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        For the stranger I have yet to meet,

and the one

who taught me to love them.


            ✦

        

 

      

    

  

    
      Prologue




    

    
      The skies of Astraea were filled with teeth and fire. Stars fell, and the River on which they had travelled, battered and broken and aching for harbour, ran golden with the blood of dragons whose names fuelled the flame, their epithets cracked between the jaws of their kin, soon swallowed whole.

One by one they crashed to earth, speared on mountains and ancient growths, beached on rock, lodged in the hearts of mortals like fresh-forged blades. Dragons devoured one another limned in the light of weeping constellations. Humankind and beasts alike cowered and hid, fled from the craters and the mountains. And the fallen stars alone remained, abandoned, until their black hulls broke and their sorrow leeched poisonous into the soil.

In time, nature healed, as all things do,, and when the wounds had scabbed and scars covered shrapnel, and canopies crusted across infection, the fallen stars faded from the minds and dreams of those who had wept for them.

But memory is a scar, once faded, never gone. The heart remembers, always. And a fallen Star, long dead, can undo even a dragon.
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        the road is hard / your heart yet tender

    




    
        NOMI

    



The City of Blackwater clung to the Shattered Cliffs and stretched around the bay like a patch of colourful mushrooms. Mid-morning light glinted off rooftops and brightly painted awnings, beacons for the arriving sailors. Streets were filled with the smell of food and fish, spices and flowers, and the melodies of musicians and workers and the laughter of neighbours and haggling merchants, bright and boisterous, carried on the salt-laden breeze to form the city’s voice. A typical morning in the coastal city, until a new note mixed into this bustling mess of community; shouts of alarm.

“Careful! Don’t get too close!”

Nomi growled warningly, an unspoken leave me alone, and hunched further to the back of the ship. The sailors, smell of sweat and worry wafting off them, didn’t listen, of course, but they at least tried to surround her slower than before.

“Bring the nets!”

Oh, no nets, please! Nomi hunched further. The sailors had just brought the ship into harbour and were maybe a little tense still, but surely they wouldn’t just—

Rope rustled, and Nomi’s head snapped to a stocky woman, her cheek marked by a cluster of scars. Oh! She had pulled free an old fishing net! Nomi decided that she should probably just leave, which worked out well because by this point was already halfway down the gangplank, having rammed her way past the circle of startled sailors.

“Thanks for the ride, sorrygottagobye!” The words came out in the hoarse scream of a panther. Her paws nearly slipped on the wet boards, and she almost flung herself into the bay. That would have been really embarrassing!

But, like the perfect hunter she was, she kept her footing and darted into the streets of Blackwater and the cover of the crowd. There were more people here than she’d ever seen before! Their smells and sounds were so mixed that she bumped into a few before she remembered to fill her eyes with magic. With her vision sharpened and the blinding mid-morning sun dimmed, she slowed a bit to take in the sights.

Stars, Blackwater was beautiful! Full of so very different people. There, a fishmonger handed a fresh catch to a person with the head of a tiger, gemstones passing hands. And there, a woman with the glittering feathers of a hummingbird carried a bag of apples while chatting with a sailor, their arms filled with goods, their smile warm and friendly as the weather. Now, finally, Nomi caught sight of the musicians, playing on balconies and street corners to the delight of people and children crowding before them. A parent conjured a flower from a seed for their child to offer a singer, who tucked it behind her pointed ear with a smile.

Nomi’s chest felt tight at that. She looked away from the children quickly, their high laughter following her on her way.

A man with skin like marbled stone leapt out of Nomi’s way, prompting her to rumble a quick sorry! That’s right, she was surrounded by people, and by strangers, in a strange place! Anxiety buzzed somewhere in her chest. Excitement hammered right beside it.

Magic glowed in her periphery, different to hers in some ways, familiar in others. A mortal soul in the body of a beast, a raven shining with arcana. Nomi weaved around the legs of people, the feathers on her back bristling against whatever brushes she couldn’t fully avoid, and called out to the bird eyeing a fishmonger’s stand.

“Hello! Are you a member of the Ashbloom Druid Clan?” Her words, of course, were a hoarse calls again. The raven looked at her. It clicked its beak, then hopped excitedly when it recognised something in her, too. Oh, how exciting! Nomi did a little turn around herself, brimming with a smile that lay bare all her teeth and set her fur aglow. She should probably try not to do that, but… well, she was meeting her sister clan! How could she not be excited?

Communication was… a bit of a challenge, but one she could overcome! She could always change herself into a form with a mouth that could form language, but then she’d suddenly be very visible, and the thought made Nomi’s fur stand on end. Better to be a cat, sneaking below people’s eyeline, until she’d gotten used to this new place.

The raven hopped off its perch and in front of her. With a caw, and a couple of hops, it led her to the fishmonger, who wiped her hands on a cloth stuck in her apron. Her face wrinkled in confusion when she noticed Nomi, and then annoyance at seeing the raven.

“You again!” She sighed, exasperated. “Bringing me more hungry strays?” Her expression remained firm for a moment longer, before growing soft at Nomi’s big, nervous eyes. She took a small fish and threw it at Nomi’s paws. “There you go. I can never say no to you, can I?” She reached out to rub the raven’s beak, but it pulled away.

Nomi shook her head, half sat on her haunches. “No, no! I’m looking for the Ashbloom Clan!” Hm. Mouth issues, again…

“You seem a bit too conversational for a regular cat,” the woman said, which Nomi took offense to! Cats were plenty vocal, humans just don’t always understand them. “Are you lost?” Something like that? Nomi nodded, tail swishing. “Are you trying to get somewhere in the city? No? Outside? Ah, you’re a druid aren’t you? Looking for the Ashbloom camp? There we go!” The woman laughed from her barrel-wide chest as Nomi made an affirmative noise and turned around herself again. “That’ll be easy. First, head east on the widest street until you reach Blacktongue Gate. From there it’s an easy path along the road, further east, until you reach a bridge. The Rotwood will already be visible, but do not enter! Instead, follow the branching arm of the Blacktongue River until you find the braziers that mark the path. They will be large and easy to spot. You got all that?”

East! Yes, that was easy enough to remember! Nomi nodded her head emphatically.

“Good. Have safe travels, and be careful in the Rot!”

“I will be, promise!” Nomi had heard enough about the dangers of the necromantic forest for the promise to come easy… though a certain curiosity gnawed at her, still. No time to ponder, though. A shout pulled her attention down the street, where a familiar group of sailors pushed through the crowd, accompanied by people with large halberds. Oop! Gotta go! “Thanks for the directions,” Nomi yelled over her shoulder, which made a few people around her jump in fright. She thought the sentiment was probably understood.

“Hah! Stars guide you, little cat!”

“River bring you home!” she responded in kind, still incomprehensible, but it was the principle that counts!

A sharp whistle made her flinch. A person in dark leathers charged towards her, halberd in hand. The silver emblem on their jacket displayed the spiderweb symbol of Blackwater’s shattered cliffside. Nomi yelped, startled by the sudden aggression. Her claws skittered across the stones of the street, and she dashed back into the crowd, using the people for cover.

“Step aside!” someone shouted, which did not help calm the suddenly riled up crowd. “Make space for the city watch!”

Nomi slipped past two more members of the watch, who grasped their halberds tight. One fished for a silver whistle hanging around their neck. The sound rang out shrill, spurring her on more. Being chased in the first port she entered wasn’t what she’d had in mind. Maybe she should stop and clear up any misunderstandings about her being feral?

But she really didn’t want to get scolded for sneaking onto the ship, and she was trying to leave the city anyway! Surely focusing on doing that as quickly as possible would make everyone happy!


    
        CALIA

    



The brightest constellation had not yet yielded to the morning light when Calia spotted the falling star. It was small this time, not like the other ones had been, a glimmer descending from too on high, in too clear a trajectory to be organic in nature. As had all the others, it fell at the edge of the Rotwood.

Rock ground beneath her claws as she stood, an inaudibly deep rumble in her Calia. Just moments ago she had blended into the shadows of the mountain slope. Now the sheen of her scales sent the goats grazing beneath into flight. They had not spotted her resting there, ready to swoop in and snatch up one among their numbers as easily as a child might pick a berry. She was adept at concealing herself, not despite her size, but because of it. Even among starborn, few expected the ease with which she stalked her prey.

Calia’s wings spread wide, a new sky of near lightless blue and black, filled with glittering stars. She did not beat them with a thunderclap, but simply slipped off the rock, gliding upon a breeze that smelled of salt and the sweet decay of wood and flesh as she made her way towards the impact site.

The star had fallen just a few hundred steps behind the treeline. Human steps, that was. For Calia, low to the ground in her approach and winding through the forest, the distance was crossed easily, and measured even easier. No doubt about it, this star had fallen exactly twice as deep inside the forest as the previous one, which had fallen twice as deep as the one prior. But unlike the previous, this one wasn’t charred debris and smouldering wreckage, and did not leak fluids that smelled like bone and wood-rot and soil, and combusted with ease. This one was just metal, smoothed by the heat of its descent, its composition dense but not unusual among the minerals often extracted from the planet.

Calia did not approach fully. She paused a single lunge’s length away, settled down, and became one with the underbrush. Her claws had left no trace on the wet, spongy ground. The trees of the Rotwood were vast, if not as vast as those of the Danari heartland, where roots formed layers of habitats, strata populated by different creatures. They still provided ample space for her to conceal herself. And so, they watched. Waited.

Minutes passed. The forest was silent. Then, wing beats.

Calia growled, low but audible this time. They were not the only hunter who had noticed the star fall, and whoever else was approaching did not have the good sense to be discrete about it. Her hunt was ruined already, so she rose from her ambush spot, a shadow made flesh, and approached to take the star into her jaws. Her wing claw slashed a deep mark across a tree—to mark the spot, not in frustration, of course.

She spotted the other starborn approaching as she slipped away, and briefly debated staying to wring their neck. But no, she had better things to do.

Another fallen star. Calia favoured raw instinct as the guide of her deeds and emotions, over long-winded intellectual reasoning. Fangs sharpened in the ruthless wilds, she had learned, had a way of cutting to the heart of a matter the way the double-speak and scheming machinations of her mother’s court could not. It was, generally speaking, more effective to simply take a piece out of a noble during a policy vote before the assembled, than to go around intimidating them all one by one. Similarly, it would have been smarter to wait for someone to come collect this star rather than alert them to the starborn presence in the area, but with the increasingly numerous wings filling the sky, that ship had long since sailed.

They didn’t think to move slowly, with caution, or lie in ambush. Reason proclaimed that there were natural phenomena that could affect the fall of stars, especially after the last months’ happenings above the Ashwood. That there was no cause, yet, to be suspicious or concerned, or to assume malicious intent. That there was much more to discover before they should grow so concerned that the fallen stars occupied their every second thought.

Instinct said otherwise.


    
        ✦✦✦

    



Sunrise had faded into mid-morning, graced by a purple aurora, an undulation of the River that spanned Astraea’s skies, when Calia arrived at the summit. The air of the Blightbone mountains was crisp and clear, and in the light, the activity of the ancient settlement seemed so very natural. Not three weeks ago, it had been abandoned, its gardens overgrown, the petals of crystal flowers littering the pathways, and the painted streets bleached by the elements. Now, starborn once more roamed its wide streets and sweeping ramps and buildings held up by pillars, adorned with gilded trims and ornaments. And of course, as is always the case where dragons congregate, there was fighting aplenty. Calia descended onto the gallery of a domed bathhouse at the edge of a plaza filled with a hollering crowd. Musical notes filled the air, dragons spurring on the duellists that had so captured everyone’s attention.

She settled in to watch, but something buzzed at the back of her mind. Electric signals, the glow of a body alive and crouching in a hunting stance. Their stalker had been waiting for them, lying in ambush, following close behind to now crouch with muscles taut and tension building to a snapping point as she lunged—!

Calia let the weight slam into their shoulder, allowed limbs to tighten around her. Their own wing immediately clamped down over her attacker’s neck, restraining her against the side. “Good morning, my treasure,” she purred, paws comfortably crossed over each other. “Causing chaos and delighting in mischief so early in the morning?”

“Calia!” Farah wriggled against her grip. “How do you always do that? Do you have eyes in the back of your head?”

They laughed. “For you, little gem? Always.” The rumble in their chest had unfurled into a purr, languid and deep. She pressed her snout to the neck of the smaller dragon, licking her scales, purple and black like a bruise.

“Ugh, horrible!” Farah replied, though she lifted her head to permit the affections. “Save it for my sister.”

“Mm, the point stands.”

“And I resent that! I didn’t even do anything, this time.”

“A fight you’re not involved in? Miracles do occur.” Calia released her just enough that Farah could slip free and settle down beside her. They inclined their head at her as she stretched like a cat, front claws splayed before her. “But you do delight in it.”

“Of course!” Farah laughed, placing one claw to her proudly swelled chest in facsimile of playful elegance. Draped across the edge of the gallery, she had the look of a knife in its sheath; slender and cutting, the quirk of her maw concealing double rows of fangs meant to rip and tear. Mischief sparkled in her eyes, black as night with irises of burning amethyst, set into a head like the point of a spear. She was lithe where Calia was bulky, barely half their size, though her slender limbs harboured a frightening strength and viciousness. Calia adored her. She settled down fully, just a space apart from Farah’s scales.

Farah closed that distance by leaning into her. “Khada is duelling again. You’d think out of everyone here she would have the least to prove, given she’s one of the Warden’s suitors.”

With a deep hum, wing draped across her friend, Calia turned her attention to the battle. “That’s not how things are done in the Princedoms. Good enough is just that. Khada would never waste a chance to get the measure of zher competition. Besides, to her, a duel is just good fun. What are the means, this time?”

“Human forms. They’re testing their disguises.”

In the circle of starborn, supervised by a sapphire-scaled dragon of diminutive stature that rivalled Farah’s, two human shapes moved as if in a dance of limbs and weaponry. Khalida Başar was easy to make out. Zher human form was near perfect, that of a woman with dark brown skin, black and wavy hair tied back and decorated with a metal clip. Even in the midst of battle zhe carried herself with clear dignity and superiority. Zher movements were elegant, flowing from step to step, form to form, turning the spear in zher hands into a living thing. The weapon’s crude iron danced and weaved. Its glowing tip cut patterns into the air that sliced past her opponent’s cheek and thrust forward, breaking the hastily raised shield with three swift blows. Every step of hers was one of unbridled power. The heat beneath her feet peeled the fresh paint.

Someone was leading that fight, and someone else was struggling to keep up. Such was often the case with duellists of Khada’s caliber. She really should know better than to indulge in challenges from weaker opponents.

The rumble in Calia’s chest grew. Farah chuckled. “You want to join in, don’t you?”

“Not this one,” Calia replied. Ordinarily, she would have liked nothing more than to test her own skill against Khada’s. See which one of them had greater command of their bodies, which one of them had forged it into the better blade. But the way she moved brought back memories of another who moved with greater mastery, whose bare feet turned stones glowing, whose hands pulled weapons from it molten rock and flame, each one a fresh-forged masterpiece— No. No, that wasn’t something she wanted to recall. Calia closed her eyes and smothered the spot of aching warmth in her chest. “I’ve seen better duels in human form,” they said simply. “And I care little for joining into the Warden’s theatrics. I won’t go out of my way to make him look good.”

“Really? But you two seem so close, of late.” Farah was quiet for a moment. An unspoken accusation lingered between them, or perhaps a question, burning deep in her six eyes. A hand offered in support.

Calia did not take it. “Please. I can do better, and you know it.” She let her wing claw trace Farah’s neck. A shudder ran down her slender back. Calia delighted in how the toned muscles tightened and relaxed in response to her touch. On the plaza, the dragon overseeing the duel spread one wing, calling the match for Khada, who smiled triumphantly, red scars glowing beneath the pectorals of her broad chest, revealed by a low-cut robe. For a moment, her volcanic eyes scanned the crowd, and latched onto Calia’s.

“I do my best to keep the peace,” Calia offered Farah, finally, as Khada took zher foot off her opponent’s chest and allowed them to scramble to their feet in shame. “Which is difficult enough because your sister keeps avoiding the summit.”

“You know she doesn’t like crowds.”

“And yet she plays at being human in Blackwater with that girlfriend of hers.” Even stoic as she was, Calia couldn’t quite banish the bitterness from her tongue. “What is she doing today that’s so much more important?”

Farah hesitated, large wings twitching, head cocked to the side. “Chasing a cat, apparently.”


    
        NOMI

    



“Don’t let it slip by! Wait for the nets!”

Nomi hissed and swiped her paw at the tip of a halberd, fur and feathers standing on end. She backed away from the weapons jabbing in her direction. They had her cornered, ruby eyes darting for an opening, burning with magic to sharpen her vision. The alley was just too narrow for an escape. Three jacketed members of the watch blocked it entirely.

“Can’t we just stab it? It’s not wearing a collar!”

No! She voiced her protest in the form of a panther’s scream. She needed to turn back, draw on a memory that would let her be human again, but all she found was—trapped, alone, surrounded, small—

“No, you can’t just stab it!” The ranks of the watch were forcibly parted. Nomi pounced, then skidded to a halt when another person filled the spot.

Her expression was hard, jaw sharp and brown skin marked by a pale scar pulling jagged up her cheekbone. Above that, eyes glimmered like shards of amethyst in a stern face framed by wavy black hair; half tied back, a messy sort of wolf cut Nomi was unfortunately weak to on a woman. But Nomi’s eyes were fixed on the light in her chest. The shape of her soul, shining through her ribs in a way that eclipsed all the other people around her.

Souls, life force, the culmination of all a person was and felt and dreamed, were usually quite ephemeral. Like flickering flames, at times swelling or ebbing in intensity, shifting, changing always. Not this one, though. This woman’s soul was perfectly steady, shining like a gemstone. It reminded Nomi of her mother’s, though that was more self sustaining, efficiently funneling life back into itself. This was… solid. Blazing. An unwavering flame. There was simply nothing to waver, not pieces to flake off and dissolve.

Nomi wanted to reach out and take it, prod and poke to figure out how it could possibly be so perfect and controlled. But then she remembered the situation and pushed herself harder into the corner around a pile of crates she totally hadn’t knocked over when she’d tried to climb them!

The handsome woman’s frown deepened. “This is a teachable moment,” she said. Her voice was nice, firm and smooth, self-assured in a way that brooked no disagreement. Eloquent and precise in her anger. “Now, have any of you ever seen a cat like this before?” She glanced between the watch members, who shook their heads. “No? Then stop poking it!”

“But it could be dangerous!”

“More dangerous when cornered and provoked! Did you leave all sense on the wall? Stars above, I swear it exists to protect the monsters from you, rather than the other way around…” She pinched her brow with an exasperated sigh, then schooled her expression back into something controlled. “You three, back to the street. Keep the alley sealed. Rhi, come here.”

“I’m here.” Another voice, a little lower, quick to reply to the order, obedient. Rhi, Nomi assumed, stepped forward, out of the way of a watchperson who shot them dirty looks. They were a little taller than the woman, though more lithe than, and lightly tapped her shoulder with their own. “Just so you know, I spotted them bringing nets from down the street.”

“I’ll handle it. You, make yourself useful. Someone has to.”

“Laura…”

Laura silenced them by reaching up to ruffle their short hair. She did it casually, with the same deliberation that you’d pet a dog in passing, or pat someone else on the shoulder. Rhi’s mouth snapped shut. Yellow flowers sprouted on their skin, living tattoos that snaked around their neck. Pretty… “I’ll stop saying it when it stops being true. You’ve never sent half a city into a panic.”

Rhi squirmed. The flowers wilted in on themselves, curling into a bloom of sky blue.

“Well, lately, anyway. And you listen when you’re spoken to. Well-trained pets deserve praise.”

“I’ll… get started here.” Rhi hastily stepped closer, but with the movements of someone who was familiar with frightened animals. Nomi darted behind the crate because, still intimidated and a little scared. Rhi didn’t look too threatening, but Nomi had just been chased through a city! She got to be a little cautious!

Rhi crouched around the corner, just vaguely in sight. “It’s okay,” they said, voice soft. “No need to be scared. I’m not gonna hurt you.” Nomi let out a huff. She wasn’t scared! Well… maybe a little. Rhi, arms across their knees, shot her a quick glance, avoiding eye contact to not appear as a threat. “You’re a pretty thing.” Growths of lavender bloomed on their tan skin, interspersed with dots of blue. “And almost definitely not native to this part of the continent. You came from the harbour… Did you sneak onto a ship? You look too well-fed to have been trafficked…” Nomi gave them a suspicious grumble. They frowned, purple deepening on their skin. “Can you understand me?”

No!… maybe. Nomi didn’t make another noise. She didn’t like being inspected like that, even if she was doing it to them back! Her stomach rumbled loudly. Rhi paused, surprised, then chuckled softly.

“Well, someone sounds hungry!” There was a wet slap and the smell of fish. Nomi peered around the corner to see the offering, gutted and cleaned, with a great many more fins than Nomi was used to, lying out of reach of Rhi before her. Hmmm, that wouldn’t usually make her budge, but she had skipped breakfast, and she’d plain forgotten to eat what the fishmonger had offered her earlier… “You like fish, don’t you? Your paws are webbed, so it must be part of your diet…”

Rhi trailed off as Nomi crept closer, eyeing them closer. From here, she could see under their open shirt; jagged top surgery scars, white hair mirroring her own—spectral wings across their back. A star glowing in their chest. Rhi’s eyes, dancing with magic like colours across oil, widened.

“You’re like me,” they both whispered at the same time, face to face. Nomi flinched at the sound of her own voice. Magic still played around her curls, falling across her shoulders. Whoops! She hadn’t meant to turn back. Her first instinct was to flee, but Rhi was quicker. “Wait!” they said, voice low. Their hand shot forward to grab her and Nomi flinched— It stopped. Then it pulled back. “Don’t run, please!”

“I… wasn’t gonna,” Nomi lied. Her cheeks were dark from the proximity. “Um… Hello.”

White flowers bloomed across Rhi’s lips on a vine. They smiled, gently, like they were worried anything more might send her running. It looked soft. A little scared, even. “Hello. It’s nice to meet you. I’m Rhi. They/them. What’s your name?”

Nomi blinked. That didn’t sound scared. Nervous, yes, but… maybe happy to see her? “Nomi,” she mumbled. “She/her.”

“You’re an arcanist.”

“Oh, I, um… Yeah. Druid.” Nomi floundered a little. She couldn’t pull her gaze from the wings on their back, invisible to the naked eye, intangible to the world. “Sorry about the mess…”

“Don’t worry, nobody got hurt so it’s fine,” Rhi said maybe a bit too quickly. That was a relief to Nomi. She still felt a bit bad about making people panic. “You’re not the one who started blowing hunting whistles and set off alarms.”

“I just really wanted to get to the gate quickly…” She fidgeted with her hands under her poncho, but stopped when she caught Rhi looking.

They smiled patiently. “You’re not in any danger here, I promise. Especially once you explain yourself. How about we take you to Laura, so you don’t have to tell the story twice? She’s… the person I’m here with. She’ll keep you safe.”

“Oh. Thanks, I guess?” Nomi said, a little surprised. Was she really so obvious that they had to offer her safety, of all things? Her eyes fell to her hands again. Well, yeah, probably… She smoothed down her poncho with a shaky breath and straightened up. “Okay. Let’s go.” The alley only had the one exit.

A thought occurred as she followed in Rhi’s shadow. “We couldn’t pretend that I wasn’t the panther running through the streets, and you met me by coincidence just now while the panther got away, could we?”

Rhi stopped and looked at her like they were genuinely considering it. Their fingers played with the black leather collar resting snug around their neck. The centerpiece was a beautiful stone, black rainbow topaz set into cool silver. Nomi kind of wanted to take it, but she resisted the urge. Even if it did shimmer real pretty… “You have white hair, red eyes, and this alley only has the one exit,” they said with an apologetic smile. “I don’t think we can pretend. Sorry.”

“Alright, fine…” Nomi grumbled, blushing at their amused tone—and she quickly tried to suppress that particular reaction! Too late. She could tell from Rhi’s look that she was glowing, a faint halo around her head, and a sunset shine in her flushed cheeks. “Just… please keep my wings secret? Nobody can know I’m an…” Angel. She didn’t even say the word. Rhi nodded.

“Of course.” Nomi breathed just a little bit easier at the understanding look, and unclenched her hands from her cloak. “Come on, let’s get this whole thing resolved with Laura before… Stars, already?” Rhi’s steps slowed, expression darkening with a frown.

At the mouth of the alley, Laura was arguing with a woman, narrow like a nail stabbing into the bright blue sky. Everything about her, from the tightly bound hair to the black leather she wore, was perfectly neat and tidy. Her limbs looked as sharp as her voice as she swept a hand in agitation. “You can’t just let Rhi handle this without oversight! They’re not a member of the watch!”

“Neither am I. I still get to help.”

The narrow woman rolled her eyes, pale blue like ice. Her voice was similar, like slivers of something sharp digging under the skin, unlike Rhi’s, which felt like if the smell of a bushel of wildflowers had a sound. “That’s different, you can at least act the part! Rhi has no respect for my command, they only follow at your heel like a dog!”

“They are, and they’re mine,” Laura interjected, her tone just a note sharper. “A loyal hound, and one that doesn’t provoke strange animals in the middle of a city. If anything, your city watch could learn a thing or two from them.”

“They would have done fine if you’d simply let them stab the damn thing—”

“Who’s that?” Nomi muttered, leaning closer to Rhi. Mm! They smelled earthy and a little floral. She sniffed them a little, curious, but not distracted from the scene before them.

Rhi clicked their tongue. “That’s Comedra Kal, Captain of the City Watch. And, unfortunately, Laura’s girlfriend.” The flowers of their voice grew some thorns.

“Girlfriend?” Really? Then why were they fighting? Not that Nomi particularly cared for Comedra. Actually, she kind of hated her for suggesting to just stab a scared animal. What if it hadn’t been her? Some poor, frightened thing? Nomi stopped. “I don’t… like her,” she said. Her ethereal wings bristled.

“Me neither,” Rhi said darkly. “Stick close to me, I’ll handle her.” The flowers on their skin shifted into shades of yellow and blue, patterned like butterfly wings.

Comedra’s eyes snapped to them when they approached. “You! You shouldn’t be here!” She stepped closer as if to intimidate Rhi. Then she noticed Nomi. “And you must be the one terrorising half the port, no?” Nomi shrunk under her glare.

“Back off!” Rhi moved in front of Nomi, a welcome shield, despite their size. Nomi had about four inches on them. Well, she had twice that on Laura, but she still looked perfectly intimidating… 

“Why should I? She’s that panther, right? White fur, red eyes? She needs to answer for the turmoil she’s caused!”

“That would have been your city watch chasing after her,” Rhi snapped back.

“Don’t you start with me—”

“Medra!” Laura interjected sharply. She gave Rhi a look that made them clamp their mouth shut, shoulders tense. “I understand you’re upset, but this is not the time or place for this!” Her voice softened just a touch, from unyielding to sympathetic. “Nobody got hurt, and there is no imminent danger. So, let’s save who is to blame for later, and make sure we put the people at ease. That’s what your watch is here for, right? To help?”

Comedra’s jaw was tight. She glared at Nomi one more time, then at Rhi, before facing Laura fully. “Fine. But we’re going to discuss this later,” she said, in a tone that sounded more like a threat than something you’d say to your girlfriend. She all but stormed off, giving orders to the watch members, now outfitted with ropes and nets. Nomi shuddered at the sight and hugged herself under her cloak. Rhi was a very welcome barrier between them and her, Laura even more so. She watched them all go, hands on her hips, eyes sharp with disapproval.

When they were alone, she sighed. “Rhi?”

Their shoulders slumped. “Yeah. Sorry. I shouldn’t have provoked her.”

“You shouldn’t have. But the same goes for her.” Laura turned to face them and reached up. Her hand cupped their jaw. Oh! That was… intimate, wasn’t it? Nomi’s cheeks flushed, a touch too close to the both of them, frozen in place like an animal afraid of being noticed. “Are you alright?”

“Fine,” Rhi muttered, leaning into the hand. Their voice melted into something soft and relaxed now, so much different from the sharp edge it held when talking to Comedra. “Her bark is worse than her bite.”

Laura smiled, tender. “Good. And you?” Nomi met her eyes and sank into their depths. There was an intensity to them that made her straighten up, rather than slouch. The ethereal wings on her back fluttered nervously.

“I-I’m alright,” she said, looking down and away. “Sorry about the commotion. I was headed for the east gate… Oh, Nomi Mistbrew,” she remembered, and belatedly introduced herself with a salute. “She/her. Nice to meet you!”

“Laura, and same on both counts.” Laura frowned. “You were headed south.”

Oh. “I… misread the street signs, I think.” She was sure that had said Blacktongue Gate.

“She’s not from here,” Rhi explained, taking a little of Laura’s attention off her. Nomi breathed easier. It wasn’t unpleasant, but just… a lot. Laura had that kind of self-assuredness Nomi had always envied in girls.

“I was looking for the Ashbloom Druids,” Nomi offered cautiously.

Laura’s attention snapped back to her. “The Ashbloom? In the Rotwood? Why?”

“I’m on my druidic pilgrimage,” Nomi explained quickly, and the alarm in Laura’s eyes eased a bit. Instead they flickered over the geometric patterns on Nomi’s poncho, a glimmer of recognition blooming there. Odd that she hadn’t recognised her as a druid by the cloak immediately, but maybe the Ashbloom patterns were very different? Nonetheless, excitement loosened the anxiety knotting in her chest. “When we get old enough, we druids travel from clan to clan, learn about their magic, their Callings and Expressions. I’m really sorry, again, I didn’t mean to cause trouble!”

“Don’t worry about it.” Laura cast a look down the street beyond the mouth of the alley. “It really wasn’t your fault. And if you’re new here, you couldn’t have known how antsy people get about strange animals. Still, losing their heads like that and calling half the city in to hunt one wildcat was uncalled for. Not to mention attacking you!”

Aw. She’s kinda nice, Nomi thought. Stern and beautiful or not, Laura made her feel much more at ease. “I’m really sorry I caused issues, still,” she said. “Especially with…” your girlfriend.

Laura’s expression darkened, then evened out with a shrug. “It happens. I’m more interested in your pilgrimage. I’ve only ever heard of the tradition,” she mused, sharing a look with Rhi. “Have you been doing it long?”

“Nope! Just started, but I’m really excited! I wanna see the world, meet people, learn food recipes to bring back to my aunties, fight dragons—”

“Excuse me?” Laura blinked. Rhi stared at Nomi.

“Why would you want to fight a dragon?” they asked. “They’re huge and dangerous!”

“Yeah, but… they’re cool.” Nomi shrugged, which Rhi sway their head to in a kind of nod. Her cheeks coloured faintly under Laura’s disbelief. She didn’t really look like a fighter, probably. She was fat and soft, rather than muscular like Laura, but looking soft didn’t mean she was! She was tough! And she had just outrun an entire city watch, so there!

There was, to her great surprise and joy, a little smile on Laura’s lips that seemed to crack her mask. She fell back into a neutral expression quickly. “Well, word of warning, seeing as you’re new here: You shouldn’t travel without a guide. Travel on Danar is arduous. Even the coast doesn’t have particularly well-developed roads, not to mention the vegetation makes most alternative modes of transportation difficult. Your accent is Thelosian, yes? I’m afraid we don’t have gryphons or rail carts.”

“Oh, that’s okay,” Nomi said, making an excited mental note to head to Thelos next immediately after the Ashbloom Druids. She’d never been, despite speaking the language. Gryphons? Ones you can ride? She had to see that! Maybe she’d even be able to turn into one… Stars, she was having a hard time keeping the glow from her hair! Deep breaths, Nomi, stay calm! “I’m very used to forests, so I know how to be safe and travel through them fine!”

“The Rotwood is not like other forests,” Rhi interjected. “It’ll be dark by the time you reach it, too, which is even worse. You should stay in the city until tomorrow, and start fresh in the morning.”

“It would also give the city guard a moment to relax,” Laura added. “By now rumors from the watch about a loose beast in the city must have reached them on the walls.” Right. Whoopsies! Nomi was really glad they were being so understanding about it.

“I guess,” she said, however reluctantly. “But I don’t really have a place to stay.”

“Rhi can show you where to find lodgings.”

“Actually…” Rhi rubbed their neck. “I was thinking, maybe I could guide her? And if I’m already doing that, she could stay the night?” Oh! Nomi met their eyes, catching something nervous in them. Hard to tell with her vision slowly going blurry, and the sun making her squint. But she could still make out Laura’s surprise as she refreshed the magic in her eyes.

“Are you sure?”

“I am. Unless you need me?” Rhi added hastily.

Laura laughed, a gentle sound that did something to Nomi’s chest. “I’ll survive. Besides, it looks like you’ve made a new friend. We wouldn’t want her to head somewhere too expensive.”

Nomi cocked her head at that word. “Expensive?” It was the same as for valuable in her mother tongue, and she didn’t understand the connection. She had thought her Danari was pretty good…

“Someplace that’ll take a lot of scales,” Rhi said happy to explain the meaning. Only, Nomi still didn’t understand.

“I don’t have any scales.”

“You don’t? Nomi, this is a port town! You really should have brought a few!”

“Well, I suppose I can turn into a fish. Or a snake?” If she could turn into a dragon, she’d have lots of scales, but that was a ridiculous idea. Right now, anyway. Someday, though…

Rhi’s frown deepened. “Nomi, do you not know what scales are?” They switched into Thelosian. “Um… Rocks?”

“Oh! I’ve got rocks!” With a big grin, Nomi opened the carved leather bag slung around her shoulder and pulled out two handfuls of rocks, gems and pebbles—pretty ones she had gathered on the beach when she’d left home. “I like collecting them, they’re pretty! Oh no!” She quickly hurried after one that had slipped through her fingers, and nearly lost another few. Rhi helped her collect them, thank the Stars!

Laura laughed, again with that unexpectedly warm sound that startled Nomi as she returned her rocks to their place. “Stars, you’re cute,” she said, and suddenly Nomi wasn’t sure she spoke the language at all, actually. “Rhi, be a dear and show her around a bit, just in case your paths end up diverging. Can’t have pretty girls get lost all alone in strange new towns.” Oh, nope, she’d heard right. Nomi mumbled something, flustered, and flinched when Laura held out a hand to her, knuckles facing the sky. “Go on. Take them.” Nomi carefully reached out her hand and Laura placed a number of rubies, emeralds, and two long sapphires into her open palm. “Buy yourself something nice.” She winked. Her fingertips brushed Nomi’s skin.

Nomi stood stock still until Laura had left. Rhi looked at her and hummed softly. “Right. Ready to go?”

“Uh-huh,” she mumbled, her voice a bit pitchy, the feathers on her back bristled. “Um… What does buy mean?”


    
        ✦✦✦

    



The moment lingered in Nomi’s mind even though she tried really hard to not think about it. It made Rhi showing her around pass by in a flash. Luckily, they did start to ask questions about her home, which helped her stay a bit more present.

“You really have no currency where you’re from? I thought for sure…” They paused, looking her over, then shook their head. “Alright, no currency. So how do people exchange resources, food or labour where you’re from? What do they give each other?”

“We just share?” Nomi shrugged, clutching her bag strap. Blackwater was huge. She was really glad to have a guide, actually. “There’s always enough food for everyone, and if not, we work together to make sure there is. And everything you give eventually comes back around, doesn’t it?”

“Makes sense,” Rhi said, “but what if you’re only passing through, like, say, the crew of a ship that needs rations and water? People who can’t stay long, or don’t intend to stay long? Oh, let’s go through this alley…” They stepped into a narrow passageway protected from the noise and bustle of the streets.

Nomi thought about that. “We have a port, but we don’t really get visitors.”

“Huh…”

“Rhi?”

“Mm-hm?” They moved on a bit further, but stopped when they noticed Nomi was no longer following. “What’s wrong?” Nomi fidgeted with her bag.

“I appreciate you not telling Laura,” she said. “About my…” The word hung between them, unsaid. “And I’m grateful for you teaching me about scales and trade and stuff.” Personally she was upset ammolite wasn’t on the list of gemstones to trade with, but she was happy with opals being ranked as quite valuable because of their attribute to direct, mirror or reflect energy. “I just… I need to be sure you won’t tell anyone. You’re close with Laura, right? Does she know about your…”

“She knows,” Rhi said, sounding a bit more subdued. They fidgeted with their sleeve, half turned away, as if the subject was uncomfortable for them. “I trust Laura. With my life, actually, but I understand if you’d rather distance yourself from me—”

“It’s not that I want to!” Nomi bit her lip. The right words wouldn’t come. She had never discussed this with anybody before.

After a moment, Rhi nodded slowly. “I won’t say a thing. Not unless you tell me to. And I promise I don’t have some ulterior motive for asking to guide you. I… also don’t have many people I can talk to about it. That’s why Laura was so surprised that I’d offer in the first place, let alone ask you to stay at our place.”

“I get that.” She managed a nervous smile. “Thanks, Rhi. It’s nice to know someone else who is… like me. Even if it’s hard to talk about.” She understood. This didn’t make them friends, exactly, but… Well, maybe they could be?

Rhi smiled back. “Mm. Well, we should head home. I think we both had a bit of an exciting day, and we have lots of walking to do tomorrow.”

“Right!” Nomi happily fell into step beside them again. It was nice to know she wasn’t alone. And Rhi looked exactly as nervous about it as she did, so it was probably fine.

Their place was a small two story house. It wasn’t much, apparently only a place for them to stay and share with Laura while they were both in the city. Rhi was a little cagey about where they actually lived. Apparently Laura liked her privacy, but Nomi gathered it was somewhere in the nearby Ashwood, sister forest to the Rotwood. Rhi made them some tea and then tested Nomi on the gemstone rankings, which she quickly (and accidentally!) interrupted by asking about their different traits. It was not hard to get Rhi to go off on tangents about the difference between emerald barriers, sapphire molecular bindings, and black topaz connectivity. Oftentimes Nomi didn’t even notice until they were done, and they both had to collect themselves and figure out where they’d gotten off track.

They also told her exactly why the city watch had been so on edge. “Danar is home to a great many monsters. Animals that make humans part of their diet, and not out of necessity. That’s why the wall is so high, and why there is a city guard. The city watch is new, though. They’re not members of the guard. They don’t really know how to handle wayward animals.”

“What are they here for, then?”

Rhi shifted uncomfortably. “They’re supposed to… keep the peace. There was an incident a few months ago. People got hurt. And then there was a murder some weeks back. It’s not common,” they added quickly. “But it was decided that there should be a… unified policing force.”

Nomi thought about that when she got ready to sleep. The attitude that a kind of city watch was necessary reminded her of the town speakers of her home insisting it was best to keep the ports closed. It just seemed unnecessary to be so distrustful. The world wasn’t an inherently dangerous place. People died all the time… But maybe it just wasn’t her place to judge. She had only been here for a day, and this had been decided by a community that had built a home here despite apparently frequent monster issues. Nomi put the thoughts aside with a sigh, slipped into her soft nightclothes which made up some of what little luggage she had. She was alone upstairs, since Rhi had prepared themself a spot to rest on the downstairs couch, insisting Nomi take the bed.

The bed. There was only one, smelling like flowers and walnut, the same as this house’s inhabitants. Nomi hadn’t really gotten a good sniff of Laura, but still. That was odd, right? Rhi had said they shared this place with Laura, didn’t they? And Laura had a girlfriend, but… She and Rhi seemed close? Well, it’s not like they couldn’t cuddle platonically! Maybe Nomi would ask them about it tomorrow, after a good night’s sleep.

…

Sleep wouldn’t come. Nomi turned over in the terribly big, terribly lonely bed. She wasn’t used to sleeping alone. She almost wished Rhi would come up, because… well, it was big enough for them both, right? Hearing their breaths might help.

I can’t ask them that! I only just met them! With a sigh, Nomi swung her legs out over the bedside and reached for her rock pouch. A piece of jasper found its way into her hand, glowing gently. She opened the window and pulled up a chair. The fresh sea air helped make her feel at home. She placed the gemstone before her, chin resting on her arm, the other hand in her hair.

Homesickness. She hadn’t looked forward to this. She took the gemstone and hid it in her hand.

The sky was bright with stars. Instinctively, Nomi funnelled magic into her eyes to make out the constellations, unobstructed by the River tonight. I wonder if Jasper is looking up at the stars right now…

A glow in the city.

Nomi sat up. What was that? Magic! It rose from the rooftops, slowly winding up towards the many glittering stars, tugging at one in particular, small and nearly invisible. Tendrils of magic latched on to the firmament, widening the space between the chosen star and others. It tugged at the one. But then the arcana wobbled. The glow rising from the city like a pillar toppled and snapped, and the entire shine of its array shot wildly out to the side as the construction collapsed as quickly as it had appeared.

Curiosity had made Nomi already pull on her boots, saber and the pendant made of amber and owl feathers she had left on the bedside table. Her mother had made it, engraved the memory of flight into it to teach Nomi how to use her own wings. In a swirl of magic, Nomi changed, and a moment later a hooting snow owl shot out through the open window. She wasn’t really planning on doing anything, just… taking a look! The spot wasn’t hard to find. More arcana glowed there, a massive amount of power being channelled into the sky, filling it with sudden clouds. She had seen druids affect the weather before, but never like this, with so much raw energy diverted to a single purpose, rather than a prolonged ritual. Thunder rumbled overhead when Nomi touched down.

“Hello?” She changed back into human form when the hooting didn’t get an answer. “Is anybody here?” The alley was wide and spacious. Crates were piled next to one store. She frowned, thumbed the tiger head pommel of her saber, and rubbed her arm with the other hand. It was cold out without her poncho. She should have grabbed it, but… Well, not like she wasn’t too late already. Whoever had Expressed that vast amount of magic was already gone. And now the first heavy raindrops came down. Time to get back.

She had already turned around when she noticed the coppery scent, run through with something bitter, sulfurous. It was familiar, in a way. She often smelled something similar when her grandmother returned, teeth stained red, dragging a new catch. Blood. A good amount, too.

“Hello?” she asked again. The jasper glowed in her hand, and she closed her eyes, recalling her and her sister sneaking out to look at the constellations. With a flash, it rose from her palm and glowed brighter, fuelled by magic. The glow illuminated a boot sticking out from behind the crates.

A stream of silver blood coloured it dark.

Nomi was there immediately, dropping her sword with a clang. The fallen person had horns and scales around the eyes. Their lips were lightly parted, and Nomi reached out, already searching for the memory of a wound healing that she’d need— But there was no light there. Black eyes stared straight up. A chest did not glow. They were dead, and judging from the blade at their feet and the silver on their chest, it hadn’t been an accident.

“There was a murder a few weeks back,” she remembered Rhi saying. Someone might still be nearby.

Footsteps approached sharply. “Anyone there?” The call startled Nomi upright. She snatched up her sword. In the light of her crystal, she found a jacketed member of the city watch stepping into the alley, halberd in hand. The rain came down thicker now, but they stopped when they noticed Nomi’s eyes glowing in the light.

“There’s someone hurt here,” she said, her voice more frantic than she felt. “Well… not hurt. Dead.”

The watchperson gripped their halberd tighter. “Drop the sword,” they demanded sharply. Nomi looked down at herself. Hands and knees covered in silver, blade too. It was stark against the black metal, sticky, clinging on despite the rain.

“No, no!” she said quickly, stepping forward. “This isn’t— I didn’t do this!” A halberd levelled in her direction stopped her. She stepped back, the shock finally settling in as the watchperson approached closer.

“You can come willingly, or by force,” they said darkly. Nomi flinched away. Whatever explanation she might have tried was swept aside by a sudden panic and the memory of hands gripping her tight, pulling at her, dragging her away— She was alone here. There was nobody to watch out for her. Nobody to save her from being taken.

Without another thought, Nomi wrapped magic around herself. A halberd slashed just over the small form of the fennec fox left in her spot, and clanged sharply off the stone floor. Nomi ran. Moments later, the blare of a hunting horn sounded behind her.


    
        LAURA

    



Thunder rolled across painted rooftops and into the cliff-set guard house like a growl of a great beast ready to pounce. It might as well be, with how suddenly the storm had ambushed them. Too swiftly to be natural. Laura felt the pressure build even now, as she hurried through the wide halls of the guard house. The sky growled louder. Raindrops pattered against the tall windows. She did her best to shut out the noise seeking to bore into her skull.

Who could simply summon a storm like this? And why? For what purpose?

“Laura!”

She jolted at the sudden grip on her hand, even through her gloves. Teeth bared, she whirled around, a growl of her own stuck in her throat as she ripped her hand away. Her surprise was immediately displaced by anger. “Don’t!” she snapped. “I told you you can’t just grab us like that!”

“I’m sorry,” Comedra said, raising her hands. “But you weren’t answering. We need to talk.”

Hunting horns sounded in the night. “I need to get out there, see what’s happening.”

“After we’ve talked. I assure you, my city watch can take care of it. They’re not as incompetent as you seem to think.”

Laura bit back a sharp remark. That wouldn’t do any good here. Comedra was on edge, her ponytail less tight than usual, her sleeves more aggressively rolled up than they had been earlier that day. Dishevelled in a way she never showed herself. It left Laura stumped. What could possibly be more important than an alarm being raised right after a suspicious storm broke over the city?

She could… find out.

No. Laura averted her eyes from Comedra’s, as if it would somehow help her resist the temptation. Reading Comedra’s mind to smooth this over would be cheating. “I don’t think they’re incompetent.”

Comedra scoffed. “Really? Could have fooled me. What was that earlier today, then?”

“Earlier today—” Laura bit back another few choice words and took a deep breath, bridge of her nose pinched. “Really? That’s what this is about?”

“Of course it is! They’re already on edge, and your backtalk isn’t helping!”

“They hunted an unknown animal through the streets!”

“An honest mistake,” Comedra said, arms crossed. “It’s not their job to know about monsters.”

“Of course it isn’t! That’s what the city guard is for!” The watch was basically entirely useless, save to put people at ease, and they certainly weren’t helping there! “No, you listen to me,” Laura interrupted as Comedra opened her mouth. “You asked me to help. I can’t do that while dancing around your people’s bruised egos!”

“That’s right, I asked you,” Comedra said. “Not Rhi.”

Laura stiffened. Her eyes snapped to Comedra’s face. “We are not having this conversation again, Medra,” she said, hard. There was no pretense of diplomacy in her tone, not about this.

Comedra kept pushing regardless. “Everyone knows what they did, Laura! Even if they don’t know for sure, they’ve heard the rumors, it’s no wonder everyone is tense when they get involved!”

“They were defending themself!”

“That doesn’t make them less dangerous.”

“They’re not,” Laura said, sharp now, and one step from genuine anger. More hunting horns in the city. Her tone grew acrid. “Rhi is an obedient pet, and they don’t bite unless commanded. Your watch should feel more at ease with me keeping them close.”

Comedra frowned. They both were more heated than was advisable for a conversation like this, but Laura couldn’t help it. They’d had this conversation. Now, Comedra’s eyes drifted from hers to her lips. She stepped closer, reached up, cupped Laura’s chin in her fingers. Her smell enveloped Laura. Ink and steel, weapon oil to keep rust at bay, old leather. The spices of a recent meal. More than enough to piece together exactly where she’d been today, what she’d done… An invasion of privacy Laura vehemently resisted.

Comedra’s lips hovered just over Laura’s. “Is that what you’re looking for from me? Obedience?”

This time, the growl would not die in her throat. She pulled away. “It’s not about you, Medra. I need this jealousy to stop. You knew Rhi would be a part of this before we got together. I’ve offered you everything I’ve offered them—”

“Not everything,” said Comedra. “You still haven’t shown me your lair.”

Laura hesitated. “I don’t think we’re ready for that step in our relationship.”

“If you think we’re doomed to fail, then why did you agree to this bond in the first place?”

“That’s not what we said—”

“Laura.” A thought in her mind, forming impression and memory into an urgent whisper. Laura’s eyes shot down, to the heavy ring she wore on her third finger over the glove. The black topaz glowed, a thread of light extending from its facets into the air. More hunting horns. The sound of them was suddenly painfully present.

“I’m going,” she said, doing just that. It wasn’t far to the doors of the guard house. Beyond them, rain came down in a thick curtain. “We can finish this talk after I’m back.”

“Right.” Comedra’s eyes had found the ring. “Maybe you shouldn’t come back, seeing as you clearly have a favourite.”

Laura, only half listening, stepped out into the night. How long had her ring been glowing? How could she not have noticed? Too distracted with her failing relationship, maybe.

She fixed Comedra with six eyes. Like this, she could read every emotion on her face; the awe, the jealousy, the hint of… not quite fear, not quite concern; the natural reaction that followed as Laura’s perspective changed, rising above her. Clothing burned away in a hollow purple flicker, evaporating into pure energy. Her hands changed, met the ground, clawed and armoured in scales the colour of wild grapes, flexing against the flat stones. Laura’s world grew and shrank at the same time as her perception sharpened, to the point where every raindrop might as well be falling as slowly as a feather. It would be so easy to step into Comedra’s mind like a well-structured room, to find the exact words she needed to mend their fractured, strained dynamic. But, again. That would be cheating.

“I don’t play favourites, Medra.” Laura’s voice slipped smooth and layered from between the double rows of fangs. Multiple sets of vocal cords gave the impression of several voices speaking at once. Great wings spread from her back, rain hitting them with a sound like water on tarp.

“Right. So you’re not about to run off to your pet while my people are sounding the alarms?”

Don’t look at how she gestures. Don’t notice how her mouth twitches. Don’t put it together with her tone, how she holds herself, the angle of her gaze. Laura huffed, turning away. Her movements were smooth, every muscle itching to be exercised after a day of confinement in the city. “Your watch can take care of itself, can’t they?”

Her wings rose, muscles swelling across her back as they tensed in anticipation of her departure. A powerful beat carried her into the air. Her eyes pierced the rain, giving contrast to the lightless night. She took a breath, tasted the arcane storm. Her tail and wings turned, the fins down her back sliced the air as she danced between air currents that wished to throw her off track, and shot across the city like an arrow loosed.

“Are you there?” The question pierced through the racing thoughts of her mind; something to grasp tight and wield like a blade, focused and sharp.

“Always,” came the answer. “That didn’t go the way you wanted.”

Laura huffed. “No, it did not.” Truth be told, she was almost glad for the excuse to leave, and for the chance to fly, hidden from prying eyes. Her whole body was tense. She had spent too much time making herself small, keeping hidden. But it was difficult, right now, to be anything other than concerned.

“I’m sure Rhi is fine.” The words were kind, but Laura felt worry echoing into her own mind. Rhi wouldn’t be calling unless they needed something.

They waited at the upstairs window, pacing, fingers playing with their collar, from which a needle of light pointed, like a compass towards Laura’s ring, now embedded in a scale. Laura didn’t bother shrouding herself when she landed, legs catching the impact. Her eyes, level with the window, pierced Rhi. They were scared. “What happened?” Laura asked, not any softer than she had been with Comedra. They looked fine. They were fine. The knot in her chest loosened somewhat. 

“Laura!” Rhi hurried to the window. Their hands met her jaw as she pressed her snout into their shoulder, nudged and prodded them, still concerned. She leaned into the touch, let her weight ground them, licked their hands. They took a shuddering breath. “It’s Nomi! I think she might be out there, or maybe she was taken by the killer, or some monster, I-I don’t know—”

“Their mind is a mess.” Strange. Laura was accustomed to reading them quite easily, but that had changed with Nomi. It was suspicious. With strangers, Rhi was usually cordial at best. Nomi, they had offered to spend time with, invited into their home, even. What was it about this one that provoked such a reaction?

“Hound,” Laura said, and Rhi stiffened. “Assess.”

Slowly, obediently,they took a deep breath. “The hunting horns woke me up,” they said, voice shaky, but focused, as she demanded. “I heard the window slam, so I came up to check, and Nomi was gone.” They bit their lip, looked up at Laura hovering over them. When the signal to stop didn’t come, they continued, eyes darting around the room. “The storm is unnatural, and the hunting horns are close. I thought she might have been taken, but… Her sword is gone, same as her boots. So maybe she went outside by herself to investigate.”

“Good.” Laura licked across their head gently. They fell against her, the anxiety and sudden relief leaving them unsteady. This Nomi girl seemed like quite the troublemaker.

“I kind of like that about her!”

Of course… Laura huffed and nudged Rhi upright. “Bring me her cloak.” With the storm, she’d need the reminder of her scent. Rhi did as they were told. Their hands fidgeted with the cloth. “Is there something else you want to tell me?” They hesitated. Then they shook their head no. Laura’s six eyes narrowed as she transferred the poncho from their hands to her wing claw. She could dig into their thoughts. She could make them tell her. It would only take two words. “Alright. Stay,” she said instead.

“What? But—”

“You’ll be no good to me in this storm.” Her voice was firm, though not unkind. “Run a bath. We’ll need it when we’re back.” She set off again, trusting that Rhi would do as instructed.

“The hunting horns are close.” There was concern there, now.

Laura took a deep breath, catching scents through the rain and over the wood ash and citrus smell of arcana. “We’ll find her. If someone hurt her… Well.” She clicked her teeth together sharply.

It didn’t take much prowling until she found Nomi. She was only a couple of streets away, heading away from their home. All around, hunting horns blared. In one hand Nomi held a saber, silver blood washing off it, the other was clenched at her collar. Laura descended onto the street, shrouded by rain and dragonfire that buzzed across her scales and warped the light around her unnaturally. Diamond patterns rippled through the puddles at her presence, catching what sparse light made it from the
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