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I DIDN’T MIND THE STARES. It proved they were paying attention. 

My leg was propped up on an unoccupied chair to demonstrate the lateral muscle groups in the human thigh. Perhaps not standard procedure in most anatomy classes, but I didn’t teach most anatomy classes. Vessi was the most obvious, sliding down into her chair to sneak her eyes further up my skirt, her green skin flushed and pointy ears twitching in the way Goblins do when... stimulated. 

“The sartorius runs here,” I said, tracing the line of musculature on the side of my leg. “Longest muscle in the human body. You’ll find analogous structures in most bipedal species, though the insertion points vary considerably. 

More movement in my periphery. Beside Vessi, a human student—Tommen, perpetually flushed and awkward—had slid down in his seat. Not to see the board better.

A smile tugged at my lips. I let it.

“The function remains consistent across species,” I continued, lowering my leg with deliberate slowness and letting my skirt settle back onto my knees. Tommen and Vessi sat up again. “Hip flexion, knee flexion, lateral rotation of the thigh. Anyone want to guess why this particular muscle developed such length in humans specifically?”

Hands went up all around the room which always made me proud. Thirty-four years old and I still loved this. The questions, the reaching for understanding. Those moments when confusion morphed into clarity in a student’s eyes.

“Sh’lisa, you’ve been uncharacteristically quiet today, what’s your take on the question?”

The Naga was coiled elegantly in her seat, her tail giving a sudden twitch as she was thrust into the spotlight. An excellent student who always took advantage of my office hours. 

“Endurance, Professor Thaleia,” she said with the measured and melodic tone indicative of her species. “Humans sacrificed speed for distance. The elongated sartorius supports sustained locomotion.”

“Fantastic,” I nodded. “Precisely right.” 

“A follow up question, Professor Larkow?” The communion scry shimmered in the corner of the room. A window of pale light showing the two Dragoness students who participated remotely from the courtyard outside. The narrow halls of the ancient building were sadly not designed with the size of Dragons in mind, but we made do.

I answered Sethe’s question to her satisfaction as the bell tolled in the tower.

“That’s our time for today,” I spoke loudly over the noise of moving chairs and rustling papers. “Next week we shift focus to the Kobold ligament structure so please read through chapters twelve through fourteen before we meet again. I know the details are sparse, so we’ll be working with what we have available.”

My three Kobold students looked down at the ground as they left the classroom. Thirty years since their species joined unified society and still they kept their secrets hidden away. Medical knowledge locked behind cultural walls that showed no signs of coming down anytime soon.

It made my job considerably harder.

The familiar sound of Sh’lisa scales scraping against the stone floor was the last thing heard before the Scry ended with its usual crackling sound. I could see the two Dragoness students through the window as they waved up at me from down below. 

I gathered my own materials, slower than necessary. The hazy afternoon light only highlighted how dusty the room was getting again. A beautiful day. I should just go home, enjoy the walk, take Lapis out of her cage to let her stretch her wings around the apartment.

Instead, my feet carried me to the library again.

_________________________________

The Grand Arcane Library announced itself long before you entered it—that unique scent of old paper and cracked leather bindings. I came here regularly, and the smell hit me fresh each time, like shoving your nose into the pages of a book and inhaling the ink as if osmosing the words themselves. Comforting and calling.

My footsteps echoed on the polished stone of the entry hall. The colossal stained glass window dominated the western wall, painting everything in jewel tones as the late afternoon sun filtered through scenes of ancient myths and forgotten histories. Ruby light fell across reading tables. Emerald pooled between the towering shelves.

The Dragon Courtyard was visible through the tall northern windows. Professor Ri’tinya was just beginning her class on the tragic history of her species. All Dragons in society were female. The Sundering had seen to that, generations ago. Their males weakened, sickened, reduced to a precious few kept in well protected breeding centers while the females adapted to quell the loneliness.  Despite it all, I’ve yet to meet a Dragoness who wasn’t intelligent and kind. All beautiful in their own ways.

The usual desk sat in the southwest corner—quiet and secluded as not many ever passed by here towards the restricted archives down the hall behind me. It was a good spot for grading papers. For lesson planning. For research.

For watching.

She was there.

Rin. Head Librarian of this wing, though she looked too young for the title. Petite even for a Kobold, with scales the color of deep water—turquoise blending to teal, catching the stained glass light behind her. She sat at her podium desk, bent over a ledger, bare clawed feet resting on the stool's middle rung, her tail wrapped loosely around one of the stool's legs.

I was staring.

The route to my preferred desk passed directly by her and it would be rude not to acknowledge her. Professional courtesy. Nothing more. 

“Hey there, Rin.”

She looked up from her work. Those amber eyes, warm as honey, meeting mine.

“Good afternoon, Professor Thaleia.”

“Oh just Thaleia is fine. Or Thal. It’s like me calling your Head Librarian Rin every time.”

That smile. Small and genuine, transforming her face into something softer, Something that made my chest do an uncomfortable flutter that I refused to examine further.

She had some new figurines on her desk today. I seldom recognized any of them but the blue one I knew—a little blue slime character with black eyes and a wide red smile. Puddles, from the programs the kids watched. Though as evidenced, the adult fanbase was just as prevalent. Her baubles were lined up and organized by height, her little treasure to keep her company through the long days at her desk.

The lilac lotion she wore was the only thing that could overpower the scent of the library I loved so much. A faint smell I could only notice when I passed close, but stuck with me for the duration.

I was cataloguing this woman like a research subject. That probably said something unflattering about me. And why I was still single.

My desk waited, same as always. I settled into the chair and spread out my notes across the scarred wooden surface. The lecture on Kobold anatomy was still four weeks away. Plenty of time to prepare.

Except.

I opened the first text—Comparative Physiology of the Integrated Races, Volume VII—released only a month ago and supposedly featured a Kobold section at last. The chapter was four pages long, filled with the same paragraphs of apology we’d long been accustomed to. “Kobolds are known for their cultural privacy. Further research is needed. Details remain within their traditional communities.”

Useless.

The second text was no better. Basic scale composition, skeletal structure, pheromone signatures. I flipped the pages without seeing them. The lecture needed more than this. New information. Fresh insights. Some damned transparency. Anything that could justify standing in front of a packed lecture hall and claiming expertise on something I knew next to nothing about. It certainly didn’t justify its mandatory attendance and ten percent of their grade.

The kobold church controlled what knowledge left their communities. Kobold doctors treated Kobold patients. Anyone who wanted comprehensive anatomical information had to either be a Kobold themselves or conduct original research.

And no Kobold on staff would ever consent to—

My eyes drifted up to where Rin sat with her small collection of knick-knacks. Those figurines and simple, bright objects. A polished button, a chip of colored stone. The tip of her tail swayed gently as she worked, curling and uncurling in an unconscious rhythm.

I looked away. Focus on my notes. On the frustratingly incomplete texts. Anywhere but her.

It didn’t help. I read without absorbing a word, my mind far too busy with issues of its own to bother with any additional input. Three papers were graded before giving up and packing everything away in my bag.

“Goodnight, Rin. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Goodnight, Thaleia.”

My feet had carried me out of the building before I could understand why her goodbye hit me differently tonight.

______________

The walk home took over twenty minutes though Gathajora’s usual evening bustle tonight. The market district was buzzing with voices and the aromas of street food. Everyone out and about to enjoy their evenings. I was going home to a bird.

A very needy bird.

Chirping greeted me the instant I opened the door of my apartment. Third floor, and far enough away from the main thoroughfares that the noise faded in a comfortable background murmur. 

“Yes, hello to you too,” I said, crossing to her large cage by the window. “I know. I’m late and it’s yum-yum time.”

Lapis—my blue stonetail, small enough to fit in my cupped hands and loud enough to fill the room—hopped impatiently back and forth in her perch. She was out and flitting about the room the instant I opened the metalwork door, doing her usual little circuits around the room, happy to finally stretch her wings.

After some seed and fresh water, she just stood on the kitchen table making friends with the salt shaker as I made tea. I was just happy to be out of those shoes at last, settling down into my dedicated reading corner in my favorite blue robe. Papers still needed grading after my distracting afternoon at the library.

I picked up the first paper, read two paragraphs, and set it down again. Suddenly very conscious of the empty second chair across from me. It had been years since it was occupied by anyone, since the last boyfriend decided I was too distracted, too distant, too buried in work to give him the attention he needed. He hadn’t been wrong. None of them had been wrong.

The clatter from the kitchen was an indication that the budding friendship between salt shaker and bird had failed again. When I finally gave up and went to bed early, Lapis chirped questioningly as I covered her cage for the night. Nothing else to do than stare at the darkened ceiling of my bedroom. And think.

The lecture was in four weeks and I barely had enough material to make a pamphlet. My professional reputation—my career, built on being thorough and meticulous, being the person who found the answers others had given up on—was about to take a hit I wasn’t sure I could recover from.

I should be thinking of solutions. Research strategies. Alternative sources.

Instead I thought of turquoise scales catching the light of a stained glass window.

I thought of a tail wrapped around a stool leg.

I thought about a small figure tucked behind an inkwell, hidden like something precious and personal.

Rin.

Just her name, floating there in the darkness. Professional concern dissolved into something I didn’t have words for yet. Something I wasn’t ready to give a name.

Sleep came eventually, dragging me into dreams I wouldn’t remember.

But I knew, as I drifted off, that I’d be at that same library again tomorrow. And the day after. Suffering the same roadblocks until something changed.

I just didn’t know what change looked like. 

Goodnight Thaleia...
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THREE DAYS PASSED BEFORE I admitted to myself that I was watching her. And three days more until I finished grading the papers due yesterday.

I was preparing for a make or break lecture on Kobold anatomy, and my preferred work surface just so happened to have a clear sightline to Rin’s podium. Pure coincidence really. And if my eyes happened to drift over to her every few moments, it was just purely academic. Restlessness. 

And lying to myself is just simple self-preservation.

She had been instrumental in procuring the unnecessarily large tome occupying my desk at the library, borrowed from the royal archives in Raythasa. I was growing desperate.

My notes had grown marginally, and my frustration exponentially. Every reference and book said the same version of nothing. Every source hedged and ignorant through no fault of their own. Kobold society still kept their knowledge under lock and key, and no amount of academic persistence was going to pick that lock from the outside.

But even as I hefted pages of the book to reach the chapter on bipedal anatomy I hoped held some answers, I was watching her ascend the rolling ladder to assist a student in retrieving a book from the high shelves. The indigo fabric of her robe pulled taut as she reached upward, her tail curved for balance.

I had flipped the pages well past chapter eight. 

Back we go.

The author here spent four paragraphs explaining all of the details on the Kobold reproductive system they had. An extremely verbose way of telling me what all the other books told me in four words. Further study is needed.

It wasn’t from lack of trying. I’ve requested access to the restricted archives, filed every formal inquiry, exhausted every legitimate channel save for appealing to the Kobold Church itself.

I slammed the book shut.

The sound boomed through the library like a thunderclap. Heads turned. Many disapproving noises from across the room.

Shit.

My face burned. I never lost composure in public. Never. I laid my head on the massive tome, half ducking from view and half in resigned defeat. The smell of the punched leather cover, normally familiar and comforting, now just made me nauseated. All that was left was for the floor to open and swallow both me and this stupid book whole.

Soft footsteps approached. So soft I might have imagined them if not for the faint clack of claws that accompanied them. 

I didn’t look up. Couldn’t. She was going to ask me to leave. She would give me that polite librarian smile and suggest I might be more comfortable working elsewhere today. 

Why wasn’t the floor swallowing me up like I was begging it to?

The little clacking steps stopped at my desk.

“Professor Thaleia?”

She was right there. Closer than she’d ever been. Close enough to see the gradations in the color of her scales, the way the teal deepened to a deep
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