March. Twilight streaked the sky; the air of the evening was crisp and cool, so cold it felt like snow was hanging in the atmosphere already. Narcissus could see his breath. He’d been soaking in the hot tub alone, wondering when dinner was and if he should go upstairs and get changed, but the heat was nice, relaxing him in a way he hadn’t been able to for days.


    He’d told Sibyl to go; she was usually busy with the twins, but she and Dinah had switched tonight for some reason. She’d clearly been hoping he’d just have a nap in his chambers until dinner was ready or something. He knew she was itching to go somewhere else because she was dancing from foot to foot.


    She’d argued with him when he told her to leave him this evening, but he didn’t see what the harm was. She muttered something about drowning; he sighed and shook his head. Things between him and Ant were awkward, sure, but he didn’t really feel the urge to hold himself under. Maybe months ago, right after the twins were born, in the bleakest, darkest days of winter.


    Sibyl had finally admitted defeat, although he could see she’d been happy. She’d made a big show of trudging off, even though he knew she wasn’t upset at all.


    He tried to think about what she’d been doing for the last few months, other than babysitting the twins and looking after his sorry ass. He couldn’t remember. Everything felt like a fog. He barely remembered other people existed, that was how deep in his own sorrow he’d been. He felt like he was surfacing now; he watched her go and made a mental note to ask her how things had been going with Gabby.


    He was contemplating the stars—slowly dotting the sky, a phenomenon he’d never really witnessed, because there was always a dense neon glow over New York—when the door to the house slid open. Through the steam, he saw Ant step outside, carefully avoiding the last patches of stubborn snow clinging to the ground.


    They both froze, staring at each other. “Oh,” Ant said finally.


    “Hi,” Narcissus managed, his voice sliding up half an octave with embarrassment.


    “I didn’t realize you were out here,” Ant said, glancing around. “I’ll leave you, I can come back later—”


    “No, it’s okay.” Narcissus shuffled over, even though there was plenty of room for Ant to sit elsewhere in the tub.


    Ant looked torn. Narcissus frowned. Why the hell were they acting like strangers? His chest hurt suddenly. He wanted this strangeness, this shyness to go away. He wanted to fix it. He wanted to fix them.


    “I don’t bite,” he grumbled, and Ant sucked in a sharp breath, because he knew that wasn’t entirely the truth. Narcissus did bite. When he wanted to.


    The fairy lord finally seemed to decide that running away was silly; if they couldn’t spend time together in the hot tub, what could they do?


    His bare feet slapped the stones leading up to the deck around the tub. The stairs creaked under him. “You’re sure it’s all right?” he asked, and Narcissus nodded. Ant slid into the water on the opposite side from him—about as far away as he could be physically.


    He looped up his hair. “How long have you been out here?”


    “A bit.” Narcissus didn’t exactly know how long it had been. Long enough that twilight was almost over. “Why?”


    Ant gestured, then finished tying up his hair. “You’re very pink,” he said.


    Narcissus knew he probably turned pinker. “What brings you out here?”


    “Long day,” Ant sighed, tilting his head back, sinking a little deeper into the water. “I forgot how incredibly fucked up humanity is. Late-stage capitalism has only made it worse, of course.” He lifted his head a touch and gave Narcissus a look. “We think you’re bad.”


    “You mean, I’m not?”


    Ant waved a hand flippantly. “Oh, you’re bad,” he murmured airily, “we won’t pretend about that. But … some of the people I saw today … deeply, deeply disturbed. Wounded.”


    He frowned as he sat up. “There are days when I think I should let the world burn, posy. Humanity is beyond redemption. The lot of you can’t seem to figure how to get your hearts out of your asses and—”


    Narcissus barked with laughter, then clapped a hand over his mouth. Ant lifted an eyebrow. “What?”


    “It’s … it’s heads out of our asses.”


    Ant frowned. “Your heads aren’t the problem—well, actually, they are, but in the sense that you think they’re the only thing that matters. Not one drop of empathy among you. I more meant that humans ought to stop thinking so much and start caring more. Rationality will only get you so far, but humanity demands pesky little emotions be shoved away, and they’re shoved away, shoved away, until the poor sod breaks.”


    He sighed and flicked his bangs out of his eyes. “It makes it rather difficult to do anything—thus, my conclusion that perhaps I ought to let it all burn to the ground. It seems to be what humanity wants anyway, so why not let them have it?”


    Narcissus swallowed tightly. “You don’t think any of us are worth saving?” He thought back to the messages, now buried, in his social media accounts. He’d never got around to mentioning that stuff to Ant. He didn’t know why, but those notes made him feel like there was something worth saving.


    Ant’s mouth twisted into a wry smile. “That’s not a fair question,” he said. “You know the answer.”


    “I’m just as broken and fucked up as anyone else.”


    “Yes,” Ant agreed. “Yet, somehow, I find you more tolerable. Seeing humanity—it breaks my heart, and then the rage rushes in. Yet you somehow assuage it. Despite how broken you are, how wounded … I want to heal you, protect you.”


    He sighed again. “Now if only I could find the same sympathy for the rest of humanity, then we might get somewhere.”


    Narcissus felt a smile curve his lips. “I bring you comfort?” he asked, glancing down because he couldn’t stand to look at Ant.


    A low chuckle. “There we are. Do you want to hear me sing your praises, posy?”


    “Always,” Narcissus replied, then sank back in the water, twisting with embarrassment.


    Ant’s laughter rippled through him.


    “I just wanna know what I do that makes you happy. So I can do more of it.”


    Ant gave him a baffled look, then turned his head. “Well,” he drawled. “the list of things you do that displease me is shorter.”


    “Doubt it,” Narcissus snorted. Their eyes met, and both of them looked away.


    “You’d be surprised. It is a very short list.” Ant’s voice was soft, almost lost in the jets, the bubbling water.


    Narcissus was about to offer some rebuttal—like that even if the list was short, it was full of deep, dark transgressions, really horrible stuff—but Ant said, “Mostly, I’m just unhappy when you’re unhappy.”


    “Which is all the time lately,” Narcissus muttered, tossing his head back over the edge of the tub.


    “Well,” Ant mused. “I suppose we’ll just have to figure out how to make you happy and then we’ll both be quite content.”


    The jets picked that moment to cut out, and the silence was thunderous. Slowly, Narcissus lifted his head so he could glare at Ant. “I told you,” he gritted out after a moment.


    “You’re still on about that?” He didn’t know why Ant sounded surprised.


    “Uh, yeah? What, you thought I decided to tell you to knock me up because I had a breakdown for a hot minute?”


    Ant quirked a brow. “Don’t fucking answer that,” Narcissus spat, scowling. He already knew that was exactly what Ant had thought.


    The fairy lord sighed, then looked away. “Where’s Sibyl?” he asked suddenly.


    Narcissus shook his head. “Not here.”


    “She’s supposed to—”


    “I told her to go. She wanted to go do something, I could tell. So I let her.”


    “Posy …”


    “I’m fine, Ant. I don’t need someone to hold my hand every minute of every day.”


    The starlight caught in Ant’s eyes, glinting there like a whole new universe. “Would you like a drink?” he asked abruptly.


    “Huh?” Narcissus blinked. “I—no? I don’t think I’m supposed to. My meds and stuff.”


    “I didn’t ask if you should, I asked if you wanted to.”


    Narcissus shifted, wondering where precisely Ant had got the bottle and the two glasses that suddenly appeared. He didn’t think the fairy lord had brought them out with him. Had they been sitting there the entire time? He didn’t think Ant’s magic let him just … make stuff appear.


    “I … don’t think it’s a good idea,” he said, watching, mesmerized, as red wine sloshed into the glass. He flicked his gaze up to Ant’s face. “I mean, I’m sober right now, and if I … I don’t know what’ll happen.”


    His heart was suddenly in his throat. He wanted it, badly. He wanted, with a sudden, burning desire, to taste the wine, to get a little tipsy, to take the edge off this awkwardness with Ant.


    He looked at Ant and shook his head. “No. No, I don’t … want to go back there.”


    “I’m sorry,” Ant said, quickly setting the bottle and the still-empty glass down on the deck. “I shouldn’t have tempted you.”


    “I mean,” Narcissus said. “I do want it. But.”


    “I understand,” Ant said. “It’s better not to start.”


    Narcissus sighed. “I … I’m sorry. I wish I could …” He let his shoulders sink. “I wish I could enjoy what you do. Appreciate it.”


    Ant took a quick swallow of his wine, then set the glass down out of sight. “It’s fine, posy. You’re not me, and you don’t enjoy the same things I do. I wish I’d understood that before.”


    Narcissus wrung his hands. He felt like the silence was bearing down on him. “I wish I could get into poetry or whatever and then we could just sit by the fire and read or whatever, and then we’d be okay.”


    Ant frowned at him. “Be okay?” he asked.


    “Like … us! As a thing, as an … item. Couple, whatever.” He flushed. “We’re not okay, and it’s my fault. We’re stuck together, but you’re miserable because of me.”


    “I wouldn’t—”


    “If I’d just … been able to accept things. Like, you were right. What do I need partying for? New York is … I love it, but it’s terrible for me. But I felt like you were controlling me, putting me in a box, and I wanted out. Like you were suffocating me.”


    Ant looked at him long enough that it started to sting. Narcissus curled back, wishing he could shrink into nothingness.


    “I’m sorry I made you feel that way,” Ant said gently, and Narcissus looked at him, bewildered. “That was never my intent, posy. I didn’t understand anything at all about you. Worse, I didn’t try. I simply assumed …”


    He trailed off and his expression fell. “I … haven’t been the best at listening, have I? I’m sorry, posy. I … all the tales about destined pairs, they just fall into each other’s arms, and I was expecting that. I did not expect you to fight me. Although I suppose it makes sense that you did.


    “Neither of us is blameless here, I think. Perhaps if I’d listened to you … or perhaps if I’d stopped treating you like a child who didn’t know what was good for him, who needed someone else to make decisions for him …”


    Narcissus closed his eyes, trying to block out the pain twisting Ant’s expression.


    He couldn’t close his ears. “It took two of us to get here,” the fairy lord said sternly. “You wouldn’t have done this all on your own. You are reactive—in more than one sense.”


    Narcissus didn’t think that was true; he was by far the drama in this relationship. He’d almost single-handedly destroyed it, hadn’t he? He’d rebuffed Ant at every turn, even when Ant had clearly been hurt, been so willing to try.


    He dragged a hand down his face. Ant had given up more and more of himself, and Narcissus had just kept taking. He couldn’t quite explain it, but he understood it now. After the void, Ant was him and he was Ant, in some sense. He took that to mean Ant had done something even more drastic than tying their magic pathways together. Something that bound them together even more deeply than fate.


    Ant hefted himself out of the water suddenly, and Narcissus stared at his naked form, blushing like he’d never slept with anyone before. “Are you getting out, or should I turn the jets back on for you?”


    Narcissus glanced at his hands. “I’ll get out,” he said, forcing himself to his feet.


    He hadn’t been naked in front of Ant for months now. His blush deepened, his face hotter. He hadn’t done anything about anything—he had stretch marks, he was still … lumpier … than he had been, and he had days where he couldn’t bring himself to care and days where he teetered on the edge of a total breakdown because what the hell had happened to his body?


    He thought about voicemail he had from Andrea, missed messages, unopened emails. It seemed … like too much effort. He just didn’t care about any of it; none of it mattered. Who cared if the whole world thought he was beautiful and wanted to worship at his feet? All he wanted was Ant.


    He glanced up at Ant, but the fairy had turned his back and picked up his towel. Narcissus let his eyes rove over acres of pale skin, almost reflective in the rising light of the moon.


    He picked up his own towel, biting his lip.


    Ant’s hand was warm on his back. “Let’s take dinner in the den,” he murmured, and Narcissus tingled with the suggestion. “Something a little lighter.”


    “Okay,” Narcissus agreed. They’d been having dinner in the dining room, almost every evening, but it was stiff and formal. They hardly said anything to each other. They sat at opposite ends of the room. It seemed like a total farce, a mockery of those first nights in the underworld, not even a year ago.


    He wanted to scream when he was sitting in that room, with Ant so close and yet so, so far away—further than the moon, further than the sun, and everything was glacial because there was no heat, no light, no hope. He wished he knew a way out of that silence.


    Maybe dinner in the den, something lighter, was what they needed.


    Ant rubbed his shoulder, touch lingering, before they parted at the door. Narcissus sighed heavily, then marched himself up to his room.
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nt’s definition of a “lighter” meal was apparently pizza with a salad on the side. After, they sipped lemon-water and sat on the floor, not quite together, not quite apart. It was closer than they’d been since the day in Ant’s office when Narcissus had thrown himself at Ant.


    “It makes sense,” Ant said at last, breaking the silence.


    “What does?”


    “That you’re coming back to life,” the fairy said with a shrug. “After all, it’s spring.”


    Narcissus frowned. “So?”


    “Are you really that out of touch with nature? Stars, you need to get out more.”


    Narcissus just glowered at him. He waved a hand. “Spring. Breeding season. Mating. Everything in nature is screaming about reproduction, posy—the birds, the bees, the flowers, and the trees.”


    “Oh.” Narcissus took a huge swallow of his water and winced.


    Ant nodded. “So—let’s say I’m not surprised you were so forward.”


    Narcissus shifted. “I haven’t been horny in months,” he grumbled.


    “Trust me, posy, I’m aware. Don’t look at me like that. You’re rather insistent when you want something.”


    Narcissus glared at him a few seconds more, then sighed. “So, like, you think I’ve just got like … baby-fever or something?” He hated the sound of that. Made him sound crazy and out of control. Primal.


    “I wanted to make sure it wasn’t just that,” Ant said primly. “I didn’t want to act rashly.”


    Narcissus swallowed thickly. “And now …?”


    “Oh, you’re fucking insane,” Ant grumbled into his glass. “You’re like an animal in heat—which, I suppose you are, because humans are just animals.”


    “I’m a nymph.”


    “Which is a sort of human, posy, so my point still stands. Nonetheless, I’m not sure this is … entirely your hormones talking.”


    “Great,” Narcissus sighed, shoving his bangs back out of his eyes. “So, what, it’s like fifty percent genuine desire and fifty percent animal instinct?”


    Ant shrugged. “Math has never been my strong suit,” he said. “What I do know is that I wanted to talk more before anything else. You weren’t exactly in the mood for that the morning in my study.”


    “No,” Narcissus agreed glumly, “guess I wasn’t.”


    Ant set his glass aside. “At … any rate, posy, you seem quite convinced. I … am concerned.”


    Narcissus nodded minutely. “I get that.” Hell, he was worried himself. Did he really want to go back there?


    Ant looked away. “But,” he drawled after an interminable moment, “after watching you the last few days, I am more convinced this isn’t just spring fever.”


    Narcissus blushed at the thought of Ant watching him. He hesitated half a second, then scooted closer to Ant. Then he crawled in to close the space between them.


    Ant welcomed him with open arms, the two of them close enough that their heat bled into each other. One of Ant’s hands slid to Narcissus’s waist. “And,” the fairy lord whispered, “if you would like another baby …”


    “Please,” Narcissus whimpered, tangling his hands in Ant’s hair and tugging. He felt like he was losing his grip, like he was falling.


    Ant nuzzled his neck.


    “I want to be with you, even if we don’t—”


    Ant gripped the back of his head and turned him into an all-consuming kiss, plundering Narcissus’s mouth, bruising his lips, and Narcissus exhaled into it, felt like his soul was leaving his body.


    Maybe it was. He let his eyes flutter shut. His fingertips tingled; his toes tingled. He moaned, open-mouthed and wanton, as Ant pulled away. There were already shoots around his knees, buds springing up from the floor, waiting to unfurl.


    It was so good—divine. How had he gone without it? Why had he denied himself this for so long? There was nothing like the magic between them, Ant bleeding into him through his skin, better pleasure than he’d ever had from anything else.


    He heard Ant swear above him, heard himself begging for it, but he wasn’t present at all; he felt like he’d ascended another plane, like he was outside his own body, even as Ant pulled away and pushed him to the floor.


    “Ant, please,” he keened. “Don’t stop, please don’t stop, I can’t stand it—”


    Ant shoved hard on his knees, pushed his robes up. Narcissus didn’t know that he really felt Ant’s fingers on him, in him, but at the same time, he felt them deeper, more acutely than he’d ever felt anything before. He writhed with it, gasping as thorns and sticks bit into his back, his shoulders. “Yes,” he moaned, voice thick with anticipation.


    He was never going to deny himself again. He was never going to wait another day, another hour, another minute, to have exactly what he wanted, what he needed. Ant was his. Forever.


    Ant slid inside him, almost like he’d never been away, and Narcissus shuddered with relief, biting his lip, desperate to hold on just a little longer.


    He couldn’t. Ant’s first thrust broke him, like a wave washing over him, and he came with a sharp cry, rolled his hips into Ant’s rhythm, trying to ride it out, chasing an even higher pleasure.


    “Fuck,” Ant breathed in his ear all too suddenly, voice ragged and raw, as he came to his forearms, shoving into Narcissus at a new angle. “Posy.”


    Narcissus clutched at the fairy’s dark hair, silky strands sliding between his fingers. “Yes,” he gasped, “yes, Ant—Ant!”


    Ant didn’t say anything, just slid a shaking hand between them, and Narcissus might have come again if he wasn’t already spent, just from those gentle fingertips tracing over his low belly, like a promise.


    Ant buried his head against Narcissus’s shoulder a moment later; the fingers of his free hand bit into Narcissus’s skin, leaving bruises behind. Narcissus shut his eyes tight, unable to keep watching the psychedelic, time-lapsed blooming of a cornucopia of flowers, bursting into brilliance and then withering as suddenly as they opened.


    They lay still, their breathing harsh as the last of the blossoms faded, taking the light of the room with them. At last, Ant lifted his head and stroked Narcissus’s cheek, his eyes soft, expression adoring. Narcissus wished he had words—I love you, I love you—but he didn’t. Instead, he grabbed Ant’s shaking hand, let little flowers spring up and bloom between them. Ant broke his hold, then grabbed his cheeks and dragged him into another furious kiss.
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orry,” Narcissus said as he pushed aside vines, ferns, and palm leaves. Gabby ducked under the archway, frowning at all the foliage.

			“The heck?” she asked, giving it some serious side eye. “It’s November. The hellions get into their magic again?”

			“You could say that,” Narcissus sighed, leading her through the foyer, which was a veritable jungle. He’d given up on trying to tame it; the twins were almost unstoppable. Actually, they were unstoppable, as Ant had explained it—they were like weeds or dandelions or something. Grow anywhere, come up through the cracks in concrete. There was no stopping nature.

			Narcissus pointedly did not mention his own contribution to the foliage—faded blooms crept along the walls, punctuated the carpet of soft green leaves they padded over, damning evidence of what he and Ant had been up to only hours before, after the twins had been put to bed.

			They couldn’t see out the windows into the backyard, which was fine; there wasn’t much to be seen, except sprawling forest. It was deeper, denser than it had been even in the spring. Ant joked that he was going to need to buy more land to keep up with the nymphs’ magical output.

			Narcissus’s stomach twisted, and he swallowed anxiety, excitement. He yanked open the door to the patio; a bunch of vines tumbled onto the stairs and he sighed again. Gabby lifted her brows, but he gestured her outside to where the little party had gathered in the garden. Or, well, what was left of the garden, anyway. It had mostly been overtaken by leaves and trees.

			Ant had Jacinto on his lap, and Selene was sitting beside him with Violet perched on her knee. Together, the fairy lord and the moon deity looked like regal gods, and the one-year-olds were perfect cherubs—rosy-cheeked, bright-eyed, even a bit chubby, all clumsy hands and giggles as they pawed at the cake they were being served for their birthday.

			Gabby glanced at him again, then made her way to the table, lugging a crinkling giftbag with her. “Hello, sweeties!” she called, and the twins looked up. “Auntie Gabby’s here!”

			Delighted squeals rent the air, and a moment or two later, the twins were all over Gabby, sticky hands smearing cake and frosting across her face, in her hair. How she didn’t mind, Narcissus didn’t know. He hated when the twins got gunk in his hair.

			The doorbell rang again; he escaped the party once more to greet Rico. Rico paused, giving him a once-over, a frown marring his face. Then he leaned in and whispered conspiratorially, “You don’t look so hot.”

			Narcissus wished he could have contained the feral grin that threatened to rip his face apart. He shrugged instead. “Everyone’s outside.”

			Rico glanced up at the vines hanging from the ceiling. “What’s the difference? It seems like outside was brought indoors.”

			Narcissus clapped him on the shoulder, then pointed. “Right down the hall, to the left, sliding door. Go save Gabby.”

			“Aye-aye,” Rico said with a salute, then marched off. Narcissus slumped against the wall. He waited a few seconds, glancing up at the ceiling. When the nausea didn’t pass, he marched himself back upstairs.

			The scent of urine did him in, hitting his nose as soon as he walked into the massive ensuite bathroom attached to his bed chambers. He clutched his stomach as he kneeled over the toilet, contracting his abdominal muscles until he was pretty sure he’d wrung everything out of his digestive tract.

			He still felt sick, of course. The nausea hadn’t abated in days now. He slid to the floor, his back against the porcelain.

			After a moment, he reached up to the counter and fumbled around until he grabbed the stick. He didn’t really need it; the nausea was indication enough for him. Ant had wanted to make sure, though, especially since the twins had had some stomach bug a couple of weeks ago.

			Sure as shit, the little pink lines were dazzlingly bright. He stared at them for a moment. He looked to the window, biting his lip against a smile as he dropped a hand to his belly.

			He pitched the stick in the trash and rubbed his forehead. He rinsed his hands.

			He meandered to the window, peered down into the garden. The patio was the only space where the canopy hadn’t fully blocked out the sky, the light. He could see the twins toddling around on the flagstones, Selene clutching Violet’s hands, Sibyl with Jacinto. Ant crouching, talking animatedly with one of the terrible twosome.

			Narcissus rested his hand on his belly again, like he could stop it from flip-flopping. He took in a deep breath. He had to bite the inside of his cheek, hard, to keep from smiling now.

			The party was loud and boisterous, just like the children. Narcissus tried to interact, tried to smile and laugh. He even allowed Violet to cuddle, smearing cake and sugar all over his cheek as she did. She leaned her head on his chest, patting him, babbling, “Mama, mama” as she smacked him.

			He liked them better now that they were on the verge of walking and talking. He hated the baby phase, where they were totally helpless and could only scream or cry. Where all they seemed to do was eat and shit. He’d stayed away from the nursery for months, unable to deal with them until they were able to sit up by themselves, smile for reasons other than gas, make noises other than unhappy wails.

			Jacinto crawled up to him, waving a toy around, then banging it on the flagstones.

			“Go ask Billy.”

			Sibyl was perched on Gabby’s knee. She started. “Oh,” she said, big blue eyes fluttering, “am I needed?”

			Jacinto plonked down on the ground, waving the toy frantically, and Sibyl slithered out of Gabby’s grasp.

			Narcissus watched the scene absently. He barely caught himself before he put a hand on his belly. He glanced over and found Ant regarding him curiously. He curled in on himself and looked away, feeling a blush creep into his cheeks. He was going to rip his cheek open if he had to keep biting it like that.

			Sibyl and Gabby took the twins to get cleaned up for their afternoon nap. Narcissus and Rico tidied up the party detritus while the fairies retreated further into the garden, discussing … something. Narcissus didn’t know what, and he wasn’t sure he cared. The fewer fairy conversations that involved him, the better, as far as he could figure.

			“Seriously,” Rico said, frowning at him, “you look gray. What’s going on?”

			“Nothing.” He shook his head.

			Ant caught him hauling garbage into the kitchen a while later. “There you are,” the fairy lord said, crowding him up against the counter.

			Narcissus gripped at the marble, then turned himself around, leaning against it. It bit into his back as Ant pinned him there, bending him backward. Narcissus peered up into the fairy lord’s eyes.

			“I, um.” He bit his lip.

			Ant tilted his head, and Narcissus sighed. Ant’s grip on him tensed; the fairy leaned into him more, and then, their mouths met.

			Narcissus melted against him, parted his lips and let Ant slide in, deepening the kiss. They broke apart, Narcissus gasping for breath. Ant was just about to heft him up onto the countertop when one of the twins shrieked, “Mama!”

			They both winced. A second later, Gabby hustled into the kitchen, arms folded. “You’ve been requested,” she said.

			Narcissus shook his head. “They usually mean Billy when they say that.”

			Gabby lifted her brows. “Uh-uhn, Billy’s standing right there and they’re still hollering.”

			Narcissus sighed, then slithered off the counter. Ant busied himself with the bag of trash Narcissus had dropped when the fairy accosted him.

			He glanced over his shoulder as he headed down the hall with Gabby. She leaned toward him, whispering, “Everything okay?”

			“Huh? Yeah. Fine.” He wasn’t sure he wanted to tell her. He wasn’t sure he wanted to tell anyone. How would they react?

			They marched upstairs to the nursery, where Sibyl was standing between the daybeds. Both Jacinto and Violet were sitting up. “Mama!” Jacinto exclaimed.

			“Mama,” Violet echoed, lifting her arms, like she wanted him to pick her up. He sighed, then did so.

			“What do you want?” He tried not to recoil as she nuzzled against him. She smelled like diaper and baby powder. He thought he might be sick again.

			She just snuggled against him, whining.

			Narcissus almost dropped her. He set her back down on the bed.

			She pouted, her lower lip jutting out absurdly.

			He bolted from the room when Violet started wailing, quickly followed by her brother. Narcissus stopped in the hall, then clapped his hands over his ears, shaking his head.

			He really was nuts for wanting another one, wasn’t he? He could barely take care of the twins. Thank god for Sibyl and Dinah and Ant and Gabby and his mother and probably a million other people.

			Sibyl stepped into the hall a second later. “Are you all right, Your Grace?” she asked, her voice low.

			He pulled away from her when she reached for him. “Fine,” he muttered. “I’m … gonna go lie down.”

			She regarded him silently. Then a smile crossed her lips, twinkled in her eyes. “Let me know if you need anything,” she said softly, before she dropped her hand and retreated into the nursery.

			

			eee

			

			Ant joined him in bed not long after he’d lain down; the sheets were hardly warm when the fairy slithered between them. The drapes were drawn; gray sunlight filtered through, and Narcissus stared at the ceiling as Ant crawled over him, lips and then teeth on his neck, his throat. His breath caught.

			Ant paused. “Everything all right?”

			Narcissus swallowed, then said, “Yeah. Keep going.”

			“As you wish.”

			He stared at the ceiling, then closed his eyes tight as Ant skimmed down his body, sliding under the sheets, under Narcissus’s clothes. His breath hitched as Ant wrapped a hand around his cock, stroking him until he stood at attention. He tilted his head back as the fairy leaned down, replacing his hand with his mouth. Narcissus slid his hands into Ant’s hair, tugging at his dark locks, feeling magic buzzing just under his fingertips. He bit his lip; he was going to start making flowers erupt from the ceiling if he wasn’t careful.

			They didn’t need any more plant matter in the house, but Ant sucked him down to the root and he moaned, letting his hands fall to the bed, tendrils sprouting from his fingertips, tangling across the sheets. He rocked his hips. Ant didn’t blow him as often as he might like, but that was on account of the teeth. Ant tried to be careful, but they both got lost in the moment sometimes.

			Like now, as Ant pushed a finger into Narcissus, and Narcissus grabbed the back of his head, forcing him down, letting him choke. He almost popped off; he barely relaxed his grip. Ant came up with a glare.

			“Well, posy,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his arm, “it would seem you’re a little keyed up. How long has it been?”

			Narcissus whimpered. Ant leaned over him again, pushing two fingers into him. “Wasn’t it just last night? Stars above, my little nymph, you’re just never satisfied, are you?”

			Narcissus tilted his head back, moaning. Ant curled his fingers. “Should I take you again, posy?”

			“Yes.” He was breathless, needy.

			Ant pulled his fingers out, pushed Narcissus’s legs wide, and made good on his threat, pushing in deep with no warning at all. Narcissus choked back a cry.

			“That’s right, you can take it—can’t you, posy? Of course you can. Such a good little nymph.”

			Narcissus panted, then gasped as Ant thrust deeper into him. His toes might have curled.

			“You’ll take my cock anytime, won’t you? You’re all mine. I can have you whenever I want.” A nip to his neck. “Take you anytime, hm?”

			“Yes.” He shut his eyes tight, moaning as Ant dug his claws in and fucked him harder. He twisted and writhed in the fairy’s grasp, finally peaking when Ant grabbed his cock and squeezed.

			He opened his eyes slowly; everything was hazy, even Ant as the fairy kept riding him. Narcissus bit his lip again, closing his eyes and letting his head loll to the side. He felt so good.

			Ant slammed into him, then held him tight, spilling into him. Narcissus’s breath came short again; he squeezed his eyes tighter, trembling as he felt the all-too-familiar ache, the stretch.

			His thoughts flitted to the coming months, how he’d have to stretch and swell and—

			He bit his lip hard enough to draw blood, swallowing down the moan at the thought of needing Ant so much more than he did even now. He’d need so much magic.

			Maybe he wouldn’t get out of bed for the next nine months. The thought took his breath away, made him blush furiously.

			Ant released him, and he scrambled away. He stared at the window for a long moment, until his racing heart finally settled, his breathing slowing.

			At length, he rolled onto his back, feeling a bit like jelly. He scarcely registered the dopey smile on his face. He thought he understood now, maybe, why everyone said nymphs weren’t usually opposed. Being pregnant meant he had license to get railed any time he wanted. Meant Ant would worship him. Meant he could show Ant his own appreciation, write his love through the motion of his body.

			Maybe, for him, this wasn’t such a bad fate after all. He wrapped his arms around himself, squeezing.

			Ant landed on his side, propped up on his elbows. “Something on your mind?”

			Narcissus tried to take a calm, steadying breath as he unraveled his arms, slid his hands down his abdomen. He looked at Ant and blurted, “I’m pregnant.”

			Silence. “Oh,” Ant said finally, and Narcissus bit his lip again, watched red flicker through Ant’s gaze at the blood. He took a sharp breath, and Ant’s expression wavered with fear.

			“Ant,” he said quickly, but the fairy lord shook his head.

			A finger pressed to his lips when he tried to speak again. “Rest now,” Ant whispered, his hair brushing against Narcissus’s skin as he leaned over. “We’ll talk after you’ve napped.”

			Narcissus exhaled slowly. “Yeah,” he agreed, already feeling his eyelids droop. “That … sounds nice.”

			Ant smiled, and Narcissus was out like a light.

			

			eee

			

			“I’m pregnant,” he told Gabby at dinner the next night, refusing eye contact with her as he watched Sibyl try to feed the twins. She wasn’t having much success.

			“Seriously!” Gabby glared at him.

			“Yeah.” He still couldn’t look at her. He’d known she was going to flip, but he didn’t think he could keep it secret much longer. The way he kept rubbing his hands on his belly was a dead giveaway. He couldn’t keep his hands off himself.

			Gabby snorted. “You could try a contraceptive, you know.”

			He glared. “Melinoe gave me an implant, and we were using condoms, thanks.” Seriously, it had taken months. Melinoe had suggested the implant when “spring fever” had hit, even though Narcissus had said he felt ready. Ant thought taking it slower this time around was likely better. Narcissus was pretty sure Ant would have taken years or decades, but six, nearly seven months had been all Narcissus could stand.

			Gabby frowned. “Did it fail then?”

			He shook his head. “We stopped.”

			She sighed. Silence reigned over them as Jacinto screeched, then tossed a bowl of mac and cheese at Sibyl, who barely ducked.

			Gabby turned to him. “I don’t get it. You hated being pregnant. You hate the kids. They almost died. Hell, you did die.”

			He shook his head. “I can’t really explain it,” he said. Well. He could. But it sounded nuts, especially after everything he’d been through. The way he’d fought it. He was pretty sure that, if he told her this is my fate and I’ve accepted it, she’d scream the house down around his ears.

			How was he supposed to explain that doing this made Ant happy and that, in turn, made him happy? Screw the rest of it, the climate change bullshit and all of that. All he cared about was making Ant happy. And if Ant was happy, so was he. Deliriously so.

			She gave him a hard look. Then she shook her head. “Whatever,” she muttered. “None of my damn business—if you wanna, that’s up to you. But if you ever need a place to stay for a few days, you know who to call.”

			He sighed, relief flooding through him. “Thanks.”

			“Mama!”

			They both jerked to attention, finding Sibyl in front of them, holding Jacinto. Her red locks were caked with macaroni.

			“What?”

			Jacinto made grabby hands at him. Narcissus sighed, then took him from Sibyl. “What do you want?”

			Jacinto laid his head on his shoulder, babbling incoherently. Narcissus wished he was better at understanding him. Maybe if he spent more time with the twins …

			He caught Ant’s eye from across the room, then glanced away, blushing.

			“Night night,” Jacinto said, waving a hand.

			“Huh? Nighty night?”

			Jacinto nodded, then yawned in an exaggerated fashion. Narcissus grimaced. “Guess we’ll … go get you ready for bed.”

			It wasn’t like he did it often. Or ever. Sibyl smiled at him, then said, “I’ll get Violet.”

			They trudged upstairs with the twins, and Sibyl got them into their post-dinner bath. Narcissus didn’t even know they had a post-dinner bath. Although, given the amount of food on them, he figured it made sense. He wasn’t sure they’d actually managed to eat anything; it looked like they were wearing all of their dinner.

			After, Sibyl settled them down in their beds, then plucked up a book.

			“No!” Violet protested.

			“No?” Sibyl asked, blinking her big, blue eyes. “But you love this story!”

			Violet pointed to a different one on the shelf.

			“This one? Really?”

			Violet rocked and waved her arm a little, a shy smile creeping across her face. She giggled.

			“Mama,” Jacinto said, pointing toward Narcissus.

			Sibyl glanced at him, then held out the book. He took it limply. “Uh … okay, I guess.”

			Sibyl gestured for him to sit down on the bed. Jacinto snuggled up to him instantly; Violet tumbled out of her bed, then crawled across the floor. Sibyl had to help her into Jacinto’s bed.

			He opened the book, frowning at the illustrations. The princess was blond and blue-eyed like he was, while the prince had dark hair, like Ant.

			“Once upon a time,” he started.

			It took over an hour to read the story; the twins kept stopping him to point at the book and babble about something or other, grabbing at the pages, turning them forward and back. Violet kept pointing to the princess and saying, “Mama!”

			Finally, they drowsed against him, and then they were asleep. Sibyl took the book back, then carried Violet to her own bed. Narcissus barely stifled his own yawn. He was exhausted. He felt ready to pass out.

			“Do you want me to get Melinoe?” Sibyl whispered to him, and he shook his head, then hefted himself up.

			“I’ll be okay,” he murmured, then dragged himself down the hall to his bedroom. He face-planted on the bed and passed out.

			He slept through the night somehow. He woke up to Melinoe hovering over him, blood spangled between her fingers.

			She gave him a cool look. He inhaled through his nose. Ant was standing in one corner of the room, arms folded.

			“Well,” Melinoe said suddenly, clapping her hands together, “the good news is their magic signatures seem strong.” She glanced at Narcissus. “A lot stronger than the last round.”

			He looked at his lap.

			“Still don’t know if you’re up for it,” she said, and he kept his head bowed. He’d been trying, but he didn’t think he’d ever be the picture of health. It was always going to be a struggle for him.

			Melinoe glanced between the two of them, then said, “I’ll let you two hash it out.”

			The door closed softly behind her. Ant pushed away from the wall. “So,” he said.

			Narcissus felt his cheeks heating. He couldn’t lift his gaze.

			Ant perched on the edge of the bed, then leaned in and kissed him on the forehead. The fairy twined their fingers. “How are you feeling?”

			“Good,” Narcissus said, keeping his head turned and his gaze averted. It was maybe a lie—he was tired, he was sick, but he was also …

			Happy.

			That was what filled his veins when he met Ant’s gaze. He couldn’t contain the smile blossoming across his face. “I’m … really, really …”

			He closed his eyes, felt tears on his cheeks.

			“Posy,” Ant whispered, “this is our curse, so we’ll learn to bear it together.”

			Narcissus gave his hand a squeeze. He exhaled, then choked out, “I’m so happy, Ant.”

			He shut his eyes and ignored the tears dripping off the end of his nose, wrapping his arms tight around Ant, whispering, “I love you.”

			And, as he sat there, his forehead pressed against Ant’s, the rhythm of their breathing the only sound in the moon-drenched room, none of it felt like a curse at all.
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hanks so much for picking up Rare Flower! Seriously. There are plenty of other books out there, so it means a lot that you chose this one. Whether you loved it or hated it, please consider leaving a review. Reviews not only boost books in algorithms (making them easier to find), they also help readers like you find books they’ll love—and avoid ones they won’t. It makes a huge difference—so thank you for taking the time!


    If you want to know more about some of the influences in Rare Flower, you can check out my blog, where I write in depth about themes and inspirations for all of my books (plus some other stuff).


    Rare Flower was a fairly long project: I started writing it probably three years ago during Camp NaNoWriMo. The seed was planted while I was reading yet another M/F romance that featured a borderline abusive male lead and a “sassy” female lead who wanted to resist him but was “betrayed” by her body. The idea was further refined when, in conversation with Editor, we discussed how often non-human characters are presented as “toxic alpha males,” with their behavior simply dismissed by hand-waving “culture.”


    I also wanted to explore the darker side of the “fated mates” trope, since it’s so often tied up with those non-human “alphahole” characters. In a lot of cases, there’s a fine line between romance and horror, and I think the fated mates trope walks that tightrope more often than we give it credit for.


    The book was also, somewhat obviously, influenced by the  continued erosion of abortion protections and reproductive rights, most notably in the US but around the world. Mpreg often glosses over a lot of the issues around pregnancy and childbirth, especially when the “accidental” or “surprise” pregnancy tropes are involved, so I wanted to really present this as the horrific scenario it can be for people.


    At its heart, though, Rare Flower is meant to be a romance: Ant and Narcissus are fated, and they couldn’t stop loving each other if they tried. Many kudos to Editor, who repeatedly kicked me to keep me on the “romance” path, rather than veering into full-fledged horror—which would have been admittedly easy to do with this story and the themes I wanted to explore.


    Whether I was successful probably remains with the reader. While I hope you enjoyed the book, not everyone will, and that’s okay. Still, I’m grateful that you gave it a chance—and for the continued support of readers like you who read, review, and share!


    xo,


    Cherry
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