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Chapter One

	If Droplet had believed Moss about how much time vigilantes spent waiting around for things to happen, she would have been much less eager to take up the mantle.

	Droplet had been patrolling the docks of the city of Ninuthen for hours in the form of a seagrass owl—a local bird, and therefore inconspicuous. She carried a necklace of bones in her talons, but nothing else. Shapeshifters could travel light.

	Ninuthen-proper glowed. Every street boasted lamps of light magic, and the wealthier businesses had sprung for glimmering murals that shone from their walls at all hours of the day and night. Nobody wanted to shower such extravagance on the dock quarter, though. Perched in the shadows, Droplet marinated in an agonizing blend of boredom and tension.

	When the deep bells of the dockside Sea Goddess temple pealed midnight, Droplet took off from a warehouse roof for another circuit. The smugglers she’d overheard in the tavern had not been obliging enough to say exactly which dock they were using. Nor when they planned to arrive.

	Mice, rats, drunken brawl, more mice, a couple having an amorous encounter on a warehouse roof, more rats… there! Finally! Two cloaked, hooded figures pulling a large tarpaulin-covered cart between a couple of warehouses. One human and one raptor—she caught a glimpse of featherless hands from under one robe, and a feathery snout and long tail from beneath another.

	Aside from the many tiny bones of her necklace clicking together, Droplet’s midair turn was silent.

	The two suspicious characters and their ungainly cart headed for a boatless dock filled with similarly suspicious tarpaulin-covered items. Far out on the bay, hard to spot even with owl eyes, a small ship approached despite furled sails and no oars to be seen. They had a talented water mage on the way, then, at minimum. She would have to be quick. Bone sucked up cast magic like a sponge but could only take so much before it gave up, like a bucket of water against a wildfire.

	Droplet flew to the end of the dock. The owl form had served its purpose. Time to shift.

	In the first instant of the change, Droplet’s body felt stiff, taut, as if her skin was a net that had held her for too long. And then, in the next glorious instant, she broke free. Her muscles and bones and skin stretched, the good kind of stretch that popped stiff joints and shook off fatigue. She relaxed into the form of a gorilla—a male goldback weighing in at 400 pounds. Weather-warped, splintering boards creaked under her new knuckles.

	When Moss had first let her go on vigilante missions, Droplet had favored big-cat forms. The confidence that came from walking around with literal handfuls of blades was unbeatable. But without opposable thumbs, her most fearsome nemesis had become that wily foe: the closed door. Shifting was nigh-instantaneous, but it took energy, and a shifter always needed a few moments to adjust to the muscles and senses of the new form. Every second mattered in a fight or escape.

	Gorillas were no slouches in the “sight and hearing” department, but after the owl, Droplet felt like a blanket had dropped on her head. But the smells of the bay rushed in—the underlying odor of dead fish and dockside trash left something to be desired, and the salty, clean breeze of night blew in off the sea.

	No time to waste. The cart-pushers and boat-driver were coming. She put on the bone necklace—she needed her hands free, and the bone wouldn’t interfere with any necessary shape-changes. Shapeshifting was a part of her; not even a necromancer could stop her from shifting.

	Droplet lifted the tarps. Under them sat three crates sealed against light and sound. Simple spells. Astonishingly, the spellcasters had not thought to spell against a gorilla’s arm strength. She grabbed the side of the closest crate and ripped it clean away.

	Inside the crate was a person.

	A hybrid.

	Humans, curse them, probably wouldn’t use the word “person” to describe hybrids. Casualties of old magic gone wrong, a blend of at least two different animals and permanently stuck in between, hybrids could be dismissed as “not really people” whenever it was convenient for the humans and raptors in charge.

	Droplet didn’t know why these people were locked up, and she didn’t care. She just needed to get them out.

	The person in the first crate, by all appearances a normal, large gray dog, growled “Thank you!” before fleeing into the night.

	The second crate held a person with a more balanced mixture of cat and human. Her gray tabby fur puffed up all over; tufts extended around the collar of her fish-scale dress and the straps of her sandals, and the Sea Goddess clip on her head stood up vertically. If the situation hadn’t been so dire, the effect would have been comical. Her ears lay flat, and her pupils were so wide that her eyes were almost black.

	“Okay. Okay. A gorilla. I was not expecting this, but here we are,” said the hybrid. Droplet stood back to allow the chattering hybrid out of the narrow box. She slunk out, her fluffed-up tail getting in her face as she emerged. She stood on hind legs nearly as long as a human’s but jointed like a cat’s, and she stretched as tall as she could, ears flicking in every direction. “They grabbed me at The Mouse’s Last Stand and said something about ‘quota.’ Maybe ‘two more until quota’? One said he’d be glad once midsummer was over.”

	Droplet nodded at the cat’s words, encouraging her to continue as she described more of the smells, sights, and sounds she’d observed before she’d been put in the crate. The woman didn’t seem to look at the nod but kept narrating anyway, scanning the shoreline. 

	The hybrid in the third crate—a feather-covered human—screamed at the sight of a gorilla effortlessly tearing open crates; they leapt past Droplet and dove into the water. Droplet couldn’t blame them.

	“Look out!” the cat-hybrid shouted, shoving at Droplet’s right side like a duckling trying to move a boulder.

	Spooked by the touch more than the shout, Droplet jumped to her left and heard something whiz past her ear. She whirled and stood on her hind legs. The cart had arrived at the dock, the two mysterious cart-pullers now armed and ready. The raptor held up their hands, preparing to cast a spell; nothing for Droplet to worry about with her bone charm on.

	The human had a crossbow.

	Great.

	Thankfully, reloading a crossbow took time. And Droplet had been itching to take them head-on.

	Droplet dropped to all fours, squared her shoulders, and charged, bellowing as she pounded down the dock, boards shaking under her feet. The raptor mage waved their hands in a quick arc, and a rope of fire whipped through the air toward her. Trusting in her bone necklace, Droplet charged on.

	When the fire did burn her, sheer momentum kept her barreling down the dock. She bellowed again, instinctively, out of pain.

	In a just universe, the sight of a bellowing, charging gorilla who was literally on fire would have sent these people fleeing.

	Instead, the mage raised their hands again.

	Droplet kept charging for a few more feet, until she smacked into a wall of air with a soft fwump that rattled her from head to feet. At least the impact put the fire out. Once stopped in her tracks, she finally realized what was going on.

	The mage was using blood magic.

	Immensely powerful, immensely illegal, blood magic could do almost anything when the caster had enough willing or unwilling blood donors. Droplet’s bone necklace, a formidable shield against the everyday elemental magic she’d thought she’d face, was about as much use as a paper dagger in a pub brawl.

	Droplet would have to think her way out of this.

	She hated thinking her way out.

	She weighed her options. None were good. Shifting was only so much help. They’d stopped one of her larger forms with ease; a smaller form would fare no better.

	Behind the humans, the cart still held its tarp-covered cargo. At least one person could be under there—maybe more, depending on the species. But the blood mages could be carrying provisions and supplies. A gorilla’s senses weren’t keen enough to tell the difference, even without the burnt-fur smell interfering. A large broom was painted on the tarp—a street sweeper’s cart? Had the blood mages stolen from street sweepers?

	In the pause for thought, the pain from the burns settled deeper even though the flames had gone out. And over the lap of water came a distant muttering…

	“…and yes, I know this is a bad idea. She can tell me ‘I told you so’ later,” said the cat-hybrid.

	With dread in her stomach, Droplet looked over her shoulder.

	The hybrid held giant splinters of the crate walls. She tucked them under her arms, took a deep breath, and charged.

	“RREEOOOOOW!”

	She ran like a person constantly on the edge of tipping over a cliff. She had no real grip on the bulky fragments of wood. And wood absorbed some magic, sure, like any dead matter, but it wasn’t as efficient as bone.

	The cloaked people exchanged a look. The blood mage left one hand upraised toward Droplet, moving the other toward the cat.

	The archer finished reloading the crossbow and raised it to point at Droplet’s heart.

	With all the strength in her gorilla legs, Droplet leapt right and shifted mid-leap, diving toward the bay. For an instant, she was overstretched, overextended, until her body collapsed in on itself and settled. She became a barracuda. Barracudas were fast—she planned to speed under the docks and come around the other side, taking them by surprise, so she’d have time to shift again, grab the hybrid, and get out of there.

	Instead, no more than three feet from the dock, still midair, she thudded into nothing and dropped, disoriented. She splashed into the water. The saltwater. Stars above, she had not thought about what that would do to the burn wound. She writhed in the dark water and felt that thunk again, different from the air barrier.

	The boat! They’d made their getaway boat invisible. She had to get back on the dock now, get the hybrid out before the boat arrived—

	A blast of red light and heat seared the water, almost reaching her. Droplet swam under the docks, thanking the stars that this type of fish could navigate in dark water. Picking a fish that could handle these conditions had been pure luck; she tended to avoid her oceanic forms.

	No new attack came, but the burn was a constant assault on its own. Droplet steeled herself, dove, and then propelled herself upward, tail beating madly. She broke the surface, arcing toward the dock, and shifted into a tiger midair, as if her rage and anger and pain were taking on weight and claws and fur of their own. Roaring, she landed in a crash and twist of claws digging into wood, barely clearing the dock.

	The dock was empty.

	The cart was gone.

	Even with tiger ears, she heard only the faint slap of water on wood and stone. The smell of burned flesh and fur overwhelmed any subtler scents the boat might have left. The placid water shimmered in the moonlight, unbroken to the horizon.

	They couldn’t have vanished. That was impossible.

	But the illusion was seamless.

	Droplet ached from nose to tail, which was decidedly unfair, as she hadn’t even had these tailbones until moments ago. She hadn’t done such rapid shape-changes in a long time, and her chest and shoulders still screamed, the pain compounded by shifting. Even if she could find the boat, she wouldn’t be any good against a blood mage—plus another mage and the archer, at minimum.

	Defeated, resigned, she changed into one of her comfort forms: a goose. Although she wouldn’t trade the freedom of shapeshifting for anything in this world or beyond, sometimes, after a rough day, a shapeshifter had to rest easy in a body where the limbs and senses were all familiar. Droplet had many goose shapes to choose from, unlike the other species of the evening. She picked the shape of a friend she’d made many years ago whose hobby was terrorizing wealthy mages in their gardens.

	Night closed in, goose eyes useless at making out anything other than the garish glow of Ninuthen in the distance, but she could feel the lines of the world, now, stretching beyond the horizon, a better map than anything people could create. And a goose could endure a long flight home.

	She took to the air with all the grace and ease of a fish trying to flop its way out of a fisherman’s bucket. She flew over the bay once, searching, but to no avail.

	Curse them to bloody, nameless chaos, thought Droplet as she begrudgingly turned toward home. May their mothers learn of their sins and be very disappointed in them.

	Stars, I hope that hybrid’s okay.

	 


Chapter Two

	Droplet and Moss had settled into a manor west of the city a couple months ago under human personas: an eccentric Nortakian businessperson and her loyal retainer, moved down from the north. Here in Makido, common wisdom held that Nortak was a wild, lawless, icy land ruled by demons. No Makidan questioned why a wealthy Nortakian would move to their vastly superior country.

	The nebulous, unspecific cover of “trade” gave Droplet an excuse to talk to the wealthiest humans of the city. One of Moss’s first lessons: to find the person responsible for a crime, you looked at the ones with the most money. Conversations and connections with respectable businesspeople had given their former organization most of their leads on where to find and help exploited people.

	Like the other manors on this side of town, Droplet’s manor dated back several hundred years to the final centuries of the Aulian Empire. It had wide balconies on upper stories—arriving to a gathering by air had been a sign of status for some time. Droplet landed on the eastern balcony and glared at the door leading inside.

	We meet again, door handles.

	Groaning, she shifted into her human form with the flattest chest for as little distortion to the burn wound as possible. Nonetheless, when she stretched into the new shape, her skin and muscles flared with pain as if the fire had broken out all over again. The burn stood out in angry red against her pale skin. Even lifting her arm toward the door hurt. She gently turned the handle, shuffled inside, and eased the door back shut.

	Shapeshifters had an innate gift for language. Droplet knew three different human tongues, and she’d lost count of the languages of other animals she knew. Then there was the shapeshifter language—full-body gestures, movement, and basic vocalizations, with different dialects for quadrupeds, birds, and other forms.

	Sometimes, though, a person just had to scream.

	“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAGH.” The cry echoed around a small, empty antechamber and down the spiral stairwell leading from the room, furnishing the bare spaces with sound.

	She sank to the checked marble floor, still naked, and lay on her back. Her brown hair flopped into her eyes; she attempted to blow it away once, twice, and gave up.

	“Moss! Mooooooss!”

	After several interminable moments with nothing but echoes, she heard the faint zip of tiny wings. A jewel-blue hummingbird flew up the stairs and hovered over her, examining the burn marks. The hummingbird—Moss Growing in the Sunlight on a Boulder, Droplet’s one remaining parent—fixed her with a disapproving glare and landed on the ground, the better to gesture.

	Did you get cool water on it this time? Moss said in the language of shapeshifters.

	“Yes,” Droplet said in Makidan.

	Good.

	“I jumped in the sea to escape.”

	Moss sighed, a high, tinny noise when made by a hummingbird. She took back off and zoomed down the stairwell.

	When Moss reappeared several minutes later, Droplet still had not moved. This time, Moss wore the form of a pale, gray-haired, wrinkled human, complete with a Makidan servant’s uniform—loose white shirt, deep-green breeches—and a long-suffering expression. Though it was Moss’s brains behind their operation, she posed as the butler here. She carried threadbare, stained towels, a bucket of water, and a basket of mashed paliot leaves, the best remedy for burns this side of the Kanian Sea.

	“Who was the culprit this time?” Moss asked.

	“Don’t know,” Droplet muttered. She continued lying on the floor as Moss began administering to the wound, though she hissed through her teeth at the initial, ice-like sting of crushed paliot on her burn.

	“They got away, then.”

	“They did.” Droplet fought to keep her voice steady. Moss had trusted her to handle this one alone, and she’d failed.

	Moss patted her shoulder. “We can’t succeed all the time. There’s no shame in that,” she said. Her words were warm, but the silence of the empty manor felt like an accusation. Back when they’d had the organization, no post-mission reunion was ever so quiet. Even on the failed nights, they’d wrap each other in chatter and bustle. Rangitam would get snacks for everyone. Yelarcha would interrogate the mission-goers on possible security breaches. And, on good nights, when Droplet or Moss or Moonshine had been on missions, they’d retell every detail in a mix of human, shapeshifter, and animal languages, shifting along with the tale in the way a human might gesture with their hands.

	Now, only Moss and Droplet made up this shard of the fractured team. True, they could far-speak with the other survivors, scattered as they were, but it wasn’t anywhere near the same.

	“You know you’ll need to keep one form for a few days so this can heal,” Moss said.

	“I’ll do my best,” Droplet said, because that technically wasn’t a lie. “Could you bandage it?”

	Moss obliged.

	“Your mother would be proud of you,” Moss said. The highest praise a shapeshifter could give. Rote words, but Moss said them sincerely. Droplet snorted in disbelief but didn’t say anything. That was an old hurt, years old, and she didn’t want to have that conversation again.

	She moved at last, sitting up so Moss could wind the bandages around her chest.

	“I did save some people tonight,” Droplet said. “At least two. Maybe three. Probably not three.”

	Moss beamed, the smile sudden and warm. “Stop brooding, then!” she said, clapping Droplet on the back.

	“Ow! I don’t brood. I never brood. I’m exhausted, Moss.”

	“I’ll toast you some bread, hm? You rest up. Not here. Get to your bed.”

	“Yes, thank you, yes,” Droplet said, pushing herself up. Moss ruffled Droplet’s hair, and Droplet let her with only the faintest grumble.

	*

	Droplet’s bedroom was a floor above the antechamber, so she didn’t have far to walk through the echoing, empty house before she collapsed onto the pile of furs that formed her bed. Later, jam-laden toast consumed, the burn soothed, Droplet still ruminated on the docks in a way that Moss probably would have described as brooding. The half-cat hybrid had tried to save her, no doubt about it, and Droplet had failed her. But she was gone now, wasn’t she? Droplet created and discarded half a dozen plans to track down an invisible boat full of blood mages on the open ocean, plans that grew more absurd as she drifted toward sleep.

	Half-dreamt plan number seven (“Recruit the whales… all of them… How many whales are there?”) fled when footfalls pounded up the stairs. Human footsteps. She scrambled to all fours, ready to shift at a moment’s notice. Stairs waged war against the human body. Moss running to her was bad; Moss running as a human was even worse. With the whole panoply of animal life available, nobody would willingly choose to run up stairs as a human.

	Moss barged into Droplet’s room flushed with exertion.

	“What’s happened?” Droplet asked.

	“There’s a human here,” Moss gasped.

	“At this hour?”

	“That’s what I said when she arrived. She was banging on the door—I had to see what the racket was. She says she has to speak with the lady of the manor, urgently, and she said…” Moss gulped for air. “She said, ‘I’ll see her in any form she wants.’ ”

	“Stars. And it’s just her? Nobody else?”

	“Nobody that I could tell,” Moss said, gesturing to her face. Human senses could miss a lot.

	They’d been so careful with this manor and these identities. Moss had been crafting human personas and conning the wealthy for decades—gods knew she was meticulous at setting up a human identity. Had Droplet done something wrong? Droplet had only a few years of practice acting like nobility, and Moss had always joined her in the noble role before.

	Maybe the human was bluffing. With a very specific bluff.

	Only one way to find out, unfortunately.

	“Do you feel well enough for this? I can always tell her the lady is indisposed,” Moss said.

	“Right, nothing suspicious about that,” Droplet said sarcastically. Then, sincere, “I can do it, Moss. I can shift.”

	“I’m sorry to ask you. I would do it if I had the form.”

	“I know. Can you help me with the bandages?” said Droplet.

	One shift later—her burned chest searing again as it reshaped, as if to say Really?—Droplet became Lady Kivak, enterprising Nortakian investor. She used her first human form for this role, one with waves of dark-brown hair and brown skin around the middle of the human spectrum.

	Droplet dressed to intimidate in a long black robe with bespelled embroidery that flickered like flames across the fabric. The organization had bought houses for less money than this robe had cost; Nedrud was still, months later, teasing them about the expense during their far-speak talks. But, as Droplet had said darkly, few other people needed the organization’s money these days.

	Only after buying the gown did Moss and Droplet learn that this style of robe was a Makidan dressing gown. Nedrud was going to be cracking jokes about it on his deathbed. But surely a wealthy Makidan human, dragged from their bed, would don something like this. So there, Nedrud.

	Stars, she wished that bear was here right now.

	“Where’d you leave the visitor?” Droplet asked.

	“Outside the front door.”

	“Good.”

	“It doesn’t look right, leaving a guest outside. One of these days, we do need to have at least one more person to handle these sorts of things.”

	If not for Droplet, Moss would have started recruiting new organization members years ago. But Moss kept telling Droplet she was an equal partner in this group, now, and that anyone who joined them needed to be someone they both trusted. Droplet hated the kindness and tenderness in Moss’s voice when she talked about that, as if Droplet was a cub with a thorn in her paw and didn’t understand why her parent kept tugging on the thorn when that only made it hurt more.

	So Droplet didn’t talk about it. “One day,” she said, meaning probably never.

	*

	The front hall of the manor stretched two stories tall, stucco walls lit by bespelled crystals set in sconces of wrought iron leaves. A scattering of Nortakian wood carvings and tapestries adorned the walls, in hopes that wealthy visitors would be less likely to spot any glaring fashion faux pas in foreign art.

	To keep up the illusion of nobility, Droplet stood back from the double doors as Moss tugged open the right-hand one. The door groaned. Droplet put on her best haughty expression.

	In the doorway stood one of the most bedraggled humans she’d ever seen.

	The human had been running. Moss had said “she”—yes, there, the human had the Sea Goddess’s waves tattooed on one wrist. Her long black hair must have started out in a ponytail, but the tie had slipped most of the way down its length. Sweat beaded on her brown skin and soaked through the neck of her shirt—Droplet thought that type of loose, undyed, sleeveless shirt usually belonged to non-magical laborers, and the human’s muscular arms backed that up. The human walked into the light of the manor without hesitation, meeting Droplet’s assessing gaze with puffy, pleading eyes.

	Tear tracks ran over her prominent cheekbones, smeared as though she’d tried to wipe them away at the last minute. “I need your help,” she said.

	“Who are you?” asked Droplet.

	“Azera. Azera Carpenter. They took my friend. I need you to help me get her back.”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Droplet said.

	Azera took a deep breath. “I know you’re a shapeshifter. I’m sorry to be so blunt about it. But we have to skip the part where you deny it, and I keep pressing the point, and you come up with flimsy reasons why you couldn’t possibly have been the shapeshifter who fought on the docks tonight. Okay? There’s no time for that.”

	Droplet took a much longer look at the human, hair to shoes. She felt boxed in, cornered, by a single magicless human a head shorter than her current form. But her mother and Moss, for all their disagreements, had both raised her to never let a human see her sweat, and she would be cursed if she started now.

	Vows and righteous indignation aside, though, that pause in conversation was as good as a yes. No way around that. Ignoring Moss’s gestures behind the human’s back, Droplet said, “Fine, we can skip that part. Saves time for everyone. But why do you need my help, and why do you think I would help you?”

	The human’s face flickered with a brief smile of satisfaction, only there for a moment before grief, determination, and desperation swallowed it. “My friend is the one who charged down the dock after you. They got her,” Azera said. Though Droplet had known that was the likely outcome of the hybrid’s desperate charge, the words still came as a blow. “I don’t know where they’ve taken her, or why, or what they’re doing…” She took a deep, shuddering breath and clenched her fists. “You got the other people out of there. I figured you were a helpful sort of person.”

	“I don’t know any more than you do about where they went,” Droplet said, attempting to make her voice kinder this time. “It’s not like the bastards left behind directions.” Maybe she was out of practice with this “kindness” thing. “I don’t know what stories they tell about shapeshifters in this city, but I can’t track people over water, especially when they’re in an invisible boat.” She neglected to mention the hours she’d spent trying to solve this herself.

	“You haven’t given up, have you?” asked the human, surprised.

	“No,” Droplet retorted without conscious thought.

	“Look, we can put our heads together, think up something. Maybe I can help. But I can’t get my friend back alone. I need her back,” Azera said.

	“And you don’t have any of your fellow humans to ask?” Droplet asked.

	“No,” the human said quietly. Droplet paused. She looked at Moss, who was speaking shapeshifter as best she could without alerting the human—moving her arms and hands in wide, slow motions, tilting her body, contorting her face to mimic growls and squeaks she couldn’t utter. Droplet could understand the gist of it.

	Hear her out.

	Droplet wasn’t about to trust a stranger again, let alone a human. She’d made that mistake before, and too many people had paid for it.

	But Droplet wanted to save people. The human—Azera?—had gotten that right about her. And Droplet wanted to save the babbling cat who had tried to take on her captors with a broken crate. Needed to. If Droplet had been quicker, maybe she could have… but no, no use dwelling on that anymore. Time to see what this human could bring.

	She nodded at Moss.

	Moss stepped smoothly into Azera’s line of vision and said, “Well, I’m Moss Growing in the Sunlight on a Boulder, but you can call me Moss. It’s a pleasure to meet you, though what a shame it’s under such circumstances. I’ll get you both some tea. Why don’t you sit down?”

	Azera stared.

	Moss bustled toward the kitchen.

	Droplet gestured off the entranceway toward a sitting room.

	Before following Droplet’s gesture, the human asked, “So she’s Moss. What’s your name?”

	I don’t have one yet, Droplet thought. But saying that would only lead to more questions when she was dealing with a human. “Call me Droplet. Have a seat. And tell me everything.”

	*

	Azera sat as far forward on the floral-patterned couch as possible, as if at any moment all of them would sprint after the blood mages on foot. On a better day, Droplet would have mimicked her pose, unwilling to let a human show more readiness than her. But the burns and the fight had taken their toll. Begrudgingly, she leaned back on her own couch, sinking into the fabric. She had to give humans credit for the invention of upholstery; she especially appreciated the luxury of being surrounded by cushioning at times like this, when so much of her ached.

	Azera occasionally opened and closed her mouth, as if she was thinking of things to say and then reconsidering. That seemed more likely than that she was impersonating a fish. Her thoughts never became words, and Droplet and Azera waited in silence until Moss returned. Moss served the tea to Azera with the same encouraging smile she had used on Droplet in her childhood.

	After a few sips of tea, in fits and starts, Azera told her story.

	“My friend is named Harra, Harra Virridaughter. She’s part of one of the big half-cat clans in the city. We grew up together. We…” A sob bubbled up; she took a gulp of tea. “We went out to a pub tonight. We shouldn’t have gone—we’d heard the rumors about people like Harra disappearing, but I’d just—well, anyway, we needed a drink. We were a few drinks in, she went to the water closet, and gods help me, it took me so long to realize something was wrong.”

	The human hesitated, brow furrowed in concentration. Putting together disjointed, tipsy memories? Planning a lie?

	“I had some idea what could have happened to her once I figured out she was gone. I saw what happened at the docks from a distance—I didn’t get there in time.” This summary raised more questions than it answered, but Droplet was willing to overlook those for now.

	“What did you see once I’d jumped off the dock?” Droplet asked.

	“They grabbed Harra, and they pulled her and the cart into… well, it looked like thin air. Bloody perfect illusion.”

	“And then they were gone?” said Droplet.

	“And then they were gone.”

	Droplet bit back her immediate response—to wonder how any of this information was helpful.

	“Did you get a good look at them?” Azera continued.

	“Can’t say that I did,” said Droplet. “A human and a raptor, and at least one was a blood mage—too powerful to be anything else. That’s all I could tell while they were shooting things at me. They had the street sweepers’ symbol on their tarp, though. Does that help?”

	Azera’s eyes went wide.

	“Ah, so it does. Sudden fear is always a great sign,” Droplet said.

	“You’re new here, aren’t you?” Azera asked. Droplet grimaced. “Half the city is convinced the street sweepers are a cover for the Cult of the Endless War.”

	Droplet nearly dropped her tea.

	“As you said. Always a great sign,” said Moss.

	 


Chapter Three

	On the day young Droplet first encountered the Cult of the Endless War, she had gone into the human town of Bramblebreak to request some pies. A shapeshifter in her little colony had given birth that month, an occasion for wild and raucous celebration. Shapeshifters usually bore only one child in their life, so a moon after each child was born, shapeshifter communities marked the birth with two full days and nights of feasting, storytelling, singing, and general carrying-on. For a half-century or so, no birth celebration had been complete without the Jattarin family’s pies, widely considered the best pies in the whole Pinewild mountain range.

	Droplet practically strutted up the mountainside after she’d received this responsibility. She was young, after all, and up ’til that day, the older shapeshifters had insisted on accompanying her for any trading with the humans. Droplet was sure this mission meant the colony members were finally seeing her as an adult. Someone who could be trusted. She couldn’t wait to tell her human friends. Soon, she would be able to formally participate in the shapeshifters’ sacred mission to collect knowledge of the world. Maybe she’d be allowed to take on one of her human friends’ forms. Maybe soon, she could make the pilgrimage to the desert, share her memories with the Enduring Archive, and receive her real name.
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