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  Foreword



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
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“It’s time. I’m getting out of here.” Aeg stood up, pushed away the fluff from around him, and turned to the window.

Shelli stared at him in shock, frozen in place. “Why now? Its about to begin!”

“Its the perfect time. They’ll never see me going.”

Outside, the hollow trumpets were starting, and the colony of eggs rustled to their feet. The procession was minutes away from starting. Shelli glanced at the woven fluff in her translucent fingers. “You didn’t even finish your eyre-band for the new Sulfurite.”

Aeg glanced through the window up to the rafters over the street, peering up through the dimness to the blurred heights above.

“No one will miss me,” he grunted. “They’ll all be focused on the ceremony.”

In a few minutes, the eggs would all gather together to celebrate a new member of the Sulfur Circle. Small, white, and delicate, the eggs lived in village flats nestled in crannies of their strange world. Every few weeks, a new egg would start to smell, and grow weaker. They were wrapped in the gentlest fluff, fibers teased from the residue of vast, sky blankets that dripped fluff from the great beyond. At least, that’s what they thought. The fibers were braided with the faintly glowing, feathery down that sifted from the skyline.

“You can’t talk me out of this, Shelli.”

“I’ll never see you again,” She stammered. “I know you’ll slip and crack somewhere. We’ll never find your fragments. Why can’t you be a decent, ordinary egg, like all of us?”

Aeg pushed open the windows. “I’ll be careful.” He patted the fracture near his thigh, a web of cracks on his ovoid shell. He managed a short smile. “I learned my lesson last time.”

Shelli stood, tying off the end of the braid, and turned for the door. “You better. I always hoped to lay the last braid for your sulfuration.”

He hopped up on the window sill. Below, the pale bobbing, streams of eggs gathered together like bubbles, streaming to the town center nestled within sheer, shadowy canyon walls. “Maybe you’re more grown up than me,” he said, “But I’m not going to my nest without knowing what’s up there.”

Shelli didn’t look back. She trundled down the stairs, bent her little candle to light it, and quietly joined the procession.

Aeg sucked a quick breath into his gut, and then hauled himself out and up onto the wall. Eggs didn’t usually look up, especially when the skyforges were silent. The timing was perfect.

The eggs parted into lines to allow a palanquin through. Propped up on the shoulders of larger eggs, the latest elder was being carried to his final nest. He was wrapped in colorful eyre-bands, designed to protect from every bump and jostle as his shell weakened. The rancid, sharp scent of sulfur wafted up, ripe with age and ready for the Ovumsleep.

Aeg shook his head, which shook his whole body. He hauled himself up, his shell clinking against the wall, fingers pressing into cracks and rifts. He’d picked that eyrie for that reason, the nearness to this crack.

One comment from his friend a few cycles ago had twisted his yolk into a new shape. What if there’s something up there? What if a good egg did more than weave eyre-braids? What if they climbed up into the lights to see what the skysounds were?

A day later, his friend’s shell fragments and albumen were found smeared across the floor of a canyon. He’d always been better at asking questions.

Aeg was better at climbing.

The wind was starting to pick up. His thin fingers were starting to ache. He twisted his body to look up. The dark sky was a little nearer. He shoved with his legs, inch by inch.

Down below, the eggs looked like eiderdown crammed into cracks, tiny twinkling torches lining the village lanes, guiding the latest Sulfurite to his resting place.

Aeg didn’t know what to think about that. A life spent down in such shadows, only a few weeks, and then tucked into a deep crevice among hundreds of other Sleeping Ones. Perhaps thousands. He didn’t know. They never spoke, just sat there, slowing shriveling and drying out. Some stared into the darkness. Soundless. And they all stank.

He grunted, finding a ledge, and hauling himself onto it for a rest.

Shelli never understood him and his urge to climb. She was a good little egg, smooth and shiny from daily polishing. Crack free, too. That wasn’t totally unusual. Cracked eggs usually leaked albumen, and drained before they could turn. Having a crack was living on a timer, and meant you found your own crevice somewhere to enter the Ovumrest.

He grimaced, forced himself up. Not Aeg. If he was going to sleep, he wanted to know what the forge fires were made of.

Eggs were terrified of fire. Their tiny torches were mere sparks, cool light twisted out of the glowy down that sifted softly from the sky.

Aeg wanted to know where that down came from. He pressed his fingers against the wall, knuckled around dents and edges, and kept climbing.

Heat did weird things to eggs. They seemed to slow, their speech blurred. Their eyes misted over, and they struggled to move. Aeg had seen one once. Some outlier guards on a perimeter check said a flaming downy ‘spear’ had fallen on them and blocked a canyon path, and only a few made it back.

They were shell shocked, slow to speak. They didn’t have the healthy inner jiggle of a normal egg. One of them had gone solid, and they even rolled him back into town. It was incredibly weird. He went sour after a while, but lasted a long time. Weeks.

Aeg had wanted to see that spear. But the guards forbade it. He did anyway. It took a while, but he found it, and kept a safe distance. It was incredible. It wasn’t a spear. It was a feather. A gigantic feather, each shaft, barb, and slender vane a brilliant fiery bronze, giving off light and heat like a thousand downy twists.

He knew it was a feather, somehow. Like a memory. Memories were also weird. Everyone only had vague memories of walking out of the darkness. Nothing really before then.

He checked his crack. A bead of albumen had leaked out, and hardened into a sticky, clear glue. That was better than leaking. Trying to stay calm and take deep breaths, he kept climbing.

Could an egg pull themselves apart from the pressure of climbing? He didn’t really want to find out. Some younger eggs liked to test shell strength by pulling on each other. One had actually sheared in half, a crown of cracks around its middle. They called him Crackling. He didn’t move for the rest of his days. Crackling made good jokes though. Like “Why should you be careful about what you say around egg whites? Everyone knows they can’t take a yolk.”

His hands were throbbing from exhaustion when he finally reached an edge, that proved to be a ledge, and then finally the top. The top of something. He didn’t care.

He hauled up onto it, gasping and trembling, rolling onto his back so that his limbs flopped around him. This was the highest an egg had ever been. He was positively up in the sky now.

His shell trembled near his crack. He glanced down, and the lines were longer. His gut lurched. His yolk was definitely off center now, and he felt slightly light headed.

He rolled over to glance down. The village was a line of light in the distant dark. And he’d left a smear of his albumen on the canyon wall.

He pushed up to his feet. Getting down would be hard. But, with some rest, maybe not. He’d had a stupidly simple plan. Find out how new eggs appeared in the Rifts, and wend their way through the canyons to the villages. That would be his way down again.

He glanced around. Everyone always said the sky was a forge, because light and fire often flared far above. ‘The most dangerous place to be for an egg,’ the Sulfurites muttered. That was where you got scrambled where you stood. Only bad eggs ended up there, shattered and mixed into a hard yellow froth. Good eggs prepared for a safe Ovumrest.

His heart hammering, Aeg blinked and stared around. He realised the ground up here was smooth, and littered with cool, glowy feather down. But there was a lot more up here. Huge drifts of it. He parted trails behind him as he pushed through.

Ahead he saw a distant series of mounds, and far glowing lights. He tried to make out details in the darkness, but couldn’t. They had strange edges, not smooth and flat like the canyon walls. These looked like gigantic braided textures, so big it baffled his mind.

Higher up, he could begin to see tiers, rows, layers of things. More of those mounds. And some of them seemed to move.

He froze. Move?

He knew that surviving these firelands risked a Hardening. The chances of keeping his yolk inside were slim. But he had to know.

On his left, a mound lurched and stretched, and rustled. He dropped down to the ground, hoping to be invisible.

The mound broke apart for a moment, like a torn braid, and something rolled out. An egg.

Aeg stared in shock. The egg was rolling helplessly away, flailing limbs. One turn and its wild eyes caught his. It shouted for help for a second, and and then suddenly disappeared into the ground.

Aeg held his breath, glancing back up at the mound. Warm light was breaking through the cracks. He frowned, trying to understand what he saw. He couldn’t. He stared through the fractures, piercing the glow. He thought he saw a clutch of eggs, ovoid globes huddled together in light.

He almost choked. The Sulfurites were right. This was hellfire up here. This was… an ovumrest where everything hardened. No silent darkness with peaceful sleeping.

Aeg felt sick. He crawled to the place where the egg had disappeared. It was a canyon edge.

Far down below, he could see it blinking, dazed. It crawled off a pad of dense, downy feathers that had broken the fall.

Aeg yelled and waved to the egg. But it was too far down. The egg probed its shell in wonder, shivered, and stared around at the walls. Then, with trembling, baby steps, tottered up and stumbled away into the darkness.

Aeg felt a sudden rush of hot wind on his back and he rolled over in terror.

The mound had exploded with light, a terrible, gorgeous light like morning dawnrise. Only now it was blazing… right above him.

He realised what the mound was. An eyrie. A giant eyrie made of feathers and down, braided together into a giant ring. And a behemoth beast was swelling above it, pressing the crack back together into a neat wall.

It was bigger than his mind could gather.

This beast was covered in the glowing feathers. It had massive fingers like huge, braided, downy quilts, splitting off into spears of red, orange, and golden light. And it had big, brilliant eyes. It held a shiny, coppery shard of canyon wall on its face, splitting it into two shards to grip and snip at bits of the mound.

It caught sight of him.

He froze so still that he could feel his yolk settling against his backside.

The gorgeous, terrible beast pulled itself up to its height, and tilted its head on one side.

How did it do that? It’s head was separate from the rest of its shell?

Aeg had never seen something so gorgeous in his life. Feathers streamed light and cool fire like glowing rain. Was it… an angel? A sulfurite with rheumy eyes once spoke of such things, like a beautiful dream.

This angel had the kindest eyes.

Would something with eyes that kind flash scramble him?

“There you are, little one,” the beast split open its face shards and spoke. The voice was vast and thrilling, warm and welcoming. Aeg’s whole shell vibrated instantly with its words. He even felt his yolk tremble and rise off the back of his shell.

“What are you?” He asked.

“Come back to the nest, and stay warm.” The angel extended a massive feather wall toward him and scooped him up.

Aeg almost screamed with terror, if he hadn’t also been thrilling with joy. The tone of her words made him feel bright and airy, like he was expanding into light too.

He knew it was a her. He didn’t know how. Something about her voice reminded him of Shelli. That same… somethingness, a her-ness…

The beast angel lady brought him up before her face, and the eyes were like giant pools of stars and fire and red gold sparks.

“You’re a bright one already, aren’t you?” She murmured.

“What are you?” he asked.

The giant head tilted to one side, and she turned her face to watch him with the brilliant, dark depths of her other eye. “A firebird, my child. And you are too. Perhaps an Alerion, or a Pheonix. Time will tell.”

“What will you do to me?” Aeg shivered, delighted, terrified, unable to look away.

“Why, warm you and help you hatch, sweetling.”

“Hatch?” He knew he was light headed, but he knew he’d never heard that word.

“So that you can fly, like me.”

“I’m a perfectly ordinary, decent egg. I’d like to stay one, please.”

The laughter rippled through the angel’s vast body, and light shivered and shimmered off the red feathers. “You cannot go on indefinitely being just an ordinary, decent egg. We must all be hatched.”

“Or what?”

“Or else, we’ll go bad.”
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Owain would have been out there in the commotion, half frozen but warmed by the thrill of the crowd.

If he did not have an account book to stare at in bewildered horror.

It was tempting to see what the fuss was about, but he wasn’t going to secure his parents’ legacy by gawking at whatever was happening on Winterbane harbor.

He flipped a page, sighed, and reached over to uncork a bottle of dwarven whiskey, which he poured into his hot chocolate mug. His father used to do this when he broke out the books, informing a curious young Owain that, if he wasn’t serving it to customers, it wasn’t against their license.

Owain sat back, one hand around the solid earthenware mug, running the other through his dark hair. The gold from his days escorting caravans would keep Talaver’s Rest in business for a while. He’d already allocated funds to resupply chocolate and milk. The add-ons wouldn’t need to be restocked until spring—which was part of why the books were so bad: his father’s curiosity about mixology and his mother’s loving indulgence resulted in a lot of beautiful glass bottles sitting in the back and a lack of useful coins sitting in the bank.

Owain left the bar and account book, mug in hand, and stepped to the great hearth rune set in the café’s fine wooden floor. It was carved into black stone, smooth but not slick. It wasn’t one of the simple letter runes you’d see on cargo or at market or in a pantry, meant for freshness or chill. Instead it was an elegant, roiling symbol like flames. Its lines glowed a homey, living red-orange—although, they had used to glow a little brighter. A little livelier.

The hearth rune was Talaver’s heart. While cold runes, easy to replace, kept the stockroom chilled, the stove used to warm milk and melt chocolate drew power from this large, strange—and expensive—rune.

It kept the one room perfectly warm, too. Owain’s father said that was what made people feel the way they did when they stopped in. Cheerful. Peaceful. Safe.

It certainly did something to the four stone fireplaces in the main area and the smaller one in back, made the fire just right to warm oneself beside, just enough light and heat, wood burning at the perfect rate, smoke twisting cleanly up the chimney.

And Talaver’s heart was failing.

A replacement would be expensive—a legal one would be, anyway. Recharging it would be illegal. On his travels, he’d known a few places where mages recharged shop runes as casually as getting a horse reshod, but not in Winterbane.

Why didn’t particularly matter because he couldn’t do a thing about why. He sighed again and sipped his spiked hot chocolate, shutting his eyes and thinking of his parents’ bantering across the café on slow days like this, playing at cynicism, the light of hope playing slyly in their eyes.

It’d been months since a thaw-fever took them. Closing in on a year. He’d rushed back just in time to say goodbye.

He’d never been sure about taking over the little hot cocoa café his father had built near the chilly harbor, but the rightness of it had hit him with the grief, and here he was.

The noise outside swelled, and the door banged open, nearly making Owain flinch. He stood up straight, and then, well aware he was a little too martial for his surroundings, he plastered on a welcoming smile.

“Welcome… gentlemen… ” He trailed off because the ragged bunch who entered his establishment looked, at first glance, like short, starving bears, down to the bared fangs.

They weren’t, of course. They were hunters layered in furs, bear skulls for hats. Southern bears and Southern furs, so Southern hunters. They were grinning despite their chattering teeth.

“Warm drinks here?” one of them said as the six men scattered to various cushy seats, propping their boots as close to the fireplaces as they could. The man who’d spoken stayed standing, stomping his feet close to the nearest fire, sending snow scattering across the floor, where it started to melt. He wore a woven black cloak with an enameled blue falcon clasp.

“Warm drinks here,” Owain said, hurrying to the bar. He’d prepared everything first thing this morning, before the sun even rose, just as his father had taught him. “Welcome to Talaver’s, home to the finest hot chocolate in Winterbane.”

The man nodded, blowing into his clasped hands. “Seven mugs. Milord Starrenskell will be here in a minute.” A few men grumbled, but the leader smacked the nearest one on the head. “He’s a wizard,” he explained to Owain, apologetic. “I’m Galam of the Kettle Hills.”

“You’re far from home, then.” Owain began mixing together chocolate and hot milk. He eyed the hunters and pulled out a rune-cooled jar of whipped cream to add to the mugs. When he’d been with the caravans, hunters and trappers always had a sweet tooth and a half. “Looks like you’ve had a good day despite the cold.”

“Aye, we have.” Galam sat on a stool at the bar. “A great victory for milord. We’d been tracking his quarry since Erens. No one was sure anything would come of it, but the pay was good.” He chuckled. “About to be better.”

“Just need to get the body off the ice,” one of the

hunters called.

Galam shrugged, accepting a steaming mug from Owain. “No scavenger can cut through dragon scale in a day, and no hunter is equipped for it like we are, not out here. We’ll fetch it tomorrow.”

Owain paused as he took mugs to the other hunters. “A dragon?”

Galam smirked. “A dragon.” He gestured to his men. “We tracked it leagues. Milord said the wind told him it would be heading right for Winterbane over the bay, so we made haste to get ahead.” He sipped his hot chocolate and sighed contentedly. “And we did.”

“Wizard took it down,” an older hunter added as Owain handed him his mug. “Did some of his muttering as we stood on the docks, watching it come in like fire on the wind, his hands held up over his head. Then bam! A ball of blue lighting shot out and caught the beast. It dropped like a stone.”

“Onto the ice,” Owain said, tucking his now-empty tray against his side. A dragon… . Winterbane was built around and within the ancient, wind-scoured bones of a vast dragon, but in all his travels, Owain had never met anyone who claimed to see a live one. News always came of attacks on the southern edges of civilization, though usually years after the fact.

“They say a dragon’s very heart is made of fire and takes years to cool down,” he continued. “You may have a rougher time retrieving the body than you think.”

Galam shrugged once more. “It’ll be worth the effort. Even if it hit one of the thinner parts of the bay, Lord Starrenskell can get it.”

Owain returned his tray, imagining the lonely body of a dragon crashed upon the ice. This bay was frozen stone solid right now, the northern sea beasts either retreating deeper or heading toward open water. Even the white-bears would not venture that far with the ice like this because they knew there was no life (and no food) to be found.

Just a dead beast of ancient days, laying broken upon the frozen sea, its burning heart guttering out. In the corner of his eye, the café’s hearth rune pulsed a little. Owain’s sympathy grew with the pulse—though that was silly.

The door opened, gentler this time, and Owain turned to see a man with a long, white beard and a black, pointed hat sweep in.

He tried not to stare. This was a wizard, the kind that rode palanquins around great cities and rarely left their great libraries except to provide council for kings. He should have been freezing in his thin black robes, but he seemed as unbothered by the cold as if it were a perfect day of Southern summer.

Galam rose from his seat and bowed. “Lord Starrenskell.” He raised his mug. “Good stuff! That skater-ship captain had the right of it. Just what a body needs on a winter’s day.”

The wizard sniffed. His eyes were as black as his robes. “Hot chocolate,” he said in a papery voice, a small smile peering through his beard. “Yes, that would be a popular drink here. One for me, please, Galam.”

The hunter gestured to Owain, who began preparing a simpler brew for the wizard. He wasn’t about to make any assumptions about Starrenskell’s tastes.

“The skater-ship will sail for us at first light,” Galam told his employer. “Captain’s having his cargo cleared out and our gear loaded on as we speak.”

The wizard stroked his beard. “He understands we may

be out upon the ice after sunset?”

Galam snorted. “He wasn’t happy about it, but that chest of coin changed his tune.”

Starrenskell smiled at that, chuckling as he wrapped boney, paper-white hands around his mug. “That is the key to many hearts.”

“Aye, milord.”

Owain sat a steaming mug in front of the wizard. Galam lifted his mug and looked to his men. “Brothers, it has been a good hunt. Hail to the hunters, and hail to our valiant quarry! As its blood gave it life, so let us honor that its blood brings prosperity to us!”

The hunters raised some foreign chant, their own mugs

lifted, and drank to their success.

The wizard did not toast, only watched with a scowl. His draping sleeves spilled onto the bar as he sipped at his own mug; they were embroidered in an even darker black—if a darker black was possible—with a sprawling pattern that resembled… squiggles.

Odd choice.

The group lingered a little longer; Galam and a few others ordered another mug. Talaver’s good cheer glowed on their faces and in their easy conversation. The wizard nursed his chocolate, face stony, black eyes keen, but when the men finally roused themselves to go, Starrenskell was the one who dropped a heavy silken bag on the bar.

“No worries about change, young sir,” he said to Owain. “A fine establishment. I shall be sure to recommend it to any colleagues who think about venturing this far north.” He chuckled, tucking his hands in his sleeves. “There is about to be much more curiosity about dragon bones. Winterbane will benefit.”

“Thank you,” Owain said, keeping his tone cheerful despite his skin crawling under that black gaze. He made a show of tucking the bag into his belt without bothering to weigh it. No customer appreciated openly knowing that a shop proprietor was interested in their money. “Please stop by once your work on the ice is done.”

The wizard nodded, standing. That gold was heavy on Owain’s hip, and it restored a rune’s-worth of cheer as soon as the wizard looked away. Galam tossed off a small salute as he left, which Owain returned jauntily.

He whistled as he started gathering dirty mugs and knocking furniture back to rights. This was not going to be enough gold to get the rune replaced, but it was going to make the books a lot less of a nightmare, which was a start.

He’d take a start.

He was drying the mugs and returning them to their proper place, clean and ready for more guests, when the door creaked open. He half turned, a smile on his face for the new customer. A girl slunk in.

Her long, wild hair, red gold, shone in the firelight; he blinked at its brightness. Talaver’s was decorated in deep greens and warm browns, echoes of a summer that never reached Winterbane; surely, the red was so jarring because of the contrast.

She paused to look down at the hearth rune.

Owain shook his head and cleared his throat. “Welcome to Talaver’s, miss.”

She was a slip of a thing, layered in thick white-bear furs. Her gaze snapped up to him, and it froze him in place for a moment: he was unsure of what her eye color was. He blinked, and it was obvious they were green and gold and stunning.

“Welcome,” he said, unsure if he’d said that already.

“Erm, we serve the finest hot chocolate in Winterbane.”

She smirked a little. “Heat. You have that.” She pulled her furs around herself, huddling into them. “Ah… I am new to town. And in need of a place to stay.” Owain grew wary. Winterbane had special cruelties for young women desperate for shelter. “A warm place to stay.”

“The church—”

“Warmer,” she said, looking back down at the rune, then around at the café. She lifted a slender hand to a mantle, swiping alabaster fingers across. Owain winced at the dust he knew was there. “You could use help, I think.”

“You want to work here,” Owain said, lingering over each word. “In exchange for—”

“Sleeping here.”

“Listen, I… I know you’re in a rough spot, but I can’t

afford to take on any staff right now.”

She gave a grin as wild as her hair. “If I wanted pay, you couldn’t afford me. No, just a warm place to sleep.” She looked at the frosted glass window set high in the wall facing the harbor. It let in light without a single glimpse of the cold world beyond. “Until winter passes.”

“You just want,” he said slowly, “to sleep under the bar?”

“Yes.” She rubbed the dust between her fingers. “You need help. I need shelter.” She shrugged, drawing her hand beneath her furs. “No more than that.”

“Right.” He stared at her. She stared back. He could use the help. He could certainly use the free help. And it would be good to keep a woman from the worst parts of Winterbane, a good deed that didn’t cost a man a thing. That was rare as winter sunbeams. Granted, Talaver’s wasn’t coded for residential use, but one small woman was hardly going to get any regulatory attention. His father would let the occasional down-on-his-luck pal and family sleep here from time to time. Really, it was a tradition.

“Alright,” he said, weaving around the bar. “I’ll see if my mother left any of her work clothes in the back. I’m Owain Talaver.” He held out his hand.

She scrutinized it for a moment, then shook. Her touch was warm and her grip far stronger than it looked. “Call me Riza.”

“Riza.” It wasn’t a familiar name, though she could have made it up for all Owain knew. As he headed toward the back, the great rune pulsed brighter for a moment. He thought so, at least.

He’d count this as part of the start, strange or not.







The next week went well. The skate-ship crews came at a steady trickle, with the occasional stop-in from Father’s regulars, who were finally warming up to the change in ownership. It had only taken them nearly a year. Owain swore that the hearth rune even shone a little brighter.

He slept sounder after reading the numbers go up whenever he sat down with the books at night. Riza’s help gave him more time to get around to some of the projects his parents had left unfinished—inventorying spices and flavorings, opening up a new crate of mugs to bring the count to an even three hundred after years of breakages and wear, acquiring a new arrival schedule from the harbormaster’s office so he could plan around incoming floods of customers. The to-do list was endless and evergrowing, but now at least he could cross a few items off it.

He smiled to himself as he shut the accounts book and put it up.

“Are you always this happy?” Riza asked, carrying a tray full of clean mugs. She wore one of his mother’s simple work dresses and deep-green embroidered aprons. He had been certain when he got it out that it would be too big, but it fit her, the long skirt skimming the floor as she swept through the shop.

Owain chuckled and came over to help her shelve the mugs. “Not lately.” He ran a thumb over one of the newer mugs. Talaver’s was stamped into the glazed earthenware, something his father had been so proud to be able to afford. He’d written Owain about it. “When I took over, things started to go downhill.” He placed the mug on the shelf.

“My experience is every journey starts in a storm of some kind.” Riza shook her head as she slid more mugs farther back. “Sometimes they never stop.”

“The caravanners have a million sayings like that. Sometimes with the addition that you need to take your money and run somewhere else to get out of the storm.” He adjusted a few of the mugs to center the name in front. “Not really an option.”

Riza tucked the tray against her side and leaned against the counter. “No?” She looked out at the currently empty café. “This place cannot last forever even if you struggle through.”

What an elf way to look at things. He still hadn’t glimpsed her ears beneath that fiery hair. “Forever is a bit much for me,” he said. “And I can’t say this was my dream. But it isn’t bad.” He thought of the caravans, just an unending trek through mud as much as wonders—more, honestly. “It feels like a foundation to something.”

“It was your parents’ dream,” she said. He nodded, and she cocked her head. Her features were fine but not delicate like the other elves he’d met. Her eyes didn’t hold their weariness, either. Just the will. Elf blood, though, he was sure of it. “You’re not what I expected to find in Winterbane.”

He raised an eyebrow. “What did you expect to find here?” “Old cold bones and the ice-eyed people who would live among them.” She sat the tray on top of the others. “Not a hot chocolate café with a hearthfire rune and the kind of man who would keep both.”

Owain crossed his arms. “And just what kind of man is that?”

She grinned up at him.

The door opened. A small man entered, bundled in a blue cloak printed with the red outline of a dragon’s skull, a snowflake in its jaws—the symbol of Winterbane. Owain swallowed several choice words and stepped up to the bar. “Welcome, sir. What brings a city official into my humble café?”

The man sneezed, then adjusted his hat. His gray beard was carefully groomed, like Owain’s, a mark of city life. Good. The rougher, bear-like men who worked for the city were… less understanding of the travails of a small business. Winterbane as a civilized place was an affront to those former trappers, and there wasn’t much more emblematic of civilization than a hot chocolate café.

Usually the rune helped, its strange soothing magic working its wonders even on those tundra-cold hearts. A bit.

“Mr. Talaver,” the official said, slightly stuffy. “I am Inspector—achoo!—Georgi.” He sat on a barstool with a sigh. “I apologize for taking so long to come, I’ve been—a-choo!—under the weather.”

“This is quite some weather to be under, too,” Owain said. Riza snorted from where she was heating milk on the stove, but the inspector’s watery blue eyes just stared at him. “Uh, what brings you here? We shouldn’t be due for another inspection until summer.” He remembered that quite distinctly.

“Last month, the city council decided that every rune ranked class three and above needed a six—achoo!— month reevaluation.” He blew his nose into a handkerchief. “Safety concerns.”

“Safety concerns,” Owain repeated.

“There was an incident at the baths,” he said, tucking away the used kerchief. “While Mayor Inderland was there.”

“Was he hurt?” If the runes keeping the baths warm malfunctioned, it could boil someone alive.

“No, no, just an unexpected dip into the snow drifts beside the bathhouse. The private room turned into a geyser, in essence. Very undignified.”

Inderland was a shriveled old man, so Owain bet it had

been. “Ah. Good to hear he’s fine.”

“Quite.” He pulled a small book from under his cloak, sneezing once again. “Talaver’s, class five rune, located centrally. Function… eh, hearth? Unusual.”

“It keeps the room warm,” Owain said, coming around to stand over the rune.

“Installed—achoo!—ugh, thirty years ago.” Georgi slid from his stool and pattered over to peer at the rune. “No originator provided.”

Owain shrugged. “My father had it installed a few years before I was born. I’m not clear on the origins. It was the most expensive thing he bought.”

“Hmm.” The inspector leaned over it, one hand on his chin. “Hmmmm.”

Owain dried his palms on the sides of his trousers. Six- month evaluations now. Wonderful. Georgi hadn’t mentioned a licensing fee, but it was coming. And just when things were looking up, too.

Georgi consulted his book, then the rune, then the book. “In summer, it was noted that the rune’s power had waned markedly.”

“Yes,” Owain gritted out.

“That appears to have halted.” He stood upright, his rank rendering him far more imposing than his unremarkable height did. In any other city, the man would have been a hedgemage, casting the occasional charm for luck or to dust his house, but in Winterbane his minor talent had a use: tormenting small business owners. “In fact, I would almost say—”

The door was thrown open, letting in a blast of chilly air and snow. The inspector sneezed.

Scowling deeply in the doorway was the wizard Starrenskell. He shut the door heavily, then sighed. “Ah, yes,” he said. “Comfort enchantment. Much needed. Mr. Talaver, your establishment is excellently placed.”

Inspector Georgi snapped his book shut and hurriedly blew his nose again, failing at his obviously attempted subtlety. “Lord Starrenskell! I thought you had taken a ship south after, er—”

“After losing my dragon’s corpse,” Starrenskell grunted. “Yes, I’d been planning on doing so. But the powers reached out,” he held a bony hand high, “and they informed me that my quarry was still here. Please, Mr. Talaver, some of your wares. I am not fond of this accursed weather.”

Owain turned to get the wizard a mug and faltered a moment.

Riza had vanished, leaving warmed milk on the stove. That wasn’t like her. Owain glanced toward the back as he made Starrenskell’s drink, but if she was there, it was in some blind spot corner.

He sat the mug in front of the wizard, who laid a handful of coins on the counter.

“Oh, get me one, too, Mr. Talaver,” Georgi said.

Owain managed to hold off rolling his eyes until his

back turned as he grabbed a second mug for the inspector. “Still here?” Georgi was saying. “Why, milord, where

would we put a dragon’s body here? I heard—”

“It was gone when our ship arrived at the crash site. Simply gone, the only sign of it a hole melted into the ice.”

The wizard drummed his fingers on the bar in a slow, spidery

rhythm. “I’m not looking for a body.”

“A living dragon?” Georgi gasped. Owain gave him a mug, and Georgi swallowed a deep, ill-advised swig; he stifled a grimace, likely at a scalded mouth, and leaned in toward the wizard, eyebrows raised. “Perhaps in the tundra or upon the ice.” 

“No,” Starrenskell said. “No, I was told it was here.

Besides, dragons do not get on with the cold. Doubtless that’s what killed the one the city is founded upon. It will be looking for warmth somehow.” He drank. “I suspect my magic interacted with it in an unexpected way. Even a great wizard must contend with uncontrollable factors when dealing with such a beast. They are not mere animals like the great bats of the South or man-eating lizards of the Far Isles.”

“Oh, of course.” Georgi nodded vigorously and pulled another book from beneath the cloak, this one more worn, notes sticking out from between its pages. “I was wondering, milord… you see, like many here, I have my own studies.”

Half smirking, Starrenskell gestured for the book. Owain left the two men to their magical speculations and went to look for Riza.

She was at the back door, tucked into the shadows as much as her fiery hair would allow. Her hand was splayed on the door as if she were about to leave.

Owain crossed his arms and leaned against the opposite wall. “I don’t think you’ll like the weather any more than the honorable inspector.”

She snorted. “The honorable inspector is trying to convince the wizard he’s figured out how to turn white-bears into well-behaved manservants.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You can hear that?”

She nodded, then sighed, letting her hand slip from the door, though she still stared at it. “Your rune is recharging. That’s what he was about to say.”

He shook his head. “No. It just seems like it because things are looking up.”

“No, it is.” She looked at him. “I’m doing it somehow. I can feel it.”

Owain frowned. “And… how would you be doing it, then?” Everything he knew about recharging runes involved it requiring minutes to hours of concentration.

Riza sighed, then leaned on the door. “I’m the missing dragon,” she said.

A fierce, thick pause.

She held up a hand and examined it. “I just feel cold. And small.”

“You’re… the dragon,” Owain said slowly.

“You are getting into the habit of repeating things.

Won’t be good for business if you keep it up.”

He shook his head. “I—how?”

She shrugged. “Bad magic interaction? I wasn’t exactly caught up on those studies when I left home. Magic is boring,” she groaned a bit on the word boring, “and a dragon doesn’t need to know more than she can feel, really. I just thought someone should visit my great-grandfather’s grave— or, well, I took a bet.” She rubbed her forehead with the heel of her hand. “If I’m lucky, I’ll be able to reverse it in summer, when the cold is not so exhausting.”

Owain ran a hand over his face. “Your great-grandfather is the dragon the city is built around, isn’t he?”

She nodded. “I did find him.”

“Yes, you won your bet. Of course, if you get torn to pieces by a wizard who has arcane uses for your body parts, you won’t be able to collect,” Owain deadpanned.

So, his hearth rune was being illegally charged by the forcibly shapeshifted dragon who was illegally living in his café while being hunted by a wizard esteemed by the city government.

A dragon whose company he liked.

“Evil wizard,” she said. “His aether powers are not

friends a wise or good creature wants to have.”

“Yes, of course.” Owain braced himself on the wall and massaged the bridge of his nose.

“We don’t have to do anything different,” Riza said. “I didn’t want to tell you but… well, dishonesty is unkindness to a friend, even if well meant.”

“Does that sound less convoluted in dragonish?”

She smirked, then glanced toward the front of the café.

“They’re finishing up.”

Owain took a few steps in that direction. She was right: they didn’t need to do anything different. “I’ll take care of this, then.”

She let loose a small, tired laugh. “Get back to work, I know, there’s a ship of seal hunters due into the harbor in an hour.”

Owain nodded, then pried on a cheerful face as he cleared the empty mugs and saw Starrenskell and the inspector out. Even when Inspector Georgi muttered something about finishing his inspection next week, there was only one thought on his mind: he was employing a dragon.







Owain wrapped a scarf around his neck and stepped out the back door.

“It will be fine,” he said over his shoulder, trying to sound relaxed. He’d spent the two days since the inspector’s visit feeling like he was about to break into pieces.

Riza shuffled out, wrapped in her white-bear hide. Beneath it were at least three cloaks and two scarves that he’d scrounged for her so they could get this done. He smiled, and his stomach and chest unknotted a bit. “If that’s not enough layers, I don’t think anything will help you.”

She fixed him with a green, cold glare.

“Let’s get this over with,” she told him, voice muffled

behind a swath of wool.

He chuckled and led the way through the back alley. In winter, it smelled only a little like fish. Half-finished figureheads lined most of it, the ongoing commissions of the neighboring woodworker’s shop.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked. “Your café is beautiful, but I miss the sky.”

They emerged on the main road from the harbor, right in the shadow of the dragon’s skull. The bones had loomed there since Owain was a child, as natural as the cold and the bay and the tundra to the north. Watching Riza stare up and up at the gaping, boney jaws, though, he found himself wondering at it for the first time he could remember.

Riza’s grandfather, she’d said.

What led the dragon out so far north to die on the edge of the bay? His tumbled-down arms reached out to the sea from here, old houses built against them. The claws were half submerged, sunken into the shore. The wing bones sprawled out and the city with them, while the spine extended to towering ribs and a jagged tail that coiled around city hall. The tops of his femurs were the only parts of his legs sticking above the tundra, visible even above the rooftops.

This dragon had been alive once, Owain had always

known, but it was different when you had met a dragon.

“Let’s go get your chocolate shipment,” Riza grumbled. Well, a dragon in rather dire straits. They passed a ten-

foot-tall fang; the straits could be more dire.

Midmorning traffic was light, wagons trundling to and from the harbor, pedestrians ambling down lanes on either side. Snow had been cleared from the road in the early hours and piled high on the margins, hardening to ice as the unseen sun heated it up just enough to refreeze.

Riza stuck close to Owain, radiating tension. He slipped his arm through hers as the crowd grew more dense.

He—and, hopefully, he alone—noticed she radiated heat, as well.

The import merchant’s warehouse sat a little beyond the skull, its entrance tucked away in an alley. It was guarded by a tall man and a broad dwarf, this season’s mercenaries; Old Ruck was not easy to work for, and most avoided the dwarf if they could help it.

Owain, alas, could not. He let go of Riza’s arm with a small squeeze of her hand and pulled his receipt from his belt.

“Owain Talaver,” he said to the tall human guard. “Here for two crates of chocolate.”

The guard took the receipt, squinted at it, and grunted, jabbing a thumb toward the door. Owain nodded and gestured for Riza to follow him.

It was warmer inside, though still chilly.

“Ruck doesn’t put warming runes in the warehouse,” he told Riza.

She shrugged, then smiled for the first time that

morning. “The chocolate would melt.” He smiled back.

It wasn’t hard to find Old Ruck—they just had to follow

the bellowing.

They passed Young Ruck—a nephew, not a son—who nodded to Owain. Owain had never heard the lad speak.

The old dwarf made up for it.

“Talaver!” he boomed, fur-lined cape swinging as he pivoted on his perch on a crate. “I saw your name on the shipment last night. Guess business is running along? Your father was always a consistent customer, and with such discerning taste.” He grinned.

“Payment up front, as always, Ruck,” Owain said, pulling out the silken bag of coins the wizard had given him—well, a little lighter.

The dwarf took it, and his grin, somehow, grew wider.

He pointed, multiple rings glinting, at one of his workers. “Talaver shipment!” he shouted, then turned back to

Owain. “Good to see the café back on its feet. When your father grew ill, he was worried about that great honking rune of his.” “Ah,” Owain said, not really wanting to think about that.

If Inspector Georgi got around to bringing up the rune to city authorities, Owain was in for it. He didn’t think I don’t know how it’s recharging was going to fly, particularly when that was a lie. “Well, it seems fine now.”

“I thought it must. Place wouldn’t run without it— seriously, the old fool tied so much to that thing.” Ruck’s great bushy eyebrows suddenly shot up. “Just who do we have here?”

Owain followed his gaze to Riza, who was side-eyeing him, her face half shielded by her long red hair.

“This is Riza,” he told the dwarf. “She’s been helping me out at the café.”

“Indeed? You have been doing well, then, to hire staff,” he said. Owain just nodded. “Fair lady, with hair like that, you could do better in this city than just serve hot chocolate to cold sailors—”

“I am fine where I am,” Riza snapped.

The dwarf shrugged. “Young Owain, did you hear the word?”

“Which one?”

The dwarf leaned down from his perch conspiratorially, not that he got any quieter. “The dragon that Southern wizard shot down is in the city. Shapechanged, they say!” He chuckled. “The city’s giving some help to the search, too. I suppose they expect gallons of dragon blood or some such. Pah!” He stood up straight and tugged his tailored vest. “I’ve been around, and I’ll tell you, bear or wolf or dragon, all seems the same for results as far as magic goes.”

“You know a lot about magic?”

Ruck scoffed throatily. “I know a lot about results, young Owain. Results.” Two workers arrived, each carrying a small crate. “Ah, here’s your shipment.”

Owain took a crate. Riza tilted her head, then went to take the second.

“Thank you, good dwarf,” Owain said.

“As always,” Ruck said, “a pleasure, Mr. Talaver.” He sketched a short bow, then went back to bellowing at his staff.

Owain shook his head, then glanced at Riza and jerked his head toward the exit. The wind picked up, rattling the warehouse. Owain frowned as he shouldered the door open. There had been no sign of a storm coming in. The guards huddled outside the exit, snow starting to stick to the furred shoulders of their cloaks.

Riza made a rumbling noise that should not have been able to come from her small frame; she glared at Owain from the doorway. He tried to smile charmingly, but the wind made it hard.

She shut her eyes, then opened them and followed him out, pressing close. She leaned up to shout in his ear. “You’re lucky I like you.”

He laughed, which turned into a cough as he inhaled ice-toothed air.

The weather could turn quickly in Winterbane but not usually this quickly.

Owain moved shoulder to shoulder with Riza as they pushed back to the main road, which was clearing out fast as people sought shelter. He could find the café in the darkest hours of the night, but fighting the wind every step of the way did not help.

Or leading a cursed dragon with an extreme aversion to the cold. Riza was trudging forward, teeth gritted, shaking. He stayed next to her even as she grew slower.

She stopped. Owain tried to shield her from the wind. “We have to keep going,” he said. He braced his crate against his hip and carefully reached out to get her to look at him. He expected fear. What he saw was fury. “Not a normal storm?” he yelled.

She shook her head, baring her teeth. “The wind stinks of dark magic.”

Owain knew little of magic, but he knew dark magic involved killing innocents to get going. A storm as sudden as this was going to kill people. Was the death toll part of the city’s bargain? “Nothing we can do but—”

He choked on his words as two shapes lumbered out of the snow.

Owain had seen white-bears before—from far away, like any sensible person. Twice as tall as a man and many, many times heavier. Even the largest Southern brown bears didn’t compare. It was a rare brown bear that would hunt a man. Not so for a tundra trapper to end up in a white-bear’s belly.

They never breached the city, though. They scavenged on the outskirts, and every few years, there would be some terrifying tale of one wreaking bloody terror until it was slain. Paws the size of dinner plates and claws as long as kitchen knives.

He could see those claws as they approached: curves of dirty paleness, somehow vivid against the snow.

Riza stiffened. Owain glanced over his shoulder; another white-bear approached from that direction.

He   realized,  somewhere underneath  the   wild thundering of his heart, that their eyes were glowing red.

Despite what the stories said, a white-bear’s eyes didn’t glow red.

“Magic,” he muttered to Riza, the word escaping without thought.

“Yes,” she growled. “Same as the wind.” They were pressed close together now, and he felt one of her hands curl into a fist.

The wind’s howl changed. And then it spoke.

“It took a long time to find you.”

Riza tensed.

Owain glanced between the white-bears. “Run,” he breathed.

“Nowhere to run,” Riza answered. She was right.

Owain sucked in a breath of cold, cold air. He dropped his case of chocolate and grasped the hilt of the shortsword under his cloak. He hadn’t drawn it for more than two years except to care for it out of routine. Winterbane was civilized, after all, and he could handle any trouble by the harbor with his fists. He only wore the blade because he’d worn it for years, strapping it on as thoughtlessly as tossing on his cloak. Guess the old habit had some use after all.

One of the white-bears stalked forward, its glowing eyes fixed on Riza.

Owain lunged, drawing the blade, and drove the point into the white-bear’s shoulder.

The glow faded from its eyes, and it lumbered back, grunting and growling—then swiped forward, snarling. Owain danced backward, away from the dagger-tip claws.

Another bear lunged for him, shoulder slamming into the wounded bear in its path, which turned on it with a roar. Owain ducked away.

A flash of motion at his right. It was Riza. Her red hair flared wildly as she struck another pair of bears, leaving bright slashes of blood where their throats had been a moment before.

She staggered back as the bears toppled. Owain caught her shoulder with his free hand, and she half crumpled into him. She shook off her bloodied claws. Already they were changing back into pale human fingers.

“Need—rest,” she said, shivering.

Owain’s gaze shot between the remaining four white- bears. There was a path back to the café now. “You and me bo—.” “Dragon,” Starrenskell said. His voice was in the wind, as clearly as if they were inside. “Surrender and die quickly.” Riza gave a shuddering little laugh.

Owain’s foot dragged back toward the café; he held his sword on the white-bears as they plodded forward.

“Shopkeep,” the wizard said. “This is no concern of yours.” “My friend,” Owain shouted back. “My concern.”

The vast bone fangs of the ancient dragon loomed out of the snow like sign posts. One of the bears charged.

Owain yanked Riza, tucking them both behind the nearest fang. The bear slammed against it, its weight shaking the ancient bone. Owain flicked his sword out and caught it on the paw pad as it swung around. The bear fell backward with a growl; it shook its head and licked its wound.

Owain and Riza rushed toward safety as fast as Riza could manage.

The snow was blinding as they neared the harbor. Owain maneuvered by memory, turning them toward the café, holding Riza on her feet. The wind hid the sound of following paws, but he swore he could hear eager growls.

When they reached the café’s front door, Owain leaned Riza against it and fumbled with cold fingers for the key in his pocket, his other hand still gripping his sword.

Motion out of the furious blizzard. Glowing red eyes.

They were right there.

Riza yelled and pushed off the door, swinging her fist at the animal’s snout. It recoiled, fading back into the blizzard with a growl.

Owain found the key. He half shoved Riza inside and slammed the door behind him.

Riza staggered before dropping to her knees on the hearth rune.

“Can the door hold?” she gasped.

Owain threw the deadbolt. “Hope so, because I’m out of other ideas.”

She was quiet for a minute. She closed her eyes. Then, “I could give myself up.”

“No.” Owain crouched down next to her. Her eyes were shut, and both hands were pressed to the warmth of the rune. “Not going to happen.”

She snorted and cracked open an eye. “A lot of trouble for a monster that’s causing you to break multiple laws and get you attacked by possessed bears and an angry wizard.”

“You’ve been a good waitress.”

She opened both eyes and just looked at him.

“Well, you have,” Owain said. “Besides, my parents didn’t raise a man who gives people up to wizards who mind- control white-bears and summon blizzards.”

A dry laugh tore its way from her throat. “Yes. That seems like the sort of thing that doesn’t go over well in Winterbane.”

“Indeed it isn’t.” He held out his free hand, and she let him help her to her feet. “Warming up?”

She smiled exhaustedly and nodded.

A powerful thump hit the front door. They both whipped

around. The door shuddered under another blow.

They could run for the back. Out to the cold that sapped Riza’s strength. With who-knew-how-many white-bears lurking around.

Owain lifted his shortsword. He felt stronger here, standing on the great hearth rune in the café his parents had built. There was nowhere else he’d rather make a last stand—if he had to make one.

The deadbolt sheared in half and fell to the ground. The door flew open.

The wizard stood there with his great long beard covered in frost. He raised a shivering hand toward them. His black eyes had been devoured by smoking shadow.

He took a few stiff steps inside—and with him, an ugly, dark pressure Owain felt in his chest, like being too deep in cold, heavy water. Over the wizard’s shoulders loomed the red eyes of two of his possessed white-bears, slavering, eager for a feast.

“Enough, dragon,” the wizard said. “You are my prey.” “No,” Riza said. She stood up straighter, her hand still in Owain’s—to whom she whispered, “This is… improvised.” She looked Owain in the eye as the wizard tottered farther inside. “And I think illegal.”

The rune beneath their feet flared a living, livid red, and Riza’s hand grew hot. Owain jolted as that heat entered his own veins, and he hissed between his teeth. It stung like entering the hottest bath on the coldest day.

“Focus on your sword,” Riza said. “Then the wizard.”

Owain forced his focus to his sword. He half expected it to burst into flame, but instead it glowed as if freshly born from the forge.

His attention shifted to the wizard taking another slow step. Shadowy smoke rose from Starrenskell’s shoulders; his teeth chattered.

Owain tightened his grip on Riza’s hand and lunged at the wizard in a textbook attack. Something unseen parted. The red-hot blade plunged into the wizard’s chest.

It was not like stabbing into a being of flesh and blood. It was papery and dry. Starrenskell’s mouth opened to scream, but no sound escaped. The blackness of the wizard’s eyes bled onto his face and trailed down his body like spilled ink.

He left nothing but a pile of sodden silk on the floor. The white-bears fled like the frightened animals they were, out into the already-calming storm.

Riza went limp. Owain dropped his sword to keep her from falling, but she grinned at him. “No one is going to believe me.”

“Believe you about what?” he asked. He scooped her up and carried her to the nearest chair, then took a knitted blanket draped nearby, threw it around her, and shut the door against the ordinary wintertime chill. “Your grandfather’s bones?” He picked up his sword, which was once again the color of well-used iron. He touched the blade cautiously; it still had some heat to it.

“No,” she said as he sat across from her. “The kind of man I found in this forsaken frozen place.”

He shook his head, hiding a smile. “Just trying to get through. Same as you, really.”

“Hmm. Fewer stupid bets, it seems to me.”

“I suppose it depends on what you mean by bet.” He looked at the pile of soaked silk and the ruined deadbolt. The door frame might have warped a little, too. And his chocolate shipment was lying out there on the road somewhere. “Not a stupid one, though.”

“Heh. We’ll see, I guess.”

He nodded, then stood and sheathed his sword. “I’ll go get you some hot chocolate. With whiskey. You look like you need it. I certainly do.”

“You’ll only have to put up with this until summer.”

Owain chuckled as he sat a couple mugs on the bar and pulled the liquor bottle from its hiding place. “I’ll be sure to buy more whiskey, then.”
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The soft lapping of waves against dock posts pierced the night’s stillness as Jason slid into the shadows alongside an abandoned ticket booth. After a glance

both ways, he snuck past an overgrown mini golf course, barely recognizable through a forest of weeds, and darted into an alley between two clothing shops.

He paused with his back against the chipped brick wall, closing his eyes and inhaling deeply. One year. How could this place have fallen apart so much in a single year?

He’d tried to steel himself—had known it would be trashed—but nothing could’ve prepared him for this. For seeing his seaside, lively, tourist-popular neighborhood like… this. His heart twisted.

Then his teeth clenched as red-hot, familiar anger stabbed through the knot in his stomach. His hand shrank into a fist, scraping against the rough brick.

The Governor. That was how.

Adrenaline joined the rage, tingling through his veins and across his skin as he peered around the corner. Water glinted dully in the corner of his eye, but his gaze was drawn to the looming stone wall that polluted the shoreline a half mile or so away. The only well-tended structure for miles. The Arena.

His heart skipped. The simmering heat in his chest surged, honed with the same determination that had driven him to this graveyard of memories in the first place. Hold on just a little longer, Alban.

Tugging at his sweatshirt hood to make sure it stayed in place, Jason tore his gaze from the Governor’s prison of torture and death. That wasn’t his destination. Not yet.

Giving the rocky shore before him one more scan, he slid around the corner of the clothes shop and eased down the storefronts, hiding in the shadows of the awnings. His heart beat against his ribs once, twice, three times, four.

Here it was.

Jason stopped in front of his parents’ cocoa shop and swallowed back a sudden, surging knot in his throat. The urge to glance up at the second story gripped him—but it would be needless pain to see the windows of his family’s apartment broken and dark. Keeping his head down and concealed beneath the shade of his hood, he dug a hand into his jeans’ pocket. Cool metal brushed his fingers, and he snagged the small key.

Hardly daring to breathe, he took a final step forward, worn tennis shoes silent against the boardwalk, and eased the key into the front door.

A bright clang sliced through the soft lapping of waves. His heart jolted into his throat, and he whirled. Another clang, followed by two in quick succession, drew his attention to an old flagpole by the docks, the chains securing the Governor’s flag snapping against the metal pole in a waterside breeze.

Jason released a slow exhale, trying to slow his pulse, and turned back to the front door of the cocoa shop. Hand shaking, he turned the key and then the knob. The door swung open with a soft creak.

The scent of chocolate—somehow warm, even only as a memory carried on the chilly night air—swept over him, and he stalled for a moment. Memories flashed across his mind like slides from an old-time projector.

Mom, eyes dancing as she let him lick the spoon.

Dad, deep laugh rumbling as he chatted with a customer across the counter.

His younger brother, Alban, only eleven years old when—

Heat flared in Jason’s chest, and he clenched his jaw.

When the Governor had come for them.

Jason slid the key from the lock, slipped it back into his pocket, and pulled the hem of his sweatshirt down over top. The wooden floor gave a tired groan in welcome as he stepped in, the once-white walls offering a shadow of the cheerful greeting they’d once given.

Eyes darting to the darkest corners of the room, he reached behind him and pulled the door shut.

A leather-gloved hand clamped down over his mouth.

Jason’s heart spasmed, and before he could react, the distinctive circle of a gun barrel jabbed into his back. He froze.

Cold sweat swept in a sudden sheen across his skin, a chill skittering down his spine.

He’d walked right into an obvious trap—hadn’t even seen it coming. Stupid.

“Pull down your hood.” The soft voice of the hand’s

owner slipped into the silence like a night breeze.

Heart racing against his ribs, Jason slowly tugged back his hood, revealing sandy-brown tangles of hair and a freckled face rough with a few days’ stubble. If only he’d had time to grow an actual beard, maybe the Governor’s police wouldn’t recognize—

But the gun lowered, and the hand fell away with a whispered gasp. “Jason?”

Jason spun to face the speaker, squinting into the shadows.

A man stepped into a dim shaft of starlight trickling in through the wide front windows. He was clothed in black from head to foot, swathed in an old-fashioned cloak with the hood pulled up.

But when he folded back the hood, relief shot through Jason’s veins, followed by a bolt of surprise. “Father Luke.” He gulped in an inhale. “What are you doing here?”

A grim but enigmatic smile flickered on the priest’s face. Instead of answering, he shifted his gaze over Jason’s shoulder.

“We were fetching the kegs of ‘dark chocolate’ your parents stored for safe keeping. Although, the real question is, what are you doing here?”

Jason turned as another man stepped from the shadows on the other side of the shop, one hand resting nonchalantly on one of the wooden chairs still circling the round tables. A rifle was slung over his shoulder, and a pistol hung on each side of his belt. A metal vambrace encircled his right forearm, completing his black uniform: Corporal Davon, Father Luke’s elder twin.

Jason exhaled, squaring his shoulders and meeting the underground officer’s gaze. “I’m here for the ‘dark chocolate,’ too, sir.”

Corporal Davon blew out a breath and glanced at his brother. “I really wish I didn’t know why.”

Jason’s fingernails drove into his palms. “I can’t just sit

back and do nothing.”

“Getting yourself caught won’t help your brother, Jason.” Father Luke moved up next to the corporal, mouth drawn down, eyes glinting with sympathy.

Jason pressed his lips together. Did they really think he was stupid enough to let that happen? “That’s why I have a plan.” “Involving the ‘dark chocolate.’” Corporal Davon didn’t

phrase it as a question, but his eyebrows rose to his blond hairline, clearly demanding an answer.

Jason pressed his lips together and dropped his gaze, scuffing his tennis shoe against the worn wood. After a moment, he chanced a glance up; Corporal Davon was studying him, arms crossed and expression unreadable.

Jason’s patience snapped. There wasn’t time for this. “It’s not just Alban in there,” he blurted. “There are dozens of other children. Don’t you even care that the Governor is going to have them all massacred tomorrow?”

Hesitation flickered in the priest’s face, and the

corporal’s brow twitched.

Jason exhaled, squaring his shoulders. “My grandparents saved the ‘dark chocolate’ for something exactly like this.” He paused, meeting first Father Luke’s gaze, then Corporal Davon’s. “It won’t do any good holed up when we need it most.” Father Luke and Corporal Davon exchanged a glance.

The corporal let out a slow breath, and in the shadows, a grim smile flickered across his mouth. “You sound just like your dad, son.”

Jason blinked back a brief, sharp urge to tears. “So…” Jason cocked an eyebrow. “You’ll help me?”

A spark lit in Corporal Davon’s eyes, making them twinkle in the midnight dark. “What’s your plan?”

A grin spread across Jason’s face. His hands sank into his sweatshirt pocket, brushing the coiled length of fuse and his pocket lighter. “Get in the way Persia invaded Babylon: with some diversion help from the ‘dark chocolate.’”

Father Luke raised his eyebrows. “And out? With a couple dozen kids?”

“The Governor’s private plane,” Jason answered. “I watched him fly in just this morning. He’s got that runway on the Arena’s roof, and I flew enough with my dad to figure it out.” Jason swallowed. Emphasis on flew.

Father Luke gave a nod of approval. Corporal Davon’s nod was a bit slower.

“Not bad,” he said, rubbing his chin. “With one person, rather risky,” he met Jason’s gaze with a hint of stern rebuke, “but with three of us…” He grinned, white teeth flashing in the dark. “I’ll take care of the ‘dark chocolate.’”

“And why don’t you leave flying the plane to me?” Father Luke smiled softly. “I did have my license, once upon a time.”

Jason nodded and let out a breath. He wouldn’t deny the cool wave of relief at letting the priest pilot. Too many other things could go wrong without having to worry about screwing up his first flight attempt.

“Do you have the key to the storeroom?”

In response to Corporal Davon’s question, Jason produced the key and handed it over. The corporal wove through old tables and chairs toward the serving counter so silently that Jason couldn’t be sure when he actually left. Father Luke motioned for Jason to go next and followed last.

A lump rose to burn Jason’s throat as they neared his family’s part of the cocoa shop. He brushed the faded, dented, once-finished wood of the serving counter as they passed to the employees-only section. Splinters pricked his palm. And his heart. He swallowed and pulled his hand away and didn’t dare glance around the tiny kitchen as they pushed through the swinging door. Pulling his sweatshirt hood tighter, he kept his head down and focused on following Corporal Davon past the narrow stairs to the second-floor apartment, to the storage room.

A pause as the corporal unlocked it, and then the door swung open with a soft creak. The faint whiff of chocolate—for real this time—wafted out, making Jason’s stomach clench.

Corporal Davon reached forward into the pitch blackness, and a moment later, the single orangish light bulb sputtered to life with a soft click. Dozens and dozens of old- fashioned kegs greeted them.

“Well,” Corporal Davon released the light bulb string and rubbed his gloved hands together, “let’s find that ‘dark chocolate.’”

Jason waded through the kegs, at first trying to hold his breath and only skimming the labels. But he couldn’t hold his breath forever, and eventually, he found himself lingering,

tracing the flavors imprinted in the keg lids.

Mint. Dad’s favorite. Tastes like mountain air and a cozy

fire rolled into one, he’d always said.

Orange. Mom had made Alban’s last birthday cake out of that one.

Maple. Honey. Caramel. Coconut. Cinnamon. Lime.

Strawberry. Saffron. Jalapeño. Fennel. Peanut.

Jason paused over a keg of ruby chocolate and clamped his hands on either side of it for support, tears burning the corners of his eyes. He forced deep breaths, but that only flooded his nose with warm chocolate—chocolate his mother had turned into edible masterpieces, chocolate his father had cheerfully sold to customers, chocolate Jason had enlisted his younger brother’s help to swipe just a taste of.

Chocolate that was all the Governor had left him

of his family.

Jason clenched his jaw until it throbbed, grinding his

hand into a fist, his fingernails screeching against the keg walls.

He slammed his fist down on the keg with a dull thump that bounced off the walls.

A leather-gloved hand reached to rest over his clenched fist, and Jason’s gaze jerked to Father Luke. The priest’s eyes flicked across his face for a moment; then his mouth tipped into a gentle smile. “We’ll get your brother back, Jason.”

Jason blew out a breath and looked away.

“Over here.” Corporal Davon’s loud whisper broke the

silence, and Father Luke’s hand slid from Jason’s fist.

Once the priest turned, Jason pushed himself away from the ruby chocolate. Corporal Davon was dragging a few kegs into better light.

Jason shoved his hands in his jeans’ pockets and meandered over after Father Luke, barely paying enough attention to duck under a few wispy cobwebs. But he snapped back into focus when he read the labels on the kegs the corporal had found.

Dark Chocolate.

His heart skipped a beat, and he caught his breath, leaning closer as Corporal Davon drew a knife from his pocket, snapped the blade open, and wedged it beneath a lid, which popped free. The corporal tucked his knife away before dipping his hand inside. He rubbed some of the powder between gloved fingers, then lifted a pinch to his nose and sniffed it. A smile flickered on his mouth. “That’s ‘dark chocolate’ for you.”

He moved his hand toward Jason, and the sharp sting of explosive powder tickled Jason’s nose. He offered Corporal Davon a grim smile. “I wouldn’t want hot cocoa made of this mix.”

The corporal chuckled. “That’s for sure.” Snapping the lid back in place, he pushed the keg toward Father Luke before turning his attention to another one. “Let’s get this stuff outside.”







Jason crouched next to Father Luke behind an old, rusting dumpster planted on the edge of the beach, not far from the cocoa shop. He slow-released a breath and locked his gaze on the Arena, heart pounding.

An ear-bursting bang echoed across the shoreline, and a

bright flash lit up the night like lightning.

The dumpster rattled. The sand beneath Jason’s feet trembled. A concussive wave sent a long ripple through the moonlit water.

Corporal Davon had succeeded in setting off the “dark chocolate.” Hopefully, he was now hightailing it to the nearest base.

Without a word, Father Luke slipped toward the water’s edge. Jason followed, shivering when the icy liquid soaked through his jeans, then his sweatshirt. When they finally plunged beneath the surface, Jason would’ve gasped if he’d had the air for it. The utter, deep darkness quickened his heart, but he focused on his strokes. One, two, three.

When he came up for a gasp of air, the waterfront wall of the Arena loomed before him, so close he could’ve reached out and touched it—if it hadn’t been for the black archway just ahead of him. The fort’s drain.

Head above water, strokes silent, Jason eased after Father Luke into the archway until they reached the grate. He gritted his teeth to keep them from chattering as his hands found the freezing metal bars. This would’ve been easier a few years ago, but…

Hunching his shoulders and bobbing beneath the surface a couple times, Jason managed to wriggle through one of the gaps between bars. A few more strokes took him to the wall of the Governor’s self-made pool on the underbelly of the Arena stands. With a grunt, he pulled himself up and out, dripping on the stone floor, chest heaving.

Father Luke followed a second later, rising out of the water, silent as a wraith before glancing around the pitch darkness and climbing to his feet. Shouts echoed inside the walls, but they seemed far away—from the other side of the fort where the “dark chocolate” had probably caused some damage. Father Luke heaved a deep inhale, then reached a helping hand down to Jason. Jason let the priest help him to his feet before taking the lead, an image of the fort map he’d managed to get his hands on surfacing crystal clear in his memory, replacing any light they would’ve needed. Thank God he had the same photographic memory as Mom.

They’d crept along the inside of the main wall for several yards when Jason caught a glimpse of faint light ahead. He slowed until he could make out a break in the stands, the starlight coming from the Arena entrance—and a dark doorway opening to the left: the dungeon.

Jason paused, heart thundering. He heard no guards, so he stalked closer and slipped to the left. The passage descended, the only sound the faint squelch of his waterlogged tennis shoes.

He shivered in the cold draft rising out of the tunnel and caught Father Luke’s sleeve. “Hold on.” The words came out little more than mouthed. Digging into his pocket, he fished out the tiny, waterproof flashlight Dad had given him—before it emerged, it clinked against a pair of thin wires—and flicked it on. The dim beam pierced the darkness, lighting up the tunnel.

Two large cells, one on each side—just like the map had shown—the rusting bars like something out of a medieval-war movie.

At the flash of light, shuffling noises came from the

righthand cell. Even a few whimpers.

The flashlight beam glinted off of dozens of pairs of

wide eyes. Jason’s heart twisted.

“It’s alright.” He gagged back a fierce lump in his throat.

“We’re going to get you out of here.”

He stepped toward the full cell, seeing no one in the other—but then a slight movement from there caught his eye, and he moved his light. His chest constricted at the glimpse of a single figure huddled in the shadows of a corner. It had to be—

Jason jerked the thin wires from their place in his pocket and picked the lock of the full cell. Then, leaving its occupants in Father Luke’s hands, Jason moved to the other cell.

His hands shook, and his heart pounded so hard he wasn’t sure how he managed to pick that lock. He pushed open the door with a shrill creak. “Alban?”

The figure in the corner shifted again.

Shoving his dripping hair out of his face, Jason dashed forward and dropped to his knees at the figure’s side, not caring that the frozen chill of the stone floor cut even through the thick denim.

The cool flashlight beam revealed the face of his younger

brother, deathly pale. Eyes shut.

“Alban?” Jason set the flashlight aside and scooted closer. He shook his brother’s shoulder with one hand. With the other, he stroked the dirt-and-sweat-encrusted hair off his clammy forehead.

Alban’s eyes fluttered open. Squinted up and flicked across Jason’s face. Then they widened weakly, and he managed a single word, voice cracked and broken. “Jason?”

Tears stung in the burning lump clogging Jason’s throat. “Yes, it’s me.” He squeezed Alban’s shoulder. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

Alban’s tongue dragged over his dry, cracked lips. “You came for me.”

Jason blinked, and tears escaped down his cheeks. He coughed before he could get any more words—husky with tears—free. “Of course I did.” He cleared his throat again. “Come on, let’s go.” He snagged his flashlight and went to help his brother stand, hand on his elbow.

But Alban’s face flashed in a grimace, and he sucked in a gasp through his teeth. When he could speak again, his airy voice trembled. “M-my leg, Jason.”

Jason’s gut knotted. He moved his flashlight beam to his

brother’s legs.

Alban had his right leg drawn up to his chest—but his left pant leg hung limp, dark and stiff with dried blood. A desperate prayer shot through his thoughts.

Oh, dear God.

Alban’s right leg was missing.

Nausea came in sharp jolts. The whisper of black hatred surged again in Jason’s chest, curling alluringly around a burning-hot coal of rage. What had the Governor done?

Alban’s eyes had fallen closed again. Jason’s heart skipped. He shoved the flashlight through his tangled curls to rest behind his ear, then eased one arm behind Alban’s shoulders, the other under his right knee, and lifted. Alban was lighter than he’d anticipated.

Jason stumbled to his feet, then readjusted his grip to cradle his younger brother close against his chest, peering down at the pallid face as Alban’s eyes moved beneath closed lids. “You’re safe now, Alban. The Governor will never get his hands on you again. Not while I’m alive.” Scalding, helpless rage burned his chest. Jason barely kept his voice from cracking as he finished, “I promise.”

Alban exhaled, his thin frame relaxing in Jason’s arms as he slipped into unconsciousness.

Father Luke was waiting for them, a few dozen children crowded around him like chicks flocking to their mother. When his gaze fell on Alban, the blood drained from his face, but all he said was, “Let’s get out of here.”







When they reached the landing dock for the Governor’s plane, tension drained from Jason’s shoulders. He glanced down at his little brother’s still face and held him closer.

“We’re almost out, Alban,” he whispered. “Hang on. Just a little longer.”

Jason waited and watched as Father Luke helped the other children cram into the backseat of the private plane.

They’d actually done it. They’d stopped the Governor before he could send all those children—could send Alban— to the Arena.

After Father Luke closed the door behind the last child, he pulled open the passenger side of the cockpit and motioned Jason in. Jason obeyed, trying not to jostle Alban—he was so small, so light, so fragile—as he slid onto the leather seat. He held his brother clear of the exit as the priest shut it.

A second of pure silence.

The pilot-side door flew open, and Father Luke jumped

in. “They’re coming.”

Father Luke revved the engine to life and started taxiing down the runway.

Movement out the window.

The Governor, dressed in a crisp suit coat, at the head of a company of his police, skidded to a halt, but they were too late. The plane flashed past, and the Governor’s eyes met Jason’s for a single instant, smoldering with hatred. The same hatred that suddenly threatened to surge in Jason’s own soul.

The Governor had done this to all those children. He’d chopped off Alban’s leg.

He’d slaughtered Jason’s family.

As the plane lifted off, the intercom buzzed, and the Governor’s voice crackled into the cockpit.

“You think you’re pretty clever, Jason Rader. But the next time I see you, you and your brother won’t come out of it so lucky.”

The intercom continued to buzz, the Governor waiting for a reply.

Jason’s teeth ground.

Lucky? He studied Alban’s bloodless, unconscious face and gently brushed aside locks of light hair, as curly and tangled as his own.

He bit his lip until blood poured out, sour and hot as the violence festering much, much deeper. His heart hammered.

The Governor had imprisoned, tortured, and killed thousands of Catholics simply for refusing to recant. Nobody, not even Christ, could expect Jason to—

Jason felt Father Luke’s gaze. The priest was watching

him, intent eyes flicking across Jason’s face.

He dropped his stinging eyes—where they caught and locked onto a flash of a medal peeking above the priest’s black cloak. Jason’s heart fluttered. A crucifix.

He paused. Burning mouth. Burning eyes.

Burning chest.

He forced his hands and jaw to relax. The intercom popped, warning that the signal was about to give way.

Before he could change his mind, Jason leaned forward and pushed the speech button, managing three words to the man who had destroyed his home, killed his parents, and tortured his younger brother. “I forgive you.”
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Long ago, in a time long forgotten, there lived a legendary warrior king named Uther Pendragon. The tales of his son, King Arthur, and the great deeds he accomplished spread through time itself, filling history with stories of battles won and lost.

However, the truth is not among them. He twisted the tales to leave his siblings forgotten.

Allow me to reveal the truth, beginning with his sister, Princess Morgana.

When Morgana was still a child, the sudden death of their father left their mother, Igraine, a widow, faced with the task of raising her two young daughters in a world that looked down on the three of them.

One day, while riding through the busy town, Uther caught sight of Igraine. Drawn in by her beauty, he made Igraine his queen, promising that her daughters would be wed to wealthy kings.

On that fateful day, Igraine brought her two daughters to the castle. As they approached the towering iron gate, Morgana stopped her mother, gripping her hand tightly.

“Are you certain you want to do this?” she asked, barely speaking above a whisper. “He showed no care for us. He only desires you for your beauty—you are nothing but a prize to him!” she continued. Seeking agreement in her mother’s eyes, she found nothing.

“It all starts today,” Igraine whispered, her eyes still fastened ahead of her. “My daughters, forgive me, but this has been written in the stars since before I was born. There is no way to change it now. Just know we shall be taken care of,” she continued, squeezing their hands as the gate began to lower.

From that moment, young Morgana’s life would never be the same.







Years passed like shadows at night, long and slow, but gone before they were noticed. Morgana, no longer a girl, grew into a woman of quiet power, and her intelligence was always a thing whispered about, never openly challenged.

And so we come to the palace on the day that would become the turning point of our tale.

“Have you seen her?” a hushed voice whispered. “She looks more beautiful every day. How is it that she’s not yet wed?”

“I heard she was,” another voice whispered, “to King Urien, but the night they were betrothed she cast a horrid spell on him.”

“That story is all nonsense. That quiet girl couldn’t hurt someone if she tried,” another voice added. “Though I dare say, she’ll put off any man who might think of marrying her, what with all her studies and magic.”

The voices of the women drifted down the hall and faded as Morgana stood pressed against the wall.

Well, at least I know what they truly think of me. She released a small sigh.

She swept down the hall now, her footsteps silent on the cold stone floor. She moved like smoke—graceful but unnoticed. In her hands, she held a book bound in dark leather, its pages older than Camelot itself.

Inside the Great Hall, the court was gathering. Arthur sat on the throne now—young, bold, sure of himself. Morgana watched him from the shadows, unseen. His golden hair caught the torchlight, his sword at his side.

He laughed—open and careless. “Send word to the northern border,” he said. “Let the Enchantresses and the Fey know this land has one king now. Their days of whispering in the woods and talking to the moon are over.”

Morgana’s hands clenched into fists. One king.

The moment she stepped into the room, the voices died away and conversation cut off mid sentence. The court turned toward her. Some of the women smiled kindly, and others shrank away.

“Sister,” Arthur greeted her, rising from the throne with a false smile. “You’ve finally graced us with your presence.”

“I hear you’re making proclamations,” Morgana replied, barely holding back the anger. “About what is no longer allowed in your kingdom.”

Arthur descended the steps toward her. “Magic… causes fear. Division,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Only a fool would allow those things to continue under his rule.”

“Magic? Like the sword you wear around your waist?” Morgana said, taking a step back. “ Like the items your army has been sent to retrieve, the items that daily are brought and fill your treasury? Magic like that, Brother?”

A wave of whispers moved through the court.

Arthur’s eyes angrily washed over the crowd, silencing the murmurs in an instant. “I shall use magic to protect the kingdom,” he said, his voice low enough that only she could hear. “I will do what father should have done. I will rid our kingdom of magic, so that our enemies may not use it against us.” His eyes gazed into hers with a fire inside as he took the book from her before she could stop him.

“Brother, what are you—”

“Take this and any other book on magic and burn it.” He told a soldier near him. “So those secrets may not fall into enemy hands.”

With tears in her eyes, she bowed low and left, the room echoing with his loud voice as he began giving orders again.

From that day forward, magic was outlawed, and she watched in silence as a war was fought in her heart.

Can this truly be my place in this life?

But, on the night of St. George’s feast—the night on which magic grows more powerful and the wall between worlds grows thin—Morgana awoke from a dream unlike any she had ever had. A woman cloaked in what appeared to be woven moonlight had stood before her. She stood among the ashes of a fallen Camelot, the shattered remnants of towers and banners swirling in firelight. Silent at first, then speaking in a voice like wind, she whispered:

“Three trials must be completed if you are to become enlightened.

One of mind,

One of fire,

One of which all men are frightened.”

The vision faded like mist, yet the chill it left in Morgana’s soul remained.

The next morning, as the sun rose red over the forest, Morgana found a scroll placed carefully upon her windowsill. There was no seal. No name. The parchment was old, and its message was written in a language lost to most—a string of ancient runes that pulsed faintly with an enchantment.

It read only:

The gates of Malon await the one brave enough to enter.

She looked out toward the woods.

“Alright, I’ll play your game,” she whispered into the wind .

Deep in the Wyldewood—where trees bent like old women and the air hummed with faint music—Morgana searched for the mysterious woman and the trial she had spoken of.

The forest was older than any map could mark, a tangled mass of roots and shadows where the light came down in slanted, silvery threads. Moss coated everything, and strange flowers bloomed from bark and stone, their petals twitching softly as if in a breath. Every step Morgana took echoed, and yet she never felt alone. The woods watched.

A low mist clung to the forest floor, curling around her ankles. Birds did not sing here. Instead, there was the distant rustle of unseen things and a bone-deep silence. Her magic, usually quiet in her soul, churned, drawn out by the wild magic woven into the roots and branches.

As she walked deeper, the air grew cooler, heavier, and filled with a scent she couldn’t name. The sense of being guided—or lured—lingered as she entered a clearing, and she saw a small pool of water, ringed by pale stones. It was too… perfect.

A woman carved from white stone, her face worn smooth by time, stood before the shallow pool. “To gain wisdom,” the statue spoke in a voice like falling water, “you must first surrender what you know.”

Morgana knelt before the pool. In its reflection, she saw herself—young, beautiful, brilliant. She saw every lesson she’d learned through ancient books and stolen scrolls. But when she touched the water, it blurred, and a riddle echoed through the trees.

I can’t be seen, yet I am real,

I make the strongest soldier kneel.

I cross all borders and break every chain.

I bring joy, sorrow, pleasure, and pain.

I’m the cause of both peace and bloody fight—

I move the day and soar through the night.

What am I?

Morgana’s brows furrowed. Her mind raced. “Wind?” she murmured, but the pool only darkened. “Time?” she guessed, recalling the riddle from her dream—but again, nothing.

She closed her eyes, heart pounding. What is it?

Then her doubts seemed to come alive, whispering through the trees and echoing in her mind.

You are nothing.

You thought you held great power?

What are you if you can’t answer a simple riddle?

You shall never pass the trials.

You wish to be remembered?

You wish to be wanted? You are worthless!

She pushed them away. Thought harder. This wasn’t about magic, or logic, or power. It was deeper. Older.

The answer came with a slight pain.

“Love, ” she whispered.

The pool stilled. The reflection changed. She now saw herself older, wiser—but alone.

“You pass. You shall find the next trial where the ancients spoke to the stars,” said the stone woman, crumbling into dust.







She stood for a moment thinking, Where the ancients spoke to the stars?

The ruins.

She traveled east to the ruins of Avalon, where ancient sorcerers once trained in silence beneath the crystal sky. Here, her second test awaited her: a flame that would not burn flesh, yet burned the soul.

Inside a ring of stones, a fire flickered blue. It whispered in her father’s voice, then her mother’s, then in Arthur’s—tempting and threatening all at once.

“If your magic is power, wield it,” the flame whispered. “But every spell costs something. Show me what you are willing to lose.”

Morgana raised her hands. Wind churned. Fire danced. She summoned the full force of her strength and power, but the fire remained. What am I supposed to do? Her doubts crept back. It’s only a simple fire, you can’t even handle that now?

“Stop!” she said, silencing the voices.

Show me what you are willing to lose.

Then she knelt with a knot in her throat.

She didn’t cast a spell. She uncast one.

From deep within her, she unbound a protection charm her mother had placed on her as a child. She felt it leave her like a flame being blown out. The fire vanished. And with it, the protection she had known all her life. I’m sorry, Mother.




Only one test remains,” said a voice behind her. She turned—but there was no one there. “Continue down the path.”

She followed the voice’s directions and came at last to a fork in the road. One path gleamed with golden light, filled with people, adoration, and power. The other was cold, lined with bare trees and stone. No end could be seen.

A figure stood at the crossroads.

“Mother?” Morgana asked, breath catching. It indeed looked like her mother.

It’s not her. It’s but a vision.

The figure said nothing. It raised a hand, pointing to each road.

Then vanished.

Morgana stood between the two and listened. The Golden Road promised her fame and respect. She could rewrite the stories and become a queen.

But the other road… the one of silence… it led nowhere.

Unless…

She stepped onto the darker path and gasped with delight. The path shifted beneath her feet, becoming stars—each step lighting up beneath her, forming a bridge into the unknown.







Morgana walked the path of stars until there was no more to follow. The sky above her was no longer the night sky of Britain, but a canvas of shifting colors—violet, gold, deep blues. She had entered a place between their world and the birthplace of magic itself, a realm where magic was as natural as breath.

“This is Malon’s Gate,” she said in a breathless whisper. This was the space where the worlds of mortals and immortals touched.

Her feet met solid ground once more: black stone crossed with glowing runes that pulsed faintly beneath her. All around her, magic pulled and pulsed with life. Her breath slowly filled with the magic in the air, and a silent thrill shuddered through her. Wizards waited thousands of years to catch a single glimpse of this place, and yet she was standing in it!

Then she realized she was not alone.

A figure emerged from the shimmering air before her, dressed in robes that twinkled like starlight. Her face was hidden beneath a silver mask that bore no features, only a single eye that seemed to be cut out of a diamond.

“Who are you?” Morgana asked, her voice clear despite the strange magic humming around her.

“I am the Keeper of What Has Been Forgotten,” she replied, her voice neither male nor female, but an echo of both. “You have passed the trials of mind and flame. Now comes the third. The one all men fear, though few name it.”

Morgana felt the answer form on her tongue before the question was spoken.

“Death,” she said with a chill.

The Keeper nodded. “But not death as you know it.”

She raised a hand toward a shape emerging from the mist—a second Morgana. Pale, dressed in the blue silks of Camelot’s court. She looked like her mother. Her eyes glowed with happiness and laughter. She was beloved, beautiful, and wanted. A queen in every sense.

“This is who you could have been,” said the Keeper. “Destroy her.”

Morgana spun toward the figure. “Why?”

“Because she is not true. She is the mask you were taught to wear. The lie they told you about your fate.”

The two Morganas stared at each other. The phantom Morgana whispered, “Please. Don’t let me die.” She started to cry. “This who you are, remember? A queen, like our mother.”

“But the castle is my home,” the true Morgana pled with the Keeper. “If I destroy that part of me, my mother—” She stared at the part of her.

“Until she is gone, you cannot become what you were meant to be.”

“But why? Why must I destroy my last connection to her?” She began to cry. “I lost her, I’ve lost her protection.” She gripped the sides of her dress. “Why must I lose this too? It is who I’ve always tried to become, what she wanted.”

“Your connection to your mother is not tied to the castle or the court,” the Keeper said. “But to your heart and soul. Your mother’s spirit. You must break the chains that bind you to the human world “

Morgana wiped the tears from her eyes. Raised her hand.

“I do not hate you,” she said, her voice cracking as tears spilled again, “but I can’t become you.”

She pressed her palm to the phantom’s chest. Light flared. The image shattered like glass. She jumped back, a sob caught in her throat.

I’m sorry, Mother.

The Keeper said nothing, only bowed.

“You are no longer of the world,” she said. “But it still needs you.”

The spires faded. The sky darkened.

And Morgana awoke, back in the mortal world. Changed.

She was once more in Camelot. The trees around her were ancient and quiet. At her feet lay a staff of twisted wood, topped with a crystal orb swirling with starlight.

The wind whispered a name.

Not“princess.”

Not “queen.”

But something older.

Enchanter.

The air crackled as Morgana stepped from the ancient woods and walked in silence, her shadow long in the dim light of dusk. Behind her, the path she’d taken through Malon’s Gate had vanished.

She no longer wore the silks of Camelot. Her dress was deep green, threaded with silver runes that shimmered faintly in the fading light. Her staff in her hand whispered secrets in a language older than men.

At the edge of the cliff, she looked down upon the valley.

And saw smoke.

A column of it rose like a black cloud into the sky. Villages burned. Flags torn by wind and flame hung limply on shattered posts. Armored riders cut through the long fields, bearing the crest of her half brother, the beloved King Arthur.

She descended from the cliffs like a storm rolling. Her boots touched burnt earth. Dead lay where they fell—some in armor, others still clutching farming tools. Women cried over their bodies. Horses ran into the trees, riderless.

A single survivor stumbled toward her. Blood soaked his tunic. “Our king, he has gone mad! He has laid waste to the kingdom, no one can stop him.” Morgana caught him before he fell.

“Why has he done this?” she asked, but he was already gone.

A sharp wind swept across the field. In it, Morgana heard voices—screams, commands, laughter. Even something like chanting.

Magic.

Dark and old. Not born of nature or the stars. This was forgotten magic.

She looked to the distant hills.

Brother, what have you done?

Camelot’s golden king sat on a throne that watched the war through power-crazed eyes. He refused to see the damage and horror he brought; he was bent only on gaining more power than he already had.

But she saw.

And she would not let the world burn without rising against it.

That night, Morgana stood at the stones of Alora De Vane, the ancient fortress where the dragons once slept and prophecy clung to the stones like ivy. She lit a circle of fire and summoned the depths of her power.

Voices came to her—some known, some lost to time. Spirits of the land. Hidden things. Forgotten queens.

She raised her staff and called out:

“I am Morgana, daughter of Igraine, blood of Pendragon, and shadow of Camelot. I summon those who still remember the Old Ways. Stand with me, and we shall burn away the lie. A new age will rise—one of truth, magic, and fire.”

And from the darkness, shapes began to emerge. Hooded figures, armored warriors, beasts, elves, fey, enchanters, and outcasts. They answered her call.

Not to serve. But to stand beside her, to fight as one for their home.

The war had begun, and no magic spell on earth could stop its march into history.
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Fifteen days. Fifteen days since my brother was attacked by gray wolves. Ten days since the wound started festering. Seven days since the fever started running rampant. Five days that we have been camped on the edge of this lake.

The entrance to Avalon, the Lady of the Lake’s kingdom. A place of healing, of comfort.

Numbing cold water rolls down my hands as I wring out a cloth. I fold it up and press it to Lancelot’s forehead. His sleeping face is twisted in pain. I try to massage his brow loose.

“We are going to get you to Avalon,” I whisper. “I promise.” I pull the cloth away—it’s burning hot—drop it back in the water, and leave it there, then sit on the edge of the bed and wipe the strands of hair out of his face. “I can’t lose you.” My voice cracks. “I need you.”

My eyes stray to his ears, hidden by his hair. I picture the small pointed tips like mine.

“Rest,” I tell him, “You’ll be home soon.”

I place a gentle kiss on his forehead, then leave the tent silently. The light stuns me, so I have to blink before I can take in the beautiful view. It’s as if I have stepped into spring. The trees are full, flowers are blooming in vibrant, unbelievable colors, and the grass is green and luscious and touched with dew. Striding through our encampment, I pass a multitude of knights. All of them muttering.

“Sir Tristan is still at it.”

“It’s no use. She won’t answer.”

The Lady of the Lake, the only person who can grant passage to Avalon.

“He’ll grow tired of shouting at some point.”

“Stupid mist.”

The mist that shrouds Avalon, the only place that can save my brother.

I sit down, watching the mist and clouds that cloak the lake. My hands aimlessly pull at the grass around me. Sir Tristan is at the edge of the water, shouting for the Lady of the Lake, his voice getting weaker and weaker after each shout. I stare down the blade of grass that I am currently tearing apart. Sighing, I throw the shredded pieces. I shouldn’t be mad at the grass. I curl up into a ball, knees tucked into my chest, arms wrapped around my legs.

Another sigh. Not mine. I glance over to the person who sat beside me. The king.

“How is he, Miriel?”

“Not good.” Even with my help.

Help that could get me and Lancelot caught: the magic that is keeping him alive. I glance over to see if he reacts. He doesn’t say anything.

My gaze returns to the lake and Sir Tristan, who pivots and trudges up the beach, toward me and the king. My hands go to make sure that my hair is covering my ears. All covered. My hands trail down my braid to the very end, where I nervously wring the tail.

“What’s wrong?” The king’s shoulder bumps into mine, and I nearly topple over.

After I steady myself, I whisper to him because I don’t trust myself to say this any louder without crying. “What if he doesn’t make it?”

What I really want to say is, What if you find out I’m a half fey, a half breed, a monster?

I shove my face into the crevice between my chest and knees, trying to keep the prickle in the back of my eyes at bay.

“Miriel.” My name comes out resignedly.

It lights a fire in me, like he already believes that Lancelot is beyond saving. I’m mad. Mad that he’s giving up. Mad that I can do nothing to ease my brother’s pain. Mad that we are in this position. Mad… mad that I’m a coward when I know she would answer me.

And I’m going to be a coward again.

“Goodnight, Your Majesty.” I push to my feet and march to the tent I just left.

Sitting down next to the bed, I take my brother’s hand in mine, rest my head, and close my eyes. The sob I’ve been tamping down surfaces. “I can’t do this. I’m not brave like you.”

I let my tears lull me to sleep.







Sleep comes and, with it, memories.

“Lancelot?”

“Here.” His voice is louder than normal.

I sit up in my dream and scan our surroundings. None of it is familiar, not to my little eyes, yet all too familiar to me now. It’s the same now and back then. The epitome of spring.

Little me tenses. I know I have no control over the people in my memory, but I still try. Relax. You’re safe here. But the memory continues, and little me is still scared.

“Where are we?” My voice wobbles.

“Get behind me.”

I scramble to get behind my brother. Digging my face into his back, I squeeze my eyes shut. His shirt is bunched up in my tiny, clenched, trembling hands.

“Hello, children.”

The voice is soft and kind, so soft and kind that it melts away my fear. I timidly poke my head out. A beautiful lady, standing tall and proud, smiles at us. Her clothes look like they’re made of water, cascading around and hugging her body.

Lancelot speaks first. “Who are you?” he asks guardedly.

“I am one of the ladies of the lake. The fey called Nimue.”

“You’re pretty,” I blurt out.

Her eyes widen in surprise. A laugh burbles out of her. It’s not polite, quiet, or demure, but full, loud, heartfelt.

“Thank you, child.” Her voice has a hint of leftover laugh.

The lady takes a step closer. Lancelot presses me behind him again and takes a step back. “Don’t come closer.”

“I am merely trying to help.”

“Why?”

“Because. You are one of us.”




My head rests against a mossy pillow. Darkness surrounds me. I hear the creak of the door opening and the patter of feet coming closer to my bed. I squeeze my eyes shut. The bed shifts as someone sits on the edge. A gentle hand caresses the hair out of my face. A giggle slips out of me.

“Shouldn’t you be asleep?” The voice teasing. Lancelot. I grab his hand and snuggle it against my face. “May I have my hand back, please?” In response, I snuggle even harder. “OH, NO! A selkie has caught me!”

Lancelot flops down on the bed beside me and wraps his arms around me, tickling my stomach. Laughs erupt from me.

Another set of footsteps enters the room.

“Well, well. What is going on here?” The voice has a hint of mischief.

“Nothing,” Lancelot answers a little too quickly.

“Well then, go to sleep, my little brownies.”




“Focus your magic.”

My forehead is beaded with sweat. My magic misbehaves, and I jerk back, breathing heavily. “I can’t. I can’t.”

“Yes, you can.” Lancelot’s voice is patient. “Try again.”

I give a slight nod and, swallowing, extend my hands. My eyes squeeze shut as I muster the last of my strength, focusing my magic. I try to picture the wound closing up, but all I see is how gaping it is, how bloody, how jagged. I wince at the image that my mind conjures.

Try something else.

I do. Pictures of spring flood my mind. Dead flowers resurrecting with vibrant colors, bare branches blossoming new leaves, a river growing from the melted snow. I see a bright light through my eyelids, then feel the magic subside. I somehow just know that it’s healed. I peek open my eyes. The wound is closed, and all that is left is a soft red line.

“I did it!” I shout as my hands shoot up in victory.

“I knew you could do it.”

I launch myself at him, my arms wrapped around his neck. Laughs pour out of me. Lancelot wraps his arms around me and gives me a tight squeeze.

“You should probably put those in the laundry.” Lancelot’s voice echoes close to my ear and is joined with a chuckle.

“Right,” I say sheepishly. I gather the bloody cloths, shove them in a woven basket, and rush out of the room.

I barely hear it, but I do. “That’s my little brownie.”

A small smile creeps onto my face.




“You’ll be fine.”

I wring my hands. “That doesn’t mean I’m not nervous.”

Lancelot walks to the center of the room, then extends a hand out toward me. I take a deep breath and join him, ignoring the hard stares of those around me as I feel the feathery touches of my long skirt against my legs. Breathe. I curtsy as Lancelot bows. The music starts slow, quiet. Lancelot takes the lead, guiding me through the steps. At some point, I stop thinking about the steps, the people watching, or forcing myself to breathe, and just feel. My feet move by themselves as if they had always known this dance. I close my eyes, listening to the music. The music stops, and so do we. I take his hand as we both go to greet the host.

We bow. “Greetings, Your Majesty,” both of us say in harmony, our heads still bent.

“That was a spectacular dance.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

“Raise your heads.”

I raise my head until our eyes meet. Those all-too-familiar eyes that sparkle with mischief and elegance. Nimue’s hands move to cup our cheeks.

“Well done, children.”

The smile that I had been containing bursts onto my face. And as soft as I can, I say, “Thank you, Mum.”







I jolt awake. My hand feels like it is burning up, and I don’t have to look to know that it is still tightly curled around Lancelot’s. I glance at his pained face. My eyes whip to his abdomen, to the wound. I wrench my hand out of his grip, rise from the chair, and my hands work fast unraveling my handiwork, peeling off every last layer of the bandage. The deep wound stretches across his stomach, red and angry. I don’t linger too long on that, though. What really grabs my attention are the black swirls that edge the wound and seem to crawl further out. What?

Focus.

I gently prod at the edges of the wound, focusing my magic. I try to infuse the tiniest amount. My hand snaps back. It rejected my magic. What the—?

I try again, pushing my magic.

“C’mon.” I speak through gritted teeth and put my whole weight on the wound, like I was stanching it. Sweat beads my forehead.

I feel the wound about to reject my magic again.

No, no, no, no. Take it!

The magic blasts back at me, and I stagger backward.

Creeping forward, I stare at the wound. It has putrified to pitch black—as if my magic only fed it.

I force myself to breathe. C’mon, think. What would—

Oh, no. This…this has to be…

Dark wolves. Black magic.

My hands shake as I extend them again.

It’s risky.

I don’t care.

Magic seeps out of my body. And I let it. Whitish blue light emits from me, and I know that everyone can see it, but I don’t care.

My chest heaves as I move the magic toward the wound. Before I even can make it touch the body, the black magic blocks me. I pull back.

I don’t think, I just run.

My feet carry me out of the tent and toward the lake. Shouts are hurled at me, but I ignore them.

My feet hit the soft sand. I wade into the lake. I don’t care about my clothes, I don’t care about anything. I stop when the water reaches my waist. I gulp in a breath of air and yell with all my might.

“MUM!”

It echoes through the bowl of mountains we’re in. The shouts from the shore have stopped. No one tries to pull me out. The only sound left is the sloshing of water.

“Please, Mum,” I whisper. I stand there, my head hung in despair. My eyes squeeze free a tear. My hands dangle in the water, and I let the currents sway them. “Please.”

My tear hits the water.

“Hello.”

“Mum.” My voice comes out with a sob.

“What’s wrong, my little brownie?”

“Please. Help him.”

She glances over my shoulder. Her eyes trail back until they lock with mine.

“Show me.” She speaks those two words like a general giving an order.

My feet move instantly. I slog back through the water, barely registering looks of awe, of confusion, as I rush past the rest of the knights, including the king. My skirt clings to my legs, weighing me down. I feel Mum on my heels as I shove the tent flap out of the way.

“Here.” I point at the wound. “It’s black magic. I—I tried to stop it from spreading, but my magic, it—it only—only made it worse.” My words rush out, chopped up with more sobs. I crane my neck to meet the eyes of the absurdly tall fey I call my mother.

“We need to get him to Avalon.” I hear the tiniest crack in her voice, the only sign that she’s scared. I swipe at my cheeks, sniffling, then nod. “I’ll get the boat. You bandage the wound, wrap the bandages in magic, work quickly. I’ll be back.”

I steady my hands. “Right.”

I tuck the stray strands of hair behind my ear, not even minding that everyone, who have now crowded into the small tent, can see the pointed tips. My hands work fast grabbing new bandages and fresh water. I move to clean the wound.

Cold iron touches my throat.

It hurts, it burns, but not like a fire, like frost. I tamp down a whimper.

“Step away, half breed.” Sir Gawain.

I swallow, making my throat press farther into the sharp blade. I gasp as more of my skin freezes. There’s a sound like deep ice cracking.

My hands tremble slightly as I pull them away from my brother.

“Sir Gawain,” I croak.

The only response I get is the sword pressing farther into my neck. Liquid trickles down my collarbone.

A broad-shouldered shadow comes closer and steps between me and Sir Gawain, pushing his sword off my neck. I gasp with relief, warmth leaking over the frozen wound.

“Stand down, Sir Gawain,” the king says.

“This no pure fey of the lake, Majesty. It’s a half-breed mongrel. A monster.”

The king’s gaze hardens. “Stand. Down. If she wanted to hurt Lancelot or any of us, she could have.”

My eyes meet King Arthur’s. He gives me the barest nod.

I get back to work washing my brother’s wounds. I try not to look at his face when I clean it, but fail. The pain has warped it.

I promise this will all be over soon.

A comforting presence hovers over me, protecting me.

I wrap the wound, coating the bandages in my magic so all of them are bathed in a glow. I know that Mum has returned by the hushed murmur outside of the tent.

I turn to the entrance.

“He’s ready.”

“Good. Come with me.”

Mum tenderly slides her arms underneath his shoulders and his knees and carefully lifts him off the bed, like he weighs nothing. I stride beside her. She stops at the edge of the water, where a small boat, carved from the deepest of hawthorn, is moored.

“Get in.” I lift my waterlogged skirts and step into the boat. “Sit down.” I do, confused. Mum lays him in the boat. “Be careful. Mind his head.”

When he’s settled, I start to leave, my cheeks tear stained.

But Mum says, “Stay, Miriel. He will need a familiar face.” She faces King Arthur. “Stay here, wait for them to return.”

The king jerks his head in a nod, then turns his gaze to me. I nod in return.

“Are you ready?”

“Yes.” I reach for one of my brother’s hands and squeeze hard. Mum starts to push the boat into the waters, which greet us with a ripple. Waves lap at the wooden side. We make our way toward the eye of the swirling mist and fog that shroud the lake.

My hand reaches out to feel it, feel the magic.

A sliver of light peaks through.

Closing my eyes, I feel. An onslaught of pure magic welcomes me, like a mother beckoning a child.

“Open your eyes.”

My eyes slam open.

“Welcome home.”

I squeeze my brother’s hand and breathe out the air I hadn’t realized I had been holding in.

We’ll be fine.
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I can smell the wyrm swarm: crackling ozone and sour, almondy cyanide. A single, ice-toothed breeze skims the tang past me and through the lawn’s shriveled, spiky wildflowers as I sit on the porch. I wonder if that’s how Levi knew—if he smelled the swarm long before I did. 

Milky fog stings my nose and ears, and my neck prickles in the stillness. Nothing but me and the high-pitched whine ringing in my skull. I run my thumb along the leathery, pearly-gray scar on my cheekbone, and trace the familiar, comforting path it carves. 

“What is taking him so long?” I mutter to myself.

I don’t even care if Levi caught a wyrm, so long as he hasn’t been shot. I gnaw a flake of skin off my lower lip and focus on the rawness underneath and the taste of copper instead of the thought of him lying bled out just for a chance to inoculate me.

I glance up at a glint in our neighbor’s window; she’s one of twenty-seven people left alive in the suburb. Levi says there used to be a family in every house, before the day the first wave of wyrms swept through—before the day he found newborn me ditched at the bottom of a dry fountain. And protected me.

I can’t imagine him having to hide from that many people. 

The glint is a rifle barrel, oyster gray, and I prick up, chest squeezing; beyond the asphalt, the fog is dense, sickly whiteness, but the neighbor must have aimed at something. Someone.

“What do you see?” I whisper, as if she can hear me, as if she’d answer.

Seconds pass with the unsteady murmur of my breath. Then Levi’s seven-foot silhouette skulks through the mist. Ropy bulges form faint ridges against the inside of his raised hood. 

I sigh. “Thank God.”

Tension unknots from me. I stand and wave, side eyeing the neighbor, who, eye squinted, has Levi in her crosshairs, index finger caressing the trigger. She won’t shoot, though, so long as Levi’s hood stays up—she can’t afford to waste the ammunition if she’s in doubt. 

A few strides closer, just as he reaches the corner of a vinyl fence, his features fade in. Smokey cedar skin and round, deep-earth eyes haloed by black lashes. A wide, olive-green headband blots out his hairline. He grips a mason jar with both hands; it jerks against his grasp. 

The neighbor’s sleek brown ponytail fans forward in a sudden, violent gust of wind. And Levi’s hood flares back.

I stiffen as he flinches, as he pins the jar against his ribs and snatches the fabric forward—but not fast enough. Not before a strip of undulating blue scales is exposed. 

I sprint for him. “Levi!”

Levi’s voice cracks through the mist-deadened echo. “Ivory, don—”

In a starburst of orange and yellow, a bullet reports, and carmine splashes from Levi’s arm. I taste my own heart as he pitches sideways, still clinging to that jar, and, gasping, scrabbles behind a vinyl fence.

With a curse through her teeth, the woman ducks beneath the sill and slams the window shut. The air resonates with the twang of springs, and smoke curls, stinking of burnt sulfur. 

I don’t slow, and I only breathe once my own throat stops choking me, when I skid to the fence corner: Levi’s sitting on the maroon-spattered cement, and that same color is soaking down his jacket sleeve, smearing onto the white slats. The cordy ridges under his hood writhe. 

“Are you okay?” I ask, trembling more than I’d like to admit.

As if the bloody damage doesn’t exist, Levi cuts his attention to me. “You could’ve been killed.”

“I know, but—”

“Don’t ever,” he says, voice low, sharp, and quaking, “do that again.”

“I’m sorry.” Even though I’m not. That woman wouldn’t have shot if I was in the way; nobody shoots at a fellow human, not with so few of us left. And even if she did, I couldn’t just stand there and watch. Levi’s all I have. He’s all I’ve ever had. 

Levi’s pain-hardened gaze softens. “Don’t apologize. Just promise me.”

“Okay.”

“Say it. Please.”

“I promise.” I’ll do my best to keep it. “Now how bad is it?”

“It’s just a skim.” I frown at the amount of blood flowing free, and he adds, “I’m fine. I—” 

A wince cuts him off as he adjusts his spare elbow; it’s jammed into the jar’s airhole-punctured lid, which is hemorrhaging tinny, rattish squeals. 

A plague-black wyrm thrashes inside, lizard scales and wings and needle-sharp feet drenched in its stinger’s sickly yellow venom. This thing is what’s supposed to save me. To immunize me against the rest of the swarm. 

I’ve never wanted anything farther away from me.

Levi grimaces. I block out the screeching. Concentrate. I kneel and ease the singed fabric away from the open wound, and once I’m sure no threads are stuck, I tear the material wide enough to expose the entire injury.

“That is not a skim.” The bullet bit straight through, leaving a trench. 

Levi cringes as he examines the wound. Behind long, black lashes and the gray hem of his hood, his umber irises turn a toxic, electric turquoise. The bleeding stops as the broken vessels and tissue harden into uncut shale. He’ll have a scar to match mine. 

Levi blinks back to gentle brown. Under his hood, his snakes relax. Chilled humidity rustles through dead hydrangeas, the shriveled leaves still pinkish. Levi spreads a broad, skeletal hand on my shoulder—just as the wyrm throws itself against the jar so hard that a short, hair-thin crack appears in the glass.

When I was seven, I read a picture book about a princess protected by her dragon. I asked Levi if dragons were really that big and royal. 

He told me no. They aren’t. 

Inside the jar, oily feathers shed as its muscle-rippled wings beat. Black scales shimmer in threads of orange, green, and purple, and each rawboned leg tapers to a single claw. Beads for eyes. Pale needles for teeth in a sparking snout. Through the air holes, it reeks of sour almonds and an oncoming thunderstorm: its venom. 

For me, an antivenom. If this works.

“Let’s go,” Levi says, standing, as if he wasn’t just shot.

We cross the street to our house. The neighbor doesn’t show—she won’t. Not when she knows what he can do. Only if she can catch him off guard. 

I don’t know if they shoot because they’re afraid he’ll turn them to stone, or because he’s not human and neither are the wyrms, and so they’ll settle for taking their rage out on him.

My eyes get achy and wet. 

Our living room smells of dust and wet rock. I glimpse myself in the body-length mirror and linger for a split second on my coffee-black eyes and my hooked nose, still crooked from the time I broke it climbing the boulders in the creek, my scar reaching away from it like a comet tail. 

Levi sets the wyrm’s jar onto the shag carpet, sets his boot on the lid, and tugs off his hood. His snakes slither against the elastic tying them back, sapphire and obsidian stripes. Purple tongues stab the air, and eyeless heads swivel.

I didn’t even know they had their own venom until Levi told me a few weeks ago; it never occurred to me that was how he saved me when I was a baby. Maybe the wyrms could smell it on him like I can smell them now. 

Polar opposite poisons, both deadly to me—but if they mix, if they counteract each other…

I still feel sick.

I pace to the kitchen and grab a glass from the cabinet. “Do you want something hot or just water?”

“I’ll get some later.”

“It’ll only take a second. I don’t mind.”

“I know you don’t.”

“Then—”

“Ivory.” How did a voice hurt worse the gentler it got? “It’s time.”

“Okay.” My throat squeaks at the tail end. 

I come to the couch and lower myself into the spent cushion. I run my knuckles over my scar again, where Levi petrified the gash I got at the same time I broke my nose. Eventually, my own flesh crowded out the stone and left this: storm-gray embroidery sewn into my skin.

Other girls have their fathers’ eyes. I’ll never know if I do. And I don’t care. I have this: the traces of Levi’s power. Power that anyone else would use to kill me. 

I hate the quaver in my voice. “Will it hurt?”

Levi’s dark eyes pool. “Yes.”

I don’t let him see me shiver. 

“Are you ready?” he asks.

No. “Yeah.”

Levi picks up the jar and sits next to me. He reaches back—shaking—and tugs the hair elastic free; his snakes hiss as they slide out, then glide across the hollows underneath his cheekbones, the crevices of his collar. 

He extends his arm to me. I force my iron-tense muscles to uncoil, and sink against his shoulder. Frosty clothes over diamond-hard bones. He smells like hydrogen peroxide. 

His snakes stretch toward me, and cold, smooth scales crawl across my cheeks. Shut maws nuzzle my closed eyelids; soft forks taste my salty lashes, clearing away the moisture.

I flinch as Levi unscrews the lid with a raspy scrape. A suctioned pop as the seal peels back. Scrabbling clinks of honed claws and flutters of beating wings. 

I catch a glimpse of Levi’s shimmering eyes, holding me like gravity before a hazy flash of black zips out of the jar’s open mouth.

My lungs snag when needly feet land on my ribs, heavy as lead. Warmth gushes up, but I can’t tell if it’s blood or just my skin reeling against the touch. Prickly feathers grope down each slope of my jaw. 

“Levi…”

The wyrm, thorny teeth gleaming with sparks, glistening with silvery saliva, raises its stinger, and the point plunges into my neck. 

My vision blurs. There’s no sound. There’s no air.

Icy humidity crackling on the roof of my mouth, a ringing note searing in my skull. My throat contorts around the barb embedded in the belly of the muscle, my carotid throbbing against it. Toxins run through me like pincered, grinning fire.

Levi shudders as his irises shift to a poisonous blue-green. The wyrm’s inky blackness dulls to slate, and its stinger freezes halfway into a second blow. 

Levi swats it off me, and the stone crumbles into a pile of ashy shards.

I try to blink. To breathe. Nothing moves. Air swims around my mouth and nose, drying out my eyes, but I 

cant

reach it.

Levi’s snakes glint lapis. One flashes forward. 

My nerves are deadened from the wyrm’s sting. At least, the ones that would let me move, the ones that would make me cringe away from the snake’s fangs. But they still feel—oh, they still feel. Each synapse drinks in the black, flaming hellscape of pain across my skin, through my bloodstream, down into my marrow. 

A second head darts at me and catches my lip. A third, my eyebrow. Under my chin. My earlobe and the flesh of my jaw behind it.

As the venoms clash—the wyrm’s and Levi’s—my ribs tug open, and frigid, stale air swoops in. 

Sensation prickles from the throbbing bite marks and spreads like a blight through my gums, my sinuses, my tonsils, until it finally tingles in the crest of my skull and itches in the arches of my feet.

Levi’s snakes’ fangs drip scarlet. A clear bead sparkles at the bottom of a salt path down his cheekbone. 

“Hang on,” he says. I think. It’s garbled, like I’m hearing it from a womb. 

I can’t

keep my eyes open, can’t

close them, stalled halfway like a corpse

“Stay with me.”

#

Time stops passing—just a haze that tastes like rotten almonds, that smells of melting snow and hydrogen peroxide, that sounds like a frequency trapped in my own head and a distant voice begging me to wake up.

Numbness shells me. There’s nothing outside.

Inside, though, marrow deep, something writhes and pushes out, pain made of magma and rusty chisels and bursts of bruising. 

Images creep into my mind. Sensations and wordless thoughts. Not quite a dream. Not quite memories—not mine, at least. 

The reek of ozone and cyanide so thick it curdles on my tongue. A lurching, fragmented mass rushing down the horizon. A sweat-slicked young man with blue-striped snakes for hair, listens in the middle of an empty plaza. The whoosh of millions of distant wings. A baby’s weak cries.

The young man passes an island of manicured shrubs and approaches a parched, sunbaked fountain. His quick footsteps echo off a barricaded bakery that cloys of day-old, overheated fondant. 

He peers over the fountain’s lip. A wrinkled baby, sticky with blood and birth fluid, squalls on the concrete base. 

His breathing goes tattered. Shaking legs, wide eyes, lashing snakes.

He starts to reach down. Double takes, strips off his shirt like it’s burning him, drops it from a trembling hand. And then he lifts the baby and rests her naked body against his bare chest. 

She’s sunburned. Bruised. Half blinded.

She quiets against him—sinks against his thudding heartbeat.

The swarm comes, a tidal wave of feathers eclipsing the sunlight, but he holds his sharp spine to it, hunches his shoulders around her. And the dragons split around him like a river around a rock. 

They must smell his venom. Feel the curse humming in his eyes. Fear their death in his blood. Because they don’t come near him or the baby he holds. When he breaks into an empty supermarket so he can feed her, the wyrms scuttle like tame roaches around his ankles. When he huddles against a shipment of sweet cedar mulch and the baby sucks the bottle dry and finally falls asleep, they flap around his head, never closer. As he sits in that same spot, wrapping the baby in his salty, stiff shirt, and sits there awake all night, making sure she’s still breathing, they crouch in torpor around him.

He sings to her.

Fairy baby, changeling love

I know what you’re dreaming of

Heartbeat thunder, humming bone

You my lady, I your throne.

I can still hear his heart. 

And then there’s

… nothing. 

#

The underwater, elastic throb of a heartbeat. That same heartbeat. Always that same heartbeat.

And the sickening thwack of thousands of birds throwing themselves at glass.

The numbness slowly fizzes away. I’m sitting up: Levi holds me there, his bony hand spread across my jaw, pressing my temple to his sternum. A cool cloth strokes my forehead.

I moan, and the soft noise burns in my throat. Have I been screaming?

“Levi?”

Against my ear, a tear-drenched sweep of air burbles into Levi’s lungs. Cracked lips press against my forehead, and I smile. 

I could fall right back asleep, let the muscle aches and stinging skin melt away, let the leaden exhaustion dissolve. But the dense smell of rain and smog tinges the air, and the windows ring like tortured gongs. My eyes open a sliver. Wyrms, in every shade of bruises, swirl against the window’s spiderwebbing glass.

“How long was I… ?”

“Less than an hour.”

I don’t have the energy to be surprised. 

With Levi steadying me, I sit up, gingerly setting weight onto my tender tailbone. The thunder of the swarm pulsates in my skull and raises the hair on my arms like static. 

“Easy,” Levi tells me. 

“I’m all right, I just—” I feel something… in a part of me that shouldn’t—doesn’t—didn’t exist. 

For the first time, I look up at Levi; his eyes are red rimmed and sheened, and when he meets my gaze, he startles. Not repulsed, though. Awed. 

“What?” I look down at myself.

It’s—

It’s beautiful.

In gentle patches, glacial blue scales jewel my skin, smooth, soft, and warm. And brushing down the side of my leg is a…it’s a tail. Willowy and supple, shelled in the same iceberg scales and tipped by dark bone smooth as marble. 

A hollow, giddy pinch tweaks in my stomach, like when you look in the mirror and barely recognize yourself, and you’re shocked by what’s staring back at you—but enamored by it.

I can’t bring myself to react. I’m too weak. Too spent.

Not even when the nearest window splinters into an explosion of shards and a dozen wyrms pour in. 

I flinch back, and a grimace splits my face, a groan in the back of my raw throat. My fevered heart thuds behind my chest. Levi pushes me behind him, his irises turquoise flares. “Stay down.” 

One wyrm drops midair and shatters into pebbles on the carpet, then a second. The rest dart out of his eyeline too fast. A couple of Levi’s snakes snap at one and come away with mouthfuls of tarry blood and flesh. 

Wings beat wind across my face, through my hair, into my ears. From behind, a dark bulk drops into my peripheral vision. Feathers rake down my cheek, and heavy claws dig into my shoulder like talons. I should grab it, beat it off. But I’ll never outrace it, not while I’m like this. 

And I don’t want to. That panicked instinct, that primal need to get this thing off—it’s just not there. Maybe it’s because, despite the sparks hitting my jaw and nose, the wyrm’s hisses are mellower and its balance is wrong on its claws, not the same as when it stung me. 

Or maybe that’s just not in my blood anymore. 

Maybe it can smell me. 

Levi—sweat beading on his forehead, his arm still barring the attack, the chaos, from in front of me—petrifies another one. 

My wyrm sniffs me. Dry throated, I extend my hand. It crawls onto my palm. Its tail strokes my temple. 

Levi sees it and goes pale—just as it bats its wings and flutters away.

His eyes fade back to deep brown as he stares at it. A second one lands on my knee; neither of us moves as it licks my kneecap with a sandpaper tongue, then growls and takes off again. 

The furious flail of black, scaly bodies wanes as the wyrms, one by one, roost. 

Wavering silence.

One of us laughs first. I don’t know if it’s him or me, just that it’s a starving, freed sound that I feel in my own chest and that, the next second, I’m part of it. Levi strokes a tress behind my ear before splaying his hand to cradle my head. Gentle pressure tips my forehead against his.

“Thank you,” I murmur.

His snakes stroke down the corners of my eyes.

And that reminds me: what was it that he saw when I opened them? What left him… starstruck?

I pull upright, and with Levi’s help, I stand on wobbly knees, teetering against the painful weight of the tail, and make my way over to the wall mirror. 

My irises aren’t brown anymore: they’re violent, stunning turquoise. 

My vision blurs, underwater. I rest my head back against Levi’s chest. And I smile deeper than I have in a long, long time.

#

The swarm vanished, like the last time. Now I wade home through the first snowfall. Downy flakes sway down from graphite clouds onto my lowered hood; I catch one on my tongue. Blood seeps through a hasty bandage on my palm and drips scarlet on white. Pain threads up my wrist as my tail lashes. 

Levi’s sitting on the porch, stitching up a torn windbreaker. His breath billows in soft, misty clouds, and his snakes weave among each other freely, frost settling on their scales. When I’m passing our old neighbor’s house—the windows are shattered, and we never saw if she got out; until today, I didn’t think anybody was left—Levi raises his head and waves. Then he frowns when he gets a good look at my blood-cloaked fingers.

He stands. “What happened?”

I unwrap the bandage. An angry pocketknife gash spills red over a couple lone scales scattered like sequins. “A survivor.”

Levi pauses hard, shock muted in his face, followed by something like grief. He takes my injured hand in his and runs his thumb over the scales on the back. “I’m sorry.”

My tail skims through the snow. I raise my gaze to meet his, hoping my irises gleam in the icy glow. “I’m not.”

He smiles softly. When he stops my bleeding, our eyes are the same color.
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