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  Foreword



LegendFiction likes to do cool stuff… like telling people to write stories.

So we did.

And they did.

And that’s what this is.




In our first season of 2026, we hosted a flash fiction writing challenge, where our community members (fondly known as legends) were tasked to write a 1000 word story (or less, not more) in 3 days, about a specific word.

We wanted to see unusual, interesting, and original ideas. 

That’s what this is.




And we told them that all the best stories would be gathered into a little gift, a free ebook to be shared with readers and people. A sampler, a way to discover authors and see how imaginative they are, and then go check out their websites. 

Our legends showed up, rolled up their sleeves, got creative, and just wrote. And this ebook is the collection of their creativity, for your enjoyment. 




Explore their bios, visit their websites, and learn more about their projects! Because if you enjoyed these, chances are you’ll like the rest of the stories and novels they’ve got. 




Enjoy!




Authors include:


	Patrick Dorn

	Joseph Leach

	Delene Oosthuizen

	Paula Luther

	K.G. Stevenson

	Joel Balkovec

	Corinna Turner

	Brittany Lasseigne

	Maria Pasquale

	C.S. Waters

	Gabriella Batel

	Dominic de Souza
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  The Boy Bishop

  
  





by Patrick Dorn




Thirteen-year-old William Quilldrake, a mere chorister at Saint Paul’s Cathedral, quivered in his borrowed episcopal robes. Clad head to toe in mitre, cassock, and cope, his shivering wasn’t due to the cold. 

Sure, it was the 28th of December, Holy Innocents Day, and winter in Londinium was never warm. But as he agonized through the Vespers Lessons and Responsories, anticipating the moment when all eyes would fall on him, he begged the Holy Child to wing him off to heaven and avoid the inevitable humiliation.

William Quilldrake gripped the bishop’s brazen crosier with white knuckles and prayed to die.

Ridiculously tall for his age, with spotted face and voice doggedly unbroken, the gangly youth’s election to the dread honor of becoming “The Boy Bishop” landed like a pronouncement of doom. Sure, he knew the choral parts of the missal by rote. But ever since his “elevation,” each time he tried to sing the Magnificat solo, his tongue swelled up in his mouth, his throat closed, and he could only squeak like a mouse.

His face reddened and felt hot.

Some aspects of carrying the Boy Bishop title had been merry. In the three weeks since Saint Nicholas Day, he’d paraded around Londinium in episcopal garb, the other boys costumed as priests. He’d pretended to confer blessings. It was a playful, innocent mummery. 

And oddly edifying.

But the idea of leading the actual Vespers prayers in the cathedral gave Quilldrake a palsy.

Brother Breffni, an Irish Benedictine before the Dissolution, his breath reeking of sacristy wine and leeks, had attempted to drill the liturgy into William’s terrified mind with slaps to the back of the boy’s head. “You’re denser than a brick of turf,” he’d moan. “You’ll never amount to anything. Not even fit to be the mockery of a priest.”

William tried his best, but to no avail. The Latin words set to Thomas Tallis’ sublime music went in one ear and out a nostril, never even passing through to the other side of his head.

Rumor had it that King Henry, Defender of the Faith, now in his decline, was inclined to abolish the Boy Bishop tradition. The inversion of clerical roles was as potentially blasphemous as the continent’s debauched Feast of Fools.

But such a proclamation could not come in time to save William from his fate. At the recitation of the Magnificat, the bishop would rise from his cathedra, announcing “He hath put down the mighty from their seat.” William would then take his place, proclaiming “And hath exalted the humble and meek.”

And then he’d lead the rest of the service. All the way through the Song of Simeon, the Miserere Nobis and the final Benediction at Vespers’ end.

Unless he dropped dead first.

Sure, it was no kind of martyrdom. Croaking and collapsing in praise of the Virgin? No saint ever did that.

For three weeks, William had lain on his pallet all night at the Saint Paul’s Cathedral School, sweating and shivering, praying for the plague to take him.

But alas, he was cursed with perfect health. His treble voice tenaciously clung to childhood even as his body shot up like reeds on the Thames.

He was distracted. Distraught. Desolate.

Brother Breffni’s incriminations rang in his ears. You’ll never amount to anything. Not even fit to be the mockery of a priest.

All too soon, the evening of Holy Innocents had come. In the sacristy, Brother Breffni wrestled him into the vestments. His fellow choristers donned their priestly garb as if preparing for a masked ball. They enjoyed the anonymity of numbers. 

But not William Quilldrake. He had no place to hide. All eyes would be on him as he usurped the noble bishop’s seat. No one was less worthy. A squeaking mouse sitting on a lion’s throne.

He turned to run, to flee the cathedral, but was surrounded by clergy, both false and genuine. 

There was no escape.

If the Holy Child would not heed his prayers, perhaps his mother might show mercy.

Blessed Lady, he prayed. Forgive me for blaspheming you and your son. It is not my intention to mock you. I ask, not for my sake, for my shame is indelible. But for the sake of your precious Son. Prevent me from committing this sacrilege. Deliver me from shame. Your obedient son, William. Amen.

William Quilldrake blinked a few times, shocked to realize the bishop and choir were already well into the Canticle of Mary. His time had come. It was too late for the angels to fly in and carry him away. His throat clenched. He could hardly breathe.

The bishop, in his bold, stentorian voice sang, “He hath put down the mighty from their seat.” His Eminence stepped away from the throne and gestured for William to take his place. 

The boy’s legs wobbled as he shuffled over. He managed to take in half a breath, not nearly enough, opened his mouth and…

Squeaked. Croaked. And broke.

The entire cathedral went silent. The bishop looked flustered. Brother Breffni swore in Irish. 

Tears flowed down mute William’s cheeks. He took in another shallow breath and squeaked again. 

But then his voice cracked. 

And dropped an entire octave. 

Astonished, William sleeved the tears away, breathed deeply and sang, his new voice resounding through the cathedral. The words came effortlessly. “And hath exalted the humble and meek.”

From that moment, William Quilldrake grew in stature, reputation, and humility. His reassuring baritone lifted the congregation’s spirits. Even Thomas Tallis was impressed. And yet the young man never seemed to be performing.

William Quilldrake sang not from the throat, but from the heart.

“I always knew the boy had it in him,” Brother Breffni said, soon after that memorable Boy Bishop Vespers. He clapped the elderly sacristan hard on his back. “Someday, he’ll make a helluva priest.”

And he did. 
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Patrick Dorn used to write plays, then weird western short stories, and now writes supernatural fiction and urban fantasy novellas set all over Ireland. patrickdorn.com
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  Once Upon A Time

  
  








by Joseph Leach




It was evening when he rode into the village, huddled at the foot of a small, wooded mountain. The sky was still bright in the west, and the first stars were shining from a deep blue slowly turning to black. The village looked prosperous and well cared for. Lanterns were lit above the doorways, and the windows of the tavern were bright, spilling light out onto the street. It was, however, deserted. The houses were shut up and the tavern was empty.

His eyes narrowed and his expression was grim. He had seen this before. Not often, thankfully, but too frequently. He strapped his helmet tight, set his shield on his arm, and pulled his lance from its place on the saddle. Then he galloped through the street, the hooves of his destrier loud in the silent street. His business would be on the mountain.

He was Sir Bravert of Stonehill, a knight of the Order of Saint George, sworn to protect humanity from the scourge of dragons. More than once his skin had been scorched by dragon fire, his body broken by claw and fang. Yet still he lived true to his oath, and, by the grace of God, he had survived and many a drake had not.

Two days ago, he had met a furtive fellow in a tavern. In return for many tankards of ale, he had told of a drake and a village held in its thrall. The villagers, he had said, had come to an arrangement with the beast. It did not attack the village but, in return, children from the village were brought to its fire, their parents forced to stand by and watch. He had encountered this before. Fearful people could make poor decisions, like sacrificing a few to protect the many. He, however, with his lance, and his own body, if need be, had sworn to put an end to any such deal.

He slowed as he rode into the dark of the mountain forest, his ears straining in the silence. Soon he found a well-worn path and was able to increase his pace. The scent of pine was now mixed with the smell of burning and he feared that he had come too late for this night’s victim. Ahead he could see firelight. He gripped his lance and came at a gallop to a clearing, bright with dragon fire – and then he stopped. Something was wrong.

It was a large, circular clearing, surrounded by tall pines. In the centre was a fire, stacked high with wood and with sparks rising high into the evening sky. Around this sat children, and around the edge of the clearing stood their parents, and other notables of the village. The dragon was there also. It was not, however, the fearsome beast he had been expecting. It was small, barely the size of a child’s pony. His own destrier was far larger and heavier. Its wings were folded neatly behind it, and its mottled skin was much the same colour and texture as the sheet of parchment it held in front of it. Strangest of all, it was dressed in an embroided waistcoat of faded red and gold and a pair of spectacles rested on its snout.

All those in the clearing were now still and silent and they were all looking at him. The beast also was looking at him. Its wings drooped and its arms and voice started to shake. “Oh dear,” it said.

After a brief pause, a figure dressed in black and with a white collar, presumably the village priest, came hurrying towards him. “Who are you and why are you here?” the priest demanded as he drew near the knight.

“I am Sir Bravert, a knight of the Order of Saint George,” the knight responded. “Sworn to kill dragons. What is going on here? What trick of the devil is this?”

“It’s no trick, Sir Knight,” the priest replied. “Your services are not needed here though I do not doubt your honour. Yon beast is not a firedrake, nor an icedrake, nor anything foul.” Around the fire, all eyes had turned back to the beast, who was again reading from the parchment it held, with occasional wary glances in Sir Bravert’s direction. “It’s a quilldrake,” the priest continued. “a pen-dragon. The pen in its pocket, along with the imagination to wield it, is its only weapon. It is a writer and a storyteller. There is no threat here.”

“So,” the knight said slowly, “when I was told that the young of the village were being brought to the dragon’s fire – they were being brought to listen to stories?”

“Just so,” the priest agreed readily, then he paused. “Good Sir Knight, who told you of this village?”

“There was a man in a tavern. Don’t know his name. Sly and swarthy. Overly fond of drink.”

The priest nodded and grimaced. “Ivan Pesterman. He is a liar and a thief. He was rather roughly run out of the village a few weeks ago. I fear,” he said hesitantly, looking up at Sir Bravert sitting on his great horse, “that you have been used, Sir Knight.”

Sir Bravert sat still, his eyes fixed on the quilldrake. It made some dramatic gesture and set all the children laughing. “What tale does it tell tonight?” he asked.

The priest smiled. “Oh, it’s a merry story about two squirrels arguing over their winter hoard.” Still Sir Bravert sat motionless, his spear gripped tightly in his hand. “Is there not enough evil in the world,” the priest asked, “that you need to go looking for it where none exists?”

There was a long pause where laughter could again be heard from those around the fire. Then Sir Bravert placed his lance back in its place and removed his helmet. “You are right, Father,” he said. “There is too much evil in the world, and too few merry stories about squirrels.”
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A scientist, catholic deacon and author; Dr. Joseph Leach retired from the University of Melbourne to concentrate on his fiction writing.
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by Delene Oosthuizen







I am slowly coming to the conclusion that my grandmother is a witch. Or a sorceress. Something with magic powers! What’s worse is, I think she is trying to make me her apprentice or acolyte or whatever. I…

“If I may, that is a most deplorable way of starting a story. The narrative structure…”

“Oh, hush you! You’re the pen, you write what I say.”

“I really must protest! I am not a mere pen! I am your guide, your muse. I am to teach you the way of words, the shaping and mastering of language, the art of story, the careful construction of spells, the power of…”

“Aha! Magic spells! I knew it!”

“Agatha! You must stop interrupting me! How will I teach you anything if you will not let me speak?” The little creature huffs peevishly and slides off the pen, glaring at me. Huh, that’s new. I thought he was attached to it. The tiny dragon clambers onto my journal and presses his snout to the page. The words disappear in a puff of shimmering smoke. He turns back to me and his stern scholarly voice echoes around the library. “Now, start again.”

I carefully pick up the ornate quill my grandmother gave me for my sixteenth birthday, two weeks ago. The weight feels off without the tiny silver dragon coiled around it. The fact that I’m not freaking out about the creature marching around on my desk is a testament to how used I’ve gotten to weird things these last few weeks. I take a deep breath and start writing again.

I am spending the summer with my grandmother at Raven Hall, our family’s ancestral home. Ever since I arrived, I have been aware of strange things. Inexplicable sounds, half-seen things in the garden or in dark corners, odd visitors in the dead of night and my grandmother’s refusal to explain. On my birthday she called me to her study, a room I have never been allowed to visit before.

“Better. Add a little detail. Describe the study, your impressions, your grandmother. Remember, readers need to be drawn into your writing.” The saucy creature had climbed onto my shoulder. His scales scratch at my neck. I sigh.

The study was dim, lit only by the fire in the hearth and a strange glowing orb hovering in the corner. My grandmother sat behind her desk in her long black dress, her steel-gray curls swept into a bun at the nape of her neck. She looked younger somehow but also older. A beautifully carved box of dark wood sat on the desk in front of her.

I stop writing, remembering the evening. The whole visit had been so uncomfortable, nothing like my childhood memories of visiting Grandma at Raven Hall. She used to play with me in the garden. We would act out wild adventures and all kinds of fairy stories. On rainy days we read in her massive library and baked in the kitchen. When I was a little older, she and I would often write together. I remember how thrilled I was when I realized that my favorite authoress was in fact also my grandmother, writing under a pen name.

This year, she had been so distant, always disappearing on mysterious errands and working late at night. We hardly spoke before my birthday. When she called me into her study, I was scared but also relieved. Answers at last.

“Write, child, write!”

My grandmother looked at me with a gentle smile. “I know this hasn’t been quite the summer you were expecting my dear. I am sorry, I had more work than I expected. I hope this gift will make up for it.” She handed me the beautiful box. I held it carefully, mesmerized by the details in the carving. It looked like a story, with knights and dragons and wizards.

“Thank you, Grandma!” I smiled back, opened the clasp and gasped. Inside was a beautiful leather journal, with my name embossed on the cover. Next to it lay a magnificent quill pen, with a minute silver dragon perched on the end, tail winding around the pen. A silver pot of ink, carved with my initials, completed the set. I was speechless. I have never owned anything so wonderful in my life!

“I’m glad you like it.” Grandma seemed like her old self, eyes twinkling with mischief and adventure. “It is tradition in our family, to choose the new Writer on her sixteenth birthday, when her talent blooms and comes to life.” She leaned back, watching me.

“What?” I’m not capable of any other words in the moment.

“Yes, ‘tis a shame.” The dragon is still reading over my shoulder “I have never taught a Writer of your line who so inelegantly expresses her thoughts. We have much work ahead of us.”

The nerve! But before I can protest, he continues. “You have some talent on paper, but a true Writer must be able to express herself eloquently in all situations. Words have great power, especially for you. But never fear, Agatha, with me at your side, you will achieve greatness! Eventually.”

“His name is Quincy,” Grandma says and laughs her silvery laugh. “He is a very rare quilldrake and has been with our family for generations. He will be your first teacher. Treat him well.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. Nothing sinister, no magic. Grandma was busy with her new book and felt bad for neglecting me. She knew I wanted to be an author; hence the gorgeous family heirloom. Grandma always did have a flair for drama! A quilldrake. Cute. I kissed her goodnight, all my suspicions and misgivings gone.

Until the quilldrake started talking to me.

Quincy purrs in satisfaction and nibbles my ear. I guess this is my life now. The new Writer of Raven Hall.
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Delene Oosthuizen is a South African wife and mom and wearer of many hats: writer, reader, teacher, ecologist. She writes a mix of fiction and nonfiction but finds that my writing is always flavoured in some way by the African continent - her myths, people, places and haunting beauty. 
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by Paula Luther




“Silas, I love you, but this has got to stop.” I folded my arms and stared crossly at the wizard who had the audacity to wake me up before dawn.

“Don’t be like that, Nora,” Silas wheedled, looking entirely too awake for some who was up before the sun bothered to get out of bed. “I wouldn’t have come here if it wasn’t important.”

The “here” in question was my bedroom door inside the castle where Prince Alfred–King Alfred now–resided with his twin sister. I had parted from them once before, but Alfred begged me to stay after I helped Silas save his life. So here I was, officially the court tracker, unofficially courting Alfred, and definitely annoyed with the court wizard showing up unannounced way too early in the morning.

“How important are we talking?” I sighed in resignation.

The gleeful smile on Silas’s face warned me I was in for a long day. “It will help solidify Alfred’s position as ruler of a reclaimed kingdom, and he’ll be delighted to learn that his beloved tracker played a part in this.”

I scowled in reply. Of course Silas would know that the fastest way to get me to agree to something was to say that it would help Alfred. It was my love for Alfred that led me to help Silas when he went missing. It was only natural that the same love would motivate me to help Silas now no matter how annoyed I was at his presence.

“All right. Give me some time to change, and I’ll join you in a few minutes.”

“Perfect!” Silas shut the door and left me fumbling for a candle so I could see which clothes I picked. It wouldn’t be much use to wear a ball gown on a tracking expedition–not unless Silas had us tracking a creature that could only be found at a party.

* * *




Silas wouldn’t speak about his mission until we had already left the castle grounds. The sun hadn’t quite risen yet, but it wasn’t as black outside as when I had woken up. Silas appeared to be in a hurry and kept urging our mounts to a faster pace, which my mule didn’t appreciate.

“Why are we hurrying, Silas? What are we looking for? You still haven’t told me,” I reminded him.

“We have to get to the river,” was the only reply he gave. “You can pick up the trail from there.”

“Pick up the trail for what?”

“A quilldrake!”

The name was unfamiliar to me. “What’s a quilldrake?”

“A quilldrake is a special type of dragon that has feathers instead of scales–and for many generations, the royal family used it as their emblem. A feather from a quilldrake was used as an heirloom, but that feather was lost during the witches’ takeover. With Alfred’s rule stabilizing, I want to find a new one for his family to use.”

“Why are you getting one, then? If it’s for the royal family, wouldn’t it make more sense for Alfred to collect it himself?”

Silas turned in his saddle and fixed me with a withering stare. “Because the last time Alfred tried to collect a family heirloom by himself, he got stuck in a trap, and we had to rescue him.”

“Good point,” I acceded.

By now we had arrived at the river, and I dismounted to get a better look at the tracks. Holding up a lantern, I was able to discern tracks that appeared to belong to a dragon. They were smaller than usual, but the number and shape of the toes left no doubt in my mind that this creature belonged to the dragon family.

“These tracks are from last night, and they head off to the right. If the quilldrake didn’t take to the sky, these should be easy to follow.”

“Then let’s get going. One of the best times to find a quilldrake is at dawn.” Silas had already started off again, barely leaving me time to remount my mule and follow him.

Even though Silas was in a hurry, I kept myself steady, checking the ground with my lantern to ensure we didn’t lose the trail. I was so focused on my task that I almost missed when Silas signaled me to stop.

“Don’t say anything,” he whispered. “Just follow me.” He dismounted his horse and crept towards a large boulder. Little rays of sunlight began to filter around the obstruction; I had no idea that dawn was so close.

As I followed Silas’s lead, a sudden roar caused me to jump. The quilldrake definitely had to be close. Calming myself down, I continued my ascent and was suddenly confronted with the most incredible sight.

The quilldrake was yawning and stretching like a cat, its rainbow-colored feathers reflecting a dazzling array of colors in the morning sun. Its wings arced and caught the wind, making the feathers whistle a dizzying sound. It was like a stained glass image come to life.

Shaking itself, the quilldrake flapped its wings before finally taking off. My eyes followed its flight until it was a mere speck in the sky.

Silas nudged me. “Wasn’t that worth waking up early for?”

“I suppose,” I reluctantly agreed. “But what about the feathers?”

“The quilldrake helpfully left some behind.” Silas pointed to a gentle scattering of those rainbow-colored feathers resting in the spot it had just vacated and began to climb down the boulder.

Following him down, I picked up a feather and examined it more closely. Its texture was a little harsher than a bird feather, but it was definitely lighter than a regular dragon scale. The colors sparkled even more brightly now that the sun was properly up.

“Behold! The newest heirloom of our house!” Silas held a feather above his head in triumph.

As I smiled at Silas’s enthusiasm, I tucked my own feather into my tunic’s pocket. It would be the perfect souvenir for one of the most memorable creatures I had ever tracked.
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by K.G. Stevenson




In a certain country, far away, there lived a strict king and queen, who decreed that their subjects must write 1,000 words every three days. While it was a peculiar law, the inhabitants were accustomed to it after years of literary toiling. The king and queen were beloved by the people, and this one oddity, they were willing to overlook. Aiden often heard adults arguing over the origins of this law.

“King James just wants to brag to the neighboring kingdom that his peasants are the most literate! Can anyone blame him for wanting to be proud of his subjects?” one would argue.

“No, no,” another would counter, “the king wants to protect us from the quilldrake! Don’t you know it was attacking illiterate citizens over in Laketown? It’s the fiercest beast our country has ever seen, so says my cousin who saw it last harvest.”

“That’s not it at all! King James just wants to make sure we don’t have any free time on our hands to complain about his raising our taxes. Everyone knows you don’t have time to think when you have to write so much.”

“Don’t you see it’s all because of the quilldrake! That’s why the king is raising our taxes!”

Aiden listened to them arguing for hours in his father’s shop, and he usually tuned them out.

“You can go for the day, son,” his father said, and Aiden dropped what he was doing and ran for their house next door, before his father could change his mind. Coming into his room, he collapsed onto his bed. What other boy had to work after dinner? It wasn’t fair, and if his mother had been alive, he knew she would have agreed with him. No other boys had to help their fathers out after dinner, he was sure of it.

“Get over to your desk, laddy,” his granny quipped, smacking his backside out of bed. “You write those five hundred words.” Aiden kicked his desk, and sat down so hard in his chair, he almost slid off it.

“Granny, none of the other boys have to write that much,” Aiden complained. His granny looked down her old hooked nose at him and shook her head.

“The great and mighty quilldrake is the size of this house. His silver gaze will paralyze you in place, child, and he can sense if you’ve written words since the last sundown. Get writing! Five hundred to be safe!” She demanded, giving him a stern look as she closed his door.

Aiden wished his family were wealthy enough to afford books; his best friend, Talen, mentioned that his father’s uncle had a friend who simply copied words from books he already owned. What he wouldn’t give to own a book! What should he write? A panic seized his mind, causing it to short-circuit. His heart started beating faster, and he could feel the quilldrake’s claws slowly digging into his back!

“Why must you exist, quilldrake!” he shouted, and sheepishly wondered if his granny heard.

As the blank page stared back at him, his granny’s warnings echoed in his mind. The lead started to scratch, scratch, scratch on the page, as the words slowly started to form. He wrote his four hundred and ninetieth word, talking about the evils of the quilldrake. He proposed they should form a band and hunt it down. The horrifying image of a green scaly beast attacking him had pinned his eyes open; however, the heaviness of his limbs and eyelids finally won out after his long day working in the metal shop with his father. 

The sound of silence reigned in the house, as Aiden’s cheeks smudged his writing at the top of his page.

Suddenly, the boy’s window flew open. A small creature, the size of a dagger, entered and slowly crept up to the boy. Looking at the boy’s words, the little green animal seemed to smile and nod in satisfaction.

Upon reaching the end of the page, it let out a horrified hiss, its silver eyes looking angry. It reached back, plucking off a small quill from one of its scales. The little monster waved it at Aiden, scolding him, then it finished the boy’s sentence with magic ink that seemed to bleed from the quill. 

It fetched a pillow from the bed, put it under the boy’s head to prevent further smudges, then left through the window, which it had entered into the quiet night.

The quilldrake had struck again.
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Kimberly Stevenson is an aspiring fantasy writer. Favorite fantasy writers: Brandon Sanderson, Tolkien, and C.S. Lewis. Occupation: homeschool mom.
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  A Book of all the Beasts of the World

  
  





by Joel Balkovec







“You,” L’rea says, approaching the dark-haired archer in the Guildhall.

Ithirian inclines his head. “My lady,” he says to her – and she can’t tell if he is mocking her.

One of a hundred Auditors entrusted by the Anax with the Iron-Bound Tomes of Xu-nan-Thaal, it is L’rea’s duty to go out into the wide world, learn all she can, inscribe it into the iron pages and return one day to the Great Library.

Knowledge is power and Xu-nan-Thaal owes much of that power to the efforts of generation after generation of Auditors.

L’rea notes with no small swell of pride that she has added much to the pages entrusted to her since joining the Adventurers’ Guild of Mariburg. Few Auditors before her have ever come to this land and she has record much no daughter of Xu-nan-Thaal has ever witnessed. Though she has also had to endure the very worst places in the world.

She shivers at the memory of her treks with the other members of the guild through the fens in the hinterlands of Mariburg.

Without waiting to be invited, she takes the seat beside him and places the parchment the table.

“I need your help.”

“It’s good to be needed,” Ithirian notes with a smile.

“T’kahl and I found this is an old bestiary in the Margrave’s library,” she tells him. “I have never seen a beast like this, and the script is one I cannot read. You’ve mastered more languages than anyone I have ever met.

She points commandingly with an ash-hued finger.

“Tell me what this beast is.”

On the page is a hulking reptilian beast drawn in faded ink: head like a serpent with forked tongue darting out, back bristling with spiked scales, four stout legs like a bull’s, rising from the mire and lunging after an unfortunate pair of travellers with gaping, fang-lined maw.

Just one more reason that swamps are the worst place in the world…

Ithirian leans intently over the parchment and studies the runic script. “This is a very old Karolai script. Small wonder you can’t read this.”

“But you can?”

Ithirian shrugs. “I learned much from my mother.”

“Your mother the bird-witch?”

“They call her Raven-Woman back in the Dáls,” he mutters.

He turns his attention back to the ancient parchment.

“This was made for Karul himself. That it is mark of an Imperial scribe, up there in the corner. A page from what was called a Book of all the Beasts of the World. Not so different from your work as an Auditor, I suppose. Now, as for this beast: in the Old Karolai language, it’s called stahil-trahho. In our tongue, it would be something like —”

“Thorn-dragon!”

L’rea flinches back at the eager voice crying out mere inches from her pointed ear.

Genevieve, the newest arrival at the Adventurers’ Guild, is peer excitedly over her shoulder at the beast on the page.

“How long were you standing there?” L’rea gasps. “And how do you know how to read Old Karolai?”

“Old Ubbe taught me many of the old languages,” she notes proudly.

“I would say more like quilldrake,” Ithirian muses.

“But trahho is the word for dragon!” Genevieve insists.

“It’s too small to be a dragon. Drake is better for a lesser beast. Dragon-like, but not a true dragon,” Ithirian says. He slowly enunciates his next words as if that strengthens his argument, “Quill. Drake.”

“Too small?” Genevieve repeats. “It’s big enough to eat a grown man! Just look at it!”

She slams her hand against the parchment, making L’rea wince.

“It has no wings!” Ithirian protests. “Dragons have wings, drakes do not. That’s the difference!”

Now, he roughly slams a finger to the parchment, noting the two-headed and twice-crowned dragon that is the emblem of the Empire of Karolai.

“That is a dragon. The quilldrake is something else entirely.”

“It’s a giant, man-eating lizard! How is it not a dragon?”

L’rea groans. Her long ears twitch indignantly. The Iron-Bound Tomes deserve better than this. Aliena the Guildhall’s barmaid shoots her sympathetic smile from behind the bar. Ithirian and Genevieve are too far gone into their argument to even notice and L’rea snatches back the parchment. She decides to seek help from the wisest man she knows.

“Guildmaster, I need to show you something…”
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  Don’t Pet the Dragons

  
  





by Corinna Turner







“Look at that!” The teenaged Earth-boy pointed into the meadow, eyes wide.

His twin sister grinned. “They’re so cute!”

A flock of tiny silver dragons gambled around, taking flight briefly as they snatched dragonfly-like prey from the air, then rooted on the meadow floor for whatever else they could find. Each shimmered with a different green, blue, or yellow sheen, with long droopy black points along the ridge of their backs.

“Don’t pet the dragons,” an old Jarja-born man told the twins sternly. “They are not like the dragons on your planet.”

“We don’t have dragons on our planet!” said the boy. “Except in stories where brave knights have to slay them, or bishops must pray them away!”

“All the more reason to stay away from these,” the old man said sternly, then went on his way, his wide-based stick helping him balance on the deep springy moss-like plant that grew everywhere underfoot. 

Once he was out of earshot, the girl snorted. “Look at the size of them! They’re so tiny! Not like the famous dragons of Calila II.”

“Totally harmless,” agreed the boy. 

They both moved forward towards the flock of little Jarja dragonets.

“Here, little one. Here,” called the girl, then added to her brother. “I’m going to pick up this baby one and take it home for a pet.”

She moved determinedly towards a tiny silver dragon with turquoise-green highlights, making a slightly larger dragon flick open its red ears and hiss.

“I don’t think the mother likes that plan,” said the boy. 

His sister made a “Pfff” nose. “Look at her cute little itsy-bitsy teeth! What can she do?”

With that, she reached out and seized the baby dragon, which squeaked and struggled helplessly. 

With a far louder hiss, the mother crouched, her rear haunches raising. The long, thin spines of her back crest rose and flipped forward to point at the girl. As several spines shot from the dragon and embedded themselves in her hands, the hapless Earth teen screamed and released the baby.

Meeping in relief, the little dragon ran back to its mother. 

“Ow! Ow!” cried the would-be dragon-snatcher. “Are they poisonous? Ow!” 

Her brother rushed forward to help her, skidding to a halt as the entire flock of dragons suddenly flipped their crest spines forward to point at him. 

“Come on, quick!” He grabbed his sister’s arm and pulled her towards the path. They both ran, ducking low in fear of dragon-launched missiles, but the glittering creatures did not follow them. 

Soon they met the old man, coming back to investigate the screams. 

“Better get those out pronto,” he told them, and proceeded to yank the spines from the girl’s hands without ceremony. “Now, get along to the hospital pod and ask for quilldrake antivenom.”

“Quilldrakes?” echoed the boy, as his sister clutched her hands and sobbed. “Is that what they were?” 

“Aye. The smallest known family of dragon in the galaxy–but the deadliest. Fear not, though. Royal Silver Ravens–the species you just ran afoul of–have only mild poison in their quills. Get your sister to a doc, and she’ll be good as new in a few days. They even say that those stabbed by a Silver Raven become great writers.”

As the boy put his arms around his sister and steered her down the path, the old man shouted after them, “And remember, on Jarja, don’t pet the dragons!” 
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  Salvage

  
  





by Brittany Lasseigne







In the darkness, Marina almost tripped on the fence she had crafted out of fungal trunks and ferns. It guarded the single aurelium plant she had nicked from Luminary Aldercy’s garden. Hopefully, she could harvest tonight, or in the next day or two. Marina had been coming inland under cover of night for weeks to tend to this aurelium. From the light of her phosmoss belt, she was relieved to see that the plant was undisturbed by the local wildlife. Succulent aurelium berries had been the favored nightly dessert of her ancestors a thousand years ago on Harvest, the faraway planet her people had fled. But here on Clarity, without insects to pollinate them, only Embers with their private gardens staffed by manual pollination

dust-hands got to enjoy aurelium. Kindled like Marina survived on fish, ferns, and fungi.

As she crouched to inspect the tiny plant closer, a light flashed in her periphery. Marina stilled. Was it the patrolmen? She had come this far inland precisely because they hardly bothered to patrol this far. Even if her family had a yard to plant it in, her parents would never have allowed her this risk. Marina had stolen the plant in a last-ditch effort to raise the funds needed to save their hereditary algae-farming license. There were always wealthy Kindled who would buy black market Harvest delicacies, and the yield from just this one plant would be enough to cover their tax shortfall. If caught, Marina would be banished, a punishment as good as death. However, losing their license was essentially a death sentence for her whole family. They would lose their livelihood and their home.

After a moment of quiet stillness, Marina forced herself to relax. Surely it was just her mind playing tricks on her. She didn’t need anything getting in her way, especially her own imagination. She carefully removed her pack and bent once again to inspect the plant. She gave a sigh of relief. The berries looked perfect. Marina took a glass jar out of her pack, carefully picked the berries, and placed them delicately on moss inside the jar.

The hair on the back of Marina’s neck stood up as she heard the ferns behind her rustling. She slowly turned, and 20 feet in front of her was the largest quilldrake she had ever seen. It crouched on its squat legs, dark green leathery skin absorbing her pathetic phosmoss light while its bioluminescent quills fanned out across its torso and on the crown of its head. The quills were a pale blue and had a slight silver sheen. It would be beautiful if Marina didn’t know how deadly they were. The drake-venom that made the quills glow would paralyze her while making her feel as if her body was on fire. Marina shifted her weight and saw the quilldrake stoop a little lower as its quills beamed brighter. It was getting ready to charge, and Marina knew that all 2,000 pounds of it could be on her in a second. Marina wracked her brain. Quilldrakes died if you crushed their skulls, stabbed them in their softer undersides and hit a vital organ, or poisoned them. There was no way she could crush its skull. The small pair of gardening shears in her pack would never get through the animal’s belly hide, even if she could survive long enough to try.

Marina realised what she had to do. Most Harvest-evolved and Clarity-evolved creatures were incompatible. Humans couldn’t eat quilldrakes, not because of the drake-venom—that could be removed safely—but because humans couldn’t metabolize them. The early settlers had learned the hard way that due to quirks in Harvest and Clarity evolution, Harvest wildlife ingesting Clarity wildlife almost always resulted in swift seizures, heart failure, and respiratory paralysis. She hoped the aurelium would do the trick. Protecting the berries would do her no good. She was no match for the quilldrake. Besides, her family would never know about, let alone be able to reach the aurelium if she died now. If Marina hit the quilldrake on the head with the jar, maybe it would buy her a moment. If she were exceptionally lucky, the berries’ honey would get in its eyes, and Marina would survive.

Her heart broke as she took a deep, steadying breath and then heaved the glass jar at the quilldrake’s face. It sprang into action as soon as she did. The jar hit the quilldrake square on the bridge of its long snout. For a terrifying moment, Marina thought her gambit had failed as the quilldrake continued to advance, but then it began seizing and fell to the ground. Marina felt tears of relief roll down her cheeks, but then the crashing reality of her family’s precarity roared back. She slumped to the ground, despair taking over. The aurelium had saved her from the quilldrake, but it wouldn’t save her family from destitution. They would certainly lose their license now. She wiped her hands over her eyes and lifted her head, taking a long look at the quilldrake. Its quills were still trembling, sparking beautiful rays of color, vibrant with poison. She sighed deeply and looked up at the stars, asking herself and the still night what she should do now.

Marina saw a shooting star and followed it across the sky until her gaze landed on the quilldrake. Of course! Quilldrakes weren’t good for eating, but a quilldrake salvage was incredibly lucrative. Crafters prized drake-ivory and drake-hide for making furniture. Doctors diluted drake-venom for anesthesia. Artists used drake-quills for writing. The list went on. A freshly killed quilldrake like this was worth more than a hundred golden berries. Her parents would be mad she had put herself in this situation, but selling quilldrake wasn’t even illegal. Marina took a deep breath and turned back towards the city, a smile on her face. She’d need Dad’s help to salvage the quilldrake. And a machete.
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  A Flash in the Light

  
  





by Maria Pasquale







Summer was dying. 

The flowers hung on withered stems, their blooms bled dry of the glorious reds and pinks and blues of July. The sun was lazy now, drunk on golden honey and slow-moving time. It lumbered down towards the hazy horizon, casting lingering glances on the forests and fields like a melody which holds onto its last note, fearful of the waiting grey silence. The swooping birds were sorry to see the sun go, for each setting brought the crimson autumn closer.

But not all wanted the sun to stay. 

Clara, with her matted mouse-colored hair and hand-me-down dress which couldn’t quite make it to her wrists, kept glancing at the sun with the same look she shot at her little brothers when they wouldn’t leave her alone with her books. With each step through the thorny, lanky meadow grasses, she wished the sun a smidge lower, the day a moment older, the twilight a soft step closer. 

Watery purple crept along the edges of the sky like paint from an overturned glass, soaking into the blue heavens. Bats and moths and dark fluttering things rode its wake. The birds quieted their evening trilling; rabbits, hedgehogs, and squirrels scuttled through the berry-laden bushes to their burrows on padded paws. Only the most curious paused to watch Clara’s small figure slip towards the border of the forest with its ancient creaking branches and mushroom-dotted paths. 

The trees welcomed Clara and the violet dusk. Soft winds carrying sweet summer smells danced through the boughs, giving each leaf a goodnight twirl. But Clara did not stop to watch the waltzing of the leaves and the wind. She did not stop to say hello to the brook as it serenaded the young willow. She did not stop as she passed the old line of oaks, even as she counted each one carefully, her hushed words barely touching the warm air. 

She stopped at the eighth oak, the wide one with far spreading limbs that trailed along the ground, branches thick enough to be trees of their own. She smiled up at it before squeezing herself into one of the crannies of its thousand-year-old trunk. Clara hugged her knees to herself, pulling the hem of her dress down over her scraped knee from yesterday’s games. 

It would come, she knew it. 

These aged branches were its home, and the plum twilight, just before the burning stars could follow it with unblinking eyes, was its favorite time. 

The day was just right, though others had long forgotten. 

Clara always remembered.

Always waited.

Always watched. 

There! A flash of green feathered wings in the dying light above the oak. A spark, a smell, a suggestion of whispered tales and half-known myths flowed through Clara. 

With it came that lonesome, enchanting call that could not belong to any other bird in the world.

The very sound of magic. 

Clara smiled; the quilldrake had come.  
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  Never Underestimate Dragons

  
  





by C.S. Waters







Bergen rushed through the forest, arrows darting past him as he ran. A whizzing dart flew past his ear. An inch closer and it would’ve hit his head.

That could’ve been bad, he thought.

He pulled out his sword just as an archer leapt down from a rock on his right. Bergen slashed the archer’s bow, cutting it in half. The archer stumbled back, reaching for his sword. 

His sword drawn, the man lunged at Bergen’s shoulder, slicing a gash before he could react. Bergen let out a small grunt and lashed back, unbalanced. The archer easily disarmed him, sending Bergen’s sword clanking to the ground. His opponent lifted the tip of his blade to Bergen’s chest.

“What are you going to do now, boy?” the man chuckled grimly.

Bergen kicked the man’s knee. The archer grunted in pain, and before he could recover, Bergen slammed into him headfirst, knocking him down onto the rocks and leaving him unconscious.

Bergen grabbed his sword and dashed away. The arrows had stopped, and he was clear, though the silence unsettled him. 

As he crossed a small brook, he looked up at a tree on the other side. Once across, he pulled at the vines wrapped around the bark. Carved into the trunk was a rune. Bergen pulled a crinkled piece of paper from his satchel and unfolded it, finding the same rune marked on his map.

It must be this way!

He continued until he found a cave shaped like a mound. Bergen glanced down at his map.

“It looks like there should be another rune here.”

He brushed his fingers across the mossy stones, searching for the hidden mark. He lifted stones, moved leaves and growth, still nothing.

“Where is it?” impatience gnawed at him.

Bergen kicked a pebble, which struck the cave entrance with a metal clink. He crouched down and brushed away the leaves, revealing a metal rune embedded in the stone. His face lit up with excitement.

This has to be it!

Bergen peered into the cave. An inclined path led down into the darkness. He slid down but smacked his knee against a rock.

Argh… I guess that’s how that guy felt when I kicked him.

He pulled himself up, bending beneath the low ceiling, and scanned the cave for what he was searching for. He checked his map again, looking for any clue. At the end of the short passage, he found a small, rounded nest. Inside lay an egg. Bergen slipped his map back into his satchel and carefully lifted the egg, gazing at the delicate pattern of intricate silver scales.

A Quilldrake’s egg.

At last!

After staring at it for a few moments, he gently placed it into his bag. But, before he could close the flap, a heavy thud sounded behind him. Bergen spun around, sword drawn. A tall man stood there, wearing a large, pointed-brim hat and a long leather coat, a crossbow clenched in his hands.

“Where’d you get that, boy?”

Bergen closed the flap over the egg.

“None of your business, Jack the Dragon Hunter,” he replied.

“You’ve got no business in these parts.”

“I have every reason to be where a dragon is. And you’re hiding one from me.” Jack pointed his crossbow at Bergen’s satchel.

“I have no intention of giving it to you.”

“I thought so.” Jack ran his fingers across the trigger. “Guess we’ll have to do this the hard way.”

Bergen raised his sword as Jack fired. He barely managed to block the bolt. Bergen slashed at the crossbow, but Jack stepped back, sending Bergen’s blade crashing into stone. Jack ran up the incline and out of the cave, Bergen close behind, sword raised. Jack stopped at the cave’s entrance and took aim. The trigger snapped, and the bolt plunged into Bergen’s left arm just as he emerged from the opening.

Bergen froze. His knees buckled, and he collapsed onto the ground. Jack walked over and looked down at him with a smirk.

“You should’ve never messed with me,” Jack said. “Betraying the group was your worst mistake. Standing up for dragons was your second.”

“My only mistake was leading you here,” Bergen said through strained breaths.

“Well, I can commend you for that. But back to business. Give me the egg, and I’ll let you live.”

“And if I don’t?”

“I spare you another breath.” Jack yanked the bolt from Bergen’s shoulder. Pain shot up his arm, making him grimace.

“Well? Deal?”

Bergen looked down, then back up at Jack, defiance in his eyes.

“I won’t give up on the last line of dragons. Not while I still have breath in me.”

“Which won’t be for long.” Jack loaded another bolt and aimed it at Bergen’s head, his finger tightening on the trigger. Bergen closed his eyes, bracing for the end.

A massive blast tore through the trees.

A Quilldrake.

Jack turned, firing at the dragon, but the bolt bounced harmlessly off its scales like flint. The dragon growled, baring its teeth. Jack backed away, bumping into Bergen now standing, his sword in hand.

“Never underestimate dragons,” Bergen said with a smirk.

The Quilldrake lunged, snatching Jack in its jaws and hurling him against the rocks. The hunter fell, lifeless. Bergen smiled at the creature that had saved him. The dragon blinked slowly at him.

Bergen reached into his satchel and pulled out the egg.

“Here,” he said softly. “This belongs to you.”

The Quilldrake lowered its head and extended its claws. Bergen gently placed the egg into its hold. With a roar and a powerful flap of its wings, the dragon took off toward the mountains.

Mission accomplished.
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  Stillwater

  
  





by Gabriella Batel







“Goldstock. Lightsheet. Redlake. Crowtop,” I whisper. The braille pushes like thorns against my fingertips. I imagine bleeding. Leaving red for them to find. Opening my veins to amoebas and tetanus.

Stillwater gurgles around the ankles of my boots, and flotsam knocks against the leather—wood rotted to larva-food, maybe, or clods of algae or frog carcasses. Can flatworms penetrate shoe leather? Water seeps into my socks. The paraffin-stench of gasoline follows me.

Sugar-sticky cobwebs and clotted mold collect on my fingertips as I follow the ragged concrete wall past the Crowtop door to the next eye-level placard. “Downwood.” Not the one I need, but if Knox was right, it should only be a few more. “Dancepink.” My voice shushes through the gutted remains of the labs. The air smells of ammonia. Fungus. Bloated flesh.

Braille, wrapped with slime and webbing, but unworn beneath.

Quilldrake.

I jimmy the knob. Locked, but a moment of groping reveals a filmed-over touch pad. I scratch a line of grime off, and it collects like plaque under my fingernail.

A blip, a vibration. Wrong, not accepted.

unstrap my backpack. Something scuttles on my shoulder. It doesn’t bite. I blow there, just to make sure it doesn’t find my neck or cheek.

I undo the zipper quietly and root through until I find my sister’s finger.

The small limb is getting cold. I might have had a chance to sew it back on. If I could sew. If we had that much time to spare.

I scrape the touch pad cleaner, then press Knox’s finger pad to it. Chirp, click. I fumble for a pushbar, only to find a knob and push down with my elbow. Grinding over a layer of silt and crunching through rusted hinges, the door pushes inward. Something hisses. The water fizzes. 

The smell of aldehydes, amphetamines, and electrocuted skin stings up my nostrils and settles on my tongue, thick and almost grainy. 

Glass crackles under my weight, and I can only imagine what little animals I’m waking. I’m fairly sure the straps to my backpack dangle in the water, collecting hair and insects. I think I’ll burn it. 

Knox said there’d be a window at the back, so I walk straight, aiming for a wall. Instead, I slam into the corner of a metal table. It releases an ungodly shriek, and I catch myself on the deformed metal. Test tubes and petri dishes crack beneath my palm. And something that mixes the textures of gristle and damp insects. It leaves stringy slime.

Unknown objects plop into the water. The stink and hiss of corrosion. I draw my hand away and shake my soiled hands, spraying viscous droplets. 

Something slithers across my inner knee. 

Wet hair fondles the tender skin. Muscular beneath. Unearthly grace.

Idiot. Why did you wear cut offs?

Because I was wearing cutoffs. And Knox was begging. And bleeding. Reeking of fat and metal. I only had time to pack my bag. 

Knox won’t live. Probably. Maybe. How should I know? I couldn’t see what was wrong with her. 

I hope she will. But it’s stupid to hope, so the least I can do is this. 

I sniffle, too afraid to wipe my nose with whatever might be on my forearm, and listen as the thing twists and gurgles around the toes of my boot. It shivers. 

Something hooks the shoe leather and tears clean through before leaving me in peace. Water gushes in, silky and chunky. I stifle a gag.

Wall. A wall. 

I soldier forward until I find it, moist and crumbling, then the window. Cool glass, riddled with clumps of dust and twitchy with cobwebs, but it’s easy enough to force it open. The seal breaks with a sound like a gunshot. Sweet petrichor flushes in. I almost smile. 

Nearly done. 

I wade back to the table and dump my bag onto it. Glass bottle. Dishrag. Lighter. 

Snick. Click.

Knox’s voice was making a strange click noise—something wrong with her windpipe? Lungs? There’s still progress in there. They want it. 

That was when she handed me her severed finger. And I had no time for questions or long pants or a trip to the leech’s or a moment to protest that I can’t see. I left because I couldn’t guarantee she’d keep breathing, but I could guarantee she’d get what she wanted. 

Is she still on the floor at my apartment?

She escaped whoever they were. She can survive another quarter hour in my padlocked place. She will. 

She will.

Heat crackles in a globe around the end of the dishrag. I leave the backpack, race to the window, and climb out, praying I’ll land in a patch of weeds instead of a pile of scrap metal. I do—nettles dig into my claves and thighs, and the perfume of thistle flowers explodes up my nose. 

I hobble off, tripping over potholes and broken bottles and sleeping drunks, allowing myself a knife-cut smile. 

They caught Knox in the lab for Experiment Quilldrake. They took her finger and did who-knows-what else to her. 

They never stopped to consider that she’d been there long enough to pour gasoline in all the stillwater in the facility. 

I imagine the boom propels me toward home, toward Knox. I imagine the blaze is bright enough that I can see the silhouette of the warehouse crashing down. Experiment Quilldrake’s progress with it.

Let’s see if I can find a leech in time. Or, let’s see if I can figure out how to sew. 
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  Quilldrake & Me

  
  





by Dominic de Souza







You’d think I’d be used to them by now. But nope. 

These things are weird, so weird, and all the rosemary plants money can buy doesn’t keep them out of my studio at the end of the garden.

And they like coffee.

Why couldn’t they like anything else?

At least mosquitoes like blood. I don’t mind that so much. I can spare that. Sort of. 

But my fresh cup of coffee, still steaming and seconds away from an inspiring sip… pulls this thing like a bug from another dimension. 

I’d be lying though if I said I totally hated it.

I don’t. It comes with benefits.

For one, I don’t need a housecat with these things around.

One sniff of this quilldrake’s glamor, or aura, or whatever it is they trail behind them in the air, and every mouse bolts straight through the nearest wall, and doesn’t stop till it finds a new hole in Peddlesbury. And that’s ten miles away.

Second, I don’t feel so alone. Been ages since something other than the cows across the road burped hello in the morning. Been years. I got used to the silence. My throat’s got dust in the inside from disuse. A dusty old shed probably doesn’t help. 

Here comes one now. 

I’ve literally just walked in. The studio was blank a second ago, speckled with dust motes and that nice, musty smell that comes from storing used gardening tools, boxes of summer apples, and piles of empty burlap next to my writing desk.

I write here because it’s quiet. 

Or at least it was. 

No one used to bother me here; all the grandkids used to be afraid of getting splinters in their fingers. 

That’s perfect for me. My old leathery hands don’t care much for that. I just need a quiet table, bit of sunlight, some WIFI, and anything more then 7% on the laptop battery. I keep the grime brushed away on the center of the desk, pin back the ivy with a bit of brick.

Would have stayed a perfect sanctuary…

Except whodathunk… 

Coffee summons quilldrakes.

The air burps, folding like a warping cloth, and a little dragon pops into the air. Something shimmery and dusty hangs in the air behind it. Tight little greeny scales, bright glossy eyes, and a pair of thing, translucent membrane wings catch the light like stained glass made of pale skin. 

It makes a beeline for my mug. Sees me. Pauses, tilts its head. The ridge of pale fur running down its spine flexes, like it’s sensing the air. It keeps its limbs folded tight, just like a dog. In fact, it’s exactly like a dog, the way a dog will pop its paw off the ground and bend it, as if to say “We’re cool. I’m friendly.”

Hell of a nip though, with those little jaws. I learned my lesson.

The first time it appeared was the first time I ever tried those new beans. I like to grind my own, just tastes better that way. And then this baby drake drops in out of nowhere, and I freaked out and heard myself yelling a whole lotta things my old lady would have gone and called the preacher over, and shouting like a maniac I threw my whole mug at it, and the black coffee slashed through the air and turned to steam on hitting its scales, and then I grabbed a shovel off the wall and started swinging. 

Perfectly good cup of coffee wasted there. Ach… It’s probably my fault I gave a baby dragon a caffeine problem. 

The shovel still lies half-melted in the corner. Unusable. Lesson learned. Even when that little, these things burn with sweet hellfire.

I set my dun mug down, that golden foam gilding the edge of the cup.

The quilldrake hops through the air. 

We have our ritual now. The normal way to do things, and no one gets hurt.

It sniffs carefully, appreciatively, testing the air with its toes, pulling close in the sunlight to the edge of the window. 

I know that drink is hot. Came straight out of the pot a minute ago. Would take the roof off my mouth. 

It dips its muzzle over the lip of the mug, inhales deeply, and then a tiny pink slip of tongue whips in and out like  a dog, faster than I can see, and pulls up a tiny stream straight into its jaws. 

I sure hope I’m not getting magical dragon cooties from this thing.

But heat kills bacteria. So I’m probably ok. 

Satisfied, it stretches, yawns, and then pops out of this dimension again. 

I quickly scoop the cup away from the time-space rift. Don’t need that mug going through and summoning anything bigger. 

Where does it go? 

Where does it come from?

Absolutely no idea.

No way to control it.

And I don’t want that thing showing up in the house. 

So I keep things on the regular, come out to the end of the garden, offer it a little libation, and get down to paying the rent by stitching words together. 

Some days I think I’m nuts.

I probably am.

But that shovel is a reminder.

Oh, and it magically refills my battery to 100%. Fastest qi charger I ever did see. 

So I don’t mind. 

We have our thing going, the quilldrake and me.

But the kids will never believe this.
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Dominic de Souza: A dad and novelist nuts about worldbuilding, helping friends find their freedom, and build a future we believe in. I’m a graduate from the Writer’s Institute for Children’s Literature, self-publish my novels because I’m impatient, serial entrepreneur because no one can stop me, and work full time in marketing and design. I am married, with a small girl and a smaller corgi. I write epic fiction for children and young adults, blog to sort my thoughts, and host podcasts to chat with cool people. dominicdesouza.com







  
    
      [image: photo of the author]
    

  

  
    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:
      


      
        
          
    
    globe
    Created with sketchtool.
    
    
        
            
                
            
        
    


          
            https://legendfiction.com
          
        

      

      

      

      
    

  

  





  
    Also by Legend Fiction
  


  
    LegendFiction Anthologies are community-powered collections designed to help writers grow. Whether you’re a high school student or an adult, our anthologies give authors a chance to sharpen their craft, share their voice, and get published, all while receiving feedback from professional editors.

Every submission is reviewed by a mentor—someone who’s part of the community. This helps emerging writers feel seen, guided, and supported. Plus, authors actually keep all of their copyrights.

We cover all production costs through book sales, not submission fees. You write. We publish. You get to say, “I’m a published author.”
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          Shards of Wonder
        

        

        

        
          
            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.
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