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	Common Bonds is the culmination of three things we love: aromantic representation, speculative fiction, and platonic relationships. In its pages are nineteen different works which combine all three in wildly imaginative ways, from a pair of clones seeking the others of their batch to a pack of werewolves comforting one of theirs after a difficult breakup. Each of these stories approach our themes with different levels of explicitness, reflecting the myriad of ways we forge bonds with one another or relate to our aromanticism.

	Everyone who belongs to a marginalized group knows how difficult it can be to find parts of yourself in fiction, whether through rarity or misrepresentation—or, quite often, both at once. When it comes to aromantic characters in short stories, the body of work available is also spread across various websites or buried within an anthology with several other stories. Part of our hope with Common Bonds is to create an easy starting point—something entirely dedicated to aromantic readers, where their stories are the heart of the anthology.

	While aromantic people engage in a wide variety of relationships, including romantic ones, we chose platonic bonds because they impact our lives from beginning to end and their importance is often overlooked. We wanted to explore these connections—the joy and sadness, the new discoveries and long-lasting struggles, what they teach us about the world, each other, and ourselves—and the way aromantic people often redefine their relative importance, centering them in their lives.

	As a final note, we call Common Bonds an anthology of aromantic speculative fiction because despite its nineteen different works, it only covers a fraction of the aromantic experience. In short, Common Bonds can never be the anthology of aromantic speculative fiction, and we hope it will be the first of many such projects—by us, for us, and about us.

	Until then, however, enjoy this one!

	 

	Claudie Arseneault
C. T. Callahan
B.R. Sanders
RoAnna Sylver
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Temaste Square, fashionable and beautiful, was the idyllic heart of Karraine’s shopping district. Thick strings of whisper vines trailed down from the second floor balustrades of the apartments that overlooked the square, their violet blooms like a blanket that obscured the brickwork. Floral scents mingled downward, competing and effusing into violent disharmony with the many barrels of spices, herbs, and potpourri that were piled high outside the shops. While floral and earthy scents beckoned customers into the potent and poorly ventilated perfumeries and aromatists’ boutiques, yet more scents advertised meals offered within restaurants and cafes, heady coffee blends and hot curry wafted out into the greater miasma of the street. Even the square’s central fountain poured not clean, sensible well water, but sweet tanmiss nectar, cloying and viscous as it oozed from a marble maiden’s splayed palms.

	In short, the city stank. Or so Matroise thought as they navigated the far-too-crowded-for-their-liking streets, one hand holding their oversized scarf to their nose in a vain effort to lessen the assault of scent.

	They stopped short at the top of the stairway that emptied into the square to gather their courage, careful to stand to one side of the foot traffic to avoid the grazing touches of cheerful couples as they passed arm in arm. 

	Matroise gripped the vial of agrimovf oil with their unoccupied hand, a pained grimace hidden behind their scarf. Kita had to be lying about it. Had to be overselling her dire need for the scent, as Matroise knew very well it was not a key scent of Kita’s gender. Had to be betting that Matroise’s loyalty to her oldest and dearest friend would win out over their social anxiety and calculated avoidance of the city. Or at least a particular shop within it.

	Matroise found Kita immediately, standing out from the crowd as always. She sat upon one edge of the fountain’s base, enveloped in a voluminous white dress which gave her the appearance of an overgrown dandelion puff. Even from this distance, one could easily catch her scent. Hidden within Kita’s airy dress were gauzy pouches of potpourri and fresh blooms sewn into its many folds of lace and cotton. Atop her head, a wide brimmed hat encircled with satin dill and peach blossoms framed her tightly coiled tresses and round face, her dark skin tinted with rouge, and her large eyes painted with white liner. She was the picture of feminine grace. 

	The smell of her made Matroise’s hair stand on end. 

	Matroise themself wore heavy fabric and dark leggings, drab grays and faded forest-green cottons that were draped simply in pointed triangular layers. Their lank, brown hair fell freely around their long face, and their heavy-lidded eyes and sharp cheekbones were untouched by cosmetics. No oils or scented powders had been rubbed into their curl-toed leather boots or shoulder bag. No potpourri was hidden away in the inner lining of their tunic. Only the lingering scent of anoma powder and vinegar permeated their scarf, still draped high on their nose; another vain attempt to neutralize the odorous implications that seemed to cling, uninvited, to their identity.

	As their eyes met, Kita rose from her seat and flitted through the square as if wafting on the breeze. Matroise looked down and then away, their hands absently brushing at their tunic, as if they could dust off their nerves. 

	“Matroise! How good to see you, as always. Oh, but that tunic with those shoes? No, never mind; I will be good today.” Kita engulfed Matroise in a hug, arms thrown around their neck before Matroise could protest. After an agonizing few seconds in the cloud of Kita’s fragrant hair, they extracted themself as politely as they could. As Kita pulled her arm back, the thickly applied hamariste paste on Kita’s wrist smeared against Matroise’s neck.

	Kita had the presence to look apologetically sheepish as Matroise wiped their neck clean with a handkerchief. 

	“Sorry, dear.”

	Matroise wordlessly slipped the handkerchief away, then pulled out the bottle of agrimovf oil and handed it to Kita. She took it with a perplexed smile. 

	“What’s this?”

	“The agrimovf oil,” Matroise said, mouth tight. Kita’s face went pleasantly blank. “That you specifically asked me to bring you, frantically I might add, because you accidentally spilled yours all over your carpet yesterday evening. I made the two hours trip in from the farm for this. Any of this familiar?”

	“Oh yes! Yes, of course!”

	Matroise clicked their tongue. Kita tucked the oil away and then smiled innocently.

	“Kita.”

	The smile lost its innocence and twisted downward into a pout.

	“Kita.”

	Having botched her gambit, Kita soldiered on bluntly. “Oh, Matroise, I can’t bear it any longer! You were so morose last week, puttering around the edges of the drawing room like a rat trapped in a cellar, and I am not so moth-brained that I don’t know the reason! I did my best then, dropping hints for everyone to pick up so you did not have to take the brunt of it, because no one knew how to address you! Something must be done, and I just thought if we were to look together—”

	Matroise took Kita’s small gloved hands in theirs and took a deep breath. “Kita. You are one of my dearest friends and so I know you do not mean to do what I think you mean to do.”

	Kita’s moue deepened, her little glossy shoes clacking out her displeasure on the cobblestone street. “But if I were to go in with you!”

	“It would make not the slightest difference.”

	Their eyes locked. Kita cracked first, gaze flicking tellingly across the way, landing on the oak doors of an aromatist’s shop. A very particular aromatist’s shop.

	“Oh, you really think you can pluck the sun from the sky, don’t you?” Matroise hissed. 

	“But Dario is the best aromatist in all of Karraine! You know it!” 

	Matroise froze at the name despite themself. Kita’s eyes narrowed.

	“This isn’t just about your scent, is it?” Matroise said nothing. “The three of us have been friends for years, yet lately you stiffen up like a wet cat whenever I bring him up. Has something happened between you two that I don’t know? You seemed perfectly happy last week at my get-together, ignoring everyone else as you listened to him go on about his chemistry nonsense.

	“It’s not nonsense,” Matroise interjected, despite their heart now threatening to beat out of their chest. “No one is ever interested in his experiments or his botany papers. You know, it’s actually fascinating to listen to him, and he is the only one ever interested when I explain how we harvest agrimovf and turn it to oil. He’s working on a paper just now about it now, actually—Kita don’t look at me that way—but all anyone ever wants to do is ask him to make them a new perfume or about fashion or—”

	“Or ask him to dinner,” Kita said suggestively.

	Matroise turned and began walking back towards the stairs.

	“No, don’t you try to run off again—You’re fond of Dario, aren’t you?”

	Matroise spun on their heel. “Keep your voice down!” they begged and grabbed Kita’s plump cheeks between their palms.

	Face smushed, Kita attempted a smile. “Pleeease?”

	Matroise sighed. Kita dragged them along by the hand towards the shop’s entrance.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Two little bronze carts laden with sale items stood invitingly to either side of the shop’s open double doors, each elegantly formed with looping frames and thin metal wheels crusted with patina. The threshold gave way almost immediately to a maze of dark wooden shelves, every aisle capped by a circular table covered over in plush velvet and silk tablecloths that bore an assortment of palm-sized enamel cases full of scented powders and pastes. Several rows of shelves were laden with hand-blown glass bottles filled with perfume and oil elegantly and, Matroise thought, ridiculously shaped to the point of impracticality. 

	In another aisle, wooden boxes with fitted slip-tops were stacked three high, each packed with smooth creams and balms or rows of solid sticks of scented fat and pomades packaged individually in paper wrappings. Gatherings of dried leaves and fresh flowers hung above, arranged so thickly it looked as if a garden had sprouted from the ceiling. They too were arranged in rows, tied off in bunches that could be lowered with a series of pulleys. 

	With every step they took, a new scent accosted Matroise, each seemingly stranger and stronger than the last. Kita pulled out a paper fan and wafted the scents gluttonously into her nose with frantic flits of her wrist. 

	“Oh, isn’t it divine?” she asked, as she looked back to Matroise.

	“No,” Matroise said. They covered their nose with the collar of their tunic. The scarf was not enough.

	At the register counter, Matroise’s eyes darted over the perfume labels. The words were clear, yet their meanings remained mysterious. Carfasia’s Afterbloom. Queen of the Morning. Damask/Demure in Jet and Weave. Fallow’s Tip. The Half-day’s End. Meaningless signifiers that needled Matroise’s sinuses. 

	Kita rang the bell, and after a moment, Dario materialized from the back room, a wide and easy smile on his lovely face. Matroise pulled their collar up further and ducked behind one of the shelves. Kita bounded up to him, balancing on her toes to greet him with a kiss on the cheek.

	“Darling Kita!”

	He was, if possible, more finely dressed than Kita. Always formal, his purple silk waistcoat was embroidered with curling emerald threaded fractals that complemented his warm complexion. Baggy sleeves that bunched at the wrists hid pockets stuffed with the dried petals of heliotrope and mazanti. His long black hair was oiled and tied back high on his head with a thin silver ribbon, ends hanging loose without a bow. And from his ears dangled the bright orange plumes of a Solareia, dipped in citrus scented paraffin oil, the color of the feathers a perfect match for his bright eye shadow.

	Matroise risked a quick look towards them as Kita began one of her stories, content to let her take the lead. But even if they could dull the sights and sounds, Dario’s scent was inescapable. 

	More exacting than most men, his perfume was riotously layered. Inflective and masculine, it was fashionably complex, cresting and fading over time, tantalizingly shifting into a new note just as one had divined the last. As it dispersed and mixed with the sweat of his skin, one began to detect, at last, the root scent of mimus flit extract. Quite suitable for a master aromatist.

	Matroise approached him, unable to avoid the inevitable any longer when Kita’s evanescent attention pulled her away to poke at a melt of cream wax half liquefied under an open flame. 

	“Now here’s a rare sight,” Dario said coyly. “Matroise, in my shop?”

	Matroise squinted, as if the too-lovely smile on Dario’s face was as painful as staring into the perpetual western sunset. 

	“Hello, Dario,” they replied, eyes averted again now that they’d made the initial, required eye contact. 

	Kita looked back expectantly, pretending to appraise an advertisement rather than eavesdropping. Matroise blanched as Dario leaned over the counter towards them. When they said nothing, Kita tsked loudly, returning to loop an arm around Matroise’s, and pulled them right up to the counter. Matroise endured their two expectant grins and overwhelming, intermingling aromas with a grimace. They had planned this, Matroise thought, possibly weeks in advance. 

	“The two of you are absolutely crystalline,” Matroise said as they pulled a sleeve to their nose, defiantly. 

	“Oh, but come now,” Kita whined. “You’ve had no luck finding a scent for ages and you certainly weren’t going to go looking alone. What was I to do?”

	“Mind your business, for one,” Matroise mumbled nasally, embarrassed that Kita had said such a thing in front of Dario. 

	“If anyone can help you,” Kita continued, undeterred, “it will be Dario. Why, he made Troust a lovely fragrance last week. You know Troust; e works down at the distillery and was having such a time getting the rose oil out of eir clothes. People were mistaking em for a girl every day after work! But Dario was clever enough to make em a perfume that layers on top of the rose oil! With one spray of it, the whole aroma changed, and now no one mistakes em anymore! Go on Dario, tell Matroise how pleased e was with that.”

	“E was rather pleased, yes,” Dario said. He glanced at Matroise, whose distress was no doubtlikely obvious even half hidden behind their scarf. He gave Kita a measured look. “Though Troust came to me asking for assistance.”

	“Matroise wants help,” Kita insisted. “They’re just too shy to ask.” Matroise said nothing, finding they were now unable to form words, their eyes downcast as they picked at the cuticle of a nail. Kita’s lips pursed. “Don’t you?” 

	“Kita, dearest,” Dario said quickly, wearing the well-tailored expression of a salesman. “Do you see that square bottle on the top shelf next to Painted Honey?” Kita turned, her hair kicking up a fresh swath of merry rose hidden in her curls. 

	“That’s the Brune Sands date extract I’d told you about—”

	“Oh!”

	“Yes, precisely. If you’d like to nab the tester and take it into the back of the shop you can pour yourself an ounce of it. You know where the vials are.”

	“Yes, yes,” Kita said, already halfway to the shelf, again taking to her toes as she reached up for the squat, navy blue bottle. 

	Matroise stole a glance at Dario then, only to find him looking back at them from the corner of his eye. Matroise suddenly found their shoes wonderfully interesting.

	Bottle in hand, Kita made her way to the back room, pocketing a freshly picked bundle of ten-petal as she did. Dario rolled his eyes but allowed it, waiting until she finally passed through the diamond-shaped arch that separated the front of the building from the back. Frozen in place, Matroise said nothing as Dario walked around his counter to stand before them, arm extended politely towards them.

	Matroise’s heart skipped.

	“It’s too much for you in here, with all this.” Dario gestured with his other hand, flippant as if he could wave away the thousand scents that surrounded them. “Let’s find somewhere else to talk. We can take bets on how long it takes her to notice we’ve gone.” 

	Now, with Dario right before them, Matroise could discern the individual notes of his scent, the electric coolness of sea mint, of abjer fruit and clay that draped Dario like heavy brocade. It suited him, unbearably so.

	“Where?” Matroise managed meekly, torn between the appeal of escape and the risk of doing so arm-in-arm with Dario. 

	“You like the docks, no? They are quiet. Less people than the boardwalk, and the sea breeze dominates.” Matroise couldn’t argue; he was right on all counts. Still.

	“But your shop?”

	“Jeanette is upstairs,” he said carefully, eyebrow quirking at Matroise’s avoidance, “and I was going to close up soon anyway.” He tilted his head in a way that made Matroise’s face hot. “Shall we, or would you rather escape me as well?”

	Matroise looped their arm with Dario’s before they could process what they were doing, pulling him along as Kita had them just minutes earlier, and led the two of them towards the docks, their heart beginning to pound.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Dario sat to Matroise’s right, just out of reach and with his back to the sun. Its rays played over the twilight waters, glinting off the well-waxed hulls of the hundred or so boats that bobbed on the horizon. Matroise sat facing Dario, tucked into the shadow cast by the little boathouse nearest them. They couldn’t help but notice he sat downwind, considerate as ever.

	In his hand Dario fingered a thin vial, as long and thick as his ring finger. His oil, Matroise guessed, the one he dipped his earrings in. He spun it back and forth with one hand as he spoke.

	“She means well, of course,” he said as Matroise looked away towards the water. “I think she sees it as her responsibility, as your friend, to help you with such things.” 

	Matroise said nothing, but turned back to find Dario gazing at them, soft and patient, content with Matroise’s silence. They inched their toe towards him, just close enough to touch the heel of his boot. He smiled at the gesture. 

	“You don’t want my help then, I take it.” 

	Matroise shook their head.

	“I suspected as much.” Dario sighed in what could have been a laugh, then tapped the heel of his boot against Matroise’s toe.

	Unable to find their voice, Matroise focused their gaze on one of Dario’s earrings, not quite ready to risk eye contact again. Silence passed between them, though all around them were the sounds of sailors rigging their boats to the docks. The sounds of water sloshing on wood deck, of scraping and cutting and hauling up heavy nets. And the smells. Always the scent of salt and dredged up bottom-muck. Decaying seaweed. Smells that Matroise actually liked, though for themselves, not for what they could signify.

	Dario moved suddenly, and the loss of his foot against Matroise’s felt like a betrayal, but then he was sitting up and moving closer, his shoulder brushing up against theirs. He pocketed the vial and held his hand palm-up on his thigh. Matroise eyed the gesture and felt their face heat and spine prickle. They didn’t move, eyes still locked on the vacant space where Dario had been.

	“I could make you something unique, could use only a few scents. It doesn’t have to be traditional.”

	“No, thank you,” Matroise said finally, voice strained. They did not want to have this conversation. Not with Dario, because for him, they might actually explain.

	Silence again for a time as they turned, feet now dangling over the side of the dock. They watched as a plume of mimus flits fell into the sea, their spinning wings melting as they hit the water’s surface, not yet transformed by the heat of the water, not yet drawn down into the undercurrent to return as seeds to the other side of the Slatewater Sea.

	“It feels like something, coiled somehow, inside of you?” Dario asked suddenly. 

	Matroise looked up at him, perplexed. 

	“That is what everyone says, at least. Some sort of mounting pressure that is, somehow, pleasurable.” Dario’s ease was gone, and there was a crease in his brow. Matroise had never seen him like this. “And when I say, ‘I haven’t the slightest idea what you mean’ they all laugh and give me this knowing look. As if I’m being coy about it? I don’t know.”

	“Dario… what?” 

	“Is it like that? Your thing. Your scent? Or your not-scent, I suppose. Everyone is telling you that you need to just go along with it.” He scoffed. “That’s what we’re doing to you, isn’t it? It’s the same, sort of.” 

	Matroise only stared, playing his words back in their head but found no sense in them.

	Dario sighed. “You have feelings for me, yes?”

	It felt as if Matroise had swallowed liquid mercury. Their throat tightened as an icy trickle spread down to their core. Expression blank, they froze in place; unable to move, even to run. 

	“That!” Dario said, gesturing at Matroise. “That right there. Whatever just happened to you? It doesn’t happen to me.” Matroise’s heart was making a concentrated effort to climb up into their mouth and prevented them from replying. “People find me charming, and well, I suppose attractive, but I think it really is just that I dress well—”

	You are attractive, Matroise thought silently.

	“—and so they just. Assume. They make me out to be something out of a romance novel. An aromatist by the sea, in the fragrant city of Karraine where the sun never sets! Ah, picturesque, no? Surely I have a dozen lovers, at least.”

	A moment passed. And then Matroise understood. 

	“You don’t have any lovers,” they said slowly as they found their voice again. Dario nodded, his eyes and mouth hard, but not unkind. “And you have no desire for any, either.”

	Dario smiled. “This is why I like you, Matroise.” 

	“But not like I like you,” Matroise said without thinking. Immediately, they wished they could stuff the selfish words back down their throat.

	“Yes,” Dario agreed, but his usual ease and charm had returned. He took Matroise’s hand in his and then, with only a moment of hesitation, lifted the back of their hand to his lips. “But that does not mean what you think it means.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	“So this is what I’ve come up with,” Dario said three days later as he stood in the back room of his shop, a skewed set of goggles crowning his head, and a terribly plain and soiled apron tied over his finery. Matroise sat watching him on a lopsided stool across the room.

	With a handsome grin on his face, he held up a stick of balm for them to scrutinize. It looked like the shalaberry lip balm that Kita wore. Strangely, Matroise got no scent at all from the stick Dario held.

	Dario closed the space between them. Matroise froze, eyes closed as he applied the balm not to their lips but just above them, a dab under each nostril.

	“You might have to apply it a few times a day, but it should negate even the strongest perfume.” 

	Dario did not withdraw, continuing to stand so close that Matroise could feel the warmth of his body. Without thinking, Matroise held their breath and closed their eyes to brace for the scent of him.

	“Now, trust me here,” he said, pulling the collar of his shirt back to expose his neck, “and tell me what you smell.” 

	Matroise opened one eye and exhaled. With a stuttered intake of breath, their pained expression transformed into confusion. They took another breath. Then another. 

	“Dario, I don’t smell anything.” Matroise took his wrist and brought it up to their nose. Nothing. Matroise looked him directly in the eyes. “How did you do this?”

	Dario grinned. “What can I say? I’m a master aromatist.” With a tilt of his head he turned, cocked his hips, and walked back to his desk. 

	Matroise got up and began systematically sniffing every oil and paste in the laboratory. “Dario, this is… this is amazing.” 

	“Oh, but I’m not done.”

	Dario produced a thin necked bottle with a wide base and walked towards Matroise again, this time stopping a meter short of them. “May I?” he asked as he held the atomizer aloft, one hand on the beaded bulb.

	“Dario, you’ve more than proved that your balm works.”

	“Ah, but this is something more. Trust me once again?”

	Matroise nodded and was enveloped by the mist. When the air settled, Dario made a circuit around them, sniffing the air, coming close and retreating as far back as the room would allow, and back in again.

	“Yes, I think that will do.” 

	Matroise stood feeling completely unchanged. With the balm under their nose, they couldn’t smell it. They looked to Dario for explanation. 

	“With most perfumes, the bloom is telling within seconds. You can get pronouns from the bloom, but that’s the easy part. Then, you get to the stem, and that’s the nuance, the heart of the perfume, yes? Details. Personal quirks and preferences. Appearance can augment this, naturally, but it’s the bit with the most variance. Fluid genders will have a lot of layers here, but you can still pick out a dominant one, if that’s what the wearer intends, of course.”

	Matroise had a vague sense of what he meant. Kita smelled entirely different from her sister Asra, yet they were both undeniably women.

	“But for you, I’ve anchored that variance to the root.” Dario turned, fingers gliding quickly over his bookcase until he found a book, opened it, and turned to a diagram. “You see here how you’re not supposed to use agrimovf as a root? Well, too bad, I’ve mixed it in a way with an aldehyde so that it’s present in the bloom, totally absent in the stem, and then appears again in the root. And as you know, chemically, the plant is very interesting. Actually—I’ve been running a side experiment since the last time we spoke. The results are leading me to so many variable applications I can barely decide which to focus on first.” He looked over his shoulder at a collection of conical flasks on his workstation. Several were bubbling merrily over flame. One suddenly turned sunburst yellow. Dario grinned.

	“Dario,” Matroise said fondly.

	Dario swiveled back, looking apologetic. He clapped the book shut and put it away.

	“Right, sorry. Anyway, the long and short of it is, no one note should dominate or last long enough for an actual sense of you; it will force one to consider. The bloom will provide just enough information for others to determine your pronouns when you first meet, but more than that, people will have to be politely in the dark as to your—” He paused, fingers flourishing in the air, “—essence.” 

	“It really won’t smell like any one scent either way?” Matroise doubted it, as much as they wished for it. 

	Dario gave Matroise a conciliatory look and clasped Matroise’s shoulders with both hands. He leaned in again, his forehead nearly touching Matroise’s. “You will remain an enigma to anyone to whom you do not wish to explain. I promise.” 

	Matroise smiled, warmth blooming in their chest as Dario took their hand in his.

	“And if anyone still troubles you, my dear,” Dario purred, “I shall deal with them. Personally.” He tilted his head down and their lips met.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Dario’s newest perfume and neutralizing balm had been on display for three weeks without a single sale, though from Dario’s mood and perpetual smile, one would never guess.

	“You know, I’m still not used to you being here. Sometimes I’ll turn around and see you and my heart will skip a beat from the shock,” he said as he leaned over the counter, hands folded under his chin as he watched Matroise work.

	“That’s actually not far off from what it feels like,” Matroise teased and laughed at Dario’s sardonic smirk. “But no, I know what you mean. Kita keeps joking that the planet will start spinning any day now.” Matroise moved down the aisle nearest the counter, rearranging the shelf of pomades by price and rarity rather than scent profiles. “Though she is happy that I show up to all her social engagements now.”

	“I hear her sister is absolutely crushed, though, given recent developments.” 

	Matroise looked up to a coy smirk and eyebrow wiggle.

	“Oh, don’t tell me she’s in love with you too?” Matroise sighed. “That would explain… a lot.”

	“Oh, no, nothing so ridiculous as that. She’s in love with you.”

	“Oh, for heaven’s sake.”

	“Um, hello?”

	A plump person in a drab brown tunic and a scarf pulled high over their nose had entered the shop. They looked apologetic, and the faint scent of anoma powder clung to the air around them.

	“My friend, welcome! How might I be of service?” Dario said warmly.

	The person looked around to be sure Dario was not speaking to someone else in the shop. 

	“Ah, hello. I was referred here by someone and—” They stopped, expression crumbling into dismay. “Forgive me, but I’m starting to think this was a bad joke.” They looked up at the dried flowers and herbs that hung from the ceiling and side-stepped as if afraid they might come crashing down upon them. 

	“Well this is an aromatist’s shop, not a joke shop. I can assure you,” Dario said with a wink. 

	The person seemed unconvinced. Matroise looked at them closer; something about them felt familiar.

	“Well you see, I’m told you sell a specialty product. Of sorts,” the person said.

	“You wouldn’t happen to be talking about my neutralizing balm, would you?” Dario said cheerfully and produced a stick from his pocket.

	“So you really have such a thing?” they asked, eyes wide.

	“Newly made and still working on a series of variations but yes, we have such a thing.”

	“But how do you explain it to people? How would that work, if I didn’t have a scent and couldn’t smell anyone else? People would ask me what I meant by such a thing. How would they know what I am?”

	Matroise stepped out from behind the shelf and could see the moment that their not-perfume reached them. Could see the threads of scent creeping close and then dissipating into indetermination. They couldn’t place them. Matroise smiled at their confusion.

	“Personally,” Matroise said, “I’m more concerned with the ‘who’ rather than the ‘what.’ But if they must know, they can ask.”

	The person looked incredulous. “But that isn’t done.”

	“Well, it’s what I do.” Matroise continued, their voice carrying a little louder, “So it is done.” 

	Dario watched the scene with a lazy smile, hands on his chin as he watched. Matroise actually winked at him as their eyes met. 

	Overwhelmed, the person looked away to the table where Matroise’s not-perfume was on display.

	“The Aromatic Lovers?” they asked, reading the label.

	“Bit of a play on words,” Dario said, mirth barely hidden in his tone. Matroise gave him a deadpan look. “Oh, you think it’s funny too, don’t lie.”

	“What… what is it? You’re wearing it, aren’t you?” the person asked as they glanced back at Matroise. 

	“Tell me...?” Matroise began, fingers flitting towards them in question.

	“Oh. My name’s Tremian.”

	“Tell me, Tremian, what gender do you suppose I am?” 

	Tremian blanched at the question. It was an impossibly rude thing to ask. Dario chuckled. 

	“I know. It isn’t done. But seriously, go ahead. Guess.”

	Tentatively Tremian considered. Matroise helpfully held out their wrist, where they had dabbed the not-perfume earlier.

	“I haven’t the slightest idea,” Tremian said with trepidation.

	“Precisely.”

	Confusion clicked home to understanding. Tremian picked up a bottle from the table and took another whiff of it. “Is there any way I could get this, but…” They hesitated, biting their lip and then, resolved, charged on, “Well this, but with just the slightest tinge of Marstan’s bloom to it? And I really do mean just the slightest. Could you do that?”

	Dario cracked his knuckles and then came out from behind the counter, retrieving his goggles as he did. He put them on with a snap, a wild grin spreading across his face as he stood before them, arms akimbo.

	“Oh, you have no idea what he’s capable of,” Matroise said with a laugh as they led Tremian to the back of the shop. “He can definitely do it.”
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	“Need to cross the river?” asked the fisherman in unaccented Kailog.

	I opened my mouth to answer when a prickle jolted my back, the kind induced by someone else’s intent stare. One hand on the hilt of Maragat’s dagger, I whirled around and scanned the tree line. Sure enough, there was a wispy blue ball of flame, the skull outlined within turned in my direction. The moment my gaze landed on it, it disappeared. 

	A Bungom. Common enough where people have died; the river had likely seen more than its fair share of drownings. Perhaps it intended to lead me to my death? It wouldn’t be the first time one had tried.

	“Need to cross the river?” the fisherman repeated. I turned to him. He was what some would call attractive—tall and lithe like bamboo, smooth-skinned, and possessed of regular features positioned pleasingly equidistant from one another. When he smiled a warm smile, I realized that he’d been speaking to Tila, not me. But of course. 

	“What say you to a boat ride, Saha?” Tila asked me, in Ayurense. She was leaning against her mango wood walking stick—all that remained of my brother, Maragat. Her gaze held no trace of mischief, but whole and unbroken trust was there, like a jar freshly fired and left to cool. It made me uncomfortable that she could trust me so easily after all we’d been through. I adjusted the strap of the bag of mangoes on my shoulder and peered at the river stretching wide before my feet, its calm waters glinted under the late afternoon sun. 

	It brought to mind bluish, scaly skin, knobby fingers with nails sharpened to points, teeth like flint knives. My nostrils were beginning to feel pinched with the remembered pain of breathing water—

	“No, no, and no. I would rather cross a thousand mountains!” I blurted a little too loudly in Kailog, my voice echoing all around as if it could dispel the creeping memory. There was nothing wrong with the fisherman’s boat—carved of a light, solid wood, big enough to seat four people, its sides painted with blue and red triangles. But not even the possibility of Kailogan soldiers searching for us could compel me to board it.

	The fisherman, whose gaze had been roving hungrily over Tila—not even ragged clothes, shorn hair, and skin burned from weeks of traveling unshielded from the sun could disguise her beauty, apparently—now focused on me. Me—small, swarthy, and wild of hair, Tila’s complete opposite, and I could feel all that in the fisherman’s appraisal. Then his gaze slid back to Tila, as if I had been no more than a fly.

	“If she were my servant, maray,” he said to her, “I’d have her beaten for insolence before she could exhale. The river will not bite, you know.”

	The seconds crawled by in my vision—the color in Tila’s face dredging away, Tila opening her mouth to protest, likely to explain emphatically to this stranger that I was not her servant. I was a free woman, indeed, and I did not need Tila to come to my defense.

	“Even so,” I said, irritated that my otherwise firm voice bore a single trembling note. My legs itched to get away as soon as possible. “We will find another way over it. Even if that way goes around. Come.”

	“But Saha—”

	“Come.” I snapped. Tila’s head drooped, a flower wilting in acquiescence. Long ago, when beatings were earned by every little thing, I wouldn’t have dared speak to Tila that way—at least, not aloud. Though no one had been around to wield a rod for a long time, exhilaration at having done something once forbidden flooded my veins. 

	“You will walk a long way around!” the fisherman called after us as we trudged down the winding, stony path next to the river.

	I did not spare him a glimpse. “We’re used to that!” 

	“Saha,” Tila muttered as she caught up with me. I had to remind myself that hers was a scowl of concern, not pity. I tried to smile at her; it felt like using cramped muscles.

	“Don’t worry. There will be other chances to cross,” I said, to reassure the both of us. I said nothing of the flashes of blue between the trees that I’d glimpse from time to time. No point in spooking Tila.

	 

	* * *
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