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Dedication 

For the one who took a monster and showed it love. 

For the monster that survived. 

For the sliver of grief plucked from the heart. 

For a better world, and all the violence it’ll take to get there. 




Prologue 

Once, there was a world bathed in starlight. Constellations guided travellers, connected by bridges of light. Nebulas coalesced to illuminate the path even when the sun had set and the five moons had hidden themselves away. A River ran across the sky, a ribbon of radiant light, and at its shores the living honoured the dead, on its waves they travelled to far-off worlds, and when the time came to rest, they crossed it and slept. 

Then the strangers arrived. Weary and broken, their ships came from upstream and left behind a ruined world. And the starborn, who had taken the starlit world and cultivated it into a garden, welcomed them. They were taught kindness, how to sing and dance and hunt and feed one another and live. 

Then came the beasts, devouring the strangers, and the starborn swallowed them whole. They were taught the taste of a life on their tongue and hearts in their hands, and how to fear death. 

Then came the Hunger, ravenous and all-consuming, and as the starborn devoured one another—flames scorching the River dry, names and epithets breaking between their teeth and spilling golden blood—the stars themselves fell upon the world. They shattered the sea and sent floods sweeping across the land. They speared the hands of constellations rising to catch them and left them bleeding. They hid themselves in the dark of the void and dimmed their flames, as if unable to look upon what had become of the once-beautiful world. 

But it did not die. Its mortal children picked through the rubble and collected the shards of stars, lit them into flames. One fire, then another, and another, solitary, yet open to whatever stranger might rest there. One by one, they filled the darkness with light, and each new stranger who joined them added something to the flame; a song, a tale, a heart. Even scarred, the world still lived. Even changed, the sky was filled with stars. And even broken from one another, they guided strangers and lit the way for monsters, and gave birth to new constellations. 
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Chapter 1 

Trust is a vessel / ’cross violent seas 

RHI 

 

Thunder rolled in the dark like the growl of a great beast, bellowing into a roar. Lightning flashed, a streak of white-hot devastation that parted the dark skies and cast stark shadows from towers that rose toward the clouds like spears toward the underbelly of a descending star whale. Energy discharged against the tip of a black metal spire, racing down its length. From here it should flash through the crystal-wrought power distribution center, spread throughout the city’s power banks, and into the veins of its inhabitants. But given that the maintenance platform had been moved and the construct damaged, it instead blew out the first three limiters. 

Rhi stumbled backward, away from the sparking interface they had just smashed between lightning strikes. Their heart hammered against their ribs. Truespeaker runes glowed on the soles of their boots, planted on the metal grating of the platform as it rocked beneath them. 

Amber lights flashed overhead, warning of a building power surge and malfunctioning equipment. The smell of melted gold and gemstone matrixes mixed with the biting taste of the storm, buzzing on their tongue. Rhi gagged. Their head spun. They longed to reach out, brace themself on one of the ruined, sparking surfaces. A moment’s rest, and then—nothing. A flash of lightning would boil the fat beneath their skin in just a moment. 

It could… be over. 

No! 

Ink bloomed across their cheek, bone-white petals, blood-red thorns. They jumped from the platform, and made for the door before the thought could gain solidity. The rune-inlaid hatch to the maintenance room slammed shut behind them moments before the next lightning strike. It rang muffled through the metal, like a scream muffled under water. Their fingers clutched the central lever for a moment longer as if electrified. The storm smell clung to their throat as they heaved. 

“Hurry! Before the processor gets blown out too!” Shouts rang through the corridors. Rhi’s head jerked up, black eyes wide and darting. The white flower inked across their jaw wilted, petals turning into ashen thorns. Then they ran. 

Rhi had always been fast, if nothing else, and they’d learned to run when their instincts screamed at them. Not a rare occurrence when running from the Cutter gangs of Freeport. It was harder with the storm coat. Water rolled off it, but the oiled material was heavy and weighed them down. 

They made it to the next intersection at the same time as Jaziah. She led the way, long strides helping her outpace the hapless technicians who had not expected a malfunction, let alone a visit from someone this… important. Rhi ran right into her. Her eyes—black, slitted white—flew wide in surprise, then narrowed. Clawed hands grasped for Rhi’s storm coat. They struggled against her grip, frantic to get away as more footsteps approached. She pulled them into her arms, holding fast. 

Their skin crawled. A near inhuman howl tore from their throat as they fought her off. She had always been bigger than them, stronger too, but Rhi was slippery, and both of them were drenched. They slipped out of Jaziah’s grip, helped by the rain-slick sleeves of her storm coat, and scrambled away. Their heel cracked against her jaw. She cursed and glared at them. 

“Rhi! Get back here!” Black claws scraped over the floor as she lunged and caught their collar. Rhi slipped out of the large coat, escaping one more. Jaziah growled. Her tail whipped behind her, the wiry fur on it the same black as the hair the rain had plastered to her handsome jaw. She looked like she was going to devour them. Behind her, one of the technicians pulled lightning from their fingertips, hurling it as a spear. “No, don’t!” 

The shout came too late. Energy snarled, crackling through the air. A tingling of heat shot from tip to base of Rhi’s feathers, securely hidden beneath layers of clothes and magic. It pierced their thigh. A current of arcane energy inked across their flesh in a jagged line, up across their hip, across where the ribs closed over Rhi’s heart like the fangs of a beast, and down the veins of their arm. They focused on the power, understood it, made it their own. A current of energy, given shape and form by arcane will, delivered to stun, not kill. With a turn and flick of their wrist, they flung it back. 

Rhi had never thrown lightning before, and it turned out they weren’t very good at it. Instead of shooting in a straight line towards its origin, it bounced off the walls, ripples of light going over the runes. Jaziah ducked, the technician yelped and retreated behind the corner, and the lightning hit the maintenance hatch. Blaring alarms drowned out the storm. The dimmed crystal lights in the ceilings of the corridor flashed from amber to red. 

Not good! Rhi ran faster, toward the window at the end of the corridor. They needed to make it out! 

Behind them, Jaziah came back to her feet, the three horns crowning their brow drenched in red light like blood. She set after Rhi, thundering down the corridor. The window’s rune-inlaid shutters slammed into place, locking the building down. 

“Rhi! Stop running!” 

Rhi made the very foolish mistake of wishing they were out there in the storm instead of locked in here with her. That they could know how the shutters worked, leverage them open, since they could not possibly say anything that would make Jaziah stop chasing them. A colourless light glowed in their chest. It sunk through their flesh, hollow and painful, eclipsing their rib cage, shining through their skin. Heat burned up their throat. The window and floor beneath Rhi shattered outward. The tissue of reality ripped and disintegrated before them in spiderweb cracks that snapped through space and left the shards suspended in the air, floating around Rhi. Clumps of molecules in neatly arranged clusters, an explosion frozen in time. 

Jaziah couldn’t see this! The shards pulled themselves back into place, slashing through their coat and across their back. Like a bleeding wound scabbing over, the window was made whole, atoms restitched, space mended and fused. Wire pulled back through glass like sutures, shutters flattened and hardened into place like the cast of a broken bone. 

Lightning flashed once, and Jaziah’s wide, accusing eyes bored into Rhi’s through the closing gap, her lips, so soft and severe, twisted into a sharp-toothed cry of rage. 

Rhi fell. Wings spread awkwardly through slits in their clothes, fluttering in the rain. Their shoulder cracked against the edge of the power distribution center’s courtyard wall. Deafening rain swallowed their cry. They landed in the gutter, rolled, fought their way up, already drenched, and coughed against the burning sensation in their throat. 

That… had not gone as planned. Jaziah hadn’t been meant to be there. The building should not have locked down for a couple of hours. Everything hurt. Their throat burned. Their limbs buzzed with the exertion, and their shoulder radiated with the ache of a budding bruise, if nothing worse. Drenched clothes stuck to their skin, adding more discomfort. 

No time to mope. They pulled themself up, hand braced on the wall. They needed to get back to the storm shelter. 

It was slow going. After a few steps, they doubled back over, choking again as their magic exacted its toll and they threw up. Shards of glass fell to the wet stone beneath. Dark blood ran in the water. Rhi gasped, heaving painfully. The cold wind had numbed their face, but the new cuts on their lips burned. 

Horizon glowed before them. Lightning caught on storm spires dotted around the city. The city’s atmosphere bubble, preserved by atmospheric regulators of glass, crystal and magic, could do only so much to calm the raging skies it traversed. This was a regular occurrence for its denizens. The storms were life-giving, providing the energy the city needed to remain afloat, and during such occasions the streets lay abandoned. 

Rhi fought the elements. The wind tousled their hair, the rain did its best to blind them. They weren’t sure how long they had wandered when they realized that they’d completely lost their way. They stopped, shivering, hugging themself both for warmth, for the pain, to feel like there was someone else there with them. Like the pressure could mimic somebody’s embrace. 

A rail cart had locked into place not far away. Maybe they could pry the door open, take shelter there? But first they would have to cross the wide street. The wind was already forceful this close to the wall, in the shielded nooks and crannies that Rhi stumbled between to rest from their advance. 

If the storm picked up just as they crossed the street, if it carried them all the way through the city and off it, would having wings save them? Would there be a chance, if they knew how to fly? If 

their shoulder wasn’t bruised and their wing aching, once more invisible and intangible on their back? 

Rhi swallowed against their raw and aching throat, burning with each terrified heartbeat. They took a step into the street. 

Something small, furred and screaming gripped their pant leg and pulled at it. A fox, white with a grey mask across her face. 

“Pepper! Salt and stagnation, what are you doing out here?” Rhi crouched down, grabbing the fox in their arms, holding her close as if protecting something smaller and more vulnerable than themself could help them feel safe. “Who let you out of the shelter?” 

Most likely, nobody had. Pepper went where she pleased. 

“Hello?” A voice rang muffled through the rain. “Is someone…? You! You there! Stay right there, and don’t move!” Rhi had frozen in place. They stared up as a woman approached through the rain, dressed in a heavy storm coat. She was unfamiliar to them. Hints of dark hair that clung wet to an open face, with round, dark eyes. “Stars and tempests, bright one! What are you doing out here during a storm? Come, come!” 

She didn’t shout, and yet her voice rang clear and concerned through the hissing rain. Rhi blinked. Oh, there were gemstones embedded in the choker she wore, sturdy leather. A device built for communicating in the midst of a storm. It didn’t look like it suited her delicate neck. 

“I…” A cough cut them off. They choked a few more grains of sharp glass into their palm. 

The woman reached out a hand. The back of it was scarred, circular and surgical, patterns of gemstones inlaid like flowers. “Come, come, let’s get you inside!” 

Rhi didn’t take her hand. They had put magic into their eyes to see through the storm, and could see the lightning dancing brightly in her veins. After what they’d done, they should stay far away from any inhabitant of Horizon. They were cold, tired, and it was all their fault. Clinging tightly to Pepper, whose fur smelled of blooming flowers even in this storm, Rhi nodded and followed the woman back to her home, illuminated by a blue crystal light to signal safe harbour for any potential stragglers caught in the elements. 

Her name was Anouk. She was kind and warm, and beautiful once she’d finally doffed her wife’s storm coat and collar. Beneath, she wore a headscarf embroidered with silver stars. Her home was warm and inviting, but she had glanced at Rhi’s hands, blooming with yellow flowers where they shivered in Pepper’s fur. She hadn’t asked, not even as they’d startled and quickly suppressed the ink by instinct alone. It hadn’t taken more than that for Rhi to linger in the doorway and suggest they should move on to the nearest storm shelter. 

There had been a fire in Anouk’s eyes at their words. Her wife, whose hair flowed like molten silver across her shoulder, insisted on getting Rhi into some dry clothes. They were baggy, tied at the calves and wrists in the style of Horizon. A fresh binder as well, fine silk. Rhi would be grateful for it when they took off their own, which had chafed and cut wt into their shoulders and torso. 

But Rhi didn’t take it off. They sat on the bed in the guest room they’d been offered to change in, rubbing their face, applying a sealing paste to their cut lips. Pepper sat beside them, staring at the pouch of cheese cubes Rhi had pulled from the waterproof pockets of their travelling coat along with the small wooden container. 

“You didn’t follow me for just these, did you?” they asked. Pepper licked her narrow snout and chittered. Rhi produced a cube and fed it to her with a little smile. She was gentle with her sharp teeth. 

Their gaze fell to the neatly folded clothes. They already had the sash. These clothes were nice. White and black. With these, it wouldn’t be hard to sneak into the palace. 

Stars, they were tired. Maybe they could stay here for a day, just until the storm had passed. 

And take advantage of these people’s hospitality?

Rhi curled in on themself a bit, around the ribs tightening painfully over their heart. Anouk had invited them in without a second thought. Neither of them had insisted Rhi give them a name, and neither had so much as batted an eye at them only offering Pepper’s. They referred to them as ‘bright one,’ referencing their hair. Rhi had been called much worse. The least Rhi could do for them was to leave before the two went out of their way for them. 

Magic burned in Rhi’s eyes once more, colouring the dark irises in rainbow streaks. The wood of the room around them turned translucent, save for the silver electricity running through the walls in orderly lines. Anouk and her wife were in a room beneath, standing before a disk of stone and crystal, above which a holographic image of their wife begged her loves’ forgiveness for being caught by the storm at a friend’s house. All four of her clasped hands weren’t enough to stop Anouk glaring sternly. 

They were distracted. Good. 

Rhi stood and turned to the window. The latch opened easily. Only the second floor. They’d made it down from higher up, and now that they knew where the storm shelter was, and the direction of the palace, they had options. 

They had just braced a foot up on the windowsill when Pepper appeared on it in a flurry of flower petals and mist. She screamed at them, hackles up, and Rhi fell back into the room with a yelp. 

“What, what’s wrong?” they asked, confused. The fox chittered loudly. “Quiet, Pepper! They’ll hear you!” 

She got louder, as if to say Good! Let them hear me! 

Rhi frowned. “Pepper… I need to leave. I shouldn’t-” 

Pepper gave them an indignant screech. She disappeared in a puff of floral-scented mist and reappeared in Rhi’s lap. She tried to nuzzle under their arm, then pulled back and shook. Rhi laughed. “Yes, I’m cold and wet.” The smile on their tired lips faded. They pulled the little fox close and hugged her to their chest. “Thank you, Pepper. I know you mean well.” 

They didn’t. Pepper was older than any member of the travelling performers’ troupe Rhi had found her with. She was intelligent, arcane, an enigma. But she had followed them. She had scratched at Anouk’s door ferociously enough to get her attention. 

By now, the Lord’s Hall had to be informed of the lockdown and malfunctions in the power distribution center. It was likely that this strange an incident would reach even the ears of the Stormwarden, and cause enough disruption for Rhi to slip into the palace undetected, but they only had a limited window of time. 

A knock at the door. “Bright one?” Anouk’s voice. “My wife is preparing dinner. Would you like to join us?” 

“In a minute,” Rhi called back. 

“Very well. You don’t have any allergies, do you?” 

Blessedly, no. None they knew of, anyway. They said as much, and Anouk left them to “freshen up.” 

Once more, Rhi tried to leave through the window, waterproof pockets laden with stolen clothes. This time, Pepper bit the end of their coat and pulled them back. Eventually, Rhi relented and got changed. The clothes were warm and soft. 

Dinner was nice. Anouk and her wife, whose name Rhi hadn’t caught, were soft-spoken and welcoming, if curious. Rhi did their best to make some sort of conversation, lied about where they were from when the conversation turned to travellers, and made sure their Thelosian accent was thick enough to sell the story. The food was delicious, and knowing that they were taking advantage of their hosts’ kindness made every bite taste like ash in Rhi’s mouth and go down like glass. 
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LAURA 

Horizon finally came into full view as Laura broke through a cloudbank. Bits of mist and vapour drifted past her slender snout, carrying the scent of a freshly discharged storm and aerial moisture. A tense sigh rushed past her lips, originating somewhere in that tight spot behind her ribs. It rattled, half metallic and half organic, a musical whistle from deep in her throat. Annoyance, not anxiety. The storm had cost her even more time than her detour across the mountains. But if it was between that and flying over the Rotwood… 

No matter. She was here now, ready to attend the summit and return home swiftly. Focus on what’s important. 

“You’re already late. We might as well take our time.” She could enjoy the city. See something new for a change, before Horizon continued on its year-long journey around the planet. 

Laura’s claws clicked against the scales of her palm. “There will be time for that. It’s not going anywhere anytime fast.” Her great body twisted and angled, practically swimming through the air as she plotted her approach with instinctive precision. A hollow purple glow buzzed across her scales, dragonfire bending the light unnaturally, shielding her from view. Around her, clouds rippled in fractal patterns at her passing, and in her mind, a voice that was not quite her own did not point out her error. 

Right now, Horizon provided a safe route across the deadzone blocking the Warden’s Pass. Skyships that usually traversed the Blightbone Mountains were not built for long distances, and as such the city had become a vital stepping stone. Beneath them, Horizon’s port bustled with activity like a sprawling, colourful anthill arranged around sleek vessels of dark and polished wood. But even though the Lord of Horizon had slowed their city’s forward momentum on the planet’s air currently, it could not be halted completely. Soon, the Warden’s Pass would be inaccessible, and the swiftest route around the mountains would be by sea. 

It looked peaceful, despite the bustle. White clouds clung to the city’s outer edges, breaking like waves against a shore. Lush plants and greenery shaded the many tall buildings with rooftop terraces and domed roofs, and the food gardens and forests of the floating landmass stretched beyond the city proper like a blanket of emerald silk. In the middle of it all, bordering on the untamed nature, the Lord’s Hall stood tall and proud, its sky blue roof decorated with whorls of white. 

Laura descended through one of the archways into the public sections. The gust of her wings sent chiffon curtains fluttering. Prismatic light shimmered across her form, briefly startling an attendant as she revealed herself. She only gave the suggestion of an outline. A sleek body, tightly muscled limbs that could crush the alabaster railings of the balconies if she wished, wings that filled the sky. Then her body contracted, pulled into a mortal shape as her bare feet alighted on the polished floor. Dragonfire spun flame into clothing, wrapping her into form fitting pants, soft boots and a pressed shirt. She resisted the urge to fidget with a glove, an instinct to ensure that this thin barrier between her now soft skin and the world was in fact real. Hands clasped behind her back, she announced herself to the attendant, who went to carry news of her arrival to the master of this territory. 

It would be rude to intrude further uninvited. To most of the denizens of Horizon, the Lord’s Hall was where the city’s royalty resided. It was also where most of the delicate machinery and crystal matrixes that kept Horizon afloat were housed. The system ran all the way through the landmass, beneath which a spike of black metal and gemstone hummed with energy. But they knew, of course, the true nature of the royal lineage they payed reverence to. It was an open secret that the Lord of Horizon had never been human. 

Laura paced in the guest quarters of the Lord’s Hall as she waited. She was left undisturbed by the attendants, wearing silver and black vests and blue sashes capped with ivory. That left her free to go over her script. It wasn’t often that she attended a summit, and she would choose her words carefully. 

The guest quarters were empty, save for a group of older people speaking in the shadows of one of the gardens, sat around a stone fountain. Flower scent mixed into the warm brown and amber hues of wood-adorned walls and plush furniture. Beautiful, comfortable, and spacious enough for her impatient wanderings. After what felt hours but had only been minutes, Laura sat on one of the low, crescent couches and buried her face in her hands. A groan threatened to crawl up her throat. She bit down hard on it. 

Stupid storm. She had planned to arrive somewhere in the middle of the summit, not toward the end. The new Warden was rumored to react harshly to any slight, real or imagined. Her leg bounced impatiently. 

“Stressful day?” A kind, soft voice provided Laura reprieve from her own thoughts. She raised her head from her palms and forced herself to sit still, to affect calm before this stranger. A beautiful woman had approached her, clad in a sleek dress adorned with silver bangles. 

“Something like that,” Laura said. “Same for you?” 

The woman’s smile, well-practiced yet genuine, faltered in a moment of surprise. Then it returned, more honest and a little tired. “Is it obvious?” 

“No. You hide it well. I just happen to be perceptive.” 

“Well then, sharp-eyed one—” 

“Laura. She/her.” 

“Taamra Adeem. Likewise.” Taamra smiled, her eyes dark like her raven hair, braided with beads like stars in the night. “May I hide away with you here for a moment? The attendants are unsure of how to approach those who’ve come here for the summit, and I would so appreciate the reprieve.” 

She had to have noticed Laura’s accent. Or her style of dress. Or the way her pupils were not quite round. Slowly, straightening up, Laura gestured to the spot beside her. Taamra sat, hands folded in her lap, thumbs tracing the red patterns decorating her brown skin. 

Laura looked up at the sky, bright through one of the open archways. Above them the River curled where the last stars of morning faded, a ribbon of light, a shining aurora. “I take it you’re not here to attend the summit yourself?” 

“I’m not. But you’ll see me there after all. My daughter’s bonding ceremony falls on the last day.” 

“Oh! Congratulations.” Laura had heard that the princess of Horizon had chosen a bondmate, she just hadn’t expected to be here for the actual ceremony. It made sense that the Lord of Horizon would take advantage of such a gathering. 

“We should have brought a gift,” that voice in her head whispered. 

“Too late now. Besides, nobody expected us to.” Laura eyed Taamra. Bonding ceremonies were joyous occasions, and from what Laura had heard, the princess was well-loved. So why did Taamra look not simply tired, but sad? “Are you dissatisfied with your daughter’s choice in partner?” 

“It’s not that…” Taamra slumped. She was not a small person, but somehow she managed to look the part now. It was an uncomfortable mirror, and Laura straightened up a bit more, braced on her hand. “I should be happy for her. I am! She has been looking forward to it, and she’s so very excited, but…” She sighed. “She’s growing up and soon she’ll be leaving the nest altogether. As a parent, I can’t help but worry for them.” 

There was such profound sadness in her eyes. Laura reached out by instinct, hand hovering near her. Taamra’s slender shoulders shuddered beneath the sheer veil falling from her black sapphire circlet, adorned with spiderwebbed designs of delicate silver. Her skin was warm, radiating through the thin fabric and air separating them. 

Laura pulled back, but Taamra still gave her a grateful look. One that said she appreciated the gesture, no matter Laura’s failure to follow through on it. Her jaw tightened. 

“I’m not bonded myself,” Laura said with some hesitation, “but… I think that as long as your daughter still has you to lean on whenever she needs to, she’ll be alright.” 

Taamra’s smile deepened the little wrinkles around her soft, round eyes. “Thank you for that.” 

Laura rose from her seat. “I’ll leave you to your thoughts, Lady Adeem. I can see the Stormwarden approaching across the way.” 

“If they ask about me…” 

“I will let them know that I saw you heading deeper into the Lord’s Hall.” Laura met Taamra’s sheepish smile with one of her own, slight and well-practiced. 

“My thanks, Lady of Ash.” 

Laura inclined her head obligingly and made her way around the gallery to meet the second most important person in all of Horizon. Stormwarden Nura Qadir was an individual of imposing presence. Straight-backed and well-muscled, clad in loose robes that revealed glowing top surgery scars beneath their pectorals. Lightning burned through their veins, powerful enough that Laura could feel the static from a few steps away. Their eyes were black, ringed with burning light. Silver hummed where their fingers rested on the metal of their wheelchair. 

“Lady of Ash,” they said as Laura approached. “Good of you to join us. The summit expected you a week ago.” 

“Apologies for the delay,” Laura said. “And for making you come see me personally. I didn’t want to intrude uninvited.” 

“Your patience is appreciated.” Stormwarden Qadir dismissed the attendants behind them with a wave, taking it upon themself to guide Laura deeper into the halls. “And apologies if your arrival has been met with anything but the utmost hospitality. There has been an incursion into the Lord’s Hall, and the attendant staff is accordingly rattled.” 

“An incursion?” Laura frowned. “Of what kind?” 

“We’re not sure why or who, but someone entered the Lord’s Hall late last night under the cover of storm and darkness. The entrance records mark an unknown entrant, at a time where I was too busy to notice. We haven’t found anything since, so either they’ve evaded us thus far, or they’ve already left.” 

“Who would want to intrude into the Lord’s hall? Isn’t it open to the public?” 

“Most of it, yes.” The Stormwarden led her through alabaster corridors decorated with silver filigree. “At times we deal with 

curious researches and over-eager travellers. The duellists of the Princedoms make a sport out of trying to reach the crystal artifice keeping the city afloat. Most likely it’s nothing, and under normal circumstances I would give it no second thought, but with the summit in session and our entry into Habitat Seventeen…” 

“Right.” Laura met the Stormwarden’s knowing gaze. Danar, Habitat Seventeen, had very strict rules about who could and could not be made aware of the starborn tending to it. Rules spanning an entire continent were often and easily broken without much danger. However… “It would be unwise to be careless with the Warden in attendance.” 

Nura Qadir’s brow furrowed. “Especially given the new Warden’s… violent inclinations.” 

It wasn’t long before they were called away to one of their other duties. Before leaving, they instructed a different attendant to guide Laura to the summit. They looked less than enthusiastic, dark circles under their eyes, stammering softly as they admitted to having gotten turned around. One of the temporary aides, most likely, or a recent newcomer, given the faint Thelosian accent they masked. They moved through the palace with the air of someone who had studied the layout in theory, but never in person. 

Laura didn’t chastise them for their apparent unfamiliarity with the path ahead. She was grateful to have gotten company that left her alone with her thoughts, given how quiet they were. They smelled nervous anyway, mixing into the scent of fox that clung to them. That left Laura free to ponder. 

It was a good thing that the princess was getting bonded. That kind of spectacle was sure to draw attention and lend itself to gossip. With a little luck she’d be able to return home with nobody the wiser as to why she was really late. 
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CALIA

The air in the Hall of the Heart was thick with the smell of blood and incense. Its enormous domed ceiling stretched above Calia like the very skies themselves, more reminiscent of the same due to the clear preference for blue in its night sky paintings. Painted stars told of a sky long before the Starfall; hale and uninjured, a stark contrast to the bleeding constellations dotting the firmament of Astraea now. 

Some of the drawings were not drawings at all, but carvings that disguised water spouts. It fell from the beaks of starlight birds that carried caravans of mortals across silver deserts, and filled the tiered basin below. Ribbons of crystal clear liquid, cool and lifegiving, and disturbed the haze among which the starborn of Habitat Seventeen conversed, relaxed, and washed the sweat and blood of their peers from their scales. Some who had been rivals and enemies minutes ago were now in begrudging community, others pressed close and downright intimate. Some still licked the gold from one another’s teeth.  

Calia’s blood-coloured eyes were locked on two in particular, inhaling silverweed from woven metal hoses connected to an enormous water pipe hanging above the bath. 

“Do you partake, Stormheart?” The eyes of Jabari Farouq, Queen of Horizon, easily rivalled Calia’s in intensity. Though she stood relaxed, there was a firmness in her expression that spoke to her character. Her eyes never strayed from the bath, though instead of sizing up the dragons for weaknesses, she observed them with the attentive gaze of a trained diplomat. As dragonspeaker of King Vassurr’un Al-Noor, it was her task to judge the mood and decide when to intervene, if at all. “No one would mind if you approached ahead of your audience.” 

“I don’t.” Once, she would have enjoyed the earthy and blood-tinged taste of the smoke. Now it only reminded her of choking on a mouthful of gold as broken bodies cooled in her arms. 

“You used to. Quite liberally,” a voice purred beside her. Keyvren, Calia’s current host and patron, whose influence had opened the way for her to be here. She traced a long claw through the lines of silver carved into the pillar Calia leaned on, and across her skin. The sharp point danced over the stars on her shoulder, following their trail to her collarbone, up the unflinching throat. She took Calia’s jaw, tugging gently. Her eyes were pools of bright pink, flecks of teal dancing in them like freshly plucked petals. Her smile was a blooming flower, soft and delicate, revealing rows of sharp teeth. “Won’t you tell me what happened?” 

Calia’s eyes narrowed. They took her slender wrist, hand easily enveloping it, and had half a mind to force the hand from her jaw, but instead pulled Keyvren closer to growl in her ear. “That is not part of our arrangement, is it?” 

A tremor where their skin met; Keyvren, the Salt in the Wound, exhaled in a soft shudder. “You’re so handsome when you’re serious,” she purred, digging her nail into Calia’s cheek ever so gently. 

Calia’s fingers pushed into the small of her back. They inclined their head just a bit more, sharp teeth grazing her patron’s ear. “I am always handsome,” she said in a way that was more akin to a purr than a growl. Keyvren shuddered against her, which ruffled the folded-up wings tucked under the many frills adorning her snow-white body. 

“Oh, I know you are,” she said with that tender sigh of pleasure. Her head inclined back, baring her throat, lips brushing Calia’s jaw. “But if you expect that alone to impress the new Warden, you’re in for a rude awakening. You can’t flirt your way through this one. It would be easier for you to simply stay with me.” 

Calia gave a hum of acknowledgement, nothing more, and released her patron. She was grateful for her help in getting this far, but she would be a fool to throw her lot in with Keyvren and the Silver Shores Clan. Key had no great plans beyond rubbing salt in the wound of whomever had slighted her, and she was adept enough at it to have made it her title; a promise turned immutable fact. She was the salt that burned in the wounds of her enemies. Calia was not in the mood to play her games longer than expected. 

Their gaze returned to the bath, lit by slivers of jasper set into the walls and floor. The new Warden was one of the larger dragons. His originally slender frame was packed with muscle, the black metal antlers tipped with sharp and cruel points. She was younger than Calia would have expected. Her age, perhaps; approaching thirty. But there was a viciousness to her, from the gold-scarred lips baring sharp teeth, to the tip of her gold-tufted tail. Their emerald scales were marked with golden wounds down to the vein, and each one was displayed proudly.  

There was only one thing the new Warden valued: Violence. So Calia could absolutely flirt her way through this, if it became necessary. That she was quiet and at times blunt in her speech did not mean she couldn’t be cunning. 

“It’s time,” Jabari said, her eyes reading impatience in a tiny flick of the Warden’s tail. “Follow me.” 

Two scythed limbs snapped around the pillar as Calia moved away. Heavy, serrated blades of bone, primary weapons like an orchid mantis’s arms. Keyvren stepped closer, her hummingbird feather dress rustling around her claves. Calia looked down at her. She towered over the Salt in the Wound’s mortal form at eight and a half feet tall, but she allowed her one last moment of control. 

“Don’t be so eager to get yourself hurt,” Keyvren whispered, leaning up to Calia’s ear. Her hands rested folded on their shoulder, chin braced on them. “The new Warden values strength, but she is sharp, and she is cruel. Who knows what she will demand if you lose?” Her fingers tousled Calia’s hair, wavy black curls that spilled across her shoulders. “Stay with me. Better the danger you know than the one you don’t.” 

Calia firmly placed her hand on the scythed arm. She pulled it away and stepped from the pillar. “I don’t lose.” She left her former patron behind. Time to make her case. 

Jabari moved swiftly, but Calia caught up to her with ease. The dragonspeaker did not descend the stairs into the basin, but instead stepped off the edge. A full-body mark glowed on her skin, ornate cosmetic scars that pulled silver over her muscled limbs, and a current ran beneath her feet. Her feet touched upon dark crystal platforms that lifted from the walls to form steps leading down. Her hand rose when they approached the water, and another platform, this time made of smooth, carved stone rose out of the waves. Moisture trickled from brass channels running down its sides to a tapered point inlaid with lines of gold and silver. 

Calia followed with her head held high. Each step of her naked feet was as firm as the root of a mountain, leaving glowing footsteps in her wake. Even in her human guise, she did not make herself small. She bore her scars to the assembled starborn on un-shrouded skin and stopped in the middle of the platform, head unbowed. 

“You stand before King Vassurr’un Al-Noor, Lord of Horizon, Devourer of Storms, The Midnight Death.” Silver smoke trailed from Jabari’s lips. Her gaze was sharp as the silver blade tipping the King’s jaw. “She extends her greetings and hospitality. Be welcome.” 

Calia in turn addressed the starborn before her, who occupied almost an entire side of the octagonal bath. “I am Calia, the Stormheart,” she said. The next words tasted like poison in her mouth. “Daughter of the Earthshaker Champion. I thank you for your hospitality, King Vassurr, and for this audience.” She rolled the rr, omitting the suffix. She was not one of their subjects. 

King Vassurr regarded Calia with piercing eyes, black and slitted white. A cloud of silverweed billowed from between her fangs. “As my Speaker said,” she spoke in the musical language of the starborn, “you are welcome here. We are still awaiting another Clan’s representative before truly commencing the summit. You need not thank us.” 

One of her forelegs, packed with slender muscle thicker than Calia was tall and decorated with lines of silver fur, rested on the edge of the platform as the King leaned in to regard Calia closely. “Forgive the formalities, but given the occurrences in the Princedoms we thought it prudent to make use of a dragonspeaker’s presence.” There was the faintest of shifts in the King’s expression. A twitch that ran through the long whiskers rooted at the sides of their maw. Calia read it easily. 

Pity. 

Their jaw tightened, as did her fist. “I assure you, your worries are unfounded.” She could feel the stares of the other dragons around her, some appraising her as a threat, some merely curious. News of the Princedoms had reached Habitat Seventeen, but Calia was the first eyewitness. 

She had little interest in being a spectacle. 

“Be that as you say,” King Vassurr spoke, “Horizon is open to all you require, wounded one.” The king’s great, serpentine body curled in the waters beneath, shifting to the side to grant Calia view of a dragon on a ledge behind them. She was far smaller than the others, armoured in scales as purple and black as a bruise. A Seeker with twin spires of four twisted horns. Her unblinking eyes were a stark grey. 

Calia pulled her eyes away from them, thoughts straying to a different set of eyes, like six shining amethysts. “All I need is permission to enter the Habitat. Then I can be on my way and out of your sight.” 

Vassurr’s jaws clicked shut in displeasure. “Then your business is not with me.” 

“But rather, with me.” The dragon next to Vassurr spoke in Stormtongue instead of Starborn. His multiple sets of vocal cords, deprived of melodies, gave his words an eerie layered effect. Gold-scarred lips pulled back to reveal black metal teeth in a grim smile. Black, gold-tipped fur ran down her back, the mane itself slicked to tense musculature. 

“Greetings, Stormheart.” The words came slow and measured, with a very deliberate and very pointed menace, like a sword hovering above their head. “I am Fae’Ajia, the Slayer. The new Warden. You may address me as such.” 

Calia was not a very expressive person, even by starborn standards. Her lips were a firm line, her smiles subdued. But in the face of such thinly veiled ferocity, she had a hard time not baring her teeth in a grim smile as well. Not in fear, but because there was a promise in those fangs. 

I’m going to hurt you, if you give me the chance. I’m going to show you which of us is stronger. I’m going to taste the gold of your veins, and you’ll thank me for it!

Stars… “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Warden.” Not entirely a lie. But alas, he was simply an obstacle in Calia’s path. No time to indulge the battle instinct. She omitted pronouns, something not found in Starborn, but in Stormtongue. No doubt the Fae’Ajia was as informed as Calia was. 

“This habitat is in disarray,” Fae’Ajia said. “It’s not a good time to let strays wander where they please.” They cocked their great head, appraising Calia as well, taking note of every scar borne on her naked human form. “I’m told your destination lies at northeastern shore. Why not take a boat?” 

“I don’t like boats.” No boats. Never again. “And I’d much rather earn entry through challenge.” 

“A duel? Hm, why not? Let’s do it now.” 

“Fine by me.” Calia rolled her shoulders. 

Jabari, who had watched very attentively, stepped forward. “A challenge has been made to Fae’Ajia, Song of Battle, the Slayer. As Warden, you are bound to accept. As the challenged, you may choose the method. You will name your stakes. Calia?” 

“Entry into Habitat Seventeen,” Calia said. 

“Fae’Ajia?” 

Water ran down Fae’Ajia’s dark scales as she leaned closer. Like a forest in shadow, hiding countless predators. “I want you to join me, Calia. I’ve been looking to select a bondmate for some time.” 

Jabari turned back to Calia. “Do you accept these stakes?” 

“Yes,” she growled. 

“The means?” The surrounding dragons leaned in closer or hushed their conversations. Duels were not simply pastime, but also a common way to settle disputes. And regardless of reason, they always made for excellent entertainment. 

The Warden appraised Calia a moment longer, eyes running up and down her form. There was a hunger in his smile. “Do you like humans, Stormheart?” 

“Calia is fine.” She didn’t answer the question. She had no particular feelings for humans, though she had appeared before the assembled starborn in human form—as close as she could get, anyway, with patches of night blue on her joints, and stars on her brown skin. Among humans, this would not raise any eyebrows. Less so than her much more uncommon stature. 

Fae’Ajia’s smile widened, like a chain pulling taut to the point of snapping, on the verge of unleashing something dangerous. “Do you like humans, Calia?” she repeated. “I like them. They make wonderful pets, if trained correctly.” He reached up, a musical note from his jaws alerting a mortal conversing with two others on the steps above. They stepped into Fae’Ajia’s claw without hesitation. 

“This is one of mine.” The Warden lowered her claw to the platform. “Diana, ranked emerald with the battleaxe.” Not a high rank by any means, one step above novice. Calia frowned. “She will be my proxy.” Jabari nodded. “The means; human form, battle axes. Let’s see if you have what it takes to beat her.” 

Jabari turned to Calia. “These are the stakes and means. Entry into the Habitat. A bond in service. Human forms, battle axes, no arcana or secondary weapons. Ankle to crown, standard duelling law applies. Do both parties agree?” 

Calia narrowed her eyes at the human stepping onto the platform. She was small, a fat woman who waved at her cheerfully with a two-fingered hand as around her dragons beat their wings and stomped their claws in anticipation. This had to be a trap. 

But she had little recourse. 

“Agreed,” Calia echoed Fae’Ajia and her duellist. She took the axe an attendant offered her. There was a trick here, she just couldn’t see it yet. The Warden did not strike her as a liar, so the danger would be Diana herself. She’d just have to be careful. 

“The stakes are set.” Jabari’s throat glowed silver, amplifying her voice. “The means decided. Duellists, on your mark!” 

They approached one another, a few paces apart, Jabari between them. Diana winked with pure lavender eyes. “Don’t go too easy on me, pretty girl!” Pink frills rustled on her snow white skin, complementing her bright dress. She looked like she could be related to Keyvren. 

“Trust me, I won’t.” Calia planted her feet, testing the weight of her axe. “Unless you wish to reconsider. Ready!” She called to Jabari at her question. 

“Ready!” Diana grinned. “Are you worried about me?” 

Jabari raised her hand with a sharp call. 

“You’re an emerald.” 

“Only with the axe.” The speaker’s hand fell. Calia lunged. The hooked end of Diana’s tail slashed their heel and they went down to one knee as their leg gave out. Diana was on her immediately. “I’m an opal with the blade!” A master’s rank. She swung for Calia’s face. 
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Chapter 2 

unbroken, you hold it / in blood-dripping fangs

CALIA 

 

The steel of the axe bit into Calia’s arm. She pushed it aside with a snarl, teeth snapping together on empty air as Diana deftly back-stepped, eyes still gleaming with excitement. Diana was much smaller than Calia. She lacked the raw strength to do serious damage to her steel bones and flesh, but the cuts she placed were strategic. Pain shot up Calia’s leg with every step, even dulled by a nervous system built to withstand it. Were she a mortal, that first strike would have severed a crucial tendon. 

Steel tendons, gold weave flesh, metal bones, a dragonfire reactor in place of a heart; Calia was anything but mortal. 

She met Diana’s next charge, blocked the swing of her axe and threw a kick the duellist ducked under, using their size difference to her advantage. They cut and slashed at each other. Diana slipped past cold steel and sharp claws, sidestepped a punch that cratered the platform beneath them, and sought distance for a moment. Calia was right on her heels, a sharp grin etched across her own face. 

There was little so satisfying as a battle in close quarters. Bodies moving, force directed and angled, every step measured by instinct and every misstep punished by blood. It was a dance, bringing them close enough to taste each other’s breath before ripping them apart. Diana was indeed an experienced duellist, and despite the vast difference in size and strength, she held her own with precision and swiftness. The ability to exert all the force they were capable of and finding herself matched in a perfect rhythm… aroused Calia. 

She loved fighting. 

Her axe barely missed the rows of horns on Diana’s head. Diana’s axe bit into Calia’s thigh as she darted around them. Her tail cut across their side, missing its mark when it attempted to sever a muscle that would disable her arm. Calia took every cut. Their body was a bulwark, steel and crystal, and even the hewing axe could not deal deep enough blows to disable her in one strike. Not with the glancing blows Diana delivered. 

But if she planted her feet for a proper strike, Calia would barrel right past it. She was a Stormbringer, built for battle, heavily armoured in her true form, and she used that toughness to break past her foe’s defenses with little regard for her own safety. And yet, Diana’s hit and run tactics wouldn’t work much longer, either. For any other situation, it was the right strategy. The bigger the foe, the easier they tired. Only, Calia would outlast any mortal, on any occasion. 

With every cut, her smile grew just a fraction wider, and Diana grew just a tiny bit slower. Calia considered pinning her down and digging their teeth into her, marking her flesh with all the violence and attention a master of the duelling craft had earned. 

Diana toppled Calia unexpectedly using her own center of gravity in a manoeuvre no other mortal could have performed. Calia rolled, losing her axe. Their claws scraped across the stone as she charged >again. Her hands and feet left glowing marks on the stone, and the water evaporated off her skin. 

This time, Diana moved too slow. Steel scraped off Calia’s tough skin, then she had Diana on the floor, wrist pinned by her head. The duellist’s off-hand, adorned with slender metal claw rings, pressed against Calia’s chest, right where two parallel scars lay golden over her heart. They dug in hard, but Calia was strong. She had fought most of her life to be strong. Even without scales, the muscles packed on her chest were thick as armour, the crystal mesh mimicking body fat providing additional cushioning. Her body was a weapon that would not yield. 

“Submit,” she demanded. 

Diana did not. She bit Calia, in the hand restraining her jaw. A soft laugh burst past her lips. Stars, she looked good like this! Even now, Diana’s hooked tail whipped across her back, drawing golden blood like that staining her teeth. 

Calia leaned in close. “Submit,” she repeated in a low growl, almost a purr, “or I start biting back!” 

Diana narrowed her eyes. Around them, the dragons occupying the tiered bath and the water within leaned close. 

“Five seconds! Victory to the Stormheart.” A sharp call from Jabari ended the duel. 

Calia did not want to rise. Diana still had her teeth defiantly clamped over her hand. The scent of her sweat and blood was on Calia’s tongue, a heady mix that left her licking her teeth. It didn’t hurt just how beautiful the trapped duellist was, her kinky hair having come loose from its golden clasp in places, sticking to her skin. More scales rippled from Calia’s fingers up the arm as her focus slipped just a little. Her scars turned golden between them. 

“You’re lucky Fae’Ajia is watching,” she growled in the duelist’s ear. 

Diana licked across the wound she’d left on Calia’s hand. “Don’t let that stop you, beautiful,” she whispered back with a wriggle that made the thought of biting her oh so appealing. Calia took a deep breath and… released Diana. Around them, starborn conversed among their clans and each other, assessing her as she rose and pulled her opponent up by the hand. She would be travelling through a number of their territories soon, whether they liked it or not. 

“An impressive display by your champion, Lord Fae’Ajia.” King Vassurr’s whiskers curled as they inclined their head, blowing another cloud of silverweed smoke that filled the bath with its earthy blood taste. 

The Warden beside them smiled her throat-ripper smile. “The jewel of my hoard,” she purred, her voice softer in the tongue of the starborn. “Which reminds me, we have hardly had any time to compare ours. I have often wondered what might sate a King’s innermost hunger.” 

“You’ll have to wonder a while longer. I would not boast of my hoard without demonstrating it, and my current ailment has left me unable to access it.” 

“So, I’m free to travel?” Calia folded her arms across her chest, glaring at Fae’Ajia. Their eyes, pure black with burning pools of emerald, stared back. He leaned in, placing a claw on the platform. Diana shifted closer to it and nuzzled into her owner quite happily as they assessed her. 

“That remains to be seen,” the Warden said. She laced golden dragonfire across her tongue, breathing a cloud of spores over the human in their claw. Her cuts and bruises, left mostly by Calia’s claws, healed rapidly. 

“Thank you, my lord.” Diana gave the dragon a smile and a bow. “My apologies for failing you.” 

“You’ll be properly reprimanded in due course, Diana. No need to be eager for it.” 

A growl rose in Calia’s chest. Her wings lifted from her back, pulling out of the skin as she spread them and made herself big. Her tail lashing against the floor behind her. “You promised me entry!” 

“Yes, entry into the Habitat, which requires me to personally instruct you and ensure that you uphold the habitat’s protocol.” 

“Fine. Then instruct me.” 

“When the time is right. It’s not like you’re in a hurry, are you? Do remember,” the Warden of Danar said, “it is at the discretion of each individual clan whether you get to traverse their territories. You could have demanded free reign to travel where you please as your stake in this duel. You did not. So either you didn’t consider your wording… or you don’t actually want this journey to go quickly.” 

This damned… Calia’s snarl was met with a grin from the Warden. 

“Relax, Stormheart. Mingle. Enjoy the summit and attend the princess’s bonding ceremony. King Vassurr is a gracious host, I’m sure you won’t lack in food, drink or companionship.” 

Calia bared her teeth as she turned to walk back up the crystal stairs without a word. Behind her, Jabari stepped into Vassurr’s claw, announcing the continuation of the summit along with the serving of food for the many hungry starborn. The platform upon which Vassurr rested rose on metal wheels, sliding up the ramp behind them as the water drained from the bath and the duelling platform sank once more. 

Silver dragonfire twisted through the air from King Vassurr’s maw, turning the haze in the room to water that flowed down the steps. The other starborn gathered up their constellations and mortal companions and ascended the pit. The water pipe sank with the duelling platform, suspended in the air by glittering amethysts. Stone spread out from around the pit, tiny mosaic pieces forming into a floor as they flitted from where they had covered the walls in murals. 

Calia’s bare feet had extended into digitigrade claws that threatened to splinter the platforms beneath her. Smouldering footprints trailed in her wake, crackling with energy. Golden blood ran from her wounds, already clotting. She dismissed the attendant who had hurried down the steps to offer treatment. “I’m fine,” she growled. She healed quick. 

“As you wish,” they said as she passed over them, body expanding, wings spreading twenty, thirty, a hundred feet wide, sparkling with stars like a night sky. “King Vassurr’un offers all the riches of their home for your comfort. Is there anything you require?” 

Something she required? Stars, yes, there was something. Calia let out a deep, rattling snarl from behind her curved fangs. Her tail whipped, and Diana’s scent lingered on her tongue, sweet against the bitterness of the Slayer’s assertion. 

She was in desperate need of a distraction. 
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LAURA 

The architecture of Horizon was a masterful deception. Were it not for Laura’s sharp senses, she might not have noticed how the corridors grew wider the deeper in she ventured. She could have missed the near imperceptible tilt of the floor beneath her boots and would have found herself eventually struck by the sudden realisation that the building was no longer built for humans, but much larger creatures. It would have led her to marvel about how much bigger it looked on the inside than outside. But she was a Seeker, and to notice things was her purpose. And this perfectly crafted hall was a mark of pride. A small concession by the Lord of Horizon, to at least pretend to adhere to Habitat Protocol. A bold strategy, given the previous Warden’s notoriously isolationist and aggressive nature. 

She was about to meet not one but two starborn more forceful and unyielding than that. 

She was fine. Her hands were clasped tight behind her back. Farah’s comforting voice was far away, but that left her mind free to school her expression into something perfectly controlled. Next to her, the white-haired attendant, Rhi, cast her nervous glances. 

“Is something the matter?” 

“What? Oh, no, I’m fine!” Their voice was a little scratchy. They strained to give her a smile, but also cast a glance behind, fidgeting with their silver and black vest like they weren’t used to wearing it yet. 

“Nervous about the intruder?” They flinched. Laura gave them a gentle smile. “Don’t be. I’m sure the Stormwarden is giving it all the attention it warrants. But if you like, you could join me at the summit. Get your mind off it for a bit.” 

“Me?” Their eyes were soft and dark, wide with surprise, like a nervous animal. Cute… “I wouldn’t be very good company.” 

“Don’t be so sure. You’re pleasant enough to be around, if a little quiet.” They flinched at that, and Laura suppressed a smile. She hadn’t meant for it to sound chiding. In truth, she enjoyed the silence. 

They rubbed their neck with a sheepish look. “I shouldn’t… It’s really not for me. I’m just—” A soft chitter from the end of the hallway cut them off. A small, white fox with grey mottling bustled towards them and around Rhi’s heels. It made loud whining sounds and pressed its head into their leg. 

“Pepper! No, I asked you to stay in the room—” Rhi yelped softly when Pepper disappeared in a cloud of mist and reappeared in their arms. Laura couldn’t help a small, stifled chuckle as they wrestled with the fidgeting animal. Rhi looked mortified. 

“I’m so sorry about this! She followed me to the Lord’s Hall, and doors don’t stop her, so I can’t make her stay anywhere—” 

“It’s okay, really,” Laura cut them off gently. Her mood brightened somewhat at their pleading expression. Like a puppy, Laura thought. She stepped closer to let Pepper sniff her gloved fingers. “I oversee a forested area that Pepper would feel quite at home in. Let’s pretend she’s mine, and you’re taking care of her for me.” 

Rhi’s soft puppy eyes darted from her to the fox and back. “Is that allowed?” 

“There is no rule against bringing pets.” Though those tended to either be leashed, well behaved, or both. The fox chittered in Rhi’s arms as they moved on, intent on being neither. Once, she managed to squirm out of Rhi’s arms and tried to pull them back the way they’d come by their pant leg before they picked her up again. 

Laura took a breath, counted down from five, and let it back out. Something soft and gentle pushed against her thoughts, like the memory of a hug. She wrapped her arms around herself, eyes closed, imagining the pressure of an embrace. 

“I’ve got you,” Farah whispered. 

“You always do.” Laura counted and exhaled again. She ran both hands over her hair, slicking it back before she levelled her focused gaze at the door lying just at the end of the corridor. “In and out. I just need to let them see me. It’ll be over quick.” 

“I think it’s probably best if I stay back behind you,” Rhi said. “I’m not exactly dressed for the occasion. Then again…” Blue flowers spread up their neck, eyes darting over Laura’s attire. 

Laura smiled, and enjoyed how that made Rhi nervous. “Oh, did you think I was dressed already?” A shiver ran down her spine, igniting the nerves on the way. Rhi shrank away beneath her as she relaxed returned her body to its true form. Dragonfire flickered imperceptibly across her flesh, like static crackling. She laced it into the molecular structure of her clothes, disintegrating them as dark purple scales lifted off her skin. Four horns grew from her head, twisting around each other in pairs. Her senses grew sharper, more vibrant. She could smell faint traces of old blood on Rhi. 

“Ah… That’s much better.” Laura stretched her neck with a soft snarl. Her wings flexed wide in a corridor that somehow accommodated them. She smiled with double rows of pearl white fangs. “What’s the matter? Do you still think I need to dress up?” Some starborn adorned themselves with silks, chains and similar. Laura was happy to have the fabric off her sensitive skin before she developed the urge to scratch it off, and she would not allow clothes snagging on her scales again. 

The human—small, tiny, having backed away to the far wall—swallowed nervously. Pink and blue flowers had bloomed on their jaw. Pepper nipped at them. “It’s nothing,” they said quickly, unable to hold eye contact. “You’re just… beautiful,” they mumbled. 

Laura blinked. She ignored Farah’s cackling and instead shook out her neck fins with a prideful huff. “That I am! And I… appreciate that,” she then added after all. One small expression of gratitude wouldn’t hurt. 

“Ooooh, you like them!” Farah’s snickering grew in volume. 

Laura rolled all six of her eyes, pure black and burning lavender. “They’re cute, that’s all.” She steeled herself and lifted her head. “Shall we?” They had a summit to attend. 

“Right, yes!” Rhi hurried to follow after her. They were somewhere between a fourth and third of her height now, and only kept up by walking swiftly. The great door rumbled open as they pressed their hand to the surface “I should go now—” 

“Nonsense!” Laura nudged them forward with her snout and they flinched. She stopped pushing them, but insisted, “Join me as my guest.” She turned to the attendant waiting inside. “Lady Laura of the Ash Clan, and her pet.” She gestured to Rhi, and waited a beat. She did not clarify. 

A strong feeling of suspicion settled in her gut, foreign, not her own. 

The attendant, a person with silver horns ringing his head like a circlet, inclined his head and announced her with a booming voice. She stepped into the hall with long strides, and Rhi followed on her heel, moving swiftly. Laura wondered if they’d still be able to keep pace if she sped up more. It might be fun to see them scramble. 

Stars, she had no time for idle indulgences like this. 

“Oh, we’re going to be talking about this.” 

“We won’t,” Laura said decisively, still keeping Rhi in view out of the corner of her eye. She licked across her shoulder scales when their eyes darted to her. 

“I really don’t think I should accompany you this far in,” they stammered a bit helplessly. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure nobody steps on you.” She smiled, and oddly the flash of sharp teeth did little to calm them. Well, maybe she’d been toying with them a little, but the way their anxiety mounted was surprising. 

“You could always read their mind, figure out how
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