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          1 Returning Home - Kyouka

        

      

    

    
      The second Kuroe-Orseno ancestral home held a deep somberness to it from the moment Kyouka's feet crossed the property perimeter. It oozed out from the very earth to come and greet her, like a particularly jealous sibling intent on monopolizing all of her time and energy.

      Familiar, but also a bit of a headache. She wasn’t there to stay forever, after all.

      She fed it a tendril of energy, but kept moving. There was no time to stop and pay respects or bribe away any lingering resentment over the way she'd left her new home. Instead, her feet were virtually soundless as she glided along the packed dirt pathway to the ornate wrought metal doors that served as an official entrance.

      A shadow twisted and swirled in the distance, one of her Bonded waiting silently for her to pass through the final layer of wards.

      Huh.

      She could barely pick out their black clothing against the thick swathe of shadows that writhed up and down the walls of the stone manor. Not even a hint of the pretty scroll-like detailing could be seen from the edges of the hazy blackness that seemed to stretch endlessly up towards the sky.

      Flickers of magic brushed against her awareness, tugging at the corners of what she could safely pick out without being too obvious about it. Orseno magic, after all, was incredibly subtle when it wanted to be.

      Her surroundings blurred, briefly, as personal and private wards kicked in, obscuring just enough of the noticeable details to make her stomach sour. It wasn't her fault she hadn't been home in so long.

      It wasn't in her nature to stay.

      Not really.

      No matter what her Bonded thought. She’d already pushed the boundaries of her own comfort and magical reserves just to linger as long as she had for the pregnancy.

      It was a wonder she'd come out of it sane.

      Well, saner than she'd expected. Most avian-dragon hybrids either lost their mind or severely injured their Bonded in an attempt to find the freedom their nature craved.

      An instinctive urge that couldn’t be ignored or tamped down for any longer than absolutely necessary. The need for open air, dark skies and reckless wind through sleek feathers was practically ingrained in her being.

      It was also partially the reason she'd come running back at the worried message that had come to her sky-high doorstep. Avian-dragel she was, but there were still things that went beyond basic instincts.

      A child—her child—was one of them. His avian nature was hidden neatly underneath his dragel-blood and for that reason, she couldn’t take him with her.

      But there were bound to be complications of different kinds, depending on how that avian blood would make itself known.

      It was only to be a matter of time.

      The scent of home, her Bonded and the wet-fresh-rain smell of a freshly plowed plot of earth, settled a ruffled part of her feathers. A soothing detail that meant more than she’d expected from them.

      Right now, she wouldn't wish the kinds of complications she endured now on her worst enemy.

      Alright, maybe she would, but definitely not on her own flesh-and-blood, or in this case, her own bone-and-scale.

      Halls narrowing and floors moving underfoot as Kyouka slipped silently through the maze of floors and passageways, intent on keeping up with her bonded who moved just a few feet away, in front. She was grateful that someone had come to get her, though the sparse reception left her feeling rather ruffled.

      Not that she’d intended to linger, but at least seeing more than one of her beloveds would’ve made it a little less jarring than her initial impression upon crossing over the property wards.

      There were no others following them. Few were able to stomach the constantly twisting reality that was always surrounding her, aiding her every breath and hiding her every sigh.

      She could feel the love in the house in the way that the sharpened corners of every wall were dulled, just a bit at the corners, to be smooth to the touch and rounded so as not to cause any injury for small hands or tender claws. Various textures were scattered throughout in some places, allowing her to mentally assign significance to certain passages over others.

      A soft silky material made her think of water and when she murmured, 'bathroom' there was a grumbled affirmative. The roughness of rock was determined to be a back door and a scratchy sort of fabric led the way to the upstairs balcony where everything opened up into the sky and fresh air.

      It was a nice gesture.

      Sometimes her avian instincts didn’t allow for much coherence and practical thought beyond basic necessities—and that was on good days.

      It was more than nice. Very generous, really.

      A personal touch that she hadn't expected, but it made her feel more welcome than anything else could have. Her bonds sang with renewed cheerfulness.

      It really didn’t take much at all.

      They'd noticed what she'd loved about the old house and had brought it with them when they'd moved inward towards the city.

      Even though she hadn't come with them, they'd thought of her, made adjustments for her and left enough space for her to fill, if she so desired. It was almost enough to crack open the shackles on her tired, aching heart.

      The shadows swirled to a stop and peeled away to reveal none other than Orseno, her submissive, his eyes bright, aching gold and so terribly vulnerable that she couldn’t bear to speak to him.

      Not yet.

      Not when her mouth didn’t know how to form the proper kinds of words that would be soothing and not hurtful or jarring.

      She never wanted to hurt him. Or any of them. Never.

      They were good to her.

      And she tried to be good to them. For them. For all of them. For herself, even, selfish as it was.

      “…Kyouka-” Orseno began. He faltered when his gaze met hers, a painful yearning visible underneath the desperation in his voice.

      “Orseno,” she said, her voice raspy as she tried to speak. It’d been so long since she’d used proper words. Everything was so much easier when she was more feather and less scale.

      He gestured towards a wall with a sturdy wooden door. Fancy carvings of a forest scene with flowers, a few woodland creatures and a shining sun, adorned the front.

      Bits of gold were painted in the narrow lines and pretty gemstones were stuck on the eyes of the creatures and the centers of the little flowers.

      A very fancy bedroom door for a very special little boy.

      Oh, how she’d missed him!

      Her avian side perked up, even as her ears strained to pick up every single faint sound that it could latch onto. Now that she was so close to him, the overwhelming need to have him in her arms was nearly crippling.

      She had a child! A literal child! It was hers and she could have him, if the walls and doors would only get out of her way so that she might go straight to him.

      Her instincts rose up in a roar. She could make out little scraps of sound from beyond the door. Gentle rasps, harsh breaths, the feather-light scrape of knuckles knocking against wood.

      They were so close to each other now.

      She was close.

      Could feel it in the shiver of her feathers and the rasp of her shadows as she slipped between the walls and trailed a little too close to her Bonded, leading the way only a few paces ahead of her.

      "He's in here," Orseno said, holding the narrow wooden door open just a sliver. Flickers of worry danced through his open golden eyes, leaving him painfully open to her own examination.

      She stepped closer, feeling his warmth and the staring into his face. It was hard to miss the moment when he wavered beneath her steady stare.

      A tremor that couldn’t be suppressed, traveled through their bonds, prompting both of them to look away.

      It was too much, too soon.

      They’d been apart, after all.

      He gestured, weakly, to the shadowed interior of the bedroom.

      She followed the line of sight from where he held the door open, to the source of the quiet rustles she could feel in the energy twining purposefully through the air. It was a good thing she'd come so quickly.

      Any later and it would've been bad.

      The flurry of chittering, chirping sounds that rattled out of her throat, caught her by surprise. She hadn’t meant to say that.

      But she had.

      Orseno blinked, mirroring her shock right back to her. “I-I don’t know what that means. Kyouka, he's in a great deal of pain. We’ve tried to help, but he’s not taking any of the healings and even though we’ve requested an avian healer, no one’s able to come this far out on such short notice.”

      “Should have come sooner,” she said, hoarsely. “Write sooner next time. Will come.”

      “Next time? Is this something regular? Kyouka, he is in pain. Constant pain! I don’t want any child of ours to be suffering because-”

      “It is a change,” Kyouka said, tilting her head to the side. It was easier to see through the crack that way.

      “What change? You didn’t tell me that there was anything to—are you listening to me?”

      She chirped affirmatively.

      He huffed.

      A feathery rustle seemed overly loud, almost thunderous in the silence of the hallway. Kyouka rolled one shoulder back, noting how her feathers moved with her folded wings.

      Maybe she should’ve kept them out from the start, instead of trying to hide them. It wasn’t as if her bonded didn’t know that she had them.

      “The light is-" Orseno hesitated, as if he wasn't sure what he should say or if he'd already said more than he should have.

      "Too much for him, yes?" Kyouka murmured. She brushed past him, tapping his shoulder.

      “Can you help?” Gerrard asked.

      She started, faintly at the sound of his voice.

      Gerrard, their Alpha, was a man of quiet presence and heavy-handed action. His shadows were the ones to cloak Orseno, and it had been his gentle tug through their bonds that had brought her
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