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  Foreword



This cluster of short stories does something we’ve never done before. LegendHaven was always a world, and in 2025, we asked authors to craft adventures in it.

This collection takes my ideas for this gorgeous, epic world, and explores it through the eyes of unique characters:


	Nurim, an Excalibyrn-trained warrior with a secret bond to the Chalimancer school, who escapes the trials of one house with a friend to test his life and claim his future, by Dominic de Souza.

	Hidar is so convinced that the old stories carry truth and life that he accepts a death-defying challenge to follow ancient clues and prove them right, or die, by Jade Howell.

	Naia finally reaches LegendHaven, eager to share the stories of her people, when her amulet is lost, and with it all the memories of her stories, by Maria Pasquale.

	Vi’Jave is an enchanted warrior who ferrets out a dark plot to poison the wells, and chases the murderers into the desert to protect the innocents of Arclight Hollows, by Ringil

	Bujir works for a magician, and a grimoire reveals lost and secret incantations. He flees,  but his master summons a flight of dune drakes to kill him and reclaim the book, by Carl Olson.

	Orbit is haunted by reality, and he sits in the market to share the lifeblood burning in his stories, even as his body fails him, he turns to new tools to enchant and enliven his hearers, by Gabi Batel.




With special concept art to inspire your imagination, each story explores a unique facet of this wild world, this frontier between kingdoms. 

Authors were challenged to double down and get creative within a week, and these stories are their adventures in this shared world.

We hope you enjoy them, enjoy the world of LegendHaven, and enjoy how some of the coolest storytellers in the world welcome you to their worlds.




May the lore be with you,
Dominic de Souza
LegendFiction Founder







  Preface






LegendHaven is a world with an ancient past, an uncertain future, where every gathering can define the future of unnumbered, unmet kingdoms. 




Every century, a fellowship of ten kingdoms send scribes, students, and storytellers to convene in an ancient constellation of havens, never in the same place twice. Some murmur there may be more kingdoms beyond the stormlit edges of the maps, none can say. The world is vast, so vast, that the only way to hold back the dark is through the magic of leygates.

These are the only way to cross cross the oceans of mountains and unpassable forests. The myths stumble to remember who charted this world, who seeded the leylines and marked off the leygates. But, this magic is waning. There is neither gold nor power in the world to keep safe what was once strong. Still the kingdoms gather, trading in tales, to share wisdom from the furthest reaches of the world.

Their hope is that this moving marketplace of a million stories, this haven of legends, can restore the old wisdom with new ways. With each passing century, the edge of urgency sharpens, the elders grieve the passing of wisdom, the youth turn ever faster toward steel than story. Four great schools of magic stand: Wanderies, Chalimancers, VIsioneers, and Excaliburn. They train in the paths of the martial and mystic arts. Rare are these heirs of the gods, and needed more than ever.

But the schools are sundered, and the ways of magic have lost their stories, so that some wield power without meaning, some seek answers without reverence, and all seek safety under a story to build a better future.




Welcome to Bonespire Bazaar, also known as Ribgate Crossing, or Arclight Hollows. 

The canyon rises like the broken ribs of a god, curved against the setting sun, shadowing a city of amber and violet. Roads bridge over stairs, built on the bones of older roads, older stairs, older ruins. The walls are maps drawn over maps, until truth blurs into myth.

This is a sacred city, a neutral oasis where violence is outlawed, and disputes are settled over storytelling and date wine.

Heat-slick banners hang low and heavy. Lanterns sparkle in the cool gloom. The storytellers and acolytes step through portals.

Some send aspects, and friends speak through bodies of shimmering glass, their minds tethered to palantirs hundreds of leagues away, eyes bright with the light of other skies.

Old friends meet and new voices babble like sudden rain.

The air tastes of cumin and barbecued meat; smells of spiced flatbread, sizzling fruits, and the resin of desert incense. The crowd is thick with cinnamon hearthsmoke. This is a hub on the edge of ten worlds, ten realms mingling in one festival. It’s been a hundred years since the last one, rumored to be near the tiled harbors, the blue coves of the far islands.

Beyond the gates, the desert waits.

Dunedrakes wing over the sands, deepwyrms turn under the earth in slow thunder. It’s said that Ribgate Crossing is the remains of an ancient great wyrm, so old that its marrow-places are now market places, its spine a string of pearly blue caves that cradle fresh water.

Maps over maps… banners divide secrets into rooftop societies, bonding over gulps of date wine and the shuffling rustle of traders unburdening their pack animals, palming ink-stamped messages from across the borders.

This city is older than the sands, from before the drakes and wyrms. The toothless wall-carvers grunt it is older than the gods. Who knows. The music comes from everywhere. Kite-drawn rafts with sails like giant birds careen in through mirages. Sandsleds and side-runners, nimble glassfin racers, even great trimarans with their spirit totems and leashed lantern crabs.

The desert is far from barren. Sandstorms routinely unearth layers of past roads, cities, and sunken civilizations.

Sometimes, travellers say that time pools differently in the lightning-sheared glass fields between canyons. Things simply… disappear for weeks. Or never return.

The bravest kite skimmers, manta-riders, or Windlancers (drake riders), riding the migratory wind rivers, say they can see giant cymatic patterns of ridges and sunken canyons. Everything means something, and the hooded, kite-riding teens and dream-dousing wanderers hunger to know.

The Lesser Scionate struggles to keep the peace. Everything is a single story away from chaos. In this bazaar of shade and murmuring arches, news and stories change hands like coin. It is here that the tournament of legends pits tale and tongue together, and after the Silent Hour, the whistling stadium crowds vote on the stories they love best.

Because stories are how souls survive.
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by Dominic de Souza | dominicdesouza.com
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Nurim folded his arms over his chest, closed his eyes tight, and sucked in a short, sharp breath. The leygate was inches from his nose, the shape of a doorway carved in granite, but not actually a door. From these coastlands in the northern bamboo wilds, the only way to reach the Lajjan, or the Legend Haven, was through these gates. Do it wrong, and you smack your teeth and forehead into solid stone. Do it right, and the stone melts like sand and steam and you’re suddenly breathing strange air.

“Go on!” a voice urged him from behind. A girl. Maleni.

“I am!” He hissed.

“Are you actually nervous right now?” She was his mage bond. Well, his secret mage bond, he corrected himself.

“Course not!” He whipped his head sideways, catching a glance of the line of young students waiting to touch the door, fresh out of childhood, not yet adults, but hardy and healthy, the gawkiness trained out of them. The temple incense was sharp and heady, streaming straight up from glowing sticks near the urns of blessed water.

By the door behind them, Master Shekhu with his braided beard and tattoos ribboning from his right eye over his shaved head and down under his triple-rolled blue collar, pressed a measured good bye to the temple second in command, and turned to catch up.

Nurim swallowed, and ran his fingers over the stitched medallions on his forearms. Medallions of the red sword-shield of the Excalibyrn school. And hidden under those, a secret that turned his mouth dry.

Maleni was the only one who knew what they were about to do, and if he didn’t pull it off, he’d be banished from the temple, dishonored probably forever. In fact, he wouldn’t even stay in the village. He’d hike out into the forest, and not stop until he actually found another settlement. Or die.

He sniffed. But that wasn’t going to happen. They’d planned carefully. And if it went well, they’d never see this village again. Or Rukmur’s stupid face.

“Is he moving yet?” Rukmur’s stupid voice called forward.

“I’m waiting for Master,” Nurim barked.

Rukmur was his real mage bond, a trainee who connected Nurim to the living magic of the godstorm, and allowed him to pull it into his bones and his blade. On his own, Nurim was a young warrior. With Rukmur’s bond, he could become a adept of the House Excalibyrn, the ancient school for warriors. And… they hated each other. The bond would drop suspiciously during training, at the worst times. But there was never anything to prove.

“He said go already!” Rukmur hissed. “I knew it. He’s scared,” he chuckled and dug his elbows into his friend’s ribs. They snorted with laughter together.

“You shut your—” Nurim started hotly.

Master’s staff clanked quickly on the ground. “Within the temple, we are…?”

Every student answered instantly, in a single voice. “Measured and reverent, master.”

“This is the body of the god, not the barracks of the garrison. You will conduct yourselves as befits the trainees of this school.”

He took his place at the head of the line.

Nurim’s heart was a ramming drum in his throat. Sweat trickled from the edge of his close-cropped scalp, and he pressed his hands to his sides. Hoping, praying, that master wouldn’t notice anything unusual about the forearms on his red tunic. The very slight bulges under the medallions. The stitching on the edge was slightly newer than the rest, hiding the secret medallion of a second school beneath.

Master didn’t even turn his eyes down. He glanced at the line. Everyone straightened, eyes forward. “You will bring pride to our school, and our people, in the Excalibyrn races. Fail, and you will not earn your mark, and you will not train further with this temple.”

He put his hand on Nurim’s steeled shoulder and turned to face the door.

Nurim blinked. Forced himself to relax. No way Master didn’t feel that tension. He needed to get control of himself.

Master glanced at him, that glassy right eye in a dark nest of tattooed lettering and blue banners. “Do you wish to stay?” His voice deep and rumbling.

Nurim jutted his jaw. “No sir, I’m ready.”

“Then go. You’re holding up the line.”

Without magic, he couldn’t cross through the doorway. And Nurim knew without a doubt that Rukmur was holding back, waiting for him to faceplant before the school. A rush of quickly coughed apologies that he wasn’t ready, and then connect to Nurim.

“I got you,” Maleni murmured. She knew it too. And there it was, he felt the flowing, honey-warm bond of the magic suddenly in his skin. That meant she was channeling, and he was now connected to the perilous life of the godstorm.

Nurim closed his eyes, hoped that Maleni’s bond held, and stepped forward boldly into the granite wall, cringing on this inside at the feeling of crack his head and chipping a tooth…

And instead it was a rush of air, and a sudden crash of heat and noise and chattering of voices. “Keep it moving, adepts!” A guard barked, leaning on a curved halberd draped with thin banners.

Nurim barely had time to process the short hallway opening out into a brilliant blue sky, burning into maroon and ochre under a setting sun, a thumbnail of blinding gold behind ribs and rockwalls of a desert canyon. The air, dry and hot, shimmered in the distance, shook with the hum of the ten kingdoms all in one place.

No time to think.

He hooked a finger nail under his stitched medallions, yanked, wormed a finger into the gap, and tore it away quickly. Crumpled it into his hand. Behind him, he heard Maleni doing the same thing.

No time to feel.

He held up his forearm without looking at the guard. Keep moving. Keep your steel. keep your head.

The guard glanced at the medallion. A multi-twisting flame shaped like a teardrop. “Chalimancers right,” he waved them on. Looked at the next student after Maleni. “Excalibyrn left. Follow the banners.”

“Come on,” He glanced back and urged her. She nodded. Her face was pale, but jaw was set.

Don’t look back. Just run. In seconds Master would be through, and it would all be over.

They stumbled onto the street, catching themselves on the waist-high embankment of sandstone, ripped off the second badge, and tossed the bits of cloth over the edge. Then peeled right, scanning through the chaos and rumble of the century festival for the golden banners of House Chalimancer.

“There!” She barked, pointing, and he saw a yellow pennon floating from a wide, arching bridge, a banner as tall as a building and turning almost purple in the light.

They ducked and weaved through the crowd, careful to not catch feet or elbows on the billowing cloaks, keeping their heads down to avoid attention, keeping up their pace to get away from their temple school. The crowd was thick with cinnamon hearthsmoke, almost hard to breathe.

A flare of pride and excitement burst up in his chest. He risked a glance back, right as a wagon hid them from view, and the students had gathered round Master like a clutch of chicks round a hen, looking around for them.

“Down,” he hissed. “Keep going!”

He turned off the main street, one eye on that yellow banner, but getting away from Master’s sightline. A thud of regret followed as they hurried into the cool shadows between the red, mudwashed houses, carved from the living stone of this massive canyon.

Maleni made no noise. Kept pace with him like a trained scout instead of a chair-bound mage trainee. Up stairs between houses, careful to bow and keep a respectful distance from elders sitting on stoops, sucking on the ends of strange bowls and exhaling a dark and heady smoke.

Distant music was deafening, duduks and horns and drums. Perhaps a concert. They could catch glimpses of vast plazas, strung with lanterns that glowed on glossy marble flagstones, under rough arches like ribs, carved with ancient floral art. He guessed those flowers didn’t grow out here any more, on the edge of the desert. Memories of even older days when this part of the world still greened.

This was Arclight Hollows, or Ribgate. And it was choked with the storytellers, scribes, and students from the four houses across the whole world of Arvandr. That’s the name his people had for the world, but other kingdoms used other names.

This was a sacred city, a neutral oasis where all violence was outlawed, and disputes are settled over storytelling and date wine. Every road sparkled with lanterns and strung banners, the constant babble of voices from the rooftops like rain on bamboo.

He had yet to see anything green here. They kept climbing the canyon height, keeping to the gloom between the houses, the air thick with cumin and barbecued meat, spiced flatbread, sizzling fruits, and the resin of desert incense.

“Almost there, I think!” He panted.

She nodded, and they picked up the pace again. “There!” She snapped. He skidded and turned. The houses parted for a wider road that ran over an arch, a path carved into the smooth white stone. Almost looked like bone.

And on the other side, the tall banners for the Chalimancer trials.

No going back now. Pass, and they would finally be in their true home.

They darted like minnows through rapids, pausing for a second at the top of the arch to look down at this incredible canyon world.

“We did it,” Maleni’s face broke into a brilliant grin.

He allowed himself to grin back. If anything went wrong, he would be cast out, and she would be mage-bonded with a new trainee. It would be easy enough to take all the blame. The second evening in the school, the bonding exercises accidentally crossed.

Before anyone noticed, they had both caught each other’s eyes, and their mouths went dry, their eyes bleak and scared. It was not the red, rippling bond of the Excalibyrn. They both sensed the honey-gold hold of the only school everyone looked down on.

Chalimancers.

So they trained in secret. By day, he broke his knuckles on the training boards, faceplanted in the garrison sands till grit in his teeth felt normal, and lugged great chunks of coral round the bay until his fingers bled and his muscles trembled. He kept a straight face and a clear bond with Rukmur. Somehow, he had a double bond, a double house.

And then at night, he and Maleni slipped from their separate dorms, headed to the roofs across the alley where they could see each other, and practice the bonding exercises, until her irids glowed gold from effort, and underwords and sun-self were as easy as breathing. 

But at the Legend Haven, you could only pick one trial.

And everything now came down to winning the Chalimancer trials.

While the elders and storytellers gathered in a marketplace of a million stories, the youth of the four houses entered the trials to win honor and keep alive the old ways of magic, mysticism, and martial arts. The stadia were filled with spectators, and through the wild music and the giant triangles of banners that hung flat in the air to create fields of shade, crowds erupting in roars of approval.

The Excalibyrn trials would be over by the desert, with glassfin racers that sliced across the sand, rounded the headlands and back, fighting off lantern crabs and evading dune drakes.

“Come on,” he ran the back of his hand across his mouth. He was thirsty already. The air was salty out here, but not salty like the beach. This was a salt that dried you out.

They hurried toward the guards, sentinels of gilded armor and bronze embroidered cloth, standing under tall banners with the twisting flame sigil.

His heart flopped with a specific excitement, like the last few seconds when he’d run out of air underwater, bubbles screaming and streaming from his mouth, pumping and flailing his limbs to break the silvery surface of the bay, and the sudden rush of warm fresh air billowing into his lungs. That kind of excitement. Coming home. Finally home to the right house.

They held up their stitched medallions at the entry. The guards’ eyes squinted at the mismatched colors with their red uniforms, but waved them through.

This was a massive courtyard, ringed with rows of serried seats that rose up the sides of the canyon. Ahead loomed a vast gap, dark and purple in the evening light, and he could feel the bone-thrumming rumble and churn of dark water. Great lanterns hung in the air between the two sides of the canyon, trailing streams of banners and connected by garlands and streamers on string.

For a second, he wondered how those lanterns stayed up. He couldn’t see any cords, not way out between the canyon walls. On the other side, he saw the goal of the trial. A glow of a hundred lanterns hanging from poles and doorways of carved timber, and the inset sigil of the house carved on a glassy wall.

Touch the sigil. It was that simple.

Getting there was hard.

“Line up, adepts!” The trial master roared over the noise.

Nurim glanced around the courtyard. Felt self-conscious over his hand-stitched medallion, compared to the polished gold bosses of the official houses. These yellow-robed students came from wealthy kingdoms, but their eyes and gait felt as stern and solid as his. No pampered governer’s children here.

“Come on,” he grabbed Maleni’s hand and pulled toward the starting lines. The courtyard was lined with bronze stones to organize adepts into neat groups.

“Chalions at the edge, Mancers behind. Demonstrate sun-self to enter the trial,” the trial master was saying. Students jostled to be first. Some paled at the sight of the edge. Some calmly stepped out on to the air, and floated neatly.

Nurim nodded. “Come on, we’ve got this,” he hissed. She crushed his hand to agree, and pushed him to keep going.

They broke through the line. Right ahead was the edge, and the precious resource of the Ribgate, the wild waters of the river that briefly broke out from underground, and then cascaded into the pools under the hollows. That’s what Master had once said, anyway.

“Catch me,” Nurim said. No hesitation. He rushed to the edge, leapt off, shoving with his right leg to turn in the air. The darkness yawned below him, bits of rubble and dust flying out under his soles and snatched up by a taut breeze racing beyond the wall, twisting his body to face back and watch her. If he fell, it would be cold water and hidden rocks. If he survived, it would a long, brutal climb up this cliff face.

She had already planted her feet, worked her fingers into a tense mudra, and was opening her brown eyes, the edges of her irids now bursting with gold. He felt the edges of his life bloom with the honey flow of magic, like a second skin.

This was sun-self, the freedom to levitate.

She had caught him perfectly in the air, latched on with an instant bond, and slowly pulled him back toward the edge.

He touched down, and grinned.

The trial master probably wanted to roll his eyes. Nurim didn’t care. He could barely breathe for excitement. Months and months over years of practice, and now he could answer the gold call that haunted him.

As he touched back down on the edge of the platform, Maleni relaxed and straightened, separating her fingers, the gold fading from her eyes, and the white of her grin bright in the dark light.

He grabbed her hand and stood next to her.

“We’re actually doing it,” she muttered. He could feel the excitement crackling off her, like lightning snapping off the edge of the bay.

The trial master raised his hand, calling out something about candidates forming a line and the crowd hushed to hear the instructions. The courtyard collapsed into silence, broken by someone shuffling, and a random cough.

“Mancers, you will maintain a sun-self bond with your Chalion, and ferry them across to the other side. Chalions, you will touch the sigil to close the trial.”

Nurim frowned. This didn’t seem that hard. The Excalibyrn trial was much harder. They’d trained on skiffs for weeks, trying to imagine the rush of sand under glassfin racers instead of the lagoon.

Then from the a doorway in the canyon wall hurried a line of young adepts, each one holding a bronze ring in their hands, shawls over their faces to hide all but their eyes.

“Chalions, you will extend your dominant arm to receive the band,” the trial master said.

Maleni crushed his left hand in hers to stop him raising his right. Excalibyrns were never left-handed. There was no way a shield wall could hold unless every soldier were locked in together. So he had forced magic through his weaker arm, and trained both..

But he was a Chalimancer now. 

He flashed her a grin. Then raised his left hand, palm down, like the rest.

The student clamped the ring round his wrist. It was metal, impressed with the flowering art from the Ribgate, seamless. It shrank to a perfect fit. And he suddenly felt the echo of the magic vanish, like cloth padding muffled round his ears.

He glanced at her, frowning. What was this?

She shrugged.

They didn’t need the underword to read each other’s mind.

“Chalions, this band inhibits your sense of the magic,” the trial master continued.

His heart flushed cold and hard. Oh. He glanced down at the wide gap of the canyon. He understood.

She would ferry him across the rapids and the blackwater, and he could feel nothing.

This was not the rip and red rage of an Excalibyrn trial, all speed and white-knuckled turns. This was a test of nerve, and complete trust. 

He relaxed. She had this.

He nodded to her. Her eyes were questioning. He didn’t want her to sense his worry. He winked, and squeezed her hand quickly.

“Mancers,” the trial master continued,  “You will ascend if your bond touches the sigil on the other side.”

“What’s the challenge there?” Someone yelled.

The trial master paused, mouth open, as if someone interrupted him. He glared. “Without the mental link of underword, Chalions must touch the sigil, and submit the call of the magic back to their Mancers.”

Nurim went cold again, and understood. Touching the magic directly was like a drowning man seeking the surface, hungry for air, desperate, panicking, near crazed. It would be the easiest thing to drink it in deep, gulp it down greedily, thrill with it in his bones and blood.

And he would surely die, because he had none of of the gifts of a Mancer, the special safeguards in the soul to master the flow of power. Maleni used to say she was chained to a wild shark, and only the gentlest, firmest of commands kept it in check. Press the heel too quickly to its side, tug on the cord to quickly, surrender to the savage urge to wallow and drown in the honey-gold embers, and everything is lost. She would be whipped out to sea and into the depths until skin and hair and offal stripped away to bone, and bone melted into bubbles.

His lips would touch that shimmering, surging well of power, and he would not drink it down, but send it back to her.

And all without underword, the ability to talk in each other’s minds.

So… that was the test.

Her eyes had hardened into a glare. She stared at him. He could see her tongue seeking different words in her clenched jaw. Then her voice appeared in underword in his mind, even and calm. Can you do it?

He held her gaze for a full second. Stopped himself from swallowing, or steeling his muscles. He relaxed, nodded, and thought back, “Yes. We’ve got this.” He turned away, and allowed himself a single swallow of nervousness.

“Step up,” the master called out. “And step off.”

A line of yellow-robed students lifted off into the air, like saffron herons, robes taut like kites in the breeze. Their faces white.

She locked her fingers together, reached out with a lariat of power that he couldn’t feel, and nodded. He swung his foot over the edge, and his heart thudded with fear. There was nothing now. He felt the pull of the world, the bands round his belly and the strips of cloth tight round his calves, the muffle of that armband shutting out the sun.

He clamped his teeth together. He trusted her. There was no reason to doubt something they’d practiced hundreds of times. Only this time he would not feel the warm, gentle ease of the magic. Just nothing. Just the drag of his own body and the cold rush of panic in his veins.

Nothing else for it.

He flexed his neck right and left, and then walked off the parapet like a stroll on the beach. His foot bent into the open air, and he was airborne.

To right and left, students floated like lanterns in the night, sailing across the gap, a constellation of gold stars reflected in the blackwater below, stars above hard and white in the damson-dark sky.

He kept his nerve. Nothing else to do. Wait, trust, hope. Let her move him forward, let her handle everything.

The floating lanterns passed by, balls of paper, glowing from inside, bigger than a grown man, trailing banners with gilded letters on red parchment, connected by cords of smaller flags. They were almost close enough to run his finger along them.

Practicing sun-self was a release from the bond of the world, to become bonded to the touch of the god. But men are not gods, we have bodies born to grow and fade, and aren’t powerful enough to sustain sun-self for long. 

Which meant that if Maleni wasn’t careful, she could burn them both out in a wink of an eye. And he would feel nothing, no warning, no chance of escape.

But with her, they could become a dyad of power and action.

He stared ahead, counting the seconds until he could reach the other side.

It might be a full three minute wait.

He held his breath, licking his dry lips, locking his eyes on the glow ahead until it blurred and pulsed like a living thing.

Chalimancers are guardian, fire, and grail. Weave people into patterns, shape families, fellowships, kingdoms, often under the intense duress of a warfront. They are kingmakers, ambassadors, advisors, builders. Fire and shield are their symbols, fire to warm, shield to guard, and a heart to lead without domination.

That last part was probably hard to get right.

Suddenly he was yanked left.

Then right.

Maleni’s voice crashed into his mind. Rukmur found us. Grabbing me. Pulling me away.

Nurim flailed in the air like an idiot. There was nothing to grab. No way to move. Nothing to do.

Maleni!? He barked.

He’s dragging me out. I’m trying to keep you up!

There was no way she could safely keep him up, maintain the mudra, keep the link flowing while being dragged and interrupted.

He was thrown sideways, arms thrashing, connecting with a strand of cord. Fingers locked around it and he yanked himself toward it. It was one of those lines of bunting between the floating lanterns.

Then his body sagged in the air. She was gone. Nothing held him up.

He grit his teeth till his neck strained and went sore, hanging over the abyss, stuck in the middle of the trial.

There was no way this rope would hold his weight.

The other students glanced at him, and then passed on, emotionless.

The cord snapped.

His stomach punched into this throat and he clamped both hands on the cord, shredding the banners off like paper, swinging in a long arc.

The huge lanterns were uneven in the air, and there was nothing for it. He crashed into the side of one. Crashed through it, it was only wicker wood and paper, tore through it, grabbing at anything to catch him, hooked an arm around the edge of the circular platform and pulled up short, the air crushed from his lungs, his hips and legs still swinging wildly below.

And he stared up into a person’s eyes.

It was a woman, middle aged, and yellow light was glowing from her skin.

He blinked in shock.

She was the lantern.

All the lanterns were students practicing a form of sun-self, and leaking the light through their skin. He’d ripped right into her meditative position.

She opened her eyes, smiled, and looked down to study him. Her irids were completely gold, suffused with brilliant light.

And he felt nothing. Absolutely nothing. None of the warmth that used to flow over him like a second skin.

“Umm… I’m sorry, so sorry,” he stammered.

She tiled her head, studied him, and then smiled. Then she reached out with a single finger. Touched his left hand white-knuckling the edge of the platform near her knee.

In that instant, he felt something change. A keyhole had opened up in him, and magic streamed in.

His left hand wasn’t wearing the armband. The one he’d trained harder to master.

But the magic wasn’t Chalimancer gold from Maleni. He felt Excalibyrn red, flowing from Rukmur. Felt his presence, like a second skin, like the outline of an echo. He pressed his eyes shut. His arms were trembling. His feet had nothing to push on, scrabbling on empty air.

He knew what to do.

All the hours spent crushing down his anger lugging those dumb chunks of coral as strength training… Master had never sensed a second power. He thought Nurim was hot headed and rebellious. Well, he wasn’t wrong there. But all that crushing meant a hoard of buried power.

And he let it rip, backwards through the connection.

Sent it back to Rukmur, a blasting gale of rage and anger, focusing on his neck and wrists. That would stop him breathing, and yank his fingers into convulsions, so he couldn’t form a counter sign.

And then suddenly he was weightless again.

What did you do? Maleni’s voice moved in his mind. Don’t know what you did, but it worked. I’m free of him. I’ve got you.

He felt himself lift off the lantern, half upside-down, and he tried to form a respectful bow in the air with his hands crossed over his chest. He hoped that was a reverent apology in the Ribgate world too. Then he was rolled over and facing the right way again.

Only for a second.

And he dropped like a stone again, straight onto another cord. It tore free from one lantern, and he swung again, his feet dragging through a second lantern, shredding the wicker and paper into bits. The adept inside shrieked in surprise, lost his meditation, and his inner light went out. The lantern dropped straight down out of sight.

Nurim was suddenly weightless again and speeding through the air.

He tried to reach out with his mind. Maleni, are you there?

She snapped in briefly. I handled him. Don’t worry.

He could imagine her sheer rage, swinging a punch right between Rukmur’s eyes, or on his chin, laying him out flat. He’d seen her anger before.

The air whipped past. This was burning through her reserves to do this. He hoped she wasn’t hurting herself. Normally he could feel the extra heat, the warmth turning to prickling, like a hand over a flame for too long, and the skin reddening from pain.

Now, nothing but the chill air blowing on his face.

She gave out right as he reached the parapet, and the pull of the world sucked him down in a rush, crashing to his knees on the bronze-chased stonework, slamming his mouth on the stone and throwing out a hand to grab a merlon. He swung his legs in a final lurching shove over the beginning of the shadowed rapids, and hauled himself up. Spat out the blood between his teeth. Ouch. His knee was blindingly sore.

The guards watched him carefully as he stumbled through the alley of branching pillars, toward the sheer wall carved with the Chalimancer sigil. The wall had an eerie depth, like looking into a lagoon of glass that bent and warped the firelight bristling off the braziers.

Attendants and scribes sat on gilded benches, watching Chalions rush up, touch the wall.

Nurim’s gut lurched as he saw a student shudder, glow, and then his robes billow out in a sudden burst of air, flesh and sinew and brain matter melt into a stream of steam and starlight. And then gone.

He was horrified.

They did it wrong.

They drank it down, instead of passing it back.

No time to feel. Or think. Just get it done. 

She was counting on him.

He set his jaw, stepped up onto the dais into the demi-circle of banners and braziers.

Planted his hand flat on the embossed sigil.

And for a second, sensed that both hands mattered to him. He paired both together on the stone.

Opened his heart back toward Maleni.

Felt the boil and surge of honey warmth splinter the armband from his forearm so it fell away. This was a cataract of heat, volcanic and boiling, pooling through his hands and into his heart like the geysers gusting high on the archipelago coast.

He was screaming in his mind. 

His mouth open, his ears hearing nothing, his body numb. He was a floating orb of heat, a lantern out of control. His lungs were starved for air as if he’d dove deep into a sinkhole, his lips turned up seeking the silvery, rippling, blue edge where water meets air.

Air… air… His lungs pulsed and shuddered for air. And it was right there. 

Don’t drink…

He felt like he would collapse inward inside himself, crush down into a tiny ball of char and then wink out like a light.

He felt for her presence, and sent it all back to her.

Then his eyes rolled upward, blackness claimed his sight, and the magic whipped from his senses.

He fell back, welcoming the crack of marble on his skull, the clunk of stone on his spine…

And hands pulled him up.

He blinked. Pulled in air, real air, coughed and spat blood, and pushed himself over onto his knees.

Scholars stepped back from him, adjusted their robes, and nodded approvingly.

He looked up.

And he knew his grin was a bloody, devil-may-care grin.

We did it, Maleni. We actually did it.

He didn’t need to hear her response. He felt it. It was ecstatic. She was jumping and fist-pumping the air. He could feel a change in her. She felt deeper, wilder, like a shallow pool had bottomed out into a well, and he couldn’t see the bottom.

They were free of the Excalibyrn school. 

He took a deep, shuddering sigh of relief.

What next, he didn’t know.

And then he felt her go still.

He looked up.

He realized he saw more. More than was there before.

He stood slowly, rubbing his eyes, the iron char of blood on his tongue, and his skin still prickling from the hot honey broil of the magic.

Figures of light freckled the air, tall and short ones, trailing long garments in the night. They stood in the sky, in the air, on the ridgelines. There were as many as the delegates from the ten kingdoms. And they were invisible to normal sight.

They were from the godstorm. Perilous Ones. The Numinous.

He glanced over at the scholars, and saw the gilded shining on the edges of their eyes. They had the sight too.

It dawned on him that this was the secret sight of the schools.

And a sunrise from the wrong direction sent shadows scattering like birds, in all new directions, lamps paling before its fire, an exhale of daylight waking the canyon walls as a new sun rose.

It was a dragon. Wings wide, great clawed feet hauling itself up to cast its arching neck and gilded ivory horns toward the moon, scales like scattering of gold flakes in sunshine, eyes as warm and wild as a god.

Zahirskald, or Nurhavn, the Luminous Dawn. Guardian of the Haven. Only seen by those who earned the perilous sight.

And they’d done it, together.
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Hidar had written the stories his whole life. From the moment he could write, his father had taught him the tales that his people held dear.

Every day he wrote and listened. Every story, myth, tale and legend. He knew them all by heart. He spent hours with his father, learning them all, until the day his father passed the job to him.

He was the youngest writer in the city at the age of sixteen, but no one loved the stories more than him. And no one knew them as well as he did. They were real, they were true, and they were life.

Hidar sat in his stall as the sun began to set, and began writing, so that the stories could be shared and given to all who came to the city.

“Hidar!” A voice from the crowd called to him. He grinned as his friend came running towards him, but he soon stopped when he saw the distress on Roheld’s face. “Ro? What’s wrong?”

“Hidar, you won’t believe it! Someone is fighting the Elder!” 

“Fighting? Why? What could provoke the Elder to fight!?” Hidar braced Roheld as he panted and tried to catch his breath.

“It’s all that…that… traveler’s fault! 

Hidar felt a chill run down his spine despite the heat.“A traveler?” he asked, tightening his grip on Roheld’s arm. “What could a stranger want with the Elder?”

His friend shook his head, eyes wide with worry “He mocks us Hidar! He mocks the Elder and our teachings! He claims that we teach lies, that the stories we have passed down are not true, that they are meaningless!”

“Where is this Traveler?” Hidar gasped, already pulling his friend back in the direction he had come from. 

“At the fountain square,” Roheld said breathlessly. “The Elder tries to reason with him, but the man—he will not stop.” They pushed past the spice vendors and cloth-sellers, past the wine makers and the story-teller women, past the other people crowding the square. The murmur of the market had shifted into a loud hum like a disturbed beehive.

As they got closer to the fountain, they could hear the upset voice of the Elder rising above the noise. 

“The stories are true I tell you!” They heard him shout. “They have been passed down since the time of the first King, and they will continue to be passed down until the rule of the last!”

Pushing themselves forward once more, they made it to the front of the crowd.

Hidar saw the Elder standing tall despite his old age, his silver hair gleaming in the bright desert sun. Before him, a stranger in a blue cloak gestured broadly, his voice booming over the talk of the gathered crowd.

“Stories? Do you hear yourself, old man? That’s just it! They are only stories! That is all your people have—fairy tales of beasts and riders, of souls and miracles. Where is the cloak that calms any beast? Where is the sword of Himatar, your great hero? Where is the so-called “Drakerider’s Soul” you claim exists? Oh, they are “lost to the sands of time” You have none! You are nothing but fools!” He spat, turning his anger to the people. “You waste your lives in this city, learning and sharing these falsehoods! And you think of nothing more, nothing more than passing these lies on to a new generation of fools!”

A hush fell. The Elder’s eyes were steady, but weary and sad, like the fight had left him weakened. And Hidar, heart pounding, felt anger grow within him. If he wants proof, I’ll find proof! He stood. “I uphold the King’s challenge!”

A gasp rose from the crowd as all eyes turned to Hidar in an instant.

“The King’s challenge, young one?” The Elder asked in surprise, “No one has invoked the challenge in many years, not since the time of my predecessor.” 

“I am of age, and I swear, on my life, I swear that I will uphold the challenge! I will find The Drakeriders Soul and bring it back so that this newcomer will see that the stories are true! I, Hidar Alhaj, take the oath of the—”

“No!”

All eyes turned to Roheld, Hidar’s friend, who had stood wide-eyed as Hidar spoke. “Hidar, you can’t! You know they never came back! Any of them!”

“—take the oath of the chosen and give my name to the list of those before me, and uphold the right to the challenge as is law!” Hidar finished the oath in a rush, because the law says that the oath is binding.

The Elder’s face lowered, sorrow filling his eyes.

“So it is spoken, may it be bound,” he said, his voice heavy, “Hidar Alhaj, by the ancient king’s law, your path is set. May you succeed where those before you have failed.”

Roheld tried to dash forward but was held back by men in the crowd. “Elder, please! Stop him! He’s my friend—he’ll be lost! He can’t do this! Please? There must be something!”

But the Elder only lifted a steady hand. “The law is binding, my child. Once spoken, it cannot be undone.” His gaze fell upon Hidar. “You know the weight of what you’ve done. The others who took the King’s challenge never returned. Some say their bones lie beneath the dunes. Others say the drakes themselves devoured them.”

The traveler laughed, sharp and mocking, cutting through the solemn silence. “Ha! Perfect! Another fool to throw himself to the beasts in the name of your precious stories.” He spread his arms wide to the crowd. “Let him go! Let him chase the sun and shadows. It will only prove me right when he fails.”

That broke the silence of the crowd.

“How dare you speak that way of traditions!”

“Send the traveler to the desert sands! Let him be eaten!”

“Lord save us, this traveler is surely the devil!”

Outrage roared among the crowd until the Elder banged his staff to silence them once more, his hand resting briefly on Hidar’s shoulder. “Go then, child. At dawn, the city gates will open to you. Take what provisions you need. Beyond the walls, the desert will test you. May the soul of the first king guide your steps.” 

Hidar straightened his back, forcing his voice to steady though his heart thundered in his throat. “I will not fail. The stories are not lies—they are life and truth,” he told the Elder before turning his gaze to the traveler, “And I will return with proof enough to silence you.” 

He made his way through the crowd slowly and turned into the marketplace. He was hardly thinking until he collided with a girl in line at his father’s food stall, causing her to drop her coins. She sighed warily and began picking them up, “I beg your pardon, Miss,” he said bowing to the stranger before heading to his house, before entering he thought for a moment. 

Many come to the city seeking out stories, that girl was probably one of them, her brown eyes shone as mine did the first time I heard them, I must protect the stories. I must!

That night, Roheld found him on the flat roof of his home, where the desert winds tugged at their clothes and the stars looked close enough to touch.

“You don’t have to prove anything,” Roheld whispered.

Hidar leaned his elbows on his knees. “Yes, I do. If the stories fade, then so do we.” Roheld shook his head, but stayed beside him until the city slept.




***




Before dawn, his mother pressed a waterskin into his hands, her fingers lingering on his skin. She smoothed the hair out of his eyes like when he was small. “Go with courage, my son. Come back with the truth.”

And when the gates opened, he stepped beyond them.

The wind had carried him far since that morning. Sand burned his eyes, the sun blazed hot and bright, and behind him, the walls of his home were no more than a memory.

At first, the stories guided him. He whispered them beneath his breath to steady his heart—how the first king crossed these same sands, how the stars would shine on the path, and how the dunes themselves shifted to swallow the careless.

By the third day, the desert grew silent. No hawk cried in the sky, no beetle stirred in the sand. Even the wind seemed to hold its breath. Hidar followed a narrow path between two large dunes, grateful for the shade—until the ground shook beneath his feet.

The story of the hungry earth returned to him too late. 

With a sound like thunder, the sand beneath him started slipping through cracks, and the earth itself began to crumble. With his heart in his throat, he realized that he had walked into one of the many weak spots of the desert. 

The sand gave way with a roar, and Hidar plunged into darkness. 

Dust burned his lungs. He coughed, blinking at blackness so dark he couldn’t see a few inches in front of him. 

The light of day was a pale circle far above. 

Hidar’s knees shook as he stood, one hand pressed to the cavern wall. It was damp and cool, but he felt something else, a marking? Squinting his eyes, he peered under his fingers. Writing. Carved into the stone.

Listen closely for Inara’s death 

For soon you shall lose all breath

Follow closely the source at hand

You’ll soon arrive at a safer land 

He swallowed hard. The rhyme had always sounded like a child’s tale, a puzzle for winter nights. But now, in the dark, it felt like a death sentence. His heart pounding, he set to work trying to figure out the riddle. “Listen closely for Inara’s death” Inara’s death?  Inara had been a princess who was known for creating the river near his home.  Inara’s death? Inara’s death….

Water! Inara had drowned in the river!

He listened for the water’s call, the steady sound of a stream bouncing off the rocks guiding him deeper.

At first, it seemed to come from everywhere at once echoing all around him. But at last, he found it: a thin stream shooting through a jagged seam in the wall. The stone behind it rose in a jagged slope. 

He pressed his palm to the damp crack. Sand? The water wasn’t coming through stone, but sand. He chipped some of it away with his hands, and a thin stream of light shone above the flow of water. Breathing a sigh of relief he began digging and pushing it away as fast as he could, until at last his hand broke into sunlight.

He dragged himself out of the cavern, sprawling on the hot sand, chest heaving. The desert stretched endlessly before him, the sun already fierce overhead. But he smiled. The stories had not lied.

The desert stretched endlessly before him, but the way was no longer clear. A shadow smudged the sky, rising higher than the dunes, a shifting wall of gold and tan. At first, Hidar thought it was a mirage, heat shimmering on the edge of the desert—but the closer he came, the louder it grew. A low, unending roar, like the earth itself breathing. It was a storm. Unmoving, eternal.

He approached until the wind tore at his clothes and sand rubbed his skin raw. The wall of swirling dust reached to the heavens, blotting out the sun. Nothing lived here. Nothing could live here. Yet his path led straight into its teeth. 

At the storm’s edge, half-buried in the sand, stood a stone taller than a man. Its face was rough and cracked, but upon it someone long ago had carved words: 

Rush not into the desert’s breath,

For haste will only bring you death.

When sunlight sleeps in silent skies,

The sleeper wakes and the storm dies.

Hidar traced the letters with shaking fingers. He whispered the rhyme. He had not come this far to cower before wind and dust.

He pulled his cloak tight and stepped forward. The storm swallowed him whole. Sand burned and scratched his eyes, his throat, his skin. He staggered two steps, three—then the world became a blur of choking sand. He could not see the ground beneath him. Could not breathe. His lungs burned, his chest heaved, and terror clawed at him as the storm pushed him back. He stumbled, fell, and crawled, until at last the storm hurled him out onto the sand, broken and gasping. The stone still stood before him, silent as judgment.

His mouth was raw, his eyes burned from grit. Slowly, he dragged himself upright, glaring at the stone as if it had mocked him.

He muttered the lines again, half in fury, half in desperation. He had rushed, and the storm had nearly killed him. 

For haste will only bring you death. But what of the rest? When sunlight sleeps in silent skies…

His gaze lifted to the sun, blazing and merciless. Silent skies—was that nightfall? The Moon was called the Sleeper in some of the stories, wasn’t it? He closed his eyes trying to remember. Yes—the old tale: a storm that never moved, except in sleep.

Hidar sank to his knees at the foot of the stone, his heart sinking with him. To wait here, exposed on the desert’s edge, until nightfall? Every moment would burn his strength away. But what choice did he have?

The storm roared on, endless, eternal. Yet behind its fury lay the promise of a path. And so Hidar sat with his back to the stone, clutching his waterskin close, and watched the sun crawl across the sky.

The hours bled together. The sun dragged low, turning the dunes to fire. Hidar’s lips cracked, his throat dry as bone, but still he waited. The storm roared, eternal, defying him with every breath of sand. Then—without warning—it stopped.

The silence hit like a blow. 

The sudden stillness rang in his ears. 

Sand rained down, and a path yawned open through the storm’s heart. Hidar staggered to his feet, awe choking him more than the dust had. The sleeper wakes and the storm dies. The old rhyme was true.

He hurried forward, knowing the storm’s silence would not last. The dunes fell away into broken stone, and ahead, half-hidden by shadow, the mouth of a cavern opened wide. 

Hidar froze at its threshold. Stories whispered of caves like these, where the keepers of secrets set their last trials. The storm behind him stirred, already muttering in its sleep. He had no choice. With one last glance at the darkening sky, Hidar stepped into the cavern, which opened into a vast chamber, the ceiling lost in shadow. Heat shimmered in the air, thick with the stench of ash.

In the faint light, he saw claw marks gouged deep into the stone. And bones. 

The stories crowded his mind—whispers of the mother dragon who guarded the Soul.

One who destroyed all who dared trespass. Yet another line pressed on his memory: “Take the child, and she will yield.” Hidar’s throat tightened. That was the only way, the stories said. Take the child. At the far end of the cavern, nestled among shards of obsidian rock, lay a drake no bigger than a cat.

Its scales glimmered like molten gold, its eyes wide with bright fire. The youngling hissed as he approached. Heart pounding, Hidar reached out. The words of the story gave him courage—take the child. He scooped the creature into his arms. And in that instant, a roar shattered the cavern. 

From the shadows, the mother stirred—vast as a mountain, her scales black as night, her eyes glowing with fury. She surged forward, gaze fixed on him, hatred blazing. Hidar staggered back, clutching the squirming youngling. 

He had no weapon, no hope. The mother’s jaws yawned wide, firelight spilling from her throat. But he managed to dodge her blast, the heat of it blazing through the cavern. He held the creature in his arms tightly, fearing that it might be harmed.

But then, something changed. The young drake twisted in his arms, no longer fighting. It pressed its snout against his chest, crooning softly. The mother froze, her jaws snapping shut. The cavern shook with the force of her breath, but she did not strike. Her eyes narrowed, but she laid down quietly. 

It was then he realized. The story was wrong. It hadn’t been take the child. It was to treat the child. Care for it, and the mother would yield. 

Beyond the drakes, set into the rock like a heart within the rock, burned a faint glow: the Drakerider’s Soul. 

Hidar stepped closer, and the young drake leapt from his arms, padding ahead to the light. It curled beside the glowing crystal as though it had always belonged there. The cavern trembled. A voice—not a sound, but a presence—rose in Hidar’s mind, vast and ageless.

Long have I slept, keeper of tales. Only the truth remembers not the words alone, but their meaning. Only such a one could wake me.”

The crystal’s glow flared, and from it rose a drake older and greater than the mother, its wings folded like mountains, its eyes twin suns. Hidar fell to his knees as the voice thundered in his mind.

“You are the keeper. You are the truth of the stories. You have woken me. And in waking, you have proven the truth alive. Long have I slept. But now, I belong to you.”

The king’s drake leaned close, its breath warm and steady. Hidar lifted a trembling hand and laid it upon the creature’s scales. 

The voice filled him again:“Where the first king walked, you will walk. Where he rode, you shall ride. You are the keeper, you are the rider, you are the story made real.”

When they emerged from the cavern, the storm had passed. Night spread its quiet cloak across the sands, and the stars burned clear and sharp. Hidar set his face toward the horizon. Beside him, the drake unfurled its wings, their span blotting out the moon.

For the first time, Hidar did not walk alone. For he had done what no other could, he had awakened the Drakeriders Soul.
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Naia hadn’t expected Archlight Hollows to be this big.

It rose from the desert like a beast of violet and gold, houses piled every which way in a twisting maze beneath sand-colored arches. Sweet, spicy smells wafted through the city, mingling with distant strains of music from a far-off sector. Everywhere Naia looked, there was another inhabitant, some chatting, others sitting quietly, gazing at the sunset sky. Golden light picked out shimmering specks from age-worn stone as Naia trudged past traders urging mules laden with goods and travelers swathed in rich fabrics she’d never seen before.

Only an hour ago, she’d been wearily crossing the desert, her only companions her whispered story-songs and an occasional manta riding the winds above. Now she was swept into friendly chatter, bathed in late-day light. It was so different from Haarvar, the cool forests and grey stones of home. Naia raised a hand to her neck, fingers brushing the familiar chain and the bulge of the amulet hanging beneath her dress.

“As long as I have the amulet, it’ll be fine,” she murmured. In her mind, she replayed the directions repeated countless times to her back in Haarvar. Closing her eyes, she could almost see the map of the different sectors, the stadium, the roads and bridges crisscrossing like a spiderweb. The thought of the stadium stirred a rush of emotion.

“I only have to sing one story. I’ve done it a million times, for sand’s sake, I was trained for this.” She tried to let the thought comfort her, as it had on star-filled desert nights, but doubt kept creeping in. “I was trained for this. Everyone expects perfection. What will they think if the Haarvarten Storykeeper flunks her one duty at the festival?” 

Her hands slowly stopped shaking as Mistress Alvara’s parting words echoed in her mind, clear as the day she left Haarvar: “Remember, the amulet holds the stories, so all you have to worry about is the actual performance. The words will come to you from the amulet, just focus on singing them.” 

Naia let out a sigh, a bit of her worry slipping away with it. Her eyes wandered over the street, curiosity piqued. So this was the centenary storytelling festival, the one whispered of in legend, sung of in myth. The earthy scent of cumin drew her down a busy side street to a crowded, bustling market. Traders advertised wares, customers haggled, and long lines snaked in front of the stalls bursting with mouthwatering smells. 

Naia wandered, gazing at the richly painted ceramics and flowing silks covering the stalls. The winds danced with the dying light as the sun slipped farther and farther over the horizon. A dull hunger grew in Naia’s stomach, the memory of her light lunch of flatbread in the desert long faded. She felt in her pocket for her small bag of coins and carefully drew it out. From the signs hanging over the nearest food stall, she thought she would have enough for a honey bun and a little fruit. She wove her way through the growing crowd and finally found the end of the line, taking her place behind two chattering old women, their words traveling easily to Naia.

“Will you be at the stadium for the dawn gathering?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t miss it for the world. The Haarvarten Storykeeper will be there!” 

“They say she’s uncommonly young. Must be very skilled.” 

Naia’s appetite vanished. She stared at her feet, her scuffed boats, the sand crusted hem of her simple brown dress, holding back a rueful laugh. Some Storykeeper she was: dirty, tired, and, if she was honest about it, terrified. 

She blocked out the two women in her mind, instead watching the people passing by. Three old men ambled by, breads swaying as they carried on in deep discussion. One of them held a long leash in his hand, a purple and orange lantern crab scurrying along at the end. Then a young woman raced past, golden curls bouncing behind her as they burst from her red headscarf. Naia turned to watch her, stepping out of the line to see better. Suddenly someone rammed into her from behind and she stumbled forward, barely avoiding crashing into several passersby.  

But her coin purse soared from her hand, coins flying out, sparkling in the evening light like raindrops.

Naia swung a desperate hand at them, but they disappeared into the dusty market ground. She let out an exasperated sigh as a confused but polite “I beg your pardon, Miss” sounded behind her. Turning, she saw a dark-haired, green-eyed boy, a little younger than her, bowing slightly.

“It’s fine,” she sighed, turning back in hopes of finding a few of her coins. The boy stepped carefully around her, disappearing into the crowd slowly but with his head held high. Naia started to mutter about just how helpful he was but stopped herself. 

The look in his eyes had been…strange. 

Confused.

But proud. 

She stored it somewhere in the back of her mind, where she kept all the little things that are impossible to express in words.

“I saw what happened. Here, let me help you,” A girl appeared at Naia’s side, dirty blond braids wrapped around her head. She offered Naia a friendly smile and bent down, almost immediately finding one of the coins. With a smile of gratitude, Naia crouched down too, a few of her coins soon back in her purse.

“It’s not much, but it should get you a roll,” the girl hesitated, “I’m Emrin, by the way.” 

Naia had the strange sense that she was being offered friendship, even though she wasn’t exactly sure why, or what had prompted this Emrin to help in the first place. But she smiled back.

“Thanks. I’m Naia.”

Naia ordered a honey roll, carefully counting out her remaining coins. The change was pitifully small; the warm roll hardly looked enough for a hungry traveler. Emrin slapped some coins on the counter, ordered a roll, then, with a glance at Naia, ordered two bowls of fruit as well.        

A troop of lantern lighters worked their way down the street, sending golden lantern-orbs floating into the air. They hovered like large amber stars as Naia and Emrin meandered down the road with their food.

“When did you arrive in the Hollows?” Emrin asked between bites of fruit.

“Today, actually.”

“And why are you here? Visiting someone?”

Naia’s hands were suddenly clammy.

“I’m here, um, well I’m here to go to the stadium tomorrow…the dawn gathering.” Her stomach twisted in on itself as the long, long list of every tiny thing that could go wrong flashed through her mind again. 

“Oh, I’ll be at the stadium tomorrow at dawn too! See, it’s tradition for the Storykeeper from the Haarvar tribe to sing one of their story-songs there. I’m really excited to hear it. It’ll be in the ancient Haarvar language too! They say the storykeeper is a really young girl and—” Emrin noticed the strained expression on Naia’s face.

“Wait a minute…” Emrin’s eyes grew as large as the roll in her hand. “You’re the Storykeeper! To think I’m actually talking to the storykeeper! I thought I’d only catch a glimpse of you.”

Naia managed a rueful laugh, “I’m afraid I won’t exactly meet your expectations; I’m not the stuff of legends everyone seems to think I am.” But Emrin gave her an assuring pat, which felt more like a gentle whack.

“I’m not expecting you to be crazy good, I just think your job is so cool! The chance to share stories on such a large scale,” Emrin turned from Naia to gaze down the market street into the sand and sun of the city. “I’d give anything for a chance like that.” 

Naia was mesmerized by the look of longing on Emrin’s face, of a heart full of stories ready to burst out, if only there was someone to listen. Her own voice was gentle as she said quietly, “You’ll get your chance, Emrin. I’m sure of it. When there are stories inside of you, they’re bound to find a way out.” Emrin turned and smiled. Not the haphazard, happy-go-lucky smile she’d had before, but a real one, which nestled itself in Naia’s heart.

“Welp, Storykeeper, it’s getting late. I’ll walk you to wherever you’re staying. Where to?” Emrin finished her roll in a gulp, unabashedly licking her fingers clean as Naia recited the directions to the Stadium Inn that had been repeated to her a million times back in Haarvar. Emrin took off at a trot, waving Naia on with a cheerful hand, into the gathering violet dusk.




***




Naia opened her eyes slowly, the dark sand-colored ceiling of her room in the Stadium Inn blurring in and out of focus. She pushed herself up, brushing the matted hair from her eyes. Out of habit, she rubbed her hand over the amulet.

It’s performance day.

The idea of going back to bed was suddenly very appealing. Naia’s stomach twisted in the all too familiar way as she swung a foot down to the cool sandstone floor. Her small roomwas quiet in the pre-dawn grey filtering through the single window. She wound her hair into a thick braid, the morning ahead running through her mind.

The Inn was a short way from the Stadium; it’d be a quick walk over. 

She’d arrive just before dawn.

As the sun rose, she’d perform a traditional Haarvarten story-song.

Everything would go perfectly. 

She tried to push away thoughts of muddled melodies and stammered stories, but they crept into the dark corners of her mind.

She started at the sound of a knock on the door, and hurried to open it, the un-oiled hinges protesting. At first, it seemed like a heap of blue cloth sat in the hallway, but then it shifted, and a wizened, wrinkled face poked out, like a turtle from its shell. The woman smiled warmly at Naia, and Naia couldn’t help smiling back.

“Hello, I’m Runa,” the woman said, extending a tiny hand. Naia took it, Runa’s firm grip surprising her. “I run the Inn, I thought I’d walk you to the stadium this morning.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Runa.” Naia let Runa lead her down the hallway, plain but for a colorful woven rug.

Something about Runa felt like a story, a melody Naia hadn’t heard before. 

Runa led her into the small, cozy common room of the Inn. Naia barely remembered it from the night before, only a vague impression of colorful rugs and a fire crackling purple and green in the hearth. But now, even in the wee hours, the cream and brown walls felt like home. A home different from Haarvar, but a home all the same.

Runa plodded over to a pantry door behind a rubbery plant covered in pink and gold blooms. A quick rummage, and she pulled out a plate of flatbread.

“Feeling peckish, dear?”

But Naia hardly noticed the food. In her mind, she could already hear the murmurs of the crowded stadium, see the expectant gleam in their eyes.

She could already feel an anxious grip around her throat.

Runa set the food aside, her eyes concerned. “Nervous?”

Naia managed a strained nod, her hand instinctively reaching for the amulet. “I’m fine, really. I have the amulet, it carries the stories… it’ll be fine,” she squeezed the words out of her dry throat. Runa gently took Naia’s hand and led her to the door, stepping out into the pre-dawn gloom.

Even without the sun, the city glowed with a light of its own. Naia followed Runa towards the stadium, catching glimpses of the round structure, its roof supported by tall pillars.  

They took a side street to avoid the stream of people filling the main roads, all heading towards the stadium. As they crossed a small staircase bridged over a violet waterway, Naia reached for the amulet again. The chain was old and worn; she made a mental note to ask for a new one back in Haarvar. With careful fingers, she drew it out from beneath the fabric of her dress.

The green stone glowed softly, its silver backing etched with ancient runes. Naia closed her eyes and let its stories come. The Haaravarten words rose from her heart, and she whispered them, letting the familiar melody softly rise and fall.

“You on the bridge, watch out! Theodosious, come back!” 

The shout woke Naia from her reverie as she and Runa turned towards the voice. A bearded man sprinted towards them, gesturing at their feet. Naia looked down to see a flash of purple and orange, long legs and beady eyes.

A lantern crab.

No leash in sight, the crab scurried directly towards Naia foot. She jumped back, hitting the bridge railing with a painful jolt. 

She didn’t realize the chain had snapped until the amulet, still dangling a scrap of chain, caught around the crab’s neck. Without slowing for a second, the crab scuttled through a gap in the bridge railing, vanishing into the water below with a faint splash. 

“No, no, no, no, NO!” Naia’s voice crescendoed as the truth hit home.

The amulet. 

The stories. 

Her honor as a Storykeeper.

It was gone. 

The bearded man rushed by, not noticing Naia’s grief. But Runa laid a gentle hand on her shaking shoulder.  

Naia’s eyes clouded with tears as her breath caught in her throat.

This can’t be happening. Not here, not now.

“Don’t worry, Naia,” Runa’s voice was calm. “We’ll get the city guards to cut off the waterways and they’ll find it soon enough.” 

“But the gathering! I have to be there! I can’t tell a story without the amulet!” Naia’s breaths came in ragged gasps.

“You’ve recited those stories hundreds of times; I’m sure you can remember one.”

Naia wiped her running eyes with the back of her sleeve. She started to murmur the same story she had just drawn out of the amulet. 

“Alnuevan ul ranera, alnuevan ul altera. Alnuvan ul shulata od…od…od”

“I sing of roses, I sing of spring. I sing of leaves and…and…and”

The bridge, the city, the desert, the sky, it all crowded around her, suffocating her, squeezing out the stories in her mind. The chain’s absence around her neck felt heavier than the weighty amulet ever had.

“I- I can’t remember them! They’ve just,” she passed a hand over her aching, feverish forehead, “gone.” Naia’s words crumbled to dust in the desert air. Runa took a step towards Naia, her voice gentle. 

“You mean you can’t remember any of the stories?” 

The space behind Naia’s eyes started to throb. “I should be able to remember them without the amulet, but I can only remember the beginnings, after that there’s just scraps!” A thousand feelings—disappointment, frustration, shame—screamed in her mind. “I’m a failure of a Storykeeper, I should have the stories memorized and be able to perform them perfectly!”

“Naia, storytelling isn’t about being perfect, it’s about passing on a moment, a feeling.” Runa’s voice cut through Naia’s mind like a stream of clear, cool water across a scorching desert.

A moment. 

Naia thought of wandering through the market, the bearded men, the running girl, the proud boy.

A feeling.

Naia thought of the look in Emrin’s eyes, the firm yet gentle grasp of Runa’s hand, the way it felt to sing a story. 

So many stories, all around her, waiting to be told.  

A melody, rising and falling like the wind rivers over the desert, sprung from her soul. 

“Maybe…if the amulet can’t give me a story, I have to find one myself.” Naia’s voice was barely a whisper, but the words were strong, urging her towards the Stadium and the rising sun.




***




A spot of gold was gathering on the horizon as the last few seats in the Stadium filled. A girl with dirty blond braids settled into her seat while an old woman swathed in blue cloth hurried her weary bones to a bench on the other side of the Stadium.

The first sliver of sun slipped over the horizon. 

“Alnuevan e slu-ela ken laten caldenala.”         

“I sing a story-song not heard before.”

Every eye in the crowd turned to the rim of the Stadium, where a girl was walking out from behind one of the pillars, her voice rising hauntingly. It soared to the sky, then sank to the dust of the desert. 

“A story that is old, a story that is new, a story that goes on forever

“I sing of home, and of faraway places, and I sing the stories of you.” 

The words, the music, the story welled up from somewhere inside of Naia, filling her and bursting forth. A bird answered her song, trilling along in harmony. The sun rose, spreading its light through the stadium, bursting around the pillars in rays of perfect gold.

She sang the stories of those around her, of the longing look in Emrin’s eyes, of Runa’s comforting voice and gentle hands. Naia held the final note of her song. She raised it up then let it down until it reached a soft hum. As the last bit of sun rose from the horizon, she drew the note up and up, sliding higher and higher, until it reached the cloudless sky. 

The stadium was silent when she finished, silent as everyone filed out. 

Some feelings are too precious to be put immediately into words. They must be kept in the heart until the proper time, when a story, a melody, springs from the recesses of the soul.

Naia stood on the rim of the stadium for a long time. 

Even after the shine of a green stone caught her eye from where it lay far below, resting on the bank of a waterway, she still stood, feeling stories, old and new, flow through her. 

She whispered to the desert, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth, “Everything, and everyone, is a story, and I’ve got a whole lot to tell.”
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Vi’Jave, the Windlancer with sand in his cloak and wyvern-magic in his skin, stepped cautiously from the bright, hot, loud, and bustling streets of the Archlight Hollows into the cool and dim tavern, allowing the curtain covering the doorway to fall silently back in place. 

The tavern was mostly empty, only a few shadowed corner tables occupied. The majority of the tavern’s honest traffic always came during the liminal times, at sunrise and sunset, leaving the less honest folk–which were more common in this tavern than many–to occupy it during the day and night. 

Feeling eyes, Vi’Jave pulled his rough, grey-brown hood deeper over his already wrapped face, before scanning the smoky room. His dark eyes quickly picked out the group he was tracking, and he saw a flash of gold trading hands under the table. ‘It is strange,’ Vi’Jave thought, ‘how an economy of stories can function. It does, however, make the tracking of less than honourable deals much easier.’

Waiting till none of his suspects were looking in his direction, Vi’Jave ghosted across the plaster-covered sandstone room, his well-worn leather boots soundless on the desiccated wood floor. Seeing one of the people in the group he was tracking starting to turn in his direction, Vi‘Jave sat down, the chair only making a muffled creak as it settled into the sandy floor. 

Facing half away from the shady group, Vi’Jave closed his eyes and bowed his head, before taking a deep breath. His lidded eye glowed invisibly beneath his hood, and the cloud of sand which had drifted into the air from his movement flew back to his cloak, catching in the coarse weave. 

“Are you sure it’s potent enough to poison the whole supply?” a gravelly voice hissed from the table that Vi’Jave was investigating. 

Vi’Jave barely resisted the urge to burst out laughing at the blatancy of the conversation, instead causing his amusement to come out as a raspy cough. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Vi’Jave saw the table turn to look at him and froze. Almost expecting a confrontation, Vi’Jave felt the sand under his fingertips forming into floating needles, which hovered secretly behind his wide cloak. 

As he heard the low conversation of the table start again, Vi’Jave let out a pent up breath, the sand at his fingers falling to the floor. He decided against keeping it ready in case a fight really did break out, he didn’t like using the life force of his wyvern unnecessarily, even in small amounts.  

“Do you doubt my word?” the man who had given the gold whispered, the question asked at a lower volume than the one before, “I wouldn’t be hiring you for this if I didn’t think it would be effective. Once we poison the water during the Haven, those storytellers will be dropping like flies. And without them? Without them their stories will die, you know this. And once their stories are dead? Well, people need stories, and there will only be one place left to get them. Me.” 

“But what if your stories aren’t good enough?” one of the others blurted out, though still remembering to keep his voice to a whisper. 

‘That,’ Vi’Jave thought, ‘or his lungs are too full of sand for him to talk above a whisper.’ 

The contractor chuckled darkly, shaking his head. “The stories that last control the future.” he whispered.

After a vicariously painful minute of silence, Vi’Jave heard the first mercenary to speak, their leader, he presumed, start to talk again, asking, “And the enchanted compass?”

Out of the corner of his eye, Vi’Jave saw the contractor draw a thick metal disk from his coat, the thin, surface layer of gold flaking off cheaply. “Yes,” the man said, opening the compass, “this will lead you straight to it.” He handed the compass over to the mercenary leader, before saying, “I believe this should be all, I will take my leave.” He stood and started to walk away, but paused, and added, ”remember, you’ll get the rest of your payment on delivery.” 

Vi’Jave watched the man exit, before dipping his head and pulling his hood lower, as the mercenaries rose to leave. 

“Remember, brothers,” the mercenary leader said, addressing his group, “speak naught of this till we are safe from prying ears and free of the city. We cannot let the guard catch word of this plan, else the people will flee and our plot shall fail.” 

“Deep breaths,” Vi’Jave told himself, as he fought to hold his silence at the mercenary’s obliviousness. Fortunately, he managed to contain his merriment until the mercenaries made their leave, before releasing a muffled pent up breath. Vi’Jave stood to follow, taking a quick moment to steady himself, before striding quickly out the heavy curtain that served as a door. 

The hot streets felt languid, as the now sparse crowd wandered between various vendors, a low hum of quiet conversation and exchange of stories giving a low droning quality to the air, accompanying the soft music that echoed from the bones of the city itself. 

Shaking his head slightly beneath his hood to clear it, Vi’Jave saw the mercenaries rounding a corner, heading towards the east gate of the town. He hurried to catch up, though he paused before the corner, listening for signs of ambush. While he certainly did not expect one, he still felt caution to be wise. 

Vi’Jave ducked around the corner and resumed his chase. The new street sloped down hill, as roads going out of the city often did, and was lined with higher end shops. 

Straight ahead, Vi’Jave saw the East gate, a huge circle lined with banners, afternoon sunlight shining off its roughly polished bronze accents, which overshadowed the abrupt change to sand that marked the edge of the city. 

Past the gate were the sandsled hangers, which opened out into the vast deserts beyond. Beside the gate were the wyvern eyries, the place where windlancers, like Vi’Jave, housed their grand pets.

As he neared the gate, Vi’Jave turned away from his chase, leaning against a sandy-colored, plaster-covered building, which afforded him a view of the sandsled hangers, while allowing him to remain unnoticeable beneath his sandy cloak. Refocusing on the mercenaries as they entered the hangers, Vi’Jave Saw them boarding a long, slender, triangle sailed, outrigger sandraft, which slid easily from the hanger and out into the shifting desert beyond. 

Vi’Jave turned and ran for the eyries, rushing past shopkeepers that were either more curious than indignant, or too languid to pursue him. Vi’Jave looked upward, up the road, and saw a tall tent rising in the path, clearly built by one of the careless merchants that had come for the Haven. 

Unflinching, Vi’Jave ran harder, jumping as the massive tent loomed over him. Sand rose up beneath his feet to propel him upward, and he rose over the tent, before catching the wall of the Eyrie. His hand went into the rough sandstone wall like water, before it resolidified, leaving him hanging. He braced his body outward against the wall, his feet finding rough holds. 

Vi’Jave’s eyes glowed for a moment, and he was greeted with a hunting cry from the lofts above, before his huge, grey-brown wyvern flew out, turning and landing beneath him. The dragon looked up, its head tilted as its dark eyes stared into Vi’Jave’s face wrappings. 

The sandstone melted under Vi’Jave’s hand, and he jumped out, off the side of the building. Catching one of the wyvern’s horns, he swung around, sitting easily at the base of his dragon’s neck. The wyvern turned its head to look at Vi’Jave for a moment, before turning the rest of its body and diving off the city wall, its wings catching the air and giving it speed. 

Vi’Jave scanned the sandy expanse momentarily, as his wyvern rose over the height of the city walls, before his eyes landed on the movement of the outrigger that he was tracking. He tapped his wyvern’s neck lightly, drawing its attention to the craft he was pursuing. The dragon shifted under him, and he felt the wyvern dipping lower as it sped up, slowly gaining on the sandsled. 

The sandsled in question crested a dune, then vanished, dropping past Vi’Jave’s sight. He frowned, as he felt the wyvern reel in confusion beneath him. 

After a moment, it became clear what happened. His eyes landed on a square-sailed sand raft, resting in the lee of the dune.

As Vi’Jave flew high over the dune, he saw the scene laid out before him, as the wyvern turned slowly around beneath him. Pulling the bow on his back from beneath his cloak, Vi’Jave saw a small vial trading hands, a barely visible speck among the tiny figures that he knew to be the mercenaries. 

Vi’Jave drew an arrow, fitting it to the string of his bow. 

His eyes glowed. 

The sand clinging to his cloak rose around him. 

Vi’Jave tapped the dragon’s neck with his foot, and it turned sharply downward, diving towards the mercenaries. 

As the figures rapidly expanded in Vi’Jave’s vision, he drew back the arrow on the string, as the sand floating around him formed into spears. 

Vi’Jave released the arrow. 

It hissed angrily, as it flew at the mercenary leader, followed by a half-dozen replicas made of sand. 

The wyvern spread its wings, and soared upward, as Vi’Jave leaned over to see below. His arrow had caught the mercenary leader in the shoulder, and four others lay injured or dead, their wounds full of sand. He huffed, annoyed that his arrow hadn’t done more. 

Vi’Jave could hear the mercenary leader shouting angrily, gesturing with his uninjured arm as the triangle sailed outrigger was set into motion again by paddles, aided by the crew of the square sailed sandraft. He knocked another arrow, shooting down past his wyvern. 

The shot missed, the arrow embedding itself in the sand behind the sandsled as it exited the lee of the dune and caught the wind. 

Vi’Jave knocked another arrow to his bow, as the wyvern began to approach for another dive. He saw a line of archers gathering at the backs of the sandsled, and gathered more sand from the air, before firing another volley. 

Most of the enemy archers fell, though that did not prevent the returning fire, which buzzed past angrily. Vi’Jave winced at a tearing sound, as an arrow cut through his wyvern’s wing. 

Quickly shooting off another arrow, Vi’Jave returned his bow to his back, then carefully repositioned himself on his wyvern’s neck. 

Vi’Jave jumped as he passed the sandsled, bracing for impact. 

He only fell for a moment, before hitting the sled with a thud, rolling to reduce his momentum. 

As he came to his feet, Vi’Jave drew his sword, a cross between a scimitar and a saber, before cutting at the ropes holding one of the sails. 

Vi’Jave’s sharp blade cut deeply into the thick rope, though he couldn’t get a second swing in, as he turned to defend himself from one of the mercenaries. He blocked the incoming attack at an angle, allowing the unprepared mercenary to fall forward, before darting in, his feet firm on the narrow boards that made up the walls of the sandsled, his slender blade sliding easily between his enemy’s ribs. 

The man fell before Vi’Jave even had a chance to see the results of his strike, and the body was lost in the dust instantly. 

Vi’Jave heard a furious shout from the man behind him, who had been approaching silently; he gestured sharply with his left hand, and heard a grunt, as the man was impaled by a spike that had risen from the desert beneath him. 

The rope Vi’Jave had struck twisted and snapped, jerking the sled beneath him. Struggling to regain his balance, Vi’Jave saw the mercenary leader throwing a dagger, and raised his sword to deflect it. 

The knife pinged sharply off the blade of Vi’Jave’s sword, before the force of the sword swing dropped him over the edge. 

Vi’Jave felt himself falling, and braced his arms over his face. 

Pain rocketed through Vi’Jave’s body, as his side collided with the sand. 

Everything started spinning, and Vi’Jave’s matted cloak wrapped tightly around him, as his limp form skipped over the sand. 

Beneath his hood, Vi’Jave’s eyes glowed, and the sand in front of him rose, bringing him to a halt. 

Vi’Jave lay, half buried in the sand, his now battered cloak tightly pulled around him, his sword somehow still in his death-like grip. Surely, he thought, there would be no problem if he lay there a moment, even if just to assess his wounds? No, the stakes were too high. He had one last  choice, and it would cost him everything… and no one would ever know.

Vi’Jave forced his bruised arms to move, and he somehow pushed himself out of the sand. Ahead, he saw the sandsled, shrinking into the distance, and he made himself stand, his pained legs slowly finding purchase under him. 

Overhead, Vi’Jave saw his wyvern, circling, before landing next to him. It bowed, and Vi’Javed pulled himself heavily onto its neck, the sand rising under his feet to aid him. 

The wyvern jumped into the air, the wear of Vi’Jave’s silicamancy showing plainly, as it labored to catch the wind. Still, it managed, just as unwilling as its rider to accept the terrible fate which approached the Archlight Hollows. 

Vi’Jave felt the feeling returning to his limbs, and he positioned himself more stably on the wyvern’s neck. Ahead, he saw the sandsled racing over the dunes, still swift, even after losing a sail. Further ahead, he saw the city of Ribgate, standing proud, far in the distance. He felt the dragon beneath him putting more power into the strokes of its wings, but also felt the heart, which had been pounding so solidly beneath him, stutter, missing a beat. 

Slowly, they started to gain on the mercenaries, shrinking the gap inch by inch, second by second. 

Vi’Jave felt the wyvern falter beneath him for a moment, before powering forward again, even harder and faster than before.

Somehow, somehow, Vi’Jave saw the sandsled getting closer and closer, before the wind howling past him was accompanied by the buzz of approaching arrows. He reached for the bow on his back, only to find a chunk of shattered wood caught in his cloak. 

In what seemed like a mere moment, the sandsled passed beneath them, and the dragon twisted in the air, before skidding to a halt in the sand, facing the vehicle. Vi’Jave stood, his bruised legs weak beneath him. Forcing a deep breath through the pain, he climbed higher, his feet easily finding grip on the rough scales just beneath the dragon’s head. 

The sandsled sped towards them, growing in Vi’Jave’s vision rapidly. He drew his sword, holding it loosely, before swinging it upward. His eyes shined, the light reflecting off the blade, and the dragon roared beneath him, a screech of defiance never heard before or since, which echoed faintly even through the distant streets of the Archlight Hallows. 

The dragon’s roar was joined by a roar of sand, as the desert rose high in front of them, a blade of silt rising above the surrounding dunes and flying forward, before crashing into the speeding sandsled. 

The vehicle exploded, splinters of dried wood and taters of canvas covering the surrounding desert. The mercenaries were dead, and buried deep in the sand, their terrible poison with them.

Vi’Jave felt the dragon beneath him go cold. Terribly, terribly cold. Then he felt its neck give way beneath him, as the wyvern fell sideway. He caught a glimpse of its once bright black eyes clouding over, turning grey. 

“No…” he tried to scream, trying to shout his fury to the callous desert winds, but the voice caught in his throat, and he fell, as the dead dragon he was standing on disintegrated into a pile of sand beneath him. He felt his fingers going cold, as darkness spread in from the edges of his vision. 

Vi’Jave squinted at the glare of the sun, raising his hand weakly in front of his face. He pulled off the glove, and saw sand falling away from the shrinking stumps of his fingers. Both gloves fell, as sand ran down his other arm. 

Vi’Jave lay back his head, trying to push back the darkness covering his vision, and he saw the city of Ribgate, one last time, the setting sun behind it glinting off its many spires. 

Vi’Jave exhaled, and felt sand fill his mouth, as the darkness closed around him, leaving him only with the image of his wyvern lingering in his mind, before everything vanished for one last time. 
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Deep in the Great Mattoral, where scavengers stalked the scrublands, herbs and grasses by day, and lethal cold slew the unwary by night, the oasis city of Arclight Hollows blazed like a defiant torch against the merciless desert. Formed, it was said, by the ribs of a giant Queen Drake, a curved and winding chasm of gorges, canyons and coves, sheltered an oasis so vast it spawned its own storms. Arclight Hollows thrived on the cargo trade upon emerald glass rivers that wended from the canyons like serpents of fire. 

Daredevil captains raced their wind-driven glassboats and trimarins, perched upon two or more long and narrow runners, over these beautiful and deadly channels, bearing precious cargo to and from far-distant lands. One wrong move might leave their crews and vessels foundered; thirsty pirates might board and plunder at will, leaving crews to slavery or to the mercy of the elements. Even worse, ancient frozen films of lead, manganese, potash, or chalk within the deep glass could turn the blazing sunlight upward, bending or breaking the precious runners, even setting ablaze their wooden hulls.

But in the shadowy depths of the Coral Oasis, where mineral-rich waters glowed with an otherworldly light, poor men played a far deadlier game with the lives of their apprentices.




***




Bujir crouched at his station, his throat burning from the fumes that swirled around Master Jebe’s powder-stained workshop. Three times the boy had dared the impossible, to escape these acrid vitriols and grinding bowls for a better life elsewhere. Three times, older apprentices had dragged back the runaway, broken and bleeding. Iron shackles chafed his wrists, for convicted runaways became property, as chattel, as nothing.

“Listen well, wretch!” Master Jebe’s voice cracked like a whip as he set down a vial of acid that could melt flesh from bone. “Tigers from the desert prowl these streets after midnight feasting on runaway apprentices! And if their fangs miss you—ha!—the Lesser Scionates patrol every shadow. Here in the Rookery, Shireeve Khalja shows no mercy to thieves and vagabonds. But worse still are the Windriders!” 

His eyes gleamed with malicious glee. “Their war-drakes hunt from the sky, boy, smelling fear from a league away, and they’re always, always hungry!”

The master’s son Osol lounged nearby like a bloated spider, his piggy eyes bright with cruelty. Where Bujir had grown gaunt from endless labor, Osol had swollen fat on stolen food and easy living, making Bukir do both their work. He remained silent until his father went back to work. 

“Work faster, slave!” he sneered, cracking his knuckles. “Father’s patience wears thin!”

Osol had never discovered Bujir’s secret—seeing in the darkest night like a tiger’s eyes. When the workshop fell silent and tormentors slept, Bujir would slip off his worn and cheap bonds, and race through moonlit streets to the forbidden waters where suffering orphans gathered to wash away their sweat and grime. The most daring or desperate children dove for sunken treasures in the boulder fields below, risking their lives for trinkets dropped overboard by pleasure-boaters.

One night when the moon spun like a silver blade above the splashing waters, Bujir’s owlish eyes signaled a rare chance. His thin body crawled, head downward, between two rocks that scraped his ribs. He had seen little, but no one had risked being trapped in this narrow defile. Scattering the fine sand, his fingers closed around something smooth and inviting.

Four combs of lacquered horn, each one gleaming like captured starlight, of such beauty that they could only belong to legends. 

Aching for breath, he let himself go slack, and he rose from the stone pincers, before he turned toward the surface.

As he burst into the air, droplets flying like liquid diamonds, he kept his hands low and looked for a friendly face. He spotted her—darkling-eyed, sable-haired Baran, apprenticed to the embroiderer Dorgene. Her smile could light up the darkest alley, and her courage put grown men to shame. “Glowing up as she grows up,” said the old women in the marketplaces. Older boys, and some men, whispered that she would marry well, if she weren’t bought or stolen first. Bujir treasured his every meeting with her. Hiding his dear-bought find, Bujir swam to the narrow sand-spit where she wrung out her spare day dress, seeming to pay him no mind. 

“What treasure have you fetched from the depths, cuttle-fish?” she said at last, her eyes dancing with dangerous curiosity.

They struck a bargain there in the canyon shadows—one comb for one kiss, sweet as stolen honey and twice as forbidden. But as Bujir carried her garments through the streets, and helped her to scale the sheer wall to her mistress’s window, his joy made him careless. He ran home too fast, rounded a corner, and found himself face-to-face with armored men.

The Lesser Scionates surrounded him like hunting wolves, silent and watchful, and at their head stood Shireeve Khalja himself—tall as a war-lance, red beard blazing in the torchlight, eyes like winter storms. “Hold fast, young shadow-dancer…” The Shireeve’s rasping words could shatter stone. “You move like one who carries secrets. Speak the truth, or face the consequences!”

With his heart threatening to burst from his chest, Bujir offered up a treasured comb. The rest lay wadded in his waist-girdle. He swiftly and spilled every secret of the streets he knew. Truth fell from his lips like fire, and somehow, miraculously, they searched him not. The iron-hard warrior’s face even softened. 

“Truth cuts sharper than any blade, boy. Remember that when darkness falls.” Shireeve Khalja, noting Bujir’s thinness, gave the boy bread and dates in a woven basket. Fearful of being robbed, the boy made his way home and chained himself well.




***




Dawn brought terror in robes blacker than a dragon’s shadow. 

Tolon the Magician swept into the workshop like a plague wind, his presence turning the very air to suffocating ice. Master Jebe trembled like a leaf in a sandstorm, for gossip said, withal, this sorcerer hungered after powers able to reduce armies to ash. 

“Ink-maker…” Tolon’s voice echoed from the depths of a nightmare. “This grimoire requires restoration.” He smoothly laid down a tome, pried open by water-damage. “The scribes demand gold I refuse to pay. You’ll do it for silver—and in silence.”

The moment the dark mage vanished and his father returned to his vials, Osol bleated, “I’ll not risk my neck on a wizard’s death-book!” 

He fled like a beetle, and so, as always, the deadly task fell to Bujir. Working by guttering rushlights, Bujir spread apart each page, biting his lower lip. In a moment of inspiration, he interlaced the pages with his precious combs to dry them near a burning brazier. Bujir resewed the sinews together, and clamped flat the warped covers, until daylight was spent.

In the morning, he skipped breakfast and inspected each page. Three pages in, horror overwhelmed him. All that night, as the brazier’s heat had warmed the ancient pages, reddish-brown letters appeared between the black writing. 

Arcane symbols, written in lemon juice, now lay revealed like flames in darkness.

Bujir’s heart nearly stopped as he beheld them. No wonder Tolon hired old Jebe! He could afford the scribes, but above all wanted secrecy! Why he might just murder them all, just to ensure—

“FOOL! You’ve destroyed the sorcerer’s grimoire! Father will feed you to the drakes piece by piece!” Bujir ducked as Osol swung his fat fist and plunged his hand into the brazier coals. His shriek split the air like breaking glass.

As the fat apprentice waddled one-handed up the ladder to wake Master Jebe, the ladder turned on one leg and dumped Osol a fathom’s fall onto his back with a bone-rattling crash. 

Terror drove Bujir like wildfire. Slipping his chains, snatching the book, combs, his bread, dates, and a bottle of date wine, he fled the back door into the Rookery’s maze of twisting alleys. 

His bare feet knew every stone, every shortcut, every shadow as he raced through the darkness toward the only sanctuary he dared hope for—Dorgene’s house, where Baran must admit him, or he was drake-food. 

The budding beauty saw him out a window, her winsome eyes widening at the panic blazing in his face. Quick as lightning, she opened the door for him. Once inside, he thrust at her the bottle of date-wine, trying to smile, like some sickly moralist.

“Master Jebe sending gifts?” she whispered. “Either the world ends today, or you’re in mortal peril! Quick—I’ll tell my mistress a tale!”

As it happened, Baran needed no pretext, for old Dorgene sat dozing on her divan before her quilting frame, gripping her needle in mid-stitch. In the kitchen shadows, sharing the Shireeve’s bread with trembling hands, Bujir showed Baran the transformed book. Her gasp echoed like a night-breeze.

“I know these signs!” Her voice was tight with excitement. “The black words are spells in an ancient language, but these brown letters—they’re singer’s marks, called neumes! The spell must be sung to effect its power!”

The first spell became stark and clear, like a challenge: “Let My Mistress be Whole and Mild.”

“Dare we risk it?” asked Bujir. 

Baran’s eyes sparkled with reckless courage. “We’re already doomed!”

She taught him ancient words while Bujir tenderly taught her melodies. Clear as a temple bell, magic moved in silence, and Dorgene arose, revived and joyful, and finished her quilt by the afternoon. When the apprentices came hunting Bujir for a bounty, she sent them away as if with regal authority, before she took the date-wine and the combs to market, to trade for their supper. 

Giggling like drunken boys on their success, Bujir and Baran learned more spells—one to summon strange help, another to compel another to speak the full truth. As sunset painted the sky blood-red, they laughed that orphans needed all the help they could get.

And so Baran played a flute, Bujir strummed his combs, and they sang like summer after snow.

As they ended, a she-tiger crawled through the window like a golden mudslide, her muscles rippling with deadly power. 

They clung to each other in paralyzed terror, for certain death had come for them at last. But instead of rending them to pieces, the great cat nudged them toward the door with a gentleness.

Hearts hammering like war drums, clutching the precious book, they followed their striped guardian through streets that crawled with shadows and danger. The tiger led them to the great glass highway where it curved like a frozen river through the heart of the great wilderness.

At the dock, a sleek trimaran strained against her moorings. A crew of laughing daredevils loading cargo for a desperate night voyage down the Bluegreen.

“Need passage, young adventurers? We’re bound for Zuwara by the Northern Sea!” called the wind-burned captain, his eyes bright with the madness that drove all who challenged the glass rivers. Bujir and Baran stared at one another. Here was more strange help! Oh to be free forever! They clambered aboard, leaving the she-tiger behind them. In the slackening twilight, none of them noticed the tiger slipping aboard, close behind them.

All night they flew northward on wings of wind and cold desperation, the trimaran’s runner singing against the glass like war-shawms. Tall palms and date orchards fled astern, rolling plains of sclerophylla shrubs as tough as nails, with tangled thorns and waxy leaves, soon accompanied them. A million stars wheeled overhead as Bujir and Baran huddled for warmth among the cargo barrels, their tiger protector—whom they named Bayan—prustened like distant thunder.

At dawn, disaster struck. The wind died completely, leaving the trimaran to coast until it stranded upon a coral island that rose from the glass like a sleeping bear. The captain made a full circle around his gunwale, spying out the glacial patterns of crystals, metals and minerals that lay below the glassy surface. 

“It’s far too dark below, boys! Shade her all you can!” At his command, the young crew worked frantically to spread shade-sails, their faces grim with knowing what the blazing sun could do. In the wrong place on the glass highway, they were trapped in a furnace that could kill them all.

Bujir and Baran whispered together. Neither dared to say aloud that Tolon the Magician may have stilled the breeze. Sailors were a superstitious lot, and if the children mentioned it, they might beach them all here. Orphans had learned to expect no better.

When the sun reached its merciless peak, Bayan crawled forth, desperate for water. Bujir and Baran struggled to hold her in hiding, but all in vain, for she dragged them all into full view of the terrified crew. The boastful captain and his beardless crew, once so proud, now stood as baffled as men hung up in bags.

Then matters took a turn for the worse.

Fourteen colossal shadows fell across them like the wings of death itself. War-drakes descended from the burning sky, their scales flashing white as diamonds, their wings gossamer-light but strong as steel. They alit upon the sun-bleached coral mound. Their riders were the legendary Windriders—young warriors so elite that kingdoms trembled at their approach.

The trimaran’s crew could only bow and surrender, knowing what might they faced. The drakes’ ruby eyes blazed like forge-fires, their jaws yawning wide enough to devour horses. 

Shireeve Khalja and four of his Scionates dismounted upon the island rock, followed by the dreaded Tolon himself, his face twisted with fury that curdled the sailors’ blood.

“Return my grimoire, thieves!” the sorcerer shrieked, like a mandrake torn from the earth. “Shireeve, cast these brats onto the glass to burn!”

Bayan rumbled defiance. The Shireeve and the proud Windriders held fast. They were warriors, not executioners of children. Baran looked for succor to Bujir. The boy rallied and raised the eldritch book to his ear, as if it were a mighty sword. 

His eyes blazing like wildfire, he called out a challenge: “Master Tolon! Say aloud what you will do with this book when you reclaim it!”

Tolon staggered and trembled as if struck by lightning. All against his will, Tolon’s own mouth opened and the damning words poured out: “I will use the ‘Mistress Mild’ enchantment to bewitch wealthy wives, steal their gold, and enslave their daughters!”

Silence fell, as upon a battlefield, like the shadow of mortal judgment.The tiger and the drakes stretched forth their necks, sensing what treasonous evil had been revealed. Shireeve Khalja folded his arms, as proud as a young bull.

“Begging your pardon, Tolon, old boy, but such words compel me to defer to those who guard the wider world.” His voice carried the justice of the Northern Star itself.

The lead Windrider’s face darkened with disgust. “All present—face the canyon wall!”

The magician’s hands waved about, as if working a spell he knew not. Then even Bayyan the Tiger turned away in obedience. The distinctive snap of a drake’s jaws echoed like breaking bones. A wet sharing, satisfied belches, then silence more profound than death itself. When they dared turn back, only Tolon’s pointed hat remained, spinning lazily in a pool of blood. 

In the pall that followed, a sound like many waters came across the plains, until the sails filled with wind. At their commander’s gesture, all seven Windriders spread their wings and flew aloft like eager skylarks. Shouting with joy, the Trimaran captain bellowed orders that backed their hull off the coral island

Shireeve Khalja’s eyes blazed like sunrise after the longest night. Fearing Bayyan the Tiger no more than a feral cat, he and his warriors loomed over the orphans. 

“Young Bujir, this grimoire contains spells not to toy with the wind, but to turn men’s hearts, a power too dangerous for any mortal to wield.”

With Bayyan and Baran behind him, Bujir knelt down and offered up the Book of Lemon Songs.

As the prow turned south and the sails set to beam reach, the Shireeve made his proclamation ring across the glass highway: “Bujir and Baran, I release you from all bonds and clear you of every charge! Furthermore, Tolon’s house and all his wealth are now yours!”

As if the heavens themselves rejoiced, the afternoon wind carried the trimaran and two barefoot orphans back to Arclight Hollows—not as fugitives, but as heroes who had faced down evil and emerged triumphant.




***




True to his word, Shireeve Khalja established them in Tolon’s fortress of wealth and power. They swore, for each other’s sake, to speak only the truth, and the spells they had cast lingered around them always. The Book of Lemon Songs lay locked in the city’s deepest vaults, its secrets guarded by the Lesser Scionates.

Bujir became a judge and counselor sought by princes and merchants alike, while Baran traded for cloth and fabric with honesty. They brought old Dorgene to live with them and transformed the grand house into a sanctuary for young apprentices beset by cruel masters. Bayan the Tiger guarded their gates, and the neighborhood ensured she never lacked for fresh meat. 

As for Osol, when his father finally died, he sold everything, down to Bujir’s old bench, cheating all who dealt with him. Thinking himself clever, he fled with a caravan. But no man is more than three bad deeds away from penury. The last reports placed him feeding swine for copper coins, grown thin as a beggar.

Every spring, when the great oasis swelled to its fullness, Bujir and Baran stood on the brick piers and remembered that night when four ancient combs changed their destiny, more than orphans could hope for. They swore their love for one another, and since they told the truth, they remained in love all their days.
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Orbit al-Kattani is not of Arclight Hollow. He knows this. Not as you or I would know. Not with pictures tiptoeing, pirouetting, skating through our minds, murals that overlay our drowsy eyes, or with the shivering scent of cinnamon in the rice and cumin in the lamb and our mother’s lotion with a whistled lullaby. 

He knows this in dreams. Slips of a world that should not, cannot exist. Yet, his soul remembers. He wakes and believes them. 

Not all do. He’s paid the price for that. 

How?

Bear with me. Come see.

Look at him, amber face tilted to the lilac sky. He sits in the bazaar, crisscross on a knotted rug of purple and crimson, stitched through with flaxen paisley. Hawkers under dyed-silk canopies shout their wares: lapis, coffee, soaps, shellfish, henna. And of course, stories. Poetry crooned over the burble of a pebble fountain, comedy delivered from behind a grill toasting a peppered leg of beef, prose recited by barefoot wanderers passing carnations to anyone who bats an eye, scripts performed by lovesick actors, gleaming with incensed sweat and palm oil. 

With a tweak in his chest, Orbit recalls—imagine if déjà vu were a verb—that the hawkers in his old world were aggressive. Grasping, guilting, voices like tobacco smoke. Here, a woman with skin the rich brown of a dunedrake, her coiled hair wrapped in a gilt violet scarf, waves and smiles to a man twice her height, who offers the same glassfin repair. Both stretch their hands—snicked and burned by years at the forge, from blowing and teasing cracked sails into so fine a crystal that they cup the wind. Their bones hook parallel to the great wyrm ribs guarding the Hollow. The evening brings a freckling of stars. 

Children patter through the byways, kicking up clouds of dust, trailing puppies or tame caracals. They pause to accept a carnation, slaver over a dripping pink slice of meat draped on charred flatbread, dip their toes in a trickle of water, gasp at the swoon of an enraptured lad. They pause to listen. To watch. To read. To know. 

They stop at Orbit’s rug. Settle in the sand. The puppies sit and wag stubby tails; the wildcats lie down and lick their paws. Mothers in headscarves and cropped trousers—stepping from portals like galactic spirals, calling their little ones for dinner—see the cluster and gather. Retired soldiers, sipping sparkling barley, gather. Even two acolytes, adrift in the bazaar for the evening, swaying between stalls in their sandy linen robes, yield to the forbidden pull. 

They watch as Orbit dips his fingers into a basin of water, then sinks the dripping tips into powders: chartreuse, indigo, scarlet, murky silver. One soldier sporting a birthmark the size of an apple lifts an eyebrow at an acolyte with long braids and pinched lips. A child pulls his calico puppy into his lap and squeezes. A mother daydreams about her children’s water paints at home, acknowledges for the first time the itch in her palms to brush out the likeness of festival kites, oceans she’s never seen, and not the sandstorm, but the sandstorm’s giddy rage. 

Orbit picks up a lyre. A snakeling of nerves curls in his belly. He’s never tried this before. Painting, yes. Concert work, yes. Martial dance, mime, wordless song, sketches on hundreds of sheafs of paper that moved like magic when he flipped through. But never this. 

Will he reach his audience? It is the longest journey from a fingertip to a heart. Even a talented, wizened fingertip can fail. 

Mine has.

Orbit’s has. 

It did with the first tree he thumbed onto canvas with oil paint. The first breath he ever exhaled into a woodwind. The first left-footed step onto shifting sands, the first facial expression without a mirror, the first belted note in grand public, the first bored charcoal sketch. His cheeks burned, and passersby frowned. 

Some did. Mostly the ones who remembered when he had words. 

He closes his eyes, and a smile more arcane than the origins of Arclight Hollow peels away from ivory teeth. With stained fingers, he plucks the first string. 







Are you of Arclight Hollow? I only ask because I would not weary you with a redundancy. 

No? Strangers. Orbit would say you and he are kin, if he could say at all. 

Come. Stand next to one of the great wyrm’s ribs. This is my favorite. A fern-like crack, spiraling with fronds, stretches up the shaft where lightning struck it. If you peer through, tender eye pressed hazardously to the sharded gap, you may feel a waft of ocean cool in the empty center. If the sun sits right, you can spy deepwyrm eggs slumbering, growing, dreaming. 

Gaze into the desert, where heat ripples into rainbows and the sky touches the dunes. Gales whip golden, crystal grains into frenzies and whirlpools. Bold youths harness the wind and skim over the surface, whooping at a sharp turn, earning blisters and then calluses as they grip sweetgrass ropes. 

None venture to the gemstone glimmers a wyrm’s length away. 

Lightning favors this land. It presses its fiery, passionate lips to the ground. Its blasts shape the sand into slabs of glass. Glass where the past seeps up in the reflections.

The sand riders don’t venture so far. Even a windlancer, who cuts through the world on the back of a dunedrake, her baby strapped to her chest, her silken hair flaring with each flap of wings as she whoops into the slip stream, doesn’t test the wild magic. She might disappear into years gone.

Let me take you a different way. Tap in as I’ve been taught.







Ten years ago, Orbit busked in the bazaar central. He sat with a stick of incense, a stack of thyme flatbread, and a chipped pottery bowl. 

The bowl gleamed with coins, solid gold. Crowds clustered about him like grapes on a vine: children who should have been in school, adults who should have been at work, acolytes who should have been at training, elders who should have been in the grave. 

Stories thrived in Arclight Hollow, unique, heartfelt, the whole gamut. Orbit’s were… different. His were not an expertly crafted fabrication or well-imitated experience: his were a life lived and suffered and savored anew each day. Birth and funeral, conception and burial, lit on fire and burned down to gold. Delivered by a voice like velvet. 

It did not matter that, in his tales, the sun rose and set once a year, that Death was a brother, and the queen of the godlings was a mortal woman with a fractured skull; they were real. 

Orbit grinned when a young girl scooted closer or a group of adolescent boys lingered while the sand sleds called. When a dunedrake landed peacefully on the far side of the rib cage and crept closer, the townsfolk only shifted aside to give it room. A young woman, not far from his age, with a quill behind her ear, reflected in its brass eyes, and it in hers. 

The spell only broke when Orbit stopped speaking, and the contented smile tripped from his face. The crowd sat up and twisted, the quill woman straighter than the rest. The drake took wing, whipping away rugs and tents, drenching wares in reddish soil, scattering the gold coins in Orbit’s bowl. Orbit sneezed. 

A lithe man with a clipped beard and a bejeweled staff approached: a peace officer. Civilians often goggled at the sapphires and jade embedded in the acacia wood they carried—few took a moment to ponder how those would pierce skin and break cheekbones. 

Orbit stood. Muscles in his bare, dusty torso toned and relaxed. He beat sienna earth from his trousers. 

“Can I help you, officer?” he asked. 

The officer seemed to shake himself free of a hypnosis. His eyes clung to Orbit’s as if begging for one more finely honed intonation. 

Instead, he cleared his throat and offered Orbit a folded slip of parchment. “A cease-and-desist order,” was all he said. 

The crowd’s throats gave a collective click. The quill woman brought a shaking hand to her mouth; she tasted grit and clove. Orbit could only stare.

He was the first to find words. He stammered for the first time in his life in Arclight Hollow. “On whose authority?”

“The Lesser Scionate.”







The quill woman followed Orbit through a portal to the Lesser Scionate. The limestone building rose in fountain arcs and domes, white marble cresting the tops like far-off snow caps. Sprawling gardens of vetiver and cypress soaked the air with perfume. Desert roses burst with blue-petaled heads and bloodred thorns. Paved paths, gray as a fresh pearl, scrolled through the emerald foliage. 

Another might have taken time to present himself to the Scionate. Cleaned in a cold spring and dabbed himself with frankincense, applied henna and shrouded himself in a cotton cowl, tamed back his curls with a jeweled headstring. Orbit brought only his sleep dreams and his satin tongue. 

The doormen allowed entrance—hearings were in session, though few in the Hollow ever attended. Orbit and the quill girl stepped from the blanketed desert heat onto tiles as cool and flawless as the night sky. Frescoed ceilings—depictions of the great deepwyrm in its merciful prime, of the oceanic reunion of the ten nations, of magic skittering through the glass fields—arched a lifetime overhead, joisted by beams like the Hollow’s protective ribs. Knotted tapestries unfurled along porcelain walls, and on either side of the hall, stairwells climbed to a mezzanine.

The Scion herself sat in the back, reclining in an architecture of cushions. A bowl of shelled nuts waited by her knee. A single peace officer stood beside her.

The Scion was taller than most men dreamed to be. Obsidian hair waved down to her hips, and a trio of baubles glinted in her earlobes. She sat with the poise of a woman who had been trained to sit, unmoving, through sand and heat, night and wolves, without stirring.

Clammy palmed, Orbit paused his approach, and so did the quill woman. She startled when he turned to her and said, “I never caught your name.”

“Rin.”

“Rin.” He exhaled a bit easier, and his shoulders sat a little squarer as he resumed his steps. 

“Orbit al-Kattani.” The Scion had a voice to rival Orbit’s, low and rumbling as the underearth movements of the wyrms. 

Orbit swept a slight bow. “My lady—”

The Scion raised a supple hand, decked with a single ruby ring, for him to wait. To listen. To learn. “You cannot change my mind.”

Rin intook a sharp breath. But the cruelest of it all? 

Orbit was reduced to silence. 

The moment stretched like an over-pulled muscle. 

Orbit shook his head, tossing a spritz of sand from his hair, where it shushed on the floor. “I don’t understand.”

“I appreciate fiction. I cannot accept misinformation. Particularly when functional society grinds to a stop. When workers laze about and acolytes pine for a myth. I understand they’re little, white things. But if one lie slips, where does it end?”

The corners of Orbit’s eyes crimped. “I don’t lie.”

By her tone, she was a mother explaining to a small, troublesome child. “The sun rises once a day, Death is not a man, and a world like that does not exist.”

Orbit’s eyes unfocused. Or focused on something the rest could never see. He clutched his midriff, as though afraid he might be bleeding vermillion, lungs and liver, onto the spotless floor. 

“I’ll make you a deal,” the Scion murmured. Like a plea. “Continue your stories. With my blessing. But they are tales, not histories.”

Orbit’s stories reverberated with lifeblood. The Scion’s compromise echoed like the inside of a stilted doll, a taxidermy.

Orbit shook his head. Minutely, at first, then gaining force. The pained slant carved away from his brows. 

“I had a sister,” he said, a crack through the word. “I don’t remember her name. I don’t know my real name. But I know her face. And it slips away unless I drag it back.”

He turned his back on the Scion. 

“Orbit.”

Arclight’s magic—the sweep of time-touching glass, the skyward heart of the dunedrakes, the fizzing rush of the spiral portals—rooted deep in the Scion. In her voice. In her words. A language she alone spoke.

It bore down on Orbit like the crushing weight of all the world’s sands. 

Orbit faced the Scion, trembling, as though his own limbs betrayed him. She had risen from her cushions. Storm-bright eyes pinned him in place. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, and an ink breeze curled through the room, raising the hairs on bare arms. Orbit’s tongue fell limp.







Orbit wept. Rin held him through a long, silent night, collapsed under the Scionate’s towering trees, watering the lush earth.

I will not repeat the words the Scion used. Words the acolytes should have been memorizing and practicing, when instead they curled up at Orbit’s feet. Words she, no doubt, practiced until her tongue bled on her teeth. Words the Greater Scionate instructed her in. When peace is complete and frail, the keeper, quailing, dusts away even the suggestion of an irritant. 

The Scion’s words took Orbit’s language. He cannot speak. His voice lies limp over his heart. He cannot sign. His wrists grow heavy, as if with shackles, when he tries. He cannot even write. The pen topples from a spasming hand.

But I can.







Welcome back.

I neglected to mention: the glass fields return what they take. Eventually. A careless omission, I know. Thank you for your patience. If you’re willing, a bit more?

Follow me. Past the lightning-struck rib, under its ashen shadow, past a band of acolytes kneeling on shifting dunes, over the hump of a drowsing deepwyrm, into the hubbub of the bazaar. Taste the meat smoke on the air—the searer mumbles a rhyme about the man named Death—and inhale the moist scent of a thousand human bodies—many without parasols muse what it must be like to have the sunset for six months straight. A man sells a ten-year-old niece her first earrings, hoops swinging under chips of bone, and assures her they’re fit for the shattered queen of the godlings. The sled-fixers each snap a sail into place and present it to their customers. The thirteen-year-old jumps, pumps his fist, dashes off for a game of World Jumper. The twenty-five-year old pumps his fist and tips well. Heavy coins clink to the bottom of a jar. 

The same clattering, wealthy notes ring from further south. But they are a haphazard, faint percussion beneath the melody of painted strings. 

Ten years of practice have thickened calluses on Orbit’s fingertips and turned militant strokes into a dance. His fingers arabesque over the lyre strings, where a nocturne chants the grief of a gift taken. They glide over canvas, where color and packed-in layers immortalize a sister with crescent-moon eyes, a prim nose, and roses in her cheeks. They drag through sand, where sketches of a second sister slowly take accurate form. They flourish a goat-hair brush that reveals the impish grin of a brother in quicksilver fabric. 

His limbs, aching from hundreds upon thousands upon millions of attempts, attempts to strike true in a world of whirlwinds and misdirection, can shadow play a familiar love story. His face, painted in metal or stone, held in a single pose that puts sculptors to shame, can confess the guilt of an unremembered fault. Failure. Accident. Whatever brought him here. 

His voice—not dead, only crippled—can unleash the rage with a single, haunting note. 

And an ally’s quill can scritch out the names. A friend with everything to lose and someone to lose it for can whisper the memorized baring of a soul. 

There’s no need now, though. Orbit finishes his serenade. Opens his eyes and realizes from the warm hum in his chest that he has been singing. 

His lyre strings, his ribs, his trousers, his rug, the closest members of his audience, are afire like an aurora with splatters of his paints. Ears ring with a tune that a father might sing to his newborn daughter, harmonies that will guide tonight’s dreams and soften tomorrow’s workload. 

The crowd is the densest it has ever been. It stretches like a lake, deep, soothing, teeming. Whispers chase each other to the fringes and out into the market. Repetitions. Rehashings. Reimaginings. Plans for a flute duet, brainstorms for the combination of chartreuse and indigo. Goosebumps, and tears slipping down cheeks, to be asked about and discussed. 

Orbit sits, wordless. He strokes the strings and remembers a flash of his other sister, the shape of her nose and hair, crisp and vivid. He scrambles off his rug and begins dragging his finger through the sand. 

He does not see the single straggler. The friend with a quill, never absent, knocks a soft kick into his hip, and he turns around. 

A palanquin, the precise orange of the sunset in Orbit’s most recent painting. Sitting perched on the edge, the Scion touches a tear on her cheek. Examines it as though it’s blood, slippery and rich as garnet. Her shoulders no longer appear crucified in place, all iron and textbook. They… flow. Like a glissando. Like an upstroke. Like the timbre of a question or a love song.

She and Orbit lock eyes. She, in clean silks, wearing a dutiful ring. He, kissed by color, vibrating with music. 

She nods to him. She is too far for him or his companion to hear above the din of travelers, shoppers, sellers. But her rouge lips appear to form the words, Well played. 

She continues to speak, prayer in her very skin. 

When she is finished, Orbit’s quaking hand rises to touch the hollow of his throat. His tongue curves to the insides of his teeth, like the rising ribs of Arclight Hollow, to form an r. 

I pull the quill from behind my ear and bite the nib to stay the tears when the first thing he whispers is my name. 
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Maria Pasquale: A Catholic teen who has been writing for as long as she can remember. She loves all things J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, J. Austen, and L.M. Montgomery. If she isn’t buried in a book, you can find her playing violin, sewing, or wandering in the forest, on the search for an adventure. Her motto is, as said by St. Teresa of Avila, “Life is to live in such a way that we are not afraid to die.”




Ringil: I am totally a human teen and not an elf, and I am studying engineering and creative writing, and have a lot of ineffectual coding experience. I am currently working on writing a story called “Draconomicon of Shay” about a character named Shay who becomes a dragon. Also, I am not new, just a professional crastinator.  




Carl Olson:  I come from a family of late bloomers: married in my late 20’s, became a father in my late 30’s, then started a career as a 21st century librarian. My current work in progress is a two-part fantasy novel based on a sixty-page children’s story I wrote in the 1990’s. René Girard writes somewhere that one way or another, every first novel is about the author, and yes, it’s a YA novel with an elderly giant hero, with aches & pains familiar to aging tall persons. I have had three rejections so far, which I count as progress.




Gabriella Batel: I’m Gabriella Batel, author of heart-in-your-throat novels, including my acclaimed debut series, a collective total of 10 years in the works, Don’t, YA thrillers with a supernatural twist! I’m also an adrenaline-craving Catholic woman with a spunky love for God and my family, plus a fiery passion for acting, movies, running, music, and all things YA fiction. And, by the way, I’m already working on the next thrill ride…. Website: gabriellabatel.com
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    About the Author
  


  
    LegendFiction is home to the coolest storytellers in the world. 




We dream of writing our novels and telling our stories, because stories are how our souls survive. But our world today suffers from an erosion of morals, erasure of artists, and an elision of wonder. 

The LegendFiction friends and community believe we can heal the culture, but we have to first start by healing the storyteller, and healing the imagination. To do this, we anchor in meaning, morality, myths, and magic. 

Meaning is essential to life, and it gives us purpose

Morality is the way we live together to create human thriving

Myths are the timeless truths across cultures that we revere and wrestle with

Magic stands for an enchanted universe full of beauty and wonder 

When meaning collapses, cynicism, apathy, and worse, take over. We need better stories. We need more stories. When culture collapses, storytellers are first responders.

We are building a better world for a future we believe in with story, friendship, and creativity.

And… because it’s fun for worlds without end.




Join us and write that story you always dreamed about—with fun and friends!


  


  
    
      
        You can connect with me on:
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    Created with sketchtool.
    
    
        
            
                
            
        
    


          
            https://legendfiction.com
          
        

      

      

      

      
    

  

  





  
    Also by Legend Fiction
  


  
    A sampler of 6 epic short stories from LegendFiction authors, free when you subscribe to our blog!
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          Shards of Wonder
        

        

        

        
          
            Stories are dangerous things. They slip into your head when you’re not looking, unpack their bags, and before you know it they’ve rearranged the furniture.




You sit down for a quiet cup of tea and suddenly you’re wondering whether dragons nest in the next room.

A hint…. They do.

This little book is a sampler. Six short stories, plucked from the sprawling worlds of LegendFiction anthologies.

Think of it as a taster tray at a suspiciously well-stocked inn: a bite of this, a nibble of that, and before you know it you’re full and someone’s trying to invite you to the whole menu.

Which, of course, we absolutely will. But no pressure.

Some authors chase myths, others chase mischief, and a few are chasing things you’ll need to sit down about. But together, they prove a point: imagination matters.

So here’s your gift of 6 short stories from the LegendFiction community, the coolest storytellers in the world.

Open it carefully.

Or recklessly.

It doesn’t matter; stories never do what you expect anyway. And if you catch yourself wanting more, well, that’s how they get you.

May the lore be with you, 

Dominic 

Founder of LegendFiction




Stories include:

Aeg: A Crack at the Light by Dominic de Souza

A Hearth in Winterbane by Kathryn Zurmehly

Dark Chocolate by IMJ Wood

The Trials of Morgana Le Fey by Jade Howell

Soldier, Healer, Queen by Isabella Miller

Antivenom by Gabriella Batel
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