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Foreword




The stories in this collection were all written in 2025 and all published in 2025, except for Sister Thrush, which came out in the very beginning of 2026. I’d hardly written a short story before this; everything had been a novel except one novella. Between the horrors of the second Trump administration and my ongoing battle with migraines from long Covid, I was a bit of a mess. Longer projects seemed daunting, but a short story or a novelette? That I could do.

I call this collection Women and Other Creatures in part because a fair number of the stories have nonhuman characters and in part because it’s me! I’m Other Creatures. Not the man I appear to be nor the woman I sometimes imagine becoming; a secret, third thing. Monstrousness and artificial life forms are common themes in trans lit for good reason: we are too often demonized and othered by society, treated as somehow not-quite-human. So we reclaim it.

I write not-quite-human characters more and more often these days; there’s nothing like stripping away the known conventions of humanity to help you get at the core of what it means to be a person. Gender is a social construct, but so is sex. So is the belief that humans are somehow greater or more important than any being on this planet or any other. Every individual life is distinct, whether lived by an ant or an oak or a woman. We are all products of and participants in our environment. 

We get to choose what we mean.

Below is a list of the works in this collection, along with their approximate word counts. Technically, User Not Found and May You Wear Me Like a Shell are novelettes (works between 10 and 20 thousand words) and Terra Flux is a novella (works between 20 and 40 thousand words). The rest are short stories. I’ll give a short summary of each, along with a few comments about how it came about, what it means to me, etc. No spoilers, I promise.

1.      Fly by Night 8K

2.      User Not Found 12K

3.      Iris 8K

4.      May You Wear Me Like a Shell 18K

5.      Barrow Maid 7K

6.      The Witch’s Flute 5K

7.      Terra Flux 23K

8.      Sister Thrush 6K


      [image: ]Fly By Night is a short, bittersweet romance between a butterfly and a moth as summer draws to a close. Of course, one of them is trans, because it’s a story I wrote. I started with the simple premise: what if a butterfly and a moth were lesbian for each other? How would they bridge the divide between species, between the worlds of light and dark? And what does love mean when your life is only one summer long? Love against odds is a favorite trope of mine, and the odds here are stacked as high as a sequoia. It has a happy end, though somewhat bittersweet of course, since butterflies and moths don’t survive the winter, but I hope readers find it satisfying in its own way. It’s my favorite of all my stories.

User Not Found is a dystopian tale about a government censor whose egg cracks (i.e., they realize they’re trans) because of a fic they read on the job. I didn’t realize at the time that I was beginning a series called The Incorporated States, set in the mid-21st century when the United States has formally incorporated. It’s a love song to the queer corners of the Internet, to self-published trans books, and to the individual people continuing to live their lives amid fascism.

Iris is a billionaire forcefem story with a cybernetic character (I’m being intentionally vague here). For those who may not know, forcefem stories show a “man” who’s “forced” to become the woman she always was but would never have had the courage to accept on her own. This story is set a good few decades after User Not Found, when oligarchic fascism continues to rule, but an organized trans resistance is underway. It was inspired, of all things, by an elevator’s speaker saying “Going down” in a robotic feminine voice. I shall speak no more of this matter.

May You Wear Me Like a Shell is the story of a trans woman who wrecks her bike while doing food delivery and ends up in a sort of debtor’s prison in this technologically advanced fascist dystopia, set around the same time as Iris or a little after. Like my other dystopian stories, it’s filled with hope and trans joy, with people finding a way to move forward together and fight against the machine. I haven’t written the ending of the series yet, but canonically, the Incorporated States reverts to the United States at some point in the future. Characters like the ones in this story, perhaps even like you, dear reader, are what makes it possible.

Barrow Maid is a lesbian horror romance story about a necrologist who falls for the ghoul who killed and ate her companions (they were handsy misogynist pricks so it’s cool). It’s the first in the Winnie & Crela series, which will have its own illustrated book in the semi-near future once I finish the other stories (I’ve published six so far, with 4 more to go). I’ve written a bit of horror before, notably in Hollow Road and especially in The Place Below (#1 and 3 of the Maer Cycle), but this was a new and fun venture for me. It’s an odd mix of gory and cozy, and while there’s no sex in this first story, the series goes to some…interesting places.

The Witch’s Flute is a trans Pied Piper retelling, a refreshing bit of fluff after the chill of the tomb. I wrote it on a whim, but as often happens, it gained unexpected emotional heft as it progressed. It’s based on a shitpost saying I should write a trans Pied Piper retelling called The Pied Dyker. The file on my computer still bears that name. This one has always been free on itch.io but I thought it merited inclusion.

Terra Flux is a planetary sci-fi novella featuring a lesbian romance between a gynoid and a cybernetically enhanced trans woman (also there’s a fuckable planet). It’s my first sci-fi story, but certainly not my last. I approached it as I would a fantasy romance novella: put two characters in an interesting situation and watch them fall in love as they navigate the weird fantasy shit that keeps happening to them. Or in this case, the weird sci-fi shit. I had an absolute ball writing the planet’s ecosystem, and the character Flux is one of my favorites. This is set in the distant future of the Incorporated States universe. Though the Incorporated States no longer exists at this point in history, intergalactic corporations dwarf any Earth country’s political and economic power, so it’s not exactly a win. But still, as you might expect, there were some who resisted.

Sister Thrush is a songbird-themed lesbian fantasy romance story. Sister thrushes require a male to breed, but once his job is done, he flees, and another female takes his place at her sister’s side. Males come and go, but sister thrushes bond for life. Whoever brings Lady Alessa one alive for her aviary will become her wife. This is my most recent story, and it’s a sweet one (I wanted to end on a high note). It was inspired by the Lais of the 12th century poet Marie de France, poignant stories of courtly love with folktale themes. I hope to honor her memory with this sort-of reimagining of Le Rossignol (The Nightingale).

And that, my beloved reader, is a wrap. Thank you so much for joining me in this carnival of stories. I hope you find the women and other creatures in this collection to your liking.

Dani Finn
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Nomi fanned her wings to keep level as she homed in on the scent of fresh nectar. The bush was so big, so packed with pink flowers that it drew in butterflies, ants, flies, and bees of all kinds, plus the occasional hummingbird, all feeding in harmony. All creatures respected the rule of the bush, except for the sharp-eyed bluejays, who’d swoop in out of nowhere and snatch you up before you had time to roll your proboscis back in. Dark lines and splotches visible only in the lower violet register showed that half the flowers were spent, and some hadn’t filled their cups yet. 

Her antennae twitched this way and that until a burst of pure ambrosia overwhelmed her. She spotted a cluster just the right color of pink, sparkling with pollen. She fluttered over to land astride the swaying branch. She unrolled her proboscis, ducking her head into one blossom after another. She drank her fill as the sun warmed her wings.

A dozen clusters later, she fluttered off, bloated and happy, to the forest’s edge. She came to rest on a broad leaf well tucked into the canopy of a sapling but still covered in rich, warm sunshine. As she soaked up the necessary heat, she stared into the undergrowth below. Ferns and other flowerless plants formed a shadowy layer on the forest floor. A fallen birch lay among them, slowly returning to the earth. Its remaining strips of bark had the prettiest silvery texture. She fluttered down, navigating between leaves and branches to land on the log.

It was cooler near the forest floor, damp, with a host of smells that sent her antennae turning in all directions to make sense of them. There was nothing for Nomi to eat here, and she was already hungry again. But it was nice too, with no competition, just her and the cool, quiet shadows. She crawled along the log, feeling the softness of the bark beneath her feet. It would soon slough off and be consumed by the forest floor, as all things did eventually. It was pretty while it lasted.

As she approached a spot where the bark had already fallen away, leaving damp, rotting wood, she noticed something unusual about the texture of the bark in front of her. She stopped, studying the spot, and her body tensed, sucking air into all her spiracles at once. The flat lump had wings the exact color and pattern of the bark and a fuzzy little head with short, feathery antennae. The moth opened its wings, antennae rotating side to side as it studied her with one eye cocked toward her.

Nomi released a greeting pheromone, unsure if the moth would understand. It responded in kind, though its taste was mysterious, like that of butterflies who migrated from faraway lands. She, Nomi concluded. Good. If moths were anything like butterflies, males could be aggressive, and always wanted to mate, whether it was the right time or not. She took a tentative step forward, lowering her wings so they touched the bark. The moth rose up, repeating Nomi’s wing gesture, turning both eyes toward Nomi as if she couldn’t see very well. She took a step toward Nomi, who took another step, and soon they stood within an antenna’s reach of each other.

Nomi pushed out a peace pheromone, one she used to assure other females she was no threat, and to dissuade eager males, for all the good it did. The moth’s pheromone in response was earthy but sweet, fresh somehow. Nomi leaned in gently with one antenna. The moth leaned toward her, radiating peace and curiosity. When their antennae brushed against each other, Nomi’s mind filled with a rush of shadowy beauty, the scent of flowers that only opened at night, which had long haunted her.

“I’m Skia.”

“I’m Nomi.”

They sat facing each other, connecting both antennae now. A world of taste and color opened between them, around them, thoughts flitting effortlessly as swallows.

“You’re a moth.”

“Of course. So are you.” Skia’s thoughts were laced with humor.

“What do you mean? I’m a butterfly!”

Skia’s mind closed for a moment, then opened again. “That would explain your antennae. I’ve never felt any like yours before. They’re so elegant!”

Nomi warmed as if the sun shone on her, though they were deep in the forest’s shadow. “Yours are so intricate…like feathers made of spiderwebs.” She had a moment of panic as Skia’s mind closed again. Had Nomi offended her? Skia’s mind opened back up, flooding Nomi with warmth.

“You’re so sweet.”

They sat, antennae resting against each other, feeling each other’s slightest movement, the regular intake of air into their spiracles, the smallest twitch of an eye. Nomi wished they could stay like this forever, but hunger gnawed at her like a wasp burrowing through her abdomen. It was chilly down in the underbrush as well; if she didn’t get moving, she might fall asleep and miss her afternoon feed.

“I have to go.” Nomi’s heart ached, but her body would hurt more if she stayed.

“I wish I could fly out with you, but the sun hurts my eyes, which aren’t that good anyway, except in the dark.”

“I wish I could come back at night and fly with you.”

In the silence that followed, Nomi pictured herself fluttering alongside Skia, flying slowly because of the moth’s small wings. A bright silver moon shone overhead, dusting the meadow with magic. Skia led her to the most beautiful plant Nomi had ever seen, its slim, dark leaves glinting in the moonlight. Long cone-shaped blooms with wide openings covered the bush like snow, dappled with every color under the sun and a host of colors Nomi hadn’t even dreamed of. Their scent was as sweet as honeysuckle and as complex as a rose.

“Come. Have a taste.” Skia fluttered over to a flower and crawled deep within. Nomi joined her on an adjacent blossom, unrolling her proboscis and plunging it into the creamy smoothness of the flower’s interior. Her proboscis tingled with the heady liqueur, and she drank with mad abandon until the flower was dry.

“Wow, that’s so beautiful.” Skia’s thoughts brought Nomi back to the forest shadows, to the beautiful little moth with the feathery soft antennae. “I want to have that with you.”

“I can’t fly by night. It’s too cold.” Nomi let her antennae droop, but Skia angled hers to keep them together.

“Well, maybe on a cloudy day! Or near dusk.” Skia’s enthusiasm gave Nomi a flush of warmth.

“I usually lay low in times like that. The sun keeps me moving. Without it, I’m a lump.”

“Kind of like the way you found me just now. Except you’d be a very bright and beautiful lump, if you don’t mind my saying.”

“Oh!” Nomi’s antennae popped up for a moment, cutting contact and reducing their connection to a shared warmth. She quickly returned them to Skia’s, doubly embarrassed now. “I mean, thank you! I…you’re so pretty too. Just like that silvery bark. You’re perfect.”

Nomi had often wished she hadn’t been born a garish butterfly. The cool, dark world of the moth had long held a grip on her imagination, but seeing one up close, meeting one opened up a universe of unseen possibilities. Especially this one. Skia. How could it be they’d only known each other for a sliver of the sun’s arc?

“I…know you have to go. And I should catch up on my sleep. But maybe tomorrow? Same time, same place?”

“Deal.” Nomi held onto Skia for as long as she could, savoring the unique shape of her mind, the gentle humor of her tone. Her scent, that whiff of rich, nourishing mulch, and subtler, more mysterious perfumes.

“I shall mark the sun’s passage as I sleep. I will be here, if you come for me.”

Nomi pushed out her warmest Yes, then lifted her antennae. She sagged, suddenly depleted, unsure if she had the strength to fly back into the sun in search of fresh blossoms. Gods, she was so thirsty!

She locked eyes with Skia, whose antennae rotated toward her. One last glance, and up she went, forcing her weary wings to power her out of the forest to the meadow and its liquid treasures.


      [image: ]Nomi zigzagged across the meadow toward the thicket where she liked to hunker down for the night. If she got in early, there would be enough light to navigate the tangled maze without fluttering into a spider’s web. Dangers lurked everywhere, but the thought of Skia gave her courage. She was about to duck under the outermost branches when she noticed something odd.

A large sky-blue butterfly sat on the wall of a house, wings spread as if she were soaking up the sun’s rays. The air had started to cool, and the sun had long left this side of the house in shadow. She fluttered over, landing a respectful distance away and sending her blue sister a whiff of peace. Her new friend waved her wings lazily in response, returning the peace pheromone. Nomi warmed with this new kinship; never before would she have approached a butterfly of a different color. Too dangerous, especially since sometimes she couldn’t tell males from females. Nomi warmed some more, feeling almost as if the sun were upon her, but the warmth was coming from beneath. From the house. As long as this part of the wall remained warm, she could stay here all night, though it was pretty exposed. She basked in the warmth for a few moments longer, then took her leave with a message of thanks.

Nomi slept fitfully. In her dream, she and Skia were crawling through the thicket with a big, hairy spider in pursuit. Skia could fit through any space between branches, no matter how small, but Nomi’s wings kept getting snagged and torn. Soon they dragged behind her in ragged strips as she squeezed herself through ever smaller holes, the branch vibrating with the rattling thump of the spider’s legs—

She awoke with a start, vaguely aware of something moving nearby. She scanned the darkness in front of her. None of the shadows moved, but she could barely see. A rustle just behind her, the desperate flutter of wings, then silence. Nomi made herself small, hoping the death of her neighbor had not been in vain.

Morning came, the sun burning the dew off the grass and filling the air with humid warmth. Soon Nomi was feasting, drinking her fill from one bush, then fluttering, nectar-drunk, to the next. She’d hide beneath a leaf until the hunger returned, then emerge into the sunlight and dig deep into the blossoms for her next meal. As the sun’s arc neared the point where she’d met Skia the day before, she drank deep from one last cluster of blossoms, soaked up a bit more sun, then fluttered down to the undergrowth at the forest’s edge.

Skia was right there on the log as before. Nomi landed a few body spans from her, then crawled slowly along the log until Skia’s antennae perked up. After a brief exchange of greeting pheromones, their antennae were touching again, Nomi’s mind filling with Skia’s bright, cheery notes.

“You came!” The thought illuminated Nomi’s mind like a ray of sunlight in the darkness.

“I missed you.”

The next few moments were a blur of joyous affirmation as they basked in each other’s presence. Skia rose up and stretched her wings, her antennae vibrating with excitement. “Let me show you around!”

Nomi followed Skia as she fluttered and landed, fluttered and landed. First, they explored a bed of soft moss that was difficult for Nomi to walk on, but the feathery texture felt nice. Skia led her to a woodland plant with pretty pink and white flowers. Its nectar wasn’t as sweet as Nomi’s sun-loving favorites, but its taste held a subtle beauty. They visited a tree that dripped sap Nomi couldn’t eat, but it was fun watching Skia lick the sticky substance and then clean her proboscis with her front legs. Nomi’s hunger had returned, and the chill of the forest was making her sluggish, but the thrill of Skia’s presence pushed her on.

They stopped on tall reeds at the edge of a little pond. Nomi studied the shapes in the canopy above; she was out of her element, and she’d stand out to any hungry birds patrolling the branches. It was brighter here, thanks to the partial hole in the canopy above. She folded her wings up so the less colorful side was showing and scooted to a safe space surrounded by reeds.

“Do you see any birds?” Skia asked. “I can’t see too well in this light.”

“Nothing at the moment.”

“Then come on. You have to taste this.” She fluttered down and landed on the round leaf of an aquatic plant with spiky yellow flowers. Nomi joined her, stopping to study the trees once again. When she saw no obvious predators, she signaled to Skia, who hop-fluttered over to the nearest flower and immediately started to drink. Nomi joined her, on the opposite side of the flower. It had dozens of tiny blossoms, each filled with the same sweet nectar. Its taste was like sunlight on morning dew, like a fresh raindrop on a leaf after the storm has passed. They drank their fill, then moved to the next flower, drinking giddily from one blossom after another. The nectar filled her with boundless energy, and as she stopped to drink on a new flower, she noticed that Skia hadn’t joined her.

She fluttered up in a panic, which calmed in an instant when she saw Skia crawling lazily over a yellow flower cluster. She swooped down to join her and was about to land when her instincts kicked in, leading her in a zigzag up and down pattern to evade a diving bluejay. It shrieked and circled, giving Nomi the chance to dart into a clump of reeds. The bird did a few low passes, its claws snatching at the tips of the leaves, but Nomi stayed safe further down. In time, the bird disappeared, though Nomi suspected it wouldn’t have gone far.

A whiff of Skia’s panicked pheromones reached her, tugging at her heart, but she remained in place. Bluejays were the most patient hunters, and while Skia was probably too small and dull in color to catch its attention, the moment Nomi flew out of the reeds, she had to be prepared for the worst. She waited for as long as she could bear, catching the occasional hint of Skia’s terrified scent, until at last it became too much. She took in a few long breaths through her spiracles, set her mind on the flower where she’d last seen Skia, and fluttered low along the water.

Winged death did not come from the sky to snatch her. She rose up and hovered for a moment until she saw Skia huddled beneath the flower’s edge. She dove down and squeezed in facing Skia, joining antennae with her and basking in their shared relief.

“So…worried.” Skia’s thoughts were sluggish, jumbled. “So…hot.”

Nomi rotated and spread her wings to block out the sun, though it might make her a target for the bluejay. “Can I help?”

“Unless you can get me out of this sun, I don’t see how…” Skia’s thoughts were clouded with despair. Nomi would have her seeing rainbows if it killed her.

“Crawl underneath me. Quickly! There’s a bluejay hunting me.”

Nomi spread her legs wide and Skia scurried underneath her, then turned around so their heads were aligned. Nomi lowered her antennae as much as she could, finally making contact with Skia’s. “I’m going to fly you out of here.” Nomi tried to project more confidence than she felt. Her legs weren’t made to carry, but she’d find a way. “Hold on tight!”

She lumbered up into the air, then dipped close to the water, for all the good it might do. Her flight was slow and predictable with the added weight and the awkward position. It seemed to take an eternity to cross the little pond, during which time visions of swooping streaks of blue rattled through her head. She pushed herself to pick up a burst of speed as she approached the shade of the forest, then fluttered clumsily to a halt in the narrow space between the branches of a fallen tree. A bluejay might be able to get to them in here, but there were lots of hiding spots nearby.

Their antennae reconnected, flooding Nomi’s mind with relief. “Are you okay? I didn’t think about the sun…”

“I’ll live,” Skia responded with a touch of humor. “Though I am rather thirsty.”

“I could get you a drink, if you want.” Nomi unrolled her proboscis, then curled it back up, suddenly self-conscious about it. “If that’s not too weird.”

Skia unrolled hers, a surprisingly long, slender thing with the most delicate hole in the end. It curled back up in a flash. “It sounds kind of fun. Let’s give it a try!”

Nomi scanned the trees above the pond, but the bluejay was nowhere in sight. She fluttered low along the grass to the pond’s edge and was about to land when a flash of pink zipped in out of nowhere. She dodged it, so close she could feel the air move from its snap as it returned to a huge brown frog perfectly camouflaged in the mud. She rose out of its range and made her way to the nearest floating leaf, heart pumping extra fast with all the excitement. She took a long drink for herself, then sucked in as much as her proboscis could hold without swallowing. She fluttered back to Skia, steering clear of the frog this time.

Skia unrolled her proboscis slowly, angling it to match Nomi’s. Skia’s was thin enough to slide right inside Nomi’s, a curiously exciting sensation. Nomi narrowed hers to form a seal, then released the water in a controlled stream as Skia sucked it down.

“Thank you.” Skia’s proboscis was still lodged in hers, and Nomi never wanted to let it go. “If you don’t mind…I’d like to do that again.”

Nomi released the pressure, and Skia’s proboscis slid out. Nomi’s felt strangely empty as she rolled it up under her chin. “I’ll be right back.”

She made several more trips, though after the second, she was pretty sure Nomi didn’t need any more. How much water could that little body even hold? Not that she minded. Feeding her was more euphoric than drinking from the sweetest flower. She wanted to do it again and again, to try it with nectar—

“That sounds lovely, but I need to rest.” Skia’s mind was slowing, as Nomi’s did when the evening’s chill crept across the land. Skia stretched her little wings, such a lovely shade of silvery gray with an array of tan and brown flecks. Nomi had seen butterflies of all sizes and colors, from the vibrant blue of the sky to the earthy palette of fall leaves, and everything in between. They were all as suns to Skia’s pale, shimmering moon, a thing of haunting beauty. Nomi longed to see her in the moonlight, queen of her shadowy realm. But first, her queen needed rest.

“Shall I fly you there?”

“You would do that for me?”

Nomi’s spiracles froze as her heart pumped in slow, heavy beats. “I would fight a nest of wasps for you.”

“Please don’t.”

“Then I would…” Nomi searched her mind for the best way to show her feelings for Skia. “I would abandon the sun and fly the night skies with you. You could be my sun to keep me warm against the earth’s chill. We’d drink from flowers that only bloom at night, feed each other nectar under the moon’s silvery light.”

“My dear Nomi.” Skia’s mind dimmed. “I shall dream of this, and of you.”

“It needn’t be a dream!” Nomi positioned herself atop Skia, whose legs clung to her as she lifted off and began the slow, perilous journey across the meadow. “I’ll find a way. Tonight, when the moon is at its highest, I shall return to you.”

Though their antennae were no longer touching, Nomi felt Skia’s warmth like a protective bubble, keeping them from harm as they returned to the forest. Nomi was starving; she hadn’t eaten properly since the water flowers. A lot had happened since then. Sunset would be here before she knew it, and she’d need to feed heavily before the air grew too cool. If she stuck to her plan, she would see Skia under the moonlight this very night.

The wiser choice would have been to wait until she could spend an entire day feeding up, but the summer wasn’t getting any longer. She’d have to lay eggs soon, ready or not. The idea of choosing a mate, a male, was unthinkable, letting him…do those things she’d seen, unthinkable things. Maybe it would be better just to live out her summer drinking and basking until she got caught by one of the hundred dangers in her daily life. Or slowly fade as the days grew cooler and the nights cold, returning to the earth, a spent flower having never passed on her grace.

Nomi’s mind hardened against these intrusive gloomy thoughts. None of that mattered. She would spend what time she had with Skia, and it would be beautiful.


      [image: ]Nomi found the warm spot on the house, a raised line running up its wall like a perfectly straight vine. It gave off enough warmth to keep her in flying shape. It wouldn’t last her all night, but she’d have enough time. However much it was, it would be enough. She half-slept, resigned to the vulnerable position. If something came for her, she hoped it would be quick and painless. She awoke on instinct as the moon neared its zenith.

She shook off her grogginess by thinking of Skia, fluttering around with her cute little wings, crawling inside of flowers Nomi’d have to straddle to drink from. She expanded her thorax, drawing as much air into her spiracles as she could, then took off into the night.

She could barely see by the light of occasional glowing poles, some human trick, like enormous lightning bugs that never blinked off until the morning came. The poles led along a human path, with forest on one side and meadow on the other, broken up by narrow strips of trees here and there. She’d learned to be wary when crossing over this path, as humans sometimes moved very quickly here on two-wheeled contraptions during the day. They weren’t as dangerous as the bigger ones that went faster than a diving hawk, but you had to be careful. The air buzzed with the occasional whir of moths or beetles, but she couldn’t see them. She almost missed the patch of forest amid the meadow side. Skia’s woods.

She flew as fast as she could in the conditions, hoping to generate a little more heat. The air wasn’t as cool as it sometimes got, but she couldn’t stay out like this all night. She bumbled around in the underbrush, trusting to fate not to hit a spiderweb, until she lucked upon the fallen tree where she’d first seen Skia. She advanced slowly, using her antennae to sense any untoward scents that might signal a spider.

The mix of unfamiliar smells was bewildering. Nomi crawled forward, feeling ever more vulnerable in this shadowy underworld. She sensed movement ahead, and she tensed until she recognized the shape and particular wiggle. Skia crawled into a patch of moonlight filtering through the leaves and stopped, antennae swiveling to face Nomi. A wave of joy and relief rolled over Nomi as Skia’s pheromones filled her mind.

“You came!”

Nomi could sense Skia’s thoughts as if they were connected. “I told you I’d find a way!”

Skia hurried forward, and soon their antennae were touching, Nomi’s sensitive buds tickling across Skia’s feathered organs. This, this was what she wanted for her life, not to be used as an egg donor and give up her body so a male could pass on his seed.

“Come on! I’ve got so much to show you!”

Skia led Nomi out of the undergrowth, her pheromone trail helping Nomi find her way in the dark. Once they entered the meadow, the moon’s light was just enough to help Nomi see Skia’s fluttering silver shape and avoid obstacles, but she’d have no warning if a bat swooped down out of the sky.

“Don’t worry. The bats are mostly over the water by now. Ooh! You have to taste this one.” Skia fluttered down to a neat landing on a bush covered with spikes of light-colored flowers. Yellow, Nomi realized as she crash-landed on a stem and could see them up close. A dusky aroma emerged from the blossoms, and Nomi joined Skia in drinking down this nocturnal delicacy. It wasn’t the sweetest nectar, but it had an almost salty tang to it. When she came up for air, Nomi was reminded of how cool the night was, how the moon gave off light but no heat. The warmth she’d picked up from the house had faded, but Skia’s presence, her scent, the joy she brought Nomi kept her going.

They crossed the meadow, stopping here and there for a drink. Some were flowers Nomi knew from the daytime, but many were new to her, known only as buds whose tempting scent she could never unlock. She followed Skia, who had quite the appetite for such a wee thing, to a dozen different types of flowers. Nomi drank with abandon, almost to overflowing; she didn’t want this night to end.

At last, Skia stopped, leaning back on her tail and staring up at the moon. Nomi joined her, studying the pocked gray and white face of this mysterious force that brought such ghostly beauty to the landscape. Skia scuttled closer and brushed Nomi’s face with an antenna. Nomi bent hers down to touch Skia’s, and their already strong connection deepened. She now saw the moon as Skia saw it, in a whole layer of detail her butterfly eyes were blind to.

“It’s beautiful.”

“She,” Skia corrected her fondly. “In my mind, anyway.”

As bright and glorious as the day’s colors were, the night was enchanted, a garden of unearthly delights. Nomi studied the moon, the landscape, and her partner, who glowed with silver light. Her drab specks stood out as vivid yellows and oranges, as brilliant a pattern as on any butterfly. She was, quite simply, the most beautiful creature Nomi had ever seen. An image rose in her mind, unbidden, of two butterflies mating, tails connected and writhing in that peculiar way they had. Only—it wasn’t two butterflies. It was a butterfly and a moth. It was her and—

“There’s one more thing I want to show you, if you’re not too cold.”

Nomi snapped back to the moment, embarrassment flooding her mind as she wondered if Skia had sensed her thoughts. “No, you’re keeping me quite warm, I assure you.”

Skia turned to face Nomi, scuttling back and disconnecting her antenna. Her eyes seemed to run from Nomi’s proboscis to her wings and down to the tip of her abdomen, which tingled uncomfortably. Nomi scratched her tail against the leaf she was on, but the tingling only got worse.

“You’re incredible.” Skia’s antennae touched hers again, sending a wave of heat through her body. What was this feeling that made her want to cover Skia like a leaf and protect her from the world, to keep her safe and warm and— “Come on. It’s just past this strip of forest here.”

Nomi followed Skia to the forest edge, sticking close behind her in the dark shadows of the woods. Soon they emerged into a human habitat, a garden with a wooden fence. They dipped below the wall into an overwhelming bouquet of floral scents from dozens of different plants that grew in tight clusters between human-made paths. Most had white or light-colored flowers; it was hard to tell the difference from a distance. Skia led her from plant to plant, sampling each and babbling about how good the next one was. Nomi usually avoided human habitats, but this one was better than any meadow.

At the center of the garden was the most beautiful plant Nomi had ever seen. It was a vine overflowing an arched structure, positively dripping with huge white flowers that smelled of honey and moonlight. Skia disappeared inside one of the blossoms. Nomi landed on a nearby flower, sticking her head deep inside its long cone and unrolling her proboscis into the heady nectar. The taste was exhilarating, as sweet as any daytime flower but with a mysterious musky undertone that filled her with joy. As she came up for air, she locked eyes with Skia, who fluttered over and around her, then dove into the next flower. They gorged themselves on blossom after blossom, finally coming to rest next to each other, antennae brushing together, at the top of the arch.

Nomi sighed contentedly through all her spiracles. “I couldn’t drink another drop.”

“Me neither.”

“You were right, though. It was worth the trip.”

A moth almost as big as Nomi fluttered noisily past, landing on a nearby flower and digging deep. Crickets sang in the darkness. Lightning bugs flashed here and there among the plants. One of Skia’s antennae caressed Nomi’s, sending a flood of warmth through her night-chilled body. Nomi scooted closer, and Skia snuggled up under her wing. Nomi lowered her body so their antennae could stay connected. The tip of her abdomen ached now where it had tingled before, and kept turning toward Skia, though her companion was too short for it to touch her from this position.

“What are you doing?” Skia asked.

“I don’t know, I…my tail seems to have a mind of its own.”

“Tails do that sometimes.” Skia scooted backward, her soft wings rising up to lay flat against Nomi’s body as their abdomens connected. The ache only deepened as the tips of their tails touched. Nomi rubbed her tail against Skia’s, hoping to scratch the itch, whatever it was.

“Ow!” Nomi’s tail had hit something hard and sharp on Skia’s tail.

“Sorry!”

“No, it’s fine, just…” Nomi felt around carefully with her tail and found another sharp thing, almost like a tiny pair of beetle’s pincers. Like the ones on—

“Um, so, it’s not what it looks like. Or rather, it is what it looks like, but it’s not—I’m not—” Skia’s thoughts melted down from there, a rush of sharp, painful emotions like a swarm of biting ants. Nomi wasn’t quite sure what this was about, but as more and more hurt poured out of Skia, she pulled her in close with her wing and sent out all the comfort she could muster.

“It’s okay! I don’t care what parts you have. I like you for you.”

The flow of pain slowed, the prickles diminishing, turning to tingles instead. “You don’t…I mean, all the other moths just think—”

“Am I a moth? Do you not see these big yellow and black wings?”

“They look pretty from underneath, with the moon’s light shining through. Like they’re glowing, but only for me.”

“Skia…” The ache in Nomi’s abdomen deepened, and she rubbed her tip against Skia again, carefully navigating her claspers. She’d seen butterflies stuck together at the tail, knew what the claspers were for, but she’d never seen them on a female before. Her body thrummed at the thought of connecting with Skia like that, of Skia’s claspers gripping her tight. What happened when two butterflies connected? Something to do with eggs, but she could feel hers inside her already. The tip of her tail grew unbearably hot, and something began seeping out of her entrance.

“Nomi.” Skia was serious now, her mind like the starry sky above. “I’ve never inhaled such potent perfume. Your scent fills my every spiracle, the taste of you tempts my proboscis. My abdomen aches for you.”

Nomi’s mind bloomed with images of butterflies stuck together, hanging from branches, wriggling with…delight? agony? She could never tell. She hadn’t felt the urge before, but she’d seen her sisters fall under the spell of males, one after the other. She’d worried that when her time came at last, it would be a fate worse than being eaten by a family of spiders. The idea of completing this ritual with Skia made her feel suddenly alive as she never had before. She tucked her wings and slipped between the leaves to the dense heart of the vine, trailing a fog of pheromones in her wake. Her legs found a sufficiently sturdy stem, and she lowered her abdomen to hang beneath her.

Skia crawled down her body, stopping with her abdomen above Nomi’s face. Nomi unrolled her proboscis and felt her way around Skia’s swollen tail, wrapping it gently around one clasper, then the other. Skia radiated dizzying perfume as Nomi explored her. Nomi’s proboscis acted of its own accord, flickering in and out of the slowly opening hole between the claspers. A tiny wet nub emerged, and she drank the rich, salty liquid seeping all around it. She wrapped her proboscis around the nub, which emerged further, a strange mix of soft and hard. Skia’s feet dug into Nomi’s abdomen, but she didn’t care, holding onto the slippery nub for as long as she could as Skia clambered lower.

Nomi prepared herself for Skia’s claspers, but what she got instead was an electrifying sensation as Skia’s proboscis probed her engorged entrance, tickling all around before plunging deep within. Nomi’s wings curled at the feel of Skia drinking her core, her essence, the very nectar of her body. She shuddered as Skia’s proboscis slid out, leaving her desperate for more. She throbbed with need as Skia repositioned herself, lining up their respective entrances, Skia’s claspers pinching her gently.

“I want…” Skia’s thoughts were as confused as Nomi’s. “I want to mate with you. I don’t even know if it’s possible, if it will work, if it’s even safe, but I—”

“Do it!” Nomi commanded, releasing a cloud of her most potent pheromones.

She sucked in air through all her spiracles at once as the claspers dug into her flesh.

“Sorry!”

“It’s okay.” Nomi’s body ached as it never had before, but she forced patience into her tone. “I want this.”

“We don’t even know if we’re compatible.” Skia’s nub pushed against Nomi’s entrance, which pulsed toward it like a flower opening to the sun.

“There’s only one way to find out.”

“Here goes nothing.” Skia’s nub lengthened, entering Nomi like a rigid worm sliding into wet earth. Nomi’s body acted on its own, muscles helping Skia’s long, thin member glide ever deeper. She felt spikes of pain with each pulse; sharp points on either side of Skia’s member dug into her flesh like the claspers, preventing her from slipping back out. Nomi shuddered as Skia reached a place deep inside, and her body contracted, holding Skia fast.

Ripples of ecstasy flowed through her as their bodies throbbed in unison, connected in so many ways it was hard to believe they’d ever been separate beings. Nomi Nomi Nomi Nomi echoed in her mind. Skiaaaaaaa, she responded, losing the ability to form thoughts as Skia’s seed poured into her, suffusing her with a warmth greater than any sun. Something activated in her core, and she clenched tighter, squeezing Skia like a snake swallowing a mouse.

Splashes of pain and waves of sweet, dark pleasure roiled through her, but she could no longer tell if it was her own pleasure or Skia’s. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but this sense of connected fullness, of wholeness. Every day of her life thus far was but a shadow to the blinding light of Skia’s radiance, of Nomi’s radiance, now that they were one.

Skia hung beneath Nomi, connected by more than claspers, spikes, and muscle contractions. Their minds were fully merged now, and they took flight together in the moonlit garden of their hearts. A flower the size of a catalpa leaf opened before them. They dove into a bottomless channel of nectar, drinking their fill of one another. The flower closed around them, squeezing them together so tightly their bodies merged. They spread their wings, bursting through the flower’s soft membrane and soaring up into the sky. They drank from the stars, sipped the tails of passing comets, and peered at their reflection in the moon’s glassy surface.

They were big like Nomi, but with Skia’s silvery coloring, flecked with the bright yellow of Nomi’s wings. Their antennae had merged as well, Skia’s long bud-tipped fronds poking out of Skia’s feathery leaves like woodland flowers.

“You’re even more beautiful than before,” they told themself, warming with the compliment. “More beautiful than the sun and moon and stars and clouds combined.” Images of these things drifted by in their reflection, the Sun and the Moon circling each other, ever closer, until at last they became one, a pocked silver eye wreathed in orange-yellow warmth. They stared at this new celestial body for a long time, until they felt a strange pull from below.

“We must return to earth now.” They took a last longing look at their reflection against the silvery yellow orb of their new star and fluttered back down from the sky.

Their bodies grew heavy as their minds’ claspers released. Skia was still there, a sleepy, contented presence. Nomi wrapped her mind around that presence and let herself be carried off to sleep.


      [image: ]Nomi was cold and sluggish as they separated at dawn. Skia struggled up to nestle beneath Nomi’s folded wings, antennae grazing each other as the day’s colors came back into focus. She held her lover tight, sharing what little warmth they had until the sun rose high enough to give her a lift. Skia was fast asleep, but Nomi needed to get moving soon or she’d never have the energy for what was to come. The feeling of emptiness following their separation had been replaced by a sense of over-fullness, an urge like defecation, but it wasn’t coming from the same place.

“Can I carry you?”

“Mmm.”

Nomi clutched Skia tight, hoping she had the strength to make it back to Skia’s little strip of forest and the meadow beyond before the urge became unbearable. Her wings ached with the cold and her belly with its cargo that was suddenly so eager to be set free. She stopped on a flower before leaving the garden, turning her wings to soak up the sun and shade poor sleepy Skia.

“Just a little pick-me-up before the trip.”

“You take all the time you need.”

Armed with the sun’s warmth, Nomi made it across the meadow to Nomi’s woods. The morning birds chattered in the trees, but none swooped down to make a meal of them. Before she knew it, she was landing on Nomi’s log, depositing her partner gently against the bark that so matched her wings.

“I have to…go now.” Why did her mind freeze up when she tried to tell Skia what was about to happen?

“I understand.” Sadness mixed with fatigue in Skia’s thoughts. She knew.

“But I’ll come back to you! I promise.”

“Come at dusk.”

“I will.”

Skia settled in against the log, already nearly invisible to Skia’s sharp eyes.

“Put them in a safe place.”

Nomi sent out a wave of reassurance, then fluttered away, unable to come up with a response that wouldn’t overwhelm her. As she left the forest, she was drawn to its edge, where white, foamy flowers grew long and spindly in the dappled shade. It was unlikely her eggs would be viable, given their difference in species, but if they were, maybe this would be the place for them. Sun for half the day, shade for the other, perfect for their dual nature. She hoped the caterpillars, if there were any, would be able to eat this plant. She sighed through all her spiracles as she landed, her body twisting and bulging uncomfortably.

Soon she was laying eggs beneath a leaf, each coated with a sticky substance her body had produced. With each egg laid, she felt a spark of pain, followed by a wave of relief. Her mind drifted as her body worked, picturing a host of caterpillars crawling, munching, bending this way and that on their tiny legs. Would they rear up toward the sun or seek the shadows below? Perhaps there would be a mix, little gray forms wiggling amid their enormous yellow and black siblings.

Most likely, none of this would happen. The eggs would be eaten or shrivel and dry, falling to be consumed by the earth below. In any case, it didn’t matter now. It was done. She hung beneath the leaf, barely clinging to its edges. She was so heavy, so tired. She might just lie here all day.

Nomi. Nomi. Nomi. Nomi. Skia’s thoughts echoed through her mind, just as they had during their pairing. Surely her pheromones couldn’t reach Nomi here? She forced her sluggish limbs to move her to the top of the leaf, where a dancing patch of sun warmed her in time. The meadow before her was loaded with flowers, with a host of her kin already face-deep in their blossoms. A hunger stirred in Nomi’s belly, despite the deep ache throughout her abdomen. She had promised Skia to return at dusk. She couldn’t do that without eating.

The thought of lifting her wings and carrying her body through the air was almost too much. The shadows beneath the leaves looked so inviting. She pictured Skia nestled cozy against her log. Was she dreaming of Nomi? Did she feel the same ache, the same emptiness? Nomi relived the sadness of their departure. Skia didn’t think she’d be coming back. Nomi hadn’t wanted to say it, but she didn’t think so either. She just hadn’t been prepared to say goodbye.

Nomi was so absorbed in her own despair that she almost didn’t see the blue shape streaking in from the branches above. She swung over the edge of the leaf and let herself fall, tumbling from leaf to leaf as the bluejay’s beak tore into the plant. Nomi lay still on the ground, wings up to mask her colors, for all the good it would do. At least she’d gotten to lay her eggs first.

The bluejay was gone as quickly as it had arrived. The plant’s leaves swayed back into shape, minus a few that had been shorn off by the bird’s attack. Nomi fluttered up in a panic to check on her eggs. Their leaf remained intact, with hundreds of shiny red eggs clumped together beneath it, glowing in the patch of sunlight bleeding through the leaf. She gave them one last look, then fluttered up atop the plant once again. The sun shone strong on Nomi’s wings, warming them for flight. If the bluejay hadn’t moved on, it would be on her in an instant. She flapped her weary wings and lumbered off toward the meadow, where at least the birds would have to find her among the crowd.

She drank from every plant in the meadow, braving surly bumblebees and fast-dipping swallows to get her fill as fast as she could. The pain lessened as the nectar’s energy flowed through her. She feasted, then rested, over and over, with the thought of Nomi spurring her on when she grew too tired to continue. As the sun began to dip and her kin retreated to more protected spots, Nomi rushed to the house with the warm stripe on its wall and soaked up whatever she could in the short time before she’d promised to meet Nomi again.

It took every ounce of willpower she had to lift herself off her cozy perch. Once aloft, she cut through the air, following the path, now etched in her heart, toward Skia’s forest. She alighted on the log. Skia was nowhere to be seen, but her scent filled the air. Nomi fluttered up in a panic; she couldn’t see well in the growing darkness, and Skia’s camouflage would render her completely invisible.

A faint vibration in the air behind her stirred her attention.

“I’m right here, silly!”

Nomi turned to see Skia hovering, her mighty little wings fluttering like leaves in a gale. “Skia!” In her enthusiasm to link with her friend, Nomi’s leg hit Skia’s wing, which pulled her in too close, and they tumbled to the log in a tangle.

“I’m okay.” Nomi found Skia’s antennae as she extricated her legs from her lover’s wings.

“Of course, you’re okay! But what about little old me?” Skia’s antennae sagged comically.

Nomi hooked her front legs around Skia’s and pulled her in close. She was so tired after the day she’d had, but Skia’s little excited flutters kept her energy up.

“I would never let anything hurt you.”

“And I would never let anything hurt you, blind as you are in the dark.”

They sat with legs and antennae interlinked for a long time, relearning the contours of each other’s minds. Skia was so curious, probing every nook and cranny. She wanted to know everything about life in the daytime, how to avoid its many dangers, what the sun felt like on Nomi’s wings. She told Nomi of her close encounter with an owl, of her favorite drinking puddle that never dried up, of the whippoorwill’s haunting song. They fell into a kind of silence, their shared space stilling like a pond after a fish’s splash.

Skia’s thoughts grew tense for a moment, as if she were holding something back. “How did it go?”

Nomi paused, searching for a way to describe her experience. Their experience, she reminded herself. If the eggs ever hatched, they would be Skia’s caterpillars as much as hers.

“I put them in a safe place.”

Agitation entered Skia’s aura, then hope. “Do you think…”

Nomi pulled her in tight. “Since we’ll never know, I choose yes.”

Skia rubbed her forehead against Nomi’s chest. “I choose you.”


      [image: ]Nomi and Skia explored the moonlit meadow, drinking their fill and snuggling when they rested. Nomi fought the tug of sleep for as long as she could. Skia fluttered off to yet another flower she promised was So delicious! Nomi watched her go, wishing she had the strength to gallivant with her all night. Skia fluttered back, antennae cocked in a way that meant she was worried.

“Should we get you back?”

“I think we better.”

“Okay!” Skia butted her head against Nomi’s chest. “Last one to the forest is bat bait!”

Nomi followed Skia’s erratic shape, like a fluffy dandelion head bouncing across the air. Skia could fly much faster than this, Nomi knew. She was thankful her friend understood what this had cost her. At last, Skia fluttered down to land on her log. Nomi joined her, unsure if she’d have the strength to fly to a safer spot.

“Stay right there!” Skia’s multifaceted eyes glinted in the darkness, then she disappeared off the side of the log. Long moments passed. Nomi grew sleepier and sleepier. She wasn’t sure if she could—

“Follow me!” Skia stayed close by as Nomi dragged herself blindly down the edge of the log to a large rotted hole. “I checked—no spiders in here. And they mostly look for moving food, anyway.”

“Is that supposed to reassure me?”

“I’ll come check on you all the time. I won’t let anything happen to you!”

“You’re so sweet.” Nomi was almost asleep now. She could hardly see Skia’s shape against the shadows. “I love you.”

“I love you too.” Skia’s antennae touched Nomi’s face, her proboscis, and passed so close to her eyes Nomi almost flinched. “And I can’t wait to see this face again tomorrow at dusk.”

“Count on it.”

Nomi fell asleep to the flutter of Skia’s wings receding. But she did not sleep alone. She flew with Skia in her dreams from flower to flower, from pond to garden and back, under the watchful silver eye of the moon. As she flew the next day, drinking what she could in her bedraggled state, Nomi was ever buoyed by the certainty that Skia was with her, tasting every flower, feeling the joyous warmth of the sun on her wings.

As summer went on, they made the most of their time with each other and saw the world through each other’s eyes when they were apart. Though their bodies diverged, their minds remained as one, together for the rest of their days.
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