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A Wish Upon the Stars

 

By TJ Klune

Sequel to The Consumption of Magic

 

Nearly a year ago, blinded by grief and betrayal, Sam of Wilds made a desperate decision to follow the Great White into the Dark Woods. Now, he emerges to a world changed.

The City of Lockes is a prison. The King has been locked away in the dungeons. The Kingdom of Verania has fallen, and the Dark wizard Myrin sits on the throne.

But soon after his return, Sam learns of a resistance fighting in his name, led by a courageous knight, a defiant prince, a pissed-off unicorn, and a half-giant who wants to smash everything in sight. If he has any hope of defeating the villains who have taken their home, Sam must face the consequences of his choices—and the friends he left behind.





A dream is a wish your heart makes.

—Mack David, Al Hoffman, and Jerry Livingston





Prologue: The Fall of Verania

 

 

ONCE UPON a time in the Kingdom of Verania, there was a kickass boy born in the slums of the City of Lockes. His parents were hardworking, and at times life could be difficult, but they were alive and had all their teeth. Which was very important.

One day the boy was chased into an alley by a group of teenage douchebags, only to accidentally turn them all to stone. Including, as fate would have it, the love of his life. Only the boy didn’t know about that then. In fact, the boy thought love was kind of gross, because his parents kissed all the time, and it looked rather messy. He didn’t want anyone eating his face like that.

It was probably for the best the boy didn’t know about the one who would be his cornerstone. Things might have gone down a different path, and not necessarily a better one.

A man in pointy pink shoes came for him in the alley, telling him he had magic inside him and that one day he would be a wizard.

“You will do wonderful things,” the man in the pointy pink shoes said. “I promise you.”

“I’m amazing,” the boy breathed. “I knew it!”

And the man would know, wouldn’t he? Because he was Morgan of Shadows, the King’s Wizard. But even more than that, he had an awesome beard.

The boy was taken from the slums along with his mother and father and given a life most would only ever dream of.

But no matter what happened, what adventures his new and exciting life would lead him on, the boy never forgot where he came from.

Sometimes he still wished upon the stars that others would be as fortunate as him.

And he grew! He grew and grew until he was a rather handsome young man. Yes, possibly his nose was a little crooked, and maybe his eyebrows were a little bushy, but hey, it was part of his natural charm. And besides, there were people out there who thought crooked noses and unibrows were dreamy, if the fan mail he got every now and then gave any indication. (“Aw, this nice woman wrote to me that she wants me to come to her house for tea and cake and a mature discussion about how she would like for me to sit on her face so she can lick my—wow, okay. That escalated quickly. I did not expect that. Yikes. Burn this. Burn this letter now.”)

It could have been a lonely life, given that the boy was taken from the slums into a world he had no clue about, but he didn’t have to do it alone. He had his parents and the King. He had Morgan. And he had more than that too, after the wizard sent him into the woods to find something unexpected. The boy came back with a hornless gay unicorn and a half-giant, and was given the name Sam of Wilds.

The unicorn and the half-giant became his constant companions, those who would stand by his side and have his back whenever he found himself in a precarious situation.

Which, to be fair, happened a lot.

“Why are you hanging in a net upside down in the tree?” Gary asked him one time, snorting pink and white sparks from his nose. “And why is there an unconscious man below you?”

Sam sighed. “It’s this whole—thing. I don’t know. All I was doing was minding my own business, and then this guy came up to me and said he wanted my autograph, and then I said sure, dude, sounds cool, and then he said step over here off the road away from everyone because I get shy in front of other people, and then I said that seems like a perfectly reasonable request and so I did, but then he said aha, I have you now, and I am going to hold you for ransom, and you will get me all the special edition centennial stamps issued by the postmaster last week to honor the anniversary of the Veranian accord with the Eastern Sea Mermaids. And then I said, dude, what are you even talking about? Stamps? This is all about stamps? And then he said it was all about stamps, which is stupid because who collects stamps? And then he started to monologue about how his father taught him philately—which is apparently the study of stamps, for fuck’s sakes—and that he wanted to honor his dad by getting the centennial ones. And you know how I feel about monologuing. And stamps.”

“I do,” Gary said. “Oddly enough, I know your position on both those topics quite well.”

“Tiggy know too,” Tiggy said. “Sam hate stamps.”

“You’re damn right I do!” Sam groused, still hanging upside down in a net in a tree. “And it has absolutely nothing to do with the fact that the postmaster laughed at me last month at the state dinner when I asked him to put my face on a stamp because of how spectacular I am. It is completely unrelated.”

“Of course, kitten,” Gary said. “Absolutely unrelated. So, how are you up in the tree?”

“I have no idea. One minute this doofus was talking about his dad and feelings and motherfucking stamps, and the next I was in a net made from vermilion root so I can’t use my magic. But I still managed to kick him in the head, and then he fell into the tree, and now here we are.”

“That pretty much sounds like a summary of your life,” Gary said.

“Boom,” Tiggy said, and fist/hoof-bumped the unicorn.

“So lame,” Sam muttered.

So the boy from the slums couldn’t have had a lonely life, because he was surrounded by people who loved him (mostly; Prince Justin hadn’t seemed to jump on that bandwagon yet, though not for lack of trying on Sam’s part. The Prince just didn’t seem to appreciate Sam’s finer qualities). He had friends, he had family, he had Morgan and the King and Pete the guard, and sure, Randall was terrifying and an asshole, but Sam could work with that. He didn’t need anything or anyone else.

“Who is that?” Sam breathed as he watched a new batch of knights enter the castle.

“Oh my gods,” Gary screeched. “Do you have a boner? Hey! Sam! Why do you have an erection right now!”

Everyone turned to look at Sam, including the recruit with blond hair and green eyes and an ass that looked like it should have pie eaten off it.

“Eep,” Sam said.

Maybe it wasn’t love. Not right away. It was certainly lust, sure; Sam was a teenager, after all, and pretty much anything turned him on.

“Why are mashed potatoes making me horny?” Sam muttered under his breath at a dinner for some visiting dignitary.

Morgan started choking next to him.

Sam helped by patting him on the back because that was what one did when another choked on mashed potatoes.

So no, it wasn’t love at first sight, because a teenage Sam of Wilds was ruled by hormones and sex-fueled fantasies of being stuck in a tower with really long hair and having a certain knight use said hair as a rope and climb up his tower and then suck his dick and then maybe cuddle or have some cake or whatever it was people did after fellatio. Sam wasn’t too sure on that part, but that didn’t stop him from wishing.

But it did grow. Whatever it was at the beginning became so much more. As Sam grew older, he understood that he had given his heart to a man who didn’t even know he existed.

Ryan Foxheart, the dreamiest dream to have ever been dreamed.

Who then started dating Prince Justin, because life wasn’t fair.

“Why are you crying in the dark in your room and eating pudding topped with—are those… is that bacon? Sam? Are you crying in the dark in your room and eating a bowl of pudding with bacon on it?”

“Look away from me!” Sam wailed through a mouthful of pig meat and vanilla. “I’m hideous! And also, my heart has been shattered and I shall never love again.”

“Oh boy,” Tiggy said.

“Indeed,” Gary said.

Sam accepted Ryan’s disgusting and frankly bewildering decision to date the Prince like a mature and responsible wizard.

“Apprentice,” Gary coughed. “And also, you spent four hours yesterday trying to come up with a spell that would make Justin break out in boils.”

Sam accepted Ryan’s disgusting and frankly bewildering decision to date the Prince like a mature and responsible wizard. Besides, he didn’t need Ryan Foxheart! He was going to become the world’s best wizard, and he was going to pass the Trials by the time he was thirty, younger than anyone else had ever done it before. He didn’t have time for romance, no, sir! Not when his Grimoire still needed to be bound and completed and when Gary’s horn needed to be located. He had priorities.

But the heart doesn’t listen to the mind. Not always. There are days they move independently of each other, and even though he told himself he needed to move on, his heart still ached at the sight of Ryan and Justin smiling at each other like they were so in love that nothing else mattered.

And on one such day, when his heart ruled over his mind, he found himself in the Dark Woods.

And in these woods, he found a dead bird, a gash to its back.

It’s not fair.

Magic spilled forth.

The bird lived.

The earth beneath his feet did not.

And he never spoke a word of it to anyone.

But fate was a funny thing. Its threads might have seemed flimsy and weak, but there were already so many of them stretching around him, growing stronger and tighter. The boy from the slums didn’t know it then, but he was the center of the tapestry woven by the gods, the threads binding themselves to him, wrapping around his arms and legs and throat, trapping him in a web he could not shake himself from.

It was in the way that, while on a date with a man named Todd who had adorable ears, he stood against a group of Dark wizards, a knight at his side, his magic singing out finally, finally, finally.

It was in the way a great dragon stood above him, lips pulled back, teeth bared, and complained about his whizbangs and pretty sparkles before knocking him through a shed and kidnapping the Prince.

It was in the way the boy and his companions took to the road in the name of adventure to save the Prince of Verania from the clutches of the evil dragon.

It was in the way they slept under the stars, the fire flickering between them, Sam’s gaze lingering on Ryan Foxheart.

It was in the way the lightning coursed through his heart on a dusty road next to a field filled with corn.

It was in the way the dragon announced to the world his name was Kevin, and that he had come from the jungles in the east, looking for a place to call home.

It was in the way a boy and his knight stood atop a dragon’s keep, the words echoing into the dark as voices broke with a bittersweet ache: Because it’s always been you, Sam. I promise. I promise. I promise, because when I look upon these stars, there is nothing I wish for more than you.

These were the moments bound by fate.

And that was just the beginning.

Even then, deep in the Dark Woods, a seal was cracking, shadows leaking out. All it needed was a key.

 

 

THE BOY from the slums got his happy ending, didn’t he? Sure, Ryan had waited until he was literally about to marry someone else like a douchebag, but still. Ryan Foxheart loved Sam of Wilds and announced it for all the kingdom to hear.

That should have been it.

That should have been the end.

But the threads were pulling tighter.

The phuro came from the desert with a story of a destiny written in the stars, bringing with her a man named Ruv, who she claimed was Sam’s true cornerstone.

And sure, she bad-touched her grandson to get her point across, but who hasn’t had that happen to them? It wasn’t as if it meant anything. Neither did Ruv, no matter how bendy he could be or how Sam’s magic seemed to pull in his direction.

What did mean something, however, were the secrets that had been kept from him. Stories of visions of star dragons, of Vadoma instructing Morgan of a boy who would be born in the slums. Of a knight who would fall and rest upon a stone slab no matter what Sam did. Of a brother and a cornerstone who chose a path into the Dark against the pleadings of those who loved him most.

Morgan’s brother.

Randall’s cornerstone.

It didn’t help that the will of the people seemed to turn against him. And yes, Lady Tina DeSilva was the worst human being on the planet, and one day Sam was going to curse her so she turned inside out, but it wasn’t all her. She had merely tapped into an undercurrent of rage that had been long simmering against a mixed-blood boy from the slums who had had everything handed to him.

Or so they all thought.

The wizard’s apprentice and his merry band of misfits fled the City of Lockes to the Luri Desert in the west. They went to the forgotten castle in the sands, and Sam unleashed his powers against villains who tried to take what was his.

And then, just because it was the way his life seemed to go, he was chased by a teenage emo snake dragon monster thing named Zero Ravyn Moonfire who thought everything was lame and no one understood the crows in his soul, or some such nonsense Sam did not have time for.

But the snake dragon monster thing eventually agreed to help the boy, only because he wanted a place to grow his forest and to make beautiful things.

Sam didn’t understand, even then. Just how much bigger all of this was. How far the tapestry stretched. He knew of his Destiny of Dragons (capitalized to make it true, even though he hated it), and he understood the implications of what Myrin could bring, but he was still young. Naïve. He was doing this for those closest to him, and nothing more. Under the stars of the desert, he wished to be mortal so that he would never have to leave his beloved’s side.

But Sam was already caught in the threads, and they were growing stronger.

Tighter.

And he came, then. For Sam.

The man in shadows.

Myrin.

A lightning-struck heart is a funny thing. It beats with strength unexpected. Sam was still just a boy, but his heart was wondrous. Even when it ruled over his mind, it was true and brave and wild, crackling with electricity.

And Myrin wanted to consume it.

He tried.

And failed.

He had underestimated Sam of Wilds. Still, he left the marks upon the young wizard’s skin, wrapping down his chest and stomach like roots from a tree, lightning-scarred and thunderstruck.

Things moved quickly after that.

Meridian City.

Mama.

Letnia.

Feng.

Morgan had contained. Compressed.

Castle Freeze Your Ass Off.

Every secret Sam of Wilds had ever had spilled forth to Randall.

And in return, Randall of Dragons gave his own.

Because Randall loved. He had been loved. And it had nearly destroyed him. He had banished his cornerstone to the realm of shadows, and with it, parts of his heart and soul. He had brought back the King of Sorrows from the depths of madness, an action that almost cost him his sanity. And he had gone to the North then, and for a time, had turned Dark.

But he had come out on the other side, crawling out of the darkness and back into the light.

Then came the mated Northern dragons, covered in feathers and able to cause dreamwalking. They too had expected the young wizard. Had tested him. Had pledged themselves to his cause after deeming him worthy.

The last dragon, however, had not.

The Great White had told Sam this, even before he’d stepped outside the City of Lockes. He had rumbled deep in the Dark Woods, warning Sam of Wilds: you are not ready.

And as Sam finally stood before him, the Great White said the wizard knew nothing of sacrifice, that a cornerstone was not the be-all end-all. But even then, he made an offer.

Come away with me, O human child.

In this forest deep, in the dark of the wild.

Where in these woods, you’ll face your fear,

as time doth stretch toward a year.

The boy from the slums said no.

Later, after everything that followed, he wondered what would have changed had he agreed. If he’d gone with the Great White then. With a heart that had been shattered like glass, he would think it was his fault. That it all could have been avoided had he left with the Great White, had he done what had been asked of him.

Fate can be a terrible thing.

Caleb, the son of the truth-corn leader.

Lady Tina, the wicked bitch of Lockes.

Ruv. Yes, Sam should have seen that one coming.

And when Ruv had taken Ryan’s own sword and thrust it into the knight’s chest?

Sam knew pain unlike anything else he’d ever experienced.

And it only got worse from there.

Myrin.

And Morgan.

Do you remember the day I came to your house for the first time? You stood in your room with such wide eyes. I loved you, Sam of Wilds. Even then. Remember that when the world seems dark. Remember that you have always been loved. You need to run.

Sam had known sacrifice then, hadn’t he?

He’d known when he stood above the love of his life, the healers flitting around him like little birds, telling him in hushed voices that they’d done all they could and that it was up to the Knight Commander now.

He’d known when he stood above a slab of stone, another love of his life looking pale and peaceful, even though death had taken him across the veil.

He’d known then.

What was required of him.

What was expected.

And so the boy from the slums, the wizard’s apprentice known as Sam of Wilds, made the only choice he could.

He accepted his destiny.

 

 

RYAN—

You will wake up. I know you will. There’s no other choice. And when you do, I’m not going to be there. I’m sorry for that. You’re going to be mad. I don’t blame you. I’d be pissed at you if you were doing this to me.

But I think, maybe, after the anger has faded just a little, I’d understand.

I’m hoping you can do that for me.

I don’t want to leave you.

But I think this is bigger than just you or me.

It’s my destiny.

And I still hate that word so, so much.

Because it’s not fair.

I never wanted this.

I never asked for this.

But it was given to me, regardless.

Morgan’s gone.

Randall is missing.

And if I’m going to have the strength I need to stop Myrin, then I need the Great White.

And in order to get him on our side, I need to do what he’s asking of me.

A year, Ryan. At the most.

Hold on, okay?

Just hold on.

Because one day, and one day soon, I am going to come back for you.

And I will never let you go.

I love you.

The world’s biggest Foxy Lady—

Sam

 

 

THE BOY from the slums, who had one day wished upon the stars to do something that mattered, went to the Dark Woods.

Eventually he was joined by the Dark Woods fairies, their lights bright and warm in such an unforgiving forest.

Are you sure about this, Sam?

Yes.

Then we shall guide you and stay with you until the end.

And that was a promise kept.

Sam of Wilds was a great many things. He was careless. Reckless. Inexperienced. Clever and smart, though probably too much by half.

But he loved those he cared about, and fiercely so. He would do anything for them. Regardless of whatever else could be said about him, he loved deeply.

Which is why he stood in front of the Great White for the third time, this creature who had mentored Randall, who was said to have built the entire world off his back.

And agreed to the year.

Because he loved with his whole heart.

The others were there.

Kevin.

Pat.

Leslie.

Zero.

The dragons of Verania, together at last.

And as the Great White’s eyes began to glow with a powerful light, the dragons roared around Sam of Wilds, and he felt his magic explode.

Eventually the light faded.

The dragons and Sam were gone.

The fairies disappeared into the trees, their lights flickering out.

 

 

ONCE UPON a time, there lived a boy from the slums who had a destiny.

One day he disappeared.

And in a billowing white room, a Knight Commander named Ryan Foxheart opened his eyes and said, “Sam.”

Verania held her breath.

And then—

The Darks descended, pouring out from the trees.

Meridian City fell first.

Then the villages.

Then the Port.

The City of Lockes was the last stronghold.

But eventually it fell too.

Six months after the disappearance of Sam of Wilds, the King was locked away in the dungeons and the Prince had gone underground with a knight, a hornless unicorn, and a half-giant at his side. They kept to the shadows, looking for ways to rise up. To fight back.

And Myrin?

Well.

Myrin sat on the King’s throne in Castle Lockes.

And as Verania fell before him, he smiled.





I: The Dark Woods





Chapter 1: Badass Mothercracker

 

 

BUT.

There was hope, wasn’t there?

Because even when the world seems at its darkest, there is always a light in the distance, a beacon in the night, a quiet strength that would be called upon to—

“Okay, Sam. You know I love you, right?”

I blinked up at Kevin, who towered above me as we made our way through the Dark Woods. “Yeah. Sure. I know that. It’s very nice, and I appreciate it quite a bit.”

“So don’t take this the wrong way.”

“Wow. Nothing good ever follows someone saying something like that. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, but here are reasons you suck and nobody likes you and you should die a horrible death.’”

“If you want to talk about something to suck, might I suggest my penis?”

“No. No, you may not. In fact, that might be the worst suggestion I’ve ever heard.”

“Well, then. I don’t feel bad about what I’m going to say next.”

“Remember, I’m fragile, even though I don’t look like it.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way.”

“Shoring myself up emotionally.”

“But you’ve been narrating yourself in the third person for the last hour, and you have yet to come up with an excuse to not get our asses handed to us when we get back home after ditching everyone for a year. I thought that was the entire point of this. That’s what you told me. So don’t take this the wrong way—”

“Here it comes,” I whispered fervently.

“—but you are not a beacon in the dark. And you are going to get so much shit once we get back to the others, given that Verania probably wouldn’t have fallen had we stayed. And I’m going to blame you. For everything.”

I winced. “Yep, there it is. The pain. It hurts.”

“Do you know what Gary’s going to do to us?” Kevin asked with a huff.

“He’s never going to stop murdering us, that’s for damn sure. Did you know that unicorns can hold grudges for their entire lives? It’s a species trait. If you slight a unicorn, it can sit on it for decades before one day, fifty-seven years into the future, you suddenly find yourself trampled to death in what will officially be described as a workplace accident but will be outright murder. It would be marvelous if it wasn’t so terrifying. If I die under mysterious circumstances, you should look at him first.”

“Yeah,” Kevin sighed. “Isn’t he wonderful? It’s a good thing I’m planning on telling them that you forced me to come with you.”

“Hey! I did not! You came after me!”

His eyes went wide as his bottom lip trembled. “I don’t even know what happened, Gary. One moment I was asleep by your side where I belong, and then the next I’d been bewitched by the terrible wizard who made me do things to him that were not entirely consented to but I rather enjoyed anyway.”

I snorted. “Oh please. If I ever chose to do anything to you, you’d give so much consent. Like, all the consent.”

“Enthusiastically so,” Kevin agreed. “But you’ve seen what happens when Gary gets mad. He’s going to Unicorn Rage all over your face. You’re going to look like the aftermath of a gangbang at an arts and crafts store. So much rainbow and glitter.”

“If you had finished letting me tell my awesome story, you would have heard the way I was going to get us out of being in trouble.”

“You may continue.”

“Maybe I don’t want to now.”

“Yeah. You had no plan, did you.”

“Not even remotely. But I’m sure something would have come to me. But since you interrupted my narrative, we’re screwed, and neither of us will get laid.” I paused, considering. “Or rescue our loved ones and save the kingdom from the clutches of villains. Because I should have said that one first.”

“Priorities. You have them. Do you think it’s as bad as Dimitri said?”

I sighed. “I don’t know. I guess we’ll see soon enough. He tends to be all doom and gloom. That’s what happens when you’re six inches tall.”

“But….”

“But we’ve been gone for eleven months. That’s a long time.”

“Yeah,” Kevin sighed. “It probably doesn’t help that we’re—”

A shout in the woods ahead.

We both froze.

“Is it—”

“Let me,” I said.

I closed my eyes.

And pushed.

There was green. And gold. And it poured from me, much stronger than it’d ever been before. A pulse rolled through the forest as the Dark Woods responded to it, pulling it outward, rippling through the trees. It was pure and simple and came without even the barest of thoughts.

And there they were.

Seven blips that echoed back from me. Five were dark and fetid, boiling with corrupted magic. The other two were… muted, somehow. I could tell they were there, but it was like an absence of any light. A dark space in the swirling colors of the forest.

But whoever they were, there was trouble.

I opened my eyes.

Kevin’s eyes glittered darkly. He’d felt what I had. He was a conduit, after all, able to help me channel my magic, to expand it. It was a gift that had awoken in him in our time away. He magnified everything about me.

“To the sky,” I told him quietly. “Tell the others. Wait until I give the command.”

“On it.” He spread his wings and, with a muscular thrust, lifted off above the trees and into the dark clouds above.

I reached up and pulled the hood of my cloak over my head. “I bet I look so badass right now,” I muttered. “All billowing and shit. Fuck yeah. Let’s show these mothercrackers how to get their asses kicked.”

 

 

THEY WERE moving quickly through the trees, five in pursuit of the other two. Kevin’s words echoed in my head. If we saved those being pursued, chances were they’d tell others about their rescuers, and word would get out of my return before I wanted it to. I didn’t know what we were going to say when we were finally face-to-face with those we’d left behind.

I didn’t want to be covered in rage glitter and rainbows. That was going to suck balls.

I moved through the Dark Woods, surefooted and quick. The two in the lead were beginning to lag, and I didn’t have much time before the others caught up with them. I needed to make one hell of an entrance.

I found them near a cliff’s edge. The two being chased were in makeshift armor. They didn’t have helmets but instead wore fabric over their heads and faces, leaving only their eyes visible. One was larger than the other, and he had forced the smaller figure behind him in a protective gesture. He held a sword in one hand, flourishing it defiantly. It was familiar, that practiced flip, and I thought of my knight, but this couldn’t be him. There was a slight clumsiness to him that Ryan never had.

Soon, though. I’d find him soon enough. And hope that he wouldn’t be too angry with me.

But there was one I recognized.

He stood in front of the other Dark wizards, looking as calm as if he were taking an afternoon stroll. He’d been slight when I’d first seen him, hunched over and stuttering about his sickly sister who loved HaveHeart and wanted nothing more than to meet us. But as soon as we’d reached the house, the stutter had fallen away, and he began to monologue about his mother and truth corn and blah, blah, blah, only putting himself on my shit list with everything that had come after.

This was who he was now: a slithering snake. He wore a long coat, the collar flipped up around his neck like a douchebag. His dark hair was longer, pulled back into a tight ponytail, and he had a smile on his face, teeth flashing.

And what made things stranger was the Dark magic that coursed around him. He hadn’t been a wizard when I’d seen him last. Not that I’d known. It hadn’t even seemed like he’d had a propensity for magic. It looked as if Myrin had been busy.

“Well, what do we have here?” Caleb asked, cocking his head at the two at the edge of the cliff. He sounded like an asshole, and I wanted to punch his nose off his face. “And with nowhere else to run.”

I rolled my eyes at the clichéd grossness that Caleb had devolved into. I was so going to murder his entire body for being complicit in the death of Morgan of Shadows and the injuries to Ryan Foxheart.

“Revenge,” I hissed.

Caleb jerked his head in my direction.

“Fuck,” I whispered, lying low to the ground.

He couldn’t see me, but he watched the tree line for a long minute before turning back toward the people at the cliff’s edge. “Tell me. What did you hope to achieve? I’m told you infiltrated my ranks a week ago. What exactly were you looking for?”

“Kiss my ass!” the one to the rear cried. A woman. Younger, from the sound of it. “We’re not telling you anything.”

“Katya,” the other one growled. A man. “Shut your mouth and let me handle this.”

“Yes, Katya,” Caleb said, slightly mocking. “Let him handle this.”

“Let me at him!” Katya snapped, trying to get around the man. “Let’s see how smug he can be when I get my fingernails in his eyes.”

“Ooh,” I whispered. “I like her.”

Caleb laughed. “Amusing, little girl. To think you could ever touch me. You know who I am. Which means you know what I’m capable of.” He shook his head. “It’s a pity, really. You have such balls. I could have used someone like you.”

“I would never join you,” she snarled.

“No? You seem rather… firm in that decision.”

The man was struggling to hold her back and keep his sword up at the same time. “Let us go.”

“Or what?” Caleb asked, sounding curious.

“Or you’ll regret it,” the girl growled.

“And how do you figure that?”

“Katya,” the man said again. “Don’t—”

“He’ll come for us,” Katya said, defiant and angry. “I know it. Maybe not today, and maybe not tomorrow, but he will. And you’ll be sorry.”

Caleb blinked. “Him? Who are you—surely you don’t mean—” He threw his head back and laughed uproariously. The Darks at his side looked bemused, shifting on their feet like they didn’t understand what was going on.

Katya wasn’t having any of it. “Let me go, Brant! I’m going to stab him in the asshole.”

It was weird to have a straight crush on a lady. But I powered through it.

“So you’re the Resistance,” Caleb chuckled, wiping his eyes. “Oh my. Today… today is a good day.”

Resistance, I mouthed to myself. What were they resisting? The Darks? Dimitri hadn’t said anything about—

“Let me tell you something about him,” Caleb said, taking a step forward. Brant forced Katya to take an answering step back, her feet almost to the cliff’s edge. “You have placed him upon a pedestal that he does not deserve. I would know. He murdered my mother for doing nothing but wanting the truth to be shown to the world. He has abandoned you. He has left you to this life. The man you all think of as your savior is a ghost. Verania called out for help, and he turned his back on you. Not that I blame him.” Caleb shrugged. “You people shunned him. And then he left you all behind to suffer. Trust me. He’s not coming for you. No one is.”

“Sam of Wilds will come back,” Katya said defiantly. “And when he does, you’ll be sorry.”

“Holy shit,” I whispered into the grass. “She’s talking about me. I need to hug her so bad right now for at least fourteen minutes. Sweet molasses.”

When one stumbles upon people in peril accosted by repugnant villains and then hears one’s name said in reverence, one tends to get a pretty hard-core power boner. I knew that when I made my entrance, it was going to need to be epic, and I would have to have the best catchphrase the world had ever known. I wanted to make my superfans swoon.

“Sam of Wilds is no more,” Caleb said. “I tire of you both now. Whatever you’ve taken, we’ll just pick off your corpses. I’m thinking your sword will do just nicely. Jerome, would you please?”

One of the Dark wizards next to Caleb took a step forward. He raised his hands, fingers twitching, mouth moving with words I couldn’t hear. His brow furrowed a little as he muttered under his breath. I could feel the sharp ping of his magic gathering, and it was weak and sickly, but Brant’s sword still jerked from his hand, causing him to grunt in surprise. The sword flipped toward the Darks until Caleb caught it by the hilt.

“That was a gift,” Brant growled.

“Crudely made,” Caleb said, hefting its weight a little. “But strong. You have materials. Interesting. And unexpected. Your armor shows ingenuity. It certainly fooled the Darks for a little while.” He glared at Jerome.

“Um,” Jerome said, shifting from foot to foot. “Okay. I can explain.”

“Please do.”

Jerome swallowed thickly. “They… told us. That. They were Darks. Right? And that they were blacksmiths hawking their wares? And had designed the armor themselves. And that it was the latest thing in Dark fashion.”

“And you fell for it.”

“I didn’t fall for it,” Jerome said, wiping sweat from his brow.

“You put in an order for four sets,” another Dark said. “Not that you would know anything about Dark fashion, seeing as how you dress like a homeless hooker addicted to mushrooms.”

“I did not order four sets!”

“I was literally standing right there when you said it.”

Another Dark groaned. “Oh, here we go again. I thought we’d gotten over you using that word! Why do you insist upon saying it all the time.”

Godsdammit. Not these fucking assholes again. I wanted make their nipples explode.

“I literally don’t do that. In fact, I resent the implication that—”

“Maybe if you had eaten breakfast today, you could have—”

“You know how I feel about breakfast! Why do you keep trying to change me—”

“Enough,” Caleb snapped.

“Eep,” all the other Darks said.

Caleb took a step toward Brant and Katya. “I am done with this. Your time has come. I thank you for your service. Because in the end, you will be an example for the rest of the Resistance. Morgan of Shadows is gone. Randall is gone. Sam of Wilds is gone. They are nothing but memories of a Veranian past. And soon, even that will fade. I promise you.”

“He’ll stop you,” Katya said, still rebellious. “Maybe not with us, not now, but he’ll stop you. Myrin will fail. I know this. I know this because I believe in Sam of Wilds.”

My magic sang.

I gathered it around me. The greens. The golds.

It felt like coming home.

Caleb grinned. “Let him come. We’ll be waiting.”

He raised the sword.

Brant turned and pulled Katya against him, shielding her. “Close your eyes,” I heard him murmur as my blood began to hum just underneath my skin. “We’ll cross the veil together. It’ll be okay. Just close your eyes.”

She trembled.

It was about that time that I’d had enough.

Because fuck Caleb right in his fat fucking mouth.

I stood up.

And said, “Looks like we’ve got ourselves a real pretty pickle of a situation here, don’t we?”

Everyone turned to me.

“Godsdammit,” I groaned, knowing the hood hid my face. “Okay, look. Can I try that again? I don’t know why I said pickle out of all things. Like, I’ve been sitting here almost this whole time, and I could have come up with something different. Because pickles are disgusting—which is strange, because I like cucumbers. Like, why is that a thing? Regardless, I don’t know why I used it like that. Pretty pickle, even. I’m a little rusty at the whole talking to other people thing, so you’ll have to forgive me.”

Everyone stared at me.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s try that again. Okay, so, you fucktard villains were all like, argh, I’m gonna monologue and say stupid things about stuff, and then Katya and Brant were all like, Sam of Wilds will come save us because he’s so cool and handsome and everyone thinks so and I like his hair and his face and the way he waltzes.”

“I didn’t say that,” Katya said. “Any of that, really.”

“Um, pretty sure that’s what you were implying. And I mean, it’s true, obviously. Sam of Wilds is cool and handsome and has a great face and hair and does a mean waltz. Also, he is a very generous lover.”

“I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Katya said. “I don’t know that I’d want to know that. He’s a little… I don’t know. Skinny? For my tastes. I like them thicker.”

“You like them what?” Brant asked, sounding outraged. “You are sixteen years old. You are not allowed to like anyone.”

Katya rolled her eyes. “Oh gee, you’re right. I don’t know why I thought otherwise. I’m so glad I have my big brother here to point out that I am incapable of having my own thoughts. Whatever would I do without you.”

“Holy fucking sass master,” I breathed.

“What?” Caleb said, frowning.

I coughed. “Uh. Nothing. Nothing. Okay. So, we’re doing this again. Villains, blah, blah, blah, Katya and Brant, Sam of Wilds is amazing and wonderful and has super cool knuckles—”

“Literally none of that happened,” one of the Darks said.

“It’s like you’re doing it on purpose,” another Dark muttered.

“—and here we are now, with Caleb holding his sword up, getting ready to hack innocent people to death and—Caleb? Can you… can you hold the sword up again? You’re not doing it right, and it’s really annoying.”

“Who are you?” Caleb asked, eyes narrowed.

“Your worst nightmare,” I said. “Which! Is not the line I want to use, so hold up the godsdamn sword.”

He raised the sword above Brant and Katya.

“Epic!” I said, popping my neck and wiggling the stress from my shoulders. “Now we’re talking. Okay, Katya, I need you to say what you said again. About the whole believing in Sam of Wilds thing.”

She frowned at me. “Um. Okay? I believe in Sam of Wilds.”

“Wow. You didn’t sound like you meant that at all.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“You need to sell it. Pretend your life is in mortal peril here!”

“It is,” Caleb said. “I’m about to stab them.”

“Right. Katya, come on! You’re about to get stabbed.”

“What the hell is this?” Brant asked.

“Oh no!” Katya said, sounding like the world’s most terrible actress. “My life is in mortal peril because of the stabbing. I believe in Sam of Wilds!”

“Better,” I said. “I’ll have some notes on your performance, but we can talk about that later. But as a teaser, you came off wooden and unbelievable, and I wouldn’t cast you in any play I’d put on for a summer theater. Caleb, your final threat?”

“I am going to… kill? Them?”

I squared my shoulders as a gust of wind blew over me, causing my cloak to billow around me. “Oh my fucking gods,” I whispered. “I look so cool. C’mon, Sam. Dazzle them with an awesome catchphrase.” I cleared my throat and raised my voice. “Well now, what do we have here? It seems as if we’re in a pretty pickle of a—godsdammit!”

“Enough,” Caleb snarled. And he heaved the sword down toward Brant and Katya.

One moment I was standing near the tree line, and the next I was crouched in front of Brant and Katya, forearm raised, the sword smashing into it with a loud thock! I gritted my teeth against the vibrations down my arm.

The Darks took a step back in unison.

Caleb stared down at me with wide eyes.

I grinned at him, even though he couldn’t see it. “Hey. Hi. How are you? Gauntlet, wouldn’t you know. Made of dragon scales. A gift.”

“How did you—”

“Get here in front of you in the blink of an eye? Here’s a hint: magic.”

He nodded, drawing the sword away, squaring his shoulders. “You’re going to regret the intrusion. Whoever you are.”

I stood up slowly. “I haven’t decided yet.”

He squinted at me. “Decided what?”

“If you’re gonna walk away from this. Oooh. Holy shit. I just gave myself chills.” I glanced back at Brant and Katya. “Did you guys get chills? Because I did.”

They both shook their heads, then seem to change their minds before nodding.

I frowned. “Well, this is awkward.”

“Get him,” Caleb snarled.

The Darks raised their hands, and their magic began to gather, wild and untamed. Lightning crackled from the Darks I’d met long ago on the road, crawling along their fingertips, and I almost laughed at them.

Instead I said, “Flora Bora Slam, mothercrackers.” I barely had to push.

There was a sharp crack before a hush fell over the cliffside.

“Huh,” I said. “That was easier than I thought it would be. I’m so good at this.”

Caleb turned slowly to look behind him.

Four stone statues stood there, hands raised, fingers spread wide.

“Can’t argue with the classics,” I told him. “So, wanna surrender, or should we do this the fun way?”

The sword fell from his hand, sticking upright in the soft earth. “You’re good,” he said quietly. “But unfortunately for you, I’m better. I will deal with you myself.”

“The fun way, then. I’m down with—”

He moved then, almost quicker than I could follow, hands coming up, twitching dangerously. There was a rush of a magic, a sick and infected yellow, knocking into my chest and trying to wrap around my heart. I was lifted off my feet and flew up and over Caleb and the stone Darks, then landed on my back on the other side of them. Katya cried out near the cliff, but I didn’t have time to focus on them. Caleb was stronger than I expected him to be. I underestimated him.

I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

I tilted my head back in time to see the statues of the Darks begin to break apart under Caleb’s magic. It shouldn’t have surprised me as much as it did that he was sacrificing his own men. I’d heard the stories, of course, from Dimitri, about how the Darks had descended upon Verania, but nothing they had done so far had matched this level of brutality. I had never been turned to stone before, so I didn’t know what it felt like. I almost hoped the stone Darks weren’t aware of being broken apart.

I pushed myself up off the ground as the last bits of the statues broke apart and spun lazily around Caleb.

“Okay, I can admit, that looks pretty cool,” I said. “It’s kinda hard-core for my tastes, though. I mean, those are chunks of people, dude. I could have totally turned them back.”

Caleb’s eyes narrowed. “Do I know you from somewhere? You sound familiar.”

“We’ll get to that in just a moment. First, I need to—oh, that was a distraction.”

Caleb was moving even before I finished speaking. I didn’t have time to think, much less come up with a counterspell. The stones slammed into me, starting with my feet and legs, wrapping themselves around me, fusing in place. They rose up my legs, past my knees to my thighs and hips. They hit my hands and arms, my stomach and chest, and my heart beat thunderously as the stones rose to my shoulders and neck.

“No,” Katya whispered behind him. Then, “Stop it! Leave him alone!” Brant held her back as she tried to rush Caleb.

“Any last words before you suffocate to death buried in rock?” Caleb asked me, a twisted smile on his face.

“Yeah,” I said, submerging myself in gold and green. “You shouldn’t have betrayed me.”

The skin under Caleb’s eyes twitched.

And then I detonated.

The lightning burst out of my heart, crawling along the treelike scars on my skin until I was completely electrified. The rock around me begin to split and crack until it shattered into so much dust and filtered to the forest floor. I took a step forward.

Caleb came after me. I had to hand it to him—his tenacity was truly impressive, especially in the face of such long odds.

But I’d spent nearly a year in this forest, deep in the wild. I knew its secrets, the way the trees whispered in the wind, their leaves and limbs rattling together like bones. I knew the ground beneath my feet and the canopy above.

I was part of the Dark Woods now.

I felt Caleb’s infection hurtle toward me. It was time for a demonstration.

He got maybe three or four steps before I raised my own hands in response.

He barely faltered.

That was fine.

He would see what I was capable of.

A branch from a large oak tree whipped down and wrapped around his left arm, jerking him to a halt.

His mouth dropped open.

Vines burst through the ground beneath his feet, wrapping around his legs, forcing him to his knees.

Another tree limb—maple, this time—snaked around his other arm, holding him in place.

It was over in seconds.

I barely had to move.

I breathed with the forest.

Caleb struggled against his bindings, glaring up at me. “That level of magic isn’t possible,” he snapped. “We would know if something like this existed. How are you doing this? Where do you come from? Who are you?”

Oh my gods. This was going to be so rad. I had to get it just right.

I took a step toward him. “All interesting questions. I can do this because of what my mentors have taught me, all three of them. I come from the Dark Woods to bring an end to you and yours. And as for who I am, well. That’s the best thing of all.” I reached up and slid the hood from my head. The exact second he recognized me was probably one of the top three moments of my life. I grinned rakishly at him. “I’m Sam of Dragons.”

And, just like we’d practiced, the dragons of Verania arrived.

First, a serpentine red creature burst through the clouds, landed behind Katya and Brant, and coiled his body underneath him, wings flapping furiously at his sides. “Rawr,” Zero Ravyn Moonfire said. “Which is so freaking lame. I didn’t even want to do this. I was in the middle of writing a poem lamenting my black soul, which no one understands.”

Godsdammit.

Two blue-and-white dragons came next, landing on either side of Katya and Brant, the ground shaking beneath us. Their feathers rattled as they stretched their wings, eyes flashing. “Oh dear,” Leslie said. “Zero, you know I told you that I would help you with your poetry.”

“You wanted to write about bunnies.”

“I do love them,” Leslie agreed. “Also, bunny rhymes with funny and sunny and honey, all the things sweet and lovely and—”

“You can’t write about the lamentations of my soul with sweet and lovely!”

“And I told you that poetry was not a sustainable skill,” Pat growled. “You need to do something that actually contributes to society. Like woodworking.”

“You old dyke,” Leslie said, sounding unbearably fond.

Godsdammit.

“Ta-daaaaaaaaaaaaa!” Kevin shouted as he landed behind Caleb. “’Tis I! The Beast from the East. Lord Dragon of the Dark Woods. I have returned to rule over my subjects so that they may cover me in their golden showers.”

“That’s so gross,” Zero moaned. “Why do you say things like that? Adults are the worst.”

“I meant their shinies and pretties, little bro! Not their urine. I am not into piss play. Sam! Sam. Tell my little brother I don’t like being urinated on. Well, not that I’ve actually tried it, so I can’t say for sure. Never mind, Sam. Don’t tell him anything yet. I must further explore my kinks before I can say one way or another.”

Godsdammit.

And then he came, like a moon crashing into the earth. He dwarfed everything else.

“GW,” I said.

“I told you never to call me that,” the Great White rumbled, trees crashing down as he landed upon them. “It’s demeaning, and I will not stand for it.”

“I will not stand for it,” I mocked under my breath.

Caleb’s eyes bulged.

“You guys all suck,” I told the dragons of Verania. “We practiced this entrance. For weeks. The least you could do is all roar in unison so we can salvage this atrocity.”

“Meow,” Leslie said, lips twitching.

“I hate you guys so fucking much.”

“Hey!” Kevin said. “What about me?”

“Don’t even get me started on—”

“Dragons,” GW growled. “Roar.”

Kevin’s eyes shifted black. Leslie’s and Pat’s turned blue. Zero’s burned red. GW’s went opaque.

And I felt each of them pulsing in my head.

They roared then.

“Yessss,” I hissed. “This. Is. Awesome.”

As the sound echoed through the forest, I crouched down in front of Caleb. “I’ve dreamed of this moment for almost a year,” I told him quietly. “For the part you played. You. Me. Face-to-face. I could use Brant’s sword. Push it through your chest. Make you feel every inch of it. And maybe I will. Someday. But first I need you to deliver a message. Can you do that?”

He nodded slowly.

“Good. Here it is: I have returned. And I will take Verania back for its people. You tell Myrin… you tell him that I will come for him. That I will come for all of you. I have accepted my destiny, much like he has accepted his. These paths we’re on—even if they were set in stone, he would do well to remember that stone crumbles. He has taken from me. And I aim to take everything from him. Now go. Before I change my mind.”

I arched an eyebrow, and the tree limbs and roots unfurled from his body. He scrambled to his feet, taking a step back, bumping into Kevin’s leg. Kevin craned his neck down until he was face-to-face with Caleb, spikes on the back of his neck rattling. “Are you sure I can’t eat him?” Kevin growled. “Like mother, like son.”

Caleb’s face paled.

“Wow,” I breathed. “That was hard-core. I approve. Of what you said, not the eating thing.”

“But someday?”

“Possibly. Maybe I’ll help too.”

“Ooh, cannibalism. I can dig it. You hear that, traitor? My boy is gonna eat your toes.”

Caleb took off running into the woods.

“That went well,” I announced as soon as his footsteps had fallen away. “I do have some notes, as I indicated previously. Dragons, you all suck. It’s like you remembered absolutely nothing about what we practiced. I’m embarrassed by all of you. I’m giving every consideration to firing all of you.”

They all began to protest immediately. Well, all except for GW. He looked like he wished we had all never existed.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, waving their complaints away. “Maybe if you had learned your lines. And Katya!” I turned toward the people standing behind me. Both had removed their masks, and I could see the resemblance now. They had fiery red hair, Brant’s cut short and Katya’s pulled back into a loose ponytail. Their faces were an explosion of endearing freckles. And both were extraordinarily pale, eyes wide, as if they’d seen a ghost. Which was ridiculous, of course, because ghosts didn’t exist. “Have you ever thought about being an actress?”

She shook her head slowly.

“Good. Because you were terrible. My gods, woman. Your calling isn’t in the theater, let me tell—oomph!”

She launched herself at me, wrapping her arms tightly around my neck, her makeshift armor digging into my chest.

“Oh man,” I breathed. “I love hugging. Lady-dude, you are on my epic list. Aside from the acting thing.”

And so I hugged her back, because that was what one did.

“You’re here,” she whispered, voice trembling. “You’re real, and you’re here.”

“This is true,” I agreed, absurdly touched by this girl I’d never met. It was strange, hugging another person again after so long. Dragons weren’t as cuddly as one might think, no matter how much Kevin tried. “I’m real.”

She pulled back carefully, searching my face. “They’re not going to believe this back at Camp HaveHeart.”

“I’m sure they won’t—wait. Back at where?”

Her smile was wide and beautiful. “The base camp. For the Resistance, led by Knight Commander Ryan Foxheart, Grand Prince Justin of Verania, and their second-in-command, Lady Tina DeSilva of the Foxy Lady Brigade.”

I was pretty sure my brain broke.





Chapter 2: The Lament of Sam of Dragons

 

 

“GODSDAMN DIMITRI,” I muttered as we made our way through the Dark Woods. “Godsdamn Dimitri and his not telling me about Resistances or HaveHeart camps or Foxy Lady Brigades. And godsdamn him straight to the underworld for saying nothing about Lady Tina DeSilva. I will have her head on my—”

“What is he growling about?” Katya whispered to Kevin.

“I don’t care,” Kevin whispered back. “I’ve had to hear his angst for the past eleven months. I’m sort of over it. I’m actually not even listening to him right now. Your brother is hot.”

Brant blushed furiously as Katya groaned.

“Rude,” I said. “Also, do you need to be reminded of what I’ve had to listen to for the past eleven months? You were the reason GW made me put on the sexual harassment seminar.”

“I am sexually adventurous—”

“Aggressive.”

“—and it’s not my fault you were the only thing within any distance that I could try and get up on. We were with a child, two lesbians, and an old fart. What else was I supposed to do, since you forced me to go with you?”

“That is not what happened!”

“Sam bewitched me to follow him into the forest,” Kevin told Katya and Brant. “I wanted to stay with my horde and my unicorn, but noooo. Sam here made me leave with him to the land of celibacy. Do you know how backed up I am right now? I could probably impregnate a rock.”

“Oh my goodness,” Katya breathed. “That was more information than I required.”

“You better not impregnate my sister,” Brant said seriously, hand on his sword. “Or me.”

Kevin’s lip curled in disgust. “Don’t be crude. I would never. There is only one creature worthy of carrying my children, and his name is Gary.”

“Gary can’t carry your children,” I reminded him, feeling ill that such words were even coming out of my mouth. “You’re both dudes. He doesn’t have a uterus.”

“Since you’re such an expert at Gary’s insides and all. I told you, pretty, all you had to do was ask, and we’d include you in our—”

“Nope. Nope, nope, nope. I’m gonna stop you right there. You are terrible, and we have other things to focus on. Such as Lady Tina DeSilva and how we’re going to eviscerate her.”

“Are you sure this is Sam of Wilds?” Brant asked his sister. “Because I thought he’d be more… not this.”

“I’m completely sure,” Katya said. She glanced at me. “Okay, a little sure.”

“Hey! I’m not Sam of Wilds anymore. I’m a full-fledged wizard now. Sam of Dragons for the win!”

“They grow up so fast,” Kevin said, smiling down at me.

We were following Katya and Brant through the Dark Woods, supposedly to this Camp HaveHeart. I didn’t trust them, not fully (and how could I after the Lady Tina thing? That was just ridiculous), but I figured it was as good a place to start as any. I wasn’t too worried about them betraying us. If they turned out to be villains, I would make their insides go on their outsides, and that would be that.

The other dragons had stayed in the woods under the guidance of GW. Five dragons descending upon a camp would probably send people into a panic. Kevin had been allowed to come because he was just as much a part of this as I was. The others would come when I called for them.

Katya and Brant had told us haltingly in turn that Camp HaveHeart was a stronghold in what remained of the Port of Verania, outside of the City of Lockes. With the sea behind them, they’d been able to take back the Port from the Darks, who had then holed up inside the middle and upper quadrants of the City around Castle Lockes. They’d regained control of the sea town about six months ago, and they were building an army of Resistance fighters made up of knights and army and civilians alike. It was there Ryan Foxheart and Prince Justin had begun to plot to try and take the City, though it was slow going.

“He’s going to be so happy to see you,” Katya told me. “They all will.”

I had trouble believing that, but I pushed it away. One thing at a time. “Gary and Tiggy?”

Brant groaned. “They’re with them. Gary is… I guess I’ve never met a unicorn before, because I didn’t expect him to be… like that.”

“Yeah,” Kevin said. “Isn’t he wonderful?”

“Uh. Yes. That’s exactly what I meant.”

“The four of them were gone on a mission when we left,” Katya said. “They’re due back in a few days. Most likely we’ll arrive before them.”

“And my parents?” I asked, throat suddenly thick. Dimitri had told me they were okay, but I needed to hear it again.

“Joshua and Rosemary are some of the best fighters we have.”

“They’re the best what?”

Brant and Katya exchanged a look I didn’t quite understand. “Rosemary trains all of the civilians,” Katya said slowly.

“And Joshua was the one who made me my sword,” Brant said.

“So many words,” I grumbled. “We’re going to have so many words when we get back, they don’t even know.”

“This is going to be the best day ever,” Kevin said. “Except for the part where everyone is going to yell at me for being bewitched by Sam. Also, Sam, a question, if I may.”

“No.”

“I’m going to ask it anyway.”

“No, you may—”

“When we get to Camp HaveHeart—which, I don’t know why they couldn’t have gone with Camp DragonCorn, since it sounds so much better—might I regale everyone with a completely true story of how I totally saved your life today so that I may delay any animosity that could come in my direction?”

“No.”

“Follow-up question, if I may. Why are you such a bitch?”

“It’s good to be back,” I sighed.

 

 

IT TOOK us three days to get to what remained of the Port.

During that time, I learned the following:

Brant and Katya were attempting to infiltrate a random Dark camp in order to gather intel. It turned out to be nothing but a mismanaged farm, but before they left, they’d been able to poison the well with a concoction given to them by Letnia of Meridian City, guaranteed to kill anything that came into contact with it. I was glad to know she was still kicking and terrifying.

Letnia was helping Mama and Moishe run the Resistance on the outskirts of Meridian City. Apparently they had taken over Old Clearing and were using it as a base for her army of whores and courtesans. The last they’d heard from Mama was two weeks before, when she’d said they didn’t have any operations planned in the near future, as they were running out of supplies.

Good King Anthony was being held in the dungeons of Castle Lockes, probably being forced to poop into a bucket. Spies inside Castle Lockes said that he was being treated mostly well, given that he was intimidating and had a killer mustache. Apparently Myrin had no need for the King and mostly left him alone.

The Foxy Lady Brigade was apparently made up of the members of the Ryan Foxheart Fan Club Castle Lockes Chapter, and they were the deadliest assassins that the Resistance had. “Apparently you know all those people, don’t you, Mervin?” Katya asked me, and I considered going back to find Caleb and handing her over. I didn’t ask any questions about Lady Tina, because I refused to believe it.

Gary still hadn’t found his horn, which made him cranky as all hell, and he regularly threatened to “cut some bitches, because Gary is about to bring the pain.”

Tiggy had amassed an even larger broom collection for reasons no one understood.

No one knew where Randall was. Castle Freeze Your Ass Off was empty.

Pete was gone.

“What?” I whispered, stopping in the middle of the woods.

Kevin whimpered, wings drooping.

Brant sighed. “During a rescue. From one of the enslavement camps. He went back for some people we had to leave behind and… well. They got out. He didn’t. He saved them.”

“When?” I asked hoarsely.

“Four months ago,” Brant said. “It was a good death. A hero’s death.”

As if that made it any better.

 

 

ON THE night before we made it to Camp HaveHeart, I couldn’t sleep, so I volunteered for the first watch. We didn’t want to risk a fire, and the night air was cool to the point of being brisk. I had a thin blanket wrapped around my shoulders, and it hit me then that I was pretty godsdamn sick of being in the forest.

Brant and Katya were curled up next to each other, a single blanket spread over the both of them. They were apparently used to such conditions, like the soldiers that they were. Verania’s army typically didn’t allow anyone under the age of seventeen to enlist, but given the current circumstances, I wasn’t surprised that Katya was allowed in. It made me wonder how many other children were involved, and that made my stomach curdle.

The stars above were peeking through the heavy clouds, and I was sure I saw David’s Dragon twinkling mockingly at me. I glared up at it, daring the dragon to make any kind of appearance. He didn’t, of course. I hadn’t seen him since that day in Castle Freeze Your Ass Off when he told me that the Northern dragons were mated lesbians. Apparently I had done my part in the gods’ destiny and he hadn’t needed to offer further instruction like a jerk.

I sighed and pulled my pack toward me. It was heavy, but not because of many possessions. No, GW was under the impression that material things were not conducive to a wizard’s training. The fact that that decree had come from a dragon, a species known for hoarding anything and everything, was almost laughable. But unfortunately for me, he was serious and had only let me keep a few things.

We’d argued. Of course we had. I was me, and he was a bitch. He reminded me of Randall in that regard, a topic he refused to speak on. But there was one thing I wouldn’t budge on, one thing that I adamantly refused to discard. A small note, the paper worn and creased, with words that meant more to me than anything I owned written upon it.

To Mervin:

Don’t worry.

I’m a Sam Girl too.

Our secret?

Ryan Foxheart.

GW had said a cornerstone was a weakness. That it distracted from a wizard’s potential. Look at Randall and Myrin, he’d whispered in my ear. Look at what had become of them.

I told him Ryan was one of the reasons I’d come to him at all, and nothing could take that away from me.

He continued to push.

I pushed back.

I conceded many things.

Ryan Foxheart was never one of them. And he never would be.

I sighed, then folded up the note and put it carefully back into my pack. We’d get to Camp HaveHeart tomorrow and would soon see all those we left behind. Kevin was right in that whatever reaction we got wasn’t going to be good. I hoped they would still be happy to see me, even if they hated my guts. And I didn’t even want to think of Justin and Ryan being all buddy-buddy, going on adventures together, fighting side by side, taking back their country. It’d lead to one night when they’d look across the fire at each other, and then all of a sudden they’re butt-fucking and Ryan is telling Justin he made a mistake with me and that he loves him forever, and they’ll probably have adopted a baby by now and named it something idiotically trendy like Mango or Lima Bean, and then I’ll show up and Ryan will be like, “Sorry, Sam. You left, and now Justin owns my heart and Lima Bean owns my soul, and we are happy working on our organic farm and—”

God, I hated Lima Bean, and I didn’t even know if she existed.

There were four other things in my pack.

A set of spare trousers, because I was always taught you should never go on a trip without a clean pair of trousers.

The other things?

Grimoires.

Mine.

Morgan’s.

Myrin’s.

In the past year, I had never opened either of theirs.

Myrin’s, because I couldn’t get over the anger I felt toward him.

Morgan’s, because my heart still broke every time I looked at it.

GW had said nothing about their Grimoires, only instructing me on my own.

In fact, Morgan and Myrin hadn’t been mentioned much at all.

That was something I didn’t push, only because I was still mired in my own guilt.

“You look troubled, pretty,” a voice rumbled from above me. I tilted my head back to see a glittering eye watching me. I was sitting against his side, my back warmed by the fire that burned within him. “You worried about tomorrow?”

I shrugged, looking away.

“It’s okay to be scared.”

“I’m not scared.” It was easier to lie.

“Okay. I am.”

I didn’t expect that. “You are?”

He rumbled lowly, the tip of his tail twitching where it was curled near my feet.

“Why?”

“We’ve been gone a long time. Things can change. Things have changed. We’re not the same as we used to be. We can’t expect them to be either.”

“What if—” I sighed. “We always knew this day would come.”

“We did, yes.”

“And we’ve been looking forward to it since the moment we left.”

“This is true.”

“Then why do we feel this way?”

He didn’t speak for a while, just kept breathing in deep and letting it out slowly. It was soothing, and it helped a little. He said, “Because we don’t yet know if we made the right decision in going with the Great White. In doing what your destiny expected of you.”

“I still hate that word,” I grumbled.

“I can see why. I think most people that have one grow to despise it. But it’s what you do with it in the end that counts the most.”

“That was pretty lame.”

“And yet, there it is.”

“Ugh.”

“Right?”

I looked back up at him again. His eye was still on me. “What if I’m not me anymore?”

“Who would you be?”

“I was Sam of Wilds before. Now I’m… not that.”

“Do you feel different?”

I did. Magic had always been a part of me, even if I hadn’t known it. And when I finally became aware of who I was, what I could do, it was always flitting along the edges of my vision, those bright colors that only I could see. When I used them, when I pulled them into me and shoved them outward, there was always a sense of force behind it, like I was exerting copious amounts of energy to use it.

Now, though? Now it was the easiest thing in the world. I was mired in the green and gold, moving in concert with it, manipulating it at whim. I’d seen the extent of Randall’s magic, the power of his lightning, and the strength of Morgan’s in his containment and compression, and they had always been drained after, and rightly so. Magic had a cost to it, a price to pay for using it.

A ceiling, even.

And when I was an apprentice, I knew that. I experienced that. Anytime I was forced to use large quantities of magic, having it burst from my head and heart, I was weak and practically useless afterward.

It wasn’t like that anymore.

And even though he didn’t say anything out loud, I knew it concerned GW. Whether because of the implications of my strength or the potential to use me as a weapon, I didn’t know. If I turned Dark, there would be no Resistance. They would be wiped out before they could even fight back. I knew it worried him, especially when he tried to drill into my head that I had to depend on myself and no one else. “A cornerstone is a human,” he’d told me. “Humans are fallible. Fragile. They bend and then they break. Or worse, they turn on a wizard and force them into a spiral, taking everything they hold dear away. Why should you have so much faith in a single person? Why can you not stand on your own?”

That had resonated with me for the longest time.

It was bullshit. It had to be bullshit.

Because I firmly believed that Morgan and Randall wouldn’t have encouraged my relationship with Ryan after all they’d been through if they hadn’t thought it was worth it. That it was the right thing to do.

But there were thoughts, late at night while I lay in the hut I’d built deep in the Dark Woods under the Great White’s instruction, where I wondered if they’d lied about that too.

“I’m Sam of Dragons now,” I told Kevin. “It’s not the same.”

“Pretty badass, if I say so myself.”

“Because you’re one of those dragons.”

“Well, yes. But still. It’s a good name for you. But it’s just a name. It doesn’t define you.”

I snorted. “We both know that’s not true. The whole point of this was to be defined. To become this person I am now.”

He shifted a little behind me, lowering his head until he pressed his snout against my forehead, a semblance of a kiss. “A name is a name is a name,” he said.

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Or does it make all the sense. I’m quite philosophical, as you know.”

“I do?”

“Above all else, pretty, you are Sam. Whatever title you have doesn’t change that. Maybe you’ve grown since last they’ve seen you, but in the end, you’re still the Sam they know. That will never change.”

“I’m scared,” I admitted.

“I know.”

I then gave voice to words that were thick and sticky, clinging to my throat and tongue. “What if there’s no place for us anymore? What if they’ve moved on without us?”

“Then we remind them why we belong with them. To them. For they’re ours, just as much as we’re theirs. They’ll see. In time.”

“Do you truly believe that?”

“I do,” he said quietly. “With all of my hearts.”

I looked back down at my pack and the Grimoires I knew were inside.

“You ever going to open them?”

I shrugged. “Don’t know. One day, maybe. But not today.”

“He’d want you to.”

I tensed at that. “Don’t.”

“Sam—”

“Please.”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

I laughed hollowly. “Then whose fault was it?”

“Myrin’s. Always him. Never you. You are not responsible for his actions.”

“If I hadn’t been tricked by that bastard Caleb, then we—”

“And that was Caleb. Not you. It was him and Ruv and Myrin. Morgan did what he did because he knew you would do the same for him. He loved you, Sam. More than anything else in the world. Of course he would step between you and the Dark. You would have done the same for him, as you would for any of us. And you showed just how strong you were when you let Caleb go. I know that must have been difficult.”

“I’m not like them. I can’t just… kill. No matter how much I want to. But it was close.”

“I know. I felt it.”

“Stupid dragons.”

He chuckled softly. Then, “You’ll have to. Kill. It’ll come down to it, I think. Either you or Myrin. If I could do it for you, I would. Your heart is expansive, Sam, but it’s also soft. I would carry that burden for you if I could. I have no qualms about eating men.”

“Even though you’re a vegetarian?”

“Even though. I can shit out some bones and flesh if it means keeping you safe.”

“That’s… disgusting. Sweet, but mostly disgusting.”

I felt his breath on the back of my neck. “We’re almost home. And then we’ll see what we see. It’ll be okay, Sam. I promise. They’ll understand in the end. We did what we did for them. We’ll set things right. I promise.”

And I wanted to believe him. With everything I had.

Long after he’d fallen asleep and the sounds of the forest at night echoed around us, I looked up and saw a break in the clouds, the inky black sky beyond. I let myself have something that I hadn’t in a very long time.

A moment to wish upon the stars.

I have done everything you’ve asked of me. And I haven’t asked for much in return. I’m not the same person I once was. I know that. But please, let them see me for who I am. Let them love me just the same. I wish for that more than anything. They don’t have to forgive me for everything, not right away, but please. Just let them see me for who I am. I’m Sam. I’m Sam. I’m Sam.

 

 

THE MAIN roads between Castle Lockes and the Port were empty, and startlingly so. Before I’d left, at this time of day there would have been dozens of people walking, hauling carts either by hand or horse. The air should have been filled with voices talking and laughing and singing about anything and everything.

We kept to the trees, Brant and Katya saying it was safer. While the Darks tended to stay away from the Port after suffering a humiliating defeat there, that didn’t mean they wouldn’t be on the road at some point. “We have to keep you a secret for as long as we can,” Brant told me when I tried to object because I could handle a handful of Darks. “It was part of the contingency plan.”

“The contingency what, now?”

“For when you came back.”

I glanced at Kevin, who just shrugged.

“You do know we’ve been waiting for you, right?” Katya asked slowly. “It’s why the Resistance exists at all. Because of you. General Gary and Major Tiggy always believed—”

“General and Major who?”

“Yeah. They picked out their own names.”

“Oh my gods. They’re the worst. I love them so much, you don’t even know.”

She smiled briefly at her brother when he held a tree branch out of the way so she could pass by. “They always knew you’d come back at some point. They’re the ones who pushed for the Resistance.”

“Those idiots,” I said, preening just a little. Then, “Wait. What about Ryan? And Justin?”

Brant coughed.

Katya hesitated. “Um. Justin followed along with Gary and Tiggy. Ryan was… a harder sell.”

I stopped. They looked back at me nervously. “He didn’t think I was coming back, did he.”

“It’s not that he didn’t—”

“Katya,” Brant said. “Maybe this should come from the Knight Commander. It has nothing to do with us.”

She looked like she wanted to argue, but she kept quiet.

I had told myself time and time again that I made the choices I had for the greater good. That I was thinking of my destiny and what the gods had asked of me when I left the City of Lockes behind and entered the Dark Woods in search of a great dragon. That even though my heart was breaking at the thought of leaving those I loved behind, I was doing the right thing. That I wasn’t running away.

I didn’t know if I believed that. Not completely. I’d tried to convince myself of the same things back when we’d set off for Mashallaha. Ryan had even asked me then, somewhere in the desert, if I was running away rather than facing my problems head-on.

That was how he must have seen it. He must have read the letter I left for him when he’d woken up from a grievous wound that I might as well have caused myself. I’d told him I was going to come back for him, but I wasn’t even there when he woke up. Of course he didn’t believe me.

“Um,” Katya said. “Why are your eyes so wide, and why do I feel like my heart is breaking?”

“Oh no,” Kevin muttered from somewhere above me. “You’ve gone and done it now, girly. See that look on his face? Like it was Sam’s birthday and then there was a party and a lot of people came and everyone brought Sam a present and all the presents turned out to be puppies and Sam lay on the ground and the puppies crawled all over him and he was so happy and then everyone yelled, ‘Ha ha, we’re just kidding, none of these are for you,’ and then they took all the puppies away? That look?”

“That’s exactly it,” Brant said.

“That’s Sam’s angst face,” Kevin explained. “It means he’s lamenting everything about his life and questioning all his decisions and will probably end up sounding like a fourteen-year-old emo dragon in three… two… one—”

“My soul has become a withered husk, and I feel the need to sit in a darkened room and read poetry by a snake dragon monster thing about the darkness within us all,” I told no one in particular.

“And there it is,” Kevin said. “If we’re lucky, maybe he’ll recite his own poetry, even though he’ll deny he’s written any. Trust me when I say it’s amazing.”

“My soul is black just like a cat. And here I am, and that is that. My feelings consume my mind, but outwardly, I tell everyone I’m fine.”

Kevin frowned. “Did I say amazing? I meant dreadful. My bad.”

“This is your hero?” Brant whispered to his sister.

She squinted at me. “I… think so?”

“You should just leave me here,” I moaned. “I’ll lay down here and die and then become one with the forest. Decades from now, my bones will have fused with the roots of a weeping willow, and legend will say that if the wind is blowing through my branches just right, you can hear me crying out for my beloved. Babe! Baaaaaaaaaaaabe!”

“Oh boy,” Kevin said. “Don’t you worry, people I just met who should be more in awe of me than you actually are. I know just how to handle this.” He cleared his throat before peering down at me. “Hey, champ. Hey. Hey, there. What’s going on in that noggin of yours? Huh?” He tapped a single claw against my forehead. “What’s up in the noodle, my little doodle? Do you need to toss the sports ball around with your old man? Huh? Is that what you need? Or do you just need to be fucked? Yeah, you just need to be fucked, don’t you. Okay. Well, if you insist, Baladush and Kaliope can just wait here—”

“Brant and Katya,” Katya said.

“—and you and I can find a nice clearing next to a brook where you can punch my junk for a little while.”

“We’re not normally like this,” I told Katya. “But honestly? You’ve just basically told me the love of my life hates me. If anything, this is your fault. Well, actually, I take that back. Not the part about this being your fault, because it is. But the part about how we’re not normally. This is how Kevin is all the time, and no, Kevin, I do not want to find a clearing next to a brook to punch your junk.”

“Your body is saying no, and your heart is also saying no,” Kevin purred. “You know how I like a fight—you know what? That crossed a line. I apologize. I would never do anything to take away your autonomy. Forgive me, pretty?”

“You’re forgiven,” I said, patting him on the nose. “Just don’t say anything like that again.”

“You know I can’t promise you that.”

“I know.”

“We good?”

“We’re good.”

We looked back at Katya and Brant expectantly.

They gaped at us.

“Why are we just standing around?” I asked them. “We have places to go, people to yell at us and hate us and break our hearts, in case you forgot.”

“It’s so hard to find good help in the middle of a forest,” Kevin said, frowning at our new companions. “So far I’m not impressed. And to think I was going to offer to fly them the rest of the way. I think not.”

“Oooh,” I said. “You guys are on the Suck List now. That was capitalized, so you know it’s true.”

“I also have a Suck List.”

“Kevin, not the time.”

“Right.”

“I mean, he looks like Sam, right?” Katya asked her brother.

“I think so?”

I rolled my eyes. “You guys are hysterical. Really. Chop-chop!”

 

 

WE BROKE the tree line near the Port, after making sure there was no one else on the road. I looked east, and at the horizon, I could make out a faint outline of the City of Lockes and Castle Lockes itself. Seen from a great distance, it was hazy and seemed as far away as it’d been when I’d been with GW and the others in the woods. It was just a glimpse, but it caused my heart to climb into my throat.

There, behind those walls, was my home.

My King, trapped in the dungeons.

My mentor, and all the memories that came with him.

My enemy, sitting upon a throne that did not belong to him.

Did Myrin already know of my return?

If not, it’d be soon. Caleb would see to that.

Part of me wanted to demand Kevin fly me to Castle Lockes now just so I could face Myrin and get this over with. I had the dragons. I had my magic. GW thought I wasn’t yet ready, telling me there was still much I needed to learn, especially in the face of Myrin having Morgan’s magic combined with his own.

But that didn’t matter in the end. Because while the Great White had been able to slow Zero’s cycle, we had perhaps a month left before he would feel the call of his kind and return to his home in the desert to sleep away the next hundred years. And if the gods were right, I needed him just as much as I needed the others.

The clock was ticking.

Within the next month, this would be over, one way or another.

“All right?” Kevin asked me quietly as Brant and Katya crossed the road.

“Yeah,” I said.

He followed my gaze to the City of Lockes. “We’ll get it back, pretty. All of it. I know it.”

I nodded and crossed the road toward the Port.

 

 

THE PORT had been a center of commerce for Verania, a bustling extension of the City of Lockes. It was always a little grimier, and stank of fish and salt, but it was an important part of the economy. Trade routes led through the Port by land and sea. Ships of all sizes sailed from faraway lands, bringing wares to trade: spices that made smoke leak out your ears, fabrics that felt like the caress of a lover, alcohol that caused one to believe that one was a fantastic singer and led one to regale anyone within earshot with the joys of “Cheesy Dicks and Candlesticks,” no matter how many times the audience had heard it before. (“Why does Ryan get that disgusting dreamy look on his face every time he hears that song?” Justin had demanded. “It’s like he’s been enchanted by a godsdamn siren. And Sam, do you really have to sing it again? I am going to harm you irreparably!”)

The people of the sea town were of the hardworking sort, rising even before the sun to head to the docks, fishing vessels sailing out while the stars above started to fade and a light appeared in the east, passing the ships of the night fishers coming back after hours at sea. They’d be met by others on the docks, ready to pack the haul on ice for transport to the markets in the Port and the City of Lockes.

The people here weren’t like those in the King’s Court. They worked from sunup to sundown, while still others worked the entire night away. It was a never-ending cycle, and it kept the wheels of Verania spinning smoothly.

They were of the rough sort, the dockworkers and the fishermen and women. Maybe not so much as those that skulked in the shadows of Meridian City, but they’d probably feel more at home there than they ever would in the City of Lockes. But they loved their King as much as the rest of us, and rarely had issues with the Crown. Aside from the time where there was the threat of a strike that the King had stepped in and mediated, I’d never known there to be any strife.

It probably helped that out of all the cities and villages in Verania, the Port had had the lowest number of people signing the petition to have me removed from my position as the apprentice to the King’s Wizard and banished from Verania. I tended to like people who didn’t give a shit about things like that.

Speaking of.

“So, hypothetically,” I said to Brant and Katya as we approached a set of large gates at the entrance to the Port—something that hadn’t been there before I’d left. “Let’s say we arrive at the Port—I mean, Camp HaveHeart—and I come face-to-face with a teenage girl I deem not fit for living. Would there be consequences if I were to, hypothetically, explode her in front of everyone with nothing but the power of my mind?”

“You can do that?” Brant asked, eyes wide.

I smiled reassuringly at him. “Hypothetically.”

He didn’t look very reassured. If anything, I thought maybe he walked farther away from me, pulling his sister along with him. Which, rude.

“Hypothetically, you’d probably get arrested,” Katya said.

“Interesting. Follow-up hypothetical. What if said teenage girl was the incarnation of evil, and by eradicating her, the world would be a much better place?”

“He’s talking about Lady Tina,” Kevin whispered to Brant. “In case you couldn’t figure it out on your own. And he’s not being hypothetical. He’s being for real.”

Katya bristled a little. “Lady Tina has been instrumental in helping the Resistance get as far as we have. The Foxy Lady Brigade has taken out more high-ranking Darks than any other group, including the knights. She’s second-in-command for a reason.”

“Yeah,” I said. “About that. Is there any possibility that all of you have lost your godsdamned minds? Do you know what she did? Aside from starting the whole movement against me, she always accused me of having dry muffins! My muffins were not dry, no matter what she said or how they tasted like sandpaper.”

“She also played a part in leading you to Ruv and Myrin,” Kevin added.

“Oh. Right. That too.” I glared at Brant and Katya. “She betrayed us. To Myrin. You expect me to believe that Ryan and Justin, both of whom she is obsessed with, forgave her for everything she’s done? I refuse to believe it, and to you I say good day.”

“Maybe you should just—”

“I said good day, Brant. What part of that do you not understand?”

He frowned. “All of it?”

“She’s changed,” Katya said.

“Snakes shed their skin but are still snakes,” I retorted.

“Oooh, burn,” Kevin said. “You all just got third-degree burns. How does it feel to have burns that destroyed your epidermis and go farther to affect deeper tissue?”

“This guy gets it,” I said.

Katya shook her head. “She regrets many things. She knows the mistakes she made and is doing everything she can to fix them. If the Knight Commander and the Prince can trust her, don’t you think you should give her a chance?”

“They don’t make the best decisions. They were probably lost without me, and she whispered her sweet poison in their ears about how Rystin is so much better than HaveHeart, and that—wait a minute. Were you part of the We-Hate-Sam-A-Lots?”

“I wasn’t,” Katya assured me.

“Um,” Brant said.

“Traitor!” Kevin gasped.

“Kevin! Make me billow!”

“Now? Are you sure this is the right time for billowing—”

“Kevin!”

He sucked in a great breath and blew it in my direction. My cloak billowed around me, my hair flopping dramatically. I squared my shoulders and held my head high. I thought about pulling my hood up, but I didn’t want to overdo it. “I am Sam of Dragons, returned to my people to save them from the darkness and defeat the evil wizard Myr—dude. Kevin. What did you eat? Your breath is terrible. God, it’s like the inside of one of those rest stop outhouses on the way to Meridian City where it’s basically a hole in the ground in which to do your business. My gods.”

“You don’t smell like sunshine and roses yourself, pretty,” Kevin snarked at me. “You’ve been living in the woods for a year. I’m pretty sure your eyebrows are starting to rival Randall’s.”

“What are we waiting for?” I demanded to Brant and Katya. “I need to pluck before I attempt to woo back my beloved! Lead the way, you cretins!”

“This is going to be a nightmare,” Brant muttered. “Are you sure we have to tell everyone we found them? Maybe we can just act like we’re arriving at the same time.”

“We might as well get this over with,” Katya said, patting her brother on the arm. “I mean, how bad could it possibly be?”

 

 

ALARMS STARTED ringing as soon we approached the gates.

Guards along the walkways on the walls around the Port began to shout and scramble, pulling their weapons.

Someone shot an arrow at us.

It bounced off Kevin’s scales and fell to the ground.

“Huh,” Kevin said, looking down at it. “I do believe someone just tried to kill me. Permission to destroy everything?”

“Permission denied. For now. Wait until we get closer to see who did it. If it was Lady Tina, then you have my permission. If it wasn’t, we’ll renegotiate depending on who it was. I have a feeling I dislike many people here already.”

“Understood. Also, you are very sexy when you take charge.”

“Fuck off.”

“Copy that.”

Katya and Brant were shouting something up at the guards, but I wasn’t paying any mind, because I thought I recognized one of the men standing above us. He was wearing an ill-fitting uniform and clutching a spear like his life depended on it, his ears sticking out adorably. I knew those ears.

“Todd?”

“Sam?” he squeaked, staring down at me, eyes wide. “Holy shit, is that Sam of Wilds?”

Everyone fell silent almost immediately.

I grinned up at him. “Dude! Look at you! Being all manly and awesome. Have you stabbed anyone with that thing?”

“Of course not!”

“Oh. Wow. That’s… strangely disappointing.”

“Where the hell have you been!”

I cocked my head. “In the woods. With this guy.”

Kevin grinned at him. He had many, many teeth.

The guards didn’t seem to like that very much.

“How do we know you’re the real Sam of Wilds?” a man next to Todd shouted down. “You could be a fake! And that dragon could be… fake. Also.”

“Todd knows I’m not a fake,” I said, winking at him. “Don’t you, Todd?”

He sputtered. His ears turned a little red. I wanted to pinch them.

“Still as charming as ever,” I said.

“Are you—are you flirting with me?”

“What? No! I mean, I’ve got my boo and all. But if he’s left me for Justin or some other floozy—not that Justin is a floozy or anything, because best friend 5eva—but if he’s left me for my best friend 5eva, then I will probably break down emotionally and need someone to lean on, and in a moment of weakness, we might accidentally have pity sex that we’ll both regret. The next morning we’ll wake up and I’ll offer to make you pancakes, even though I want nothing more than for you to leave and you’ll say, ‘Sure, I love pancakes!’ because you won’t get the hint. And then I’ll say, ‘I’m not making you pancakes, get out.’ And then years down the road, we’ll pass each other on the street and wave awkwardly at each other and you’ll think about how awesome my deep-throating skills are and I’ll think about how I’m late for an important business meeting—because apparently I have business meetings in this weird fantasy of yours—and then we’ll go our separate ways.”

Everyone was staring at me.

“Sorry,” I said hastily. “I haven’t had a lot of human interaction in a very long time. I’m a little rusty. I also might have forgotten about societal norms. Do we make sexually aggressive remarks now, or is that just a dragon thing?”

“I’ve trained him so well,” Kevin said fondly.

“That’s Sam of Wilds,” Todd sighed. “I would know that nonsense anywhere.”

“Ooh, acting familiar, are we? Todd, you saucy minx—oh look, the gates are opening. About damn time.”

And they were. With a great groan, the gates parted to reveal—

A group of heavily armed women.

All of whom squealed when they saw me.

Well, most of them did.

And I would have recognized them anywhere. Especially since I had infiltrated thirty-two of their meetings dressed as a bearded man named Mervin.

Deirdre.

Wanda.

Mary.

Crissy.

Nicole.

Courtney.

Griselda.

The ladies of the Ryan Foxheart Fan Club Castle Lockes Chapter.

And at their center, the only nonsquealing one of them, stood Lady Tina DeSilva, dressed as if she were some kind of warrior princess, sword gripped firmly in her hand, her blonde hair curled in ringlets.

She narrowed her eyes at the sight of me.

“Vengeance,” I hissed.





II: The Port





Chapter 3: Camp HaveHeart

 

 

BUT BEFORE I could smite her where she stood, Deirdre, who looked as tiny as she had the last time I’d seen her a couple of years ago, burst into tears. “Oh my g-g-gods,” she sobbed. “He’s h-h-here. I’m going to throw up all over everything.”

“There, there,” Mary said, patting her arm. “You know what happens when you get the crying vomits. You did that last week when the Knight Commander waved at you, remember? We don’t want to have to go through that again. It was a nightmare.”

“I’ve killed people,” Nicole breathed. “But the rush I feel right now makes that feel like nothing in comparison. Someone should hold me back before I launch myself at him and touch his mouth with my mouth and whisper things in his ear no proper lady should ever say aloud.”

“That might be the best idea ever,” Griselda said. “Sam did say he’s missed the touch of another human, and might do things to you that you’ve only dreamed about. Someone hold me back too before I test my theory all over his body.”

“Oh, you don’t even want to know my dreams,” Crissy said, flushing brightly. “My husband woke me up once and said that I was writhing as if I was in pain, and I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I was in the throes of a DP session with Sam and his mirror twin, Mas, because I don’t have any problems with twincest, if you know what I mean.”

“What the hell is DP?” Courtney demanded. “I want that too! My dreams are always so boring, with my four-ways with Sam and Ryan and Justin. Why can’t I have twincest DP?”

“It means double penetration,” Wanda said, leering at me in a way that I would not have expected from an older lady such as herself. “Stuffed like a turkey at the holidays.”

“I-I’m only f-f-fourteen,” Deirdre hiccupped. “I didn’t know y-you could stick it in more places!”

“Oh, that’s not even the half of it,” Nicole said. “You got your front door, your back door, your mouth, and your ears. Why, get three guys and two fairies, and you won’t even be able to breathe.” She frowned. “Well, you would, because of your nose, which you probably shouldn’t put anything in there, given that you would die.”

“Who are these glorious creatures?” Kevin whispered. “I want to hug them close and have them whisper their dirty secrets in my ear.”

“He looks so scruffy,” Crissy said, eyeing me up and down. “Like in that one real person fan fiction I wrote, remember? When he was attacked and had amnesia and became a bad boy who wore leather and Ryan had to make him fall in love with him all over again.”

“Is that the one where Ryan told him that Sam’s heart would show him the way home and that they would make new memories if he couldn’t recover the old?” Griselda asked, eyelids fluttering. “Because I swear to the gods, when you read that line, I was moist.”

“Okay,” Kevin said. “Maybe I don’t want to be friends with them now.”

“I’m not a girl,” Deirdre cried. “But I’m not yet a woman either. Why am I tingling?”

“Isn’t that a song lyric?” Wanda frowned. “From that singer that was cute, and then she went crazy, and then was not crazy and still manages to wear costumes that show off a body I will never have?”

“Probably,” Mary said. “But the kids these days listen to the strangest things.”

“Ladies!” Tina barked. “Attention!”

It was like she had flipped a switch. They snapped their feet together, spines rigid, arms at their sides, chins up. Even Deirdre managed to stop her sniffling, her face wet but eyes determined. Lady Tina stared at me for a moment longer before she turned to the others and walked in front of them, pacing side to side. A crowd began to gather behind them, eyes wide, their whispers sounding like wind over grass as the people pointed at Kevin and myself.

“Who are we?” Tina demanded.

“The Foxy Lady Brigade!” the women shouted back.

“And what is our main objective!”

“To preserve and protect the rights of the people of Verania!”

“And how do we do that?”

“By identifying threats against the Crown and its citizens, cataloguing their weaknesses, and then eliminating them.”

“And why do we do it?”

“Because we contribute to the safety of Verania.”

“In whose name?”

“In the name of the King of Verania, the Prince of Verania, of Morgan of Shadows, of Randall, and of Sam of Wilds!”

My eyes bulged.

“And when will we stop?”

“Never!” they bawled.

“At rest!”

They stood, feet apart, elbows bent, hands clasped behind them. Tina stood in front of each of them, one at a time, like she was inspecting them. She would fix a collar or straighten a scabbard, muttering words I couldn’t quite make out. The ladies didn’t react, eyes straight forward, barely even blinking.

Once she’d finished with the last one, Lady Tina DeSilva turned to me. She had a determined expression on her face. The crowd behind her had gathered in the hundreds, and it seemed as if all of them were holding their breaths, waiting to see what was going to happen next.

I almost felt bad that I was going to explode her in front of everyone.

“Sam of Wilds,” Lady Tina said, voice even. “How lovely it is to see you again.”

“I’m sure it is,” I said, just as smooth. “I wish I could say the same. So I will. How lovely it must be for you to see me again.”

The skin under her left eye twitched. “We have been awaiting your return with something akin to antici… pation.”

“Really,” I said. “I had understood that those that experience anticipation are capable of such things because they have a soul. Tell me, Lady Tina. How is it that you can anticipate anything when you are nothing but an empty husk of a human shell?”

“Ooh,” the crowd said.

“I’ve been waiting all year for this moment!” someone cried rather hysterically. “So far I’m not disappointed!”

Now the skin under her right eye was twitching too. “You’ve been gone a long time, Sam of Wilds. Things have changed.”

“Right, I noticed. Especially here at what used to be called the Port. What has it been renamed to? Katya! Oh dearest Katya. What did you say this place was called?”

“Camp HaveHeart,” she supplied helpfully. I liked her.

“That’s right,” I crowed. “Camp HaveHeart. Lady Tina, what was your opinion on HaveHeart again? I seem to have forgotten.”

She was grinding her teeth together. “It is a stable and loving relationship that should be looked upon with reverence.”

“Aha! See? She is nothing but wicked and—wait. What.”

“I love HaveHeart,” she said, and suddenly she stopped twitching altogether and began to smile. It was a terrible thing, filled with a candy-sweet malice that I was sure no one could see but me. “In fact, one could say I’m the biggest HaveHeart fan there is.”

I sputtered a little.

Her smile widened.

“You she-witch,” I growled, taking a step toward her. “I know what you’re doing. Mark my words, you shall face my wrath.”

“But, Sam,” Lady Tina said, voice sticky sweet, “I don’t know what our Prince and Knight Commander would do without me. I am their second, after all.”

“Ahh,” the crowd said.

We were now almost toe to toe.

She smelled like flowery perfume.

And evil.

“I don’t know your game here,” I snarled at her quietly. “But trust me when I say I’ll figure it out. And when I do, you shall rue the day you set eyes upon me. You hear me? So. Much. Ruing.”

“Oh, Sam,” she said, eyes blazing. “There is no game. I’ve changed. I’m a different person now, one who has seen the error of her ways. You haven’t been around to see my transformation. Where I was once a beautiful caterpillar, I have now been transformed into a magnificent butterfly capable of dealing death.”

“Well, I’m a—wait. Hold on. Butterflies can’t kill people. That’s just stupid. You’re dumb. Everything about you is dumb.”

“Oh my gods,” a woman in the crowd moaned. “The sexual tension is so palpable. Why can’t they just kiss already? SilvaHeart for life!”

“Ew,” Tina and I both said at the same time.

“Like I would ever,” I snapped.

“Have you seen him?” she growled. “He’s so… not attractive. And at least I seem to the only one out of the two of us to understand basic hygiene.”

“I told you I’ve been living in the woods. In a hut.”

“Ooh, bully for you. The great Sam of Wilds has—”

“Sam of Dragons, actually.”

The crowd gasped dramatically.

“Still not disappointed!” that first voice called out again. “In fact, I am so far from disappointed, it’s ridiculous!”

Tina’s expression faltered as she took a step back. There was a flicker of fear on her face, and I relished it.

“Oh, you hadn’t heard,” I said. “Funny, that.” I puffed out my chest and jutted my chin. “I was tasked by the gods with a destiny. I have met that task with no complaints—”

“Well, that’s certainly not true in the slightest,” Kevin said mildly.

“—with no complaints, and have collected the dragons of Verania. And as I entered—”

“Of which I am one!” Kevin proclaimed. “Lord Dragon has returned. You may bestoweth upon me all of your possessions in gratitude. So spaketh the Beast from the East. Eth!”

“Would you stop interrupting me? I’m trying to be cool here.”

“Key word trying,” Kevin muttered under his breath.

“What was that?”

“Nothing, nothing. Keep going. You’re really doing well.”

“Thank you.”

“For an insignificant speck of dust.”

“Hey!”

“Someone has to keep your ego in check.”

“Dammit, now I forgot what I was saying.”

“You were trying to be cool.”

“Right. Right. I went into the woods as Sam of Wilds, a wizard’s apprentice. And now I have returned as Sam of Dragons, a wizard!” I frowned. “Without the apprentice part, in case that wasn’t clear. Like, full-on wizard now. It’s all Wizard City up in this bitch.”

Someone started to slow-clap in the audience. A few people followed.

“I’m not done. You can’t just slow-clap to start applause before I finish! Gods, do you not understand the etiquette of the slow clap?”

“My bad!”

“Thank you. Okay. So. I’m a wizard. Here to kick some ass and take some names. Spread the word far and wide! Sam of Dragons has returned!” I smiled and waited.

Silence.

“Dude, now is a good time to start that slow clap.”

“Oh, sorry.” He started slow-clapping again. Probably six other people joined in.

“We should go back into the woods,” I muttered.

“We can always—”

Todd burst out of the crowd, stumbling to a stop, feet skidding in the dirt. He fumbled with his spear and almost ending up stabbing himself through the chest. It really was rather adorable when his ears turned a bit pink at the tips.

“Holy jeez,” he said, breathing heavily. “You came back!”

“Uh, yes? Was there any doubt?”

He stared at me incredulously. “Sam, no one knew where you’d gone. Everyone thought you ran away!”

“What? I didn’t run away.” I glared at the crowd. “I went on a quest. To be awesome. And guess what? It worked.”

“It did?” he asked dubiously. “Because you look like the homeless guy who kept coming into my dad’s hotel to urinate in the fountain.”

“Wow. That is not the look I was going for. I don’t know if I think your ears are endearing anymore.”

“Is he hitting on Todd?” Nicole whispered to Crissy. “What would their ship name be? I need to know so I can ship them if they start licking each other.”

Crissy frowned. “Well, I don’t know Todd’s last name, so shipping etiquette says that we have to combine both their first names. So. Sam. Todd. That would be… Sadd. Their ship name is Sadd.”

“That’s depressing,” Courtney said. “I can’t imagine masturbating to Sadd.”

“Courtney!” Lady Tina barked. “Put your slut away right now.”

“Well, it’s true,” Courtney muttered.

“I’ve never even masturbated,” Deirdre cried. “My grandmother told me I would get hair on my palms and I could get stuck in there and die!”

An awkward silence followed while everyone shuffled their feet.

Then, “You have come to save us?” Todd asked, sounding hopeful.

I shrugged. “I guess.”

Todd blinked. “That’s… not as life-affirming as I expected it to be.”

“Oh. Sorry. Oh yes! I am so here to save you and stuff.”

“He hasn’t talked to humans in long time,” Kevin said. “He’s forgotten how. I haven’t, and I’ve noticed that no one has given me all of their things. Which means you have disappointed Lord Dragon. I might just have to consume your children.”

The crowd took a step back.

“I’m kidding,” Kevin said, rolling his eyes. “I mean, I will be kidding if you give me something shiny right now.”

“You’re not going to eat their children,” I told him.

“Right? Can you just imagine? I mean, it’d be population control, but still.”

“We’ll consider it if there’s not enough food for—”

“Sam? Sam?”

My breath caught in my chest at the sound of her voice. My eyes burned immediately.

She was pushing her way through the crowd. She didn’t look much different than she had before. Maybe her hair had a few more streaks of gray, and maybe the lines around her eyes were a little more pronounced, but none of that mattered. Because she was here, alive and well from what I could see, and I couldn’t have asked for anything more.

Well, until I saw the large man following behind her, growling at everyone to get the hell out of his way, godsdammit, because that was his son.

People moved quite quickly after that.

My knees felt a little weak as they burst out of the crowd. My heart hurt, but it was a good pain.

My mother, Rosemary Haversford, didn’t slow down. She hurtled toward me, face wet, arms outstretched, and I was helpless at the sight of it. I whimpered, “Mom?” before she collided with me, almost knocking us both over. Her grip was strong as she threw her arms around my neck, my chin at the top of her head as she trembled against me. I felt her tears at my throat, but before I could do anything, my father, Joshua Haversford, picked us up in his great big arms and clutched us to his chest.

Once, when I was young, Morgan of Shadows came to our house in the slums to take us away from that life and offer us another.

That was the first time I’d seen my father cry.

He’d been a man about it, his eyes wet but tears refusing to fall. But his voice had been hoarse, and I remember watching him with such awe to know that my father, my hero, could cry just like everyone else.

And here, now, he did it again. Except he didn’t hold anything back this time. His cheek was pressed against the top of my head and he was sobbing, voice breaking as he said, “My boy, my boy, my boy.”

I could only hold on helplessly, part of me feeling like it was being stitched back together.

I was home.

I was home.

I was home.

 

 

THEY WOULDN’T let me go for the longest time.

Wait. Let me walk that back.

I wouldn’t let them go for the longest time.

When my father tried to pull away to get a better look at me, I made a wounded noise in the back of my throat and clutched the both of them tighter, refusing to allow any more distance between us than was absolutely necessary.

Along the edges of my vision and through the blur of tears, I could see the crowd dispersing at the request of Lady Tina and the Foxy Lady Brigade. She glanced back at me, a strange, almost soft look on her face, until she saw me watching her. She stiffened, scowled at me, then stalked away into Camp HaveHeart.

I would deal with her later.

Kevin had curled his tail around us protectively, keeping watch, growling at anyone who tried to get too near. I heard Katya and Brant whispering to each other as they walked into the camp, and I reminded myself to seek them out later and give them my thanks.

Eventually we were reduced to sniffling. I thought maybe I could compose myself enough to attempt conversation, and made to pull away.

I gave them a watery smile as I stepped back. “Hey,” I said.

“Hey,” Mom said flatly, wiping her eyes. “Hey, he says. Joshua. Dear. Would you handle this, please? Because I don’t know that I’m able to say anything constructive at the moment.”

Dad’s eyes narrowed. He crossed his arms over his considerable chest. “With pleasure. Sam. We love you more than anything else in this world. Also, you’re grounded.”

“Aw, I missed you guys too—I’m what?”

“Grounded, mister,” Mom said, sounding furious. “For the rest of your life. Which, since you’re apparently a wizard now, is probably going to go on for centuries.”

“Hey!”

“You’re lucky we’re in public,” Dad said. “Otherwise I’d be tanning your butt with my belt right now.”

“Ooh, kinky.”

“Sam!”

“You wouldn’t spank me,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’m a grown man, not some little—okay, the expression on your face is suggesting otherwise. That… is not what I expected in a homecoming.”

“You left a letter,” Dad said. “We woke up one morning, all of us, and you and Kevin were gone. And you think you can waltz back in here and not be in trouble? We didn’t raise you to be an idiot, so don’t start acting like one now.”

“Whoa,” I breathed. “Savage.”

“And we looked for you,” Mom said. “For months. Crawling through the Dark Woods and shouting your name. We only stopped when the Darks attacked Meridian City and it became unsafe. And now you show up here and don’t expect there to be consequences for your actions? Child, please. I brought you into this world. I can certainly take you out of it.”

“These are my parents,” I whispered fervently.

“Grounded,” Dad insisted.

“For life,” Mom added.

“I don’t want to,” I said, scowling at them. “I can do what I want. I am an adult. You don’t know me. You don’t know my life!”

Mom had to stop Dad from taking off his belt right then. It was a close thing, but he turned his gaze toward Kevin, who was watching us with interest. “Are you okay too?”

“I’m pretty much a god now, but other than that, I’m fine.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “Good to know nothing has changed.” She reached out and touched the side of his leg. “We’re happy you’re home too.”

He rumbled happily.

“You look like you’ve been on the road awhile,” Mom said as she stepped back, eyeing me with concern. “Let’s get you cleaned up. There’s much we have to discuss.”

 

 

WE HEADED deeper into Camp HaveHeart, people scurrying around us like every single one of them was late for something important. All of them openly stared at me as they passed us by, and it made my skin itch. It’d been a long time since I’d been around this many people, and I’d apparently gotten used to the quiet of the forest.

And if I looked closely enough, I could see their pale skin, the dark circles under their eyes. The way they all seemed skittish and exhausted, averting their gazes as soon as I caught them watching me. Like I was something to be feared. Something unknown. They looked at Kevin the same way as he trudged alongside us, leaving large footprints in the dirt.

In the City of Lockes, it wasn’t uncommon to walk down a main thoroughfare and see people of all economic statuses. Women in frilly dresses, men in cravats and wide-brimmed hats. Children in dirty trousers running and laughing, faces sticky with candy from a shop.

But here, now, the sky above was gray, and the look and mood of Camp HaveHeart matched.

The people were all similarly dressed in drab clothes that looked as if they’d been patched up or cobbled together hastily. They were clean, for the most part, but it was a uniform look I’d never seen before on the people of Verania. For once, everyone looked the same. Even the Foxy Lady Brigade hadn’t looked that much better than anyone else. I hoped it rankled Lady Tina to no end.

The ground beneath our feet was dirt, with the barest patches of grass. There were puddles of standing water, as if the storm we’d traveled through had passed here a few days before.

I saw what looked to be signs of a battle fought here. Scorch marks along the sides of buildings, collapsed structures where workers were still sifting through debris. Against the side of what used to be one of the biggest fisheries there was a shadow mark shaped like a person, as if someone had been flash-fried against it. A bouquet of flowers lay on the ground underneath it, tied together with a white ribbon.

“It used to be worse,” Mom said as she watched me taking in everything. “We’re putting things back together.”

I nodded tightly.

“And now that you’re here, things will start looking up,” Dad said, patting my arm. “We knew you’d come back. It was just a matter of time. You’ll see. Everyone will be so thankful you’re here once word has spread.”

“Really. Then I suppose that’s just a remnant of times past?” I pointed to a poster hanging from an announcement board filled with missing person flyers and requests for services. It was in the upper left-hand corner, slightly weathered, as if it’d been there for a long time. I could only make out the top few sentences, but it was enough.

SAM OF WILDS HAS ABANDONED VERANIA!

HIS SHAME AT THE DEATH OF MORGAN OF SHADOWS WAS TOO GREAT!

THE WE-HATE-SAM-A-LOTS ARE HERE FOR YOU IN THIS TIME OF NEED!

THE NEXT MEETING IS SET FOR

The rest was faded away.

“I thought you’d gotten all of those,” Mom hissed at Dad.

“I thought I did too,” he said thoughtfully, running a hand over his beard. “Things aren’t like that anymore, Sam. They haven’t been for a long time.”

“Well, not completely,” Mom added hastily. “Once Lady Tina left the We-Hate-Sam-A-Lots—”

“Oh, great. Let’s talk about her some more.”

“—they sort of splintered off and tried to keep going on their own. I don’t know how well that went for them in the long run.”

“I ate a woman once,” Kevin said, flicking his tongue out at a group of people who scattered, screaming, arms flailing above their heads. “I have no problem in doing it again if the situation should arise. And no, I’m not being misogynistic. I would eat a man just the same if they tried to mess with Sam.”

“Your threat of murder is touching,” I told him honestly. “I like you.”

He grinned at me.

“It’s different now, Sam,” Dad said, not unkindly. “Obviously. You left, and Verania changed. But it wasn’t always for the worse. In the darkest times, a light will appear in the most unlikely of places. Lady Tina has worked hard to correct past mistakes. We’ve had the benefit of seeing it up close. Your last interaction with her was of betrayal. She knows what she did, and she has sought to redeem herself for that.”

“What she did,” I repeated incredulously. “Are you—you’re serious. Let me tell you what she did. She actively fought against everything I stood for, turned thousands of people against me, planned my demise on countless occasions, and was complicit in a plot that nearly killed Ryan and led to Morgan sacrificing himself for me. And you think she’s redeemed herself?”

“Sam—”

I shook my head. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this. Not from you. You guys aren’t supposed to be like this. You’re supposed to be on my side.”

Mom’s eyes narrowed. “We have always been on your side. Every single day of your life. Even when you disappeared without a trace. We have the advantage of hindsight. You do not. There are things you don’t know, things that we’ve had to live through while you were gone. I’m not blaming you for anything, Sam. I would never do that. I knew in my heart you would return to us. You can’t expect—”

“Morgan died because of her,” I snapped, and before I could stop it, the ground cracked beneath my feet. In the grand scheme of things, it was a small event; the dirt and grass shifted and split twice the length of my foot. But it was built upon rage and a sense of loss, something the Great White had warned me about time and time again. Magic was supposed to come from a rational place of clear mind and thought. There was control in impassiveness, he’d told me. A wizard who could stay calm, cool, and collected was able to perform feats leaps and bounds above one who could not.

Morgan had been like that.

So had Randall, for the most part.

For the longest time after entering the Dark Woods and facing the Great White, I was a slave to my emotions. I felt nothing but rage and grief at all that I’d seen. At everything I’d lost. There were days when I could do no magic at all; still others when I had no control over the green and gold that leaked out of me and destroyed parts of the forest around me. My head had been pounding with—

I loved you, Sam of Wilds. Even then. Remember that, when the world seems dark.

—all that had been taken from me, what had been sacrificed to keep me alive because the gods had demanded it so. I blamed everyone but myself for the longest time. Trees caught fire; the earth shook beneath my feet as I screamed at the sky. I wanted revenge.

And I felt it then, didn’t I? The shadows curling at my feet.

Because it would have been so easy for me.

To reject the dragons.

To reject the gods.

To reject my cornerstone.

To forsake all of them, to submerge myself in the Dark. Randall had done it once, and he’d come back from it. I could do that too.

It didn’t help when I turned on myself, when I placed the blame squarely on my own shoulders, accepting my part in everything. If I hadn’t turned those boys to stone in the alley that day so long ago, if I hadn’t moved to the castle with Morgan when he’d asked, if I’d asked the questions so glaringly obvious in retrospect about the secrets kept from me, if I’d listened to Randall and Morgan when they tried to bestow their wisdom upon me, if I’d trusted them more, if I’d asked questions of a page as he led us toward a dark house in the City of Lockes, if I’d fought harder when Myrin took Morgan in hand and consumed him.

If. If. If.

“Sam,” a voice said near my ear.

There was a pulse in my head. Followed by another. And another. And another.

One was red, two were blue, another white.

The last was black and shiny and warm, not void of light but taking all the light in.

“Sam,” Kevin said again. “We’re here. We’re all here.”

“Yeah,” I muttered. “Okay.”

I took a breath and let it out slow, remembering what I’d been taught. Remembering what it meant to be a wizard.

I am not ruled by my emotions. I am a wizard. I have strength and power, and I will not use them against those that don’t deserve it.

The green and gold, sharper than they’d ever been in my life, began to fade.

I looked back up.

The people around us were staring again. Most of them looked fearful.

My parents did not.

They only looked worried. Not about what I could do. But about me.

I smiled weakly at them. “Still a work in progress. My bad.” I raised my voice to the people of Camp HaveHeart. “My bad, everyone! I promise I won’t accidentally light all of you on fire for putting up posters that are completely untrue and hurt my feelings. I can’t promise I won’t light some of you on fire for that—oh my gods, it was a joke. Why are you all running away?”

“You’ve forgotten how to be human,” Kevin said, sounding amused as people screamed and scattered. “Got a little bit of dragon in you.”

“Wow. What a nice thing to say. Thank you.”

“Maybe you’d like a little bit more dragon in you.”

“You are the most terrible thing I’ve ever known.”

“I know, isn’t it wonderful?”

“Okay?” Mom asked.

“Okay,” I said, though I wondered how much of that was true.

Dad had moved to the bulletin board to rip down the poster and shred it to pieces. “See?” he said. “It’s that simple.”

I told myself I believed him.

 

 

MOM AND Dad had a small house at the end of a row of hastily built ramshackle buildings. They’d been constructed when the Port had been taken back from the Darks, shortly after the fall of the City of Lockes. It was one of the first things done after Ryan and Justin had taken control, my parents told me.

And somehow Lady Tina had fit into those plans, and I was giving very serious consideration to investigating whether she had somehow cast a spell over them to do her bidding, much like she’d once accused me of. After all, Caleb had a level of magic that he shouldn’t have been capable of. Who was to say that Lady Tina hadn’t been given the same? I was somewhat lost in a fantasy of revealing her betrayal to the people of Camp HaveHeart and having them chant my name and throw me a party that Ryan and Justin and Tiggy and Gary would come back in the middle of. They would throw themselves at me and sob that I was never allowed to leave them again, and then I would braid Justin’s hair, squish Tiggy’s face, allow Gary to yell at me and then wail into my chest, and then fuck Ryan in the butt.

It was a good fantasy. Even if I doubted it would work out that way.

Mom pointed to a structure that looked almost like a barn to the right of her house. “That’s Gary and Tiggy’s. There are… a lot of bright colors. It looks like a going-out-of-business sale of a store that caters to drag queens. And about forty brooms.”

And my heart ached sweetly at the thought.

She pointed to a house to the left. “And that’s where Ryan and Justin stay.”

My heart didn’t ache so sweetly at that. “Excuse me?”

Dad blinked at the tone of my voice. “Ryan and the Prince live there.”

“Oh,” I said. “Thanks for clearing that up for me. Really. I appreciate it.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “In separate rooms, Sam. It helps to save space.”

“I’m sure. I bet they’re just the best roommates. Having late nights where they stay up talking about everything and nothing all at the same time. And maybe their gazes start to collide a little more, and the conversation peters out, but it’s not an uncomfortable silence, no. It’s tense and crackling, fraught with an unnamed desire, and they’ll cough awkwardly, both of them blushing because they’re virgins, and then Justin will stretch his lion face toward Ryan—”

“His lion what now?” Mom asked, squinting at me.

“Sam’s read The Butler and the Manticore one too many times,” Kevin said. “For some reason it was the only novel he brought with him on our little excursion to the woods.”

“I didn’t think that was actually a real book,” Dad said.

Kevin shrugged. “Who even knows anymore. Just roll with it.”

“There’s nothing going on between them,” Mom said firmly. “They’re friends and nothing more, so you get that thought out of your head right now. Justin doesn’t see Ryan like that. And even if he did, Ryan would never because his heart belongs to you. It always has.”

“He’s angry, though.”

“Who told you that?” Dad asked.

“Katya and Brant implied it.”

Dad groaned. “They shouldn’t have said anything to you about that. It’s not for them to say. It’s… complicated. He’s—”

The door to their house opened.

An older woman appeared in the doorway. Her dark hair was pulled back, more gray than black now. She had a shawl wrapped around her thin shoulders and bangles clinking together on her wrists. She didn’t look surprised to see me, eyes narrowed slightly.

I had to stop myself from reaching over and popping her right in the mouth. I didn’t, because a man was never to hit a lady, unless it was Lady Tina, because she deserved it more than anyone in the world.

It was close, though.

“Chava,” she said. “It’s about time you showed. Foolish boy. Taking forever in the woods. You a big wizard now? You don’t look like it. I have seen your homecoming because of the sight. I knew you would walk through the gates this day. For first time, I thought the sight failed me. Surely a coward wouldn’t return after this long.”

“Vadoma,” I breathed.

 

 

“SHE LIVES here?” I hissed in the kitchen, Dad having pulled me past Vadoma before I could do anything, like emotionally devastate her with a well-placed barb. “Have you all lost your godsdamn minds? I go away for eleven months to learn how to be even more badass than I already am, only to come back and find that you’re all hobnobbing with most of my enemies!”

Hobnobbing, Dad mouthed to Mom, rolling his eyes.

“Only two of your enemies,” Mom said, patting my shoulder. “I’m sure you have many more than that. There’s something about your face that people don’t seem to like, sometimes. I can’t fathom what that could be. It’s a good face.”

“Maybe even the best face,” Dad said. “We should know. We made it.”

“Aside from scarring me with that mental image, can someone please explain? Vadoma lives here. In this house. With you. In case you can’t remember, here’s a refresher. She is a terrible person who should fall off a cliff and die when she lands on really sharp rocks!”

Mom hugged me.

“What the hell,” I muttered but hugged her back, because she was my mother, and I’d missed her so.

“It’s good to know you’re still oddly specific about the ways people should die,” Mom said, sniffling in my ear.

“I’m not that bad.”

She laughed wetly and kissed my cheek before pulling away. “I missed you. More than anything.”

I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “Me too.”

“If you ever do that again, I will push you into an active volcano and watch as the molten magma melts away your skin and bones. Do we understand each other?”

“So specific,” I whispered. “That was amazing.” I cleared my throat. Then, “We understand each other.”

She nodded slowly. “Good. You’re still grounded.”

“I’m a man now. You can’t just—did you just lick that napkin? Why are you putting it on my face? That’s disgusting!”

“You’re covered in dirt,” she said, holding my jaw and frowning in concentration as she scrubbed my face.

“Didn’t you hear what I just said? I’m a man—Mom, seriously, stop rubbing me with your spit napkin!”

“You’re still loud as always,” a voice said from the entrance to the kitchen. “Loud and foolish. That should be your name now. Sam the Loud and Foolish.”

“Hi, Vadoma,” I grumbled as I gave in and let my mom rub her saliva on my cheeks. “Nice to see you, Vadoma. Glad you’re here, Vadoma.”

She sniffed dismissively as she walked into the kitchen, moving as she always had, head held high, feet sliding along the wooden floor as if she were almost dancing. Her bangles clinked together, sounding like wind chimes in a soft summer breeze. “I predicted your return. It is good to know that I am right.”

I snorted. “Yeah, I bet you did.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “You doubt me.”

“Yeah, see, I don’t know if that fully encapsulates the thoughts going through my head. It’s not that I just doubt what you said. It’s more that I doubt everything about your entire existence. In the too-long, didn’t-read scope of things, I think you’re full of shit.”

“Sam,” Mom chided, squeezing my chin a little tighter before letting me go. The white napkin was now black like the darkest part of night. Which, you know. Ghastly.

“What? It’s true!”

“He’s not wrong,” Dad said mildly.

“Joshua!”

I high-fived my father because he was wonderful and I adored him.

“Still the same,” Vadoma said. “I would have thought going into the woods would have changed you. How disappointing. The gods must surely be regretting you now. And that dragon. Filthy creature. He should never have been part of the prophecy. A waste, he is. Such a shame.”

“Maybe you should keep Kevin out of this,” I told her. “I don’t take kindly to people badmouthing my friends.” Because that was my job. And I was already going to give him so much shit, as he’d told me he was going to go roll around in Gary’s scent in the barn like the aberration that he was. But it was probably a smart thing to do, as it would potentially keep Gary from raining his fury down upon him. I wondered if I should do the same in Ryan’s bed. Was that weird? It seemed a little weird. “And I can assure you I’m not the same person who you saw last in Mashallaha. To think otherwise would be a mistake you would regret.”

“Are you threatening me, chava?”

I shrugged. “Take it as you will. But as a threat would be nice. I’m getting pretty damn good at that, apparently. How’s Ruv, by the way? Haven’t seen your Wolf since he stabbed Ryan in the chest after revealing he worked for Myrin.”

“Sam!” Mom barked.

“No,” I said. “I deserve an answer. She brought him into our home and he tried to kill my cornerstone.”

Silence. From everyone.

I arched an eyebrow at Vadoma, daring her to speak.

She did, and her voice sounded shaky. “I wouldn’t know how he is.”

I chuckled. “It doesn’t matter, I guess. I’ll get to him eventually. And to you, of course, if the need should call for it. I don’t know how you did it, worming your way back into my parents’ lives, but if I suspect you’re doing anything untoward, I will end you. It’s as simple as that.”

Her eyes were wide. “I was wrong,” she said slowly. “You have changed. And I don’t know if it’s for the better.”

She left the kitchen after that, shawl trailing behind her.

And then Mom said, “Mashallaha was destroyed. It was one of the first to fall. Razed to the ground. The gypsies enslaved. Vadoma was powerless to stop it. She escaped, but barely. She came to Castle Lockes near death.”

I closed my eyes. “Shit.”

“I know you have… history,” Dad said. “With her. And it’s tainted, just like ours is. And rightly so. What she said, what she did. It wasn’t fair, to you or to anyone else. But if she’s to be believed, she was influenced. By Ruv and whatever magic he possessed.”

I sighed. “Yeah. He told me. Back when he—hurt Ryan. He told us that he instilled himself into the memories of the gypsies so that they’d think he was something more than he was. That he was the Wolf to the phuro. That he was meant to be my cornerstone. I didn’t believe a word coming out of his mouth, but it’s—is that what happened?”

“So she claims,” Mom said.

“You believe her.”

“Do you believe Ruv?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’ve had a long time to think about it. You talk about hindsight and seeing the good in people. But neither of you were there that day. In that house. None of you saw what I did. Caleb, who took us there. Lady Tina, who planned it, working with a man I thought was my friend. Ruv stabbing Ryan in the chest. Myrin consuming Morgan’s magic. You speak of forgiveness, but I don’t know if I can do that. Not now. Maybe not ever. And it all comes back to Vadoma. Her vision of my destiny.”

“Does it, though?” Dad asked. “I thought she was just a messenger.”

I glared at him. “Semantics. If she’d never come to Castle Lockes—”

“Then we might have been caught unaware,” Dad said. “Because we wouldn’t have known what was coming. She did us—and you—a favor.”

I sighed. “You know I hate it when you use logic against me. It’s not fair.”

Dad shrugged. “My power as a parent is exploiting your greatest weakness.”

“I’m going to pretend that’s you saying you love me more than anything. Because of my self-esteem.”

“Probably best that way.”

“We couldn’t leave her alone,” Mom said. “Regardless of what she’s done, she’s still my mother. She might have shunned me, but I couldn’t do the same to her, because that’s not who I am. We are stronger together than we ever are apart. That’s something I’ve learned, Sam. Here. In this place. After Lockes fell, we—it was hard. For all of us. We all lost people. Some to the dungeons. Others crossed the veil. And some disappeared into the woods, leaving behind a letter ten sentences long like it was any kind of justification.”

I blinked at the anger in her voice. “I didn’t—”

“I have to do what is right,” she snapped at me. “What has been asked of me. I cannot stop him. Not now. Not as I am. Sometimes you have to face your destiny head-on. And that’s what I am going to do. I love you all. Stay safe. I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

I gaped at her.

“She memorized it on the second day,” Dad whispered to me. “So she could yell it at you when you got back. It’s best to just go with it since she’s been working her way up to this for a long time.”

“But what about all the hugging and the crying and the happiness? I mean, sure, you said I was grounded—which, really, that’s not going to happen—but I thought we were already past all this? C’mon, guys. Let’s hug again, just to deflect some more—I mean, because it feels good and I love you more than anything.” I finished by giving them the ol’ Look-How-Precious-Sam-Is eyes.

“Oh no,” Mom said. “Absolutely not. You put those things away right now.”

I widened my eyes just a bit more. I probably looked like I was trying to pop them out of my head.

“I know you were betrayed,” Mom said, mouth in a thin line. “And I know you have every right to be angry. But so do we. Your father and me. Gary. Tiggy. Justin. And Ryan. You were hurt. Your heart had been broken. We know how much Morgan meant to you. What the weight of all of this must have felt like. But that doesn’t excuse you from sneaking off in the middle of the night. In not trusting us enough to tell us what was going on. What you were going to do. We all lost someone that day, Sam. Not just you. And then you made it worse by leaving with Kevin.”

“He followed me,” I muttered, unable to look her in the eyes. “I didn’t ask—”

“You don’t have to ask,” she retorted. “Because we would follow you anywhere. But we can’t unless you tell us. Do you know how devastated Tiggy and Gary were? Sam, they looked for you. For months. Longer than even we did.”

“I don’t—”

“And Ryan. Don’t even get me started on Ryan. He woke days after you left, and the first thing he said was your name.”

I hung my head, my heart sore, my eyes burning.

“You were betrayed. But so were we. We watched as Mashallaha fell. As Meridian City fell. As the walls of the City of Lockes were breached. As we realized we couldn’t win. As the King was taken prisoner. As Myrin sat upon his throne and laughed. As we were forced from our homes. All the while not knowing where you were or when you’d come home. We had faith in you, Sam, even if we didn’t know where you were.” She paused, staring at me.

I fidgeted.

“This is the part where you tell us where you were,” Dad whispered. “Just in case you didn’t know.”

“I—can’t. Not yet. I know it’s—just. Not yet.”

Mom shook her head, but she didn’t press. “We have done what we could while waiting for you. And during that time, we’ve made choices that you might not agree with. But that’s on you, not us. You were hurt. I get that. I love you, Sam, I really do, but I need you to get over yourself and face this reality. Vadoma is here because she has nowhere else to go. Lady Tina is here because she has sinned and now seeks repentance. I know you don’t trust them. I’m asking you to trust me.”

“That was terrible and manipulative,” I said in awe. “And I can’t believe I’m falling for the entire thing. Who knew you could be so calculating?”

She looked rather pleased with herself. “Where do you think you got it from?”

“It certainly wasn’t me,” Dad said. “I was innocent before I met your mother. The Northern people tend to be as pure as the snow upon which we lived.”

“You’re welcome,” Mom said, kissing his cheek.

“I missed you guys,” I said hoarsely. “Just so you know. I thought of you every day. You were always with me.”

They both opened their arms for me.

And if I ran toward them, it was nobody’s business but our own.

 

 

I WALKED out the front door of the house, meaning to go check on Kevin and all his perversities, when I found Vadoma on the porch, sitting in a chair. Her teeth were clenched around an ornate wooden pipe, thick blue smoke curling up around her head like a heavy fog. I thought about ignoring her and continuing on my way, but of course, she wouldn’t let the moment pass her by.

“I was wrong.”

I sighed as I stopped. “So you said. Is that an apology?”

“I have nothing to apologize for.”

“Well, I don’t know if that’s true.”

“You need a haircut. You look like a sickly, mangy dog.”

“Gee. Thanks.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Some things change. It appears that others do not. You are different, yes, but you are still Sam.”

“Very astute of you. Now, if there’s nothing else, I need to—”

“My home is gone. My people have been taken from me.”

Godsdammit. “Mom and Dad told me.”

She frowned, sucking on her pipe before blowing out even more smoke. “I did not know about Ruv. He… bewitched me. Made me believe things I did not.”

“So I’m told.”

“I did not know.”

“Great. Glad we’ve had this talk. I really have to go check on—”

“You said you would end him. And me, if called for.”

“And I meant it.”

“Yet you’ve also said you’re not a killer. Which is it?”

“I don’t—”

“You won’t have a choice, I think. It will either be them or you. Him. The Darks. Ruv. Myrin. You have had others do your work for you. Your giant. Your dragon. Your… horse.”

“Hey! You watch your tongue. He’s a motherfucking unicorn made of sunshine and rainbows and good feelings—”

“Bah,” she said, waving her hand at me. “Filthy creatures. All of them. I have no need for horses. But the point remains. This is your destiny, Sam. You have shown mercy. It is a weakness and will one day be your undoing. He will not show you the same.”

She was right, but like hell would I ever admit it. “I’ll do what I need to.”

“I was wrong. About you.”

“Wow. A third time. Stop. Please. I don’t know if my ego can—”

“Stop.”

I did.

“I underestimated you. Your whole life. You were my grandson, but your father… diluted your blood.”

“Not the best thing to say right now, if I’m being honest.”

She ignored me. “I didn’t think you’d be as you were. Even when I came to Castle Lockes, I thought you weak and immature. You came to my home, and you somehow got the desert dragon on your side, and I still didn’t think you could do what the gods asked of you. You faced Myrin, and his marks were on your skin, and I told myself you were a child, incapable of doing anything seriously. Maybe it was the enchantment placed upon me, but I think not. I think that’s how I truly felt.”

“Wow, Grandma. Thanks for this. It’s so pleasant.”

“But then you left. And the others are angry at you for it. I do not envy you facing their wrath.”

“Yeah, it’s going to be a shit show, that’s for damn sure.”

“But I thought it brave.”

I blinked at her. “That sounded suspiciously like a compliment.”

She rolled her eyes. “You made a choice few could have made. And while I believe part of it was running from those you’d left behind, I choose to believe you did what you did because you knew it was necessary. For you. For the people of Verania. And while they may not understand, you left to become more than you were.”

“Wow,” I breathed. “You love me.”

“I didn’t say that—”

“I mean, the feeling isn’t mutual or anything, because hey, I don’t even really know you aside from all the bad-touching, but damn. You think I’m stupendous.”

“I think you’re stupid,” she retorted.

“Word play. Nice. I approve.”

“You are still foolish, chava. No amount of time will cure you of that.”

“I’d like to think I’m a work in progress.”

“You have them?”

“What?”

“The dragons.”

“Yes,” I said slowly.

Vadoma nodded. “Good. You will need them. And you must not let him take you. If he should consume your magic, he will control them too. I think that’s what he wanted, in the end. Your magic, it radiates from you. But it will attract attention, as all power does. He will see you. And he will come for you.”

“I’ll be ready.”

“Why now?”

“What?”

“Why have you returned now?”

“Because it was time.” Mostly. Partially. Okay, sure, GW wanted to wait a while longer, and yeah, that argument had been very loud, but I was tired of being in the forest, tired of seeing trees and grass and leaves and stupid dragon faces. I wanted to go home. I wanted a real bed, real food, real people that I was worried about. It was… hazy, almost dreamlike, my time in the Dark Woods with the Great White and the others. There were days that would go by in a flash, weeks passing without me acknowledging them, only for me to later realize in a slow, dawning horror that a month had gone by.

And then there would be days that would just crawl, my teeth grinding together as magic coursed through me, as GW loomed above us all, snarling and snapping his teeth as I made mistake after mistake after mistake. Days of me hunched over my Grimoire, hand aching as I wrote feverishly, scrawling page after page, mind expanding at the thought of all the types of magic there could be. It must have been the same for Randall, except that Myrin had pulled him away and distracted him. The Great White must have hated that, in the end.

“Foolish business, cornerstones,” he’d rumble from somewhere above me. “A wizard must learn to control his own magic and not put faith in the strength of others.”

Part of me wanted to believe him.

That was the part that saw Ryan, blood leaking from his chest, head slumped forward, skin pale, breath shallow.

That was the part made up of my nightmares.

“And how did you know it was time?” Vadoma asked.

“How did you know it was time to come to Castle Lockes when you did?”

“I just knew.”

“There you go.”

“I worry.”

Great. Just great. “About what?”

“The prophecy. About what I saw. What I showed you.”

“We don’t know how much of that was real. How much was you, or the gods, or Ruv playing all of us.”

She nodded slowly. “This is true. But Sam, I don’t know that it matters. You saw him as clear as day. Ryan, your cornerstone, the life taken from him, his body cold. He escaped death once, but I fear that won’t happen again. I know you think my magic false, that I am nothing but a street magician, but I promise you, that isn’t the case. I worry it may come to pass. That Ryan Foxheart will meet his end in order for the prophecy to be fulfilled.”

“But you were wrong,” I told her stiffly. “It wasn’t Ryan. It was Morgan. Morgan is who lay upon the stone. It was never supposed to be Ryan. It was a trick. A sleight of hand. Either by you. Or Ruv. Or the gods. But it doesn’t matter now. I don’t trust any of you.”

She blew out another plume of smoke. It hung heavy about her head. “Or maybe Morgan’s fate was hidden from me and what we saw has not yet come to pass. You cannot dismiss it, Sam. Or you run the risk of losing everything you love. The Knight will fall. Nothing you can do will stop it, if that’s what the gods demand.”

“Are you done?”

She chuckled bitterly. “I was wrong. About you.”

“You were.”

I left her there on the porch, smoking her pipe. And as I walked away, I could feel her gaze following every step I took.

 

 

KEVIN WAS groaning as he rolled around in Gary’s scarves.

I almost turned around and headed back to the Dark Woods.

Somehow, I was able to stop myself.

“Really?”

“I don’t judge anything weird you do,” he said, bringing up a scarf to his nostrils and inhaling deeply.

“Uh, yeah you do. You do it all the time.”

“Oh. Well. There you go.”

“You’re a dick.”

He shrugged. “I do not disagree.”

“Legit, dude. Not cool.”

“Don’t be jealous because you don’t have anything of your beloved to sniff yet. Do you want one of Gary’s scarves? I’ll only watch a little bit.”

“All that time in the woods, and I still don’t know why you are the way you are.”

“I like what I like, and I’m not ashamed to admit it.”

“You should be,” I insisted. “You should be so ashamed and—wow, they were not kidding. It looks like drag queens were massacred in here.”

And it did. The floor of the large barn was covered in sections of bright purple shag carpeting. There were dozens of feather boas and scarves hanging on one far wall, a few missing for reasons I didn’t want to focus on. There was a large bed of hay at one end, built as a nest of sorts that I knew Tiggy and Gary slept on, a large blanket folded on a chair next to it. In another corner were dozens of brooms in all shapes and sizes, haphazardly placed for easy access.

In the middle of the barn, hanging from the ceiling, was a large mirror ball.

“Godsdamn, these fuckers are amazing,” I mumbled.

“Aren’t they?” Kevin said, a blue scarf still hanging from his claws.

“You know he probably took the time to grab all of this stuff while they were supposed to be fleeing the castle.”

“Yeah,” Kevin sighed dreamily. “He really does it for me.”

“Ugh.”

“Oh please, like you don’t know my feelings for your mother.”

“He’s not my mother—shit.”

“What?”

I winced. “Your hoard. They must have had to leave your hoard behind. Dude, I’m so sorry. We’ll get it back. Maybe. Hopefully.”

Kevin cocked his head at me. “I don’t understand.”

“Your hoard,” I said slowly, sure that Kevin’s brains must have shot out of his dick along with his spunk. “That was in the castle.”

“Oh, that. I suppose. I don’t know how much I care about material things.”

I stared at him. “You’re a dragon. Material things are what you mostly care about.”

He rolled his eyes. “I have part of my hoard right here. And I expect more of it will be here soon.”

I was confused, looking around to see any of Kevin’s treasures that I might have missed. There was nothing. “I don’t understand.”

“You, Sam. You’re part of my hoard. Your parents are in the house next door. And Gary and Tiggy and Ryan and Justin, they’ll be coming home tomorrow or the next day, or so I’ve heard.”

“But—I don’t… hoards are supposed to be your most precious things!”

“I know.”

“And that—you just—we’re part of your hoard?”

“Always quick on the uptake, Sam is. It’s what I always tell people.”

“Dude,” I demanded. “I have such a godsdamn heart boner right now, you don’t even know. Pick me up because we need to hug!”

And he did just that. I tried not to think about what his hand had recently been doing, because that was causing my heart boner to wilt.

I took his snout in my hands as he nuzzled my face. “If I was a dragon, you’d be in my hoard too.”

He growled low in his throat, something he did when he was happy. “You would make a good dragon, I think. Maybe even a great one.”

I lay my head between the slits of his nose. His breath was hot against my skin. “I’m still scared. A little.”

“Of them coming back?”

I shrugged, not looking at him.

“They will be angry.”

My shoulders sagged.

“And they are probably going to yell at us.”

I sighed.

“And they may not forgive us for a long time.”

“Great,” I muttered. “That’s just swell.”

“But it’ll only be so because they love us so much.”

“Yeah?”

He hummed in response.

“We did the right thing.” I knew I was trying to convince myself, and I didn’t know if it was working.

“We did.”

“Even if it started out because I was running away.”

“Even if.”

“And we’ll let them yell.”

“We will.”

“And we’ll take it because maybe we deserve it.”

“We’ll take it so hard.”

“Shut up. But in the end, it’ll be okay, because it has to be. And even if Ryan and Justin have accidentally fallen in love and given each other sloppy blow jobs, I’ll fight to get him back.”

“And even if Gary has been pounded by so many different people that he leaks when he walks, I shall stuff my cock inside his asshole and make him sit there for at least a week, because once you go dragon, all the rest is laggin’.”

“Oh my gods. Why are you making those sounds with your mouth?”

“Is what Gary will say when I eat his—”

“Moment ruined.”

He hugged me a little tighter.

“Can I—can I stay out here? With you. To sleep.”

He pulled back, looking a little surprised. “You’ve been wanting a bed for a long time. In fact, I don’t know that I’ve ever heard you bitch about anything more than that very thing.”

“Whatever,” I mumbled. “I just—it’s weird here. Things are… not what I expected them to be.”

“Things change, pretty. We’ve talked about this.”

“I don’t like it.”

“And yet it’s the way things are.”

“I hate it when you get philosophical.”

“I’m a dragon. It’s what I do.”

I snorted. “Yeah, that’s not even remotely true.”

“Yes, Sam. You can stay with me. In fact, I prefer you did. I’ve gotten used to having you whenever I wanted you.”

“Ugh. Don’t say it like that.”

He grinned at me. “You wouldn’t want it any other way.”

Maybe he was right, but I wouldn’t tell him that.

Later, when we were on the cusp of sleep, Kevin curled around me protectively, I whispered the one question I’d buried deep in my heart a long time ago. “What if they don’t forgive us for what we’ve done?”

“Then we’ll work that much harder and prove to them we love them with everything we have,” Kevin whispered back. “And we’ll do whatever it takes to make them believe us. Because in the end, we may have had to leave them, but we left our hearts behind in their care. We must have hope that they kept them safe.”

And then I slept.

 

 

I WAS dreaming about lights of green and gold, black and white, and blue and red. I was walking in a field, and they circled around me like fairies, their brightness warm and inviting. The blue lights were the liveliest of all, flitting around me in dizzying patterns. I knew they were the Northern dragons, the mated pair, and I wondered if this was real. If I was dreamwalking because of them.

The grass in the field swayed with a soft breeze, the sun shining high in the sky and—

“Sam?”

My heart stuttered. My breath caught.

“Sam,” he said again from behind me.

I couldn’t turn around. I didn’t know how I could look him in the eye without breaking.

“This feels so real,” he said, sounding despondent. “It’s like when you were in Castle Freesias and we were—”

“On the road,” I said roughly. “Coming to me.”

“Yeah. Just like that.”

“I know.”

“Do you? Because I’ve dreamed of you. But never like this. I can see you. All of you. It’s not in a haze. It’s not—”

The sun set quickly. The night swallowed the day, and stars burst out across the sky above, David’s Dragon almost blinding. I wondered if he was watching. If all the gods were.

Footsteps approached from behind me, and I said, “Stop.”

He did. “Why? What is this? Is this—is this real? Oh my gods, Sam, is this—”

“I think so.”

“Fucking hell, where are—”

“Language. You’re a godsdamn knight of Verania. You need to—”

He choked wetly. “You don’t—Sam. Where are you? Right now. At this very moment. Tell me where you are.”

I sighed. “Camp HaveHeart.”

The sound he made reminded me of when he’d been pinned to the wall with a sword: deep and wounded, like it hurt more than anything. “You came back?”

“I told you I would.”

“But—that’s not…. I’m coming. We’re almost there. You wait. You don’t move a godsdamn muscle, you hear me?”

“I—”

“I mean it, Sam. You won’t like what happens if I get there and you’re not.”

That sent a hot chill down my spine. “But how can I know what happens if I’m not there to see it—”

“Sam.”

“Right. Not the time.”

“I’m so angry with you.”

I bowed my head.

His hand dropped on my shoulder. His forehead pressed against the back of my neck, and I shuddered at the feel of him, the weight. He breathed me in as I trembled.

“But I’m still coming for you,” he whispered against my skin.

“I know.”

“Why won’t you look at me?”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“Sam.”

“Please. Just—”

Lips scraped against my neck. “Stay. There.”

And then he was gone.

I was alone in a field under a sea of stars, the very ones I’d wished upon time and time again.

And he’d done the same, hadn’t he? Or so he said.

“Why?” I asked the blue lights that pulsed around me.

Because after all that you’ve done, Leslie whispered, you deserve to have a moment of happiness before we see this through to the end.

The road ahead is made of stone, Pat said, flitting around my head. And stone always crumbles. You must remember that. This was our gift to you. For all that you’ve done.

And then I—

 

 

I OPENED my eyes.

Weak morning sunlight filtered through the slats of the barn walls.

There was a blanket covering me, thick and warm, having been placed upon me by someone during the night. I thought it was probably my mother.

I sighed, trying to work through what Pat and Leslie had given me.

This wasn’t going to be the best day of my life.

Probably a lot of yelling.

And glitter.

Maybe even some smashing.

At least I would have my best friend 5eva. He would be on my side, I just knew it.

But even as the dread circled in the pit of my stomach, there was a sense of excitement. Because they were coming. And they were going to—

A clamor took up outside.

People began shouting and rushing by the barn door.

Kevin snorted above me. “Whodat?” he muttered, blinking slowly. “Whuzzit?”

I pushed myself up onto my elbows, wincing at the kinks in my neck. “I don’t know. Something’s happening.”

Kevin’s tail twitched dangerously as he came awake. “Think Caleb delivered your message already?”

“I don’t know. I had a dream that—”

There was an explosion of noise, people laughing and cheering.

I blinked. “That’s good, right? I’m sure everything is just fine.”

“WHERE THE FUCK ARE THOSE BITCHASS MOTHERFUCKERS? I’M GOING TO SKIN THEM ALIVE, THEN EAT THEIR REMAINS, THEN SHIT THEM OUT SO THEY ARE STEAMING PILES OF MY CRAP, I SWEAR TO THE MOTHERFUCKING GODS! GET THE FUCK OUT OF MY WAY, YOU TWO-LEGGED DONKEYS! I HAVE DEATH TO DEAL TO A PAIR OF GODSDAMN IDIOTS!”

“Everything is not fine,” I said weakly.

“Gary,” Kevin breathed.

I struggled to stand. “Run, oh my gods, we have to run. Get up, get up.”

“But—but you know how I feel about angry sex!”

“And I don’t know why I have to know that, but he is going to murder us.”

“I’m going to stay and take it like a dragon.”

“Fuck you, fuck them, fuck this whole place, I’m out.”

He snagged me by my shirt collar as I tried to run past him.

But it didn’t matter by then.

It was already too late.

“TIGGY! SMASH THAT DOOR RIGHT NOW!”

“But that our door.”

“What? I know that. But it has offended me by concealing from me those who will have my rage thrust upon them.”

“It a good door.”

“Well, yes. It is a good door. A fine door, even. But how will they take us seriously if we don’t come in all dramatically?”

“Oh. Right. Tiggy smash?”

“Yes, kitten. Smash away. And do it like you mean it. Make me believe you want to destroy it and them.”

“Okay.” Then, “TIGGY SMASH!”

I had to admit, he really sold it.

The barn door exploded.





Chapter 4: Reunited and It Feels So Good

 

 

WHEN ONE has a hornless gay unicorn as a best friend, one tends to know certain things as fact:

First, unicorns are not as pristine as one might think. They tend to be whores and will sleep with most everything that moves. They can be in monogamous relationships, but it’s a rarity. Usually, if they have a partner, they will tend to still participate in threesomes or foursomes or twenty-sevensomes.

Second, you do not fuck with a unicorn, because they will cut a bitch. They are capable of a uniquely terrifying rage that usually begins to reveal itself in the form of glitter secretion. No one knows where the glitter comes from, but when a unicorn starts to sparkle, it’s probably a good idea to run in the opposite direction, because you are undoubtedly about to get horribly murdered in a way that will be painful and drawn-out.

Third, unicorns formed extraordinary bonds with those they deem worthy. If you are able to gain a unicorn’s trust, it’s usually for life. And even if they give you shit every day and make fun of you and talk behind your back, it means that they love you more than almost anything in the world. They show it by damaging your self-esteem.

Fourth, if you have an extraordinary bond with a unicorn and said unicorn happens to be your best friend whom you left in the middle of the night almost a year ago without leaving them a letter specifically addressed to them, they will come barging in through the gates of whatever town you’re staying in, screaming about murder and death and how if they had their horn, Camp HaveHeart would be renamed Gore City, because there was going to be Gore City up in here, you get me, you pasty-ass motherfucking dick lickers?

But what makes it even worse is when said unicorn best friend is coupled with another best friend who happens to be a half-giant.

They feed off each other.

Giants (and therefore half-giants) get a bad rap. They’re considered brutish and violent and oh so stupid, and maybe there is some truth in that. They speak mostly in grunts and are prone to using their fists more than their words. And yes, there was a battle nine hundred years ago in which a tribe of giants tried to take over Verania in the Battle of Squished Innards where many people died after getting smashed, but that was in the past. These days, they stayed beyond the Northern Mountains and no one bothered them, and that was that.

Tiggy, of course, being the exception.

Tiggy, for all his clipped speech and love for brooms, was most certainly not a stereotypical giant. People underestimated him, thinking he was slow and thoughtless, incapable of actual human feelings. But of course, they were wrong, because Tiggy probably had the biggest heart of us all and was smarter than most everyone I knew. He was very protective of the people he loved the most, and usually destroyed any obstacles in his way to get to them.

Hence the barn door, which exploded inward, sending shards of wood flying around the room in an impressively dramatic display. Say what you will about Gary and Tiggy, but they knew how to make an entrance. I loved them with everything I had.

But that didn’t mean I wanted to die. “Hide me!” I squeaked to Kevin. “Oh my gods, you have to hide me. Swallow me whole and then throw me back up later after it’s safe! Okay, wait. That sounds disgusting. Don’t do that. Just my luck, I’d cause your acid reflux to act up, and we all know how that turns out.”

“We are so dead,” Kevin groaned, eyes wide. “There is going to be nothing left of us to bury. Do you think they would show us mercy if I tied you up and flogged you in front of them? Yes, I think they will. Let’s do that. Your safeword is meatloaf.”

“Sam of Wilds!” an ominous voice intoned through the thick dust. “Prepare to meet your doom.”

“Not my doom! You know how I feel about my doom.”

“Yes. I do. Which is why I said it, you little skank.”

“Oh. Right. Continue.”

The dust began to clear, and there, in the destroyed entrance to the barn, were a hornless unicorn and a half-giant.

Tiggy stood with his big hands on his hips, scowling, but also trying hard not to smile, which made for an interesting combination as he looked me up and down, taking me in hungrily. He didn’t look all that different than the last time I’d seen him. His thin dark hair was still wispy around his head, his nose bulbous, face kind and sweet, even though he’d just smashed a heavy barn door. He was wearing trousers that came just below his knees, and a patchwork vest my mother had made for him a few years before for All Hallowed Day, which he took great care of, saying he’d never had anything so nice before.

I wanted to hug his face until it fell off.

Next to him stood Gary, the air around him shimmering with glitter. His mane and tail had been dyed with streaks of purple and pink. His chest was puffed out, one leg raised in the air, bent at the knee and—wait.

I frowned. “Are you two posing?”

Gary snorted. The sparks that came out were periwinkle and teal. “Of course not,” he growled. “That would just be ridiculous.” He flipped his mane. It settled gracefully on the other side of his head.

“Tiggy.”

“Hi, Sam!”

“Are you posing?”

“Yes.”

“Tiggy,” Gary hissed. “Remember the plan.”

Tiggy’s face scrunched up. “Oh. Right. The plan.” He bared his teeth at me. “Sam in big trouble. Gary gonna bring the pain.”

“Oh,” Gary said, slowly turning back to look at me. “That’s right.”

“I am hard as a fucking rock right now,” Kevin muttered.

“Dude!”

“What? I am.”

“Not the time!”

“It’s never the time.”

“Yes, but of all the times, this is the one where it’s the most not the time.”

“That… wow. Your Veranian really took a hit in the woods, didn’t it. Are coherent sentences hard for you?”

“Enough!” Gary bellowed.

“Meep,” Kevin and I said.

Gary and Tiggy glared at us.

Kevin and I tried to make ourselves smaller.

“Now,” Gary said, “here’s how this is going to work. I am going to murder the both of you. And then I am going to resurrect you using arcane magic. And then I am going to murder you again. And then I will resurrect you again. And only then will I entertain the idea of setting a date far in the future in which I will consider the idea of possibly forgiving either of you for your crimes against Tiggy and myself.”

“Tiggy hug Sam now?” Tiggy whispered to Gary.

“No, you can’t hug Sam now. We still need to make him grovel—and you’re already hugging him.”

And he was. He’d taken three large steps forward, and before I could even react, I’d been swept up in his big arms and held tightly against his chest. His heart was beating rapidly, and he was breathing heavily, and I realized my wonderful friend was shaking. My eyes prickled with tears as I heard him sniffle. I wrapped my arms around his neck and buried my face in his throat.

“My Sam,” he said quietly. “My Sam. My Sam.”

“Hi, Tiggy.”

“Hi.”

“I missed you.”

“Me too. No more, okay? You stay here with Gary and Tiggy forever.”

“Okay.”

“Promise?”

“Yeah,” I said, voice breaking just a little. And even though I knew it was a promise no person could ever make, I said, “Forever,” because I wanted nothing more.

“Tiggy!” Gary growled. “I have never experienced such disappointment in my life. We had a plan. There were going to be threats and intimidation and blood, and then we were going to make them do things for us like laundry and a dance choreographed by yours truly involving unflattering costumes for our specific amusement. And then we were going to cry and hug them and all that other stupid feelings crap.”

“I cry now?” Tiggy said, eyes filling.

“Oh no,” I whispered. “This is going to get very wet.”

“But if you start, I will,” Gary said, lips trembling. The Unicorn Rage glitter was starting to fade. “And at least one of us needs to be angry at them.”

“No angry!” Tiggy wailed, tilting his head back. “Hugging and crying! So happy and sad!”

“I didn’t mean to leave!” I cried. “You have to forgive me!”

Gary ran forward until he collided with Tiggy, who wrapped him up in his other arm, squishing both of us against his chest. “This is going to ruin my makeup,” Gary sobbed, his nostrils pressed against my eyes. It was terrible and wonderful all at the same time. “It will streak down my face, and I will look like the aftermath of a festival celebrating the art of bukkake.”

“That’s so disgusting,” I wept. “I hate you so much for saying that so close to my face.”

“Well, it’s true. And I hate you for making me say it!”

“What bukkake?” Tiggy asked tearfully.

Gary was still crying when he said, “It’s when a group of people take turns ejaculating on someone.”

“Gross,” Tiggy bawled. “Everything happy and sad and gross.”

“I missed you guys so fucking much,” I said, pressing myself closer to Gary. “You have no idea.”

“I expect I do,” Gary said. “And if you think I am letting you out of my sight again in the near future, you’d be sorely mistaken. I am going to cling to you like herpes, you understand me?”

“Tiggy too,” Tiggy said, squeezing us tighter. “I be herpes on your mouth.”

I sighed happily at the thought, which was an impressive feat, seeing as I was still crying along with them.

“Oh look,” a voice said from above us. “Kevin is here too. We should all give some love to Kevin so he doesn’t feel left out or anything and start to doubt he belongs.”

We all slowly looked up at him.

He looked around, eyes wide. “Now, who could have said that? I mean, it’s true, of course, so whoever said that obviously knew what they were talking about.”

Gary pulled away from Tiggy and me, tail up, chest stuck out as he pranced toward Kevin. “Did you fuck other dragons?” Gary demanded.

Kevin peered down at him. “No? One is like my brother. Two are lesbians, one of whom thinks I’m her baby. Which I am. The other is a cranky old man.”

“Did you fuck Sam?”

I gagged. “What? Of course not!”

“Not even when he begged for it,” Kevin told Gary.

“I didn’t beg for anything—”

“Yes,” Gary said, “that sounds like him.”

“In what fucking world does that sound like me?”

“He dressed saucily to try and entice me,” Kevin said, lowering himself until he was eye level with Gary. “But I resisted, no matter how often he tried to present his asshole for my inspection.”

“None of that happened,” I told Tiggy. “Literally none of that.”

“Shh,” Tiggy said, squishing my face back against his chest. “Shhh, Slutty Sam. That’s capitalized. It true now.”

“I will deal with that whore later,” Gary said. “So if you didn’t have sex with dragons or Sam, who did you have sex with?”

“No one,” Kevin said. “Because I was saving myself for you.”

Gary gasped. “You were?”

“I dreamed about going to your bakery,” Kevin growled. “And putting your poppy seed muffins all over my face.”

“Well maybe my bakery is closed permanently,” Gary said, turning his head away to gaze into the distance. “Maybe it went out of business and I don’t have the finances to open it up again.”

“Or maybe it just needs a cash-flow injection,” Kevin said, tongue flicking out. “Something to give it a boost.”

“Oh my,” Gary breathed. “I do like cash-flow injections. And then I could open my bakery and banana nut all over your chest.”

“Tiggy,” I said, struggling to get free, “we have to get out of here. They’re going to have filthy reunion sex, and your soul is far too pure to witness such atrocities!”

“Do you feel that?” Gary purred, rubbing his snout against Kevin’s. “I feel my bakery having a grand reopening celebration right now. In fact, I think there’s something hot in my oven as we speak.”

“Maybe I should get in there and take it out before it burns,” Kevin rumbled.

“Gary,” Tiggy said, “what about the others?”

“Yeah, you should just stick your face in there and pull my muffins out of the oven before they—oh shoot. The others.” He stepped away from Kevin. “Thank you for reminding me, kitten. I lost my head there for a moment.”

“But,” Kevin whimpered, “what about my muffins.”

“I’m still angry with you,” Gary said, tossing his mane like a godsdamn diva. “And I shall not forgive you, no matter how enticing I find you and how much you make my thighs quiver. You are on my shit list. In fact, you are covered in my shit list. You are a pile of shit on a list that I own.”

“I could have done without that description,” I said to no one in particular.

“And don’t think I’ve forgotten about you,” Gary said, eyes blazing.

“But we cried together,” I sputtered. “That’s how we know everything is okay!”

“Okay?” He sounded outraged. “You disappeared and took my ex-husband, who I was separated from but was considering a trial reconciliation with. How in the world is any of that okay?”

“We hugged, though.”

“Yes, we did. And you’re welcome for that. You must have really enjoyed being so close to me. But just because we hugged doesn’t mean I have decided whether or not to skin your flesh from your bones as of yet and wear it as a Sam suit to frighten all the children away.”

“So graphic,” I breathed.

“Indeed.”

“I get to wear your face,” Tiggy said, kissing my forehead. “Sam mask.”

“You would look so cool wearing my face,” I assured him. “And what others? Is it Ryan and Justin?” I gulped audibly. “Aren’t they with you?”

“They’re coming along shortly,” Gary said. “Ryan woke us all up in the middle of the night, saying he’d had a dream you were back in Camp HaveHeart and that he thought it was real, so Tiggy and I took off running, leaving them behind because we get to have the first We Hate You Reunion—and yes, that was capitalized, because it’s motherfucking true—since we are your oldest and dearest friends. Ryan and Justin remained behind, yelling after us for some reason I didn’t have time to think about.”

I cocked my head at him. “Maybe because you left them behind?”

“Oh. Right. Yeah. Huh. How about that. I guess I was just too much in a hurry to get here and yell at you because I hate you.”

“You don’t hate me.”

“Little bit.”

“Where were you, anyways? I was told you were on a mission—”

His eyes narrowed. “Who told you that?”

“Katya and Brant.”

“Ah yes,” Gary said. “Those two. Obvious ancillary characters who served no real purpose other than to reintroduce a dashing hero and will probably never be mentioned again.”

“Probably,” I agreed. “But they were nice people. And thank you for the dashing hero comment. I concur completely.”

“It was a figure of speech that doesn’t necessarily describe my feelings for you, you strange whore. And yes, they’re the nicest. How did you meet them? They were supposed to be infiltrating a Dark post.”

“We found them in the forest cornered by Caleb and some other Darks. I rescued them and—”

“Did you murder his entire existence?” Gary demanded.

I shrugged. “Nah. I used him to send Myrin a message that I was back and badass and stuff. Did this whole magic thing that was really impressive, if I do say so myself.”

“Well,” Gary said. “Not the direction I would have gone, but okay. I’ll allow it.”

“Also, I wore my hood while kicking their collective asses and didn’t reveal my identity until the end.”

“You bitch. How dare you try to upstage me with theatrics. I hate you.”

I grinned at him, face feeling a little tight. “Dude, I love you.”

“Obviously. I am the light of your life, as I should be.” He paused, then shook his head. “Just… don’t. Ever again, you understand me? We can’t—” He coughed and looked away. “We can’t be without you. Not that I need you or anything. I am a strong, independent unicorn who don’t need no mens, and I will not take your shit. Is that clear?”

“Crystal.”

“Good. Okay! All is forgiven.”

I blinked. “Really? That… huh. That was easier than I thought.”

His nostrils flared dangerously. “Would you like me to rethink that decision?”

“Nope,” I said hastily. “I’m totally in agreement.”

“Hurray!” Kevin said. “I have never felt more jubilant than I do right now—”

“Not you,” Gary snarled, whirling back on the dragon. “You are still going to face my wrath when you least expect it.”

“You forgave Sam!”

“Of course I didn’t. I just said that to lull him into a false sense of security so that one day, when I come for him, he won’t be expecting me—I mean, yes, yes, I did forgive him. He’s my best friend and I love him so.” His eyes shifted side to side. Shiftily.

“Oh no,” I whispered. “My life is over.”

He smiled sweetly. “The moment you stepped foot back into Camp HaveHeart.”

“Should have waited for Justin and Knight Delicious Face?” Tiggy asked.

“Not at all,” Gary told him. “They have legs. We’re not their bitches. If they want to see Sam so bad, they can run here just like we did. And gods help them if they didn’t bring my luggage back. I will fuck their shit up.”

“I’m so dead,” I whispered.

 

 

CAMP HAVEHEART was awake and moving when we walked out the destroyed barn door, a crowd having gathered but quickly dispersing like they wanted us to think they hadn’t been listening in on every word. Mom and Dad were waiting for us on their porch, Vadoma seated next to them, her pipe between her lips. My parents looked relieved as we all walked out side by side, as if they expected missing limbs and kicked-in teeth. Which, to be fair, I’d expected too. Mom said something I couldn’t make out to Vadoma, but whatever it was, Vadoma just shook her head. Mom sighed and then pulled my father to fall in step beside us.

“Josh-pop,” Tiggy said, picking up my father and setting him on his shoulder. “Hi! I miss you. My brooms okay?”

“You don’t have to carry me,” Dad grumbled. “What if all the knights see?” Tiggy made to set him down, but Dad wasn’t fooling anyone when he pushed Tiggy’s hand away. “Your brooms are all accounted for. I made sure.”

“Good Josh-pop,” Tiggy crooned.

Mom was petting Gary’s mane. “Did you give him the ol’ what for?”

“He was crying and everything,” Gary said haughtily. “It was so embarrassing for him. Snot just dripping from his nose.”

“Hey! You cried too! Remember the whole bukkake thing?”

Gary stared at me. “Sam, how dare you speak like that in front of your dear, sweet mother. Honestly, Rosemary, I don’t know where he gets such things from. Obviously too much time was spent in the forest. I will correct that immediately. You can count on that.”

“Stupid fucking best friends,” I muttered. “I love you so godsdamn much.”

“Good,” Mom said to Gary. “And Kevin?”

“The bakery is closed for the foreseeable future,” Kevin said mournfully. “I can’t even get any biscotti.”

“Ew,” Mom, Dad, Tiggy, and I all said at the same time.

“The mission?” Dad asked from Tiggy’s shoulder.

“Unfortunately partially successful,” Gary grumbled. “But I told you they would be nothing but a pain in my ass. There was a reason I didn’t ask them for anything to begin with. I don’t like them that much.”

“But if they can help you find your horn, then don’t you think it’s worth it?” Mom asked, pressing a kiss to the side of his head.

“You say that now.”

“Your horn?” I demanded. “You found it? Who’s coming here? What can they do? Why am I yelling?”

“No,” Gary said, “we haven’t found it yet. There’s no point.”

“Of course there is,” Mom said quietly. “And don’t try to convince us otherwise. If there is to be any hope, then we need you to find it. You know that. Everything counts now.”

Gary sighed. “I know.”

“Why isn’t anyone telling me what’s going on!”

“Like you told us when you were leaving?” Dad asked.

“Boom,” Tiggy said, offering my dad a fist bump, which he gladly accepted.

“You guys suck,” I muttered. “I’m a wizard. You don’t get to—”

“Apprentice,” Gary coughed.

I grinned smugly at him. “Not anymore, dude, so bite me.”

Gary screeched to a halt. “Say what?”

“No longer can you interject apprentice into conversation with a ridiculous pseudocough. I am full-on hard-core wizard now.”

“Whoa,” Tiggy said. “For true?”

“For true, my height-advantaged friend.”

Gary was immediately in my space again, nostrils flaring as he pressed his nose against mine. I went a little cross-eyed trying to focus on him. “Hi,” he panted heavily.

“Um. Hi?”

“You’re not an apprentice anymore?”

“Nope.”

“Big-time wizard.”

“Yep.”

“Not Sam of Wilds?”

“Nope.”

“Sam of….”

“Dragons.”

“Huh. That’s sexy.”

“Thank you.”

“I might be attracted to you.”

“Uh.”

“You might want to keep checking your mail.”

“For….”

His mouth pressed against my chin. “For your invitation to the grand reopening celebration of my bakery.”

I shoved his face away as he cackled. “I will not go to your grand reopening celebration, you foul beast.”

“Where is my invitation?” Kevin asked.

“Got lost,” Gary said breezily. “How sad. Moving on.”

“What? Damn mailman. I shall see him between my teeth.”

“Well, you should have thought of that before you chased this hot piece of ass into the forest. Speaking of, Sam. Have I ever told you that I can open my mouth really, really wide? It’s almost like I can unhinge my jaw. And I don’t have a gag reflex.”

“He doesn’t,” Kevin said sadly, wings drooping. “It’s one of the things I like about him. Other than his heart.”

“Don’t you dare try and make me swoon, Kevin. Shit list. You are covered in it.”

“Worst reunion ever,” I muttered.

 

 

THERE WAS yet another gathering at the gates, and I wondered if these people had nothing better to do all day than gawk. It didn’t help that I was unsure how Ryan and Justin would react. I told myself to be ready in case they walked up to the gates hand in hand, staring deeply into each other’s eyes, laughing at inside jokes only they got. I’d be the spurned wife left holding a child on each hip, looking at Ryan and Justin in all their happiness. My heart would shrivel in bitterness, and I would begin to spiral into madness. The children would be taken away from me, and Ryan and Justin would raise them. Eventually, six years down the road, I would be caught up in a spiderweb of lies and deceit, standing over Justin’s body after he’d been poisoned eating pumpkin soup, sobbing and asking if Ryan was happy now, that he made me do this, he made me kill my best friend 5eva and—

“Whoa,” I whispered. “I’m slightly psychotic. That’s not a revelation I expected at this juncture.”

“What was that?” Gary asked.

“Oh nothing. Just making plans to make sure Ryan loves me forever.”

“Creepy,” Tiggy whispered.

“That’s what happens when you become a wizard,” Gary explained patiently. “Sam is no longer adorable. He has bushy eyebrows and—”

“I forgot to pluck!” I wailed, covering my face. “How could you let me out into public looking like this?”

“I thought we were just ignoring it in hopes that it went away.”

“Okay,” I said. “New idea. I run, and Ryan and Justin live happily ever after with my babies—”

“Nice try,” Gary said, pushing my back with his head, forcing me through the crowd. “Do you know how long I’ve waited to witness this?”

“Don’t you dare say eleven—”

“Eleven months. You won’t deprive me of drama when it is so readily available. It has been absolutely dreadful without your carriage wreck of a life. Who do you think feeds my need for the dramatics? Tiggy?”

“I ain’t no cheap trick,” Tiggy said, much to my consternation.

“I taught him that,” Gary said proudly.

“Great,” I said. “Fantastic. Glad to be of help.”

“You shut your bitch mouth,” Gary snarled. Then he blinked. “Yikes. Sorry about that. Apparently I’m still slightly angry with you. Strange how that works, you do something without me and then come back like it was nothing.”

“You don’t need to—” But then Gary pushed me into someone. Before I could apologize for Gary’s ridiculous behavior, I saw who I’d stumbled against.

She turned to scowl at me, holding her head high. “Of course it was you.”

“Lady Tina,” I said. “How unfortunate that you didn’t pass beyond the veil overnight. I expected more from you.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” she said primly, the Foxy Lady Brigade standing at attention behind her, facing the gates. “I was too busy protecting what remains of the proud country of Verania.”

“Yesssss,” Gary hissed. “This is what I’ve missed. Cut each other with semi-thought-out barbs. Fight to the death!”

We stared at him.

He didn’t even have the decency to look chagrined. I loved him even more for it.

I didn’t know what that said about me.

“Why are you even here?” I asked.

She stiffened. “In case you missed it yesterday, I am in charge here under Knight Commander Foxheart and Prince Justin. While they were absent, Camp HaveHeart was left in my capable hands.”

“Uh-oh,” Gary whispered.

“Well, that will be something that will need to be addressed once they return. In fact, I do believe you shall be banished. In fact, why don’t you go pack up your belongings now so we don’t have to delay the inevitable?”

The crowd began to whisper furiously around me.

Lady Tina’s eyes narrowed. “I think you’ll find yourself outvoted in that regard. I have more than proven myself to those that matter.”

“Oh, girl,” Gary whispered. “You should not have said that, girl.”

“Really,” I said coldly. “You tried to turn the people of Verania against me. You played a part in the death of Morgan of Shadows. You nearly got Ryan Foxheart killed. Randall is missing. I was forced into the Dark Woods to seek out a way to finish this once and for all. Tell me, how exactly have you proven yourself to those that matter when I wasn’t here?”

For a moment she looked slightly fearful, and I thought I’d won. But somehow she found the strength to shore herself up against my vindictiveness. She stood tall, and if she were anyone else, I might have been impressed.

“I accept my actions for what they were,” she said, voice even. “I made mistakes. But like before, you place blame on others without accepting any for yourself. What about your actions, Sam? What about everything you did which led to where we stand now?”

I was giving serious consideration to turning her whole body into so much running pus, but before I could, something in me shifted, a void in my head and heart filling like it hadn’t in a long time. My magic began to sing, and I had to close my eyes against the onslaught of it all. It was more than I remembered, but then, I was a different person now.

And I knew what it meant.

Lady Tina was forgotten. Gary and Tiggy and Kevin were forgotten. My parents were forgotten.

The crowd around us, undoubtedly already spreading rumors, didn’t seem to matter anymore.

All I cared about was that my cornerstone was near.

Even when we were children and he was a teenage douchebag I had turned to stone, there had been a connection between us. I truly believed it was because of him my magic manifested the way it had. Randall had once said we were woven together more tightly than even he expected, and I didn’t know if I’d ever heard him speak more of the truth.

I remembered the way his hand had felt in mine when we’d danced that night at the ball the King had thrown when he’d promoted Ryan to Knight Commander. The way Ryan had looked at me as we danced those three waltzes—like I was the only person in the world—had made my skin itch and heart hurt.

He loved me even then, and I didn’t know. I thought he was out of my reach.

And then I’d been at his side, facing the Darks, and the cruel twist of fate revealed itself when my magic sang for the first time in a way I could recognize as home. He was my home, and he belonged to another.

He stood upon a keep far from everything I’d known and wished for nothing more than me.

But wishes spoken aloud never come true. Everyone knew that. So I let him go.

But we were tied together. The both of us. Randall had been right about that. Something about us was always meant to be, and the void was filling, and I thought there was a chance I could do anything asked of me, if only he could be at my side.

Once upon a time, I sat alone in the desert under a night sky and made a wish. One that I’ve never told anyone, because I wanted it to come true.

Make me mortal. When all is said and done. I will protect my King, this one and the next. I will protect my kingdom. I will do all that you ask, but I want a mortal life for my happy ending. This is my wish.

I needed to hope he already hadn’t had Justin’s babies.

Because I would hate to have to steal some children’s father away from them. I’d feel real bad about it for at least a week, and no one wanted that.

I started to push my way through the crowd, but they offered no resistance. They parted as if they, too, had been waiting for this exact moment.

When I reached the open gate, I saw something unexpected.

I stopped.

And breathed, “I’ve had sex dreams that started just like this.”

Because a big fat ray of sun had burst through the clouds and was shining upon Ryan Foxheart, who was galloping toward me atop a steed, its white mane billowing majestically. He wore his Knight Commander armor, which looked as if it’d been spotlessly scrubbed, cuts of red rock embedded into the silver metal. His sword was drawn, and as I watched, he flourished it almost as if he were in slow motion, his wavy hair jostling about his head, green eyes bright.

He looked like every fantasy I’d ever had, and it was imperative that I fuck him senselessly into the nearest surface, not caring if we had an audience or not. Even the fact that my parents were there wouldn’t stop me. I was going to destroy him. He was going to be covered in my spunk, so much so that it was going to make Gary’s glazed donuts seem like work done by an amateur.

“Yeah,” I muttered, not caring who could hear me. “You ride that steed toward me, you dirty motherfucker. You’re not going to be able to walk for a week by the time I’m done with—”

And that’s when I saw the horse upon which he rode was not actually a horse at all.

It looked suspiciously like my best friend standing next to me. Aside from the fact that it had a large, shimmering horn atop its head.

Which killed any and all sexy thoughts. Mostly.

Because what.

“What a fucking show-off,” Gary muttered, coming up beside me. “Did he really think he would get away with that? It’s so racist.”

“Who?” I asked, unsure of what the hell was going on. “Ryan?”

Gary rolled his eyes. “Not Ryan. Terry.”

“Terry.”

“Yes, Terry.”

“Terry.”

“Why are you repeating his name? Do you really hate me that much?”

“I don’t—wait. Terry. As in your twin brother Terry.”

Gary squinted at me. “So you got stupid in the woods, huh? That’s unfortunate.”

“Your twin brother. Is here.”

“You don’t have to keep reminding me. I was against this, but Ryan and Justin thought we needed him.”

“I have no idea what’s even happening right now.”

Gary sighed. “Maybe if you would stop drooling over your boyfriend riding my brother, you’d be able to figure it out.”

“Oh my gods, phrasing. You can’t just say it like that!”

“It’s literally what is happening. Ryan is straddling my brother, thighs wrapped around his middle while he rocks back and forth—oh look. There’s the Prince.”

Grand Prince Justin of Verania was walking toward the gates, still a distance away behind Ryan and Terry. He didn’t look too pleased, as he appeared to be carrying quite a few bags.

“Oh thank gods he remembered my scarves,” Gary said. “I would have hated to see his blood spilled underneath my hooves.”

“Your brother,” I insisted.

“Yeah,” Gary sighed. “My brother.”

Gary and his family… well. They didn’t exactly have the most loving relationship. Oh, sure, I knew they cared about each other, and Gary didn’t exactly have a terrible childhood, but things were strained between them. The last I’d heard, his mom and dad had been off on some swingers tour that had apparently lasted for at least three years, where they would tour the world and apparently partner swap with other magical creatures at large orgies that sounded amazing in theory (taste the rainbow!) but disgusting in actuality (it tasted nothing like rainbows!).

And even though Gary and I had been friends for years, I had yet to meet any of his family. They sent letters every now and then that always seemed to be dusted with copious amounts of glitter, and Gary and Tiggy went to see them once years ago, with Morgan refusing to let me go with them, saying that a seventeen-year-old me did not need to be surrounded by three unicorns. Something about potentially triggering an apocalypse or whatever. I’d made Gary promise to bring me a souvenir. He’d told me to go fuck myself, and then he’d brought me back a T-shirt that said I’M NOT GAY BUT MY GIRLFRIEND IS. It had confounded me greatly.

Terry, on the other hand, was more of a mystery. From what I gathered on the little pieces Gary had dropped every now and then, their relationship was… contentious. Gary had said once that he wished he’d consumed Terry while they were still in the womb to save him from having to deal with his existence.

I’d laughed because I’d thought he was kidding.

Looking back, I didn’t think he was kidding.

So the worst thing I could have said was “Your brother looks pretty fucking majestic.”

Gary gasped. “You fucking come slut. How could you say that to my face!”

“Oh, man, I am so sorry. I meant to think that, not say it out loud. Dude, my bad.”

“I hate you. This is the worst day of my life.”

“Hey! I just came back after being gone for almost a year. This is the best day of your life.”

“Gary! Hey, Gary! Look at me! Look how progressive I am! I’m letting a man ride on my back. Who’s stuck-up now, you light-footed ninny?”

Light-footed ninny, I mouthed to myself.

Terry came to a stop in front of the gates, panting slightly from the exertion. His chest and legs were muscular, and his tail and mane were white, thick, and wavy. His horn was much larger and thicker than I expected it to be, and had it not been for Ryan Foxheart on his back, I might have swooned a little bit, which was a very odd thought to have.

Ryan dismounted with ease, armor clinking as he slid from Terry’s back.

I wished more than anything that everyone would leave.

But they didn’t, of course. They were waiting to see what was going to happen as much as I was.

Ryan looked… good. Really good. He was a little thinner than he’d been, cheekbones more pronounced, and the beard he’d worn temporarily back at Castle Freeze Your Ass Off had made a reappearance. His blond hair was as long as it’d ever been, and he reached up to push it back off his face in a practiced move that would have been stupid on anyone else but made me want to eat him alive.

There was a scar too, on his face, that hadn’t been there before. It was thin and white and started on the left side and stretched toward his nose. In the scheme of things, it was minor, but it hit me then, truly hit me, that there was a history here that I wasn’t privy to. Events that I wasn’t a part of had occurred. Someone had hurt him—a while ago, from the looks of it—and I hadn’t been there to protect him.

The thought made my chest ache.

“Ryan,” I croaked out, and I took a step forward to—

Lady Tina beat me to him. She pushed past me, marching forward, and stood at attention in front of him as if she were one of his knights. Ryan glanced at her before looking back at me with that intense gaze of his, as if he thought there was a chance I’d disappear.

“Knight Commander,” Lady Tina said, a hint of a purr in her voice. “Welcome back to Camp HaveHeart. I’m pleased to see the mission was successful. If you’d like, I can provide you with a detailed report of day-to-day activities that occurred in your absence.”

He looked a little startled at that, glancing back at her again. “I would hear it, and I’m sure it would be as… comprehensive as always, but there are matters of pressing importance that I must attend to first.”

Lady Tina stiffened just a little, and I was barely able to hold back my crow of victory, because I was the matter of pressing importance, and I was going to press him against so many things.

If he let me, that is.

“I understand,” Lady Tina said slowly as if she didn’t understand it in the slightest. “I suppose I can give my report to Prince Justin.”

“Yeah,” Ryan said, once again distracted by me. “That sounds… good.”

“Ooh,” one of the Foxy Ladies breathed as the others started to titter. “I think I’m starting to quiver. You know. Down there.”

Lady Tina glared back at them, and they fell silent immediately.

She stepped aside.

Ryan took a step toward me as he sheathed his sword.

“Knight Commander,” Terry said, and I thought I would be capable of murdering the next fucking thing that interrupted us. “Or should I call you Ryan now? I mean, we are close after letting you on my back, after all. Ryan. Yes. I think I shall call you Ryan. Anyway. Ryan, since I am a guest at your camp, I would like to—”

“Would you shut your fat mouth?” Gary hissed at him. “You’re interrupting the reunion I’ve written fan fiction for. This has been almost a year in the making. I swear to the gods, Terry, if you ruin this for me, I will kick you in the fucking uvula.”

Terry snorted daintily. The sparks were chartreuse. “Like you could even find my uvula. You don’t even know what a uvula is.” His voice was deeper than Gary’s. It was really rather dreamy. For a unicorn.

“Well… okay. That’s true. I don’t. It sounds disgusting. But I won’t stop until I find it, even if that means I need to trample all over your stupid body, so help me.”

“In your throat,” Tiggy whispered. “Dangly.”

“Thank you, kitten, I don’t know what I’d do—annnnd Sam is glaring at me. I wish I could say I hadn’t missed that, but that would be a lie. He looks like a frustrated crack-addicted puppy. It’s so adorable, I feel the need to give him an intervention.”

“That’s Sam?” Terry asked, peering over at me. “The fearsome wizard who will save us all? How… underwhelming.”

“Terry,” Ryan said, a warning clear in his voice. “Leave Sam alone.”

“Fine,” he sighed. “You know I would do anything for you.”

Ryan looked back at me. “When did you—”

“Just kiss already,” Deidre hissed. “I need to see it.”

“Please don’t get them started,” Justin said, sounding as dry as ever. He approached the gate, looking as perfect as always, dark brown curls falling artfully around his head. He was cool and aloof, and I knew he was trying desperately to keep from throwing himself at me, sobbing that I was never to leave him again. He was good at keeping his emotions underneath the cold exterior, but I could see right through him. “They’ll never stop, and it’s something I don’t want to have to witness until I’ve worked up to it.”

“Gary,” Kevin whispered.

“Yes, dragon who I haven’t decided if I’ve forgiven yet?”

“What are your feelings on having sex with twins?”

“Well, I don’t suppose I’ve given it much thought. I mean, if there were two of you—wait a godsdamn minute.”

“You’ve talked about me with your brother?” I asked Gary, feeling strangely touched.

“Nothing nice,” Gary said savagely. “Because you do stupid things like leave me behind. In fact, I doubt I’ve ever complimented anything about you when talking to him.”

“Oh please,” Terry said, rolling his beautiful eyes. “If I didn’t know any better, I would have assumed you wanted to mount him.”

“I can’t believe this is real,” I whispered feverishly. “I’m so happy. Not about the mounting, of course, but everything else. Oh, and once, just once, I’d like to meet a magical creature whose name is something like Volos or Fraenier.”

“You know a dragon named Zero Ravyn Moonfire,” Gary pointed out. “And also, your name is Sam. That’s super boring, just like everything else about you, you little fuck.”

“I will punch your friggin’ face off,” I warned him. “Come at me, bro. You mess with the bull, you’re gonna get the horn.”

Gary gasped. “How dare you make fun of the fact that I don’t have my horn yet!” His eyes filled with tears. “As if I would ever do that to you.”

“We gonna cry again?” Tiggy asked, bottom lip trembling.

“No,” I said, throat thick. “We can’t cry. We don’t have time to—”

“Yes!” Gary wailed. “Sam goes away for a year, and then he comes back and makes fun of me!”

“You made fun of my eyebrows!”

“Because they’re hideous! What did you expect me to do?”

“That’s just mean—okay, time out.”

Gary and Tiggy’s tears dried immediately.

“Okay,” I said. “New rule. Can we agree that if one of us has to go live in the forest for an extended period of time, the others can’t make fun of their appearance when they return? I mean, it’s not like there’s a lot of facilities in order to maintain our beautiful selves at the level we’re used to.”

“That’s true,” Gary said. “And also, it’s not as if you necessarily have control of how you look. It’s like making fun of someone who is bald. Why would you do that? It’s not fair, because they can’t control their hair loss.”

“I just like all people,” Tiggy said.

“Okay, we agree we can’t make fun of the way another looks after they go into the Dark Woods for a long time and come back out with unruly eyebrows—”

“And oily-looking skin,” Gary added. “And rambunctious nose hairs. And—”

“Thank you, Gary,” I said through gritted teeth. “Those things, and we also can’t make fun of balding people, because that’s just mean. Agreed?”

“Aye,” Tiggy and Gary said.

“The ayes have it, then,” I said. “Rule number one thousand, eight hundred, and forty-seven of the Sam/Gary/Tiggy Friendship has been—”

“Everyone leave!” Ryan Foxheart barked, sending shivers through me. This was the Knight Commander I knew. “If anyone bothers Sam or myself for the next hour, there will be consequences.”

The crowd didn’t even hesitate as they dispersed, Gary and Tiggy immediately stopping their tears as they glanced between Ryan and me.

“What’s happening?” Tiggy whispered to Gary.

“Someone’s butt is gonna get reamed.”

“Good way or bad way?”

“Could be both, kitten. Could be both. Now, come on. You can help me ignore Kevin and also try and ditch my brother. We’ll pretend we have an important meeting to attend to, but in actuality, the time will be spent with you telling me how pretty I am while feeding me freshly peeled grapes. And when I say peeled, I mean peeled. A plague upon your head if there is any skin left, you understand?”

“I like my brooms.”

“Yes, yes, I know, you gigantic weirdo whom I love desperately.”

I didn’t see them leave, as I only had eyes for Ryan Foxheart, my stomach flip-flopping nervously.

“Are you sure?” Terry asked Ryan in a low voice. “I can stay here with you if you think you’ll need me.”

“I won’t,” Ryan said.

“Well, then,” Terry said stiffly. “If you want to put it that way. I forgive you, though. I know the strain you’re under must be extraordinary. I’ll be here when you’re done.”

And then there were only three of us: Justin, Ryan, and me. The Prince looked between Ryan and me before he rolled his eyes. “Gods, you two are the worst. You have an hour. We have many things to discuss now that Sam has finally returned. Not a minute more. If I have to send someone to find you both, there will be trouble. This may not be a Verania I recognize anymore, but I am still the godsdamn Prince, and until we get my father back, I act in his stead.”

And that… shit. That was something I hadn’t given much thought to. Oh sure, I’d felt sick at the idea of Myrin imprisoning the King, and was planning on at least forty-seven different ways to have my revenge, but I hadn’t put myself in Justin’s shoes. I had lost much, but in my absence, the country Justin knew had changed and his father had been taken from him. And that rested upon my shoulders. If I’d stayed, things might have been different.

But Justin’s father had been taken, not just the King. I could only imagine how I’d feel if Myrin had my dad.

“I’m sorry,” I tried to tell him as he walked by, an annoyed look on his face as he dropped all of Gary’s luggage. “I didn’t mean—”

“Sam.” He stopped beside me, shoulder to shoulder. “Don’t.”

I nodded, because he was right. He didn’t want to hear an apology from me. I didn’t blame him for being angry with me.

He sighed loudly like I was an idiot. Which, to be fair, was probably true.

And then he did something I didn’t expect.

He pulled me into a hug.

As far as hugs go, it wasn’t great. His armor was bulky and poked at my chest and stomach. He felt stiff, and it was awkward. But the fact that he initiated it after everything I’d done meant more to me than I could put into words.

“I’m glad you’re home,” he whispered in my ear. “And I will kill you if you tell anyone I said that. I mean it, Sam. I will chop off your head myself. But I’m glad. Even if your inane prattling makes me want to stab my own eardrums, it… hasn’t been the same without you.”

“We’ll get him back,” I said, voice muffled against his shoulder. “I promise. I’ll do everything to get him back.”

He tensed a little at that but didn’t pull away. “I know,” he said, voice tight. “And I don’t blame you for this. I know you must think I do, and no matter what I say, you won’t believe me. But it’s true. This is on Myrin, and no one else.”

I didn’t say anything, because I didn’t think I had anything left to say.

“And go easy on Ryan, okay? He’s… just. Let him say what he needs to. It’ll be all right. In the end.”

He pulled away after that, the stoic mask of the Prince once again on his face. He glanced back at Ryan. “One hour. I mean it. Don’t test me.”

And then he was gone.

Above us, the guards of Camp HaveHeart moved along the walkways, the wood shifting and groaning. They were talking overloud, as if they thought it’d give Ryan and me some privacy. I didn’t think it worked as much as they thought it would.

Ryan must not have thought so either, because one moment he was staring at me with a strange look on his face, and the next he stalked toward me, scowling. He grabbed me roughly by the arm, ignoring my squawk as he pulled me behind him.

“Hey, hey, maybe buy me dinner first before you manhandle me, you big—”

The glare he shot over his shoulder was not to be trifled with, so I shut my mouth and let myself be led to my doom.

Gods. I really hated my doom.





Chapter 5: Wherein Knight Delicious Face Kicks Some Ass

 

 

HE DIDN’T speak as he led me through Camp HaveHeart, his grip on my arm never loosening. If anything, it tightened, and I was sure I’d have bruises there later. The idea of it sent a sick thrill down my spine, which proved once and for all I was a little fucked in the head. For all I knew, this was going to be the only touch I’d get from him again.

People stared openly at us as we passed them by, the knights hooting and hollering as if they thought we were on our way to a good dicking, the Foxy Lady Brigade flushing hotly and leering in ways unbecoming of a group of assassins, and Gary making the sign of the cross with his hoof for reasons I didn’t quite understand. I thought about asking Ryan to maybe slow down a little as his strides were much larger than mine, but I couldn’t find my voice.

He led me to the house he and Justin shared. I wanted to jerk my arm back and run in the opposite direction. What if we got inside and there was evidence of their newly rediscovered love all throughout their house? Like His and His monogrammed bath towels hanging in the bathroom? Or like His and His monogrammed dildos on the kitchen table from a rigorous bout of Stick It In Me before they’d left on their mission, still glistening with lube, their semen dried in a flaky crust on the floor? I didn’t know if I could survive His and His monogrammed dildos on kitchen tables with lube and jizz stains. My heart would break cleanly in two.

While I was focused on the dildos (how big would they be? would they have rhinestones on them? would they vibrate?), Ryan shoved the door open, pulled me inside sharply, and slammed it behind us before leaning against it and staring at me.

He dropped my arm.

And waited.

Since I wasn’t sure what to do next, I took in my surroundings.

The house was perfunctory. It was sparsely furnished and didn’t look like the love den of a couple who had just rekindled their feelings for each other and felt the need to bone in every room possible. But for all I knew, Justin was weird and only liked to have sex in a bedroom. If that was the case, I felt bad for Ryan, who liked hand jobs in hallway closets. My review of the room took all of five seconds, even though I had hoped it would take a few hours. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I did what I did best: I fidgeted awkwardly, catching Ryan’s gaze before looking away.

The silence stretched on for an unbearable minute, each conversation opener I could come up with sounding as ridiculous as the last.

Hi! You look swell.

It’s great to see you again! Sorry about the whole disappearing act and the fall of Verania. Totes my bad!

Do you want to skip the whole Grr I’m Angry Thing and go straight to the makeup sex?

Did you think of me at all? Because I thought of you. Every day, the first thing and the last. I think I always will.

Instead I finally broke the silence and said, “I’m sorry about my I’ve Been In the Forest Eyebrows.”

And then winced, because of course this was my life.

He snorted and shook his head like he found me amusing but was trying desperately not to. “You capitalized that, didn’t you?”

I shrugged. “Yeah. That means it’s true now.”

“Is that right?”

“You know how it is.”

“Do I?” he asked, and I heard the anger in his voice. “Maybe I don’t know anymore. Maybe none of us do.”

That hurt. It was expected, but still. I didn’t blame him. I couldn’t. “That’s fair,” I said as evenly as possible, because I could take the punches just as long as we came out on the other side still standing.

He started taking his armor off, piece by piece, the metal clanging loudly in the quiet room. “Fair,” he repeated. “I’m so glad you think so.”

“Okay,” I said, wringing my hands. “You’re mad. I get that. And I respect your right to have that anger. You’ve earned it. So. Thank you for sharing it with me. I will accept it as part of who you are right now and will do nothing to minimize the way you’re feeling.” I was proud of myself for being so mature and responsible.

“Oh, I’m not mad, Sam.”

I blinked. “You’re not?”

“No.”

“Oh.” Awesome, maybe we could just—

“I’m furious.”

Uh-oh.

“What were you thinking?” His gauntlets fell to the floor. He didn’t look away from me. “I woke up and you were gone. Do you know what that felt like? The last thing I remembered was Myrin and Morgan and you, and then I was waking in the healing ward of the castle to a letter from you saying you were leaving to do what you had to do, Morgan dead, Randall missing.”

I winced. “I didn’t want to leave! I just couldn’t—”

“Then you didn’t have to,” he retorted. I didn’t know if I’d ever seen him so angry. “I’m not magic like you, Sam. I don’t have the whole… whatever it is flowing through me like you, but do you know what it felt like to be cut off from you? I didn’t even know I could feel like that, as if part of my heart had been ripped away. I’m your cornerstone, and you left me behind like I didn’t matter.”

“It’s not like that! I wasn’t trying to—”

“We looked for you, okay? For weeks. And there was nothing. Gary was devastated, Tiggy inconsolable. The King was without an advisor, and Justin didn’t have his best friend—”

“I knew we were best friends!”

“And don’t even get me started on your parents. You ran away just like you did when we left for Mashallaha. When things got too tough, you ran.”

And even though I fought it, I couldn’t hold back my own irritation. “That’s what you think. You think I’m a coward.”

He was only wearing his wool undergarments now, looking flushed and ridiculous and terribly attractive, and I was pissed off. “I didn’t say that. You did.”

“You implied it.”

“Take from it what you will.”

I wanted to punch him in his perfect mouth. “You want to know why I left?”

“I know why.”

“Come away with me, O human child,” I spat at him. “In this forest deep, in the dark of the wild. Where in these woods, you’ll face your fear, as time doth stretch toward a year.”

Ryan’s face was stony.

“It’s the stupidest thing ever. GW is so old he thinks he can get away with it. News flash, he can’t. But does he listen to me about that? Noooo. Of course not. I’m the oldest thing in the world, Sam. I can do whatever I want, Sam. You have to do whatever I say, Sam, because I’m a fucking asshole.” I scowled. “You know, I’m really fucking sick of dragons. I wouldn’t be sad if they flew away and never returned. After we saved the day, of course. If they left now, that would kind of suck because of the whole supervillain destiny thing.”

“Because of course you call him GW,” he muttered, scrubbing his hand over his face. “It’s said he only essentially created the world, so why not give him a nickname.”

“Please. He liked it, even though he vehemently denied it and threatened me with a fiery death if I continued to call him that.”

“It’s good to see that your self-preservation is still remarkably intact.”

“Why thank you—hey!”

“The poem?” he asked, crossing his arms and leaning back against the door. I tried desperately not to stare at the outline of his junk through his undergarments, because we were being serious right now. But it was obvious he wasn’t wearing anything underneath them, and I didn’t think I could be blamed for cursing Ryan Foxheart in my head for posing so provocatively, especially since this was the closest I’d been to him in a long time.

I wiped the drool from my chin and said, “Blargh urgh do me.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Come again?”

“Yes, please. I mean, what?”

“The poem, Sam. The one the dragon told you? And then you decided he was full of crap and you could save the world without him and then for some reason changed your mind at the absolute worst possible moment?” Yeah, he was pissed, all right.

“Okay, so. Back up. Are you mad at me because I didn’t go with him the first time, or mad I went with him the second time? Because I can’t quite figure out what—”

“All of it! I’m angry because of everything.”

“Oh, well that’s… all-encompassing.”

“Sam,” he growled.

“Uh, yes?”

“You asshole.”

“Hey! Watch your mouth. You need to think of the children!”

“Fuck the children!” he bellowed.

“Whoa,” I whispered. “That escalated quickly.”

Ryan began to pace. “He told you to come with him. You told him no. And then everything went to hell and you went. What the fuck, Sam? What changed?”

“I didn’t want to leave you,” I said weakly. “Not with—”

“You sure as hell didn’t seem to have a problem with that after I’d been stabbed,” he retorted.

I flinched, taking a step back. “Yeah. Right. No problem whatsoever. That’s exactly right. It didn’t tear me in half at all. Good thing you know me so well.”

He laughed bitterly. “Know you? Sam, I haven’t seen you in almost a year. I don’t know who you are anymore. Before you left, I could always feel you, like there was this strange little thread that attached me to you. I thought that’s what it meant to be a cornerstone. But now? Now it’s like I’m consumed by you, and I don’t know why. Things have changed. You’ve changed. And I don’t know what that means. Or what happened to you while you—”

“I’m not an apprentice anymore,” I muttered, rubbing the back of my head. “It’s why you feel like that.”

He stopped pacing, jaw dropped. “What?”

I sighed. This wasn’t how I planned to tell him. I thought it’d come out better during pillow talk after the whole makeup sex fantasy I had going on in my head. “Uh. Yeah. Hi! I’m Sam of Dragons now. Wizard extraordinaire.” I wiggled my fingers at him, little trails of green and gold streaking around them.

“Ungh,” Ryan said, eyes slightly glazed as he watched my fingers. He shook his head as if trying to dispel whatever carnal thoughts he was having. I figured it was a good sign if he still had a magic kink. Maybe it was a little manipulative, but I would take what I could get. “What about the Trials?”

I shrugged. “I sort of… bypassed them? GW mentored Randall before the whole Myrin thing, and he did the same for me, only a little more… intensive. Randall used to be Randall of Dragons, and I guess that’s me now. GW gave me the name.”

“I don’t… holy shit.”

“Right? And I’ll let that one slide. Watch it, Foxheart. Your mouth is going to lead to such a spanking, just you wait.”

He rolled his eyes. “How did he mentor Randall? I thought the dragons could only speak when you were around?”

“Apparently some stupid mystical connection they had or something. I’m not too up on the details on that. It’s best to not try and focus on it too much. Makes less sense the more you think about it, so I just choose not to.”

“That’s pretty much the story of your life, isn’t it?”

“Was that a joke? Can I laugh, or are you still mad at me and we’re fighting and stuff?”

“And stuff,” he echoed. “Why would you—oh man. Does that mean you’re essentially Randall Part Two?”

I choked. “Oh my gods, you did not just say that. And you capitalized it. What the fuck is wrong with you!”

“Now it’s true!” he yelped, eyes wide. “You’re Randall Part Two!”

“Nope. Nope, nope, nope. I am not Randall Part Two. In fact, you know what? I am changing my name now. I’m no longer Sam of Dragons. I’m Sam of… okay, I can’t think of anything particularly awe-inspiring right now because I’m so outraged, but I will. And mark my words, when I do, it’s going to blow everyone away, and they’ll all say, ‘Ooh, that’s so cool! Look, everyone, look how cool he is with his new name that has nothing to do with Randall.’”

“Sam of Dragons,” Ryan said, sounding awed.

“Why do you keep saying it like that!”

“I can’t believe you’re—”

“I will melt your face off, Foxheart, mark my words!”

“Ungh.”

I groaned. “Stop finding my threats against your being attractive. We’re arguing right now. You can’t just be Knight Delicious Face when we’re arguing, you ass—”

“Oh, please. I’m Knight Delicious Face no matter what I do. Most everyone loves it.”

“Riiiight. Because most everyone has totally seen the way you drool on your pillow and wake up with crusty cheeks. You unbelievable douche.”

“I do not!”

“Yes, you do. In fact, sometimes I call you Knight Crusty Cheeks. So ha. Take that to your Foxy Lady Brigade and shove it. Which, by the way, you can sure as shit bet we’re going to have a long talk about, especially given how you apparently trust Lady Tina, of all people. My sworn enemy is now your second? What the fuck is wrong with all of you?” I had a thought then. “Is she holding you all hostage? Is she listening in right now? Blink once for yes and twice for probably, and I’ll go outside and make her die horribly. Like, all that would be left would be a pile of blood and gristle. It would be awesome.”

He didn’t blink.

“Okay, I’m not quite sure what that meant. Tell you what, I’ll just assume you’re being held hostage. Let me go make her die and we can continue this conversation sometime next decade—”

“Do you still love me?”

Godsdamn him.

I closed my eyes and took in a shuddering breath. That was a question I hadn’t expected. Out of everything that could have happened, I thought if those words were spoken aloud, I would have been the one saying them. And definitely not in a small voice like I’d never heard from him before.

“You’re my cornerstone,” I said clumsily.

“That’s not what I asked.”

I opened my eyes and looked at him. Now that we were close, I could see the dark bags under his eyes, the worry etched across his brow like it’d been there a long time. He was thinner, as if the stress of the last year had weighed heavily upon him. I wondered at the scar that would be on his torso, how pronounced it would be. If I would ever get to trace it with my tongue, silently thanking the gods that he still drew breath. And there was the other scar, the one on his face, partially hidden by his thick beard.

I didn’t think I looked any better. I hadn’t yet found the strength to look in a mirror, but from what everyone else was saying, I probably didn’t look too great. When I slept in the Dark Woods, it was the sleep of the exhausted, from having been assaulted by magic day in and day out, the Great White forcing me into something I hadn’t thought I was quite capable of. It worked—eventually—but it’d taken its toll on me. The voices of dragons and Morgan and Randall and Myrin had been whispering around me, telling me I needed to be stronger, better, that I was going to fail, that everyone I loved would die.

But one thing kept me coming back to myself. One person kept me pushing forward so that one day, I could stand before him again and tell him how sorry I was.

And how much I loved him.

“It wasn’t—” I shook my head. “He told me I didn’t need you.”

Ryan took a step back, clenching his fists at his sides.

I pushed on. “He told me that cornerstones were weaknesses. That they would lead to nothing but ruin. That Randall had put his faith in his and was then betrayed. After… Myrin, after all that he did, and after they banished him to the realm of shadows, Randall brought back the King of Sorrows from the brink of madness, only to succumb to his own. He… went Dark, Ryan. He locked himself up in Castle Freesias and went Dark. He tried to fight it for so long, but…. He went Dark, and it took ages for him to come back from that. To put his own mind back together and return to the right side of magic.”

I looked down at my hands. “The Great White was… concerned. He thought I was too young to have found my cornerstone already, that you were an obstacle to what the gods had planned for me.”

“Your destiny.”

I sighed. “I really fucking hate that word.”

“And yet you seem to have accepted it just fine.”

“Okay, I deserved that.”

“Damn right you did. The Great White?”

Might as well get it all out now. “He tried to convince me that a cornerstone was an illogical fallacy, that putting faith and trust and magic into one person was a mistake. Because people could be cruel. Or corrupted. They could follow a path of magic that leads to shadows. Or they could die. Because no matter what happens, a cornerstone will die. You don’t have the magic I do. Either you will fall in battle or your body will be ravaged by sickness. And even if none of that happens, eventually time will catch up with you. It was better, he said, to only trust myself.”

“That… sounds really stupid.”

I snorted. “Right? I go to the woods to accept my Destiny of Dragons, and the Great White—the oldest living creature in the known world—tells me the secret to defeating the most evil wizard of all time is to believe in myself. I almost punched him in the eye.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“He’s super big. I couldn’t reach.”

“Like that’s stopped you before.”

“What can I say. I’ve grown as a person.”

He sounded nervous when he asked, “And what did you choose?”

“What?”

“Did you believe in yourself? Or did you keep your faith in me? Or can you do both? Like, believe in yourself and in me?”

I groaned. “This is such a dumb conversation.”

“How else am I supposed to ask that? This whole thing is fu—mothercracking stupid.”

“It’s like one of those after-school special plays they used to put on in the square. Remember those? They were all about learning life lessons like not to eat mushrooms you find in the forest because you’ll turn into a prostitute or not getting pregnant while young because you’ll have a baby and then turn into a prostitute.” I frowned. “Wow, now that I think about it, most of those ended with people turning into prostitutes.”

“Would you just—”

“I love you,” I told him, and he slumped against the door as if his knees had given out. “More than anything. You’re my cornerstone. And I don’t care what an ancient dragon says about that. Or what the gods say. Or anyone. I can believe in myself and still have faith in you. In what you are to me. That you’ll pull me back when I need you to. I gave you my heart, Ryan. And the only way I’ll take it back is if you don’t want it anymore. Which I hope you won’t, because I kind of want you for always.” My voice broke a little as I continued. “I promise you, when I was in the woods, looking up at the stars, there is nothing I wished for more than you.”

He bowed his head, taking in deep, raspy breaths. “Why did you come back?” he managed to say. “Why now?”

I was walking on dangerous ground here. “It was time. There was nothing more that GW could do for me, even though he thinks otherwise. And Zero only has a few weeks left before he goes back into hibernation. Either we do this now or we don’t do it at all.”

His head snapped up, and though he still looked angry, his eyes were wet. I had made Knight Delicious Face cry. I was the worst person in the world. “You came back because Zero’s time is almost up.”

“Yeah.” Oh shit. “And because of the whole love stuff. Remember that part? Hopefully you do, seeing as how it was just a minute ago and all hella romantic. Like, I said I love you, dude, because of wishes, and you were all like, oh no, I’m crying a little because I may be a knight, but I’m not afraid to show my feelings.”

“I’m not crying,” he said, a tear tracking down his cheek.

“Yeah, okay. Whatever you need to tell yourself, you big ball of sap.”

“You’re an idiot.”

“No argument from me there. Look, you can be mad at me all you want, but can you kiss me now? Please? I really would like it if you kissed me. And if you don’t want to, that’s okay. Well, it’s really not, and I’ll probably be emotionally devastated and have to write in my diary—I mean my Grimoire—about all my feelings with snippets of emo songs written in the corners that have lyrics like you broke my heart / why did we even start / to love, my loving love. I mean, I know you and Justin probably have His and His monogrammed bejeweled dildos that you fuck each other with at the dinner table and—”

And he was kissing me. Somehow, as if by magic, he’d moved across the room, taken my face in his hands, and was kissing me with all his might. His fingers dug into my skin, and his lips were hot and—

He pulled away, frowning and panting and all around being rather devastating up close. “His and His monogrammed what?”

“No,” I mumbled, trying to put my face back on his face. “No, ignore that. Go back to the whole kissing thing. I really like the kissing thing. You were so good at that. Stop talking and put your mouth on my mouth.”

“I don’t know if I can after that.”

“Yes, you can. I believe in you.”

“And wouldn’t bejeweled dildos hurt? Like, those would just—”

I kissed him. He groaned against my mouth and held on to me just as tightly as I was to him. My magic sang, the green and gold bursting brightly within me. And I knew the moment he felt it because he gasped, mouth open, hot and wet, and there were tongues and teeth and a sense of such great familiarity. Of being back where I belonged. Because no matter what the Great White said, no matter what he wanted me to believe, Ryan Foxheart was my cornerstone. I’d proven to GW that I could stand on my own. I’d done what he’d asked of me. But he couldn’t understand that while I believed in myself, while I could stand on my own, I didn’t have to. I had people who would hold me up should I begin to stumble. I had Gary. And Tiggy. And Kevin. I had Justin and the King. I had my parents. I had Randall, wherever he was. I had the memories of Morgan, something that would never be taken from me.

And I had Ryan Foxheart.

My heart was lightning-struck, and he held it in his hands as if it were something miraculous. Something precious. Even after all this time, after everything I’d done.

The Great White didn’t understand that. And I didn’t think he ever would.

But it wasn’t my job to convince him otherwise.

I’d gone to the forest an apprentice.

And I’d found something unexpected.

Myself.

And now I’d returned as a wizard, and I was going to—

“Oh my gods,” I groaned as Ryan began to gnaw on my neck, sucking a mark. “I’m going to fucking destroy you. I really hope you don’t like walking straight, because by the time I’m done with you, people are gonna think one of your legs is shorter than the other. You’re gonna be walking in circles. In fact, I’m gonna fuck you cross-eyed too, you son of a bitch, so I hope you’re okay with just being an all-around mess.”

“I’m still mad at you,” he growled against my throat. “Really pissed off.”

“Totally fine, dude. Angry sex is awesome. Like, pressing up against the wall and wow, that is your dick right on my thigh. I’m going to be honest, it’s been a super long time, so this is probably going to last about another twenty-six seconds. I’m not even embarrassed right now.”

“I don’t care,” he muttered, grinding his hips against mine. “Fucking come in your trousers if you need to. I’ll just lick it up when you’re done.”

“That’s fucking dirty. I approve so much, you don’t even know—”

And then came a knock at the door.

“Ignore it,” I said, gripping Ryan’s dick through the wool and trying to jerk him off. The awkward angle pulled against my wrist, but I was pretty damn good at awkward, so I figured I could make it work. “It’s probably nothing important. A salesman or something.”

“I told you guys you had an hour!” a voice bellowed through the door.

“That’s probably nothing too,” I said as Ryan groaned while I stroked him, squeezing him tight. “I doubt that’s even really Justin. Sounds like an impersonator.”

“I command you as the Prince of Verania to not be having sex right now. Get your asses out here! Don’t make me come in there and see something I don’t want to see, especially if it’s Sam in any state of undress.”

“He loves me,” I told Ryan as his hips snapped against my hand. “Did you guys sit around a fire and tell stories about how much you missed me and how empty your lives were without me?”

Ryan’s eyes were glazed over as he pressed his forehead against mine. I gave a practiced twist of my wrist and Ryan came with a drawn-out moan, warmth spreading underneath my hand.

“No,” Justin said, sounding horrified. “I did not need to hear that. What the hell is wrong with the both of you! I live there. I’m going to get your parents, I swear to the gods!”

“Shit,” I muttered. “He probably means that. We have to hurry. I want to jerk off on your face. Get on your knees.”

He didn’t even hesitate. He dropped to the floor, face turned toward me. I unfastened my trousers, sighing at the relief in pressure. He looked up at me with a dazed expression, and I grunted, “Close your eyes” as I began to fuck my fist. He did just as I asked. It took only a few pulls before I came, striping his face. My hand was sticky and wet, and he looked so damn good doing what he was told, tongue flicking out, tasting me on his lips.

“Fuck,” I breathed as I slumped down in front of him, dick still hanging out. There was a wet spot on the front of his undergarments and his face was dripping with my spunk, but I leaned in and kissed him for all I was worth.

It was pretty gross, and possibly the best thing in the entire world.

I was well and truly home.





Chapter 6: A Meeting of the Minds

 

 

RYAN LOOKED rather smug seeing me dressed in his clothes as we left the house, like some primal part of him now saw me as marked. Given the fact that I’d just come all over his face in a house he lived in with Justin, I didn’t give him too much shit, even though I wanted to. We were still on uneven ground, but I thought it’d be something we could overcome.

But I wasn’t under any illusion that things were back to the way they were. We’d both become different people in the last year, both by choices we’d made and things beyond our control. I placed blame directly on Myrin for most of it, though I knew some of it fell on me. Because no matter what I wanted to believe, there was some truth to what Ryan had said. I’d run. Morgan had lain on a slab of stone, Ryan had been hovering between this life and the next, and Randall had disappeared. The King had turned to me to be his wizard, and I’d felt all of that on top of me, and I’d run. Sure, I’d told myself it was the right thing to do, that it was what the gods wanted, and maybe that was partially correct.

Ryan didn’t take my hand as we left the house, but he kept close to me as we walked through Camp HaveHeart, shoulders brushing. The people brightened at the sight of him, nodding at him or calling out in greeting. He responded to each and every one of them with a small smile.

They were warier of me. I didn’t blame them. While they acknowledged Ryan, the smiles on their faces fell a little when they saw me at his side, and they nervously averted their gazes as if they were intimidated. A year ago, I would have been weirdly thrilled.

I didn’t feel like that now.

Mostly.

It was after a small child ran screaming in the opposite direction as we neared, hands flailing above her head, that I said, “Okay, legit, what is going on? It’s like they think I’m going to make their nipples explode or something.”

Ryan frowned after the little girl, her wails fading into the distance. “That’s probably correct.”

“What? I’m not going to make their nipples explode. I would never do such a thing. Well, not to someone who didn’t deserve it.”

“No, not that you would—wait. You can do that now?”

I shrugged. “Maybe. I think I can pretty much do a lot of things with—and now you’ve got that Sam Is So Fine Because Magic look on your face again. I can’t believe that talking about me magically exploding nipples makes you horny.”

He scowled at me. “I’m not horny at the idea of you making nipples explode.”

“Yeah. Okay. Tell that to your penis.”

“I’m not going to tell anything to my penis.”

“Come on. Just tell it. Just tell your penis that—”

“Sam.”

“Right. So, why the weirdness?”

“They feel guilty.”

“About?”

“How they treated you before you left.”

I stopped in the middle of the busy street, people scurrying around me. “Come again?”

“I already did once. You need to give me a little more time before we try.”

I gaped at him. “Did you just—”

He was flushing brightly. “I didn’t mean to say that. Ignore it.”

“I don’t know if I can now. You just said a sex pun.”

“Do you—do you understand what a pun actually is? Because I don’t think you—”

“Ryan. Stop focusing on your dirty, sexy thoughts you’re having about me, regardless of how flattering it is. We’re trying to be serious now. The fate of our country is hanging in the balance, and you’re being perverted.”

He sighed as if I was the most ridiculous thing in the world. “There was a lot of anger toward you. Before. The We-Hate-Sam-A-Lots tapped into that. And maybe people would have let it go, but then it was given a name and a focus, and they decided it was easier to be angry than to not.”

“Still didn’t stop you from putting their leader in your back pocket,” I muttered.

“Lady Tina is—”

“If you’re going to say she’s sorry, I don’t want to hear it. You’ve forgiven her. Great. I haven’t, and I doubt I ever will.”

“She’s—”

“And don’t tell me she’s changed either. Because evil will always be evil, especially when it’s a teenage girl.”

“I trust her.”

I stared at him.

He shrugged.

I stared some more.

He fidgeted. It was adorable. I was so angry.

“You do remember she was there in that house with Myrin and Ruv, don’t you?” I asked slowly. “Because if you’ve forgotten, I can remind you.”

“I know. But she says she didn’t know about Ruv’s ties to Myrin.”

“And you believe her? Ryan, she could be lying—”

“Of course I didn’t,” he said. “But she has proven herself time and time again over the past year, and she—”

“She could be a spy. For all we know, she’s reporting back to Myrin as we speak! No, it’s probably best that we banish her for all time. I’ll go take care of that right now—”

“Do you trust me?”

That stopped me. “What?”

“It’s a simple question, Sam. Do you trust me?”

I squinted at him. “This seems like a trick. Like, I’ll say yes, and you’ll be all then you need to trust her. Or if I say no, then you’ll say well, now we need to get a divorce.”

“We’re not married.”

“Well, not yet. Once you get over being mad at me, and after we vanquish all the villains, we’ll talk. Seriously, Ryan, proposing right now is really bad timing—”

“I didn’t propose. And besides, didn’t you already propose to me back in the Dark Woods when we were going after the Great White? I distinctly remember you—”

“Wow,” I breathed. “You want to get married to me so bad. You’re arguing with me about it even though I’m trying to talk to you about your betrayal. This is epic.”

He glared at me. “I’m not arguing with you—”

“Do you trust me?”

And he didn’t hesitate when he said, “Yes.”

“Then I need you to believe me about—”

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes.”

“And I trust her. I’m not asking you to. But I am telling you to trust me about her.”

“That was… devious. Well played, Knight Delicious Face. But what the hell does this have to do with everyone staring at me weird?”

“They think you’re angry with them,” he said. He waved his hand at the camp. “These are the people who thought you left them because of what they did to you. They turned their backs on you, and they thought you’d done the same to them. They’re scared, Sam. They have been for a long time. And then you come back and it’s….” He shook his head tiredly. “They want to have hope. The whole… destiny thing is well-known now. It’s grown. They speak of it like a legend.”

“Katya and Brant.”

“What about them?”

“When they were trapped on the cliff’s edge by Caleb and the Darks, Katya said… she said that she believed in me, that I would come and save them. That I’d return one day.”

“And then you happened to pop out and do just that.”

“Right? So badass.”

“Yeah, I’m sure it did wonders for your fragile ego.”

“Sarcasm. Nice. I approve. I couldn’t disappoint my fans.”

Ryan rolled his eyes, and I wanted to watch his face for the rest of my days, taking in everything I’d missed. “They’re in awe of you, Sam. They know of the dragons. What the gods have put upon your shoulders. What you’re tasked with. They need you. And they worry you won’t care.”

“How do you know all this?”

He shrugged. “I’ve been living with it for months now. Look, Sam. When we’re children, we hear stories of heroes and villains, of knights and wizards fighting against rogues and scoundrels. Good always triumphs over evil. Then we grow up and we pass them on to the next generation, even if we don’t quite believe in them anymore. But that’s changed now. Because they want to believe. They need you, Sam. They need you to be their hero. And they’re scared you won’t want to be.”

I looked at the people around us, the way they hunched their shoulders as they passed us by, looking at the ground as they shuffled their feet in the grass and dirt. A few of them would look up at me, eyes widening when they saw me looking back, and then move quickly away. Children openly gawked as their parents struggled to pull them down the dirt road. Only the knights standing at their posts throughout the camp seemed to meet my gaze for any length of time, but they’d always had my back.

“I’m not some kind of savior,” I said quietly, beginning to feel the weight of expectation pressing down upon my shoulders.

“Aren’t you?” Ryan asked, arching an eyebrow. “Because that’s what they need you to do. Save them. That’s what they’ve been waiting for.”

“They scoffed at me. They turned their backs on me. They hated me. They did everything in their power to have me removed as Morgan’s apprentice.”

“They did.”

“And now that they don’t have any other choice, they need me.”

“They do.”

“You think it’s that simple.”

He shrugged. “Probably.”

“Huh. I’ll be honest. I’m probably going to lord this over them so much that even Kevin will be impressed. I’m going to be so insufferable, you are going to regret this whole guilt trip pep talk whatever. Okay. I’ll do it.”

Ryan blinked. “That’s it?”

I squinted at him. “Should I have said no?”

“You….” He shook his head. “Just when I think you can’t surprise me anymore, you do it anyway.”

I grinned rakishly. “Damn right I do. I’m Sam of Dragons.”

“Ungh.”

“Ryan, please. Not in front of my adoring public.”

He took my hand and squeezed it tightly. “We’re gonna be okay.”

“We as in everyone? Or we as in you and me?”

“Both.”

“You’re gonna be mad, though, huh?”

“You better believe it. You fucked up, Sam. And you’re gonna owe me for the rest of our lives.”

I kissed him. I figured we both deserved it.

 

 

THEY WERE waiting for us in a large tent near the entrance to the docks. The smell of salt on the air and the sound of seagulls calling out overhead reminded me of the way the Port used to be before Verania fell, and I promised myself it would be that way again.

Two knights stood outside the tent, snapping to attention and saluting Ryan and me as we approached. One of them winked at me as we passed by and commented how nice the mark on my neck looked. Ryan glared at him, but the knights just laughed.

“He doesn’t know how to control himself around me,” I told them. “He gets one look at this hot bod and can’t help but do things to it.”

“Would you stop undermining my authority,” Ryan muttered, his cheeks red as he pulled me into the tent.

“I’ll let you undermine my authority if you get under my—and those are my parents standing there with their judgmental faces. Mom. Dad. Ignore what I just said. My virtue is intact.”

“I thought Knight Delicious Face eat your flower,” Tiggy said, face scrunched up. “Sam go in woods and become virgin again?”

“I’ve missed these cringeworthy moments,” Dad told Mom. “It feels like things are finally getting back to normal. Well, as normal as things can be in a makeshift camp after being forced from our homes by hordes of Darks.”

“It’s good to know that even as a wizard now, he can still make an entire room feel uncomfortable with just a few words,” Mom said. “Do you remember when he was little and would get scared of the dust monster he thought lived under his bed? He would come crying in our room and demand to sleep with us. It was easier to say no when he turned fifteen.”

“Ha ha,” I laughed awkwardly. “She’s joking, everyone. I never did that. Ha ha ha. So funny, she is.”

“Glad you both could join us,” Justin said coolly, standing in front of a large table littered with parchments and scrolls, including what looked to be a detailed schematic of Castle Lockes. “Maybe next time, take the hour that I gave you and use it wisely without wasting my time. Do we understand each other?”

“So kingly,” I whispered to Ryan. “Gives me chills.”

Ryan nudged my shoulder and shook his head.

“Are we good?” Justin asked, glancing at Ryan.

I waited, fearing what answer he would give, or that it would be a lie.

“Getting there,” Ryan said, and I believed him. His hand was still in mine, and he didn’t seem as if he wanted to let go.

The interior of the tent was spacious but cluttered. There were boards set up on wooden stands that looked to be covered in strategies meant for battle, lines showing movement and direction against an opposing force. Several of them showed various methods of attack, and while I thought they seemed well planned, I couldn’t help but wonder what they expected to happen, sending their brawn and swords against waves of Dark magic. I didn’t see it ending well, even if I was impressed that they seemed to be preparing to fight back.

Standing near the Prince was Lady Tina, her sword in its scabbard at her side, her hair pulled back in a ponytail. If I didn’t know that in her chest beat a cold thing of malice, I would have thought she looked like she belonged next to him. I didn’t like it one bit. If she thought she could come in and steal my best friend 5eva, then she was going to have a fight on her hands. She stared at me unnervingly, as if daring me to say something about her presence. I would have, too, and probably said something so witty and demoralizing that she’d run crying from Camp HaveHeart, never to be seen again, but I was distracted by another person standing in the room next to my parents.

Vadoma. Why she would need to be here with the others was beyond me. She could leave with Lady Tina.

And next to her was Terry, a sight I didn’t know if I was ever going to get used to. He had an expression of disdain on his face, looking so much like his brother that I did a double take, especially when I saw it was directed at me. He sneered a little before looking at the knight at my side. “Ryan, are you all right? That miserable little thing seems to be clutching on to you as if it were some kind of malevolent barnacle. If you’d like, I can remove it for you and you can stand by me and feel comforted by the fact that I have saved you.”

“That’s how they are,” Lady Tina told him. “It’s a sort of affliction for which I have yet to find a cure.”

“How terrible,” Terry said. He eyed Lady Tina up and down. “I have decided I like you. You should feel blessed, as I don’t like most people.” He glanced back at Ryan. “I also like Ryan. A lot.”

Lady Tina preened.

Ryan blushed.

I decided I hated Terry.

“Hi, Terry,” Ryan said, a dopey smile on his face. “I hope you’re settling in well at Camp HaveHeart.

Little rays of light began to shoot from Terry’s horn as he batted his eyes at Ryan.

I decided I really hated Terry.

“So,” I said. “This is just a gathering of all my favorite people in the entire world. Neat. I’m just thrilled that some of you are with some others. Thrilled.”

“I had a vision you would say that,” Vadoma said, the bangles on her wrists knocking together. “I have many visions about everything you say. None of them are good.”

“Well that’s not surprising,” Terry said.

“It really isn’t,” Lady Tina agreed.

Yeah, this wasn’t going to fly. “I think we should take a vote about certain people being kicked out of the Cool Club, because certain people are not being cool—”

“Sorry, sorry,” Gary said, bursting into the tent, panting wildly. “I was unavoidably detained doing… charity work.”

“Charity work,” I repeated. “Your mane and tail look like they’ve been wind-raped.”

He gasped. “How dare you tell a unicorn such a thing? Why, I am offended that those words could possibly even come out of your—”

“What charity?”

“What?”

“You said you were busy doing charity. What charity?”

His eyes shifted side to side. “You know. The one with. The albino… children.”

“And what do you do for the albino children?”

“Protect them? From… the sun. The sun’s rays. Yes, I shield them from the sun with my mane and tail, which explains why I look as disheveled as I do.”

“What’s the name of the charity?”

“Gary’s House for the Pigmentally Challenged Youth Where I Pretend To Be Chivalrous, But Do It So I Feel Better About Myself.”

“What the fu—”

The ground shook as the tent flaps parted and Kevin stuck his head inside. He grinned when he saw me. “Look at that,” he said. “Right on time as always. You know what they say, a dragon is never late, and that’s what makes them so great.”

“Literally no one says—Kevin.”

“Yes, Sam.”

“You have rainbows dripping from your mouth.”

“Oh. Do I? How about that. How positively droll.” His tongue snaked out from his mouth and flicked along his lips. His eyes fluttered shut at the taste. “Must have been that… rainbow… I flew through. On my way to the meeting.”

“And obviously it has nothing to do with me,” Gary said quickly. “Because of the albino children. Who I love.”

“All together again,” Tiggy said, smiling broadly. “So happy.”

“Are we finished?” Justin asked. “Because I didn’t just travel for days bringing Gary’s brother here to listen to this. We had a point, which seems to have been put into disarray because of someone’s return.”

I looked around the room, frowning in agreement. “The Prince is right. You are all distracting him from—oh. Right. You were talking about me. I get that now. My bad.”

“I agree,” Terry said, looking at Gary disdainfully. “The Prince has spoken and has asked for your attention. Brother, your perversions are not necessary. Ryan, you should come stand next to me so you can hear better and contribute with my input. Leave Sam where he is. I don’t want fleas.”

“I don’t have fleas,” I growled as I itched my scalp. “I had to bathe in a creek. For months. I’m sorry if I look like a homeless addict. You would too if you’d been through what I have.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Terry said. “I’m an accountant. Which, as everyone knows, is a stable job with health benefits that would extend to any partner I might have.” He stared at Ryan.

“Oh, here we go,” Gary said, rolling his eyes dramatically. “Listen to my brother, everyone! He’s got a job and insurance and a house and responsibilities. He’s so perfect with his mortgage and his imported tile and his horn.”

“I’ve seen the inside of the place you call home,” Terry retorted. “It looks like a hovel belonging to an elderly blind woman who once had impeccable decorating skills but then decided to just slaughter everyone inside a yarn store and leave their parts on the walls and floors.”

“Ooh,” Tiggy and I said.

Glitter started sloughing off Gary. “Bitch, I’ll cut you, bitch. You wanna know what Gary’s gonna do? Gary’s gonna bring the motherfucking pain.”

“I am so conflicted,” Kevin said to me. “On one hand, I feel like I should intervene. On the other hand, I’ve never been more aroused.”

“Is that all you’re going to bring?” Terry asked, sounding bored. “How quaint.”

“Oh, it’s already been brought. In fact, I’ve brought so much, we’re gonna have leftovers.”

“Ooohhh,” Tiggy and I said.

“I’m coming for you,” Gary said, prancing in place. “I’m coming.”

“Me too,” Kevin whispered.

“Gross,” I muttered.

There was a moment when I felt sorry for Terry, even though he obviously wanted to climb on Ryan’s junk. When Gary got a good Unicorn Rage going, the person on the receiving end would most likely be crushed either physically or emotionally. I couldn’t honestly say which was worse.

And while I did feel sorry for Terry, I thought it was probably a good time that he be put in his place. He obviously didn’t understand the pecking order around here, and dominance needed to be established. After Gary crushed him, I would pull Ryan in and mack on his face while Terry watched, just so he knew where he stood. It was harsh but necessary.

So imagine my surprise when Gary screeched his battle cry and charged his brother, only to have Terry’s horn flash brilliantly. The air in the room instantly turned frigid, and a loud crack echoed as a wave of pure magic bowled over me. I had to take a step back at the sheer force of it. But unlike dragon magic or Dark magic, this felt pure and bright, like it was coming from the sun.

The room fell silent as the magic faded.

Then:

“Did you just turn him to ice?” Ryan asked, sounding impressed.

“I can do stuff like that too,” I said with a scowl.

Kevin started growling low and deep in his throat, and Tiggy took a step forward, hands curling into large fists. “Tiggy smash?” he asked in a dangerous voice, staring directly at Terry, who barely flinched.

“How brutish,” he said. “No, you may not smash. I was defending myself. You all saw it. He was coming after me. The gods only know why he’s so quick to anger. I should think there would be some underlying issues that have nothing to do with me that need resolution. I’m sure there are therapists who specialize in his specific form of psychopathy.” He glanced at me. “Or maybe it has to do with those he surrounds himself with.”

Gary was screaming angrily, but it was muffled under the ice.

And that… well.

That didn’t sit right with me.

There was green and gold, and I pushed and the ice cracked right down the middle and then melted instantly.

“And I will destroy everything you live for, mark my words!” Gary was snarling. “You will regret the day you—huh. I appear to be no longer frozen. But you didn’t—why are you staring at Sam like that?”

And Terry was, with an expression of annoyance mixed with begrudging respect. It was an odd look but one I was used to. “How did you do that?” he demanded. “I am a unicorn. My magic is pure. You shouldn’t have been able to disrupt it. You’re human.”

“I told you,” I said. “I’m a wizard now.”

“Ungh,” Ryan said, and we all turned slowly to look at him.

Terry took a step toward him. “Are you okay, Ryan? You look flushed. Are you ill?”

“Gods,” Justin said. “I’ve gone a year without having to see that expression. And now I’m seeing it all the time.”

“Ryan has magic kink,” Tiggy said wisely. “Makes him all stupid and sticky.”

Terry’s eyes widened as he stuck his chest out. “Does he? Well, well, well, as luck would have it, I have magic—”

“It’s only for Sam’s magic,” Justin said. “No one else.”

“Ryan,” I whispered. “You’re drooling a little.”

“Whuzzat?” He looked a little dazed as he tried to wipe his chin. He missed and poked himself in the nose.

“He loves me,” I announced to the room, but mostly to Terry and Lady Tina. “In case anyone here had any doubts about that. Also, Terry? You touch Gary again, and you won’t like what’s going to happen.”

“Really?” he scoffed. “I highly doubt that—”

“Go ahead,” I said, nodding at Gary. “Do it again. Test me.”

Gary frowned. “Well, don’t test on me. That’s just—”

Terry looked affronted. “You’re just a human—”

“Test. Me.”

He balked.

“Ooohhhh,” Tiggy said.

“Ungh,” Ryan and Kevin both said.

“I’ve never heard of a human being able to disrupt a unicorn’s magic,” Terry said, sounding aggrieved. “It’s unnatural. Unicorns are pure and uncorrupted, incapable of sin.”

“Riiight,” I said. “Because obviously you’ve never met your brother at all.”

“I do gross things,” Gary announced.

“Perhaps we should focus on why this meeting was called,” Lady Tina snapped. “Or we could continue wasting the Prince’s time.”

“I like her,” Vadoma said, appraising Lady Tina. “Well-spoken. Make a good wife for my grandson. You want to be cornerstone? Yes. Having a vision. Ooooooh, I see you and Sam falling in love and—”

“Burn her at the stake,” I hissed.

“As I was saying before this travesty occurred,” Justin said, glaring at me like it was all my fault, “as is evident by our guests, the mission was partially successful. We were able to locate Gary’s brother. Unfortunately, we could not find his parents.”

“Swingers tour apparently took them out of the country,” Ryan whispered in my ear.

“Gods,” I whispered back. “How fucking long have they been doing that?”

Justin ignored us, turning and bowing to Terry. “As the Grand Prince of Verania, I extend to you my gratitude at your assistance in this most important of matters. And as I’m sure you can see, circumstances have certainly… changed… from what I told you they were.” He glanced in my direction.

I stared back at him, waiting for him to continue.

He didn’t.

I looked behind me. There was no one there. “Oh, do you mean me? I’m the circumstance that—okay. Because you didn’t expect me to be here. Got it. See? Even after all this time, we’re still on the same wavelength. Best friends 5eva. Do you remember the secret handshake I taught you? We should do it right now to reaffirm our—okay, not the time. You can put your sword away.”

He did but kept his hand on the hilt. “And while circumstances have changed, the end result has not. We have brought you here because we need your assistance. In the end, if we are to emerge victorious over the Darks, we’ll need everyone we can. But before we begin to discuss the next phase, I’d like to invite Sam to speak on his plan to defeat Myrin with the dragons of Verania. It’s possible what I have in mind might not even be necessary, but it’s better to be safe than sorry. Sam, if you please.”

“Oh boy,” I said. “Yeah. Um. About that.”

“Uh-oh,” Tiggy said.

“I can’t wait to hear this,” Gary whispered to him. “It’s probably going to be hysterical. Oh, how I’ve missed his shenanigans.”

I scratched the back of my head. “So, funny story. I might have… spent all my time in the Dark Woods learning how to wizard and not exactly coming up with a plan to defeat Myrin?”

Justin’s face turned red. “You what.”

“Oh, no,” I said quickly. “No, no, no. There is a strong outline of a plan that I really am quite proud of. It’s just, you know, filling it all in from beginning to end.”

“Why don’t you enlighten us as to the outline,” Justin said through gritted teeth.

“Outline might be a bit of an overexaggeration,” Kevin said. “Not that I would know about overexaggerating anything.”

“Okay,” I said. “Look. So. Here’s the plan. Step one: return like a badass. Done and done. Step two: let everyone fawn over me at my return and get funky with my babe. Done and done.”

“We didn’t get funky,” Ryan muttered.

“Step three: defeat Myrin using dragons and smiting all our enemies and regaining all that we have lost… somehow. That’s the one that’s a work in progress, in case you couldn’t tell. And finally, step four: live happily ever after. And also find Justin a boyfriend.” I squinted at him. “Unless you already found a boyfriend? Because if you did, that kind of ruins my whole plan, and so we should just go with whatever you wanted to do. I’m totally okay with that. I’m so happy for you.”

Justin banged his head on the table.

“So no boyfriend, then. Huh. Well, I can get right on that part if we want to reconvene in, say, a week or so—”

“You spent,” Justin said, glaring at me, “all that time in the woods, and you don’t have a plan?”

“Hey! I told you. I was learning how to wizard.”

“Why can’t you just storm the castle using those things?” Lady Tina asked. “Isn’t that what you got them for? I mean, what else is a dragon for?”

Kevin snarled at her, teeth sharp and glinting as I said, “Those things have names. And we can’t just storm Castle Lockes. Not without knowing what we’re facing. I don’t want to risk them only to find out we’re outmatched. I don’t know what’s happened to Myrin since he….” I sighed. “Since he consumed Morgan’s magic. I don’t know how strong he is. I can’t risk them like that. It’s not fair to them. Because while they may be dragons, they’re still my friends. Most of them. Okay, all except one, but only because he’s an asshole and thinks he’s better than everyone, which, to be fair, he is older than literal dirt, so….” No one looked very reassured. I had to try to make it better. “Look, I always come up with a plan, right. And they’re always—”

Gary coughed.

“Okay, fine. And they’re usually—”

Tiggy sneezed.

“Oh my gods. And they’re sometimes… anyone else? No one? Great. They’re sometimes good and we end up coming out on top. I don’t see why now should be any different.”

“That may be true,” Justin said, “but the stakes are so much higher than we’ve ever faced before. This isn’t about one of us getting captured and the others riding in to the rescue. This is about the freedom of the people of Verania. The City of Lockes has been turned into the country’s largest prison. Our people are trapped.”

“I know, but—”

“No,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “You don’t know. You haven’t been here. You haven’t seen the things we have. The treatment of the citizens I am supposed to have protected. You think it’s a little rough here? He has enslaved our people. This is bigger than anything you’ve seen.”

A chill ran down my spine. “I’m sorry.”

Ryan took my hand as Justin shook his head. “I don’t want you to apologize. I want you to figure it out. Okay?”

I nodded and silently promised my best friend 5eva that I would do just that.

“Good.” He looked at the others in the room. “Now, we have two things to focus on which take precedence over anything else: rescuing the King and finding Gary’s horn.”

“Why is the horn a focus?” Vadoma asked, sounding disgruntled. “Shouldn’t our priorities be directed elsewhere?”

“Sam.”

“Yes, Gary.”

“I have a strong dislike for your grandma.”

“Noted. I support your right to have such feelings and agree with them completely.”

“Tiggy too,” Tiggy said, glaring at Vadoma.

“A unicorn is a being of pure magic,” Mom said. “They’re incapable of corruption. Right?”

Terry snorted. “Well, we used to be.”

“Terry,” Dad scolded. “Don’t be mean. And Gary, stop getting glitter everywhere. Aren’t you two in your seventies now? You’re no longer children. It’s time you started acting like it.”

“But he started it—”

“Gary.”

“Ridiculous,” Terry muttered. “Ryan should come stand by me and comfort me.”

“The horn is the focus,” Justin growled, “because from what I understand, it’s a conduit for a unicorn’s magic.”

“It is,” Terry agreed stiffly. “Humans are capable of stepping into the light or succumbing to the dark. Or even staying firmly in the shadows. Unicorns know only purity. We are incapable of evil because of the clarity of our souls.”

“And we need all the help we can get,” Justin said. “Terry has agreed—”

“Maybe I’ll change my mind. You don’t own me.”

“—has agreed to join our cause. Not just because it’s the right thing to do, because this is his home too. Myrin and the Darks affect all of us, humans and magical creatures alike. And while having him here is a boost to our cause, having him assist us in finding Gary’s horn is why I’ve asked him here.” He looked at Gary, and his face softened a little. It was startling to see him directing such an expression toward Gary. “I know it’s a… tough subject, and obviously traumatic, but any insight you can give would certainly help.”

“You’re probably going to regret saying that,” I warned Justin, even as Gary’s eyes widened.

Justin frowned. “Why would I regret—”

“Sam! Tiggy! Did you hear that?”

I sighed. “Yes, Gary. I heard.”

“Do we have to?” Tiggy asked mournfully.

“What’s going on?” Vadoma asked.

“Justin asked Gary about his horn,” Mom told her. “There’s a… performance. About what happened. It’s very theatrical.”

“Sam! Tiggy! Take your places. Don’t make me ask you again!”

“What are you doing?” Ryan asked as I started to walk away from him.

I shrugged. “It’s part of the Sam/Gary/Tiggy Friendship Pact of Love and Respect. Anytime someone has the balls to ask Gary about his horn directly, we have to perform the story.”

Justin’s face was in his hands and his voice was muffled when he said, “I don’t know why I can’t see these things coming.”

“You remember your lines?” Gary whispered to me as I came to stand beside him. Tiggy was fumbling with a lantern, wrapping a stiff piece of parchment paper he’d snagged from the table around it to make a spotlight.

“Do I remember my lines,” I scoffed.

“It’s a fair question. For all I know, your eyebrows negate your acting abilities, what little there is. You’re a child of the forest now. Maybe you don’t remember how to people.”

“You made us practice this for four weeks straight with only three hours of sleep a night in case this very moment ever happened. I won’t be able to forget it no matter how hard I try.”

“It wasn’t that bad.”

“You threatened to murder me if I didn’t wake up during the third week.”

“Well, yeah, you were being lazy.”

“I think there’s a difference between passing out due to exhaustion and—”

“Semantics,” he said, flipping his mane prettily. “All that matters is that my story will finally be told, and this is my moment to shine. If you ruin this for me, I will never forgive you until tomorrow.”

“I’ll do my best,” I promised him.

“Good. Now go fold that piece of paper on the table over there into the shape of a horn and attach it to a string around my neck so it sits atop my head.”

“Where the hell am I supposed to get a piece of—”

He turned slowly to look at me.

I gulped and moved as quickly as possible.

“Everyone,” Gary called out while I found a blank scrap of paper and began to fold it. “Yoo-hoo, everyone! Yes, that’s right. Look at me. Look riiiiight at me. Thank you. Now that I have your attention, I would like to say thank you for coming to the Camp HaveHeart debut performance of the tragic story that is my life. I ask that no one speak during the production unless it is to praise me profusely or to cry at the beauty that is myself. If you decide to throw flowers at me at the end, I will allow it. And please remember that while there are others involved in the story, played ably by Tiggy and somewhat less ably by Sam—”

“Hey!”

“—your focus should be on me. But given the gravitas with which I carry myself, I doubt you’ll have much issue with that!” He chuckled heartily. No one else did. “Anyway, hold your rapturous applause until the end, and I will be signing autographs for four minutes afterward. If you come to me at minute five, Tiggy will kill you.”

Tiggy grinned. “Kill you so hard.”

“Now, as soon as Sam finishes the one simple task I gave him at which he seems to be failing spectacularly, we will begin the story known as Gary’s Requiem: A Story of Heartbreak, Redemption, and Being Fabulous. Music and lyrics by Gary. Playbook by Gary. Costume design by Gary.”

Music and lyrics, Ryan mouthed to no one in particular.

“Got it!” I crowed. “One fake horn attached to a string, just like you asked.”

“Hmm,” Gary said, inspecting my work. “And what string is this?”

“It’s my dad’s hair,” I admitted.

“I support the arts,” Dad said.

Gary blushed but tried to act like he wasn’t affected. “Right. Glad you could do the minimal amount of work required. Congratulations, Sam.”

I rolled my eyes as I slid it on his head and tied the hair underneath his chin.

“How do I look?” he whispered.

“Completely stupid,” I whispered back as I kissed him on the cheek. “Break a leg, you dick.”

“Quiet please,” Kevin said, sounding completely enraptured. “If we could please have quiet! My beloved is ready to begin. If you have a summoning crystal, we ask that you turn it off so as to not disrupt the show. And please, no drawing pictures of the performance. We’ll have signed programs at the end for sale at an exorbitant price that you will purchase to fund Gary’s scarf collection, because his mane is precious and must be protected at all cost.”

And then Gary took center stage.

(Which was just the middle of the tent in the dirt, so.)





Chapter 7: Gary’s Requiem: A Story of Heartbreak, Redemption, and Being Fabulous

 

 

JUST LIKE we’d practiced, Tiggy put the spotlight directly on Gary, who stood stock-still, posing with his chest puffed out, head thrown back. He looked like one of the horses children rode on carousels when the carnivals came to the City of Lockes during the summer, though telling him as much would probably result in my death. He was magnificent, however, the light catching him just right, and for a moment I allowed myself to take in one of my best friends in his full glory, before resigning myself to the shenanigans that would follow.

“This is ridiculous,” I heard Lady Tina mutter before she was hushed by at least one dragon and three humans.

While I waited in the corner for my cue, I raised my hand to my face, thumb on one cheek, four fingers on the other. I stroked downward, and a beard sprouted underneath my touch, growing long and full until it curled against my chest. We didn’t have time for the costumes Gary had made (if they hadn’t been destroyed in the fall of Castle Lockes), and I wanted to give him as much as I could to make up for everything. I felt a bittersweet pang in my chest, hearing Morgan say that shaping magic was a frivolous thing, nothing more than a parlor trick. He’d probably be irritated that I’d even do such a thing, but I thought he’d be proud at how full my beard looked. He’d been complex like that.

And then Gary’s Requiem began.

“Once upon a time,” Tiggy recited dutifully, “there was pretty Gary. He was pretty, and Tiggy love him. Gary the best unicorn. Everyone thought so. One day Gary went to woods to pick flowers because Gary liked flowers. I also like flowers. And potatoes. And raccoons.” His face scrunched up. “And brooms.”

“Tiggy,” Gary hissed, still posing, barely moving his mouth. “Stick to your lines.”

“Hi, Gary!”

“Hi, Tiggy.”

“Okay,” Tiggy rumbled. “Gary in woods. Picking flowers. It was sunny. Very nice. Tiggy likes it when Gary in the sun. He is warm. Makes me feel good.”

“I am so going to squish your face when this is over,” I muttered under my breath.

“Tra-la-la!” Gary said loudly as he started to prance, paper horn slipping a little. “I am here in the woods, all by myself, looking for flowers. It is a wonderful day, and I am young and hung and very beautiful.”

“I think the realism of this is my favorite part,” Kevin whispered to my dad. “It feels as if I know just how hung he is.”

“I wish I hadn’t heard you say that,” Dad whispered back.

“Ooh,” Gary said. “Look! ’Tis a lilac! My favorite. I shall pick it and take it with me back to my home, where it will eventually be placed into my mane and everyone will tell me how amazing I look and—” He took a stuttering step forward.

Kevin and Tiggy gasped loudly.

Terry rolled his eyes.

I didn’t like Terry very much.

“What is this?” Gary asked, voice trembling. “Why do I feel so weak? What has happened to me? I cannot move my legs or my body. Have you betrayed me, lilac? How dare you!” His eyelashes fluttered as he looked as if he was going to faint. He took another step forward, and right before he was about to fall, he froze again.

“Poor Gary,” Tiggy the narrator continued monotonously. “He didn’t know he been poisoned. Really, really sad. Flower was not a nice flower. It a trap.”

“I knew it,” Kevin whispered fervently. “I knew it was a trap!”

“Yeah,” Tiggy said. “A trap. Oh no. Gary in trouble. What Gary not know is that there was bad guy following him. In the shadows. A villain.”

My cue! How glorious!

“Muahahahaaa,” I said as deeply as I could, still standing out of the light in the corner of the tent. “My evil plan of evil is working.”

Ryan sounded like he was choking. I hoped he was all right.

“This not good for Gary,” Tiggy said. “He couldn’t move. It super sad.”

“I can’t move!” Gary wailed. “I am a unicorn, a being of pure light and sunshine and rainbows who children adore even though I usually don’t like them because they are sticky and stupid and I wouldn’t be sad if they all went away. But oh no! This plight I have found myself in is certainly not good!”

“Not good at all,” Tiggy said.

“Or is it the best,” I growled. “Because I am a villain, and I plan on showing you my villainous ways.”

“Oooh,” Kevin whispered. “It’s one of those sexy shows.”

“Bum,” Tiggy sang. “Bum, bum bu-bum.”

“I am really saaaaaad,” Gary trilled, picking up the tune.

“And I am really baaaad,” I warbled.

“Hark!” Gary cried. “Who goes there! And what have you done to me!”

I stepped out from the corner, stalking slowly toward Gary. “’Tis I, a villain!”

“Holy realistic beard,” Ryan breathed.

“Oh, godsdammit, Ryan,” Justin said with a scowl. “Control yourself.”

“It’s not that great,” Terry muttered. “My mane is longer and far more luxuriant. Ryan, do you want to touch my mane? You can, if you want.”

“Who are you?” Gary asked dramatically. “What do you want from me? You can’t have your wicked way with me. My virtue is intact. I am pristine and shall remain as such! You shan’t take that away from me, even though you have drugged me to try and make me pliant.”

“I will not have my wicked way with you,” I spat, stroking my beard, because according to Gary in his production notes, villains stroked their beards to the point that it looked like they were trying to jerk their facial hair off. I had tried to schedule a meeting with him to discuss the direction the play was going, but his secretary (Tiggy) had kept saying Gary was unavailable for the foreseeable future. I’d thought he was lying. “Even though dat ass won’t quit.”

“Dis ass?” Gary asked, wiggling his posterior just a little.

“Dat ass,” I agreed, only because it was in the script. I tugged on my beard some more, trying to sell my villainous ways.

“It is nice,” Gary said. “Thank you for noticing. I do lots of squats.”

“Gary did them every morning,” Tiggy narrated. “Everyone liked dat ass.”

“But if you don’t want a piece of all of this, then what are you after?” Gary asked, batting his eyelashes at me.

“Something far more sinister,” I said, scowling at him and stroking my beard furiously. “I have come… for your horn!”

Kevin whimpered. Strangely, so did Ryan.

“Oh no,” Tiggy said. “This terrible. Gary alone in woods and poisoned.”

“Oh no,” Gary said. “This is terrible. I am all alone in the woods, and I’ve been poisoned. Whatever will happen to me? For I, Gary—”

“It was the flower!” I crowed wildly. “That is what poisoned you!”

“Sam,” Gary hissed. “You came in too early! I wasn’t finished with my inner monologue yet.”

I winced. “Sorry. I’m just happy to be here. I get excited easily.”

“No shit. Don’t let it happen again. I will fire you and give your job to your understudy, so help me gods. Do we understand each other?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Ahem. Tiggy, line please.”

Tiggy frowned.

“Tiggy! Line.”

“Whatever will happen—”

“Yes. Whatever will happen to me? For I, Gary, the queen of the forest, have been captured by a villain who for some reason doesn’t want to tap dat ass, but has other nefarious purposes in mind for me. He knows not who he trifles with, and if I wasn’t so woozy, I would be stabbing the shit out of his eyeballs right now, because motherfucker does not get to walk away from this. Who does he think he is?”

“Bum,” Tiggy sang. “Bum, bum bu-buuuummmm.”

“I… am… Gary! I make the world merry. People think I’m scary, bitches better be warrrrrrryyyyy.”

“Did you know about this?” Justin asked Ryan, sounding extraordinarily accusatory. “Did you know there would be songs?”

“That beard, though,” Ryan said, sounding awed.

“It was the flower!” I said again. “That is what poisoned you.”

“It was the flower,” Tiggy said. “Curses.”

“The flower?” Gary asked, outraged. “How did you know I would be searching for flowers?”

I prowled around him. “I have been following you for days, my sweet. Watching your every move like a creepy asshole who doesn’t know the meaning of personal boundaries. I have been planning this very moment for at least six hours, and now that I have you in my clutches, I will take from you what shall be mine.”

“My horn?” Gary whispered, eyes wide.

“Your horn. Because everyone knows a unicorn’s horn is one of the most powerful magical objects ever to exist. One who has such a thing in his possession will be capable of many villainous things, like mayhem and scandals.”

“Mayhem and scandals,” Tiggy said. “Two things that are bad.”

“Mayhem and scandals,” Gary cried. “Oh, heart! Beat slowly in my chest. Is there no one over yonder who could save me?”

“No one over yonder,” Tiggy said sadly. “Gary all alone.”

“There is no one who could save you,” I said, a terrible smile on my face. “Soon, you won’t be able to move, and I will cut the horn from your head.”

Mom and Dad looked disturbed. Even Terry seemed affected.

“Why?” Gary asked, eyes sparkling with tears as he lowered himself to the ground. “Why would you do such a thing to one as magnificent as I?”

“It’s really rather simple,” I said, standing above him. “It’s because I can.”

And I reached for his horn.

The paper one.

That had fallen and was resting on his cheek.

Community theater was hard.

“Do the ribbon thing,” Gary whispered as I grabbed the paper horn.

“Don’t you think that’s a little graphic?”

“Wow, way to question the star. Just fucking do it.”

I rolled my eyes but complied. A soon as I began to slowly pull the horn from his head, I gathered a small bit of magic and shot silky red ribbons from my sleeves, simulating blood for reasons I didn’t understand. A unicorn’s horn was made of bone, and it shouldn’t have bled profusely, but I didn’t want my understudy to get my job, even though I didn’t actually have an understudy.

“Ungh,” Ryan said, eyes glazing over.

“Oh my gods,” Justin groaned.

“Bleh,” Gary said, like he was dying. “Ack. Argh. Blech. Urgh. Bleh.”

“No,” Kevin whispered. “No, no, no. I can’t watch this. It’s far too terrible.” He squeezed his eyes shut tightly.

“Muahahaha,” I said as I snapped the hair holding the folded paper in place. I held the horn above my head, ribbons still shooting from my sleeves. I was probably overselling it, but it looked really cool, and Ryan seemed as if he wanted me to fuck his face right then and there, so it was a win/win. “I have taken this unicorn’s horn. His power shall be mine.”

And then I faded back into the corner of the tent.

Tiggy trained the spotlight back on Gary’s fallen figure. He lay on the ground, tongue lolling out of his mouth, eyes closed.

“My love!” Kevin said. “You must rise. Get up! Get up so far into the future, we can meet and I can go to your bakery and eat the royal hell out of your croissants!”

Gary opened a single eye and glared at Kevin. “Would you shush? I’m acting.”

“Oh. Right. Sorry.”

He closed his eye again, tongue falling out of his mouth.

“This was sad,” Tiggy said. “The forest cried. The earth wept.”

And even though this was all bullshit, even though we were mired in the ridiculousness of it all, I couldn’t help but feel my eyes burn a little. Because regardless of how overly dramatic we were being, this wasn’t too far from the truth. One day Gary had been poisoned and unable to move, a man standing above him, sawing through bone on his head, taking from him part of his identity. And he’d been alone. This was before me. Before Tiggy. He’d been in the forest with no one to help him, and he’d been attacked. He didn’t deserve such a thing. No magical creature did. Even though he tried to laugh it off, tried to put on this play as a way of coping, I knew how it had affected him. He’d been stripped of his autonomy and then assaulted. It’d taken him a long time to tell me what had happened, and when he did, he hadn’t been able to look me in the eye. Tiggy and I had held him for a long time after that, until he’d told us to fuck off, that he was an independent unicorn who didn’t need to be coddled.

My mom was crying, Dad’s arm wrapped around her shoulders.

Terry’s eyes were wide and suspiciously shiny.

In fact, the only people in the room who didn’t seem affected at all were Lady Tina and Vadoma. The former looked bored and the latter annoyed. If this hadn’t been Gary’s performance, I would have gladly bitch-slapped the both of them.

“Everything was sad,” Tiggy continued. “Because poor Gary don’t have no horn.”

Gary’s eyes fluttered open. “Oh no,” he whisper-sang. “What has happened to me? Someone has stolen my iden-ti-ty.”

“Whyyyyyy,” Kevin wailed. “Oh gods, whyyyyyyy.”

“I… have lost my horn. Now I wish I’d never been… born.” He took in a great sucking breath.

“Tiggy sad now,” Tiggy said, great globular tears streaking down his face. “Tiggy so sad.”

Gary began to push himself up, still singing. “I am seething with a momentous rage.” He propped himself up on his front legs, rear to the ground. “My heart has been locked into an unbreakable cage.”

I wanted to run and hug him, but I couldn’t, because I had already exited the stage, and he would kill me if I interrupted his final moments.

Gary stood on wobbly legs. “Who am I supposed to be? When I can no longer be the me I see?”

“Okay,” Kevin said, tears streaming down his snout. “I think we can agree that line was awkwardly worded. Still effective.”

“My horn,” Gary sang, “oh why have I been forsook? My world, how it has been shook. And now! How will I go on? When everything I knew is now gone?”

And then he went for the kill with the last verse. “I am filled with such terrible remorse. Am I now no better than a common… horse?”

Tiggy covered the lantern completely.

The tent fell into darkness.

Then Tiggy pulled the parchment completely off the lantern, illuminating the tent, and Gary bowed.

“Brava!” Kevin cried. “Brava! A star is born! We are witnessing the beginning of a legend.”

Mom and Dad clapped. After a moment, Justin joined in, and I’d never seen such begrudging applause. It was quite the sight to behold.

I went to Tiggy and tapped him on the arm. He looked down at me and smiled, a fragile thing.

I reached up and squished his face. “I love you, dude. Like, so much. You don’t even know.”

He reached down and gave me a one-armed hug. “Tiggy knows.” He put his face in my hair and took a deep breath. “You don’t leave us again. Okay?”

“Okay.”

He held me tighter.

I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned, expecting it to be Ryan wanting to do sexy things to my entire body, but it turned out to be Justin.

“I know what you’re going to say,” I told him before he could speak. “We were a little rusty, but it was still amazing. Thank you for that. It’s truly wonderful of you to say.”

“I wasn’t going to say that, Sam.”

“Rude.”

He reached out and tugged on my beard. “This is real? How?”

I shoved his hand off me, because it actually hurt. “Shaping magic. I can modify the way I look.”

“Like a disguise?”

“Yeah.”

“Is this new? Because you’re a wizard?”

“Nah. I could do it before.”

He scowled at me. “Then why the hell haven’t you done it? You always wore fake beards!”

I shrugged and averted my gaze. “Uh. Morgan, he—well. He called it frivolous magic. He didn’t like it when I did stuff like that. Said it was a waste of time.”

Justin sighed. “I don’t—okay. Look. Maybe that was the case then. And maybe he might have been right. The gods only know what kind of trouble you would have gotten into had he allowed you to do whatever you wanted when you were younger.”

“So many noses would have been turned into dicks,” I agreed.

“Right. Because you were a perpetually horny teenager lusting after my boyfriend.”

“In secret. And look how it all turned out! It pays to be creepy sometimes, I guess. Who would have thunk?”

He rolled his eyes. “How far can this go?”

“What? The modifications?”

He nodded, eyeing me curiously.

“Pretty far,” I said slowly, not sure where he was going with this. “Eye color. Facial hair. Beer guts. But reconfiguring someone can hurt. It’s not just the magic. You’re shifting the way they look.”

“But it’ll be enough,” he muttered, reaching up to pull on the beard again. “We can—”

“Sam,” Gary said, pushing a squawking Justin out of the way. “I have notes on your performance.”

“Oh boy.”

“Yes. Oh boy. Your delivery was wooden. Your voice was pitchy in the musical numbers. You interrupted my soliloquy. I mean, do you even understand the fine art of acting? I know you’re a forest person now, but my word. What is wrong with you?”

“I did the best I could!”

“An elderly man missing his arms and legs and voice box would have been more believable than you!”

“Well maybe if you’d given me advance notice, I would have been able to prepare better!”

“We literally just got back to Camp HaveHeart,” he snapped at me.

I frowned. “Really? It’s still the same day? Huh. Wow. So many things have happened, it feels like it’s been a week.” I gasped. “That means my eyebrows still haven’t been plucked! How dare you let me perform like—oh. Wait. Right. Shaping magic.” I waved my hand in front of my face and plucked a few. “Ow. Ow! Fuck, women who do this regularly are the true heroes, what the hell. Okay. Better?”

“Hmmm,” Gary said, leaning close and inspecting each eyebrow individually. “If you like looking perpetually surprised, then yes. That’s better. You look like you just walked into a party you didn’t know was being thrown for you.”

I shoved his face away.

Justin was still staring at me.

“What?” I snapped at him.

“Plotting,” he said mysteriously.

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“For you? Probably not.”

“Great,” I sighed.

“I need to talk to Sam,” Ryan said gruffly, coming to stand next to me. He gripped my elbow like he was getting ready to pull me away. I knew that look on his face, and I grinned because I was about to get licked.

“Absolutely not,” Justin said, pulling me back toward the table. “I know what you’re going to do. You put your godsdamn dick away. I need him.”

“Ooh,” I said, waggling my surprise-brows back at Ryan. “Sounds like the Prince wants to fight you for me.”

Ryan began to pull out his sword.

Justin looked back at him and rolled his eyes. “Knock it off, Knight Commander. You can trust me when I say I can do far, far better than Sam.”

“That was mean,” I told him. “But I can’t wait for you to find love so I can see who is better than me. That guy must be so damn cool.” I frowned when I thought of something. “But just because you find him doesn’t mean you can’t be my best friend 5eva anymore. That’s for life. You promised.”

“I promised you nothing. You forced that upon me.”

“Same thing.”

The others followed us and stood around the table again. Justin pulled out the map of Castle Lockes, and then another, which showed the City of Lockes. Tina stood at his side, peering down at them, eyes darting from one to the other.

“First things first,” Justin said. “Gary, I’m sorry.”

We all looked up, surprised. Well. Everyone else looked surprised. If Gary was to be believed, I was still there.

“Um,” Gary said, flustered. “Thank you?”

“You’re welcome.”

“And what are we apologizing for?”

Justin sighed. “I can’t—for as long as I’ve known you, you haven’t had your horn. And to be honest, before this whole… thing with Myrin, I never gave it much thought. You were always just Sam’s sidekick who—”

“That was the wrong thing to say,” I mumbled.

“Sidekick,” Gary said, eyes narrowing. The air around him began to sparkle. “Who you callin’ sidekick, you little piece of—”

“The fact remains,” Justin said smoothly, “that I didn’t take what you’d gone through into consideration. I can’t imagine the pain you must have felt. And that was wrong of me. I’m sorry for that and ask that you one day consider forgiving me.”

The glitter disappeared as Gary blushed, looking down at the table and giggling. “Oh, you. As if I could ever stay mad at you.”

I glanced between the two of them. “What is even happening right now?”

“Don’t look so surprised,” Gary said like an asshole. “Just because the Prince of Verania wants to get up all in my bidness doesn’t mean you need to be jealous. You already have Justin’s castoff. What more could you possibly need?”

“Castoff?” Ryan exclaimed.

“Whoa,” Justin said, looking alarmed. “That’s not—”

“You trying to get yourself some ’corn?” Kevin asked, tongue flicking out dangerously. “You must got some big ol’ hairy balls trying to do that in front of his husband.”

“Ex-husband on a trial reconciliation,” Gary reminded him. “As far as I’m concerned, if a better deal came along, I wouldn’t say no.” He batted his eyes at Justin. “And it looks like one just did. Tell me, Justin. Just how rich are you? Not that it matters, of course. Except for how much it matters to me.”

“I have nothing,” Justin reminded him. “Because it’s all at the castle. Remember the escaping and the running and the hiding?”

“Riiiight,” Gary said. “Well, then. Justin, I’m sorry to say that we won’t work out. I ask that you respect my decision. Kevin! Good news, I’m considering you again!”

“Oh, happy day! Suck it, Justin!”

“You know what?” Justin said. “Doesn’t even matter. The point I was trying to make is that no one should ever have to suffer like you did.”

“That’s very kind of you, Prince,” Terry said. Such a kissass. “If only others felt the same way. There are people out there who don’t care. They try and take what isn’t theirs because they get all crazed with power.”

“I didn’t trust humans,” Kevin said quietly. “Not after what they’d done to me. Trying to take my hearts or my blood because of my magic.”

“People like Ruv,” I said bitterly.

Everyone turned to look at me. Vadoma’s expression was troubled.

“What about him?” Mom asked.

I looked down at the table at the map of the home that had been taken from us. “That day…. Shit.” I scrubbed a hand over my face. “That day. In the house in Lockes. With Caleb. And Ruv. And Myrin.” I glanced at Lady Tina, whose eyes were wide and fearful. “I never said anything because there were other things more important going on.” Like the death of my mentor, but I didn’t say that aloud. “But that’s how I was trapped. Why I couldn’t fight back. Ruv had stolen dragon’s blood from Zero. There were… symbols. In a circle, written in Zero’s blood. The moment I stepped inside, I was stuck. Ruv had taken something from Zero and used it as a weapon against me. I couldn’t stop Ruv from… when he—and Myrin—”

Ryan’s hand was on my shoulder, squeezing tightly, grounding me in a way that I’d missed. It felt different than it had before, but that made sense. I wasn’t the same person.

“And I know you’re asking me to trust you all, and I do, but what happened that day, what was taken from me, that’s…. I won’t trust her. She might stand at your side, but I’ll never let her have my back in case that’s where she decides to stick the knife.”

Lady Tina’s face hardened. “I don’t know how else I can—”

Justin held up his hand, and she fell silent. She looked frustrated and a little scared, but she appeared to listen to the Prince. “I get what you’re saying, Sam,” he said. “I really do. And I promise you that I’ll listen to your concerns. Always. But I need everyone here for what’s ahead. Okay? I asked you to trust me, and I meant that. I would never do anything to put those you love in harm’s way.”

I almost believed him. It must have shown on my face, because he sighed and shook his head. “We’ll come back to that. But first, Gary. Who was it that stole your horn?”

Gary looked a little startled. “Oh. Keith.”

“Keith,” Justin repeated.

“Keith.”

“And this… Keith. Where is he now?”

“Dead.”

Justin squinted at him. “Accidental?”

Gary smiled. “Yes. He was accidentally trampled to death. Quite tragic.”

“Trampled.”

“Oh yes. That… team… of horses just came out of nowhere.”

“And you just happened to know that how?”

Gary shrugged. “You know? I can’t quite remember.”

“So bloodthirsty,” I whispered.

“Right,” Justin said slowly. “And your horn?”

“Gone. Either stolen or he sold it, or—”

“So then what was the point of that entire production you just put on?” Vadoma asked.

“Bitch, I did it because I wanted to,” Gary snapped at her. “Gods.”

“Yeah, bitch,” Tiggy said. “You be trippin’.”

Vadoma wasn’t pleased at that.

“And that’s the only lead you had?” Justin asked, sounding aggrieved.

“We’ve been looking for years,” I told him. “Every bit of information we had was checked and double-checked, but every time we thought we were close, it turned out to be just another dead end. And unless anything happened while I was gone, that’s still the case.”

Gary shook his head. “Nothing. There hasn’t been time to look anywhere else.” He sniffled. “And we asked my parents, but they were too busy getting laid with strangers to give a damn about me—”

“That’s not true,” Terry said. “Gary, they—” He sighed. “Why do you think they joined the swingers tour right after you told them?”

“Because they didn’t want to think about my pain and instead wanted to focus on object insertion?”

“No, you idiot. They joined because they figured it was the best way to travel and search for your horn.”

Gary gaped at him. “Mom and Dad went searching for my horn under the guise of having partner-swapping sex?”

Terry nodded. “They used the tour to track down leads. Especially since they would be dealing with… less reputable creatures.”

“But—but they never told me.”

“They didn’t want to get your hopes up in case nothing came of it.”

“That’s true love,” Dad said. “I don’t know that we’d do the same for Sam if he lost his horn.”

I glared at him. “I’m your son—oh. Right. I don’t have a horn. Still. Rude.”

Gary sighed. “For all we know, it’s not even in Verania anymore—”

“It is,” Terry said quietly.

We all turned slowly to look at him.

“What was that?” Kevin asked.

Terry shuffled his front legs nervously. “It’s still in Verania. Or at least it was.”

“And you know that how?” Gary asked, taking a step toward his brother. His tail was twitching in that way it did when skanks were about to get shanked.

“Because six months ago, it was given to me.”

“Twist,” Tiggy said. “Oooh.”

“What?” Gary shrieked. “And you didn’t think to tell me? Terry, I swear to the gods, if you don’t fucking give me my horn right this godsdamn second, I am going to end you here and now.”

Terry took a step back, snorting anxiously, nostrils flaring. The sparks that came out were goldenrod and olive. “I don’t have it anymore. And I couldn’t just give it to you. I was told not to. I kept it safe until he returned for it a month ago to take it back. I told him it wasn’t fair that you didn’t have it, because regardless of what you think of me, I’m not that big of a jerk. I mean, jeez, Gary. You’re my brother. We might not always get along, but I don’t ever want to see you hurt. I can’t even imagine what it’s like to not have your horn.”

“I’m going to hurt you, you fucking pile of dicks!” Gary bellowed. “Tiggy, hold me back!”

Tiggy grabbed his shoulders. Gary immediately started struggling, snapping and snarling at his brother, glitter sloughing off him as thick as I’d ever seen it. I hoped Tiggy wouldn’t actually let him go, because Gary had his murder-eyes going on, and that never ended well.

And while I thought he had a fair point and deserved to kick his brother’s ass, I was stuck on the one little detail that didn’t make sense. “Who?” I asked Terry, and the room immediately fell silent.

“What?” Terry asked, watching Gary warily.

“You said he gave it to you. He told you to keep it safe. He told you that you couldn’t give it back to Gary. He took it back from you. Who is he?”

“Oh, right. Well. I’d never met him before, mind you, but I’d heard of him. I mean, who hadn’t? You live in Verania, you know who he is. His name is just one of those things that all people know. I’ll admit I expected him to be… I don’t know. Taller? Certainly less eyebrows. I offered him a place to spend the night because he looked like he was ready to drop, but he declined. He looked even worse when he came back last month, but he was gone before I could even ask anything about him.” Terry frowned. “Not that I would question him. I’m not an idiot, after all.”

“Godsdammit,” I snapped at him. “Stop being vague and just tell us who it—eyebrows. You said eyebrows.” I clenched my hands into fists at my sides as I took in a shuddering breath. “Terry, was it Randall?”

That got everyone’s attention.

“Yes,” Terry said, looking a little put out. “The Head Wizard Randall came to me with my brother’s horn and asked me to keep it safe. And then he came and took it away again. He’s the one that told me to keep quiet about it. If you’re going to be mad at someone, be mad at him.”

“Thank the gods,” Justin breathed. He placed his hands on the table, palms down, and hung his head.

“Randall has my horn?” Gary demanded, starting to get worked up again. “What the hell is he doing with it? Why would he not just bring it back? He better not be planning on using it in some kind of spell. I don’t care who he is. If he refuses to give it back, I will rip out his stomach and then shove it down his damn throat.”

I couldn’t even take the time to be awed by his unnecessary savagery. Too many thoughts were swirling through my head, most of all that Randall was alive, that he’d been seen. I cared, yes, that he had my friend’s horn, and was irritated that he was being so fucking secretive about it, but he was alive. He hadn’t been imprisoned or, worse, consumed by Myrin. After he’d shown up in that house after Morgan had died, it was only seconds before he’d disappeared with Myrin. That had been the last time I’d seen him. Apparently he’d been busy.

“Sam?” Ryan asked, and everyone turned their attention to me. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” I said hoarsely. I coughed, shaking my head. “Yeah. I just—it’s good. You know? I mean, it’s—it’s good. That’s all.”

“What do you think he could be doing?” Justin asked me. “You knew him better than any of us.”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But Randall doesn’t do something without having a reason. Ever.” I looked at Gary. “And even though he’s an asshole, he would never do something to intentionally hurt you. That’s not who he is. If he has your horn, it’s part of a plan that we don’t yet know about. He wouldn’t be using it for a spell. It’s not his. It’s yours. He knows that.”

“Still gonna stomp over his old ass,” Gary muttered. “Hiding my horn and shit. Gary’s gonna bring the pain, you mark my words.” He leaned up against Kevin as the dragon whispered something in his ear. Gary nodded tightly before sighing, his shoulders slumping.

“So, what,” Ryan said. “We just… wait? Until Randall decides to let us in on whatever he’s planning?”

“Looks like,” I said. “I tried summoning him on his crystal the last night before I left, but I got nothing. I can try again later, but I think he’s gone underground.”

“What about the dragons?” Justin asked. “The Great White. Could he find Randall?”

I shook my head. “Not if he doesn’t want to be found. And I really doubt that Randall wants to be found by anyone, much less the Great White. We just have to hope he’ll reveal himself soon. We don’t have much time left, whatever he’s planning.”

Justin looked resigned at that, but I thought he’d expected the answer. “Okay. We’ll table that for now. Gary, I’m sorry, but we have to have faith that Randall knows what he’s doing.” He swallowed thickly as he looked down at the map of Castle Lockes. “Now we need to talk about my father.”

I wondered at the toll the past year had taken on Justin. He’d grown up knowing one day he would be king. He’d trained for it, done everything asked of him—the lessons, the training, the diplomacy. And where he’d once been cold and rigid, he’d now become less so, and I knew that one day he’d make a great king I’d be honored to serve, and not just because he was my best friend 5eva.

But none of us had expected for him to have to act in his father’s stead so soon. The King was still in his early sixties, and even though he’d been in mourning like the rest of us the last time I’d seen him, he’d been healthy and strong. He was meant to rule for years still to come, and Justin was going to spend that time learning all that he could. And while I would be advising Justin when he took the throne, all decisions came from him. The weight of Verania would be upon his shoulders.

Like it was now.

Like it had been since his father had been taken prisoner.

And I hadn’t been here to help.

“Why is the King still alive?” Kevin asked.

I winced at that. It was a fair question, but it was still a little graceless.

Lady Tina surprised me when she was the one to answer. “It’s a way to keep Veranians in line. As long as the King remains alive and reasonably well, Myrin can threaten the people with harming their King.”

“Killing him would have sparked a revolution,” Justin said quietly. “There would have been an all-out war. Many people would have died. By keeping him alive, Myrin can play upon their fears. For all they know, their King is being tortured daily.”

“And he’s not?” I asked, as much as I didn’t want to.

Justin shook his head. “From what our spies tell us, he’s kept reasonably well in the dungeons. Myrin hasn’t been to see him in months.”

“You have people on the inside? How?”

Justin looked at me. “Did you expect us just to sit around waiting for you?”

Ouch. I deserved that. “No,” I said evenly. “I didn’t.”

He looked chagrined. “I didn’t mean it like—”

“You did. And that’s okay. I don’t blame you. If anything, you should blame me. I should have—I don’t know. Done something different.”

Ryan stiffened a little at my side but didn’t speak.

“You did what you had to,” Justin said. “And while I don’t like how you went about it, you had your reasons, which I’m sure I’ll hear all about later. But we don’t have time for it now.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Because we’re going to infiltrate Castle Lockes and rescue my father.”

I took a step forward, magic beginning to hum in my blood. “You have a plan?”

He nodded toward Lady Tina. “She does. And you’re going to be working with her on it. We need you now, Sam, more than ever. Now that you’ve returned, it’s time we take Verania back.”

Godsdammit.





Chapter 8: Dark Wizards Can Kiss Our Asses

 

 

“AND ANOTHER thing, where does she get off being all buddy-buddy with Justin?” I raged. “He’s not her best friend 5eva. He’s my best friend 5eva, and she’s just jealous because Justin likes it when I give him hugs and braid his hair. We have pillow fights and eat flan and talk about boys and whatever. She doesn’t do that with him, and she never will!”

“I am so glad I never went to your sleepovers with Justin,” Gary said, lying on a pile of blankets in his and Tiggy’s barn. “I’ve seen you eat flan before. It isn’t attractive.”

I waved at him dismissively as I continued to pace. “There is no way to eat flan attractively. It’s impossible.”

“Bullshit. I can do anything attractively. It’s not a flan thing. It’s a you thing.”

I scowled at him. “Tiggy, tell Gary to stop being a jerk and that I’m right, and also tell me I am attractive because I need to feel good about myself.”

Tiggy looked up from where he was sitting amongst his brooms, having spent the last hour organizing them in a system that only he understood. “Gary not a jerk. We all right. And I love you.”

“You are the best thing in this world,” I told him seriously, and he grinned at me. I glanced at Gary. “And I would say the same thing about you, but apparently you’ve developed a taste for Lady Tina strange since I’ve left, so.”

Gary gasped. “You wipe that filth from your mouth. I will have you know that I am not about the ladies. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but you know how I feel about the mens.”

“You like them inside you,” Tiggy said, frowning down at a push broom like it’d offended him somehow.

“Exactly, kitten. I am a whore for cock. I mean, sure, I let Honest Helga tie me up and whip me, but that wasn’t sexual. I just like how she wields a whip.”

“There is so much wrong about you,” I muttered. Then, “Can we please get back to my problems because I would like to talk about me some more?”

“It sounds like to me that you’re the jealous one,” Gary said.

“No! Didn’t you hear anything I said? She’s the jealous one because of the bond I share with Justin and with how much Ryan loves me and worships the ground I walk on when he’s not super pissed off at me like he is right at this very moment.”

“And where are Justin and Ryan?” Gary asked.

“With Lady Tina and the Foxy Lady Brigade at the training fields,” I snapped. “Because apparently they want to see what the women have been working on, and maybe, Sam, you should just go get some rest because you still look tired and—oh. Wait. I can see the whole jealousy thing now. Dammit. And now that I think about it, I’m really jealous. Like, it’s burning inside of me.”

“Dawning realizations are my favorite kind,” Gary said. “How I have missed you and your particular brand of self-awareness.”

“I’m going to take that as a compliment,” I decided. “Because I need that right now.”

“They love you,” Tiggy said, setting aside a chimney-sweep broom that looked as if it’d seen better days. “Like we love you.”

“Thanks, dude. That’s nice of you to—”

“Not done.”

“Oh. Right.”

“They mad, though. Like we got mad. You left.” He shrugged. “All gone. Kevin gone too. Everyone scared. Villains came and Tiggy smashed, but it not good enough. And now you here, but different. You Sam, but bigger Sam. Big big magic, you know?”

“Some people think he doesn’t have much to say,” Gary said, looking at Tiggy fondly. “They’re wrong. He only speaks the truth. There’s no filler. Not like with the rest of us.”

I glared at the both of them. “I’ve already apologized. I don’t know what else to say to get you guys to believe me.”

“Sort of like Lady Tina, right?” Gary asked.

I blinked. “Oh, you son of a—”

“Look, Sam. We’re so happy you’re home. All of us are. We’ve been waiting for you for a very long time. And during that very long time we waited, things happened. Things that you weren’t a part of.” He sighed as he shook his head. “I get it. I really do. Where you’re coming from. And it’s valid. It’s like you were stuck in time, you know? The last thing you remember about all of us was how we were when you left. But for us, time hasn’t stopped. We’ve had to move forward, and—”

“And leave me behind,” I said, trying to keep the bitterness out of my voice. I failed quite spectacularly.

“No,” Gary said sharply. “Never that. There is a place for you here, just as there has always been. But you are different now. Just like we are. And we have to figure out how to fit again. You’re my best friend. My more unattractive sister from another mister.”

“Hey, man, I’ve met your brother now, and everything I’m hearing about your parents, maybe they’d like to—”

“I will cut out your heart and eat it in front of you.”

“I could get up on your dad,” I said, rather gleefully. “And your mom probably wouldn’t be too upset by it. She’d probably even join in. Just think, if Ryan decides I’m not worth the trouble and he seeks solace in Justin’s arms like I’m sure Lady Tina has masturbatory thoughts about (or even with Terry, what the fuck), then maybe I’ll need to find comfort somewhere else. I could be your stepfather. I wonder what it’s like to be between two unicorns? I bet it’s cosmic.”

Gary was on his feet in a split second. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“Sam gonna get some unicorn?” Tiggy asked, cocking his head.

“Maybe,” I said. “We’re all different now, right? Maybe that’s a thing Sam of Dragons likes. Get me some ’corn.”

“Really,” Gary said, a glint in his eyes. “Then you wouldn’t mind making out with me, if you like unicorns now.” He took a step toward me.

I swallowed thickly but put on my brave face. “Of course not. That sounds… just. Like. So hot.”

“Yeah?” Gary said, voice dropping an octave or two. I was sure it was supposed to be erotic, but it caused my balls to shrivel. “I’ve got a very long tongue. Could probably lick all the way down to your lungs with the tip.”

“Wow,” I said weakly. “That sounds… invasive.”

“Kevin gonna be sad he not here,” Tiggy said. “I sad that I am.”

“So invasive,” Gary said as he loomed over me. “I can’t believe I’m finally going to get to put myself inside you.”

I had to be strong in the face of such adversity. Two could play at this game. I arched an eyebrow at him and smiled widely in a way that I hoped said that I was giving serious consideration to making out with a hornless unicorn. “Yeah,” I said, sure that I sounded husky and sultry. “I’ve thought about this once or twice.”

“Bad thoughts,” Tiggy moaned in the background. “Bad, bad thoughts.”

“What?” Gary squeaked. He coughed. “I mean, yeah, totally, me too. This is going to be so sweet. Like, I’m pretty sure I’m thinking about getting an erection right now.”

“Oh good,” I said. “Because I’ve already started to get one a little bit.”

“No,” Tiggy said, rocking back and forth. “No, no, no, no.”

I could feel Gary’s breath on my face. It smelled like warm cookies and happiness. “Well,” Gary said, “maybe it’s time you found out exactly what my bakery is all about. Stop in. Have a seat. Let me take care of you. Maybe have a jumbo caramel banana muffin.”

Oh my gods. That was one of the more disgusting things on his bakery menu. It involved—no. No, I couldn’t even picture it, because the very thought of the depravity of Gary’s jumbo caramel banana muffin was enough to make me want to find the nearest church and pray for hours. “Sounds great,” I managed to get out. “Make sure it has extra caramel.”

“Whyyyyyyyyyy,” Tiggy moaned.

Gary’s eyes widened slightly. “Oh, I’ve got all the caramel for you.”

Tiggy gagged.

“Good,” I said. “Now, are you gonna kiss me, or are you just going to stand there and talk about it?”

“Here I come,” Gary said.

“Which is what I’ll be saying in like three minutes.”

Gary shuddered. “That’s so hot,” he managed to say, even though he sounded like he was about to be violently ill. “I can’t wait to see your orgasm face.”

Ugh. That’s not something you should ever hear from your unicorn best friend. “Yeah, it’s pretty… cool.”

“I’m going to put so much rainbow in you. It’s probably going to end up leaking out your ears.”

I threw up a little in my mouth but managed to swallow it. “Yeah, maybe after you can lick it up.”

He frowned. “You want me to lick my rainbow secretion from your ears?”

I shrugged. “Why not? Scared?”

He narrowed his eyes. “Never.”

“Happy place,” Tiggy muttered. “Going to my happy place.”

“Here we go,” I said, leaning forward, trying to force myself to pucker up but my mouth not really getting the message.

“Here comes the muffin,” Gary singsonged, and was I really going to do this?

Yes. Yes, I was, because making out with Gary was going to prove that Lady Tina was evil.

Or something.

I didn’t really remember how we’d gotten to this point. Which, to be honest, happened quite often.

Gary flicked his meaty tongue at me, and I was going to let that in my mouth and—

“What the hell is going on in here?”

“Eep,” Gary and I said at the same time as we jumped away from each other.

Standing in the ruined doorway of the barn were Kevin and Ryan. Kevin, of course, was staring at us with naked interest, glancing between the two of us as if he knew exactly what had been about to happen.

“Heeeeeyyy,” I said, waving awkwardly at the both of them. “Have I ever told you that your timing is the best thing about you?”

“What are you—mmph.”

“Ignore him,” Kevin said, the tip of one of his claws pressed against Ryan’s mouth. “Pretend we aren’t even here. Just… continue the conversation you were having. And if you can’t pretend we aren’t here, Sam, then how well do you do with taking direction? Because I want you to put your fingers up Gary’s—ow. You bit me!”

Ryan glared up at Kevin as the dragon took his hand away, before turning back to me. “Explain,” he demanded, and that should not have been as hot as it was, especially since I had just been two seconds away from Gary getting all up in my shit.

“Oh sure,” I said. “Yeah, that’s so easy. Like. Okay. So. I was coming in here just to hang out with my best friends because I missed them, right? And then Gary started hitting on me because, you know. He’s Gary. And I said, ‘No, Gary. You can’t do that. Because of Ryan and feelings.’ And then he said that he wanted to feed me his muffin or something. That part’s kind of hazy because gross. And then he was going to give me a rainbow injection or whatever, and then I said, ‘Hey, guy, just back off a little, because I’ve got my one and only.’ And then he said that you all trust Lady Tina, and that’s how this whole thing started, because whaaaat. And then… like. His dad. Right? I mean, his dad might want to have some of this, like whoa. And so Gary said, you’re different, Sam, and we’re different, and I’m an asshole because I’m not appreciating all that you’ve done for us. And then I said, ‘Yes, you’re an asshole for not appreciating all that I’ve done, thank you for saying so,’ and that’s when the bakery opened.”

He stared at me.

I smiled at him.

“You don’t trust Lady Tina and were jealous of the fact that she seems to have a place here,” Ryan said slowly. “And you don’t know where you seem to fit in. Don’t even get started with the justification that she’s trying to push Justin and me together like this has been her plan all along. So you picked a fight with Gary about it and tried to use his parents and brother against him in order to make him jealous, and then both of you ended up in a game of interspecies gay chicken that neither of you were going to back out of.”

“My favorite kind of chicken,” Kevin breathed heavily.

“Yes,” I said, nodding furiously. “That’s exactly what I said. You know me so well.”

“Gary,” Ryan said, sounding incredibly disappointed. “You know how Sam is. You can’t try and goad him like that.”

“Right? Gary, you know how I am—wait. What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“You’re right,” Gary sighed. “I do know how he is, and yet I continued to push him. And to think, once he’d had a taste of all of this, he would have been hooked for life. I’m the most dangerous drug there is.”

“He’s right,” Kevin said dreamily. “I’m an addict. I want nothing more than to get a good hit right now.”

“Today is sad day,” Tiggy said, staring morosely at his brooms.

“I apologize, Knight Delicious Face,” Gary said. “I should not have been trying to tempt your man away from you like the floozy that I am. I have to remember that my sexuality is the deadliest weapon I carry in my arsenal. Of course he couldn’t resist.”

“What? I can resist! I can resist so hard, you don’t even know! It was you who wanted to feed me your jumbo caramel banana muffin and—”

Ryan choked as Kevin said, “But even I won’t do that, and you considered doing that with my trial-reconciliation ex-husband? Sam, I’m impressed. You’re disgusting.”

I threw my hands up in the air. “I hate everyone here and wish I’d never met any of you.”

“Lie,” they all said.

“Whatever,” I grumbled. “I’m mad at everyone, and you’re all mad at me for doing what I had to do, and now you’re making me work with my most mortal of enemies because you think she’s a good person, even though I know she’s got nothing but malice in her heart. But please, tell me more about how she’s not going to turn on us right when it matters most—”

“She saved my life,” Ryan said.

I closed my eyes.

“When they came, they came in numbers we did not expect. We fought for days but were overwhelmed in the end. Castle Lockes was going to fall. The King had already been taken prisoner, and I was in the throne room, bleeding and tired and losing. It was—well.” He touched the scar on his face. “Ruv was there. He had the upper hand, and he knew it. He stood above me, my sword in his hands, and he told me he was going to relish taking my life, and that when he saw you again, he was going to describe in detail my last moments. He was going to tell you I begged and pleaded. That I told him I didn’t want you anymore. That I had forsaken you because you’d left us. That I sold you out and told him everything I could about you. That I died a coward, weak and frail. He was monologuing, and I couldn’t even find it in myself to hate him for it, because I could hear your voice in my head. Mocking him, calling him a douchebag villain just like all the others. That even though he thought himself different, he was exactly the same. And had I died right then, right at that moment, I would have done so with a smile on my face, because I was with you. Hearing you.”

“But you didn’t die,” I whispered as I opened my eyes.

“No. I didn’t. Because Ruv kept talking and talking, and he was so distracted, he didn’t hear Lady Tina coming up behind him, wielding the King’s scepter. She bashed him on the back of the head. He was knocked out. And we were able to find Justin and the others and escape the City through the sewer tunnels underneath Lockes. She—I know the history, Sam. I know what she’s done. I’ve been there for a lot of it. But she saved my life and the lives of many people that day with her actions. Her and the brigade. That didn’t mean I trusted her immediately. We locked her up as soon as we took back the Port.”

“But she’s out amongst everyone else.”

He shook his head. “We needed everyone we could get. I took a chance, Sam. I had no other choice.”

“It’s like you want me to forget about everything that came before,” I told him and, in turn, the others. “No, I wasn’t here. Yes, I was gone. No, I haven’t seen the things you have. But you saw what she did to me before. What she—”

“War changes people, Sam,” Ryan said. “It can bring out both the best and the worst in people. She tried hate. She turned people against you, letting it infect their hearts. But she saw firsthand what happens when you hate—”

“You mean when Ruv stabbed you in the chest and then Morgan died?” I bit out.

“Yes,” Ryan said. “That’s what she saw. And she had a part to play in it, sure. But she didn’t know who Ruv was working for. She didn’t know what he was capable of.”

“She’s still guilty by association.”

“Aren’t we all a little bit?”

“That’s not fair.”

He sighed. “I’m not asking for fairness here, Sam. We’re in a makeshift camp trying to survive. Nothing about this is fair. What I’m asking for is a chance to make things right again. For all of us here to live. To take back what’s ours. To give the people who were once against you a moment to prove to you that they’re on your side.”

“Convenient, though, don’t you think?” I asked, trying to keep my anger in check. “Being on my side. Let me guess. They suddenly found favor in me the moment they all heard the real story behind the Destiny of Dragons. That it was either going to be me or Myrin. And Myrin had just come in and taken their homes away. So of course they were going to put their hope in me, because they didn’t have any other choice.”

Ryan said nothing.

Green and gold began to gather in the air around me.

There were pulses in my head, blue and red and white and black. They whispered at me to calm and to breathe and to think, Sam, just think. You’re stronger than your anger. Better than your hate. You are not wrapped in shadow. You are home, and it’s warm and safe and—

It isn’t fair, I thought.

It just isn’t fair.

“What’s going on?” I heard Gary say from somewhere behind me.

“Sam?” Tiggy asked.

“Move,” Kevin snarled, and I knew his eyes would be completely black. “He needs to—”

Ryan kissed me.

I breathed.

He said, “Sam.”

I opened my eyes.

Ryan Foxheart stood before me, my face cupped in his hands. His eyes were bright and his touch soft, and all those pulses in my head faded as I was consumed only by him. This was something the Great White could never understand. Yes, it was dangerous that someone as powerful as me could put my faith in someone so breakable, someone so human. If something were to happen to him, if he was taken from me, I didn’t know what would happen. What I’d become.

But what the Great White didn’t get about my cornerstone—or cornerstones in general—was that they were good and kind and strong themselves. Ryan was chosen for a reason. He was brave and selfless, dashing and immaculate, and I’d loved him for almost as long as I’d known him. He was the foundation upon which I had built all I had.

My wonderful, foolish knight.

And so I just… let go.

The green and gold faded.

The gathering magic dissipated.

“You with me?” he asked quietly, his breath warm on my face.

“Yeah,” I muttered. “I’m with you.”

“What the hell was that?” Gary demanded from behind me.

I took a step away from Ryan, his hands falling from my face. “That was me becoming a wizard much quicker than I was supposed to.” I shook my head. “What the Great White did to me, it—I’m not unstable, but it’s….”

“Big,” Tiggy said. “Sam has big magic. Big big.”

“Big big,” I agreed. “Everything I am, everything I’ve become, it’s big big. Bigger than any one person has had before. Add the dragons to that mix and I’m a little… volatile. It’s hard being back here. Surrounded by people I don’t trust. Not you guys,” I added quickly, before they could protest. “Just… everyone else. You say they believe in me. Fine. Okay. But I don’t believe in them. Not yet. Especially Lady Tina. I don’t know if I ever will. And you can’t blame me for that.”

“Are you in control?” Gary asked.

I shrugged. “Mostly.”

“That doesn’t make me feel any better.”

“Oh. Sorry. Uh. Yes. Totes in control. I got this, dude.”

“Feel a little worse now. What the hell did he do to you?”

Ah, and wasn’t that the thing. I could still hear his voice in my head, whispering to me, telling me that there was a very real chance I would not survive. You are strong, he’d said. Stronger than I’ve ever seen. But you have months to learn what should take a wizard decades. There is a chance of death. And if not death, then madness. We will find out just how lightning-struck your heart actually is, and if it’s capable of being torn into pieces.

“What he had to,” I said, sure that any answer I was willing to give would be unsatisfactory.

“Kevin’s eyes go all black,” Tiggy said thoughtfully. “With your big big.”

“Yeah,” I said scratching the back of my head. “They tend to do that.”

“Others too?”

“Yeah.”

He frowned before tapping the side of his head. “You hear them? In head?”

I squinted at him. “How’d you know that?”

“Like before. Zero. Pat and Leslie in the snow. All the time now?”

“No. Just….”

“With the big big.”

“Yeah. With the big big.”

“Your head should be your own,” he said, and showed me that no matter how long I’d known him, he could still surprise me. “Think for yourself.”

“You are the best half-giant alive,” I said in awe.

He preened.

“But you’ll still help them,” Ryan said, because apparently he was still stuck on that. “The people. Even if you don’t believe in them.”

I snorted. “Well, yeah. I’m not that big of an asshole. And I have faith in you. If you put yours in them, then I guess I can trust that.”

Ryan looked relieved. “And Lady Tina?”

“You know, your crush on her is really starting to concern me.”

“Sam.”

I scowled at him. “Don’t push your luck, Foxheart.”

He rolled his eyes. “Well, the people of Camp HaveHeart are throwing a feast in your honor tonight, so you’ll get to see firsthand just how much they believe in you.”

Yeah, no, that wasn’t a thing that was going to happen. “Oh no,” I said. “Would you look at that. I have something else to do tonight that involves not going to a feast and being stared at. Darn. Of all the rotten luck. Maybe next time. Though probably not then either.”

“Oh?” Ryan asked, arching an eyebrow at me and, combining that with his beard, making me really want to smack my dick against his mouth. It was unfair just how good he looked. I was going to go dashing and immaculate all over his ass later. “Really. And what exactly do you have to do tonight?”

Curses! I was going to have to lie. My greatest weakness! “Um. I have to go. To that. Meeting.”

“What meeting?”

I broke. “Damn you and your unbelievable interrogation techniques! I cannot withstand your barbarism and must now admit to all that I just don’t want to go to a feast because that sounds terrible. For shame, Knight Commander, for shame. How do you sleep at night?”

Barbarism, Ryan mouthed to Tiggy, who shrugged.

I could be merciful. “Fine. I guess I shall attend this feast in my honor where people will ooh and aah over me and essentially beg for my forgiveness, and maybe, just maybe, if they’re lucky, I’ll consider bestowing upon them my forgiveness, for I am a wizard now, and a wizard should show both mercy and magnanimousness, both of which I have in spades. Now, if you will excuse me, I am going to retire for the afternoon, as today has been exhausting and I deserve rest. I say good day to all of you.”

“Yeah, you didn’t just spend a year in the woods with Kevin or anything,” Gary muttered.

I moved to leave.

“Sam—”

“I said good day!” I called over my shoulder.

And I was about to leave the barn when I remembered I had no idea where I was staying.

I sighed and had to acknowledge that my dramatic exit was ruined.

I turned, and the others were staring at me, looking entirely too amused for my liking.

“I don’t know where I live,” I mumbled.

“You’re with me,” Ryan said dryly. “Like you would be anywhere else.”

“Well, then, hop to it, Foxheart. I haven’t got all day. If I’m going to be greeting my adoring and repentant public, then I need to put on my face.”

Ryan sighed but walked toward me.

It was when we left the barn that he took my hand in his and leaned over to whisper, “I missed you, I’m still furious with you, I love you, and I’m so happy you’re home,” that I knew I would fight like hell to make sure everything turned out okay.

Even if that meant working with Lady Tina DeSilva.

 

 

WHEN I’D arrived at Camp HaveHeart I’d been unsure what kind of reception I was going to receive.

But now?

Nothing says we’re sorry for being racist assholes and trying to get you killed and a whole bunch of other bad stuff like a party thrown in your honor so people could grovel and eat large slabs of pork.

Camp HaveHeart was lit with brightly colored lights hanging on strings about the center of the camp. Fires were roaring, cooking meats that sizzled and crackled as the fat split. There were tables of fruits and vegetables, bread in bowls illuminated by candlelight. Casks of wine were rolled out, mugs filled and sloshing as people sank themselves in drink. A stage had been set up next to the tables, lined with knights standing at attention, and a quintet of musicians sat upon it, a jaunty tune flowing brightly into the cool night air. Men and women danced, children laughed and clapped, and everything seemed merry and light. I wondered if this was for them as much as it was for me.

It also felt like they were trying too hard, because I saw the looks on their faces as we approached, Ryan next to me. He made a wonderful vision, handsome and strong, shoulders squared and head held high.

And I was at his side, adorned in something I hadn’t had to wear in a very long time: a long flowing robe, green like the forest and covered in crystals that reflected the firelight like stars. The hood was pulled up and over my head, the sleeves so long they almost covered my hands. It’d been a gift from the King when I turned eighteen. Ryan had saved it during the exodus from Castle Lockes, though I was sure there were many other important things he could have grabbed.

But it didn’t stop there. Gary had decreed that I needed makeup around my eyes, black lines that caused my eyes to seem bigger than they actually were, smoky and dark. I told him that I wasn’t trying to look slutty, that I needed to be respectable. Then I’d seen the look on Ryan’s face when he’d walked into the room, and demanded that Gary do my other eye as quickly as possible, because I planned on getting motherfucking laid when this party was over.

Ryan had blushed.

Gary had grinned.

We made quite the pair, my knight and me, and the people of Camp HaveHeart couldn’t help but stop and stare, like they were waiting for something. Yes, they were laughing and singing and dancing, but their gazes kept darting over to us—to me—and I didn’t know what they expected from me. It was a heady feeling, having such sway over them all, but it rankled more than it pleased. I never asked for any of this. Their sorrowful reverence, these dragons, Myrin, this destiny. I just wanted to live my life with my friends and my knight and be the best wizard I could be.

Things were different now. Nothing would be the same again.

No one tried to stop us as we moved through the crowd, and no one spoke to us. We received acknowledgment with a nod here or there, or a bow and a curtsey. I was relieved, because I was feeling a little overwhelmed, still not used to being surrounded by so many people. The lights were almost too bright, the people too loud. Ryan must have felt my unease, because he gripped my elbow a little tighter, digging his fingers into my skin and grounding me.

It was enough.

A long table sat facing away from the stage where the others were already waiting. Kevin lay on his stomach, front legs folded in front of him, wings at his sides, tail twitching with the beat of the music. Gary sat next to him, face inside a mug of wine, the fucking lush that he was. Tiggy was in a large chair next to him, head tilted back as he smiled up at the stars.

Mom and Dad were next. My mother looked beautiful in a long blue skirt, her feet bare, a sash tied around her waist. Her midriff was exposed, and she wore a puff-sleeved peasant blouse, looking more like a gypsy than I’d seen from her in a long time. She had large hoop earrings and a necklace made of large gold coins.

My father wore a sleeveless coat, the neck of which was lined with fur, like the people in the North wore. His arms were thick with muscle. A metal band that looked as if it would break apart if he but flexed even a little wrapped around one bicep.

Vadoma sat next to my father, but she was ignoring him in favor of whispering with Lady Tina. That couldn’t possibly end with anything but destruction, and I would have to find a way to separate them as quickly as possible.

Justin was next to Lady Tina, dressed down more than I had expected. He wasn’t wearing a crown (if he even had one still) or any kind of kingly robe. He wore a long-sleeved white shirt with a black jerkin over it, accentuating his chest and arms. His trousers were tight and his boots dusty. He looked regal but more of the people than he ever had before.

“I can see why you had sex with Justin,” I whispered to Ryan. “Dat ass, you know?”

Ryan tripped over his own feet.

“Whoa there. Walk much? Ha. Classic.”

“Why are you staring at the Prince’s ass?” he hissed at me.

“It’s right there. But have no fear. I like yours better.”

He rolled his eyes but muttered, “Damn right you do.”

There were two open chairs next to the Prince, which I assumed were meant for Ryan and myself. At the other end of the table stood Terry, his horn gleaming in the firelight. He smiled at the sight of Ryan, and I vowed to flirt aggressively with his father if we ever met.

“Our lives are really weird,” I said.

“Glad you’re just now figuring that out,” Ryan said, fake smile plastered on his face as he nodded at the people of Camp HaveHeart.

“Can we sit at the other end of the table? I don’t know that I want to be next to Terry. He creeps me out with the way he wants to put his face in your asshole.”

“Sam.”

“Oh please. Like you can’t see he has a massive crush on you.”

“He does not.”

“He’s looking at you right now like he wouldn’t mind if you flopped your dick on his mouth. I should know. I often look at you the same way.”

“That’s how he normally looks.”

“Uh-huh. Whose idea was it to ride him when you came into camp?”

“His. That doesn’t mean—”

“When have you ever known a unicorn to offer to let you ride them?”

“Gary. At Kevin’s keep. After the truth corn.”

“Well, yeah. Gary told me later that he wanted to hate-fuck you.”

“What?”

I shrugged. “He didn’t like you very much back then, but he could still appreciate your finer qualities. Like your thighs wrapped around his neck.”

“I’m feeling so objectified right now. And slightly queasy. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to look Gary in the eye again.”

“You get used to it, trust me.”

“That should not be a thing you get used to.”

“What? Who are you to tell me how to live my life—oh. Right. Monogamous boyfriend. Sorry, dude. I promise not to bring up what else Gary has said about you if you won’t have sex with Terry.”

“I’m not even going to dignify that with a response.”

I gasped. “Are you not saying no? Does our love mean so little to you that you can’t even refute the accountant unicorn’s lecherous gaze? Huh. That sounds like the beginning of a really weird porn. You know what? I’ll allow it. Knock yourself out.”

“I’m going to knock you out—”

“I’m so pleased you’ve decided to join us,” Justin said, sounding annoyed. “And why are the two of you looking like you’re conspiring toward something I won’t like?”

“Ryan told me he’s going to cheat on me with a unicorn,” I said morosely.

Justin stared at Ryan, who scowled. “Does that sound like something I’d say?”

“Normally I would say no. But when you get with Sam, you’re just as odd as he is. It’s infectious. Like a disease. But on the flip side of things, you really have been rather boring since he’s been gone.”

“Justin loves me more than anything in the world,” I told Ryan. “You might as well accept that now.”

“I barely tolerate your presence,” Justin retorted because he was complicated and had to save face.

“Yeah,” I said, winking at him, because I knew what he meant. “I barely tolerate your presence too, best friend 5eva.”

“Whatever,” he grumbled. “Sam, you will sit at my right side since you are my wizard. I expect you—why are you looking at me like that? How in the name of the gods are your eyes so big?”

“You just called me your wizard,” I breathed.

“Oh no, Sam, you get that look off your face right this second. I won’t be hugged when you get like this, you—godsdammit.”

“Shh,” I whispered in his ear, wrapping my arms around him, holding him tight. “This is a magical moment that we need to share by touching each other.”

He sighed. “You have to know how that sounds.”

“Yes. Like I love you.”

“Sam.”

“Yes, Justin.”

“Two minutes.”

“Ten.”

“One.”

“Five.”

“None.”

“Shhhh. It’s okay. I know you have to act a certain way but that you wish we were alone so you could hug me back and not let me go for a long time. It’s okay. I got you. I got you, Justin.”

“I don’t wish we were alone, you ridiculous cretin. In fact, this hug is over. Ryan, take this thing off me before I skewer it where it stands.”

“I’m feeling so many things right now,” I announced as Ryan somehow managed to pry me from the Prince, who gave a haughty sniff before moving toward the stage.

“You’re an idiot,” Ryan told me, but he sounded rather fond.

I shrugged. “Sometimes. But you notice how Justin didn’t shove me off right away? And he hugged me when you guys got back to the camp. My plan is working.”

“And what plan is that?” Ryan asked as he pulled my chair out for me. I couldn’t even be bothered to give him shit for it because I was ridiculously charmed.

“To wear him down until he can no longer say no to me. It’s a good plan.”

“It sounds like you’re committing a serious crime.”

“Fine line, Foxheart. You gotta learn how to walk it.”

“Hi, Sam!”

I turned to see Tiggy waving furiously at me from farther down the table.

I waved back just as hard, because when a half-giant expends that much energy in a greeting, it means you are loved. I wished we had been seated next to them, but I understood that wasn’t always going to be the case. I was, as Justin pointed out with rapturous joy, his wizard now, which meant my position was by his side. I had a job to do, and I was going to make sure Justin didn’t regret me too much.

Ryan took his seat next to me, his armor bulky and uncomfortable-looking, though he’d had years of experience with it. Terry batted his eyelashes and whispered a greeting to Ryan that was meant to be innocent but made me want to punch him in the eye, because honestly.

Justin took the stage as we turned our chairs toward him, and the music came to an end with a grating flourish. The people of Camp HaveHeart began to cheer at the sight of their Prince. It roared over us like a crashing wave, and I was surprised at the sheer ferocity of it. Even Justin looked taken aback, mouth dropping open as his subjects cheered for him, as the knights guarding the stage turned as one, curling their right hands into fists and pressing them against the left sides of their chests as they bowed.

It went on and on and on, until Justin finally raised his hands to quiet the crowd. They complied, and the knights guarding the stage turned back around, snapping to attention.

“Thank you,” Justin said, voice carrying over the feast. “I didn’t expect… that from you. I don’t know why I didn’t. I should have. You are my subjects. You’re—no. Not just my subjects. You’re my people and I’m your Prince, and I should have expected that you would care for me as much as I care for all of you.”

“We love you, Justin!” a woman screamed. “Wooo!”

Justin looked startled at that, and his face broke into a rare smile. In that moment he looked so much like his father. “Thank you,” he said, chuckling. “That’s… very nice of you to say. I, uh… I’m not very good at this. As I’m sure you can tell. My father, he—um. He’s great at this sort of thing. More than anyone I’ve ever known. He taught me everything, and if I am any sort of success, if I become even half the king he is, then know it’s because of him.”

“To the King!” another voice cried out, followed by hundreds of voices repeating it over and over again. Mugs were raised, and men and women alike wiped tears from their faces.

“To the King,” Justin echoed as the cheers died down. “To the King, because we are Verania, and King Anthony belongs to all of us. He’s… a prisoner of war now. Taken from us by a man who wants to separate us, to make us weak. That’s what this man thinks he’s done. And maybe it started out that way. We lost many things. Our homes. Our friends. Our family. Meridian City. The City of Lockes.” He glanced at Vadoma. “Mashallaha, the home of our gypsy brethren, many of whom have been enslaved by the Dark wizards who came for us in a moment of great mourning.”

The crowd was completely silent, and even though I stared straight ahead, it felt like all eyes were on me.

Justin looked down at his hands and shook his head. “I wish… I wish I had stood here on this stage long before now. I should have been the prince you needed and, instead of trying to greet you in passing, spoken to you as one. We lost much to this… man. This Dark wizard. He took Morgan of Shadows from us all.” He looked back up at the crowd, jaw tense, gaze steely. “I’m afraid of many things. I’m afraid for you. For my father. For our future. But I am not afraid of him. And I am not afraid to say his name. There is only one person to blame. One person who has brought his fury down upon us. One person who attempts to take all that you hold dear. And his name is Myrin.”

The crowd sighed as one, and gooseflesh prickled along my arms and the back of my neck.

“His name is Myrin, and he is the enemy of Verania. And the gods knew of him, knew what he was capable of. They knew what was coming, and in the end, chose one of us to rise against the dark.”

“Oh no,” I whispered. “That bastard.”

“He knows what he’s doing,” Ryan said, breath hot against my ear. “You need to trust him in this.”

“As you know, Sam of Wilds has returned to us, after… communing in the Dark Woods with the dragons of Verania.”

Communing, I mouthed furiously, and I swore I saw Justin’s lips twitch.

“Except he is no longer Sam of Wilds, apprentice to the King’s Wizard. He is now Sam of Dragons, wizard. And if I have my say, if what I hope will come to fruition, then he will serve my father as the King’s Wizard for a long time to come. And once I am called upon to take the crown, I hope he will serve me just the same.”

The crowd erupted again, and Justin stared down at me defiantly, as if daring me to speak against him.

Instead I chose to sputter. I was going to give him so much shit later.

“But we cannot be dependent upon one person,” Justin continued, “even if he has been chosen by the gods. Each of us must contribute if we’re to have any hope of returning Verania to the way it once was. And I believe we can, because I believe in all of you. So while we now have the advantage of our wizard, we must all rise against the Dark before the country we know and love becomes mired in shadow. We will take back what is ours, I promise you. I am your Prince, yes, but I am also one of you. They have taken just as much from me as they have from you. And I will not stand for it any longer.”

The crowd cheered their approval.

“He’s going to make a noble king,” I muttered.

“I think so too,” Ryan said. “And you’re not going to do so bad yourself.”

“Gee, thanks. That was heartwarming.”

“Still pissed at you. Take what you can get.”

“Oh, I’ll take it all right. And then you’re gonna get it, mark my words.”

He shivered a little.

I grinned.

“Now,” Justin said, sounding more annoyed, “before we continue, I’m told there is an… entertainer here who would like to perform a song he says he created just today.”

I frowned. Why did that sound familiar? Ryan just shrugged at my questioning look, so I turned my gaze farther down the table to see Tiggy and Gary whispering to each other. They must have felt me staring at them, because they immediately quieted and grinned at me like they knew something I didn’t.

Justin looked like he had just sucked on a rather juicy lemon when he said, “Ladies and gentleman, I give you… Zal the Magnificent.”

Those. Fucking. Assholes.

The people of Camp HaveHeart lost their damn minds.

I started to rise from my seat, but Ryan tightened his grip on my hand. “Sit down.”

“Did you know about this?” I growled at him, trying to jerk my arm away so I could go and beat down a hornless unicorn and a half-giant.

“Absolutely,” he said, not even having the decency to look contrite. “Why do you think I kept you away all afternoon? Gary and Tiggy didn’t want to take the chance of you running into him and ruining the surprise.”

“The surprise? Do you know how long it’s taken me to get that godsdamned song out of my head? Years, Ryan. It has taken years.”

He shrugged. “I thought it was kind of nice.”

I gaped at him. “You thought ‘Cheesy Dicks and Candlesticks’ was nice?”

“If it makes you feel any better,” Lady Tina said from my left, “I hate the song too.”

“Thank you, Lady Tina,” I said. “At least someone here is in their right mind, even if it happens to be my mortal enemy.”

“You’re welcome.”

I turned slowly to stare at her. “Don’t push it.”

I heard snickering farther down the table and saw Gary and Tiggy looking inordinately pleased with themselves. Making sure they were watching, I pointed at them, then drew a finger across my neck before miming gouts of blood shooting out from my throat.

“We’re, like, six people away,” Gary said. “We can hear you just fine.”

I blinked. “Oh. Right. Sorry. Okay. So, in case you couldn’t tell what I just did, I am going to slit your throats, and all your blood is going to come out onto the ground and stuff. It’s going to be super violent and really gross, and I hate you guys so much.”

“No hate,” Tiggy said, frowning at me. “Hating is bad. Not nice.”

If you’ve ever been rebuked by a darling half-giant, then you know it feels like getting hit in the chest with all the feelings in the world. “Sorry, Tiggy,” I muttered.

“Thank you.”

“I’m still going to have my revenge.”

“Silly Sam, cheesy dicks are for everyone.”

And then Zal the Magnificent took the stage.

He didn’t look any different than when we’d stumbled into his tavern on our quest to save the Prince from the evil dragon. The bard was a tall, thin man with a goatee that wouldn’t look out of place on a villain who monologued everyone in their immediate vicinity to death. His dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and his clothes were dusty and travel-weary, as if he’d been on the road for a long time. But he had that same wicked smile on his face, and he carried the same oak lute he’d had in the tavern.

“You know what?” I said, starting to rise again. “This has been fun, but I think I’m going to—”

“Terry!” Gary screeched. “Now!”

“Do I have to?” he sighed.

“Yes!”

I frowned at him. “What are you going to—oh my gods, no, please don’t—”

But it was far too late, because Terry had already charged at me, spun around, and sat in my lap.

“Why,” I wheezed as the chair creaked beneath me. “Why… is your… whole family… like this?”

“This wasn’t my idea,” Terry muttered. “In fact, I absolutely refused. Then Gary reminded me about the whole horn thing, and I had no choice.”

“I have had… so many… unicorn assholes… on my person.”

“Oh please,” Gary said with a sniff. “You know what they say about a unicorn’s backside. Touch a unicorn’s ass, and the world will love you en masse.”

“No one… says that. Literally… no one.”

“I heard it before,” Tiggy said. “From Gary.”

“You guys are so embarrassing,” Terry muttered.

“You’re the one… sitting on me.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I don’t want to be.”

“Ryan… help me.”

“Nah. I’m good.”

“You… bastard.”

“Most likely.”

“Camp HaveHeart, how we doing tonight?” Zal cried.

Camp HaveHeart was apparently doing very well, if the sound they made gave any indication.

“I hope you’re enjoying your evening here. But since this is essentially a refugee camp as our homes have been taken away from us, you’re probably not having very much fun at all.”

The crowd laughed.

“He’s so right!” a voice called out. “I’m laughing, but I’m also dying a little on the inside!”

“He’s… repeating… material,” I managed to say. “Not… funny… the second time….”

“But we are truly in the presence of greatness tonight, aren’t we? I am thrilled to have been invited by the emissaries to the Prince of Verania, General Gary and Major Tiggy. Give them a hand, folks, won’t you?”

“General and Major?” Justin said, standing next to the stage. “What the hell—”

Gary stood up taller next to Tiggy, flipping his mane unnecessarily. “Thank you,” he said to the smattering of applause. “Just happy to be here. Thank you. Thank you. Oh, please. Stop. I didn’t actually mean stop. My gods, do none of you know what humble looks like? A lost cause, all of you.”

“I like pine cones,” Tiggy said, waving jovially at the crowd.

“Yes, yes, if there has ever been a more capable duo, then I’ve never met them,” Zal said. “Granted, I’ve never met any other unicorn or half-giant, so I could be completely wrong.”

“Wow, we didn’t pay you to insult us,” Gary said loudly. “Only Sam.”

“Funny, that,” Zal said. “You haven’t yet paid me at all. But! I digress. Before we move on to the main event, please enjoy this brief word from our sponsor, which helps to pay the bills since unicorns are apparently cheap as all hell.”

“Excuse you, you strange whore!”

Zal exited stage left, and that same godsdamn man who’d been with the bard the first time with the same godsdamn receding hairline walked onto the stage, looking bored as he frowned down at the dirty piece of parchment in his hands. When he spoke, his voice was as monotonous as ever. “Does your life seem as if it has lost any and all meaning? Is your plumbing backed up? Do you wake up in the middle of the night screaming because of the shadow monster on the ceiling that is about to descend and feast on your innards? If you answered yes to any of those questions, then have I got some great news for you. Dr. Troy’s Amazing Elixir for Depression, Constipation, and Defenestration. Just one sip and your life will be bright, your bowels will be tight, and you’ll be able to sleep all through the night. Dr. Troy’s Amazing Elixir for Depression, Constipation, and Defenestration. Buy it today.” He dropped his voice and spoke rapidly. “Dr. Troy is under royal decree to disclose that he is not a real doctor, has never been to medical school, and makes the elixir in his shack in the woods. It should not be consumed by children, pregnant women, or really anyone who doesn’t want to run the risk of learning what it feels like to have their insides pour to their outsides from every available orifice. It can be given to animals, but be advised that it will drive them mad and they will attack you until you are nothing but a pile of bone and gristle and regret.”

He scurried off the stage.

“I… hate… everyone,” I hissed out.

“I’m having such a wonderful time,” Gary said. “Tiggy. Oh, Tiggy. Are you having a wonderful time?”

“Eh,” Tiggy said. “Feels like unnecessary rehash.”

“I suppose,” Gary said. “But everything is so different now, you know there are going to be people who complain when things aren’t exactly like they used to be.”

“What… the hell… are you talking… about?”

Gary flipped his mane prettily. “Never you mind. Oh, look! Zal is back. What fun this is going to be!”

“Your brother weighs less than you,” I snarled.

“You bitch! Why, if I wasn’t already sitting down to hear whatever mess is going to pour from the bard’s mouth, you’d be dead. You hear me, Haversford? Dead.”

“Thank you, Jerome,” Zal said, strumming his lute. “You are a beacon of beauty in a darkened world.”

Jerome curled his hand into a fist and moved it up and down quickly, rolling his eyes.

“Indeed!” Zal said. “Now, I haven’t been to the Port in ages, and I see it still smells like fishy death. Don’t ever change, you hear me? I mean, why would you when you can literally taste the thick seafood fog in the air?”

“Thank you!” someone called out in the crowd. “That’s very kind of you!”

“I know,” Zal said easily. “But I must admit I didn’t have plans to stay here. After all, when one’s country has been taken over by Dark wizards, one tends to keep on moving, especially when one is a bard, as everyone knows a bard is most likely one of the most highly sought-after individuals in the country at the moment.”

“Bards are the worst,” I ground out, sure that my face was turning blue.

“But just as soon as Jerome and I were about to pass this place right on by, who did I hear shrieking delightfully after me but my old friends Gary and Tiggy, who I met ages ago in a tiny little hamlet that somehow managed to avoid eradication by Dark wizards. But that’s only because no one actually wants to go there.”

Silence. Well, until someone coughed.

“Yeesh,” Zal said, completely unaffected. “Tough crowd. Moving on. I was told by Gary and Tiggy that our savior had returned to us after a long and arduous absence, and that is something I had to see for myself.” He grinned down at me as I flailed, trying to move Terry’s fat ass. “Sam! How lovely of you to make an appearance. Things have certainly changed since last we met. Once you were on a quest to save a prince, and now you’re tasked with saving the world. Talk about a promotion. How are you feeling tonight?”

“Like I’m being suffocated!”

“Fantastic,” he said. “We have a saying where I’m from.” He strummed his lute again. “We travel far, we travel long, stories told through ale and song.”

“Yaaaayyyy,” a man in the audience said.

“Now, we know my skills with the lute are unique,” Zal said, and I figured now was as good a time as any to let myself die. “My voice has been called melodious and on fleek. Now I shall sing you a song banned from all holy Masses. Ladies and gentlemen, the Grand Prince of Verania, I give you… ‘Dark Wizards Can Kiss Our Asses.’”

“Oh no,” I moaned.

“What,” Ryan said.

“What is this?” Justin growled at Gary.

“I love everything about my life,” Gary breathed.

“Hurray!” Tiggy exclaimed.

And Zal the Magnificent began to sing.

 

Once there was a country strong,

with a people most sweet and proud.

They always figured right from wrong,

and to a great King they bowed.

 

Then there came the darkest day,

from all of us this was taken.

Shadows came and had their way,

and left us all a-shakin’.

 

Buuuuuut… to themmmm… we saaaaaaaay….

 

Dark wizards can kiss our asses!

We’ll stab ’em in the gut.

Listen to me, lads and lasses,

Let’s fuck them in the butt!

 

“Wow,” Dad said. “I can see why you like him.”

“Right?” Gary said gleefully. “It’s like he’s from my dreams.”

 

There was a boy of simple means,

upon whose shoulders hopes were laid.

More weight than on kings and queens,

To him we looked and prayed.

 

Called upon the hopes of men,

he would need the help of dragons,

of which it can be said again,

That all the rest are laggin’.

 

“Sam! Sam! Did you hear that? Did you hear that.”

“Can… barely… breathe….”

“Yeah. He heard that.”

 

Annnnnnnnd… to eeeevil… we saaaaaaaay….

 

Dark wizards can kiss our asses!

We’ll stab ’em in the gut.

Listen to me, lads and lasses,

Let’s fuck them in the butt!

 

People had started joining in on the chorus. I was having a terrible time.

 

The gods had a chosen one,

to represent us all.

And if there’s a time when he’s truly done,

The rest of us will fall.

 

It’s a good thing, then, it rests on Sam!

A boy who has become a wizard!

He’s the one who’ll give a damn!

And possibly conjure up a blizzard!

 

“Ungh,” Ryan said, eyes glazing over as the chorus picked up again.

“I’m not even doing anything,” I snapped at him.

“Yeah,” he said. “But a blizzard. That’s so hot.”

“Oh please,” Terry said with a sniff. “It’s not that great.”

 

He’s returned to us to save the world,

and give some Darks the ol’ what for!

Knock ’em for a loop, causing ’em to swirl!

Hear the people behind you, Sam, as they start to roar!

 

The crowd roared.

Zal grinned.

I punched Terry on the thigh.

He grunted but didn’t move.

 

We ask of you to save us all,

And we’re sorry for past transgressions.

We’ll be with you, Sam, in the brawl,

acting out all our aggressions!

 

And to those bitches we saaaaaaaaaaay….

 

“I should have just stayed in the godsdamned woods,” I mumbled as the crowd sang loudly.

“Nah,” Ryan said. “I would have found you eventually.”

“That sounded creepy.”

“Or did it sound like ‘I love you’?”

“That’s not a boner for you,” I told Terry. “It’s for Ryan.”

 

And alas, after a verse or six,

We’re coming to an end.

Cheesy dicks and candlesticks!

We’re looking for our hearts to mend.

 

My eyes started to burn as the song slowed, as Zal’s voice broke just a little.

 

We turn to you, the boy we lost,

your body now littered with scars.

We know what your bravery cost,

and for you we wish upon these stars.

 

Annnnnnd we saaaaaaaaaaaaay.

 

Dark wizards can kiss our asses!

We’ll stab ’em in the gut.

Listen to me, lads and lasses,

Let’s fuck them in the butt!

 

He finished with a flourish, loud and raucous, the crowd crying out joy and pain, in happiness and sorrow. I saw tears on the faces of many, and as Terry finally stood and I sucked in a full breath, I had to wipe my own eyes.

Ryan was there next to me, his forehead pressed against mine, and he said, “They hurt you. I know they did. And they don’t deserve you. None of them do. Not after the way they treated you. But they need you, Sam. Almost as much as I do. Because without you, we’ve lost. Believe in me, because I’ve always believed in you, even when I was at my angriest.”

“You’re so stupid,” I muttered wetly. “I hate you so godsdamn much. You’re all manipulative, and I should curse you and then move far, far away.”

I felt his smile more than saw it. “But you won’t.”

“I won’t.”

“Because you love me.”

“More than anything, I think.”

He laughed quietly, and I thought it the most wonderful sound I’d ever heard. I wondered when last he’d done that, been carefree and happy.

“If you two are done being disgusting, I need Sam.”

Ryan sighed but pulled away.

Justin stood on the other side of the table, looking uncomfortable. “I didn’t have anything to do with that.”

“I know. I’ll deal with them later.” I shot a glare at Tiggy and Gary, but they just waved cheekily back at me. Their deaths would be slow and painful. After I hugged them.

“I need you now.”

“Justin, please. Not in front of Ryan. You know how jealous he gets.”

Justin rolled his eyes. “I need you to speak to them. To our people. They need to hear from you. They need to know that you forgive them.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Speak or forgive?”

I shrugged, because it seemed to be the same.

“Then you don’t. And they lose hope. They won’t know what we do, that you’ll fight for them until your last breath. That you will do everything in your power to take away the shadows and bring them back into the light.”

I squinted at him. “And how do you know I’ll do that?”

He snorted. “I know you, Sam. Very well.”

“Not carnally. That’s only for my babe.”

“Thank the gods for small favors.”

“I don’t—”

“I’ll say it.”

“Say what?”

He looked as if he were about to take the hardest shit. It was not a flattering look. “You know. The thing.”

“What thing?”

If it were possible, the holy-shit-this-shit-hurts look deepened. “You know. The thing.”

I gasped. “You will?”

He nodded like it pained him.

“In front of everyone,” I decided. “In fact, you should stand on stage and say it, and then I’ll believe you.”

“What are they talking about?” Terry asked Ryan.

“Honestly, I don’t even ask questions about it anymore. It’s easier that way instead of knowing my ex-boyfriend and current boyfriend have a thing together.” He frowned before turning to me. “I don’t like the sound of my own sentence.”

I patted his arm, because he was special to me.

“I can console you,” Terry said helpfully. “Do you want me to sit on you like I did for Sam?”

“Uh. No? Thank you, though. That’s very kind of you.”

“Anytime. And I mean that. Anytime.”

I glared at him. “I didn’t know accountants were supposed to be devious.”

“Do you know many accountants?”

“Well… no.”

“Then shut up.”

“Do I have to do the thing?” Justin groaned.

“Yes,” I said. “On stage, in front of everyone, and that will help me decide if I want to give a big, rousing speech that will inspire people generations to come.”

“You know what? I changed my mind. I don’t want to you to talk.”

I shrugged. “Your loss.”

“Dammit,” he muttered. “Okay, fine. I’ll do it. But then I will never do anything for you again.”

I grinned at him. “We both know that’s not true, but whatever you gotta tell yourself.”

He grumbled as he made his way back up on stage.

I grabbed Ryan’s hand and pulled him toward the opposite end of the table. “Lady Tina, Vadoma. You’re both looking… alive. Mom. Dad. I love your faces, so don’t ever change them. Gary. Tiggy. Your deaths will not be quick, and you will scream as I remove your intestines by attaching them to a winch and then turning said winch and pulling your guts out slowly. Kevin, you haven’t gotten on my shit list in the last twenty minutes, so keep it that way and we’ll be square.”

“He’s such a whiny little bitch,” Gary said to Tiggy.

“Right?” Tiggy said. “Bitches be whinin’.”

I smacked Gary on his left flank. “Rude. Also, I need your help. I have to give a speech that will inspire generations of people, and I just came to the realization that I have a startling fear of public speaking. I need you to help me overcome that fear, and also cowrite a speech with me.”

Ryan sighed like the drama queen he was.

“You’re in luck,” Kevin said. “I like public speaking because that means everyone’s attention is on me where it belongs.”

“And I write good speeches,” Tiggy said.

“And I will fix your appearance,” Gary said. “So people aren’t put off by how you normally look—I mean, bring out your inner self for all the world to see. How much time do we have? Three days?”

I glanced back at Justin, who was walking up the steps onto the stage. “Probably thirty seconds.”

They gaped at me.

“Justin is going to do the thing,” I said. “He wooed me into this with promises that were like balm to my beleaguered soul!”

“Huh,” Gary said. “Well, you’re fucked.”

“This gonna be funny,” Tiggy said. “Or sad.”

“One lesson I’ve always taught about public speaking is that you need to picture everyone in the audience naked,” Kevin said.

I blinked. “Oh, thank you. I suppose that could—”

“If it helps, I’m always naked.”

“And now I’m frightened again.”

“You know what?” Gary said. “Now that I think about it, I’m always naked too.”

“Tiggy be naked?”

My eyes widened because of the children. “No—”

“Tiggy be naked.”

And he dropped his drawers before holding his hands above his head and crowing loudly.

“He’s so wonderful,” Gary whispered to me. “We all are.”

I put my face in my hands.

“I’m hung,” Tiggy proclaimed loudly.

“I taught him that,” Gary said. “Because it’s true.”

“I am so glad they’re all back together again,” I heard Mom say.

“It was getting a little boring living in the refugee camp after our homes had been taken from us by evil wizards,” Dad agreed.

Justin cleared his throat loudly.

The crowd fell silent again.

Tiggy did not pull up his trousers.

It was good to be home.

“Thank you to Zal the Magnificent for that rousing rendition of… whatever that was,” Justin told the camp. “Truly. And since I now know who to blame for ‘Cheesy Dicks and Candlesticks,’ I’m even more grateful for your presence.”

Tiggy and Gary gulped audibly.

“I’ve already said most of what I could say,” he continued. “And I hope you take my words to heart. You are not alone. We are not defeated. We will not bow down to the shadows that crawl along our feet. I promise you, we will take back Verania.”

The crowd cheered.

“And now, I want to give the stage to someone who I think deserves our undivided attention.”

“He’s gonna do it,” I whispered fervently.

“Someone who has sacrificed much for King and Crown.”

“Oh my gods. Oh my gods.”

“Someone who will one day stand at my side at the throne in Castle Lockes.”

“Oh my gods oh my gods oh my gods—”

Justin looked rather pained as he said, “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you my….”

“Say it,” I hissed. “Yaaassss, say it.”

“I give you my best friend 5eva, Sam of Dragons.”

The noise I made at that exact moment will not be described in detail here. Suffice it to say, I didn’t regret it one bit, even if everyone in my immediate vicinity turned to stare at me, as if they couldn’t believe such a sound could have come from a human being.

“That was amazing,” I said excitedly. “I knew he loved me more than anything else in the entire world. He just needed to be coerced into saying it by—”

“Ahem,” Justin said, glaring down at me. “Sam? If you don’t mind?”

I stared back up at him, confused. “Why would I mind? Justin, that was the greatest thing—”

“You need to go give your speech,” Ryan whispered to me.

“Oh. Oh. Riiiight. That. You know what? I’m good. Thanks, though.”

“Kevin,” Justin said.

“On it, boss man.” And then the traitorous dragon plucked me up from where I stood.

“Boss man,” I screeched, outraged. “You turncoat. I’m your boss man! Me! Sam of Dragons. Unhand me now, you vile creature!”

“He’s so loud for such a small thing,” Kevin said. “But as you wish.”

He set me down on the stage in front of the crowd of hundreds.

Instant stress sweat.

“Wow,” I whispered to Justin. “Did you know your bowels can loosen almost instantaneously? I didn’t know that until right this second.”

“I said the thing,” he growled back at me. “Now give the best speech you’ve ever given in your life.”

“I’ve never given any speech!”

“Well, here’s a good place to start.”

“Justin, why would you—where are you going? Are you leaving me up here by myself? Why would you do that to your best friend 5eva? You know what? I revoke that title. You are not—ah, man, I can’t do that to you. You’d be crushed. Never mind! Justin! Never mind! You are still my best friend 5eva!”

Someone in the crowd coughed quite pointedly. Like an asshole.

And then something remarkable happened.

Ryan Foxheart, the most dashing and immaculate Knight Commander that had ever existed, started to clap.

Slowly.

In the history of his lifetime, he had never started a slow clap.

He thought they were stupid.

But here he was, doing it just for me.

“I’m going to do you so gross later,” I threatened him under my breath. “Your asshole is going to be gaping.”

Tiggy, with his bits and bobs still hanging out, picked up on what Ryan was doing and began to clap along with him. Kevin started next. Gary followed by scraping the ground with his front left hoof. My parents joined in.

And it was like the dam broke after that.

Soon the entire camp was applauding me, even Lady Tina and Vadoma, though they didn’t seem to be very enthusiastic. I chalked that up to the fact that I hated them.

I now understood why people stood in front of others.

“I am so powerful,” I whispered. “Yes, love me. Love me.”

I raised a hand at the crowd.

They roared in response.

I raised my other hand.

They got even louder.

I did a little shimmy.

The cheers got quieter at that.

Rude.

I could do this.

I could do this.

Eventually they fell silent again, all eyes on me.

I swallowed thickly, wishing I could lift my robes to get a good breeze blowing on my nether region, but figured that probably wasn’t polite, especially since I was pretty much free-balling it underneath.

“Um. Hi,” I said.

Good start.

“Speak louder!” someone shouted. “I can’t hear you, and I want to dissect your every word for truthfulness and validity!”

Great. No pressure. How did the King and Justin do this? How did Morgan when he—

Morgan. It always came back to him, didn’t it?

He was where it started. And he was where it’d ended. The last these people had seen of me had been the day Morgan of Shadows had been laid to rest.

Always him.

I said, “I was just a boy. From the slums. I woke up every day knowing I was loved. Knowing I had a roof over my head, even if it leaked sometimes. That I had two people who loved me more than anything in the world. And it was good. It was good, because I was taught to be thankful for what I had.

“But some days were hard. Some days we went to bed hungry, and I could hear my mom crying through the wall and my dad telling her that it’d be okay, that as long as we were together, we’d figure it out. Those were the days when I’d lay in my bed and look up through the little window in my room. If I craned my neck just right, I could see the sky and the stars, and I… wished sometimes. They weren’t anything special, just the wishes of a kid who wanted his mom to be happy and his dad to be healthy. I wished to be someone great one day. But not just for myself. I didn’t want it for myself. I wanted it for them. Because I—”

I shook my head. “I don’t know if wishes work. I don’t know if the gods hear them. Consider them. Discard them or make them so. If it’s a frivolous thing or if it’s something we all must do. But I did it anyway, because I was a child who believed the world was a bright and wonderful place. And whether it was my wishes, or whether it was the gods themselves, he came for me. He told me that I was meant for something greater, something more, and that I—I don’t. I don’t know that it mattered. What he kept from me. What he knew even before I was born. You’ve heard of the… prophecy. Much has probably been made of it. It’s been twisted into something unrecognizable by people who wanted nothing more than to bring me to my knees.”

Lady Tina looked down at the table. Vadoma stared straight at me.

“I don’t… like. The word. Destiny. Because it means I don’t have a choice. That my decisions don’t matter. That everything I’ve done in my life has been preordained by higher powers, moving me like a chess piece across a board. That who I am, what I’ve become, was set in stone long before I was even a conscious thought.

“Stone, though. It crumbles. A friend taught me that. And Morgan was doing what he thought was right—and maybe it was. Or maybe it wasn’t, but it doesn’t matter in the end. I was angry with him. For a long time. For what I thought was a betrayal. But it’s different now. Because regardless of his actions, regardless of what he kept from me, I know one thing to be true with all of my heart: Morgan of Shadows loved me. He loved me and wanted nothing more than to keep me safe. Much like he loved all of you. Much like he loved Verania.”

I sniffled as I wiped my eyes. “He’s gone now. And not because of the actions of anyone here. Not because of anything you did, or I did, or—just.”

Lady Tina’s shoulders were shaking.

“But because of his brother.”

The crowd sighed.

“Because of Randall’s cornerstone.”

They bowed their heads. All except for Justin and Ryan, who stood side by side, watching me with fierce pride.

I took a deep breath. “It was Myrin. He took Morgan from me. From us. He took our homes and our towns and our cities. He took our friends and our families. Once, he was good. And kind. He was loved. But he let himself become mired in shadow and chose a path that led to the darkening of his magic. He was stopped, once. For a time. But he returned and took and took and took from all of us. And I ran.”

Everyone was silent.

“He took Morgan from me. And I couldn’t do anything to stop it. I tried. Please. You have to believe me when I say I tried. I have this… heart, this lighting-struck heart that beats in my chest, and I would have gladly given it up if it meant Morgan could still be… here. With all of you. That day, in that house, Myrin took from all of us, but I could only focus on what he took from me. My cornerstone was terribly wounded, I’d been betrayed by people I didn’t expect, Randall was gone, and Morgan was….

“I ran. Even if it had been expected of me, even if the only way I could have fulfilled my destiny was to enter the Dark Woods with the dragons of Verania, I still had a choice. I could have stayed. And fought by your side. Done what I could to make sure you knew that it would be okay again one day. Maybe if I’d stayed, things would be different. We’d be… and the King would still—”

Movement caught my eye. A man pushing his way through the crowd toward the front, but not to me.

“And for that, I’m sorry.”

The people of Camp HaveHeart breathed as one.

“I’m sorry I left you to deal with this on your own. The King asked me to be his Wizard, and I took his hand, a promise made that I did not keep. I should have done more. I should have been better. I should have—okay, you know what, dude? I can totally see what you’re about to do, so you might as well stop right now. I’m being super emotional up here, pouring out my heart and shit, and I’m not in the mood for whatever shenanigans you’re about to try. And notice how I said try. Because if you take one more step, I’m going to kick your motherfucking ass like you wouldn’t believe.”

The crowd was startled, looking around wildly.

The knights tensed in front of the stage.

Ryan pulled his sword, and Tiggy cracked his knuckles.

Gary started raining glitter, and a curl of smoke twisted up from Kevin’s nostrils.

The green and gold were there, stronger than ever.

The man didn’t hesitate. I saw the glitter of a knife as he started running toward Justin.

I sighed even as people began to shout.

I raised my hand, palm out, and snapped it closed into a fist.

It was done without the use of the ancient tongue.

Effortless, really.

The ground around the man shifted and broke apart, rock rising from the earth and wrapping around his arms and legs even before he could take another step. It was over in a matter of seconds, people shouting out in warning as they moved away from him.

Ryan was snarling as he pointed his sword at the man’s throat, Justin being pulled away by my parents and surrounded by the knights, their weapons drawn.

“Godsdammit,” I said. “You know how hard that was to be all profound? I mean, I was pouring out my soul on this stage. I don’t even like public speaking! And the Prince had just called me his best friend 5eva, and I was going to fucking wreck my boyfriend later, and it was going to be a good night for all of us—”

“Maybe not the time,” Ryan said through gritted teeth, the tip of his sword pressing against the soft skin of the would-be assassin’s throat. Only the man’s head and throat were exposed, the rest of him covered in rock.

“Right,” I said. “Not the time. Still, if I ever have to give a rousing speech again, I’m always going to think about how this guy ruined my first time.”

“He’s so self-aware,” Gary said to Tiggy. “I taught him that.”

“Very proud,” Tiggy growled, punching a fist into his other hand threateningly.

“Myrin knows you’ve returned,” the man gasped defiantly. “There is nothing you can do to stop him. He is expecting you now. You will not win. The time of the Darks has come, and we are—”

Ryan sighed. “Did you really have to say that? Gods, you all have to know by now how he feels about—”

“Monologuing,” I exclaimed. “You just tried to kill the Prince, and you’re monologuing? Oh my gods, I am going to explode your fucking nipples so hard, you don’t even know. You want the Flora Bora Slam, motherfucker? Because you got it. Gary! Tiggy! Hold me back before I kill every part of his body!”

“But you’re all the way up on the stage,” Gary said. “And we’re down here. You know how I feel about stairs, Sam. Beings with four legs shouldn’t have to try and navigate stairs—”

“Godsdammit,” I muttered. “Rage momentum ruined. Thanks, Gary.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Everyone! Everyone. I’m so sorry my speech was ruined. It was going to end awesome and you were all going to feel bad about turning against me and then we were all probably going to group hug and stuff and maybe cry on each other’s shoulders. Then I would have said I was on the road to forgiving all of you or whatever. It would have been totes awesome and would have gone down in the annals—”

“Heh,” Kevin said. “I’d go down in your annals—”

“Kevin. Shut. Up. I’m trying to be serious!”

“Oh. Right. Sorry.”

“Dammit, now I forgot what I was say—wait. Hold on. Group hugs, crying, forgiving, me being wonderful, annals—okay! And then I would have announced we have a plan—sort of—to take back what’s ours, and blah, blah, blah, we would have ended the night in semidrunken revelry, and everything would have been just swell.” I glared at the man in stone. “But then this guy had to ruin that. Dude, I am not very happy with you right now.”

“In the name of Myrin!” he shrieked. “We will return for—”

I snapped my fingers, and the stone crawled up, covering his mouth. I thought about raising it to his nose, but I didn’t.

“Okay!” I said, clapping my hands. “Who’s ready to kick some ass and take some names? I know I am. Going to kick some ass… and take. Um. Names. Or. Whatever. You know what? Doesn’t even matter. I’m here, I’m queer, and I am super pissed off. It’s time to take back what’s ours.”

“Yaaaayyy?” someone in the audience said.

“See if I ever try to give a stirring speech again,” I muttered. “You all suck balls.”





III: The City of Lockes





Chapter 9: Always Go to Confession Before a Gangbang

 

 

“YEAH, I’M not going in there,” I said. “Nope. I refuse. Absolutely not. Do you need me to say it in Elvish? Glaarka-darkk-fuggit. Or however their language sounds. I don’t know, I can’t speak Elvish.”

“We don’t have another choice,” Justin said, sounding annoyed. And in a remarkably deeper voice too, seeing as how I’d magically modified his face and voice so now he resembled a rotund balding man who maybe smoked too many cigars. He wasn’t very happy with me for that. “The sewers are the only way into the City of Lockes. We talked about this. It’s part of the plan.”

“Well maybe we need a new plan,” I retorted. “Do you smell that? That is shit. That smell is actual shit. I don’t want to walk around in someone else’s fecal matter. I already spent a year in the woods having to poop into holes and then cover it up.”

“That was probably too much information,” Ryan said, stroking his chest-length beard as he was wont to do since I’d grown it for him. His skin was almost as dark as mine now, and while I thought I should have changed him a little more, I couldn’t convince myself to get rid of dat ass or dem biceps, so that was as far as it went. “And there are walkways in the sewers. We’re not actually going to be walking in… anything.”

“But the smell—”

“Maybe you should have stayed back at camp with the others since you’re so incapable,” Lady Tina said snidely. Or rather, Dark wizard Tim said, because she was my greatest creation. We’d decided that only four of us would enter the City of Lockes, with the others remaining in Camp HaveHeart. Gary, Tiggy, and Kevin hadn’t been pleased being left behind, but I couldn’t transmogrify them into something that wouldn’t give us away. And it seemed easier to keep the number of people involved low just in case things went sour.

I’d argued against Justin going, saying he needed to stay with our people, to be the face of the Resistance in case something happened to the rest of us. He’d shot that down instantly. It was his father we were rescuing, and if I thought he’d stay behind and let the rest of us muck it up, then I was mistaken. He’d been rather fiery about the whole thing, and I was impressed.

For almost thirty seconds.

Because then he wondered aloud if I should be the one to stay behind, given that Myrin had already been informed of my return. I’d responded that Myrin wouldn’t expect me to come to the City of Lockes so soon. I didn’t really know if that were true, because I didn’t really know how Myrin thought, but I tried to put myself in his position. I wouldn’t expect me either.

Justin just rolled his eyes.

But when it was decided that Lady Tina would be the fourth member of our party, both Ryan and Justin in agreement, I did the only thing I could.

I made her boyish.

Er. Mannish.

She was totally a dude.

She had a scraggly beard and a terrible bowl haircut and looked as if she wouldn’t be out of place at St. Bernadine’s Home for the Criminally Insane and Wayward Adults, a psychiatric facility in one of the lower wards of the City of Lockes. She still sounded like Lady Tina, but through the filter of a rough, cracking voice. Also, she had an egregious overbite, because I was an asshole and she was my mortal enemy.

I looked amazing, of course. My beard was long and luxuriant, my hair settling on my shoulders like the great mane of some fierce and wild creature. I made myself a foot taller and my chest a little bigger, and grinned at myself in the mirror at the sight of the new and improved Sam of Dragons.

The others weren’t very pleased with me.

I’d told them that my magic reacted to how they were on the inside.

Which was total bullshit, but still. The horrified looks on Justin’s and Lady Tina’s faces had been so worth it.

We were all as dressed down as possible, given that we’d be ditching the clothes after coming out of the sewers. The smell would most likely cling to the fabrics and would be a dead giveaway. Each of us carried a pack with our disguises and assorted weapons. Ryan, Tina, and Justin all had their swords at their sides, the brutish amateurs.

But we were virtually unrecognizable.

All thanks to me.

Which is why I felt that I was well within my rights to not want to wallow in poop.

“We could just stroll through the front gate,” I muttered. “It’d be easier, and I wouldn’t have to potentially throw up a lot.”

“I told you,” Justin said. “Entering the City of Lockes now requires identification papers that we don’t have. We don’t even know what they look like since they change biweekly, so we couldn’t have you forge any. This way, we get into the City undetected.”

“And what if we’re stopped inside?” I asked.

“I suppose we’ll see if any of the time in the woods made you capable of running faster.”

“Hey! I can run fast. Like, so fast. Do you know how many times I’ve had to run for my life?”

“This isn’t going to go well,” Lady Tina muttered.

“Then you can stay behind,” I snapped at her.

“Sam,” Ryan warned.

I groaned. “Sorry. I’m still not used to standing near her without making plans to punch her in the tit. It’s hard to shift my worldview in such a short amount of time.”

“Try harder,” Justin said, peering down into the sewer grate. “Because it’s getting closer to dawn. We need to be holed up in the slums by the time the sun rises so we can rest for entering the castle later tonight. Nut up, Haversford, and get your ass into the godsdamn sewer before I stab you in the throat.”

“Am I allowed to be turned-on by that?” I whispered to Ryan.

“No,” he whispered back.

“Crap. Okay.”

“If you two are done whispering sweet nothings to each other, could we please get this grate off now?” Justin asked.

Oh. Right. That was me. “Stand back,” I told them. “My magic is a powerful thing, and I wouldn’t want two-thirds of you caught in the backlash.”

Lady Tina rolled her eyes as she backed away.

I looked up through the trees to see the outline of the City of Lockes in the dark, torches flickering along the wall surrounding the City. In the distance, I could see the flags atop Castle Lockes waving in the cool breeze. This was as close as I’d been to my city since the night I’d headed into the forest to face the Great White. I was surprised at the lump in my throat at the sight of it, that I could miss a place almost as much as I’d missed the people.

But there wasn’t time for that now.

We had a king to save.

I pushed out the barest amounts of green and gold, and the grate crumbled into dust that sloughed to the ground.

“Gods,” Justin said quietly. “That’s… could you have done that before?”

I shrugged. “Maybe. It’s… easier to manage now. I could probably always do these things, but it could have easily grown beyond my control. People could have gotten hurt who didn’t deserve it.”

“Ungh,” Ryan said, watching me with heated eyes.

“Does that happen every time?” Lady Tina asked Justin.

“Yes. And even when we have time for it, it’s still awful.”

“Then you wouldn’t mind going first,” I said cheerfully. “Especially since you’re all gung ho about going into the Shit Tunnels.”

“You capitalized that, didn’t you,” Justin said, peering into the sewer.

“Sure did. That’s how you know it’s gonna suck.”

“Fine,” Justin said, squaring his shoulders. “I am the Grand Prince of Verania. We are going to save my father, our King. I will lead the way.”

“Into the Shit Tunnels. Just say it. Say into the Shit Tunnels.”

“Into the Shit Tunnels,” he snapped at me and then disappeared into the sewer. Lady Tina huffed out an annoyed breath, hitched up her robes, and followed the Prince.

I whirled on Ryan while we had a moment alone, grabbed him by the back of the neck, and kissed him fiercely. He grunted in surprise, but his mouth opened immediately, his tongue in my mouth, hot and slick. I ground my hips against him as his hands found their way to my ass and pulled. I gasped into his mouth as I tightened my grip in his hair.

“What was that for?” he asked as I pulled away, his eyes hooded and dark.

“That was for saying no to sex and making sure we got a good night’s sleep last night like an asshole. Don’t you know anything about dangerous missions? You’re supposed to have life-affirming sex before you go.”

He rolled his eyes, but if the bulge in his trousers meant anything, he was not unaffected. “We’re going to be okay,” he said. “As long as we stick together. You don’t go doing anything stupid or half-cocked. Understand?”

I scoffed. “When have I ever done anything stupid or—”

“All the time. Like, everything you do. It’s literally who you are.”

“I’m not—”

“Promise me, Sam.” He’d lost the shine of lust in his eyes. Dammit. He was being serious, and I couldn’t blow him or blow him off. “You promise me that you’re gonna stay by my side.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Sure.”

He jostled me a little. “Sam.”

“I promise.”

He searched my face, trying to decide if I was being truthful. I gave him the ol’ Look-How-Precious-Sam-Is eyes, and he nodded slowly. “We’ll have time. After.” And he kissed me, swift and sweet, and disappeared into the sewer.

Before I followed, I looked up at the night sky above, the stars twinkling brightly. “You better take care of them,” I said quietly. “No matter what. Justin and Ryan. Lady Tina, if you have time. Nothing can happen to them, or you won’t like what I’ll do.”

I thought maybe David’s Dragon flashed a little brighter, but it could have just been what I wanted to see.

I turned and went into the sewers.

 

 

AND IMMEDIATELY gagged because dear gods.

“What do the Darks eat?” I moaned, covering my nose and mouth. “Their feelings? Sweet molasses, this is terrible.”

It was like getting hit with a wave of spoiled meat and evil. The air was thick and heavy, and I was pretty sure vomiting was an acceptable reaction to our current predicament. The others were similarly affected, breathing shallowly through their mouths. They stood upon a wooden walkway that had been constructed atop a noxious stream of water and many other things I didn’t want to think of. The sewer was dark, but we couldn’t risk lighting a match or a torch, given the gases rising from below us. I snapped my fingers, and a little burst of light exploded above my hand and began to flit around like a fairy.

The brick walls and ceiling were wet and dripping, covered in a blackish moss that seemed to grow all around us. I waved my hand toward the darkness ahead and the light shot forward, leaving a thin trail behind it.

“The quicker we move, the faster we’ll be out of here,” Lady Tina said.

I hated it when she was right. So I ignored her in favor of Ryan. “You’re sure this is the right sewer? Those schematics were dense. I couldn’t make heads or tails of them.”

“It’s a good thing I could, then, huh?” Ryan said. “Part of my training, making sure I knew every way in and out of the castle.”

“So glamorous. I can see why you’d want to be a knight.”

He laughed quietly as he bumped his shoulder against mine. “It has its perks. You noticed me, after all.”

“Gods,” Lady Tina said. “I liked it better when Sam wasn’t here. At least Ryan acted like a knight and not some lovesick teenager.”

“You get used to it,” Justin said. “Mostly. Ryan will lead. Then me. Sam will be next, and Lady Tina will bring up the rear.”

Lady Tina looked startled at that. “Your Majesty, I think I should be the one who’s behind you. We don’t know what troubles lie ahead.”

Before I could retort (how dare she question me), Justin said, “Sam will have my back, just like I know you’ll have his. He’s my wizard. He’ll—Sam, get that look off your face. We are not hugging right now, so don’t even think about it.”

“I’m only agreeing to the no-hugging thing because I’m pretty sure I just saw something that used to be alive floating underneath us, so. Yeah. I’m good with that. But don’t think I won’t get you later. You called me your wizard again. You adore me.”

He muttered something I couldn’t quite make out but I assumed was complimentary. Then, “Any more questions? Good. Let’s move.”

 

 

WHEN ONE is traipsing through a Shit Tunnel in the dark trying to infiltrate a castle to rescue a king from a group of villains, one has time to reflect upon all that has led them to this moment. I thought maybe this was divine retribution for all the things I’d done wrong. But then I remembered that some of this shit could belong to the King, having had to poop into a bucket, and it solidified my resolve, though I would never tell anyone that I’d had such a thought. Well, maybe years and years from now when we could look back on this whole thing and laugh.

The light swooped back and forth in the tunnel as we followed Ryan, first turning left, then right, then straight, then left and left and right. I trusted him to know where he was leading us, because I’d already gotten mixed up three or four turns back.

And somehow I’d gotten used to the smell. At the very least, the bile in my throat was gone, and I could breathe a little deeper. Every now and then we passed an opening above us, moonlight drifting down and illuminating the path ahead.

There was a moment, perhaps an hour later, when I felt something wash over me. Not physically, because there would have been a lot of screaming that followed, but mentally, like a blast of cool air in my mind that burst through the fog. It took me a minute to realize what it was. And what it meant. Who it meant.

“We just crossed into the City,” I said quietly.

Ryan looked back at me. “How do you know that?”

“I felt it. It’s…. Randall and Morgan are scorched into the bones of the City of Lockes. Into the wood and stone. Everywhere. Morgan’s gone, and Randall’s only the gods know where, but their magic is still here. It’s… dissipated. But I would know it anywhere. I always felt it when I came back from our adventures. I always thought it was just a feeling of being home. But it’s… it’s them. Even the Darks haven’t been able to take that away. That’s a good thing.”

A hand squeezed my shoulder as I sighed.

Ryan nodded slowly. “That’s… great. That means we’re on the right track.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Why do you sound so relieved? You said you knew where we were going!”

He shrugged. “It’s always good to have validation.”

“I’m onto you, Foxheart.”

“Sam, I told you. Not now. I’m obviously busy leading a mission to save the King.”

“God, that’s so hot when you get all Knight Commander.”

“Yeah?” he said, eyeing me up and down. “You like it when I take charge?”

“Oh yeah. If we weren’t standing in a fog of urine and fecal matter, I’d be all up in your shit.”

Ryan winced. “Might want to work on the phrasing.”

“Oh my gods,” Lady Tina moaned. “I hate everything.”

“It only gets worse,” Justin muttered.

“Justin, Tina, stop wasting time,” I scolded them. “Let’s get the fuck outta here, then, shall we? We have to be close. The slums weren’t that far from the gates of Lockes.”

They had matching looks of irritation on their faces. It would have been sweet if one of them hadn’t been Lady Tina in the skin of a man.

But whatever.

It took us only a little while longer before Ryan came to a stop next to rusted metal rungs that rose up the wall toward a sewer grate above. “I think this is it,” he said, squinting up. We could see patches of sky beyond the looming buildings, and the stars were fading into a lighter blue. We didn’t have much time before the City awoke to whatever it had become now. At the very least, I assumed there would be Darks in the streets. We needed to hurry.

“You sure?” Justin asked. “I could have sworn that we had a few more turns to go.”

“Pretty sure,” Ryan said. “I’ll go first. Check it out. Stay here.”

“Don’t you dare do anything stupid, Foxheart,” I growled at him. “If we need to move to the next one, we will. We can double back if we have to.”

He winked at me like a douchebag. But since I loved his face, I didn’t call him on it.

He dropped his pack on the wooden walkway and began to climb the ladder. I helped him by groping his ass under the guise of assisting him up the unsteady rungs.

“It’s so pretty,” I sighed.

“It really is,” Lady Tina agreed before coughing and shaking her head. “I mean, one would think you could at least control yourself in a sewer, Sam. However, the only thing shocking about this is how not shocked I am.”

“I was surprised at how easy I acclimated to the smell of the sewers,” I said mildly. “But then I realized I’d been near you for the last day or so and there’s not much of a difference in odors. Also, you look like an ugly man.”

Before she could reach for her sword and give me justification to Flora Bora Slam the hell out of her, Justin intervened. “Would you both shut up? We don’t have time for petty squabbles.”

“Yes, my Prince,” Lady Tina said, bowing low.

“Yes, my Prince,” I mocked under my breath.

I looked back up to see that Ryan had reached the sewer grate. His head was bent at an awkward angle as he tried to see around him before he attempted to lift the grate and set it aside. We weren’t going to disintegrate this one, given that it’d be more noticeable if it was missing.

Then an alarming thought hit me. “What about the map?”

Justin glanced at me. “What map?”

“The elven map. In your father’s office. Won’t that show us coming? As a threat?”

Justin shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way. It only shows villains with malicious intent. If anything, it’s probably swarming with Darks right now. Even if it showed us, we wouldn’t stand out. It’s one of the things I wish I could have grabbed when the City fell, but I didn’t have time.”

I swallowed past a lump in my throat at the thought of what he must have went through while I was gone. “I should have been there.”

“Maybe. Or maybe you did what you were meant to. It doesn’t matter now, Sam. What’s done is done. The only thing that matters at this very moment is getting to my father.”

Before I could respond, Ryan had made his way back down the ladder. “Road looks empty,” he said, wiping his hands on his trousers before picking his pack back up. “And the grate is easy to move.” He smiled quietly at me. “You’re not going to believe where we are.”

“Where?”

“You’ll see. Or you will if you remember. Come on. Sun’s coming up. The morning bells will start ringing soon.”

I waited a couple of rungs below Ryan while he grunted as he shoved the sewer grate up and over. He climbed up, then turned around and reached down to help me up. I didn’t need it, but since I had a chivalry kink, I allowed it, and absolutely did not giggle and flutter my eyelashes at him as we stood face-to-face, my hands upon his shoulders, the corners of his eyes crinkling slightly as he leaned in to—

“Seriously,” Justin said. “Now? You’re doing this now?”

I rolled my eyes and stepped away. “Once all of this is said and done and I’ve saved Verania from the clutches of evil, I’m going to find you a boyfriend so when you have special, intimate moments, I will be there to interrupt them like an asshole.”

“Good luck with that,” he muttered. “Because I don’t care about—what’s wrong?”

I barely heard him.

Because I was too busy taking in our surroundings.

Where we stood.

It was—

“Holy shit,” I whispered.

“Told you,” Ryan said, sliding the grate over the sewer again after Lady Tina climbed out.

“What is it?” she asked. Then she frowned. “Gods, these are the slums? It’s far worse than I ever imagined. And you came from here? No wonder you—”

“Not the time,” Justin snapped, and she looked sufficiently cowed.

“This is…,” I started but couldn’t find the words to continue.

Ryan came to stand beside me. “I stood just there,” he said near my ear, pointing down the cracked cobblestone road that stretched out before us. “I didn’t know why I was so upset to see you walking away with Morgan. I hated you. You were annoying and stupid, and I thought I’d be happy to see you go. I told myself I was just angry because you were getting to have a life I would never have. That it was unfair.”

“But you were just already lusting after me.”

“You were eleven.”

“Okay, maybe not lusting.”

“You turned back and waved at me. Just once. And then you were gone.”

“I remember. It was….” I shook my head. “I don’t know what it was. Funny how things turn out.”

His smile was a beautiful thing. “Yeah. Funny how things work out.”

“Are you two finished?” Justin asked. “Because we don’t have much time.”

I glared over my shoulder at him. “Excuse me. We’re being romantic. It’s not as if—”

The morning bells began to echo over the City.

“Shit,” Ryan said. “We need to move. Now. Sam?”

“Got it. I know where we are now. You’re sure it’s empty?”

He nodded but wouldn’t look me in the eye for reasons I didn’t understand. “It’s empty. Lead the way.”

I didn’t have time to question him. I moved toward an alley to our left, the others following.

It was strange, really, an odd sense of dissonance crawling over me as we made our way through the slums. Before Myrin rose to power, before Vadoma and my Destiny of Dragons, I’d made a point of coming back to the slums as often as I could, if only to remind myself where I’d come from. Ryan never came with me, more inclined to forget the past and focus on the future, but I was okay with that. We were just different that way.

The slums looked mostly the same, maybe a little drabber and more run-down, but the buildings stood as they always had, their shutters hanging off their hinges, gutters dripping water onto the broken cobblestone. It was grimy and dark and felt more like home than Camp HaveHeart ever would.

Justin and Ryan had told me that those who had been captured in the City had been relegated to the slums, that it was more like a prison than anything else. No one was allowed out, whether they be rich or poor. All were treated the same here, and while I thought there was a twisted sort of justice to it, everyone here was a prisoner. It didn’t really matter what they’d thought of me or what they’d done before I’d disappeared. They were all the same, and they didn’t deserve any of this.

Candles and torches were lit in windows and doorways as we kept to the shadows, moving through the slums toward our destination where we’d camp out for the day, waiting for dusk before making our way toward the castle.

It wasn’t long before we exited an alley onto the street where I’d—

I stopped.

Ryan crashed into the back of me, and I took a stumbling step forward. He grabbed me by the shoulders, but I couldn’t tear my gaze away from the sight before me.

There, between two dilapidated buildings, was our little house.

The one I’d grown up in.

It looked the same as it had the day I left. Yes, I’d come back to the slums often, but I’d never dared come here, sure that it’d undo my wish that had somehow come true. I’d been part of something greater than myself, and I’d been convinced that if I returned here, everything I’d been given would fade away as if it were a dream.

This was the first time I’d seen my home since Morgan of Shadows had taken me by the hand and led me to the castle.

And yes, the house itself looked the same, but the piles of freshly cut flowers around it were different. The scraps of parchment pinned to the walls and door were different, scrawled with words I couldn’t make out. The chalk drawing of a heart with a lightning bolt through it on the ground near the doorway was different, the heart green, the lightning bolt gold.

“What is this?” I asked quietly.

“It started a little while after you left,” Ryan said, taking my hand in his. “When the Darks started to come from the woods.”

“People prayed here,” Justin said, coming to stand on the other side of me. “To the gods. To you. To help them. To believe in them. They came here because they didn’t know where else to go. They thought you had forsaken them.” He shook his head. “And no matter what we said, they couldn’t be convinced otherwise. It started with just people from the slums. But then it grew to the other quadrants of the City. And then beyond the City.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You’re their hope, Sam,” Justin said. “It’s as simple as that. And hope can become a weapon when all else seems lost. They’ve been waiting for you to return. And now you have.”

I walked across the street, the others behind me. The doorway to the shack was covered in flowers and notes, and as I read them, I wondered if I deserved such faith, such faith and veneration.

Please come back.

I hope you’re safe, Sam.

I’m sorry for what I said about you, wizard. I just didn’t understand.

MYRIN SUCKS BALLS.

My brother is missing. He believed in you more than anything.

I don’t want to be scared anymore.

Fuck the Darks! Sam of Wilds is the best wizard there is!

HAVEHEART 4 LIFE! :) :) :)

And one, written in a childish scrawl: We will always believe in the light.

I didn’t deserve them. Any of them.

“What if I let them down?” I asked, staring at the dozens of notes pinned to the door and wall. “What if I can’t be what they need me to be?”

It was Lady Tina who said, “You’re not alone, Sam. It doesn’t just rest upon you. We’ll all fight to take it back. And we’ll win.”

For once, I couldn’t think of a single snarky thing to say to her.

Ryan stepped over the flowers and pushed the door open. He looked back at me and held out his hand. “You ready?”

I hesitated, but only briefly. I took his hand and went inside.

 

 

“YOU NEED to get some sleep,” Ryan said. He was lying on the floor in my old room, head resting on his pack. Sunlight was beginning to filter in through the slats of the shack, and I knew the room would get warm later in the afternoon. I was busy staring at a collection of rocks piled in the corner. “We’re going to need to be as fresh as possible.”

I snorted. “Just because you can do that freaky thing and fall asleep immediately doesn’t mean the rest of us can.”

“Army training. Learned to sleep wherever and whenever we could.”

“Yeah. Freaky.”

“Why are you staring at those rocks?”

I shrugged. “They used to be mine.”

He squinted up at me. “What?”

“I collected rocks when I was a kid.”

“Why?”

“Because we were poor and there was nothing else I could get for free. And they were pretty. Sometimes.”

“You were a strange kid.”

“Right? And look at me now. Collect rocks, kids, because one day you’ll get to bone a knight and do magic and go on adventures.”

He laughed. “Maybe refine that message a little before you actually tell children that.”

I arched an eyebrow. “It’s pretty much true.”

“I think you might be a special case.”

“Heard that before.”

“Come here.”

I sighed and shoved my pack next to his. He opened his arms as I lay down, my head on his chest. He wrapped his arms around me, holding me close. He kissed my fake hair, and I nuzzled his fake beard. It was nice. Mostly.

“You’re still mad at me.”

He snorted. “Yeah, but I’m allowed to be. Doesn’t change the fact that I’ve always believed in you, even when I told myself I didn’t.”

“Leaving you was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do.”

He sighed. “I know. But you did what you thought was right.”

“Was it?”

“Time will tell, Sam. But I think so. We’ll get through this. I refuse to believe that villains win in the end. They rise, but so do heroes. And we’ll fight back until we have nothing left. Because that’s who we are.”

“Fancy yourself a hero, do you?”

“I am rather dashing and immaculate, in case you didn’t know.”

“I do. Still sort of douchey, though. In case you didn’t know.”

“And in case you didn’t know, these walls are very thin and we can hear every word you’re saying,” Justin called out irritably from my parents’ old bedroom.

“It’s like they never stop,” Lady Tina moaned. “This is why I shipped Rystin.”

Ryan snorted into my hair.

He fell asleep shortly after.

I stayed awake for the longest time, watching the sunlight stretch across the wall.

 

 

NIGHT HAD fallen by the time we stepped outside the shack again. We’d all changed out of the clothes from the previous day and were wearing Dark wizard robes that the Resistance had gathered over the past few months. They were black and heavy, the material scratchy, but they were thick enough to hide weapons, and coupled with my shaping magic, we looked the part quite fiercely.

Ryan went first, making sure the street was clear before signaling the rest of us to follow. Apparently there was a curfew in effect for all residents of the slums, which meant the only people who should have been out on the streets were the Darks themselves.

“There was even talk about forcing the people here to build a wall,” Ryan muttered as we crossed the street quickly. “To keep the people away from the rest of the City. They haven’t gone about it as of yet.”

“Gods, they’re such assholes,” I said as we entered an empty alleyway. “Do they really think a wall would help if people wanted to get through?”

“We did the same,” Justin reminded us. “At Camp HaveHeart. To keep them out.”

“Yeah, but let’s be honest here. The Darks suck ass. It doesn’t matter what color your skin is or how much money you have. I’d rather be with those people than with fucknuts.”

“As topical as this is,” Lady Tina said through gritted teeth, “maybe keep quiet for now? We’re not exactly going to be the only ones on the streets.”

She was right, of course.

I’d never admit that out loud.

Because she also sucked ass.

We kept to the shadows, moving through the City as quickly and quietly as we could. I was surprised at just how little resistance we met, given that I expected checkpoints on almost every corner. Maybe it was because we knew this City better than the Darks ever could, knew the side streets and the rooftops that would let us move almost undetected. In fact, I was starting to feel a little cocky about everything when—

“Stop!”

We all froze on the sidewalk.

“You there. You four!”

We turned slowly.

A single Dark wizard rushed toward us, robes flapping. He had a pencil-thin mustache over his upper lip. His mouth was twisted into a scowl, his brow furrowed. Great wisps of black hair flew up around his head as he moved. He wore large glasses with thick lenses that made his eyes look huge.

He was panting by the time he reached us. He bent over, hands on his knees, gasping for breath.

I was about to kick him in the face when he said, “Where do you think you’re going?”

“Um,” I said.

“Well,” Ryan said.

“You see,” Lady Tina said.

“Idiots,” Justin muttered. Then, “We’re on patrol, of course.”

Oh. Right! We had a cover story.

“Yes,” I said, because I felt the need to help. “That. Exactly that. Patrol, of course.”

Justin kicked the back of my leg as a reminder that I was not allowed to speak, given that I couldn’t lie for shit.

“Who is your supervisor?” the Dark demanded.

“Merle,” I blurted out.

Justin groaned behind me.

“Merle,” the Dark said. “I don’t know any Merle.”

I gasped. “You don’t? Oh my gods, that’s awful. He isn’t going to like it when we tell him that. No, I expect him to actually be very upset about it. And then he’ll probably do some Dark wizard things, like monologue unnecessarily or kick kittens with big eyes who don’t deserve it because all they want is to have a home of their very own.”

The Dark stared at me. “What.”

I shook my head ruefully. “How disappointing.”

“He kicks kittens?”

“Quite viciously.” I looked away, gazing into the distance, thinking about just how appalling it all was. “Once, he dropkicked one over the wall. Said the next time someone didn’t know who he was, he was going to dropkick them.”

The Dark winced. “He sounds very strict.”

“The strictest.”

“I had a kitten once.”

“Oh. Great. Um. Please. Tell me more.”

The Dark sighed. “He was this scrappy little thing. My pa got him for me. For my birthday. I have issues with my father, you know, deep-seated issues that I’ll probably never get over, but that day I thought maybe it was going to be okay. But it turned out it wasn’t a kitten at all. You see, I was practically blind at that point, not yet having been fitted for eyewear, and it turned out my kitten was actually a rat.”

“That’s… um. That’s super sad. Oh, you. There, there. It’s okay.”

The Dark shrugged awkwardly. “Yeah, it really hurt. I still think about it sometimes. Have you ever held a rat?”

“Can’t say that I have.”

“They don’t feel very nice.”

“You don’t say.”

“Yeah.”

“Well,” I said as I clapped my hands. “This has just been swell. You learned things, we learned things—unfortunately—and now we’ll continue on our way and you can forget you ever saw us.”

“Yes,” the Dark said. “That sounds fine. Thank you for listening to me. I should—wait. Why should I forget I ever saw you? Who did you say your supervisor was?”

I widened my eyes in surprise, looking over his shoulder. “Oh no, look! There’s your father bringing you another rat!”

“No, Papa, no!” the Dark cried as he whirled around.

I punched him in the back of the head. “Motherfucker,” I howled, shaking my hand against the biting pain. “What is your head made of? Bone?”

He held his head as he turned back toward us. “Did you just punch me?”

“Yes. Why aren’t you unconscious? Everyone knows if you hit someone in the back of the head, they get knocked out!”

“I just don’t understand why you would hit me! How uncalled-for. Here I am, pouring my heart out about my rat-giving father, and you hit me? Are you trying to make me regress to my childhood? Papa, is that you? Why can’t you love me?”

“Heeeee-yaaaah,” Lady Tina shrieked as she pushed me aside and roundhouse kicked the Dark in the face. He immediately crumpled to the ground, out cold.

“Whoa,” I said. “Like, I still don’t like you, dude, so, so much, so do not take this as a compliment. But that was badass.”

“Thank you,” she said primly, adjusting her robes.

“Still wasn’t a compliment, so. You know. No need for thanks.”

“You said I was badass.”

“Would you two stop flirting?” Justin snapped. “We don’t have time for this.”

“Flirting?” I gasped. “Are you out of your godsdamned mind?”

“As if I would ever,” Lady Tina exclaimed.

“Stay away from him,” Ryan warned her. “I don’t care that you guys have a history of mutually adoring me. You don’t get to touch him.”

“Ha!” I crowed at her. “You don’t get to touch me.”

“Like I would want to,” she snarled at me. “I don’t have a thing for unattractive people.”

“Oooh,” I breathed. “Gary! Did you hear that? You need to bring the pain—oh, wait. They’re not here. Dammit. Why couldn’t we bring Gary and Tiggy again so they could have my back? Oh, right. The Darks would recognize them because of their existence. Dammit. I guess that means Lady Tina can stay.”

She glared at me.

I winked at her.

“Stop flirting,” Ryan growled at me.

“Why is this my life?” Justin asked no one in particular.

 

 

SINCE WE couldn’t very well march up to the front gates of Castle Lockes and demand entrance no matter how good our disguises were, we had to come up with another way inside.

Ryan had an alternative. Given his role as the Knight Commander, he had access to a master key that opened most doors in Castle Lockes. Oh, not all, of course, because the King understood the value of privacy, but the necessary doors? All Ryan. And he, aside from the King, was the only one in possession of such a key. I could probably break whatever door we had to get into, but the less magic I used, the better, especially given we didn’t know how far Myrin’s reach extended. I’d felt him before, back in Mashallaha, calling me to him. And now that he’d consumed Morgan’s magic, I needed to do all I could to lie low.

So the front door was out.

But a side entrance? Perhaps one used by the knights to go in and out of the castle on their way to the training fields?

That was possible.

Well. It should have been possible.

Except for the fact that there were four Darks standing in front of it, shooting the shit without a care in the world.

“Dammit,” Ryan whispered as we peered around one of the King’s stables. “There’s too many of them. We can’t risk them raising an alarm. We need to find another—”

“Don’t worry,” I said, eyeing each of the Darks individually. “I got this.”

“What?” Justin hissed. “You can’t just—”

“Babe, tell him how villains love me.”

“He doesn’t need to tell me. Everyone knows about their weird obsession with you. But in case you didn’t know, we’re trying to remain undercover. You can’t just go out there and be gross with them!”

“I’m kind of going to agree with Justin,” Ryan said.

I glared at him. “So this is what betrayal tastes like. Bitter.”

Ryan rolled his eyes.

“And it’s not about Sam of Dragons,” I told Justin. “I just gotta be myself. I can charm the hell out of anyone, even looking like this. I’ll play the role Gary says I was born for, the wide-eyed newbie who stumbles upon a group of rough-and-tumble men and has his innocence devoured in a gangbang—you know what? I really should stop listening to Gary. And I’ll do that. Starting tomorrow. Hey, big fellas!”

“That’s who you chose,” Lady Tina whispered behind me as I stepped out into the open. “Over Justin. Are you kidding me?”

The four Darks turned toward the sound of my voice. I reminded myself that I wasn’t lying, per se, but acting. There was a difference, and this would be the role of my career. There would be stories told of my performance this night, and I would—

“Well, well, well,” Dark One said lecherously, which meant this would go exactly as I expected. He had a mean look on his face and a sloping gut. “What do we have here?”

I could do this. I could so do this. “Well, butter my biscuits and cover me in gravy, I do declare that I’ve found myself lost without an escort.”

Gary would be so proud.

“That right?” Dark Two asked, he of the hairy knuckles and bulbous nose that looked as if it’d been permanently reddened by drink. “All by your lonesome, are we?”

I batted my eyelashes at him. “All by my lonesome. Why, when I left the farm to head for the big city to be a Dark, I never thought I’d get so turned around. Those buildings are so massive.”

Dark Three laughed cruelly. His teeth were crooked and yellowed, and he smelled like badly aged cheese. “Do you like other things that are massive?”

“Why, whatever do you mean?” I asked, hand at my throat. “What else here could possibly be massive to li’l ol’ me?”

Dark the Fourth took a step toward me. “What’s your wizarding name, darlin’?”

On the spot! Ye gods! “Purity of the Blushing Virgins,” I blurted.

They gaped at me.

I heard wheezing behind me.

I winked at the Darks, hoping it would be enough to make their underwear fall off, tangle in their legs, and make them fall down and hit their heads and die.

It wasn’t.

I was disappointed in myself.

Dark Two popped his hairy knuckles. “Purity of the Blushing Virgins,” he repeated. “How. About. That.”

“Yes,” I breathed. “How about that. I, of course, didn’t choose that name for myself. Why, it was given to me by the monk where I lived.”

“The monk?” Dark One asked. “Thought you came from a farm, not a monastery.”

They could remember things! Curses! “Yes, exactly. The farm. It was a monk farm. Where the monks… farmed. And. Um. They adopted me? Yes, they adopted me after I was found in the woods as a child, and took me in. I worked their farm and kept myself pure and untainted because I wanted to make sure I remained… intact, and save it for the man I loved.” I licked my lips. “Or maybe four men I met on a dark road near a castle.”

They exchanged looks before turning back to me and grinning. Dark Three said, “Well, we seem to have found ourselves in a situation to help make all your dreams come true. Especially the wet ones.”

“Why, I suppose we have,” I said as my dick shriveled and my balls crawled back into my body. “Whatever shall we do with such a situation?”

Dark the Fourth grabbed his crotch and leered. “I’m sure we can find out. Why don’t you come a little closer so we can… get to know each other better?”

I didn’t think he was talking about tea and conversation. “But I’m so scared,” I whimpered. “Will it hurt?”

“Only a lot,” Dark One promised. “But after a while, you’ll be so stuffed, you won’t even remember your own name.”

“Ugh,” I said, grimacing. “I mean, ohhhh. Yes. That’s exactly what I want. I have so many holes to put things in. Tell me, will you treat me right?”

“Probably not,” Dark Three said. “But a pretty young thing like yourself can take it, don’t you think?”

“Sweet molasses,” I breathed as they got closer. “I might not have thought this through entirely.” And before they could reach for me, I cried, “Wait!”

They stopped, eyeing me hungrily.

“Before I do such a thing, I must go to confession!”

They eyed me a little less hungrily after that. “Confession?” Dark Two asked.

“Yes,” I babbled. “Confession. I must confess my sins to the gods before I give myself unto you and your manhoods. I ask that you meet me at church and sit with me while I confess before I let you fill me with what I expect to be extremely potent love juice.”

Dark the Fourth frowned. “That sounds like… a lot of work.”

“Ohh,” I said, rubbing my hand along my torso and neck. “I can promise you it’ll be worth it.” I accidentally poked myself in the eye. “Ow. Fuck. Ignore that part. Why, I do declare that I can’t wait to ride each of you in turn while the others stand and stroke themselves around me.”

“To the church!” Dark One cried.

“But we can’t leave our post,” Dark Two argued. “You know we could get in trouble.”

“Bah,” Dark the Fourth said. “This is a shit job anyway. No one comes this way. And it’s not like anyone can get in. The door is locked.”

“And besides,” Dark Three said, “when was the last time you had virgin? Can you imagine how tight he’s gonna be? It’ll be like trying to force your fist into a mouse hole.”

“Exactly like a fist into a mouse hole,” I managed to say, even as I fought the urge to vomit. “Now, as the monks taught me, I can’t be seen in public with men of your… voracity. So you head on to the church, and I will follow posthaste. And once I’ve made my confession, I expect to be ravaged. Though not in the church, because that would be blasphemous. And also, the church needs to be the one all the way on the other side of the City. Because reasons.”

“I don’t know,” Dark Two said, frowning at me. “Something about this doesn’t smell right.”

Time to up my game. I batted my eyelashes so hard I thought they were going to fall off as I took a step toward Dark Two. He was breathing heavily as I rolled my hips, thankful Gary had taught me how to walk like a sexy beast when I was fourteen. Granted, at the time, I’d failed miserably and he’d told me I was going to be alone forever, but still. I was doing this.

I reached Dark Two and put my hand on his chest and sucked my bottom lip between my teeth. “My loins,” I whispered, looking up at him. “They ache for you. I think I’d let you go first and teach me the ways of the flesh. Why, I should think someone of your mass knows exactly what to do with someone as sweet as me. I expect that I taste like cherry pie. Everywhere.”

He nodded furiously. “Church. We’re going to the church. Right now. Right now.”

I squealed and clapped my hands as I stepped away. “Oh, the joy in my tight, tight butthole knows no bounds. I am all aquiver. I am trembling with need and—you’re all running away. Great. Fantastic. Well, don’t I feel used.” I glared at the backs of the retreating Darks as they ran down the road. Soon they had disappeared from sight.

I turned back around toward my adventure companions.

Justin looked horrified.

Tina looked disgusted.

Ryan looked both turned-on and furious, which made me want to gag on his cock, but now was not the time for such endeavors, given that we were on a mission to save the King while remaining undetected, and public fellatio was not conducive for being incognito.

“What?” I asked.

Justin said, “I have lost any and all faith in people’s taste.”

Tina said, “Were they all blind? Because that’s the only thing that makes sense to me.”

Ryan said, “I could have taken them all with one hand tied behind my back, a blindfold over my eyes, a wooden sword, and no legs.”

We all turned slowly to look at him.

He looked extraordinarily grumpy as he crossed his arms over his chest. “What? I could have. I’m great at everything I do.”

“We absolutely don’t have time for your ego right now,” I said, waving my hand. “In case you can’t remember, we’re trying to rescue the King.”

He looked even grumpier at that. I had to remind myself that I’d already decided no blow jobs. The things I sacrificed for Verania. Once freed from the dungeons, the King was going to need to be made aware of my selflessness.

“Now,” I said, clapping my hands. “Shall we?”

Ryan pushed by me, muttering what I assumed were compliments about the power of my sexuality under his breath. I heard the jingle of keys from one of the pockets of his robes. He stood in front of the door, eyeing it warily.

“Do you not remember how keys work?” I asked him slowly. “Because I can show you if you—”

“I’m readying myself,” he snapped. “For all we know, the door is booby-trapped and will explode the moment we open it.”

“Then why would the Darks have been guarding it—from your expression, that was the wrong thing to say. Instead I am going to validate your concerns, because that’s what a good boyfriend does.”

“Oh, is that what a good boyfriend does? I thought a good boyfriend offered himself up like a sexual platter for Darks to feast upon.”

Sexual platter, I mouthed to Justin, who sighed and shook his head.

“I wouldn’t have slept with them,” I told Ryan. “You’re my one and only.”

His eyebrows looked like he didn’t agree with me.

I kissed his cheek.

His mouth twitched a little.

“You know that one thing you like that I do with my tongue underneath your balls?” I whispered in his ear. “I’ll do that to you later.”

“Blech,” Lady Tina said. “We can hear you.”

Ryan flushed furiously, but he looked placated. The promise of a hummer will do that to anyone.

He put the key into the lock, and while I didn’t think it would explode the moment it opened, I wasn’t going to take the chance. I readied myself to freeze time if I had to (something I didn’t even know if I could do, but it sounded good, so whatever).

The tumblers clicked loudly as he turned the key.

We all held our breaths.

The door did not explode.

He pulled the key out.

We sighed.

“Okay,” he said, shaking his head. “I think we’re good.”

And then he reached for the handle and opened the door to Castle Lockes.





Chapter 10: Do You Even Lift, Bro?

 

 

IT WAS odd being back in Castle Lockes after all this time. I’d been through the knights’ entrance countless times, but the moment we stepped through the door and shut it behind us, it was like I was seeing everything with new eyes.

A long stone hallway stretched out in front of us, lit by torches that hung on the walls. The ceiling was so low, Ryan could have reached up and touched it. The air was musty and dank, and it smelled so much like home that I had to take a moment to breathe it in to commit it once again to memory.

“Remember,” Justin said, sounding just as affected. “We move quickly and quietly. Do not engage unless necessary. Keep your heads low, and don’t draw attention. Sam, that means no getting distracted by—Sam, are you even listening to me?”

I wasn’t but said, “Yeah, yeah, sure,” as I stared at a painting of a Dark wizard throwing a child into a moat while other Darks cheered around him. “Was this here before? Because if it was, remind me to put in a request to the King to have the artist sent to the dungeons. And if it wasn’t, I call dibs on taking out the artist who thinks he can paint better than me.”

“Noted,” Justin said through gritted teeth. “Now, can we focus, please?”

“I mean, do they think it’s okay just to hang up art anywhere they want—”

“Sam!”

“Right. Focusing. Carry on.”

“No distraction, no deviations, no engaging. We are in, and out, and that is it.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “After all, what could possibly go wrong?”

The others groaned.

“Why would you say that?” Tina demanded.

“It’s like you want us to fail,” Justin groaned.

“I mean, there were only four of them,” Ryan growled. “And in case you hadn’t noticed, my biceps were bigger than all of theirs. Combined.”

We stared at him.

He glared at us.

“Great,” Justin muttered. “Just great.”

The hallway was empty, and as we moved ahead, we listened for movement. Aside from the usual sounds of a castle creaking and settling, it was quiet.

“A little too quiet,” I muttered.

“What was that?” Ryan asked.

“I said, it’s a little too—” And then I ran smack-dab into someone coming from a hallway to my left.

“Kill it with fire!” I squeaked, because apparently I scared easily.

“Please don’t kill it with fire!” came the response as I jumped back. “I would really rather not burn to death, my lords.”

It was a woman I recognized, a member of the cleaning staff handpicked by the King. They took their work seriously and considered it an honor to serve the King. The maids and butlers had their own rooms in the castle, were paid and fed well, and were treated like every other member of the King’s staff. Or at least they had been before Myrin took over.

She looked tired now, aged far beyond her forty-odd years. Her eyes were wide and fearful as she looked away from us, wringing her hands. I wondered why she was so scared, and was about to console her until I remembered we were in disguise.

Which, great. We weren’t recognizable. But awful too, because that meant she was scared of us.

“Yes, well,” I said, hating myself for it. “See that it doesn’t happen again. Why are you even up and about? It’s the middle of the night.”

She looked confused. “You only allow us a few hours of sleep per week, my lord. Now is not my sleeping time.”

“Those monsters,” I breathed. Then I coughed. “I mean, right. Right. Well, then, go about your business, and don’t let me catch you slacking off.”

She nodded and turned, obviously wanting to get away from us as quickly as possible.

“Wait!” Justin said before she could get too far.

She stiffened but turned around slowly. “My lord?”

“The King.”

She took a step back.

“Is he guarded?”

“Yes?” she said, as if she thought it was a trick question. “Always.”

“How many?”

“Two of you,” she spat at him. And then she added, “My lord.” Pride swelled in my chest at the anger in her voice.

Justin nodded, and she fled.

“Exactly what the Dark prisoners back at Camp HaveHeart said,” Ryan said. “Good to know.”

“Two,” Lady Tina said. “We can take two of them.”

Justin rubbed his double chin in thought. “I want you to stay here,” he said, staring after where the maid had disappeared. “Keep the hallway free of any obstruction. When we’ve freed my father, we’ll need to move quickly. And the fewer of us moving about the castle, the better. Do you understand?”

Lady Tina snapped to attention, nodding tightly. It would have been impressive if I didn’t dislike everything about her. “Yes, Your Highness.”

“Take whatever action you deem necessary to keep the hallway clear, but stay out of sight as much as possible. I’m counting on you.”

She preened a little like an undeserving show dog with mange, but moved to stand against the far wall, where she had a view of all approaches.

Ryan nodded at her as he followed Justin.

“Sam,” she said as I passed her by.

I sighed as I stopped. “What?”

“Keep them safe.”

I scoffed. “I’ve been keeping them safe longer than you’ve decided to pretend to have a soul. You don’t need to worry about that.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “And I’ve been protecting them since you decided to disappear into the forest.”

Why did she keep having valid points? What kind of Dark magic was this? “I am going to—”

“Sam! Move your ass.”

Tina grinned smugly. “You heard the Prince, Sam.”

If looks could kill, Lady Tina’s entire bloodline would have been obliterated right then and there, even though I was almost begrudgingly impressed.

I grumbled as I followed my knight and my best friend 5eva, leaving Lady Tina behind.

 

 

IT WASN’T until we reached a set of stairs that led to the main floor of the castle that I began to see noticeable changes to Castle Lockes. It’d only been a year since I’d seen it last, but I didn’t think Darks were as worried about home décor as they were about making everyone miserable with their existence.

But the paintings of kings past and dignitaries and heads of state that had lined the walls had been removed (probably destroyed) and replaced with red-and-white banners that had a large black M right in the middle.

“He’s not very subtle, is he?” Justin said, sounding pained.

“Villains usually aren’t,” I replied.

“Are you okay?” Ryan asked Justin, dropping a hand on his shoulder and squeezing.

Justin shook him off. “I will be once we get to my father. Keep moving.”

Ryan glanced back at me, but I could only shrug.

We made our way up the stairs to the main floor. Off to the left was another set of stairs that led to our old living quarters, and I shuddered to think what had happened to them and who was staying in the home Ryan and I had made for ourselves.

“Hey.”

I startled, looking over at Ryan to find him watching me with a knowing expression. “It’s gonna be okay.”

“Promise?”

“Yeah, Sam. I promise. But we gotta keep moving, okay? Before—”

“Gentlemen,” a voice said.

We whirled around.

Caleb Marlowe.

He didn’t look any worse for wear since I’d seen him last. He was dressed similarly to us, in black robes that scraped along the stone floors, the hem speckled with dust. He looked severe but not suspicious. “Where are you going?”

I was struggling to keep my magic under control because he was right there, and I’d already let him walk away once. I didn’t know if I could do it again.

As if he knew I was struggling, Justin stepped in front of me, blocking Caleb. Out of sight, Ryan grabbed my hand, squeezing tightly. I calmed slightly, the bubbling rage lowering to a slow simmer. “New recruits, sir,” Justin said, tilting his head deferentially, and I hated the sight of him treating Caleb with any sign of respect, no matter how false. “Just showing them the ropes.”

Caleb hummed a little at that. “At this time of night?”

“They were late arrivals.”

“On that caravan from earlier?”

“Yes.”

Caleb took a step toward us. “Interesting. I thought it was just supplies being delivered. I don’t like it when things are late.”

“My apologies, sir,” Justin said evenly. “It won’t happen again. Which is why I am trying to bring these slackers up to speed so they don’t waste anyone else’s time.”

“Good. If there are any further… problems, I’d like for you to report to me. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

Caleb nodded and made as if he was going to leave. But then he paused and turned back to Justin. “One more thing. I don’t know if I even recognize you.”

“I was in Meridian City until last week,” Justin said hastily. “But I was assigned to Castle Lockes by Craven the Bold.”

Caleb made a face at that. “Craven. He still draws breath? How… unfortunate. But I suppose he gets results, however unorthodox the method. Well, I’ll leave you to it, then. Remember, anyone steps out of line, you come to me.”

Justin bowed slightly. “Of course, sir.”

“Good. Off with you, then. I have matters to attend to.”

He turned and walked away, robes swirling behind him.

Justin breathed a sigh of relief as he turned back toward us. He eyed me warily. “All right?”

I nodded but didn’t speak.

“We’ll get him, Sam,” Ryan said quietly. “Not today, but soon. I promise.”

He was right about that.

We’d get them all.

 

 

THE NEXT room over held the Great Doors to the throne room of Castle Lockes.

I sighed at the sight of them.

The stood as they always had, tall and proud and imposing. I’d walked through them countless times and knew on the other side sat the thrones of the King and Prince, now turned into a twisted mockery of what they’d once been since Myrin had risen to power.

Someone cleared their throat behind me.

I turned and found Justin and Ryan watching me, looking concerned.

I shook my head. “I’m fine,” I said. “Just—it doesn’t matter.”

“It’s the same, you know,” Justin said, looking up at the Great Doors. “For me.”

“Me too,” Ryan said. “Whatever it was, it’s the same.”

I believed them. “We should keep moving.”

Ryan looked like he was going to protest, but changed his mind after Justin nodded and turned toward the Great Doors. He put his hands upon them and started to push.

“What are you doing?” I asked, confused. “We need to go to the dungeons.”

He glanced back at me. “We are. We know how many are guarding my father, but we don’t know how many are at the entrance to the dungeons. We’re going a different way.”

I blinked. “What other way is there?”

He grinned. “There’s a secret entrance.”

“What? Okay, not even touching upon how convenient that is, but how in the hell didn’t I know about it?”

He shrugged, hands still upon the Great Doors. “Only a few of us do. Me. My father. Ryan.” He paused. Then, “Your mother.”

I gaped at him. “My mother? How in the hell did she—” And then I remembered what was on the other side of the throne room. “Her garden. Are you telling me that there is a passage through the garden to the dungeons and my mother knew about it?”

“She was its caretaker,” Ryan said quietly. “The King entrusted the secret to her.”

“I don’t understand. I know every inch of this castle. Where would it—” I sighed. “Her secret garden. That’s where it is, isn’t it? That’s why she—godsdammit. I didn’t see that one coming. Well played. I’m a little pissed that you all knew about it and I didn’t, but still. Good job on that one.”

“Are you done?” Justin asked.

I rolled my eyes. “Yes. Please, go ahead. Lead me toward the secret that was kept from me because you guys suck balls or whatever. I mean, I would accept an apology, but we can worry about that later. Stop wasting time.”

Justin sighed but pushed open the Great Doors.

 

 

THE THRONES sat as they always had, the King’s bigger than the Prince’s. Myrin hadn’t removed them. He probably enjoyed the irony of one such as him sitting in a place meant for one who ruled with a kind and gentle hand.

But everything else was different.

The banners were here too, much larger and hanging from the ceiling. It was almost shocking to see them, looking brutal and cruel in what was meant to be a place of peace.

Myrin had made this place his own, and I hated everything about it.

Justin’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t hesitate as he marched through the throne room, thick shoulders squared, head held high. He glanced once at the thrones but didn’t stop, heading for the doors on the opposite wall.

Ryan followed him just as quickly.

I paused when we passed the thrones. I sent up a silent prayer to the gods, however useless it would be.

But that was all I could do for now.

We were through the doors and out into the garden before we could be noticed.

The sky above was littered with stars.

David’s Dragon twinkled brightly, and I did my best not to scowl up at it.

My mother’s flowers were mostly dead and rotting, the grounds unkempt. She would be fuming at the sight of them. I promised myself it’d be one of the first things we’d correct. I’d be out here with her from sunup to sundown if that’s what it took. We moved through the garden, pushing through leafy limbs that stretched out around us, thorns prickling, the perfume of the dead flowers sickly-sweet and cloying. Ryan knew the way to the secret part of the garden, but I’d never seen Justin there, so I was a little surprised to find him leading the way confidently. Granted, I hadn’t known about the secret entrance either, so perhaps Justin had been there more than I’d thought.

Right before we rounded the corner to the start of the secret garden, Ryan and Justin stopped, exchanged a look, then turned back around to face me.

I didn’t like the look of this.

“Morgan knew,” Justin said quietly.

I had no idea what he was talking about. “Knew what?”

“He knew you came here,” Ryan said. “When you had to think. When you needed to clear your head. When you wished upon the stars.”

No, I wasn’t going to do this now. “Good for him. I don’t know how you know that, but that’s just great. So, if we can—”

“He left a letter,” Justin said, and I swallowed with an audible click. “My father found it in his office. He swore that it wasn’t there before, and maybe with all the upheaval, he missed it, but—he found it. The day after you left.”

“What did it say?” I asked hoarsely.

“Where he wanted to be laid to rest,” Ryan said, raising a hand like he was going to comfort me, but thinking better of it. “Where he felt he’d be closest to you. He knew, I think. That you’d leave.”

“Where?” I managed to say. “Where did he—” Then, “In the garden. That’s why you didn’t tell me.” I was angry now. “That’s why you didn’t say anything. Because you didn’t think I could deal with—”

“We didn’t say anything because we needed you to be focused,” Justin said. “We needed you to be here, with us. Have you had time to grieve, Sam? We have. Even with everything we went through, with the fall of Verania, we grieved. You still haven’t said what happened to you in the forest with the dragons.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I snapped, hands in fists at my sides.

“Of course it matters,” Ryan said, tone pleading as he took a step toward me. “Sam, he was your family. And we all know how you internalize—”

“Don’t,” I growled. “Don’t you dare try and analyze me. That’s not fair. We’re here to save the King. Nothing else matters.”

“His marker is in the secret garden,” Justin said. “Near the entrance. You can pay your respects if you want, if Myrin hasn’t destroyed it, which I don’t think even he’s capable of. We can handle the dungeons and my father. You can wait for us there.”

I shook my head. “Let’s just go, okay?”

They exchanged another look, which irritated the holy hell out of me, but I chose to ignore it. Justin turned and entered my mother’s garden, leaving Ryan and me behind.

I tried to walk past Ryan, but he caught me by the arm. I didn’t try to shake him off. I was furious, but I didn’t want to take it out on him. He was only thinking of me.

“He loved you,” Ryan said. “More than anything else in this world.”

“I know.”

“And he believed in you.”

I blinked away the burn, only nodding in response.

I felt Ryan’s searching gaze but couldn’t bring myself to look at him.

He let me go.

I followed Justin.

 

 

IN THE end, we become bones and dust, and if we’re lucky, someone will be left who cares enough to leave a reminder of wood or stone to show that we were here, that we lived and laughed and loved. That we existed.

No matter what was raised in Morgan’s honor, it wouldn’t be enough.

So I wasn’t surprised when we entered my mother’s garden to find a small plaque set upon an onyx obelisk, the stone gleaming dully in the starlight. It sat in the middle of a small clearing, rising from the ground, almost as tall as I was. It was smooth, the lines cleanly cut, obviously lovingly crafted.

The base was surrounded by the brightest of flowers, blues and greens and reds and golds and pinks, the last of which reminded me of pointy shoes sticking out from underneath brightly colored robes.

The plaque read:

Here Lies Morgan of Shadows

The King’s Wizard

Brother, Friend, Mentor

He Loved, and Was Loved in Return

I reached out and traced my fingers over the grooves of each word.

“How is it still here?” I whispered. “Myrin should have….”

“Regardless of what he did,” Justin said, voice low, “regardless of who he was and who he’s become, he was still Morgan’s brother first. I think that matters. Even to him.”

I wiped my face, and my hand came away wet. “That didn’t stop him from taking Morgan away.”

“No,” Ryan said. “It didn’t. And he’ll pay for that. In this life or the next.”

“In this one,” I said. “He’ll pay for it in this one.”

They had no response to that.

They left me alone for a moment, moving toward the far corner of the garden.

I didn’t know what to say. I’m sorry I failed you? I wish I’d been stronger? I wish you’d never come for me that day in the slums? Nothing seemed even remotely adequate to the tangled knot in my chest. He loved me as I loved him.

And maybe that was enough.

“You jerk,” I said with a sniffle. “You asshole. You brave, foolish idiot.”

Wherever he was, I figured he’d be laughing at me in that way he did, eyes crinkled, mouth quirked in a small, knowing smile.

There was a loud mechanical groan, and I snapped my head up in time to see Justin pulling his hand away from the wall as it slid away to the right. I winced at the scrape of metal and stone, hoping the trees around us muffled the worst of it. When it creaked to a stop, what remained was a small doorway, hidden behind thick vines.

A secret entrance.

Even with the gravity of the situation, even standing upon the grave of my mentor, I couldn’t help but feel a small thrill of excitement race through me at such a sight. I wondered if there were any others in the castle. It seemed possible.

I trailed my hand along the words on the plaque one more time before I went to Ryan and Justin, both of whom were peering down a set of stairs that had appeared behind the wall, of which only the first few steps were visible.

They looked at me as I came to stand beside them. I shook my head before they could ask whatever questions were on their tongues. “So, this is fun.”

“Fun,” Justin repeated.

“Secret passageways in secret gardens. Yeah. That’s pretty fun.”

Ryan smiled. “I thought the same thing when I found out.”

I arched an eyebrow at him. “And when was that?”

“After I was promoted to Knight Commander.”

“Really. You kept it from me for that long? And after you gave me so much shit in Castle Freesias for keeping things from you. You’re kind of a bitch, Foxheart. Sexy as all hell, but still a bitch.”

His grin widened.

“Oh my gods,” Justin muttered. “I can’t take either of you anywhere.”

“How far down do these stairs go?” I asked, looking into the doorway again. “We’re not above the dungeons here.”

“A ways,” Justin said vaguely.

“You don’t really know, do you.”

“There were spiders when Dad showed me the first time,” he mumbled. “I don’t like spiders.”

“Ah,” I said wisely. “It’s a good thing you’ve got us, then, eh? And by us, I mean Ryan, because I also don’t like spiders, so he can go first and scare them all away and make sure we don’t get bitten and die.”

We both looked at him expectantly.

“You guys both suck,” he said with a sigh.

“You would know,” Justin said.

I gasped. “Did you just make a sex joke? About blowing Ryan?”

Justin groaned. “No. That wasn’t what I—”

“This is the greatest day of my life,” I said in awe. “I mean, aside from the whole breaking into the castle and seeing my mentor’s grave and being sad and stuff. That part was awful, but you just made a sex joke. Best. Day. Ever. I can’t wait to tell your dad. In fact, that’s going to be the first thing I say to him. Then I will hug him and probably compliment him on his mustache, because no matter what, he’s still a KILF, and that needs to be recognized.”

“Maybe we should just leave him in the dungeons,” Ryan said, giving me the evil eye.

Justin didn’t seem to like that idea, especially when he grabbed a torch off the wall and shoved it into Ryan’s hands before pushing him toward the stairs. “Less talk. More rescue.”

Ryan glared back at the both of us before he turned and started to descend.

Justin followed him.

I looked back only once, at the marker of Morgan of Shadows.

“I’ll be back,” I whispered to him. “I promise.”

Because he did love with his whole heart and was loved just as much in return.

 

 

THERE WERE spiders.

A shit-ton of them.

Ryan was the absolute worst at scaring spiders away.

“One just landed on me!” I shrieked after we’d walked what felt like a thousand steps. “It’s crawling in my ear and is going to lay eggs—wait. Never mind. That was just the collar of my robe. My bad.”

Since I could barely see in front of me, I had to imagine their matching looks of disdain. Given that I was well versed in such expressions, it didn’t require much effort.

“Maybe keep your voice down?” Justin said through what sounded like gritted teeth.

“I was just practicing in case one did land on me,” I retorted. “Because my boyfriend isn’t doing a very good job. I’ve walked into, like, four spiderwebs. The gods only know how many dead bugs are in my hair right now. You know how I feel about dead bugs being in my hair.”

“Unfortunately I do,” Ryan said, the torch moving left and right ahead of me.

Justin wasn’t kidding when he said a ways. It felt like we descended for hours, even though I knew that wasn’t the case. The stairs were long and winding, appearing to move throughout the castle hidden behind the walls. I swore we came upon other doorways, but Justin didn’t let us stop to study them, saying that we had to keep moving before we ran out of time. I called him a buzzkill, and Ryan told him he couldn’t stab me, and we continued downward.

“What’s the plan for the Darks guarding the King?” I asked after another ten minutes of stairs. My thighs were screaming. I probably should have done more squats, but exercising was the worst. “You said there should only be a couple of them, right? Should I try to seduce these ones too? I’m really good at that, huh?”

“You’re not going to try and seduce them,” Ryan said, sounding grumpy as ever. “In fact, that’s not something you should do to anyone ever again.”

“Even to you?”

“Well, let’s not go that far—”

Justin sounded irritated when he said, “If there are only two of them, that means they’re outnumbered. They…”

I waited.

Nothing.

I decided to help. “They… don’t know how to finish their sentences?”

But Justin didn’t respond. Instead he was staring at yet another doorway covered in cobwebs and shadows, the flame from the torch flickering along the stone.

“Is this it?” Ryan asked quietly.

“I think so,” Justin said, reaching up to rub away the webs and dust on the door to reveal a single word:

Temniță

I blinked. “That’s… my mother’s tongue. Why the hell is there an old gypsy word on a door in a secret tunnel in Castle Lockes?”

“The gypsies helped build the castle,” Justin muttered, running a hand down the door. “They made these secret passages under the instruction of the king at the time, Barry the Paranoid.”

“The guy that thought that everyone was against him and that there were conspiracies to steal the crown that ran through the highest-ranking members of his Court, only to tragically starve himself to death when he refused to eat meals he thought were poisoned?”

“Yes. That guy.”

“Huh. Verania has a strange and storied history. Also, you descend from him, so I hope the crazy doesn’t run through the family. I won’t let anyone poison you.”

“That wasn’t as comforting as you think it was.”

“I’ll try harder next time. What does temniță mean?”

“It literally translates to dungeon,” Justin said, frowning at the door. “I think. But there doesn’t seem to be a handle.”

“Great!” I said cheerfully, shoving him to the side. “Allow me, then.”

“Why you?”

“Your relatives had this castle built on the backs of my relatives,” I said. “This is a gypsy door, and I have gypsy blood.”

“It wasn’t like that,” Justin said. “They weren’t slaves.”

I waved a hand at him dismissively. “I expect reparations at some point, but we can talk about that later, so long as we can agree that white people are the worst.”

“Hey!” Ryan said. “Not all white—you know what? That’s a terrible argument to make.”

“It is,” I said, putting my hands on the stone. It was cool underneath my fingertips. “But I forgive you because you keep my dick wet.”

“I hate you both so much,” Justin mumbled.

It was pretty much bullshit, the whole gypsy door, gypsy blood thing. I highly doubted that it would open just for me because of that. But I didn’t want Justin to be the one to stumble through the doorway into the dungeons in case there were Darks in there. I knew my duty as his wizard, and it meant keeping the once and future King safe.

I pushed on the stone, and of course nothing happened.

I pushed a little harder.

Still nothing.

“Well, then,” I said. “This is quite the conundrum.”

“What is it?” Justin asked.

“Apparently, and stick with me here because it can be hard to understand, but stone is really heavy and hard to move.”

“Sam?”

“Yes, Justin.”

“You’re a fucking moron.”

“Hey!”

“Both of you move,” Ryan said, popping his neck side to side. “This probably calls for brute strength. And we all know how much I work out.”

“Wow,” I said, staring at him. “That was such a douchebag thing to say. And I can do it.”

Ryan arched an eyebrow at me. “Do you even lift, bro?”

I smacked him upside the head. “Stop it. You stop it right now. I’m not one of your knights. I am not your bro.”

He rubbed his head and glared at me.

I sighed. “Fine. Use your large muscles and push the door out of the way.”

“You act like this isn’t turning you on,” Justin whispered as I stepped away from the door.

“I know, right?” I whispered back. “But his ego is already out of control, so he doesn’t need to know that. Have you ever had a boner while you’ve had dead bugs in your hair? It’s really quite vexing. I’m terribly vexed.”

Ryan pressed his hands against the door and grunted as he pushed.

“Holy biceps,” I breathed. “They look like they’re about to burst right through his robes. Do you think his thighs are quivering with exertion?”

“I try not to think about his thighs.”

“That was a lie. Everyone thinks about Ryan Foxheart’s thighs.”

“In case you can’t quite remember, we’re trying to rescue my father. I don’t have time to deal with the sick and twisted thing you have going on with Ryan.”

“Yeah,” I sighed happily. “Our love is one for the ages. Hey, Foxheart. You done trying to move the immoveable stone wall?”

His face was red with exertion, sweat dripping down his brow. “Almost got it,” he grunted.

“Right. Well, while you’ve almost got it, maybe consider pulling the lever to your right that I noticed right after you called me bro.”

Justin snorted.

Ryan glared at me.

I smiled sweetly at him. “Love you.”

He muttered something under his breath that I assumed was him saying he loved me too before he reached over and grabbed the wooden lever that stuck out from the wall. He pulled it down and—

Nothing happened.

“We are the worst at rescuing people,” I said. “Okay, that’s it, I’m just going to blast it from existence and hope Myrin doesn’t notice my magic—”

The door opened with a grinding moan, dust spilling from the ceiling above us.

Ryan looked back at me and grinned. “See? I told you I could do it.”

And then a hand shot through the open doorway, wrapped around his throat, and jerked him into the waiting darkness.





Chapter 11: The King and I

 

 

I DIDN’T hesitate. Not when it came to him. I never had. And I never would.

The moment he disappeared from sight, I followed him through the door.

And immediately fell down a flight of stairs on the other side and landed on my back, blinking up at the ceiling.

“I meant to do that,” I groaned as I pushed myself up onto my elbows. “That was totally planned. Yay me.”

Empty cells stretched out on either side of me, torches lit on the walls, water dripping from the ceiling. The dungeons were cool and dank, and it felt so good to be back home. But I had little time to appreciate it, because I had a hand to lop off for daring to touch Ryan Foxheart.

The hand, as it turned out, was attached to an arm, which in turn was attached to a hooded figure that held Ryan Foxheart against one of the jail cells. Ryan’s back was shoved into the metal bars, and he was kicking his legs to no avail, the hand tightening around his throat.

I stood up slowly, trying to keep the gold and green at bay. The moment I let it out, the moment I called my magic to me, Myrin would know I was here, and we’d be screwed.

I pulled myself to my full height, sure I looked extraordinarily badass and intimidating. “You would do well unhand him,” I said grandly. “Before I unhand you.”

The hooded figure snorted.

Ryan stopped struggling. “That… didn’t make sense.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Uh, yes it did. I’m going to unhand him, meaning I’m going to relieve him of his hand.”

“That’s not what unhand means.”

“It made sense in context.”

“Are we really doing this now?” Justin asked, sounding incredulous as he came through the doorway. “Seriously.”

“He’s just jealous because I have awesome catchphrases,” I told Justin.

“That’s not a catchphrase,” Justin said.

I squinted at him. “Are you sure?”

“Do you even know what a catchphrase is?”

“Uh, yeah, dude. It’s the thing you say when your robes are billowing and you’re looking all daunting and shit. Trust me, I would know. I often find myself with billowing robes and looking daunting and shit.”

“It’s good to know that even when your appearance has changed,” the hooded figure said, “nothing else about you has. Even after all this time. I assume this is the Knight Commander I have bested?”

“Bested?” Ryan growled. “Set me down, you mothercracker, and I’ll show you bested.”

“Since I would know Sam’s inane prattling anywhere,” the stranger continued, “that leaves the rather portly fellow as the Prince. I expect him to have you beheaded for such a thing when this is all said and done.”

“I’m considering it,” Justin agreed. “But since you know us, it’s only fair that we would know you. Reveal yourself before I have my wizard end your life.”

“Best friends 5eva!” I whispered fervently.

“Your wizard,” the man said slowly. “Truly?”

“Damn right,” I said, standing next to Justin where I belonged. “I’m his wizard, and you’ve got my boyfriend by the throat. I’m going to straight-up murder your sorry ass if you don’t let him go right this second.”

“Ah,” he said. “Is that right? I’d like to see you try.”

I frowned. “Really? Because I wasn’t being serious. I mean, I will if I have to, but killing people is bad, you know? I would rather you just let him go, and then he can hit you upside the head or something.”

“Or something,” the man echoed.

“Who are you?” Justin asked.

“A master of disguise, apparently,” he said dryly. “Either that or you’re all still a bunch of idiots. Which, both are most likely true.”

And I knew.

Because no one insulted me like he did.

I remembered the last thing he’d ever said to me, and I—

I will do what I can, but he will be stronger than me. You must do what is right, Sam of Wilds. You must do what is necessary, even if your heart is breaking.

“Is it you?” I croaked out, taking a step forward. “Are you real?”

He chuckled as he took a step back from Ryan, dropping his hand. He turned toward me, reaching up to pull the hood back and—

Randall stood before me. His eyebrows were as wild as ever, looking like furry monstrosities hell-bent on consuming his forehead. His bulbous nose held memories of once being turned into a dick by a horny teenager with penis on the brain. The wrinkles on his face were more pronounced, and he looked like he was on the verge of complete exhaustion, but I didn’t think I’d ever been so happy to see him as I was right then.

Which explained why I took three steps forward and wrapped my arms around him without thinking much about it. He grunted in surprise as I held him as tightly as I could, my hands clasped behind his back, my forehead on his shoulder. I was breathing heavily, trying to keep myself together, but I was shaking and couldn’t stop.

For a moment he didn’t move, remaining stiff and unyielding. But then he sighed and did the most remarkable thing.

He hugged me back.

Out of all the hugs I’d received in my life, it was probably one of the worst. He was thin and bony, and he smelled like mothballs and cherry-flavored hard candies. I could tell he was uncomfortable and was probably humoring me, at least as much as someone like Randall could.

But it didn’t matter.

Because while it was one of the worst, it was also one of the best.

He was here.

He was alive.

Maybe a little worse for wear, but that didn’t matter. We were together again, and maybe, just maybe, everything would be okay.

“You’re embarrassing yourself,” Randall said gruffly near my ear.

“Maybe,” I said with a sniffle. “But I notice you’re still not letting me go.”

“Someone once told me that everyone knows hugs should last at least a minute. It’s only been thirty seconds.”

“Smart, that.”

“I always thought it was ridiculous.”

“Uh-huh. And now?”

“Now? It’s not so bad.”

I hugged him just a little bit harder.

Eventually I pulled away but kept my hands clasped on his elbows.

His eyes were bright as he looked me up and down, then over my shoulder at Justin standing behind me. “Shaping magic?” he asked.

I shrugged. “Ain’t no thing.”

He scowled at me. “Frivolous. You know how I feel about it. It’s nothing more than street magic, a trick to appease the masses.”

Moment over. “It’s our disguise,” I retorted as I dropped his arms. “It was part of our rescue mission.”

“Really? Your rescue mission. To rescue whom, might I ask?”

“The King.”

Randall rolled his eyes. “So you bring the Prince into the castle that’s crawling with Darks? You truly are an idiot.”

“Hey! I tried to leave him behind, but he was all like, ‘Sam, it’s my father we’re rescuing, and I’m going, and if you say no, I’m going to make you poop in a bucket for the rest of your life, even though we’re best friends 5eva.’”

“I didn’t say it like that,” Justin retorted.

“Kind of,” Ryan said.

“Thanks, babe. You’re my favorite person here, because everyone else sucks balls.” Then I frowned at Randall. “What are you doing here?”

“Rescuing the King, obviously.”

I gaped at him. “What do you mean obviously? And you can’t rescue the King. We’re rescuing the King.”

“Maybe we could all rescue the King,” Ryan said.

“Godsdammit, Ryan.”

He shrugged.

I clapped my hands. “I’ve just had a really great idea. I think we should work together, seeing as how we’re all here.”

“Isn’t that what I just—”

“Ryan, now is not the time for whatever you were about to say. We need to save the King.”

He sighed.

I ignored him. “The plan is that we need to take out whatever Darks are guarding the King. I was thinking that I should be the one to do it since I’m super cool and technically the hero of the story—”

“Already done.”

I gaped at Randall. “What.”

“The Darks,” Randall said slowly. “I’ve already taken care of them.”

“You did? But… I was going to do it.”

“Is he here?” Justin asked.

Randall glanced over my shoulder. “He is. I was in the process of trying to get the door open when I heard you bumbling fools moving like a pack of fire geckos in the passageway. You do understand the meaning of stealth, do you not?”

“I’m the stealthiest person in the world,” I said.

Ryan patted me on the arm. “That’s literally not true.”

Then, from farther down into the dungeons, came a tremulous voice. “Dad?”

“Who are—Justin? Is it really you?”

I turned to see Justin standing in front of a cell farther down the hallway. At his feet, two Darks lay crumpled on the floor. Justin took a step toward the cell in front of him, and a sturdy hand reached out and cupped the back of his neck, pulling him closer.

“Hello,” a voice said, strong and kind. “Hello, my son. Hello.”

“I’m probably going to cry,” I told Ryan. “Reunions and stuff.”

“That’s because you’re a sap.”

“Your eyes are wet.”

“Allergies. All the dust.”

“Uh-huh.”

Justin was whispering something, but it wasn’t meant for me, so I didn’t focus on his words. The hand around the back of his head squeezed, and I was filled with this great, warm relief that I could be here to see this.

But then the King said, “He’s here?”

Justin nodded and turned to look at me. He waved, beckoning me over.

I swallowed thickly but did what he’d asked. He was my Prince, after all.

Good King Anthony of Verania stood tall and proud inside his jail cell in the dungeons of Castle Lockes. He wore tattered trousers and a coarse, stained shirt that hung loosely on his thin frame. He’d always been a bear of a man, thick and strong. He was now a shadow of his former self, shoulders bony and knees knobby, but his eyes sparkled with that fire he’d always had burning inside him, and his mustache was still a thing of beauty, massive and luxuriant.

I loved my King very much.

He grinned at me. “Well, now. Look who’s returned. Welcome, Sam. You’ve been greatly missed.”

I burst into tears.

“Oh boy,” Justin muttered.

“It’s been a very long day,” Ryan said, coming to stand beside me. “And an even longer year.” He brought his hand up in a fist across his chest and bowed low. “My King.”

“And that would be the Knight Commander,” the King said, smile widening. “Formal even in the middle of a rescue. I respect that.”

“You can recognize us?” Ryan asked, sounding astonished.

“Of course I can. I’m your King. I would know you anywhere.”

“Either that or he heard me saying your names when you arrived,” Randall said. “Sam of Wilds, you stop your sniveling right this second. We don’t have time for tears now. Be a man.”

“I’m n-not Sam of W-W-Wilds,” I sobbed. “I’m a w-w-wizard now.”

Randall and the King stared at me.

I wiped snot from my nose as my breath hitched in my chest. It was not my proudest moment.

“What was that?” Randall asked faintly.

“He’s a full-fledged wizard,” Ryan said proudly. “Sam of Dragons.”

Randall couldn’t have looked more shocked.

“Fascinating,” the King said. “This is a cause for celebration. But perhaps it can wait until we’ve escaped? Randall struck both Darks upside the head. I don’t know how much longer they’ll be out.”

I was still crying when I kicked both of the unconscious Darks in the face.

Justin stared at me. “That was… I don’t know what that was. Ryan, the key?”

“You have the master key?” Randall asked. “That’ll certainly make things easier. Neither of these two had it on them, and I couldn’t risk Myrin being alerted to my presence.”

Ryan nodded, stepped forward, and unlocked the door to the cell. Because I was magnanimous, I let Justin hug his father first. I wiped my face and waited my turn.

It was as glorious as I expected it to be.

Ryan seemed surprised when the King pulled him in too, but eagerly wrapped his arms around him.

Even Randall got in on that action, though he grumbled about it.

“All these cells are empty?” Justin asked, sounding confused. “I expected there to be more down here.”

“There were,” the King said, stepping away from Randall. “But they were taken and put to work in the City. They thought if my people were down here with me, they’d try to work in collusion with me to plan a coup.”

“And did you?” I asked, wiping my face.

The King nodded. “Almost got away with it too. But someone overheard us, and that was that. So I bided my time, kept my wits about me, and waited.”

“For?”

The King blinked at me. “You, of course.”

“But how could you—”

“I always knew you’d come back,” the King said, clasping a hand on my shoulder. “And even if it wasn’t with you, I knew Justin would come for me. Because if the roles were reversed, there would be nothing to stop me from getting to him. So I waited.”

Justin looked surprised at his father’s declaration. “Dad,” he said.

The King smiled quietly at his son. “So imagine my surprise when Randall of all people showed up. Not who I was expecting, but still. And then all of you came, and I figured the gods must be smiling down upon me this night.”

“Yes, yes,” Randall said crossly. “As touching as this is, it would be prudent if you all shut your mouths and moved your keisters.”

Keisters, I mouthed through my tears.

“Now, Sam, dry your eyes. If you’re a wizard now as you claim to be, you don’t have time for feelings.”

“I’m so happy we’re all together again,” the King said. “Once I vanquish all of our enemies and restore Verania to its shining glory, I think I shall throw a gala to honor you all. Besides, I do love parties so.”

“So kingly,” I breathed.

Randall picked up a pack I hadn’t noticed before resting near the cell door. He opened the top and started rooting through it, muttering under his breath about the incompetence of those around him, but there was a rough fondness to it, so I let it go.

I was about to turn back toward the King to gaze upon his glory when I saw something rising from the pack out of the corner of my eye.

The others were distracted, so they didn’t see what I did.

A little rainbow crackling with brightly colored sparks.

It disappeared as Randall covered it with a thin metal mesh.

No. Fucking. Way. “That’s—”

Randall’s gaze snapped up to me. His voice was low when he spoke. “Not another word, Sam.”

“But—”

“Sam.”

I nodded, as much as it hurt to do so. He was right. We had to get the hell out of the castle. Even if he appeared to have a most wondrous treasure hidden away in his pack.

He pulled another hooded cloak from his pack and handed it to the King. “Put this on. It’ll do until we can escape.”

“Can’t you just suck us through your magic hole?” I asked. Then, “Gods, you would think my phrasing would get better as I get older. How disappointing.”

He shouldered his pack as the King wrapped the cloak around his shoulders. “I often find myself disappointed with you, so it’s nothing new. You had to have noticed the dampening wards placed throughout the castle. Myrin appears to have absolute control of the Darks. I don’t have the time to break his wards, and I don’t have the strength to burst through them. Not without needing time to recover. And time is something we don’t have.”

I frowned. “I didn’t feel anything like that.”

Randall stared at me before he sighed. “Of course you didn’t. Yet another thing Sam of Wilds inexplicably can do.”

“Sam of Dragons.”

He grunted, looking slightly pained. “Right. That’s something we’re going to discuss, mark my words. But now we need to move. Once outside the castle, I’ll be able to suck us through my magic—godsdammit.”

I grinned at him. “You missed me. Admit it.”

“I shall admit no such thing.”

“We can’t forget Lady Tina,” Justin said. “She’s waiting for us near the entrance to the secret garden.”

“We absolutely can forget her,” I said. “Like, it’s actually really easy to do.”

“Lady Tina?” Randall asked, sounding confused. “What in the name of the gods is she doing here?”

I rolled my eyes. “She’s apparently Ryan and Justin’s new BFF and does assassin stuff or whatever. Apparently when you and I disappeared, they decided to fill the void with evil.”

“She’s not that bad,” Ryan said.

“She assisted in the plot that led to the death of Morgan of Shadows,” Randall growled. “And you stand there and tell me she’s not that bad?”

“Eep,” Ryan squeaked.

“She’s reformed,” Justin said. “I vouch for her.”

Randall eyed Justin for a long moment before he nodded. “So be it.”

“Pushover,” I muttered under my breath.

“What are you all standing around for?” Randall barked. “Move.”

We moved.

 

 

IT HAD been easy, really.

Our luck had to run out sometime.

There were voices outside the passageway that led back to the garden.

I couldn’t quite make out what they were saying. Ryan stood stiffly in front of me after dousing the torch he carried. The others were gathered behind us with Randall bringing up the rear.

“Why have you stopped?” he hissed up at us.

“There’s someone out there,” I whispered back. “We don’t know who it is.”

Randall groaned. “The King’s escape will not go unnoticed for long. We don’t have time for this. Find out what is going on and deal with it.”

“You deal with it!”

“I’m old and I just climbed the world’s longest staircase. Do you think I’m in any position to handle ruffians?”

“This is why elderly people are put into homes,” I muttered to Ryan.

“I heard that!”

“Look,” Ryan whispered, “I’ll go up. You stay here and protect the others—”

“With what? Magic? Myrin will know we’re here. It’s better if you stay. I’ll go, just to see who it is. If it comes down to it, you know I can talk my way out of anything.”

“That’s not—”

“Trust me. I’m Sam of Dragons. I got this.”

He scowled at me but let me pass.

Before I was out of reach, he took my hand. I looked back at him. “Don’t die,” he said seriously. “I just got you back, and I’ll be pissed if something happens to you.”

I squeezed his hand, and he let me go.

I stuck to the shadows on the last few steps. The thick vines that covered the hidden entrance still hung as they had before, and I wondered if that was enough to keep it from sight. Either that, or someone had discovered the passageway, and we were totally screwed.

I really hoped that wasn’t the case. I didn’t want to die wearing Dark wizard robes. They were terrible.

I reached the top of the staircase, and I didn’t see anyone. The voices were a little louder, and it seemed as if they were coming from beyond the small clearing. I pushed through the vines, quietly and carefully, out into the cool night air. I looked back, and the vines obstructed most of the entrance. The shadows did the rest. No one would see the passageway unless they inspected the vines closely.

There was something familiar about one of the voices, even if I couldn’t make out the words. I recognized the cadence to the speech, though I couldn’t quite place it. It was just out of reach, an itch I couldn’t scratch.

I took a step closer.

“—and we’re as secure as ever, sir,” the voice I didn’t recognize said. “There’s nothing to worry about. No one can get it into Castle Lockes without us knowing.”

“Is that right” was the response, and a dark chill raced down my spine.

My knees felt weak, and I placed a hand on top of the obelisk that marked the final resting place of my mentor. There was a warm pulse underneath my hand, though it might have been just my imagination. It felt real, but my heart was thundering in my chest and the blood was rushing in my ears, because I was so close.

To Morgan.

And to Ruv.

“Thank you for your report,” Ruv said coolly, his accent thick and melodious. “I hope that your words prove to be fact. For your sake. Myrin wouldn’t be pleased if something were to happen. Especially since Sam has returned from his… sojourn.”

“Sir, if I may.”

“Yes?”

“Is it…? Do you truly believe it? What was said? That he’s Sam of Dragons now? That he’s gathered the dragons of Verania at his side?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Ruv said flatly. “He’s been gone far too long. Verania has fallen to the Darks. To Myrin. It doesn’t matter who he is now or what he’s capable of. The King is in the dungeons, and the gods have abandoned the country. The Resistance will fail. Sam will fall. Myrin’s grace is absolute. He will rule Verania with an iron fist. And soon his reach will extend beyond the borders and the world fall to its knees in veneration.”

“Oh my gods,” I groaned. “Villains monologue even when they talk to each other? They are the absolute worst.”

“Who’s there?”

I slapped my hand over my mouth.

The hedges rustled, and before I could move, Ruv entered the clearing, eyeing me curiously.

He looked exactly as he had before, aside from the fact that he wore a robe similar to my own. His skin was dark, his long hair pulled back and tied off with a piece of rawhide. I could see the tattoos on his chest peeking out over the opened collar at his throat, and he wore earrings in the style of the gypsies, long and dangling, and I felt a rush of anger that he could still claim a culture that he’d helped to destroy and imprison. I tried to keep a neutral expression as I dropped my hand, but there was a moment that I almost took a step forward to choke the fucking life out of him.

But then the obelisk pulsed again, and it was warm and sweet, and I felt it down to my very bones. The rage reduced to a slow simmer, bubbling just underneath the surface. This wasn’t just about me. There were people hidden in the passageway who were counting on me. Now wasn’t the time for revenge.

“Who do we have here?” Ruv asked, cocking his head at me.

“I’m new,” I blurted out. “And I got lost. Don’t you hate it when that happens? I know I do.”

He smiled at me, and if I didn’t know who he was and what he was capable of, I would have thought it kind. “How about that.”

I nodded furiously. “Yes. Totally lost. Like, I was in the castle, and then I didn’t know where I was and got all turned around, and suddenly here I am. Just… standing here. With you.”

“Here you are,” he said, taking a step toward me. “I don’t believe I’ve seen you before.”

“Well, yeah. Just said I was new, so.”

He chuckled. “Right. You did. Forgive me. Your name?”

My throat clicked as I swallowed. I didn’t think Purity of the Blushing Virgins was going to fly here. So I said, “Bill,” because it was the only innocuous name I could think of.

“Bill.”

“Yes. That’s me. I’m Bill. Bill the… Dark. Horse. Yes! Bill the Dark Horse. That’s my wizarding name. Because I’m evil. Just like you. Curse you, heroes! I hate you so much!”

His smile was toothy. It reminded me of a dragon. “You’re an odd sort.”

I shrugged awkwardly. “Yep. That’s pretty much me and this entire situation. Ha ha. Awkward.”

“Do you know who I am?” he asked as he took another step toward me.

I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. I shook my head, keeping my expression bland.

“Really. That’s… unexpected. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Ruv.”

He extended a hand toward me.

I had a split second to decide whether I should shake the hand of a traitor or break his fingers and then kick him in the nuts.

I shook his hand.

It was one of the hardest things I ever had to do. His hand was cool, his grip firm, and his thumb brushed against my knuckles. I had to remind myself that I had to let him go, that it probably wasn’t smart to attempt to dismember him here and now.

He held my hand for a beat longer than he should have and said, “You seem familiar to me. I wonder why that is?”

I shrugged as I pulled my hand away. “I get that a lot. I have one of those faces, I guess.”

“We’ve never met?”

“No. Hence why we just shook hands in introduction.”

“That we did. Interesting. Tell me, Bill the Dark Horse. Why are you here?”

I squinted at him. “Like, in the castle? Or existentially. Because those are two very different things.”

He chuckled. “I like you. You’re different.”

That wasn’t the compliment he thought it was. “Thanks. I try.”

“You’re touching the marker. You have been since I found you.”

I hastily pulled my hand away from the obelisk. I felt cold at the loss of it. “Yeah, it’s….”

He waited.

I shook my head. “It’s nothing.”

“Oh, it’s not nothing,” Ruv said, moving so he stood on the other side of the obelisk. “I don’t think that word could ever be used to describe the man it represents. Morgan of Shadows was certainly more than nothing.”

Hearing my mentor’s name on his lips was almost enough to cause me to forget why I was here and who I was protecting. I wanted nothing more than to tear this man apart, to break him until he was begging for me to stop, and even then, I would say no, and he would—

I took a deep breath.

I let it out slowly.

“Morgan of Shadows,” I said. “I’ve heard of him.”

Ruv grimaced. “Of course you have. Everyone has. He’s a legend.” He looked down at the obelisk. “Well. He was a legend.”

“I suppose.”

Ruv traced a finger along the words carved into the black stone. “I knew him. Maybe not as well as others could claim to. But I stood before him. I looked him in the eye. And he had no idea who I was. Or what I was capable of.” He sighed and smiled ruefully at me. “Funny how that works. One of the most powerful people in all the world, and I was able to fool him. I was… scared. That day. Nervous, though I couldn’t show it. I had a part to play.”

I swallowed thickly, my hands in fists at my sides.

Ruv sighed as he shook his head. “It doesn’t matter now. Morgan is gone. Myrin saw to that, much like he’ll see to the rest of the world. I just… I understand people are scared. They often are of things they don’t understand. I don’t see why they can’t just give him a chance.”

I stared at him. “The man who took over their country and forced people from their homes and into prisons because of the color of their skin and the faith they belonged to and the class they were born into, and you want them to give him a chance?”

Ruv frowned. “You sound… liberal.”

My eyes widened. “Oh no. No, no, no. I mean. Muahahaha. Evil things. I’m so happy with all that has happened. Dropkick defenseless animals! Or whatever villains like us do. Electrocute the gay out of people? I don’t know. I’m new to this whole bad guy thing. I’m not very good at it yet.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being gay.”

I was very sweaty. It didn’t help that Ruv was absolutely correct. “Right! Right. I didn’t mean it like that. In fact, we should electrocute the straight out of people.”

“Interesting,” Ruv said, rubbing his beard thoughtfully. “I don’t know that Myrin has ever thought about that before. Perhaps I should bring that to his attention. You might just be good at the whole villain thing after all.”

I was the worst person alive. “Or! Maybe instead of electrocuting anyone, we could just leave people alone and let them do whatever they wanted and be happy and let things go back to the way they were?”

Ruv waved a hand at me. “That doesn’t sound very villainous.” His eyes narrowed as he looked at me again. “In fact, it sounds treasonous. Where did you say you came from again?”

But before Ruv discovered that I couldn’t lie for shit, another Dark burst through the clearing, panting as he bent over, hands on his knees. “Sir,” he managed to get out. “Your presence is required. There’s been a breach.”

I felt instantly cold.

Ruv looked only mildly interested. “What kind of breach?”

“We’re unclear on that, sir. A sewer grate outside the City is missing, and there are footprints around it.”

“The Resistance is getting brave,” Ruv said, sounding amused. “Fascinating. Sam returns, and now this. He inspires them.”

The Dark’s eyes bulged. “S-S-Sam? Are you sure? Maybe he hasn’t even made it to the Resistance yet.”

“Are you scared of him?”

“Oh yes,” the Dark said. “Extremely. Most of us are.”

Ruv frowned. “And why is that?”

The Dark hesitated. Then, “It is said he can make your nipples explode with just a single thought.”

Ha! Flora Bora Slam, motherfucker!

“Bah,” Ruv scoffed. “I highly doubt he can do any such thing.”

I told myself that Ruv would be the first. And I would relish it.

He glanced back at me, staring for longer than should have been necessary. “You’ll do well here, I think. Just don’t let me catch you out here again. Do you understand me?”

I nodded.

He spun on his heels, robes flaring out like an asshole as he followed the Dark out of the clearing.

I breathed a sigh of relief.

And then screamed a little when he stuck his head back through the bushes. “I look forward to seeing you again,” he said, winking at me.

Then he was gone.

I waited another moment or two before turning back to the entrance to the passageway. “You can come out now,” I called quietly.

Ryan was first, bursting through the vines, a furious expression on his face. “Are you okay?” he demanded, pointing his drawn sword in all directions as though we were surrounded by villains. “Where is he? Let me at him. I swear to the gods, I will separate his head from his body and carve his heart from his chest and chop his mothercracking dick off—”

“So violent,” I whispered in awe.

“I assume the sewer grate in question was how you entered the City?” Randall asked Justin, who nodded. “That certainly explains the smell.”

I stared at him with wide eyes. “We smell?”

“I certainly didn’t want to say anything,” the King said, patting my shoulder. “But yes. You all do. And this is coming from someone who has spent the last six months in a dungeon.”

“You have terrible ideas,” I told Justin.

He rolled his eyes. “We got my father, didn’t we? I consider that a success, even if we do smell like shit.”

“—I’ll cut his traitorous tongue from his mouth, and feed his nose to a pod of angry selkies, and chop his fingers off one by one until he is begging me for mercy—”

“Can’t you just suck us through your hole now?” I asked Randall. “I mean, we can’t go out the way we came.”

“Lady Tina,” Justin reminded me.

“We could leave her. I mean, she’d understand, right? I’d understand if I was her.”

“You know,” Justin said, eyeing me with disdain, “if you weren’t with Ryan, I’d swear to the gods that you and Lady Tina actually liked each other.”

I gaped at him.

He shrugged.

“Hey, Justin?”

“Yes, Sam.”

“Do you remember all those times I called you my best friend 5eva?”

“Unfortunately.”

“I take them back,” I said savagely. “What, may I ask, the fuck.”

“Oh no. I’m so sad. Randall, you are not allowed to suck us through your magic hole until we have Lady Tina.”

“I blame you for everything,” Randall growled at me.

“—and then I’ll pay for a disease-ridden prostitute to rub their herpes on his toothbrush and will watch as he brushes his teeth—”

“Many things change,” the King said, leaning down to kiss the top of the obelisk. “But how they also stay the same. You would be amused and exasperated, old friend. Just as you always were.”

“Ryan,” I snapped. “Stop stabbing the ground! My mom planted that grass!”

“—and then I’ll roast him over an open spit until his skin cracks and his juices drip from his heated flesh—”

“If any of you call it sucking through my magic hole one more time, I’m going to leave you all here to die,” Randall threatened.

“This rescue mission will be stricken from all history books,” Justin said, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Amused and exasperated indeed,” the King said quietly.

 

 

THE TREK through the castle went better than expected. We only encountered a few Darks, and they paid us little attention as they scurried by. As we moved through the throne room, the King scowled, eyeing his throne longingly. Justin held on to his arm, pulling him along. He offered little resistance as we passed through the Great Doors, but didn’t seem to find the new banners hanging from the ceilings and walls very amusing.

“They’re so totalitarian,” he muttered. “Castle Lockes is meant for all. I truly do despise him.”

The stairways were empty as we descended into the castle’s depths, tracing our path back toward Lady Tina. I held out a small hope that she’d run away or been captured, or she’d simply been erased from existence, but that proved false when we rounded the corner and found her waiting where we’d left her.

Her eyes widened when she saw us, and specifically the King. “Where have you been?” she hissed at us. “There’s movement in the castle.”

“How astute your observational skills are,” I retorted.

“Who is this strange-looking man?” the King asked.

“Lady Tina,” Justin said.

The King’s lips twitched.

Randall groaned. “Sam.”

“What? I didn’t do anything! Oh. Wait. I did, but still. I think the punishment fits the crime.”

“Ha!” Lady Tina cried. “I knew you did this to me on purpose.”

“You’re damn right I did,” I said gleefully. “And if we’re lucky, maybe I’ll forget how to change you back, and you’ll forever be stuck as if one of your parents was actually a weasel.”

“At least he didn’t turn your nose into a penis,” Randall told her.

“Now Randall,” the King said. “That sounded dangerously close to fondly reminiscing.”

“I regret ever coming to rescue you,” Randall said.

“Can we move?” Justin snapped. “Now?”

Ryan was already at the door, ear pressed against the wood. “I don’t think the group of men Sam was going to slut around with and caused to run to church have come back yet.”

Randall and the King slowly turned to look at me.

I rolled my eyes. “It’s not like it sounds. Well. Actually. It is like it sounds, but I wasn’t actually going to do it. You know how Ryan gets when people want to put things in me.”

“Literally everything wants to sleep with him,” he muttered, pushing open the door a crack to peek through. “For once, I’d like to meet someone who doesn’t want have sex with my boyfriend.”

“I don’t,” Lady Tina said.

“I don’t,” Justin said.

“I don’t,” Randall said.

“I would,” the King said.

Everyone turned to gape at him.

He just shrugged. “What? He’s adorable. If I was thirty years younger—”

“Dad!”

“Oh my gods,” I whispered. “I knew I was irresistible! Justin, did you hear that? I could be your new stepfather and—nope. That was dangerously close to sounding like Kevin. Thanks, Your Highness, but I’m going to pass. Even if you are every daddy fantasy I’ve ever had.”

The King looked rather pleased at that.

“I’m so conflicted,” Ryan said through gritted teeth. “I mean, I know I have to protect him with my life, but I also want to challenge him to a duel.”

“We don’t have time for that,” I said, smacking him on the ass before I pushed on the door. “Everyone out so Randall can suck us through his—”

“I will leave you here,” Randall threatened.

They dutifully filed through the door out into the cool air, the night sky starting to fade in the east. I followed through and started to shut the door behind me—

“Sam.”

I stopped.

Took a breath.

Glanced back down the hallway.

Myrin stood there, looking coolly amused.

And I exploded.

The green and gold came rushing around me, the air rippling as my magic burst from my chest, crawling along my scars, which felt like they were burning. The rage that simmered boiled over, and all I could think about was destroying everything around me, bringing Castle Lockes down upon him. This was as close to him as I’d been since he took Morgan from me, and he need to pay. For everything.

“Ah,” he said, a smile curling his lips, and for a moment, he looked so much like his brother that my breath hitched. “You are stronger than you were before. I’m impressed. I didn’t expect that.”

There were surges of light in my head, blue and red and black and white, and they said no and Sam and run run run, and the oldest of them, the white, was the loudest of all, and he said, I promised you that I would help you I promised I promised I promised but not now not now Sam it can’t be now you will die and I can’t have that you need to run.

“Sam!”

A strong hand wrapped around my arm, a chest pressed against my back, breath hot and ragged near my ear.

I tried to pull away, because Myrin was right there and—

“No,” Randall whispered fiercely. “Not now. Not like this.”

A flicker of something crossed Myrin’s face at the sight of Randall at my side, and it almost looked like remorse, like pain, but it was gone before I could see it for what it was.

“Randall,” Myrin said. “I thought I’d felt… something. Pure. And bright. It was….” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Not anymore.”

“No,” Randall said softly. “I don’t suppose it does. Not even I can save you now.”

The smile slid from Myrin’s face. “I never asked you to save me, dear heart.”

“I know. And I’ve never forgiven you for that. Or myself.”

Myrin flinched.

He flinched.

“Let me go,” I snarled at Randall, even as the dragon lights in my head pulsed as bright as they’d ever been.

“Sam!” a voice cried out behind us, and through the haze of green and gold, through the rage that roared through me, demanding revenge against this Dark wizard who had stolen Morgan away from me, I heard him. My cornerstone. He was calling for me, and he sounded terrified.

“This isn’t over,” I snapped at Myrin.

“No,” he said quietly. “I don’t expect it is.”

Randall jerked me through the door, raising his hand as it closed behind us. A rush of magic that felt achingly familiar shot from him, and the stone around the doorway collapsed, dust billowing up as the ground shook.

Randall threw me forward and I slammed into Ryan’s chest, his arms coming up around me. I looked up at him. His brow was furrowed, and he held me protectively against his chest as the others gathered around us.

The collapsed doorway began to rumble, and Randall bellowed, “Hold on!”

And then we were sucked through Randall’s magic hole and—





Chapter 12: Nuns Who Commit Armed Robbery Are the Best Kind of Nuns

 

 

—LANDED IN a pile of limbs and dirt outside the gates of Camp HaveHeart.

“Motherfucker,” I groaned. “Someone has their foot pressed way too far up my anus, and I am not that kind of man.”

“That’s a total lie,” someone mumbled. I thought it was Justin, and I would have been offended had there not been a little truth to it. Long story.

Shouts started going up inside Camp HaveHeart, but I ignored them in favor of trying to disentangle myself from the wannabe orgy. I started to push myself up but was pulled back down by a rather obstinate knight who didn’t seem willing to let me go.

“I’m okay,” I told him, even though I didn’t know if that was true.

“You’re an idiot,” he whispered, lips pressed against my forehead. “You don’t get to scare me like that. What the hell were you thinking?”

“Honestly? I don’t know if I was.”

“Fool.”

“Probably. But what can you do?”

“You can get off of me,” a voice said from beneath him.

Ryan looked suddenly fearful. “I think I’m lying on top of Randall.”

“You are,” Randall said. “And while this is not the first time that I’ve been on the bottom, my hips don’t move like they used to, and I’d appreciate it if you would get the hell off of me. I haven’t had this much flesh atop me since my days spent with the Luftian quadruplets. They were of a rather garrulous sort, feeling the need to narrate every single little thing they were doing to me—”

“Whyyyyy,” I moaned, even as Ryan shoved me off him with a choked-off scream that I was sure he’d later deny making. “Why must you say these things?”

There was a flap of great wings before the ground rumbled beneath us. A gigantic head peered down at us, dark eyes glittering. “Well now, what do we have here?” Kevin asked, a lecherous grin on his face. “And why was I not invited? Also, as a sidenote, Randall doesn’t appear to be wearing underpants.”

“Ack!” I cried, trying to roll as far away from him as I could. “Why! Why would you do that!”

“I’m old,” Randall muttered. “I’m allowed to do whatever I wish, even if that means not wearing underpants. They are restricting.”

“I’m not a size queen, but hello Randall.”

“Kevin! Not the time!”

“It’s never the time.”

“Yes, but now is so not the time.”

“Oh, well. When you put it that way. Oh look! The King! Hullo, King.”

“Kevin,” the King said, accepting the dragon’s assistance in rising to his feet. “How lovely it is to see your face again.”

“It’s a good face, if I do say so myself.”

“One of the best,” the King agreed. “Now, if we could—”

But whatever else he planned to say was drowned out by cries of joy that poured through the gates as they opened. The people of Camp HaveHeart had seen their King standing before them in one piece, and their emotions overflowed. Almost immediately we were surrounded, people shouting and crying and laughing, reaching in and trying to touch the King’s hands and arms and chest. He took it all with a smile, greeting as many of them as possible, shaking hands and kissing cheeks. Lady Tina, Ryan, and Justin stood at his side, the former two with their weapons drawn and the latter seemingly unwilling to leave his father’s side. I didn’t blame him. I was having a hard time not rushing over to him myself.

But before I could even think of pushing through the crowd, there was a loud, unearthly shriek from behind me, and I was gathered up in large arms and held against a considerable chest as a unicorn wailed against my neck, telling me in no uncertain terms that I was not allowed to leave them again, that if I even attempted it, my intestines would be pulled from my body, wrapped around a tree, and I would be forced to walk away from said tree at a slow pace while my guts were pulled from my body.

“So graphic,” I managed to say as Tiggy squeezed me even tighter.

“You’re damn right it’s graphic,” Gary cried. “Do you know how much stress you cause me? I swear to the gods, Sam, that if I get a gray hair because of you, I am going to castrate you and feed your testicles to homeless children. Do you understand me?”

“Whoa,” I said. “That was… okay. That might have been a little much.”

Gary’s eyes dried instantly. “You know, as soon as I said it, I wondered if I’d gone too far. I suppose there are ways to get my point across without threatening to feed your cut-off penis to poor little orphans. I mean, the castrating thing still holds, but maybe next time I can say I’ll feed it to adult homeless orphans.”

I patted his nose. “I missed you too.”

Tiggy kissed the top of my head. “All right?”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Except for the whole having to whore myself out to a group of ruffians, coming face-to-face with the traitor who stabbed my boo, and then getting sucked through Randall’s magic hole after a supervillain was about to monologue.”

“So, a normal Tuesday, then,” Gary said.

“It’s only Tuesday? Ugh. Worst. Week. Ever.”

“What are you talking about?” Kevin asked as he made his way over. “Is it me? If so, you may continue. Especially if it’s nice. I do like it when people say nice things about me.”

But before we could assure him that we were most certainly not talking about him, I was jerked down from Tiggy’s arms and into my parents’, and it felt almost as good as it had when I’d stumbled out of the Dark Woods and found my way home.

 

 

THE KING was whisked away almost immediately after I’d changed the rescue party back to normal (even Lady Tina), taken to Justin’s tent so that he could be fed and cleaned up while Justin filled him in on what he’d missed. Ryan looked conflicted, glancing between the two of us, but I waved him off, knowing that for the moment, his oath to the King came first. He kissed me on the cheek, then promised to bathe and find me later so we could try to get some sleep.

Lady Tina met with the Foxy Lady Brigade, barking orders that the defenses around the camp needed to be triple-checked in case of a retaliation from the Dark wizards. I didn’t have the strength to tell them that I believed Myrin wouldn’t do a thing, at least not for the moment. He wasn’t one to lash out in anger, not when there were so many unknown variables.

Gary and Tiggy demanded I immediately recount the tale of our adventure, seeing as they’d been left behind. Kevin had known bits and pieces, as he was connected to me in ways the others were not, but I filled in the blanks as best I could. By the time I got to the part about Ruv, a large crowd had gathered around us, all hushed and wan, but it was an outlier who’d caught my eye, someone standing at the edge of the crowd.

I met Vadoma’s gaze as I spoke of Ruv, and for once, she was the first to look away.

I didn’t know how I felt about that.

Terry stood awkwardly off to the side, pretending not to listen, even though I knew he was. I was about to beg off and let Gary, Tiggy, and Kevin lead me home when a gnarled hand fell on my shoulder, the grip strong and unyielding.

“I need to have a word with Sam,” Randall said ominously.

“Hi, Randall,” Gary said. “Nice to see you, Randall. Thanks for the postcard you sent, Randall.” He sniffed loudly, nostrils flaring. He looked disappointed, but covered it quickly. I didn’t know what Randall had planned, but I wasn’t going to let him keep Gary’s horn a secret for long.

“He sent postcard?” Tiggy asked.

“No, kitten. He didn’t. That was me being facetious, seeing as how he disappeared without a trace, much like our bitch here.”

Tiggy grinned at me. “You my bitch.”

“I know,” I said tiredly, hoping against hope that Randall would suddenly forget who and where he was so that I could slip away and avoid whatever conversation was coming my way. I didn’t expect it to be anything good.

“Are you going to murder him?” Gary asked Randall.

“Not today,” Randall said.

“Good.” And then, “It’s really good to see you again.”

And wonder of all wonders, Randall smiled. Or he might have had gas. I couldn’t be sure. “Thank you, Gary. Tiggy. I am glad to see you both well. And Gary, we’ll talk later. I promise.”

“About—”

“Yes. About.”

“Hmm. I’ll allow it. And now that that’s out of the way, Tiggy, Kevin. Let’s go see if we can get the King to promise a reward from the treasury once it’s returned to him for our unparalleled valor. I expect to be rewarded handsomely, given that I am the bravest unicorn in all the land. Did you hear that, Terry? The bravest unicorn in all the land.”

They left us, Terry bringing up the rear, muttering what I assumed were threats upon Gary’s person under his breath.

“Any chance we can postpone this?” I asked hopefully. “Like say maybe sometime next year? Or possibly never?”

“Sure.”

“Really?”

“No.”

“Godsdammit. I’ll have you know that we are wasting valuable time when I could be macking on my man, seeing as how we haven’t really gotten any alone time since I came back.”

“My heart weeps for you.”

I highly doubted that. For starters, he’d have to have a heart.

 

 

HE SAID, “The Grimoires. You have them?”

I hesitated, but that in itself was all the answer he needed.

“Bring them, if you please.”

I didn’t argue. There wouldn’t have been a point.

They were in the pack where I’d left them, sitting on the floor of the room Ryan had occupied in my absence. The bed was unmade, the blankets tossed about, and I wanted nothing more than to crawl onto it and sleep away the hours. I was exhausted, but Randall was waiting, and I knew I couldn’t avoid whatever was coming. I had a pretty good idea what the conversation was going to be about, and I wasn’t looking forward to it.

I changed out of the robes and washed up before throwing on a pair of trousers that hung loose at the waist. They were Ryan’s, but they made me feel better. I slung the pack over my shoulder and walked barefoot down the hall to where Randall sat in front of the fireplace, the flames crackling. A chair obviously meant for me sat opposite him. I felt like I was a kid again, and I was in trouble with my parents.

“Have a seat,” he said without looking away from the fire.

I glanced longingly at the door but did as he asked. I set the pack at my feet and kept my mouth shut, refusing to speak first, even though I had so many questions.

He didn’t wait long. “I’m surprised.”

“About?”

“That you didn’t tell Gary I had his horn.”

Oh shit. “I forgot.”

“Did you.”

“A lot happened. But….”

“But?”

“Shouldn’t he have been able to sense it? I would have thought he’d know immediately. I felt it at Castle Lockes.” I frowned. “And apparently so did Myrin. That’s what he meant, right? Pure. Bright.”

Randall nodded. “An unfortunate mistake. And yes, Gary would know. Except the magic is… muffled at the moment.”

“What? Muffled. How is it… that wiry mesh you had on it.” I remembered how he’d covered the horn in his pack. “What is it?”

He sighed. “Just one of many, many things that can contain magic. It’s old. A shroud made by a long-extinct race of creatures that walked the earth before man. It was how Gary’s horn could have stayed hidden for so long.”

“Who had it? And where?”

“Does it matter?”

I was annoyed at that. It felt like he was playing a game. “Of course it does. It didn’t belong to them.”

“And what would you have done had you found it instead of me?”

“I would have taken it back.”

“As I have done. What else?”

I scowled at him. “What are you asking?”

He looked relaxed, fingers steepled in front of him as if he had all the time in the world. “Simply what I asked. If you came upon the person who had in their possession Gary’s horn, what would you have done?”

“I would have asked for it back.”

“And if they refused?”

“I would have taken it.”

“By force.”

“If necessary.”

“And if they fought you for it, what then?”

“I would have stopped them.”

“How?”

“By any means necessary.”

“Why?”

“Because they had something that didn’t belong to them. Look. I get what you’re doing.”

“Do you?”

“Yes. You knew me as Sam of Wilds. Who I was. You’re trying to see who I am now as Sam of Dragons. What kind of wizard I’ve become. What I’m willing to do for those I love.”

“And what are you willing to do for those you love?”

I looked him in the eye. “Everything.”

He nodded slowly as if he’d been expecting that answer. “Sam of Dragons.”

I rolled my eyes. “Trust me, it wasn’t my choice. GW kind of forced it upon me.”

“GW? Who—ah. I see. It’s fitting, I think.”

“You only like it because it used to be yours.”

He smiled a little at that. “Why, I would never.”

“Lie.”

“Maybe a little. It’s like you were named after me.”

“Ugh,” I groaned. “I wanted to be Sam the Awesomely Amazing or Sam the Best Wizard Ever, but GW said they were stupid and that I would be Sam of Dragons, or he would eat me.”

“Did he now.”

“Yes. He’s an asshole. He kind of reminds me of you. No wonder he was your mentor.”

“Also yours.”

“Godsdammit.”

“It was in a country to the north,” he said. “Outside of the borders of Verania. Beyond the mountains and into the land of the giants.”

Despite the gravity of the situation, despite my tiredness, I felt that old prickle of excitement course through me. “You went to the giants? Oh my gods, tell me everything. How big are they? Do they eat human flesh? Are they brutish or civilized?”

“Maybe one day you’ll find out.”

I glared at him. “Dude, not cool. You can’t just say you went to the giants and then not tell me anything about them. That’s rude.”

“Does it matter in the long run?”

“Well… no. But still. Wait. They had Gary’s horn?”

He shook his head. “No. But they pointed the way.”

“Gods,” I whispered. “What matter of villain was able to abscond from Verania with Gary’s horn? I mean, to think of how evil they must have been, how dastardly and nefarious—”

“They were nuns.”

“—and capable of ripping the flesh from the bones of puppies and stuffing it down their gullets to—what.”

“Nuns,” he repeated.

I waited for the punch line.

There didn’t seem to be one.

“Nuns.”

He nodded.

“Are you… being serious?”

“Very. A group of traveling nuns had somehow stumbled upon Gary’s horn and thought it to be a tool from the gods. They kept it covered in the shroud except for moments when it was uncovered and worshipped.”

“Oh no,” I moaned, putting my face in my hands. “We can’t tell him that. I already have one magical creature with a god complex. I don’t need another. No. Absolutely not. In fact, you tell him you found it in a cave and that it was unguarded and that it was super easy to get, and that will be that.”

“What about the part where, aside from worship, the nuns used it as a weapon while they toured the countryside, robbing everyone in sight?”

I peeked through my fingers. “Say what.”

“Apparently these nuns weren’t exactly the pious sort, and funded their travels by committing armed robbery.”

I sighed. “Because of course. You can never tell him. My gods, do you know what that’d do to his ego?”

“He’d become insufferable, I’m sure. Even more so than he already is.”

“Yeah, he’s wonderful like that.” I dropped my hands back into my lap and slumped into the chair. “How’d you get the horn back?”

He shrugged. “I dressed as a nun, infiltrated their ranks, gained their trust over a period of four months, and then, once I was appointed as one of the Guardians of the Horn, I stole it from them.” He frowned. “That didn’t go quite as I had planned. As it turns out, a nun named Marsha, who I had developed a close friendship with, discovered my betrayal and attempted to stab me with a pitchfork while alerting the other sisters. I learned rather quickly that hell hath no fury like a thieving nun scorned. They pursued me for quite some time, though I was eventually able to give them the slip when I entered the land of the giants again. As it turns out, the giants consider nuns to be their most dangerous of enemies, and an all-out brawl ensued, which provided me with an opportunity to slip back into Verania.”

I gaped at him.

He smiled at me, his liver lips stretched thin.

“Sweet molasses,” I said faintly. “I don’t know what to do with any of that.”

“Nor would I expect you to.”

“Why didn’t you just get sucked through your magic hole?”

He shrugged. “Now, where would the fun in that be? Just because I can do certain types of magic doesn’t always mean I will. Magic can’t be the answer to everything, Sam.”

“You’re telling me that you’ve been gone all this time because you were undercover? With nuns?”

“Not the whole time,” he said. “Just most of the time.”

“You can never call me out for my shit again. Ever. What the hell, Randall.”

“I highly doubt that’s going to happen. You do stupid things that need to be pointed out.”

“Pot. Kettle.”

“Well, I suppose that makes sense. You are named after me now, after all.”

“Nope. Nope, nope, nope. That’s it. From this day forward, I am now Sam the Awesomely Amazing, and no one can say otherwise. You are appalling, and I absolutely refuse to be named after you, oh my gods. And if you ever call me your child again, I’m going to turn your fucking tongue into a dick, and you will choke on it.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve choked—”

“No. You stop. Why are you like this? Who hurt you? Oh. Right. Myrin. Oops. Okay, I’ll allow it. For the next five minutes. After that, it’s over, and you are not allowed to be gross for the rest of your life. And if you are, we are in agreement that I can punch you in the throat to make you stop. It’s only fair.”

“Yes,” he said. “Myrin. Thank you for the segue.”

“That wasn’t a segue—”

And then he said, “Morgan knew something was off that day. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he was agitated. Antsy in way I hadn’t seen in a very long time. Somehow, he knew.”

I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to know any of this.

“When he was younger, he was like you in that regard. Always moving. His mind. His body. Everything was at a pace that was hard for others to fathom. He had ideas that he’d focus on one minute, and then throw them out the next for something entirely different. Spells. Constructs. Incantations. Outlines for magic far beyond his abilities. His parents didn’t know what to do with him. He didn’t fit the mold for what a wizard should be. Not like I did. I took my studies seriously, to the point where I could go for decades on a singular idea that I would allow to consume me.”

“And Myrin?” I asked quietly.

Randall laughed quietly. “Myrin didn’t care much for magic.”

“What?”

“He was the bane of his parents’ existence. Really, the both of them were, but at least when Morgan came along, he was making the required attempts, even if he was all over the place. Myrin didn’t—he thought that magic was too easy. That for those it came naturally to, it made them superior. He didn’t like the thought of being better than anyone else. Their parents were… well. They had disdain for non-magic-users. And even though they publicly spoke out against the Darks, they had a certain amount of respect for them. Because they still had magic when most others didn’t. Myrin was their great disappointment. And he knew it.”

“What changed?”

Randall looked down at his hands. “He met me.”

The fire snapped and popped.

And even though we were talking about the darkest wizard of all, my inner romantic couldn’t help but ask, “Was it love at first sight?”

Randall laughed. “Oh gods, no. I despised the very sight of him. He thought the same of me.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I know. And maybe you won’t ever. I hated him until I didn’t. I don’t know if I could ever pinpoint the one moment when I realized my feelings toward him had changed, but I do remember looking at him one day and thinking how handsome he was. How wonderful his smile could be. How mischievous. And as it turned out, he’d been trying to impress me for far longer than I knew.”

“The Great White didn’t like that very much, did he. Being your mentor and all.”

“No, I don’t suppose he did. Things were different then, Sam. Wizards were more commonplace. Not just the Darks, though they’ve never had a problem thriving. After everything changed, after Myrin fell into shadow, the Darks splintered into the forest, and those that walked the path of light chose instead to just… walk away, beyond the borders of Verania. In the end, there were only a few of us left.

“But before that, it was good. I had the man I was convinced would be my cornerstone, though I had already passed the Trials on my own. And I had Morgan. The Great White was gone, but I was convinced I’d made the right choice.”

He looked back up at me, a somber expression on his face. “Morgan had such potential. Even though I thought him brash and foolish, I could see the strength in him. Myrin could too, and though I thought there was some jealousy there, it wasn’t enough to come between them. Morgan loved his brother more than anything else in this world. He worshipped the ground Myrin walked on. It almost destroyed him when—” He sighed wearily. “It almost destroyed the both of us.”

“You went Dark.”

He nodded. “After we banished Myrin to the realm of shadows and after I brought the King of Sorrows back from madness, I felt it. In my head. And in my heart. It started out small and quiet and went on for years. It was a seduction, always there and whispering to me. All I had to do was give in to it and all my wounds would be healed. All my grief would just… fade away. And I would like to tell you I fought it valiantly. That I resisted and was almost able to escape it, and that in the end, it proved to be too strong. But that would be a lie. It was shocking, Sam, just how easy it was to give in, to bend to its whims. I locked myself in Castle Freesias and just… let it consume me.”

A twisted thrill raced along my skin, and I fidgeted in my seat.

“It was without order,” Randall said, voice flat. “Without reason. It was chaos, but there was such a beauty in it that I wondered why I hadn’t considered it before. Why I had looked down on the Darks as I had, given how free I felt. I was without a cornerstone, though I had never needed one. Cornerstones die, Sam. One day they die, and you are left alone. I knew this. And I still wasn’t prepared for it. Maybe my circumstances were different, maybe fighting Myrin as I had compounded my situation, but I don’t know if I can use that as an excuse. I was angry. And in mourning. And raging against everyone and everything. And it was easy. To give in.”

“How did you come back?”

“Just because I’d given up on myself doesn’t mean that others had given up on me,” Randall said. “You’ve seen them before, yes? The addicts. In the hospitals. In the streets of Meridian City.”

I nodded.

“It was like that, I think. An addiction. And I needed to be detoxified.”

“Morgan.”

“Morgan,” Randall agreed. “And at great cost to his life. I could have killed him. I almost did. He never gave up on me, even when I’d given up on myself.”

“And the Great White? Why didn’t he—”

Randall snorted. “He didn’t need words to make his disdain for my relationship with Myrin known. I understood that I had a choice. I could continue my education with him, or I could choose Myrin. I made my choice. I haven’t seen the Great White since. And I can’t say that I wouldn’t make the same decision if I had to do it all over again. For all that I’ve lost, for all that Myrin has done, I did love him once. And he loved me. Maybe I could have done more to save him, but—I don’t know that it matters. Not anymore.” He smiled sadly. “That’s the price to pay for living such a long life, Sam. You have time to dwell on all your mistakes.”

“Can you see why I don’t want it?”

“I can,” he said, not unkindly. “But I don’t know if you have a choice.”

And I hesitated.

“There,” Randall said with a frown. “That. What was that?”

“I….”

He watched me with a thoughtful look on his face. “What happened to you? In the Dark Woods. You’re not who you once were.”

“Are any of us?”

“Deflection.”

I rolled my eyes. “So maybe some things are the same.”

“I can feel it, you know. Your magic. Even when you were young, it was expansive. More so than I’d ever seen before or since with any magical being.”

“And now?”

“Now it seems almost limitless.”

I didn’t like the sound of that, even though I thought it could be true. “I can’t do the things you can.”

“No, I don’t expect you can. But then I am far older than you. Give it time.”

I was annoyed at that. “We don’t have time. Myrin’s—”

“Myrin can wait. For now. Sam. The woods. What—”

“I don’t—”

“You do,” he snapped. “Don’t play coy with me, boy. It’s not a good look on you, and I’m not the fool you seem to take me for. The Grimoires.”

I slumped in the chair. “Man, I thought we were done being serious and morose. Then, once I was feeling sufficiently good about myself, I was going to go have sex with my boyfriend, maybe eat some cheese, and then go to sleep.”

“There are more important things than postsex cheese.”

“That’s certainly not true.”

“You have them? Morgan’s. Myrin’s. Your own.”

I nodded.

“Did you open them?”

“Only mine when GW had me work on it.”

“He hates it, doesn’t he.”

I grinned. “So much.”

Randall looked like he was fighting a smile. Or having a small stroke. “Why?”

“What?”

“Why didn’t you open the other two?”

I decided to be as honest as possible. “It hurt too much.”

“Morgan’s.”

“Yeah.”

“And Myrin’s?”

“Too angry.”

“I don’t blame you for that.”

“You don’t?”

“No.”

“Oh. Well. Thanks. I guess.”

“But you’re going to have to.”

I sat up straight in the chair, my skin clammy. “Why?”

“Because you need to see. The past. The future.”

“That’s… vaguely ominous. No thank you.”

“That wasn’t a request, Sam.”

“We could pretend it was. You used the word ask, after all.”

“Sam.”

I stared at him.

He was infuriatingly calm.

I sighed and picked up the pack from beside my chair. I set it in my lap and just… left it there. There was something I needed to say before we did whatever we were about to do. I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like it either way, so the longer I could put it off, the better.

“The Trials.”

He blinked. “What about them? They’re irrelevant to you now, I would think.”

“I know. But if you think I should still go through them, I will.”

“You don’t need to prove yourself to me.”

I arched an eyebrow at him. “I’ve always had to prove myself to you. That’s kind of our thing.”

“I only ever wanted the best for you.”

“Even when I turned your nose into a dick?”

“Even then.”

I sighed and looked down at the pack in my lap. I had to get this out before I couldn’t. “I don’t remember some of it. About being in the woods. It’s like… a dream. The more I’m removed from it, the hazier it gets.”

Randall said nothing.

“Not all of it, though. Some things are startlingly clear. I remember the rain on my face when I walked through the Dark Woods. I remember the pain I felt. The grief. I remember questioning myself, if I was doing the right thing. If I was just running away again. Or if I was doing what was expected of me. After… after Morgan died, when you came and took Myrin away, you told me that I had to do what was necessary, even if my heart was breaking.”

Randall closed his eyes and breathed.

“And I did. I did, Randall, even though my heart was breaking. Because I was lost. Morgan was gone. You were gone. Ryan was… dying. The King proclaimed I would be his wizard when you returned. And the gods, they… you know what they wanted from me. What they asked. The Great White told me the first time that I had to go with him. That I had to leave all others behind and enter the woods.”

Randall opened his eyes. “I thought that might be the case.”

I smiled weakly. “Which is why you said what you did.”

“I didn’t—”

I shook my head. “After you took him, where did you go?”

“To the ends of the earth. To a place where fire and ice meet along great frozen shelves and the ground splits and lava spills. I left him there, but I knew it to be a temporary fix. That in the end, it would only hobble him until he could return. It was the only thing I could think to do to buy us all time. But he was stronger than I expected, and it didn’t take him long to find his way back to Verania.”

“Because of what he consumed.”

“Yes, Sam. Because of what he consumed.”

“You told me once that you had hope, that you thought one day he could find his way back from the Dark. Like you did.”

“Yes.”

I looked him straight in the eye. “He lost that right. When he took Morgan. Whatever was left of the Myrin you knew is gone now.”

“I know,” he said quietly. “But I believe my cornerstone was lost long before he ever stepped foot back in Verania.”

I believed him. “We traveled into the woods. For weeks. I didn’t… I didn’t think they were so large. I was sure that the farther we walked, the greater the chance we’d come out on the other side and that I’d see the Northern Mountains in the distance. But it didn’t happen. The forest went on and on and on, and eventually we weren’t in Verania anymore. We were… beyond it. In between this world and the next. The trees were ancient. The sun was bigger. The stars were different. I asked the Great White where we were, and he told me that it didn’t matter. That I had to clear my mind. That I had to forget. My friends. My family. My cornerstone.” I laughed bitterly. “I was a weapon of the gods, after all. And here I was, far from home, being crammed full of magic, so much so that I thought my soul would break, preparing to face down a man who has taken so much from all of us. And what choice did I have? If the gods wanted Myrin vanquished, then he would be. If they wanted me to stop him, then I would. Instead I was a pawn on a board, a piece being moved from square to square, and it was a game.”

“You were angry.”

“Very,” I admitted. “I raged against the stars and against the dragons. Against you and Morgan and Vadoma for putting me in this position. Against my magic for even existing at all. It was a burden, one that I never asked for.” I sighed. “But then I realized I had asked for it. When I was a kid, I’d made a wish upon the stars. I wished to be someone important. Someone who mattered. And my wish had been granted. Because I was important, though not in the way I expected. I mattered. And not because of what the gods had placed upon me. I mattered because I was loved. My parents. The King. Morgan. Justin. Gary and Tiggy and Kevin. Pete. Ryan, always my cornerstone. You.”

He took in a sharp breath.

“My wish came true,” I continued, brushing my fingers over the pack, feeling the enclosed Grimoires. “I was important, and not because of what I could do. But because of the people who would lay down their life for me. I mattered, and not because of the magic I wield, but because there were people counting on me. And I was going to do everything I could to get back to them. Maybe it’s selfish, but I didn’t stay in the woods for the sake of Verania. I stayed because I’m loved, and I love in return. And that was something the gods could never understand. That the Great White could never understand, for all his anger toward cornerstones. That magic doesn’t matter—none of this matters—if you have to go it alone.”

“What did you do?” Randall whispered.

All that was left was the truth. “I agreed to go with the Great White. I agreed to let him change me. To make me into a wizard. To turn me into someone capable of mastering the dragons of Verania. To accept my destiny and become what the gods were forcing me to be, if and only if, after all was said and done, after Myrin had been vanquished and the Darks banished from Verania, he would take my magic from me and make me mortal.”

The only sounds came from the fire.

“He fought me on it,” I said. “For a long time. In that hazy place. For weeks, I think, we fought.”

“And he agreed?”

I rolled my eyes. “What? Of course not. He’s an asshole. Like hell he would do that. He was offended I even asked him, and eventually he told me either I would shut up, or he would banish me to a realm filled with tiny fish who would gnaw on me for decades.”

“That… sounds like him.”

“And then he pointed out that there would always be villains even beyond Myrin, and that me not having my magic was a really stupid idea. Which, you know, fair point.”

“But then how—”

I grinned rakishly at him. “I’m Sam of Dragons. Do you really think I’d let something like that stop me? You said it yourself. My magic seems limitless. And it’s what would extend my life. What the Great White didn’t realize was that by teaching me control, to harness everything that was bursting from my lightning-struck heart, he gave me the tools to do it myself. You and Morgan always told me that I was the most powerful wizard in an age. I don’t know if that’s true. But I do have enough power in me to stop it from extending my life. I am a wizard, Randall. But I will age, just like my parents. Like the King. And Justin. And Ryan. We’ll grow old together. And should one of us cross the veil before the other, it can be done with the knowledge that we’ll soon be together again.”

He looked stunned. “You made yourself mortal.”

I shrugged. “Yeah. Maybe I’ll have a few years tacked on at the end, but my magic doesn’t control me. I control it. I’m a puppet to no one. It wasn’t easy, and gods, did it hurt, but… it’ll be worth it. I think. In the end.”

Randall shook his head slowly. “You stupid, wonderful boy.”

I laughed. “The Great White wasn’t too happy with me when he found out. But, eh. What can you do.”

“And what of Kevin? And Tiggy? Gary?”

My smile faded a little at that. “They will have each other. And a lifetime of memories. Because a life lived is a life worth remembering, no matter how long or short it may be. Myrin has forgotten that. The Great White has too. But I haven’t. I will live my life as best I can. I’m going to kick some villain ass, I’m going to fuck some shit up, and then I’m going to live, Randall. And no one, not you, not the Great White, not the gods, can say otherwise. I’m in control of my own destiny. My path may have been set in stone, but stone crumbles, and sometimes we have to forge our own way through.”

He watched me for a long time, stock-still, gaze searching. Eventually he sighed and shook his head. “You’re a pain in my ass.”

“Oh, please. Like that’s ever going to change. Dude, you’re stuck with me now. We’re wizard bros.”

“We are not wizard bros.”

“Such wizard bros. Face it, Randall. I’m a wizard, you’re a wizard, and we’re bros. Therefore, wizard bros.”

“I despise everything about you.”

“We both know that’s not true.”

He glared at me. “What you’ve done shouldn’t even be possible.”

I shrugged. “Pretty much describes everything about me, though, right?”

The skin under his eye twitched.

“Now,” I said, clapping my hands, “as fun as this chat has been, I think it’s time for the cheese and butt sex, so I’m just gonna—”

“Open your pack and take out the Grimoires.”

“Godsdammit,” I muttered. But I did as he asked. The tomes were heavy and felt jittery against my hands, like they were radiating energy. My own felt familiar and light, the pages known to me. Myrin’s was dark and heavy, a rotten mystery whispering in my ears.

Morgan’s felt like comfort and home. It was his I’d avoided the most.

“If you want to defeat Myrin,” Randall said, “the answers lie within these pages.”

I frowned at him. “That sounded suspiciously like something Vadoma would say. Be more specific, please.”

He looked like he barely stopped himself from reaching out and slapping me upside the head. “What is a wizard’s Grimoire?”

“Their history,” I said promptly. “The story of their lives. Their triumphs and failures, their magic and their innermost thoughts. Even though you give me shit for putting my innermost thoughts in mine.”

“That’s because yours are done in sparkly pink pens and usually have to do with how firm Ryan Foxheart’s buttocks are.”

“Yeah,” I sighed dreamily. “Like, you can bounce stuff off of it. Trust me, I have.”

“Most other wizards have an emotional maturity that doesn’t allow them to write Mrs. Sam Foxheart in the margins.”

“I pity them immensely.”

“Be that as it may, if you hope to find the way to defeat Myrin, then here is where you must look. You have the magic, Sam. You have the dragons. Now it’s time to formulate a plan.”

“How do you know I don’t already have a plan?”

He stared at me.

“Right, right. It’s me we’re talking about. Sucks, dude.”

“You should start with Morgan’s. He would… I told you he knew. That day.”

I nodded, swallowing past the sudden lump in my throat.

Randall averted his gaze, suddenly looking very tired. “I think, in the end, he knew what was coming. What he was doing. What was going to happen. And I know you blame yourself, Sam. For what happened. But your guilt is unfounded. Or at the very least, misplaced. Morgan of Shadows chose you because he loved you more than anyone or anything else in this world.”

My eyes were stinging and wet. There was nothing I could do to stop it.

Randall’s hands shook. “I know that if called upon, he would do it again. And again. And again, because more than anything, he believed in you. He believed that good would always conquer evil, that the light would always burn away the shadows. He made a choice that day, Sam. He chose you. And I think he always would.”

I hung my head. Tears dripped onto his Grimoire in my lap.

“Turn to page five hundred and twenty-seven in Morgan’s Grimoire, if you please. Read what is written, and then join me outside. It’s time we reunite a unicorn with his horn. Gods only know how that’s going to go.”

He lifted himself from his chair, knees popping as he grumbled about being far too old for this shit. There was a brief moment as he passed me by when he put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed.

And then he was gone.

The house was quiet around me.

The fire was nothing but charred wood and tendrils of smoke.

I—

 

 

“—THINK IT’S time for me to return,” I said as the Great White loomed above me. The others were there but not there at the same time, lost in the haze, the colors of the forest bleeding around me like wet paint. I felt them, their little pinpricks of light, bright and strong. The bonds between us had grown from the first day I’d entered the forest, grief-stricken and blinded by tears. I carried them within me, each of them pulsing and reverberating within me.

“Do you?” GW asked. “Why?”

“Because I’m ready.”

“What is your plan for Myrin?”

I waved a hand dismissively at him. “I’ll figure it out on the way. I’m good at making shit up on the fly. You know how it is.”

“You’re not ready.”

“You said that to me before. And yet here I am, all magically juiced up with five different dragons floating around in my head. I’m pretty sure I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

He rumbled his displeasure. “You know the risks.”

“Yeah. You’ve drilled them into my head a billion times. Death, destruction, the end of the world. It kind of loses its urgency when you’re always doom and gloom. Are you what Zero is going to grow up to be like? Are you a grown-up emo dragon? Do you write sad poems in your diary—”

“You think you have me fooled, child. But you don’t.”

I forced a neutral expression onto my face. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

He lowered his head until we were eye level. Or rather, as eye level as a puny human standing (floating?) in front of a gigantic dragon could be. “You do not take my warning seriously.”

“Uh, yeah. I do. All six thousand of them. But just for the sake of expediting this conversation, which warning specifically?”

“That you are still capable of corruption.”

I winced. “Oh. Right. That one. Look, dude. I know you’re worried that I’m so young and that Myrin will be able to play me like a fiddle and fuck with my head—”

“Sam.”

I looked away, not wanting him to see what I’d struggled to keep hidden from him. It sounded like he was on the fringes of it as it was.

“If you’re not careful, Myrin will use your magic against you and all the people of Verania. Either he will take it from you, or you will join him.”

“Doom and gloom, man.”

He scoffed. “Foolish human. You take nothing seriously.”

“Again, I can point out that I’m here, aren’t I?”

“You still believe in them. In him.”

And I was done with this. With him. “I’ve done a lot. I’ve accepted this thing, this destiny, with minimal complaint.”

He snorted.

“Okay, fine. With a normal amount of complaint, but I told you from the beginning. You won’t take my cornerstone away from me. You’re so worried about Myrin twisting me into something Dark, well, that’s what Ryan is for. I know you don’t believe in the strength of cornerstones. There’s nothing I can do to change that. But I do believe in them, in him. No one, not you, and certainly not the gods, will convince me otherwise. They are my family. My home. I would do anything to protect them.”

“They will lead to your ruin. You will be blinded because of him.”

“I’m not Randall,” I said, because wasn’t that the crux of the matter? Wasn’t that what GW was trying to prove? “And Ryan isn’t Myrin. He’s going to be furious with me, and I’ll take it, but I know we’ll be okay. He loves me, and I love him. And if you or the gods don’t like that, you can go fuck yourselves right in your stupid faces.”

He reared back, teeth bared.

I rolled my eyes. “Not scary, dude. I’ve seen you poop. You can’t be intimidating when you poop small mountains.”

“I’ve decided to send you back.”

“Sweet molasses,” I said, eyes wide. “I didn’t think that’d actually work. Yes! I can convince anyone of anything. I am a master of manipula—I mean, great. Wonderful. Glad you came to that decision all on your own which I wholeheartedly approve of.”

“But you would do well to heed my warning. You are not safe, Sam of Dragons. You’re strong, and your heart is wild, but Myrin will know where to strike to hurt you the most. You must not lose your way, or I fear that all will be lost. And that must come from within. You cannot depend on anyone else to bring you back from the Dark. That is something you must do on your own.”

I grinned up at him. “I so got this. So, I can go? Like, legit?”

“Did you hear my—”

“Yes, I heard your warning, for fuck’s sake. Come on. Say it. Say it. Say—”

“You may go.”

I raised my hands above my head and crowed. “Hell yeah, dude! I’m going to fucking rock this shit. Just watch. I so got this. I so—”

 

 

“—GOT THIS,” I whispered to the empty house in Camp HaveHeart. I traced my fingers over Morgan’s Grimoire, my own and Myrin’s set to the side.

I wasn’t going to turn Dark.

I wasn’t.

I wasn’t.

I wondered if Myrin had thought the same.

And if Randall had too.

I opened the Grimoire, flipping the thick pages, seeing the familiar scrawl flashing before my eyes. There was a bittersweet ache in my heart at the sight of it, and I wanted to slow down, to peruse each and every page. But there wasn’t time. Randall was waiting for me, and I needed to finally see my best friend get his horn back. He’d earned it.

So I turned to page five hundred and twenty-seven.

It was toward the back of the book, right before the section of really dark shit that most wizards had listed. The back of the Grimoire was always dedicated to the things no wizard should ever do. Even the good ones—the best—sometimes had dark thoughts, the difference being that they were written down and never acted upon. I didn’t think I was ready to see what Morgan had written in the back of his Grimoire and was thankful that Randall hadn’t directed me to it.

Instead, on page five hundred and twenty-seven was a page addressed to me, looking as if it’d been written in haste, the words slanting so much so that it seemed they’d fall over with the smallest of breaths. I traced my written name with a finger, hearing Morgan in my head, telling me that I had magic in me and that he wanted to take me away to the castle.

“Oh,” I said. “Oh, Morgan.”

Sam—

If you’re reading this, I have passed beyond the veil.

“Drama queen,” I muttered, voice broken.

And no, I’m not being dramatic. The only time an apprentice should read his mentor’s Grimoire is if the mentor has left this world for the next. If you are reading this and I am still alive, know that your punishment will be swift. I’m aware of a curse that will cause impotency and erectile dysfunction, and given that you are in the prime of your life and “getting laid on the reg,” as you insist upon telling me daily, I believe this will be an appropriate punishment. So, beware.

But if I am gone, then… well. Know this: I have lived a good life. A long life. A life made whole because of you. If I must stand before the gods and point to the single thing I’m most proud of, the one thing I believe shows the summation of my worth, it would be you. You are my heart, Sam. And my soul.

I know part of you is still angry with me for keeping from you what I did. And you are justified in your anger. I wish I had done things differently in that regard. All I ever wanted was to keep you safe and happy, to nurture that spark of life within you until it grew into a conflagration. I knew of you, Sam, but I didn’t know who you were until the day we met. The boy you were. The man you would become. I can say with no hesitation that you have exceeded my every expectation. You are warm and kind and impetuous and ridiculous and so bursting with life that I can barely take my eyes from you.

I fear… I think time is running out. As I write these words, a curl of dread is filling my head and heart. I know not of Myrin’s plans for you. I worry about letting you out of my sight. Why, even now, you’ve gone to visit a sickly girl with the Knight Commander, and though I know you can take care of yourself, I can’t shake the feeling that I shouldn’t have let you go. There’s something I can’t quite—

I don’t know. Maybe I’m overthinking things. Maybe I’m concerned for nothing. You are strong and brave and—

No. Something’s wrong. Something’s wr—

Sam. You must listen to me. If you’re reading this, then I have gone. Whatever happens, know that I’ve made my choice. I chose you because I love you.

If I could have you remember one thing, it would be this: a wizard isn’t as strong as the magic he uses. It’s the magic he doesn’t use that’s a measure of true strength.

Hold on.

I’m coming.

Gods, protect him from the Dark.

The world needs him.

I need him.

I—

 

 

AND THERE in the empty house, I bowed my head and cried.





Chapter 13: The Horn of the Unicorn

 

 

I JOINED Randall on the porch a short while later, blinking against the sunlight, the sounds of the bustling camp washing over me. I took in a deep breath of the crisp, clean air and scrubbed a hand over my face.

Randall was sitting on a wooden chair, watching the camp move around him, pack at his feet. “All right?”

I shrugged. “Did you read it? After he….”

“It wasn’t addressed to me.”

“He….” I shook my head. “I don’t know what I’m feeling right now.”

“I expect not. But I’ve learned sometimes it’s okay not to know. You’ll figure it out when you’re ready.”

“Ugh. Do I look puffy?”

He glanced at me. “Very much so. And your nose is running, and your eyes are red. You look terrible.”

“You don’t have to sound so pleased about it.”

“You’ve tested my patience today. I do believe I’m allowed.”

“You’re just jealous because I’m a twenty-two-year-old wizard and you had nothing to do with it. Well, aside from the whole helping Morgan to guide me from a very young age, challenging me at every turn, beating my ego to a bloody pulp, encouraging me to follow my heart with my cornerstone, and saving my life a time or two. So. Suck it.”

Randall looked at me warily. “If you try and hug me, I promise you the consequences will be severe.”

I took that into consideration.

I found the threat to be viable and kept my hands to myself, even though they were itching to reach for him.

“Besides,” he said, picking his pack up from the porch, “I would think you’d want to see what’s going to happen next.”

He had a point. “Have you ever seen a unicorn reunited with their horn before?”

“No. Gary’s the only one who I’ve ever known to have had their horn removed at all. There are… stories about others before him, but I can’t attest to their validity. Unicorns are rare, and the fact that they’re protected—or rather, they were protected—under Veranian law makes the offense of taking a horn unconscionable.”

“So what you’re saying is that we have no idea what’s going to happen.”

“Precisely.”

“Nothing could happen.”

“I suppose.”

“It might not even reattach itself.”

“There is that.”

“And if it did, he’ll just be the same as he was.”

“That too is a possibility.”

“Or the horn will reattach itself, there will be an explosion of rainbows and glitter, and then Gary will be so powerful that he’ll sing a song with a troupe of shirtless backup dancers choreographed immaculately before he turns on us and murders us all for hiding his horn from him under your magical mesh after you stole it back from a roving band of thieving nuns.”

Randall sighed. “I don’t know how it is that I get sucked into your shenanigans.”

“There’s no escape,” I told him solemnly. “Should we try and take this out of the camp so no one gets trampled and/or gets a ticket to Gore City after—oh. You’ve already opened your pack and uncovered the horn. Well. I honestly have no idea how this is going to go.”

The horn was… ethereal. It shimmered in Randall’s hand as he pulled it from his pack, glitter filling the air around it and sprinkling onto the floor. Little rainbows shot from the tip, fractals of light that moved almost as if sentient, swirling with a purpose, bright and beautiful. I was hit then, right in the center of my chest, with a sense of purity, of a white light that felt warm and inviting and incapable of corruption. I’d never felt magic like it before, so untainted and clean. The fact that it belonged to Gary was almost unbelievable, given that he tended to shout my name while he while getting rimmed by a dragon.

It struck me then that maybe we needed to have a talk about that.

But before I could formulate a course of action (Gary, please don’t say my name while Kevin is tongue-fucking your butthole, thanks, I really appreciate it), there was an unearthly shriek from somewhere in the camp.

Everyone froze and turned toward the source.

“Oh no,” I breathed.

From the barn came a blinding burst of light and, inexplicably, the strong odor of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies, which probably meant that Gary had shit himself. Unicorns were fascinating creatures that tended to make gross things smell like a kindly grandmother’s kitchen. I once stumbled upon him and Tiggy planning on selling Gary’s poop for profit, trying to say that a unicorn’s feces had magical medicinal purposes. Somehow they’d roped me into the whole thing (“Just think about it, Sam! We’ll call it Gary’s Mystical Magical Wonder Shit and will make a fortune!”), but Morgan had discovered us hand-feeding Gary large quantities of fibrous foods and had quickly put the kibosh on the whole thing. (“Just think about it, Morgan. We’ll call it—” “No, Sam.”) But that had been so long ago, when we were younger and more foolish.

(It was two days before Justin had been kidnapped by Kevin.)

(I often did things I regretted later.)

“Maybe I didn’t think this through as well as I should have,” Randall said with a frown.

“GWAAAAHHHH!” Tiggy bellowed.

“Probably not,” I said weakly. “Whatever you do, don’t run. A unicorn’s vision is based on movement.”

“Isn’t that what all vision is based on—”

There comes a time in every young wizard’s life when he has a unicorn best friend named Gary who bursts out from a barn in a makeshift camp looking majestic as all fuck. It’s part of growing up.

And Gary did not disappoint.

He leapt into view, white coat practically glowing (or actually glowing, I wasn’t quite sure), his mane billowing around him like the gods themselves were sending a wind just for him. His head was held high, and one leg was raised out in front of him, bent at the knee.

“What is he doing?” Randall asked.

I sighed. “He’s posing. I swear, that unicorn. He gets it from Ryan. Or Ryan gets it from him. Either way, it’s a vicious cycle.”

“And is he… singing?”

I sighed harder.

I didn’t think singing was the right word for it. Yes, his mouth was open, and yes, he was making a noise that I assumed was his impression of an angelic choir, but then in all the years I’d known Gary, I’d learned that whether you wanted it to happen or not, unicorns tended to surprise you.

“Ooooh,” the crowd said.

“Yes,” Gary said, puffing his chest out farther. “Ooooh is right.”

A large shadow fell on the crowd from a creature circling overhead. People shouted and scattered as Kevin landed, kicking up dirt and grass. “My love!” he cried. “I felt something that I’ve never felt before! While I was flying high above Camp HaveHeart—which I do believe we all agree should be renamed Camp DragonCorn in honor of our epic love—protecting you and the little tiny bugs known as humans from any danger that would dare show its face, a shock of great power rolled its way through me! It was the strangest thing, but it felt familiar to me, like I had once been inside of whoever the power belonged to. So there is a chance that one of my exes is here, and I ask that you don’t fight over me, even if you feel the need to cover the both of you in oil and wrestle. I shan’t allow it.”

“I can’t believe he’s one of the dragons that are supposed to help save the world,” I muttered.

“These are your friends,” Randall added unnecessarily, because he was an asshole.

“Oh please,” Gary said with a delicate sniff, still somehow maintaining his magnificent pose. “If one of the disasters of your past dared to show their face in my presence, they would be overcome by the glory that is me and flee in shame that they ever tried to look you back up because they’d randomly been thinking about you the other day and wanted to check in and see how you were doing.”

“Yes, exactly,” Kevin said, tail twitching like it did when he was starting to get worked up. Someone needed to put a stop to this before it escalated. There were children present. Poor, innocent children who believed unicorns were pure. “I am so glad you agreed to move beyond trial reconciliation to the We’re Back Together stage of our relationship.”

“He capitalized that,” I whispered to Randall. “So you know it’s true.”

“I absolutely do not care.”

“I know,” Gary said to Kevin. “You’re very lucky that I’ve decided to forgive you for your egregious transgressions that I don’t exactly quite remember.”

“It because Kevin put his name first,” Tiggy said, coming out of the barn.

“Et tu, Tiggy!” Kevin hissed.

“Gesundheit,” Tiggy said.

“I don’t have time for your fallacies!” Gary cried. “My horn is here!”

The crowd gasped dramatically.

Kevin brought a clawed hand to his throat. “My word.”

“For true?” Tiggy asked.

“Yes, kitten. For true. Which means someone in this camp has kept it from me and therefore betrayed me! And I will have my revenge.”

As one, the crowd took a step back.

“Oh my gods,” I said to Randall. “He knows we have it and is just being dramatic. You have to hide it. Put it back in the bag! For the love of all that’s holy, Randall, put it back in the fucking bag.”

“Eh,” Randall said. “I’d rather see how this plays out. Catch.”

And then he tossed the horn at me.

My life flashed before my eyes.

I’d had a lot more sex with a hot knight than I thought.

Which, you know. Was pretty awesome.

At least I would have that cold and sticky comfort before I died.

The horn hit me in the chest, and I fumbled with it before I wrapped my hands around it.

Gary’s head snapped in my direction.

His eyes narrowed.

His nostrils flared.

“Sam,” he growled.

“Holy fucking balls of shit!” I squeaked as he began to charge toward me.

But before he could crush me under his considerable weight (something I learned never to say to his face, for fear of castration), another voice snapped, “Gary Matthias Pontificus Esmerelda Juanita Lopez Alabaster Kennedy the Fourth!”

He stopped, dust swirling around him.

I blinked, unsure if I had died yet.

And then Gary’s brother burst through the crowd, an irritated look on his face. He stalked toward Gary, eyes narrowed. Gary glanced back at Terry, then at me, then at Terry again, prancing in place like he couldn’t keep still, his Glitter Rage flowing from him.

“Just what do you think you’re doing?” he asked Gary as he came to stand at his brother’s side.

“My horn!” Gary cried. “Sam has my horn. He stole it from me, and I will crush him and then stuff his twitching remains with blueberries.”

Terry cocked his head in confusion.

“He’s allergic to blueberries. He’ll go into anaphylactic shock, his face swelling and throat closing, and then he’ll die.”

“Whoa,” I breathed. “That’s diabolically detailed. And your full name is ridiculous, FYI.”

“Sam is your friend, though I don’t understand why.”

“He wants to sex up Ryan,” I told Randall.

“Of course he does,” Randall sighed.

“But—but my horn,” Gary whined.

“I can see that. And even though he is completely underwhelming, do you really think he’d keep something like that from you?”

“I always knew he was a shifty-eyed little beast,” Kevin told a random man in the crowd, who appeared as if he was quite terrified of dragons.

“He’s got Glitter Rage Sickness,” Terry said, sounding bored.

“I will eat the flesh from your bones,” Gary growled at me, eyes flashing.

“Eep,” I said, because being threatened by a unicorn would always be petrifying.

“Glitter Rage Sickness?” Randall asked as if he had all the time in the world.

Terry shrugged. “It happens when a unicorn gets really worked up and won’t listen to reason. He can’t stop leaking glitter, and it’s fogging up his mind. All his good feelings and inner sunshine are buried in the stuff.”

“Unicorns are so stupid,” I said.

And then Ryan, sword drawn, came into view, followed by pretty much everyone else I knew. His gaze flew from Gary to Terry to Tiggy to Randall before it locked on me. He gave Gary a wide berth before he hopped over the railing fluidly like the douchebag that he was. Terry sighed dreamily at the sight of it, and I promised myself that if I lived past the next five minutes, I was going to have to have some words with that unicorn about stepping off from my man. I started to formulate a plan where I would somehow get Terry and Justin on a date where they’d fall in love and have what I assumed would be disgusting and tender interspecies sex when Ryan said, “Is that Gary’s horn?”

“Oh dear,” my mother said. “This certainly is a tense situation. Is anyone drawing a picture of this? I’d like a copy for my scrapbook.”

“Looking good, son!” Dad called out. “Maybe stand a little taller and look a little less like you’re about to vomit.”

“Thanks, Dad,” I said meekly, squaring my shoulders, because he was right. I was a man, and I’d take it like a man.

“Filthy creatures,” Vadoma muttered as she stood next to my parents.

“Is this what the camp is usually like?” the King asked. “Because if it is, I really missed out, being in the dungeons.”

Justin sighed. “Would it surprise you to know that it was actually pretty normal until Sam came back?”

“Not in the slightest,” the King said fondly.

“Okay, Gary,” Terry said. “Why don’t we let Sam explain why he has your horn, and if it’s for an innocuous reason, then great. If not, then we can trample him to death.”

“Yesss,” Gary hissed in a strange voice. “He has it. Gives it to us, precious.” He coughed, clearing his throat. “I mean, yes, please, Sam. Please explain why you are holding my horn before I take your life—I mean, so I can hear you out as the friend that I am.”

“I love you guys,” Tiggy said happily.

Everyone turned to look at me.

“Um,” I said.

They waited.

I glanced at Randall.

He grinned at me, motioning for me to continue.

I hated him with every fiber of my being.

So I decided to throw him under the carriage. “Randall had it!”

Randall rolled his eyes.

“That’s impossible,” Gary said. “I sniffed him when you came back. And even though I wanted to demand he tell me where it was, I allowed you to have your talk with him. Well guess what, Sam? The time for words is over. We’re about to throw down. Fight me!”

“This is so erotic,” Kevin said to the Foxy Lady Brigade, who looked as if they might agree. Well, most of them did, anyway. Lady Tina looked as if she had bitten into a lemon and then punched herself in the face.

“He had covered it in magic cloth,” I said. “That blocked anyone from being able to sense it.”

“I have no idea what he’s talking about,” Randall said. “Magic cloth? What flights of fancy are these? I’m old and senile and incapable of doing whatever Sam is saying.”

“Why are you like this?”

He looked at me blandly. “I’m old, Sam. I’ve earned it.”

I turned back to Gary. “You know he had it. Terry told you he did.”

“Wow,” Terry said. “Maybe leave me out of this, huh, Sam? Don’t involve me in your plots against my brother, who I love and respect more than anything—”

Gary immediately stopped leaking glitter. “Okay,” he said. “Unicorn Rage Sickness gone, because I know Terry is full of shit. Respect? You don’t respect me. Anytime I came over to your house, you made me sit on plastic because you said I would leak semen on all of your furniture!”

Tiggy snorted but then covered it up with a cough.

“Maybe you should just give him back his horn,” Ryan whispered.

“I’m trying. And maybe you should stop flirting with his brother!”

“I’m not flirting with his brother!”

“Oh please. I’ve seen the way you look at his haunches when he’s walking away. You know I’m trying to set him up with Justin.”

“What,” Justin said.

Ryan looked horrified. “His haunches? Are you out of your mothercracking mind? And when the hell did you tell me you were trying to set him up with Justin?”

I frowned. “Oh. Wait. I just thought of that like two minutes ago. My bad. But still. You’ve ridden him. I’ve been back for days, and you haven’t ridden me at all!”

“Well,” Dad sighed to Mom, “at least we can say we tried.”

Mom squinted at him. “We can?”

“Maybe we can talk about this later?” Ryan said through gritted teeth.

“My sex life is doomed,” I moaned.

“I can help you with that!”

“Shut up, Kevin!”

“CAN WE PLEASE FOCUS BACK ON ME!” Gary bellowed, and everyone fell silent. “I mean, it’s not as if we’re talking about my horn or anything, something that I’ve been without for years.”

“He’s right,” I told Ryan. “Stop flirting with Terry. You’re wasting everyone’s time.”

“You’re so stupid,” Ryan muttered, glaring at me mutinously.

I ignored him, because that was what one did when getting insulted. “Gary, you know I wouldn’t keep your horn from you. Dude, I’m actually getting a little turned-on at the idea of you getting it back. I wouldn’t keep that from you.”

Gary’s eyes filled with tears. “That was the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

“That says a lot about all of us,” Kevin said.

Tiggy ran his hand over Gary’s mane. “Pretty Gary. You horny for your horn?”

“A little,” Gary said, sniffling. “And also nervous. I’ve been without it for so long, what if I’ve forgotten how to unicorn?”

“You can’t make words into verbs just because you want to,” Randall said. “Stop it. All of you need to stop it.”

“Having a horn doesn’t make the unicorn,” Mom told Gary.

“Yes,” Dad said. “It’s about what’s on the inside that counts.”

“And your insides are filled with rainbows and sunshine,” I said. “And also rage, murderous intentions, biting sarcasm that can destroy self-esteem in four words or less, sexual deviancy that puts even whores with the loosest of morals to shame, a tendency to trample first and ask questions later, a fierceness unrivaled by anyone I’ve ever met, and the ability to make any situation that much more awkward by simply existing.”

“I’m so lovely,” Gary sobbed. “Everyone thinks so.”

“I love you with or without a horn,” Kevin said. “Also, I like putting things inside of you.”

“One day,” the King said to Justin, “these will be the people you’ll rule over.”

Justin scowled at all of us. “Is it too late to be put up for adoption?”

“Okay,” Gary said, eyes suddenly dry. “I think I’m ready. I had doubts, but then you all talked about how glorious I am—which, honestly, I already knew, but it doesn’t hurt to hear—so now I’m ready to get my horn back.”

“Okay,” I said, licking my lips nervously. “So, do I just… stick it back on your head?”

Gary blinked. “I have no idea.”

Justin groaned. “Seriously? Do any of you know what you’re doing?”

Gary turned to his Terry. “Do you know?”

Terry shrugged. “I’ve never been an idiot and lost my horn before.”

Tiggy leaned forward to stare at the nub of bone sticking out from Gary’s head. He frowned for a long moment. Then, “Glue.”

“Glue,” Gary repeated.

“Glue. Just glue it.”

“We’re not going to glue it.”

Tiggy smiled. “Out of ideas.”

Randall sighed. “Sam, just… place it atop his head.”

“Me?” I looked around, but no one else seemed to be offering solutions. “Why me?”

“You’re a wizard, are you not?”

“Well, yeah.”

“Just trust me.”

“Easier said than done,” I muttered, but stepped off the porch toward Gary.

And it was in that first step that I felt the horn pulse in my hands, feeling hard and warm and—“This might be a little more sexual than I bargained for.”

“Would you stop stroking it?” Gary yelped. “You’re embarrassing me!”

“I didn’t mean to! It’s just so firm!”

“Would anyone mind if I touched myself inappropriately?” Kevin asked.

“Yes,” the crowd said.

Rainbows began to spill from the tip of the horn and splash on my hands, dripping to the ground. I grimaced at the thick consistency of it. “Oh gods, it’s leaking all over me. I’m getting covered in Gary’s rainbows. Dude, gross.”

Ryan sounded like he was choking behind me. I hoped he was all right.

Sparks began to shoot from the tip, chartreuse and marigold and seafoam. The horn was getting warmer, and it was beginning to vibrate. I groaned at the sensation, rainbows shooting out and landing on my chest.

“Yessss,” Kevin hissed. “This is fantastic.”

“Gary! Maybe not just stand there and come get your fucking horn.”

“But I’m nervous.”

“I swear to the gods, I will fucking throw this in the garbage if you don’t get your ass over here!” I gagged as a bit of rainbow got in my mouth. It tasted like freshly baked bread, and all I could do was think of Gary’s bakery menu, and I was traumatized.

Gary shuffled his feet in the dirt, looking at his horn, then at me. “Okay. Okay. I can do this. I can do this.”

“Ugh, it’s all over my face.”

“Yeah,” Kevin breathed. “It sure is.”

“Is it still possible for me to return to the dungeons?” the King asked.

“Absolutely not,” Justin said. “If I have to watch this, so do you.”

The horn began to glow, and the rainbow spooge made it slick as I struggled to hold on to it. The grooves and ridges slid against my palms and fingers, and I could barely make out Gary’s approaching figure with all his horn juices covering my face.

“Oooh,” Gary moaned. “I can feel it. It feels so good.”

“So good,” Kevin whispered. “Everything about this is so good. You get that horn. Just let Sam give it to you.”

“I’m going to go back to the desert now,” Vadoma said.

“You can touch my horn,” Terry told Ryan. “If you want.”

“Um,” Ryan said. “No, thank you.”

“Sam!” Gary cried. “Put it on my head! Hurry!”

I grunted as I raised the horn. It was shaking so badly, rainbows splashing everywhere, sparks shooting out and hissing on my skin. My arms were sore, my hands numb, my face covered in rainbows, but I took that last step—

And slammed the horn back on Gary’s head.

I felt the moment the bottom of the horn struck the bony protrusion on Gary’s head. There was a scrape of bone against bone, and then a shock of pure power shot through me, gold and green slamming into every other color of the rainbow. A rising wind whipped around us, and Gary’s breath felt hot against my face. I gritted my teeth and held on for dear life.

And then, just because it seemed I needed more strangeness in my life, I heard what sounded like a choir singing again.

Only to realize moments later that it was Gary.

“What are you doing?” I managed to say.

“Aahhh aaahhhh AAAAAAAAAaaaahhhh—what?”

“Why are you singing?”

“Because this is a magical moment, and I always told myself that when I got my horn back, I would sing about it. Gods, don’t be a bitch, Sam. This is my moment, and I will not allow you to make it about yourself. Allow me to have this one thing, for fuck’s sake.”

I sighed, even as the wind roared around us and I felt assaulted by magic.

So Gary continued singing, head bowed, and I held on for dear life, closing my eyes against the bright flashes of light that began to emanate from where the horn was pressed against his head.

And then it was over.

The wind died.

The magic faded.

Gary stopped singing.

I let go of the horn.

And then the crowd gasped.

“Holy shit,” Ryan said from somewhere behind me.

I opened my eyes.

Gary stood before me, looking hard-core as fuck. The air around him was shimmering, but in a softer light than if he’d been in the throes of Glitter Rage. His mane and tail were now rainbow colored and fluttering in a soft breeze. His eyelashes looked as if they’d grown by inches as he slowly batted his eyes.

And his horn. His horn. It was long and rigid, cut into perfect spirals to a sharply pointed tip. It was longer than Terry’s and thicker too. The tip sparkled with a beautiful light, as if a star sat upon it.

“Holy shit,” I breathed. “It’s huge.”

“Yes,” Gary said, his voice having an eerie ethereal quality to it. “I’ve always been a bit… bigger than other unicorns.”

“It’s not about the size,” Terry muttered, “but what you do with it.”

Gary ignored him and turned toward the crowd, who stared back at him openmouthed. “’Tis I,” he said, voice fluttering musically. “Gary. You may gaze upon my stupendousness and—hey. Hey. You there. With the abnormally large nostrils. In the back! What are you doing?”

The crowd turned to stare at some random dude near the rear of the crowd. He did indeed have abnormally large nostrils. “Me?” he asked.

“Yes, you. You’re not gazing upon my gloriousness!”

He shrugged, looking bored. “There is literally another unicorn standing next to you. Once you’ve seen one unicorn, you’ve seen them all. You all look the same.”

“Oh no,” I said.

Gary’s eyes narrowed as glitter started to slough off him. “Excuse me?”

Mom stepped forward. “Gary, maybe you should take a breath. You just got your horn back. You don’t have control like you—”

“Unicorns are dumb,” the man said, apparently incapable of fear. “And pointless. And they annoy me.” He paused, considering. “And I don’t like their faces.”

Before I could take a step forward to do something, a bright rainbow shot from Gary’s horn. It shot up into the air like a firework before it arced and started to fall to the ground.

The crowd shouted as they ran out of the way.

The man didn’t have time to move.

The light hit him on the top of the head and exploded. I waited for the man to keel over or burst in a flash of blood and gristle. I was already forming a plan in my mind to smuggle Gary out of Camp HaveHeart, where he’d have to spend the rest of his days on the run as a fugitive. Maybe one day we’d be able to meet up again, but it’d have to be in disguise, and we would reminisce about the times we’d spent together before I’d betray him by turning him in for the offered reward. I’d feel bad about it, sure, and when I testified against him in court, I’d cry on the stand about how I thought I’d done the right thing by helping him escape, but that my conscience wouldn’t let me sleep at night knowing a murderer walked the streets because of me.

But I needn’t have worried, because the man didn’t die.

Instead, his skin turned blue.

“What,” I said.

“What,” Ryan said.

“Pretty,” Tiggy said.

“Ha!” Gary crowed as he began to prance. “Suck it, random speciesist guy who thinks we all look the same! You’re going to be blue for the rest of your life!”

“Oh dear,” the King said as random speciesist guy began to scream.

“One day,” Justin said, staring up at the heavens. “That’s all I ask. One day where nothing weird happens and everything is normal.”

“What did you do?” I demanded as the man continued to wail.

Gary frowned. “I turned him blue.”

“But what does that do to him?”

“Nothing. He’s just… blue.”

I blinked. “But why.”

“I am a unicorn. With a horn. I don’t have to have a reason to do anything.”

“Change him back.”

“No.”

“Gary.”

“Sam.”

“Tiggy!” Tiggy said.

“I get it,” I said. “Dude’s a jerk. But you can’t just change someone’s skin color because they insulted you.”

“Sam,” Gary said slowly. “Did you or did you not turn Ryan to stone when he tried to kick your ass when you were kids?”

“I didn’t do it on purpose.”

“It sort of felt like it was on purpose,” Ryan muttered.

“It’s the same thing,” Gary said, flipping his newly colored mane prettily. “He hurt my feelings, and so I got my revenge.”

“You can’t just go getting revenge on whoever you—”

“Actually, he can,” the King said mildly.

I turned to gape at him.

The King shrugged. “Magical Creatures Act. They are protected from harm, but there’s also a subclause that allows them to seek revenge if their feelings are hurt, as long as it doesn’t end in the taking of a life. I thought about changing it, but then Gary reminded me that most magical creatures are emotionally mature and don’t seek revenge.”

I sputtered at that. “B-but… Gary. And Kevin!”

“Hey!” Kevin said. “I’m so emotionally mature.”

“This is the dumbest day,” I groused. “Randall made me talk about feelings and shit and then almost got me killed by throwing a horn at me, and then I jerked it off accidentally until it jizzed rainbows all over me, and now that guy is blue, and I am bothered by all of this.”

“What do you mean you jerked it off?” Ryan growled. “Why would you—”

But he was interrupted when cries went up from the guards standing along the walls of Camp HaveHeart.

My heart pounded as I turned toward them, the lights of the dragons pulsing in my head.

“Riders!” Todd cried, his ears sticking out adorably under a helmet too large for his head. “Approaching quickly.”

“Kevin,” I snapped.

“On it, boss.” The crowd scattered as he spread his wings, the membranes stretching as he pumped them up and down, lifting quickly toward the sky.

Ryan was barking orders at his knights, something I would never get sick of seeing. Justin was pulling his father toward the rear of the camp, though the King was protesting immensely, saying that he was the King, godsdammit, and he could fight if he wanted to.

I wiped my face off as best I could as I stalked toward the gate. Randall and Ryan fell in step beside me, Tiggy and Gary bringing up the rear.

“It’s not Myrin,” Randall said, his gaze slightly unfocused. “I would know if he approached.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s not something else.”

“Tiggy smash?”

“Maybe, dude. I’ll let you know.”

The green and gold were swirling around me, and I was tense, shoulders stiff. By now, Myrin had to know the King was gone, and while I didn’t think he’d come himself, he most certainly could have sent other Darks. He’d be foolish to do so, and if they tried anything, I’d wipe them from Verania. It didn’t hurt that I had a freshly minted unicorn snarling under his breath behind me, still spurting rainbows as if he had no control over it. It was endearingly disgusting.

“Open the gates!” I shouted as we approached.

Todd looked like he was going to object, but then he nodded toward the men on the ground below him. They reached up and began to spin the wooden wheels on either side of the gates, which groaned as they opened before us.

I could see Kevin circling above us, and I told the other dragons to hold, to calm, to wait until I could be sure what we were looking at.

In the distance, three figures approached on horseback at a high rate of speed, dust kicking up behind them. A storm cloud seemed to be chasing them.

“Do Darks ride horses?” I asked.

“Yes,” Gary said. “Because they’re racists.”

“Dude, I’ve told you. That’s not racism—you know what? I’m not even going to get into that with you right now.”

“What’s the plan, Sam?” Ryan asked.

I glanced at him. “We wait until they get close enough to identify. If they’re good, then we help them.”

“And if they’re villains?”

I grinned at him. “Then you’ll get to see what I’ve been up to all this time.”

“Ungh,” he said, eyes glazing over slightly.

“Yeah?” I asked, curling my lip a little. “You like that? You want to see me do magic?”

“So much,” he said hoarsely. “You gonna do a lot of it?”

“I’m gonna cover them in my magic,” I growled, turning toward him and bumping our chests together, my nose scraping his cheek. “They’re going to be stiff with it.”

“Oh my gods,” Gary moaned. “You’re covered in my rainbows and making Ryan sex stupid. This is the worst Horn Reunion Day I’ve ever had. And yes, that was capitalized, because I think that should be a yearly thing from this point on.”

“I sex stupid?”

“No, kitten. You don’t have Ryan’s weird magic kink.”

“Aw,” Tiggy said, pouting.

“We don’t have time for your capitalizations,” I said. “We’re trying to be serious. By the way, you look awesome, dude.”

“Thank you,” Gary said, preening. “And if you ever tell me we don’t have time for my capitalizations again, I will motherfucking stab you with my horn, you little bitch.”

“Whoa,” I breathed. “That was believable this time. Because of the horn.”

“Children, focus,” Randall snapped.

A shadow fell over us as Kevin descended. Ryan’s knights were gathering along the outer wall, Lady Tina barking orders at the Foxy Lady Brigade, each of them moving swiftly and with purpose as they spread out behind us. The gates groaned again as they closed.

Kevin landed in front of us, the ground shaking lightly. He winked at Gary, who swooned, before he looked down at me. “Darks,” he said.

“And the riders?”

“Mama. Moishe. Letnia.”

“What? I thought they were leading the Resistance from Old Clearing!”

“Something must have happened,” Ryan said, flourishing his sword, because he was incapable of not being that guy when he had a weapon in his hands.

“Shit. Okay. Here’s the plan. You guys stay here and watch me kick some ass. Kevin, we’re going to—”

“No,” Ryan said, grabbing my arm. “You can’t take them on your own. You’re gonna get hurt, or worse, captured and they’ll want to have sex with you.”

I pulled my arm free. “Actually, dude, things are a little different nowadays. Stay here. I promise it’s gonna be fine.”

And because I was the hero of the story, I kissed my beloved fiercely, pressing his lips back against his teeth. He grunted into my mouth, lips smacking as I pulled away.

“I’m about to be so badass, you don’t even know,” I said with a grin. “Kevin! Let’s rock!”

“Wait, Sam—”

But Kevin had already picked me up and tossed me over his shoulder. I fell toward his back, grabbing on to one of the sharp spines, sliding down until I landed on his back. His wings were spread and he was lifting off even before the others could stop us. I heard Gary say, “Holy shit, I want to get up on both of them,” before Kevin launched us into the air.

There was red and blue and white in my head, and I thought hold, hold, we’ve got this, I promise, and they agreed, though GW didn’t seem to be too pleased.

“He’s a pain in my ass,” I muttered.

“He’s just mad because he thinks you’re delaying the inevitable.”

“Thank you, Kevin. I surely needed that contribution.”

It was a short flight, all things considered. Kevin was quick, the wind slamming into my face, causing my eyes to water. Green and gold swirled around me, crawling along my skin, the scars on my torso heated and electrified. My heart was thundering in my chest, and I was suddenly angry, furious at the notion that Mama and the others were most likely riding for their lives. Letnia and Moishe mattered, yes, but it was Mama I thought of, beautiful and terrifying Mama, who was most likely filled with such a dangerous rage at being forced from her home. And since she was on her way here, it meant her army of whores had been defeated and most likely captured.

Kevin descended quickly, my stomach rising to my throat. His wings were folded at his sides as we hurtled toward the earth. Right at the last minute, he spread his wings, which billowed, causing us to slow. He landed, claws digging into the earth. He lowered his head toward the ground, and I slid from him.

He growled as the sound of horse hooves grew louder. I patted his side and stood near his head.

Mama was in the lead, looking fierce as all get-out as she galloped toward us. Her eyes widened when she saw me standing next to Kevin, and she started to slow her horse.

“Keep going!” I shouted at her.

She looked as if she was going to argue, but then she glanced over her shoulder beyond Moishe and Letnia and saw the shadows racing after them, Darks using magic to run faster than any human should have been able to. She dug her heels into the side of the horse, urging it faster. “You better not die, precious!” she bellowed as she passed us by. “I will murder you if you do!”

I grinned at her. Letnia didn’t even spare us a look as she rode past. Moishe stared at me curiously, his gaze unnerving. He had to have known I was a full-fledged wizard now. Elves could taste the magic as if it were a physical thing. He would have felt what the others could not.

There were five of them, all Darks. They’d seen the dragon and were slowing, but when they spotted me, they came screeching to a halt, dirt and grass kicking up around them. It would have been comedic had they not just been trying to capture Mama.

“Hello!” I called out cheerfully, squinting against the bright sunlight.

A rather portly Dark said, “Holy shit, it’s him.”

“What’s he covered in?” asked a second Dark. “Is that… wet paint? Why is he covered in wet paint?”

“Maybe he was painting something,” a third Dark said.

“He’s actually covered in the horn spunk of my recently reconciled husband,” Kevin growled.

They gaped at him.

“Godsdammit,” I muttered. “Did you have to say it like that?”

Kevin looked down at me. “But it’s true.”

“Well, yeah, but you didn’t have to tell them that. Come on, dude. I only have one chance to make a first impression.”

“Actually,” the fourth Dark said, “I met you once before already.”

I cocked my head at him. “You did? When was that?”

“At the restaurant that time you were on a date,” he explained. “The knight was your chaperone, even though you wanted to make love to him. And then you covered us in rock.”

“Oh gods,” the fifth Dark said. “Listen to this guy. Make love. Come on.”

“Hey! Just because you’re vulgar doesn’t mean I have to be.”

“Ohh,” I said. “Riiiiight. I remember that. Oh man, that seems like such a long time ago. How’ve you been?”

“Pretty good, I guess. You know. Taking over villages. Looting treasures. Not a bad life, if I’m being honest.”

“Cool, cool. So, not a first impression for you, but I think that whole thing in the restaurant was good, so. We’re square. As for the rest of you, well. Allow me to introduce myself.” I bowed. “My name is Sam of Dragons.”

“And I’m one of the dragons just previously mentioned,” Kevin said, snapping his teeth. “The handsomest one, in fact.”

“I think Pat would probably argue with you about that.”

Kevin rolled his eyes. “She’s a lesbian. She can’t appreciate my fine male form.”

I frowned. “That doesn’t sound like a very nice thing to say.”

“I know. Please don’t tell her I said it. She scares me.”

“It’ll stay between us.” I glared at the Darks. “Right?”

“Right,” the Darks said.

The portly Dark said, “Sam of Dragons? That’s… okay, that’s actually pretty darn impressive. Dang it. I was hoping it’d be something dumb, and then we could all make fun of you and be like, oh, look at this dork. His name is so stupid.”

I nodded sympathetically. “Yeah. That might have been good if my wizarding name wasn’t so hard-core. Like, I mean. It’s Sam. Of Dragons, you know? You really can’t get much better than that. Especially since I actually have an actual dragon and you guys have… what.”

“I have a bo staff,” one of the Darks said, pulling said bo staff off his back.

“Wow,” I said. “That’s—that’s just nice.”

“Thanks. It’s actually a stick I found in the woods, but. It’s… big? I guess. So I tell people it’s a bo staff.”

“Do they believe it?”

Another Dark scoffed. “Not at all.”

“I like it, Brad. You don’t see me making fun of your stuff.”

“That’s because all of my stuff is great, Neil. I don’t go through the woods and say, oh what do you know, here’s a big stick I found on the ground and I’m going to take it with me and tell people it’s a bo staff.”

“Brad,” the portly Dark said. “We talked about this. Neil can do what he likes, because he earned it by locating the Resistance in Old Clearing and reporting it back to us. If he wants to use his reward to pick up a stick—excuse me, a bo staff—then that’s his right.”

“Thank you,” Neil said. “I’m getting better at it.” He attempted to twirl the stick but ended up hitting himself in the face. “Oops! Okay, it’s a work in progress, but I’ll figure it out.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s just swell.” I clapped my hands. “So! I’ve introduced myself. You’ve told me some things about you. Like, Neil and his bo staff. Or Brad being a jerk.”

“Hey!”

“And you’ve met my friend Kevin here,” I continued. “I think that’s pretty much all we need to know about each other. I guess that leaves just one more thing. A choice!”

The portly Dark frowned. “Choice?”

I nodded sagely. “Yes. A choice. You can either turn around and start running, and then keep on running until you are out of Verania where no one knows who you are. And you’ll need to promise to never harm another living soul ever again.”

“That sounds like a lot of work,” Neil said. “I mean, I get what you’re trying to say, but that’s so much running.”

“Yep,” I agreed. “It is. But it might be better than the alternative.”

“Which is?” Brad asked snidely, and I decided I hated him.

I grinned at him. He flinched. It made me happy. “Thank you for asking, Brad. The alternative is that Kevin and myself kick your collective asses and then take you to Randall, who’s waiting back there at the gate—ah! I can see by the looks on your faces that you know that name really well. Yes, Randall is here, and he is not in a good mood.” I didn’t know if that was true, but it was Randall, and he usually looked pissed off. “So, choice is yours, my dudes.”

“There’s only two of you,” Brad said, full of bravado. I hoped he chose to fight, because I wanted to punch him.

“One of whom is a dragon. But yes. You’re right.”

Brad had less bravado then. “And Randall is old and way back by the gate.”

“Oh, Brad. Brad, Brad, Brad. You’re not sounding like you’re going to make the right choice here.”

Then, quicker than I expected, a fucking fireball hurtled toward me, bright and hot and burning the air around it as it flew at my head. I held my hand out in front and the fireball stopped, hovering in the air inches away from my palm.

“Neil,” I said, a little startled. “I didn’t expect that to come from you. I thought we were friends. You’ve chosen… poorly.”

Neil looked shocked. “How are you doing that?” he demanded.

“Oh, the stop-the-fireball-in-midair thing? Yeah, as it turns out, I’m actually stronger than most people thought. Funny how that works out. Also helps when this guy is with me.” I nodded up at Kevin. “He acts as a conduit of sorts. Focuses my magic with a precision that you wouldn’t even believe.”

“I tamed him,” Kevin said. “All he needed was a stern hand. Call me Master Kevin of the Winds.”

“Oh my gods, we talked about this.”

“Right. Just making sure you hadn’t changed your mind or anything.”

I looked back at the Darks over the fireball. “Sorry about that. Where were we? Oh. Right. Hey, Brad. Catch.”

I barely put anything into it, and the fireball flew back at the Darks. Neil screamed in warning, but Brad was already moving, fingers twitching, and the earth broke apart before them, a wave of dirt rising and colliding with the fireball, which sputtered and hissed before it went out. The dirt fell to the ground, but it was already too late for them.

Before, with the sand mermaids and again with Myrin in Mashallaha, I couldn’t control the furious burst of magic that exploded from me. It was rooted in desperation, in the fear that I was losing those closest to me. Seeing Tiggy and Ryan sinking in the sands had whited out all thought, and I acted instinctively.

I wasn’t in control then.

But I was now.

It wasn’t so much pushing or pulling the magic anymore.

It was about thought.

Almost like I was wishing it so.

Kevin helped, as did the others, but it still came from within me.

I raised my hand.

The air rippled like the surface of a lake, and the pulse of green and gold was brighter than it had ever been. Lightning pushed through the scars on my chest and crawled along my skin, wrapping around my arm and hand and fingers. The ripples became electrified, and with Kevin growling low behind me, the lightning leapt from my fingertips, crisscrossing until it became like mesh, a web far larger than anything I’d created before. It fell upon the Darks, cocooning them in a domelike structure that crackled and sparked.

It took seconds.

I barely broke a sweat.

I lowered my hand.

“Huh,” Kevin said. “That was new. They don’t seem too happy about it.”

I tilted my head up at him and grinned. “Pretty cool, right? You could say I’ve found them… en-lightning. Get it? Because they’re trapped in ligh—ow. You didn’t have to hit me!”

“You deserved that,” Kevin said. “I approve of your sex puns because they’re about sex. But I draw the line at lightning puns. Because those are stupid and I hate them.”

I rubbed the back of my head as I watched Brad get electrocuted when he tried to touch the dome. He was knocked back on his ass, smoke curling up from his ears, eyes sliding unfocused.

“Ha! I bet Brad found that that hertz. Get it? Hertz with a z, because—ow! Kevin, if you hit me one more time, I’m going to—oof.”

I was knocked off my feet and landed on my back, suddenly covered from head to toe by a rather frisky knight. His lips were on mine and his hands were wandering, trying to find as much skin as he could. His tongue was in my mouth before I could think, slick and hot, and I couldn’t stop the groan that rumbled from me. Ryan ground his hips against me, and I pulled away from his mouth with a gasp. He proceeded to nip at my jaw before attacking my throat, sucking up a mark.

“What the hell—” I tried to say, but it fell off into a strangled squawk when his tongue went into my ear and my eyes rolled back into my head.

“Ungh,” Ryan said.

Oh. Oh.

“You liked that?” I growled at him. “You liked me putting my magic all over them?”

His breath was warm on my neck as he panted. “They shot a fireball at you. And you caught it.”

“Yeah, I did. And now I’ve got a fire in my pants that I need you to put out—”

“Oh my gods,” the portly Dark moaned. “This is worse than any torture that could be thrust upon us. Please, I’m begging you. Waterboard me. Anything so I don’t have to witness this horror.”

“What are they doing?” Neil asked, sounding horrified. “Are they eating each other?”

“Shhh,” Kevin hissed. “You’re going to ruin it.”

And it might have gotten worse if we didn’t have water poured on us right at that moment. Ryan sputtered as he jumped up. But then he tripped over my legs and fell on his back, breathing heavily.

Randall stood above us, frowning deeper than I’d ever seen before.

“Not cool, bro!” I snapped at him. “You didn’t need to get us wet.”

He rolled his eyes. “That’s what you do when dogs are in heat and tied together.”

I grimaced. “Ugh. Mood ruined.”

“Noooo,” Kevin moaned. “Why would you do that? Have you seen Ryan’s ass? It’s a thing of beauty.”

“Thank you,” Ryan said, pushing himself up. “I do a lot of squats.”

“You could be squatting on my dick right now,” I muttered. He snorted, extending a hand toward me. I let him pull me up.

But instead of letting me go, he pulled me to his chest, his mouth near my ear. “Tonight.”

“Yeah? You still mad at me?”

“Yes. But I’ve heard angry sex is cathartic.”

I nodded furiously. “Yes. Yes, it is. I agree. All of that. You should be so pissed at me. And then I’ll piss on you—whoa.” My eyes bulged. “Too far. Way too far.”

“Why would you say that?” Ryan asked, sounding horrified.

“I was caught up in the moment! This is all your fault! You tackled me!”

“Well, you’re the one who caught a fireball and then did that lightning dome!” He glanced around, flushing. When he spoke again, his voice was lower. “You know I have a kink for that kind of thing.”

“Please kill us,” Neil begged from behind the electric barrier. “I can’t listen to them anymore.”

“Are you two finished?”

I turned to glare at Randall. “The next time you’re feeling frisky, I’m going to—you know what? Scratch that. If you’re ever feeling frisky, I don’t want to know.”

Frisky, Ryan mouthed to no one in particular.

Randall nodded toward the crackling dome. “This is… impressive.”

“Wow. Thank you. Maybe next time, don’t sound so constipated when you say it.”

“Oh, trust me, there probably won’t be a next time.”

“Rude. But expected. Thank you, Randall.”

“Can you move it?”

“The dome?” I grinned at him. “Fuck yeah I can. Dude, I’m a wizard now. I can pretty much do anything.”

He sighed. “May the gods have mercy on us all. Bring them to the camp, if you please. We need to find out what happened with Mama. Ryan, stay with Sam. Kevin, come with me. I have a job for you.”

“Ooh, is it a blow job? And if so, follow-up question. Are you wearing dentures? I assure you those two things are related in ways I shall explain later.”

“No!” the portly Dark cried. “Don’t leave us with them! What if they start attacking each other with their mouths again!”

“I’m having a hard time thinking and moving,” Brad said, still sounding dazed. The tips of his hair were singed.

Poor guy.

I hoped his brains were scrambled.





Chapter 14: Cutting Off the Head of the Snake

 

 

MAMA, AS she was wont to do, was sitting regally in a high-backed chair (pulled from somewhere) in the middle of Gary and Tiggy’s barn while Gary tittered around her, sparkles dripping from his horn, the air glimmering around them both. Letnia was propped up against a wall, arms across her chest, eyes narrowed as she scowled at the ground. There was a cigar in her mouth, the smoke curling up around her head. Moishe stood off to the side, skin pale, eyes cool as he tracked my movements when we entered the barn.

The King and Justin were there as well, and Tiggy, who was sitting on the ground with a few brooms clutched to his chest. He waved at me as I entered.

“Precious,” Mama said. “How lovely it is to see you again, even if the circumstances are less than ideal. I was not made aware of your return to this brave new world.” And I could hear the harshness in her words, the underlying anger. She looked… less put together than she normally did. Her makeup was smeared and she had bags under her eyes, as if she hadn’t known a good night’s sleep in a long while.

“It’s a recent thing,” I said lightly. “Welcome to Camp HaveHeart.”

Her lips twitched. “You enjoy that far too much.”

I shrugged. “You would too.”

“I suppose. Thank you, Gary. I feel less weary now. Your horn has done wonders. I’m happy you had it returned to you.”

The sparkles stopped falling from Gary’s horn. “Me too, though I’m not used to it yet. I haven’t had my horn in years. It’s like I’ve forgotten what I’m capable of. Copious amounts of death, I’m sure.”

“As a unicorn should be.”

“You might need this,” the King told me, handing me a cloth. It was only then that I realized I was still covered in Gary’s rainbow. I glanced over at Ryan and saw colors smeared across his mouth and cheeks.

“So gross,” I breathed and proceeded to scrub my face as hard as I could. Once I was as clean as I was going to get, I handed it over to Ryan. “You’ve got something on your face.”

He frowned. “I do? What?”

“My horn spooge,” Gary said rather gleefully.

Even though he would deny it later, we all heard the little scream Ryan gave as he shoved his face into the cloth. “Did I get it?”

“Yeah. No. No, there’s some in your teeth? Um. So.”

“This is your fault!”

“Hey! You’re the one that tried to sex me up in front of villains and Kevin. Don’t you try and put that on me.”

“You did what?” Gary screeched. “And you didn’t invite me? Sam, I am offended. How very dare you.”

“Hi, Sam!”

“Hi, Tiggy.”

“Darks?”

“Being guarded by Lady Tina and the Foxy Ladies,” I said begrudgingly.

Tiggy hummed his approval.

“Where’s Kevin?” Gary asked. “I need him to compliment me continuously since I have my horn back. My self-esteem might not survive without it.”

I shook my head. “He was with Randall. Said something about a job he had for Kevin. I don’t know what.”

“Was it a blow job?”

“No, Gary. I don’t think Randall was asking Kevin for a blow job.”

“Oh. Right. Because that would be weird.”

“Because nothing about any of this is weird,” Justin muttered.

“You’re different.”

We all turned slowly toward the owner of the voice.

Moishe was watching me, head cocked, silvery blond hair hanging in wisps around his face.

“Pardon?”

“You,” he said. “You’re not who you once were.”

His penetrating gaze made me uncomfortable. It felt like my skin was crawling. “I don’t know that any of us are. Things have changed.”

“Yes. This is true. But perhaps more for you than others. Tell me, wizard, where have you been?”

Wizard. “Learning,” I said slowly.

Mama glanced interestedly between the two of us.

“Learning,” Moishe repeated. “And what is it you have learned?”

“Many things.”

“In such a short amount of time, it would seem.”

“Do you have a point?”

He smiled. It was chilling. “Just making conversation. We haven’t… seen you, Sam. Since Morgan’s funeral. And now, here you stand. Different. It’s curious. Your magic. It’s… capacious. When did you pass the Trials?”

Fucking elves. They knew far too much for their own good. “Things have changed,” I said again.

“So you’ve said. I worry.”

“About?”

“Moishe,” Mama said, sounding irritated, “I suggest if you have something to say, you say it.”

“Yes, Moishe,” Randall said, entering the barn. “I would certainly be interested to hear what you have to say as well.”

Moishe bowed toward Randall. Regardless of what Moishe thought of humans in general, he always seemed to have a deep respect for the wizard. “Randall. You see it. I know you do.”

Randall sighed. “He has his cornerstone. He has the dragons. He has control.”

Moishe didn’t look very impressed. “No one, not an elf, not a man, not even a dragon, should have that much magic shoved into them as quickly as he has. Even with a… cornerstone.” He said this last with a curl of disdain, glancing at Ryan, who bristled at my side.

“What’s he talking about?” he asked me.

I rolled my eyes. “I haven’t the slightest—”

“Magic is not meant to be forced,” Moishe said. “It is a powerful thing that cannot be trifled with. Sam is vibrating with it. None of you can sense it like I can. It is overwhelming. His aura is like the sun. No man can contain that much magic for long without consequences.”

“I have control,” I said, taking a step toward Moishe.

“Do you?” he asked.

“Saved you, didn’t I?”

“Moishe,” Mama said, “either speak in specifics or stop wasting my time. I’m exhausted, and I would rather have this out now so I may sleep.”

“If Sam loses control, he could destroy us all,” Moishe said bluntly. “Or worse, he could become so consumed by magic that he turns Dark. It’d be like the bird, wouldn’t it, Sam? That dead patch in the forest that will never again know life. You could take so much away from this world in order to shape it into your own.”

Everyone but Randall turned slowly to look at me.

I really fucking hated Moishe.

“I’m not going to go Dark,” I said, trying to smile as reassuringly as I could. “For one, to become a villain, you have to monologue. And we all know how I feel about that. I think I got that from my father—”

Gary gasped. “It’s already started! He’s monologuing. Sam! Sam. Can you hear me? You can’t turn evil yet. I’ve only just gotten back my horn and need to use it for the forces of good!”

Tiggy squinted at me. “Sam a bad guy?”

“Yes!” Gary wailed. “He’s going to become a villain, and then I shall have to become the hero of the story like I was meant to be, and there will be a final climactic showdown atop a mountain, and I will rend Sam in two and he will turn good again right before he dies—”

“Gary monologuing now!”

“You shut your mouth,” Gary snarled at Tiggy. “I can’t be a villain. I am a unicorn. It’s impossible for me to be evil.” He frowned. “Wait. Right? Is that right? I can’t be evil because I’m a unicorn? Honestly, I have no idea. I mean, I don’t know that I’ve ever met an evil unicorn before. Except for Terry, but he’s an accountant, so that’s to be expected.”

“Is that true?” Ryan asked me.

“About accountants? I don’t know. I mean, it sounds right—”

“Sam. What Moishe said.”

“No,” I said, glaring at Moishe. “It’s not.”

“Sort of,” Randall said.

“Traitor!”

“But I don’t think it’s as dire as Moishe is making it out to be,” Randall said. “Sam has always defied expectations. I’m watching him closely, but I do believe with Ryan as his cornerstone, we have little to worry about. At least for now.”

“Tiggy smash if Sam be evil,” Tiggy announced.

“You better not smash me.”

“Tiggy smash,” he insisted.

“Ugh. Fine.”

Tiggy looked pleased.

“Stop looking at me like I’m going to go Dark right this second,” I snapped at Ryan.

He crossed his arms over his chest, looking put out. “How am I supposed to know what’s going to happen? I don’t even know where you were for the last year.”

“He’s mad at me,” I told Mama. “For the whole leaving thing.”

“I don’t blame him in the slightest,” Mama said. “I’m pretty pissed off at you, precious, though Randall did explain your quest. I have half a mind to kick your ass myself. I’m not surprised that your hunk of meat wants to murder you.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Ryan said, blushing slightly.

She smiled at him. “Remember when you used to call me Queen of the Fuck Palace? Those were the good old days.”

Ryan looked down at the ground as he scuffed a foot against the dirt. I was going to fucking ruin his butt later, he was so adorable.

“Great,” I muttered. “This is just swell. Thanks, Moishe. You bitch.”

Moishe continued to stare at me.

“Where’s Kevin?” Gary asked Randall. “I need him here to tell me how not-evil I am and how beautiful I look since no one else is telling me.”

“You look beautiful,” Randall said. “And Kevin has left us for the moment on an errand. He’ll return shortly. We have other matters to attend to.”

“Matters other than me? What could possibly—oh. Right. Saving the world. I guess I’ll allow it.”

“Mama,” Justin said, “what happened? Why are you here?”

“Letnia,” Mama said. “I do believe I’m overcome with emotion. If you please.”

Letnia blew out thick blue smoke, her cigar smoldering between her fingers. Her single eye darted unerringly around the room, taking each of us in one by one. She reached up and adjusted her eye patch before she pushed herself off the wall. “We were betrayed.”

The King sighed.

“One of the whores,” Letnia spat, “hedged his bets and decided to throw in with the Darks. Gave away plans. Told them where we were weakest. Old Clearing fell. I got Mama out, though she fought me on it.”

“I don’t run,” Mama said, tapping her foot dangerously. “My high heels don’t allow for it.”

Letnia snorted. “Actually, you do. Because we did. We had no other choice. Either we ran, or we got captured just like your courtesans.”

“Yes,” Mama said, lip curling. “That. They have taken from me. They took Meridian City. They took the Tilted Cross. But now they have taken my children, and I want revenge.” She glanced at the King before looking back to Justin. “You have rescued your father. Your kin. I am here to ask for your help to rescue mine.”

Justin hesitated. “We don’t have the resources to take back Meridian City. Not when the City of Lockes is so close.”

Mama wasn’t pleased with that answer. “So the people of the City of Lockes matter more than those in Meridian City?”

Oh boy. Justin should probably just stop now before he made it worse.

“Of course not! We have other priorities at the moment.”

And he made it worse.

“Other priorities,” Mama repeated, and I immediately started making plans for finding another heir to the throne, seeing as how this one was so dead. “Other priorities. I see. So what you’re saying is that we’re not royalty. We’re not in the King’s Court. We’re here for your army and your knights to spend their leave fucking and drinking and snorting up their noses whatever they can afford. Therefore, our plight doesn’t matter as much as yours. We’re the excess of Verania. We don’t matter.”

“Mama,” the King said, stepping in before his son could make things even worse, “of course you matter. As do the lives of your children. Justin has filled me in as much as time has allowed on the status of the Resistance. Much of our army has been defeated and enslaved. The Knights of Castle Lockes have mobilized here in Camp HaveHeart, but they too are few in number.”

She stared at him, not backing down. “How could you not have known this was coming? How could you not have known how large of a group they had amassed?”

“I’ve learned that the forces of evil often move in a silent majority,” the King admitted. “They are disillusioned and disenfranchised. They gather behind one who speaks to them, who promises them things that are absolutely unethical and illegal, not to mention impossible. And they listen, because they don’t know any better. These Darks, they’ve… lost their way. And not just because of the paths they took in magic. But because they spread. Like a disease, spreading false news about the Crown or its wizards.”

“So what do you expect to accomplish here?” Mama asked. “You have your knights. You have this camp. You are the Resistance.” She glanced at me before looking back at the King. “You have Sam. And if what I was told about the prophecy is true, that means he has the dragons.”

“We’re working on it,” Justin said. “Before we even knew Sam was coming back, we’d made plans to get my father out and to find Gary’s horn. We have two unicorns now, and Gary has his horn. Randall has returned and Sam is back. We’re better off than we were.”

“That doesn’t answer my question,” Mama said mildly, but no one seemed to be fooled by her tone. “You have all of these things. Now what?”

Justin looked at me beseechingly. And since he was my best friend 5eva, I knew that it was probably time to step in and help him.

“We have no idea,” I said.

Well, shit.

“Come again?” Mama asked, voice low.

Justin’s face was in his hands.

“Um,” I said. “Yes. I’m gonna need a do-over. Okay. So, you were being all intimidating and awesome and beautiful and saying things like ‘That shan’t be what’s happening, and you are welcome for being in my presence, now what are you going to do?’ And to that I say, we’re still working on it.” I frowned. “Dammit. Why do I always have to tell the truth when I’m trying to lie with reassuring platitudes?”

Gary snorted. It came out the brightest pink I’d ever seen. It was pretty.

“Sam so special,” Tiggy said.

Mama stared at me. “If what Moishe has said about you is true and if you truly do have as much magic as he seems to think, what’s stopping you from marching into the City of Lockes and taking it back yourself? Surely if you’re the one the gods have chosen, then now would be the time to actually do what you were chosen for. Hell, if you’re so godsdamn powerful, why can’t you just wish him away. Or dead. Preferably dead.”

I winced. “It doesn’t quite… work. Like that?”

“Precious, I am growing tired of your vagaries. I suggest you speak in specifics before I lose my temper. We both know what happens when I lose my temper.”

“Mama smash?” Tiggy asked.

“Yes, lovely,” she said. “Mama smash.”

I sighed. “I’m… volatile.”

She blinked. “So there was truth to what Moishe said.”

“No. I’m absolutely not going to turn Dark. Have you seen me? I’d be the worst villain. Like, ever.”

“But….”

I glanced at Ryan, who was staring at me with eyes narrowed. “Buuuut. There… might? Have been some truth. To the whole. Um. Magic thing. It’s… a lot. In me. Right now. In a short amount of time.”

“What Sam is trying and failing miserably to say,” Randall interjected, “is that a wizard takes decades to construct his magic. To build it up, to familiarize himself with it, to trust it and himself. Then, and only then, does he take the Trials. And even then, sometimes a wizard will fail and must go back to figure out where he went wrong so that he may try again.”

“But not Sam,” Mama said.

“Not Sam,” Randall agreed. “Sam is different. He always has been, much to my dismay.” That certainly didn’t make me feel any better. “But isn’t that what we’ve always said about him? Ever since he came to the castle, he’s always been different.”

Justin opened his mouth, but before he could speak, I said, “I assume you’re going to say something really nice about me right now, so thank you in advance.”

He closed his mouth immediately.

“Morgan knew it,” Randall continued. “Better than anyone, I think. He—there was something about the two of them together. Morgan, he—well. It gave him purpose. Morgan was… alone for a very long time. Not without purpose, no, because he had his role as the King’s Wizard. But I—I failed him. I became convinced that becoming solitary was the only way to deal with my grief. I should have gone about it a different way. But I didn’t, and things changed.” He smiled sadly. “And then Vadoma came to him, and it gave him a reason. It drove him, and though it pained Morgan greatly to know Sam was in the slums, he still took his role seriously. The day he…. The day in the alley when Sam first exhibited his propensity for magic was, I think, the greatest day of his life.”

I looked away, swallowing thickly. Ryan curled his hand around my elbow, a solid presence offering me comfort.

“But in the end, Morgan fell,” Letnia said. “Even he couldn’t stand up to Myrin. And we’re supposed to trust Sam to do what he could not?”

I snapped my head up, snarling in her direction. “If I could be half the wizard Morgan was, then I would consider myself lucky. He sacrificed himself for me. He believed in me, and I’m not going to let him down. I’m going to defeat Myrin. I don’t care what it takes.”

“Even if it means the death of your cornerstone?” Letnia shot back.

I went for her, but Ryan held me back. Lucky for her.

“That’s right,” Letnia snapped. “We know all about the prophecy now. Everything you kept hidden from us that day in Mama’s office in Meridian City. You kept secrets from us, secrets that could have helped us. What you’re capable of. The bird in the forest. And then you ran after Morgan died for you—”

“Letnia,” Mama barked, “shut your mouth before I shut it for you.”

“No,” Letnia said. “He needs to hear this. If he’s the chosen one, he needs to know what his actions have brought upon us.” She pushed herself off the wall, dropping her cigar and crushing it under the heel of her boot. Gary looked murderous, but I shook my head at him, knowing that she shouldn’t be the first person he stabbed with his horn now that he had it back. He needed to save that honor for someone truly despicable. “You left, Sam of Wilds. Morgan died for you, and even though you had the power to bring him back, you didn’t. All of those who have died because of Myrin could have been brought back, but instead you disappeared and we suffered. We might not have been as close to Morgan as you, but we still felt his loss. He didn’t belong to you. He belonged to Verania. To everyone. We all grieved. Especially after what came later. But we stayed, and we fought to save our homes. Without any wizards on our side. Because the two wizards that could have helped us were gone.” She spat on the ground at my feet. “Think of those that are suffering now and know that it rests upon you.”

It’d be easy, wouldn’t it?

To get her to shut up.

To silence her. I could do it. I really could.

Something simple, like taking her voice away.

Or fusing her lips together.

Or—

Or nothing.

Because that wasn’t who I was.

Maybe she was right. Maybe she wasn’t.

But she could never be as hard on me as I was on myself.

And she didn’t deserve my wrath.

So instead I focused on Gary. And Tiggy. My parents were safe. The King and Justin were together. Randall was here. And Ryan. Always Ryan. At my side. Anchoring me to him, never letting me float too far away. He was here. He was real. The world around me was colored in startling clarity, unlike the haze of the lost year in the forest.

This was something the Great White could never understand.

These were the people I fought for.

These were the people I’d lay down my life for.

To forsake them would mean going Dark.

And that’s not who I was.

So instead of making her head swell like a balloon, I took a breath. I took a step back until I was shoulder to shoulder with Ryan. He squeezed my elbow gently in recognition. I gave him a weak smile and looked back at Letnia.

Who was grinning at me quite scarily. “Good,” she said.

I blinked at her. “Excuse me?”

“I needed to see how in control you actually were.”

“You were testing me?”

She shrugged. “I still spoke what’s in my heart.”

“Well played,” I said, suitably impressed. “Like, that was some Mama levels of diabolicalness.”

Mama was frowning at Letnia. “Yes. Yes, it was. Thank you, Letnia, for allowing us to see how Sam would react. Also, if you try something like that again without consulting me beforehand, I will gut you. Are we clear?”

Letnia winked at Mama. Which, if you’ve never seen someone wearing an eye patch wink, I highly recommend it.

Mama turned back to me, and I wondered when she had started holding court with the actual King in her audience. The King didn’t seem too put off, so I chose to let it go. “You are a weapon.”

I frowned at that. “I’m not. I’m a person.”

“But the gods have given you the power to end all this foolishness.”

“I suppose that’s one way of looking at it—”

“Then what are you but a weapon?”

“I don’t know if I like you right now.”

“You misunderstand me, precious. I’m not denigrating you. I’m merely pointing out the obvious.” She sighed. “And I think that’s a problem many of us have. The stories told about you since you disappeared have become something akin to legend. And now that you’ve returned, there are great expectations upon you.”

“I didn’t ask for this.”

“Didn’t you? You told me once that when you were young, you would wish upon the stars to do something that mattered, to be someone who mattered.”

“Okay. True. But I think this is overdoing it a little.”

She shrugged. “Maybe. But here we are. I’m sorry.”

“For?”

“Everything you’ve gone through. Seeing you as a savior. I can’t imagine the weight upon your shoulders. I can admit that in my darkest moments, I thought of you as a means to an end. When my children were being taken from me, I wondered what I could do to get you to help me. I wanted to use you. And I’d be remiss if I didn’t say that part of me still does.”

“And that’s something we have in common,” Randall said. “I’ve made… mistakes. I thought that… well. Bluntly, there was a time I thought of using Sam. Or rather what he’s capable of. His magic is beyond me, something I can plainly admit. I had hope, for however brief a time, that Sam could bring Myrin back. The bird in the forest fueled that hope. Because what’s death if not a cleansing?” He looked at me. “But that’s not the way of things, is it, Sam?”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I said nothing.

Randall sighed. “Part of the forest died that day when he brought the bird back to life. The smallest of creatures, and the ground and trees were black. I’ve seen it. And it helped me to realize that sometimes, it’s the magic we don’t use that makes us powerful.”

I remembered standing above Morgan’s body, life teeming around me as the people of Verania mourned, remembering that I could just take from them if I really wanted to. That I could burn the life from their bones and shove it back inside Morgan.

“So where does that leave us, then?” Letnia asked.

“When I was a child,” Mama said, “my mother used to tell me a story.”

“You had parents?” Gary asked. “Wow. I thought that the world was lacking in fierceness, and then all of a sudden, you existed in an explosion of fire and incredible corsets.”

“You flatter me.”

“Yes. I do. Now it’s your turn.”

“I look forward to seeing how many people you invite to Gore City now that you have your horn.”

Gary grinned at her.

“Do me!” Tiggy said, shoving his brooms off his lap and standing. “Do me now.”

“You are the best half-giant I have ever known,” Mama told him, and even if she’d met no other or a hundred, I knew she meant it. She loved them as much as she seemed to love me.

Tiggy smiled shyly before he leaned down and kissed her cheek.

She looked back at me, and I did my best not to squirm. “Do you know Naag?”

I shook my head.

“Naag was a snake who could take human form. It’s said that she shifted between the two, a woman and a serpent, in order to preserve the poison she carried within her. She fed upon men, paralyzing them with her bite and then taking their blood and seed from them while they still lay awake.”

“She sounds amazing,” Gary said.

“She was a monstrous murderer,” Mama told him.

“Oh. Right. I meant, she sounds terrible.” He looked at Tiggy and shook his head, mouthing amazing as if none of us could see him.

“One day, Naag became pregnant,” Mama said. “And a thousand snakes began to grow inside her, all potentially capable of becoming just like their mother. Had the children been born, they would have poisoned and then consumed the world, slowly but surely. So it was decided that she had to be stopped. And in the end, her head was severed from her body and she died, as did her unborn children. But even though her heart had stopped, her head was still capable of biting, so it was burned.”

Mama sat back, looking pleased with herself.

I stared at her. “These were the stories you were told as a child?”

“Explains a lot, doesn’t it?”

“It really does. I don’t know whether to be horrified for you or awestruck. I think it’s a little of both. I mean, like, snake babies died and everything.”

“They did.”

“Can I be honest?”

“Aren’t you always?”

“Eh, I’m sure a couple of people here would disagree with that.”

Ryan coughed like an asshole.

“Okay, but, so. I don’t understand what that has to do with what we’re talking about.”

Mama sighed.

“It’s obvious, Sam,” Gary said. “You need to find Naag’s head and then use it to poison Myrin. Or something.”

“But is Naag even real?” Justin asked. “I mean, I always thought that was an allegory. Like, it was supposed to teach children a lesson.”

“I suppose there are truths to those stories,” Ryan said, rubbing his jaw thoughtfully. “I mean, they have to come from somewhere, right?”

“Right,” I said. “So, we find a giant snake head and then… what. Bite Myrin with it?”

“My gods,” Mama said. “You are idiots.”

“It’s the youth of today,” the King assured her. “Always looking down at their parchments.”

“This isn’t news to us,” Randall said.

“Rude,” I said. “Also, what the hell are you talking about?”

“Not real snake head,” Tiggy said. “Symbolic.”

“Of what?” I asked, confused.

“Cut the head off. Body dies. Babies die.”

“Thanks, dude. I got that part. That still doesn’t explain where I’m going to find a gigantic head or—”

“Myrin is head,” Tiggy explained slowly.

Which explained nothing. “So we cut off his head and we use it to poison—ohhh. Wait. Guys! I have an idea! You know how Myrin’s in charge of the Darks, right? What if we defeated him? Then wouldn’t all the Darks just… die? Or stop, at the very least, because they wouldn’t have someone to stand behind. Like, think about it. It’s like that story Mama told us all that one time. You cut off the head and the body dies.”

“Wow,” Gary said. “That’s actually a really good idea for once. How the hell did you come up with that?”

“You know how it is, dude. You go into the woods with five dragons and get bad-touched for a year, and then you come back a wizard. I’ve got so many good ideas. Like, remember the firework corn? Okay, just stick with me here. What if we had firework zucchini. It would be the same thing as the corn, except it’s zucchini.”

I waited for rapturous applause.

There was none.

“Um, you guys can clap now. That’s why I paused.”

“His ideas are awful,” the King said, smiling fondly at me.

“Yes, Sam,” Mama said dryly. “It’s exactly like that story I told you one time. If our resources are spread as thin as you all say, then we don’t stand a chance of beating the Darks. The Resistance will be destroyed even before it steps foot outside Camp HaveHeart. But if we take on Myrin, if we defeat him, then the Darks won’t have anyone to lead them. And they’ll scatter like cockroaches in the light. Hopefully.”

“I know, right? I’m so glad I thought of it. Okay! So the plan is to defeat Myrin—wait. Wasn’t that the plan this whole time?”

“You should have taken him with you,” Randall said, staring up at the ceiling. I wondered who he was talking to.

“That’s where you come in,” Mama said, lips twitching. “You’re the one with the—”

“No, don’t you dare say it. Not you too!”

“—Destiny of Dragons, after all.”

“Ugh.”

“And you’ll have our support,” Letnia said. “Because what else do we have to lose?”

Well, our lives, for one, but no one liked a Negative Ned, so I kept that to myself. “There’s the optimism I’m looking for. Hurray. We’re saved.”

“We should have some assistance shortly,” Randall said. “But before our guests arrive, I will again suggest to Sam what I’ve already told him. You already have in your possession the key to everything.”

Everyone looked at me again, surprise on their faces.

I rolled my eyes. “He’s not talking about me, per se. He means the stupid Grimoires.”

Justin’s eyes widened. “You have Myrin’s Grimoire?”

“And Morgan’s,” Randall said. “And soon he’ll have mine.”

That… was unexpected. “You’re going to give me your Grimoire? But—”

“It would have been yours when I crossed the veil,” Randall said. “Might as well give it to you now. I don’t think it’ll hurt. Much.”

I was stunned. Randall’s Grimoire was legendary. A record of centuries of magic. The last time I’d asked to see it, he’d magicked me out a window and into a briar patch. It wasn’t my favorite memory of him. “Dude,” I said breathlessly. “Just… dude.”

“Did you break him?” Ryan asked, jostling me a little.

“Give him a few moments,” Randall said. “He’s processing.”

“Morgan told me once that wizards’ Grimoires were their legacy,” the King said to Randall. “That it was their magical past, present, and future.”

“Yes,” Randall said.

“Then is it wise to give all this power to one person?”

“Maybe not. But then there has never been a wizard quite like Sam before. And we have no other choice. Time is running out, Anthony. Myrin won’t allow Camp HaveHeart to exist much longer. We’ve defied him for too long. And now that Sam has returned and we’re all in one place, he’ll—Sam is his antithesis. His counterpoint. He doesn’t see it in terms of good and evil. The gods will have given him the same tools they’ve given Sam. We forget, I think, that Myrin also has a destiny. It remains to be seen whose will come to fruition.”

“Why does this sound a little too close to a suicide mission?” Mama asked, and for the first time since I’d known her, she actually sounded scared.

I grinned rakishly at her. “Dude. No worries. I’m Sam of Dragons. What’s the worst that could happen?”

 

 

RYAN DIDN’T speak as he pulled me from the barn, his jaw tense, his grip firm. I stumbled a little but caught myself before I fell to the ground. “Hey, man, where’s the fire? Slow down. I shouldn’t have said that. I mean, yeah, I know what the worst thing that could possibly happen is, what with being consumed and all and Verania being completely taken over by a madman, but still—okay, yeah, shutting up. Gods, that glare was impressive. Have I ever told you congratulations on your face? Because congratulations on your face.”

We were up the porch stairs and inside of his and Justin’s house, the door slamming shut behind us, before I could open my mouth again. Ryan dropped my hand and leaned against the door, eyes closed, head rocking back and hitting the wood in a steady beat.

I waited, because shit had gotten real and Ryan was pissed.

The minutes ticked by.

Then, “You just don’t get it, do you?”

“Get what?”

He opened his eyes, and he looked absolutely exhausted. “This. Everything. It’s all a joke to you. A game.”

I bristled at that. “I don’t think this is a game—”

He growled as he pushed himself off the door, beginning to pace. “I thought the whole cavalier thing you do was just part of your charm. That it was a facet of who you are. A mask of sorts. To protect you from getting hurt. The gods only know that I do the same. I think all of us do. It’s part of being alive. We have to protect ourselves from the things that scare us the most.”

“I don’t understand.”

His eyes were blazing when he looked at me, and I couldn’t help but take a step back. “Sam, you could die.”

“Hey, that’s a given. I mean, we’re all going to die sometime, right? Like you said, it’s part of being alive.”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Why do you do this? Why do you deflect? Don’t you see how serious this is? What this all means?”

“Trust me, I know exactly what this all means,” I snapped at him. “I’ve had to live with this—this thing over my head for a long time now. Do you know how that made me feel? What that did to me?”

He stopped pacing and just stared.

“It made me feel like nothing I did mattered. Because everything was already decided for me. Fuck, for all I know, you had no choice in the matter. Think about it, Ryan. A wizard needs a cornerstone, right? And I’m supposed to be the wizard to end all wizards. What does that say about you? Your life? What if you didn’t have a choice in any of this either?”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “I refuse to believe that. I made my choice, Sam. I chose you that day. In front of everyone. And I did it because of how I feel about you. Stone crumbles, Sam. You said it yourself. That our paths are set, but stone crumbles.”

“How do you know?”

He scowled at me. “Do you really think that the gods made your parents want you more than anything in the world? That they would force Kevin and Tiggy and Gary to lay down their lives for you should they be called to do so? The gods didn’t make Morgan want to help you become the best you could be. They didn’t make Justin your best friend 5eva. They didn’t make the King trust in you to make you his wizard.” His breath hitched in his chest. “And they sure as fuck didn’t make me love you. I did that on my own. That was me. I did that. And I would do it again, Sam. And again. And again. But you’re wearing your godsdamn mask. I don’t know what you’re really thinking. What your plan is. What you’re going to do. All I know is that it seems like you have a death wish.”

I laughed bitterly. “I don’t want to die.”

“Don’t you? Because you’re acting careless about everything. The Darks outside the castle. Myrin in Mashallaha. Fuck, Justin and Kevin even before we knew he was Kevin.”

“Yeah. Great. Bring up old shit. That’ll help.”

“It’s who you are!” he suddenly shouted at me. “Why can’t you see that?”

“Fine,” I said stiffly. “That’s who I am. I guess there’s nothing else about me. Thank you for pointing that out. I’ll remember that when—”

“Knock it off, Sam. You’ve never been good at playing the martyr before. You don’t need to start… now.” He shook his head, huffing out a breath. “That’s what this is, isn’t it? This… bravado. You think you’re not going to come out of this alive. That there’s no other way out.”

“Well, when you put it that way—”

He stood in front of me then, gripping me by the shoulders, gaze darting over my face. “Tell me,” he demanded. “Tell me that’s not true. Tell me that you’re not planning on sacrificing yourself.”

“Wouldn’t you do the same?”

He blinked. “I don’t—”

“You swore an oath to the King. To follow him. To protect him. If you were called upon to do so, you would lay down your life for him. Wouldn’t you?”

He didn’t like that very much if the look on his face said anything. “It’s not the same.”

“Isn’t it? You just said Gary and Tiggy and Kevin would lay down their lives for me if called upon to do so. And maybe you’re right. Because they’re my friends, and I would do the same for them. You would give your life for the King and Justin, because you’re a knight. And that is your job. It is your oath, Ryan. You pledged yourself to them. And I….” I shook my head. “You have your oath. And I have mine. It’s just a little more… cosmic.”

“You can’t die,” Ryan said hoarsely. “I won’t allow it.”

“I don’t want to. But we have to know there’s… I don’t know. I can’t tell you what’s going to happen, Ryan. I want to, but I can’t. Because funnily enough, the gods are dicks like that.”

“You unimaginable son of a bitch.”

“Hey!”

“You still don’t get it, do you?” he snarled in my face, shaking my shoulders. “You fucking asshole.”

“You know, I think I’ve been good about not correcting you on your language so far, but dude, there’s a line. Think of the children—”

“I’m your cornerstone.”

I squinted at him. “Yeah.”

“Did you ever stop to think that you were mine too?”

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and my eyes felt wide and shocky. “But… you’re not a wizard.”

“No shit, Sam. But a cornerstone isn’t about magic. It isn’t about which one of us is a wizard and can do impossible things. It’s about you and me and everything that we are. You are my home, Sam. That is what a cornerstone is. I’m safe with you. I’m whole because of you. I’m in love with you, and I’m in awe of you. You left, and I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know who to be.”

“You did just fine without me,” I whispered, eyes burning.

“Because I had to. I had my duty. My oath. I did the best I could with what I had. And we survived. Somehow. But every night I looked upon those stars and I wished for you. I always have, Sam. And I always will.”

“Ryan—”

“No, you listen to me now. You talk and talk and talk, and now it’s my turn. So you keep your mouth shut until I tell you. Understand?”

I nodded slowly.

“You’re stupid.”

I scowled at him.

“No, you are. You’re reckless and ridiculous, and sometimes I want to chain you up and lock you in a room and never let you out again.”

“That’s creepy, if I’m being honest. And a little erotic—”

“No. Talking.”

Right. He was on a tirade that was really, really doing things for me.

“But as much as I know that all I want to do is to keep you safe, there are thousands of people counting on you, even if most of them don’t deserve you. They betrayed you, they dismissed you, they hated you, and yet you still came back. For them. For us. For me. Because you knew it was the right thing to do. I can’t say I’ll ever understand why you left when you did, but I know you had your reasons. And I waited. Okay? I waited, and I wished, and now you’re here. But you’re still wearing that godsdamn mask, and I can’t stand it. This is me, Sam. Your cornerstone. Don’t do this. Not with me.”

I laid my forehead against his. His breath was warm on my face. “I’m… scared.”

He sighed, shoulders slumping. “I know.”

“And I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“I know that too.”

“And I really think you need to brush your teeth.”

He laughed quietly. “Gods. Did I say that I wished for you? I take that back. Get out.”

“Sorry, dude. You’re kind of stuck with me now. Like, for good.”

“I like the way that sounds. It’s—wait. What? Sam, you’re going to live a hell of a lot longer than I am if we get out of this. It’s going to—”

“Yeah. Um. About that.”

He pulled away. “What did you—”

“Okay, look,” I blurted out. “Maybe we should have talked about this, but hell, I kind of figured what with you being my cornerstone, it was already a rest-of-our-lives kind of thing. I mean, I love you and you love me, right? And I—” I sighed. “In the desert. On the way to Mashallaha, I made a wish upon the stars. I wanted to be mortal. Like you. And my parents. And Justin and the King. I wanted to grow old with you until we both have hair sticking out of our ears and we’re scowling at all the young people who are ruining society with their grossly liberal ideas on being able to marry their half sisters or goats or something.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

I frowned. “I don’t know. I got distracted by you being old and still somehow being hotter than the sun, and that led to goats, and—”

“Sam. Focus.”

“Right. Where was I? Oh yeah. I didn’t want… this. I didn’t want Randall’s life, or even Morgan’s. I can’t… I just can’t, okay? So I asked the gods that when all was said and done to make me mortal.”

“And they agreed?”

I shook my head, and the cautiously hopeful expression on his face fell. “No. Because gods are assholes, and I’m pretty sure that they dislike me as much as I dislike them.”

“I don’t understand,” he said helplessly, trying to pull away.

I didn’t let him. I kissed his forehead, his cheeks, the tip of his nose. “I did it myself.”

“What?” he whispered.

“Turns out there was something to the whole most powerful wizard in an age aside from feeding my ego. I…. Ever since Vadoma came to Castle Lockes, I’ve been on this path, this set path where it felt like I didn’t have a choice. That everything was spinning out of control. I went into the woods after—after you were hurt, because I didn’t see there could be any other way. I had to do what was asked of me, because it was bigger than just you or I. What we have. I love you, Ryan. More than anything. But like you said, I have an oath. To the Crown. To the country. To the people here. Even to Lady Fucking Tina, and I can’t believe I said that out loud. I think I’ve been hexed and—”

“Sam.”

I smiled tremulously at him. “I took control of my own destiny. Set my own path. Made my magic my bitch. The Great White shoved everything he had into me—and gods, that sounds terrible—and I took it. Because I had to. He taught me more in a year than any wizard should learn in a lifetime. And because of him, because of the fucking Destiny of Dragons, I learned things no wizard has ever learned before.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Like how to be mortal. It was… a light. All I had to do was snuff it out. And I did.”

He kissed me then. With all that he had. His cheeks were wet, and I was laughing, laughing, laughing against his mouth, his fingers digging into the sides of my head. He was frantic in his movements, muttering, “You’re so stupid, you’re so stupid, Sam, I love you, gods, I love you,” and it was the greatest feeling in the world. Being kissed by him. Being held by him. Being loved by him.

“Are you sure?” he asked, even though he didn’t stop kissing me.

“Yeah, dude,” I said, the words muffled against his mouth. “More sure than I’ve been about anything.”

“I can’t believe….” He shook his head as he pulled back. “You did that for me?”

“Yeah. And for me too. Because I want to live my life the way I want. Not the way the gods want. Or Randall, or even Morgan.”

“Randall’s gonna be pissed.”

“Eh. He took it pretty well.”

“You told him?”

“Yep. He was more… shocked than angry. Granted, he could still be pissed at me later. You know how he is. Gets revenge when you least expect it.”

“You are so fucking stupid.”

I grinned at him. “You still pissed off at me?”

He frowned. “Why? I thought that’s what this whole thing was about, so we wouldn’t be angry with each other.”

“Yeah. Okay. Cool. Cool, cool, cool. But if you were still angry with me, we could totally have angry-we’re-fighting sex where you manhandle me and maybe I fuck you up against the wall. Or you could fuck me, and I could be this awesome bossy bottom who still tells you what to do, because that’s how we roll.”

He gaped at me.

I waggled my eyebrows at him.

And then I was up and over his shoulder, arms hanging down his back as he carted me toward his room. I laughed at him and spanked his ass, because it was there and deserved to be spanked. He growled at me and I smacked him again, my palm burning. It sent a zing through me, the feel of it, and I knew that’d be something we’d have to explore later, especially when he gasped the second time, clutching me tighter against him.

He wasn’t gentle when he threw me down on the bed, but I wasn’t expecting him to be. Everything was too ramped up after finally coming to a head, and I didn’t care who fucked who, just as long as one of us was eventually inside the other.

I got an idea of how things were going to go almost immediately. He towered above me, knees pressed against the edge of the bed. I smiled lazily at him, watching and waiting. He slid his tunic up and over his head, and there were miles of skin for me to gaze upon for the first time since I’d returned. He was thinner, yes, the muscles in his chest and stomach lean and pulled tight. There were scars across his chest too, ones that hadn’t been there when I left. I’d only glimpsed them briefly the day he’d returned to Camp HaveHeart. There were stories on his skin that I hadn’t been there for, and later, when all was done and we were happy, I’d demand an explanation for each and every single one of them. Of course, the one that needed no explanation was the scar I zeroed in on. The one right below his rib cage.

So I ignored him for the moment, the way he stood in front of me, posing and flexing (because no matter what happened, Ryan Foxheart would always be a bit of a douchebag), and pushed myself up. I crawled to the edge of the bed and sat back on my heels. I reached out and traced the scar with a finger. It was thick and ragged but white, the color of something long since healed. It wasn’t very large, and I was struck by the fact that something so insignificant could have led to something so devastating.

I could feel him staring at me, but I still leaned forward and pressed my lips against the scar where a man named Ruv had thrust Ryan’s own sword into his chest, pinning him against a wall. The muscles in his stomach jumped, and he brought one of his big hands to the back of my head, not pushing me closer or pulling me away, but just… holding.

I kissed the scar again and again and again.

He allowed it, but a moment later, the hand on the back of my head moved until he cupped my jaw, forcing me to look up at him. His bottom lip was sucked in between his teeth, and his pupils were blown out. Through his trousers, I could feel his dick in a hard line against my chest.

We watched each other for a beat or two before he leaned down, kissing me fiercely, still gripping my jaw, his beard scraping wonderfully against my face. It was still such a novelty, and I was delighted by it and him. He licked into my mouth, hot and wet, and I was already scrabbling for the ties on his trousers, trying to get as much skin exposed as possible. I was about to break the knots when they came loose, and I shoved my hand inside, grabbed his cock, and squeezed. He groaned against my mouth. I shoved his face away as I pulled his trousers down to his knees, his cock hard, the head flushed. Before he could say a word, I leaned forward and swallowed him down.

He gasped as he stood ramrod straight, hips twitching like he wanted to fuck my face. Spit was already leaking down my chin as I got him as wet as possible. I gagged when I tried to take him farther, out of practice after having been gone for so long. I pulled off and took a breath.

“Sam—”

“Shut up. I’m going to gag on your dick all I want.”

He squeezed his eyes shut, fingers tightening in my hair. “I have no argument against this.”

“Good.” I licked a line up his fat cock, tracing the vein underneath. I reached up and tugged on his balls, his pubic hair wiry to the touch. I sucked his cockhead back into my mouth, tongue pressing into his piss slit. His grip on my hair was harder now, almost to the point of pain, but I reveled in it, because it was sharp and bright and crystal clear. It wasn’t like one of the hazy dreams I’d had in the forest, my body trembling with magic, lightning crawling along my skin as dragons whispered in my ear. It was real, and almost shockingly so.

He said my name from somewhere above me, and I reached my free hand up his stomach and into his chest hair until I found a nipple. I twisted it gently as I bobbed my head on his dick, pushing myself farther and faster.

His hips started to move then, either by his own volition or an involuntary action. It took a few thrusts, but then my nose was pressed against his pubes, my eyes watering. He smelled of clean sweat and something so distinctly Ryan that an onslaught of memories washed over me, from the very first time we’d been together in Castle Lockes to the last time in Meridian City before everything went to hell. I was a little delirious at the thoughts of him, having spent so long pushing him from my mind.

He was muttering under his breath, saying, “That’s good, Sam, oh, that’s so good, look at you, look how well you’re taking it, you’re doing so good,” and I groaned at the praise, what felt like lightning arcing down my spine. Used to be we didn’t play this way. It was always Ryan doing the good job, Ryan doing so well, because that’s how we were. I didn’t need it, not before, and he did.

But now, hearing him whisper filthy things above me as he pulled his dick out of my mouth and smacked it wetly against my lips, telling me he was going to eat me out before he fucked me, because he needed to taste me on his tongue, I couldn’t help but feel grateful that he was taking charge. It was like he knew I was tired of keeping my shoulders squared and my head high. I was tired of being strong and doing what was right. I didn’t want that now. I wanted to be told what to do by someone who loved me, who only cared about making me feel good.

The sound I made when he said, “Open back up for me, okay?” was one I would probably be embarrassed about later, but I couldn’t find reason to care right then. I opened my mouth, and his cock was hot and heavy on my tongue. My face was a mess of saliva, and there was the bitter tang of precome on my lips, but I took as much as he gave me.

He stood above me, almost fully nude, strong and scarred and alive, and I was clothed before him, taking what he gave me. There was nowhere else I wanted to be. Everything else could wait. Verania could wait. I’d earned this.

My throat and jaw were sore when he grunted and pulled out, panting above me. His eyes were glassy as he looked down at me, tracing his thumb over my bottom lip. “Gods,” he whispered. “Look at you. Just look at you.”

I sucked his thumb into my mouth, and he hissed before he pulled it away and reached down to the bottom of my tunic. “Raise your arms.”

I did.

He pulled it off, and the air was slightly chilly against my heated skin. I’d long gotten over being self-conscious about the lightning-struck scars from when Myrin had tried to consume my magic. They were a part of me and marked me as a survivor.

Ryan stepped out of his trousers and kicked them away. He leaned down and kissed me, my lips swollen and sore. His rough hands traced down the scars on my chest, gentle and sweet. He reached the ties on my own trousers and tugged at them, my dick aching against the fabric. I reached up and cupped his face while he worked, sighing into his mouth, his beard scratching my cheeks and chin.

“Lift up,” he muttered, and I did. He pulled my trousers down, my dick slapping against my stomach. Once he got them past my hips, he pressed a hand against my chest, forcing me back against the bed. He stood upright again and pulled the trousers off my legs before he dropped them out of sight. He let my left leg fall off the edge of the bed but kept the right in his hand, pulling it up against his chest, turning his head and kissing the bone of my ankle.

“I gotta admit,” I said, sounding rather giddy, “the beard is doing it for me. Like, you have no idea.”

He grinned against my calf, sweat dripping from his brow. “Yeah?”

“Oh yeah. Don’t get me wrong. Clean-cut Knight Commander Ryan Foxheart is hot as shit, but Dirty Camp HaveHeart Ryan Foxheart is really my jam right now.”

“Dirty Camp HaveHeart Ryan Foxheart,” he repeated. “You capitalized that, didn’t you.”

I grinned up at him. “It’s gotta be true now. So, idea.”

“What’s that?”

“Let’s see how it feels on all my other parts. Because as much as I love you macking on my leg, I got some ideas about where else you can put your face.”

He snorted against my leg, and while it was disgusting, I was so godsdamn horny, I thought it was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. People didn’t understand the need to laugh during sex. It couldn’t always be hot and heavy. It needed to be sweet and awkward too. “Ideas, huh?”

I nodded quickly. “So many ideas. Like, you don’t even know how many ideas.”

“That right? Let’s see if I can figure a few of them out. How about here, for example.” He bent forward slightly, hooking my leg over his shoulder, his lips and beard scraping against my knee.

I swallowed. “Good. That’s… that’s a good start.”

“Is it. And here?” He bent over the end of the bed, one hand at my side on the mattress, his face on my inner thigh. I fisted the comforter as I squirmed against the way he mouthed at my skin.

“Yeah,” I gasped. “That’s a good place too. We should have done this whole beard thing a hell of a long time ago. You are never allowed to shave. Ever. Unless you start looking homeless. Which, I guess technically we sort of are right now, so. I mean—oh my gods,” because he was at the crease of my legs and pelvis, and my dick was so hard it hurt. I felt him chuckle as I jerked out of his grasp and raised both legs toward my chest, exposing myself to him.

Hard to believe I’d once been weirdly prudish about sex when I was essentially asking Ryan to lick my asshole without saying a word.

He made a noise like he’d been punched, and I lifted my head in time to see him fall to his knees at the edge of the bed. There was a moment of almost excruciating anticipation where nothing fucking happened, and I couldn’t help but wiggle my hips a little.

Then I felt hands on the back of my thighs, pushing my legs farther against my torso, almost bending me in half. I watched him, and his eyes were hooded, the green of his irises so dark that it reminded me of my magic. His nose bumped against my balls, his breath against my perineum, and I was ready to fucking crawl out of my skin when I felt the flat of his tongue against my asshole, licking up to my balls.

I cried out, trying to push toward him and pull away at the same time, my skin oversensitive. Say what you will about Ryan Foxheart, but the man surely knew how to eat ass. His grip on my legs was tight as he pressed his face against me, sliding his tongue along my hole. I turned my head to the side, trying to catch my breath, my hand going between my legs and wrapping around my aching cock, giving it a good stroke or two.

“Stop,” he growled.

“Fucker,” I groaned. “Come on. Just let me—”

“You don’t touch yourself. Not today.”

“But—”

“Sam. I mean it. You keep your hands away from your dick. I’m going to be the only one who touches you.”

“Bastard,” I snapped at him as he licked my ass again.

“Do you understand?”

“Fuck you.”

He laughed quietly. “That’s another thing that isn’t happening today.”

And then his mouth was on my ass again, his hands trailing down the backs of my legs, and a finger pressed inside me alongside his tongue. I was babbling then, saying yes and Ryan and please and more you have to give me more. A second finger came in with the first, and I wrapped my legs around his neck when I felt him blow against my wet hole. I clenched down on his fingers, and he grunted like the breath had been knocked from his body.

I was shaking by the time he lifted his head, his beard glistening with saliva. He slid up my body, the bulk of his weight holding me down, and I squeezed my eyes shut as his hips ground down against mine, our cocks brushing together. Then he was kissing me, and it was wrong and fucking dirty, but I chased after the taste on his tongue, sucking it into my mouth, my legs around his waist, a hand on the back of his head, holding him against me. He thrust his hips, gasping into my mouth. The scars on my chest and stomach felt like they were burning, and he turned his head, panting heavily near my ear as he rubbed on me.

“Gods,” he muttered as he slowed his movements, instead choosing to circle his hips.

“If there’s no oil in here, I’m going to fucking murder you,” I threatened him. “You’re not boning me without it, no matter how much you put your tongue in my ass.”

He stared down at me.

I batted my eyelashes sweetly up at him.

“I think,” he said faintly, “there’s oil in the table next to the bed.”

“You should probably get it.”

“Yeah.”

“Now might even be good.”

He frowned. “Hey, I’m in charge. Remember the whole don’t touch your dick thing?”

“Distinctly. It will forever be ingrained in my memories, because dude, your dirty talk is A-plus work. But it’s cute how you think you’re in charge.”

“I’m about to fuck you,” he pointed out.

I rolled my eyes. “And when have you ever not known me to top from the bottom? Come on, Foxheart. You act like we haven’t had sex in a year or something.”

Something strangely fond crossed over his face. “You’re ridiculous.”

I leaned up and kissed him again before falling back onto the bed. “Damn right. Now get the oil, lube me up, and let’s get this show on the road. I’ve decided I want to ride you.”

He wheezed something fierce.

I patted his sweaty, furry chest. “Glad that works for you.”

He almost fell off the bed with how quickly he reached for the bedside table. I struggled not to laugh, but then said fuck it and laughed at him anyway. He scowled at me over his shoulder before opening the drawer and digging through it. When he found what he was looking for, he shut the drawer and moved above me again, laying the vial on my chest.

“I suppose I should ask why you have this, right? I mean, while fleeing Castle Lockes, you decided to save lube.”

“I knew when you came back that you’d bitch at me for not having it,” he said dryly. “It was one of the first things I grabbed.”

I blinked. “So… what you’re saying is that while you were all planning to flee for your lives, you had the wherewithal to think about boning me, knowing that when I returned, I was going to yell at you for not grabbing the oil?”

He looked smug. “Sounds about right.”

“I love you,” I whispered fervently. “Dude, you are the best person ever.”

“Oh, I know.”

“Okay. Whoa. Calm down there, Captain Ego. Rein it back in. Let’s not go too far here.”

“But you just said—”

“I know what I said. And now I’m telling you to calm the fuck down.”

“Mood ruined.”

“Funny, that. Your penis says otherwise.”

“Oh my gods.”

“It’s saying ohh, I’m so hard and I can’t wait to go up Sam’s butt—”

He put his hand over my mouth.

I licked his palm.

It’d been a long while since I’d found myself in such a position. When one is in the middle of the Dark Woods surrounded by dragons and getting slammed with magic, one doesn’t find a whole lot of time to finger oneself. And if I was being honest, I couldn’t remember if I’d ever even jerked it in the forest.

So being worked open stung, and I breathed through my nose, slow and steady, Ryan muttering soft praise as he worked me open further. I cracked open an eye to look at him only to find him staring down at his own finger with something akin to awe as he thrust into me, like even the simple action was enough to take his breath away. He was a knight, a warrior, hardened in battle and able to deal death if called upon to do so. But Ryan Foxheart was also a sap.

“Paint a picture, it’ll last longer,” I teased him.

He snorted. “You’re an idiot.”

“I’ve never claimed otherwise. You know, it’s—and that’s a second finger. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

“Do you want me to stop?”

I glared up at him. “If you do, I am going to murder everything about you.”

He rolled his eyes. “So romantic.”

“Dude, your hand is in my asshole. I don’t know about you, but that’s not really romantic.”

“It’s two fingers. Not my hand. Gods, Sam, you’re acting like I’m fisting you.”

I groaned, pushing down against his fingers as he crooked them up. “We’ll work up to that some other time. Now you need to fuck me.”

His eyes were wide. “What the hell do you mean we’ll work up to fisting? I am not going to put my fist up your—”

“I was talking about fisting you,” I snapped at him.

He swallowed with an audible click. “Uh. Yeah. Sure. Okay. Right. That. Would be. Um.”

Enough. Enough, enough, enough.

I put my foot flat against his chest, pushing him back away from me. I winced as his fingers slid loose, but I ignored it. He looked down at me in surprise, but before he could react, there was a pulse of magic and we flipped places, Ryan on his back on the bed, me sitting atop him.

His eyes bulged. “Did you just—ungh.”

“Yes, yes,” I grunted. “I magicked you under me because you were moving too fucking slow.” I reached behind me, running my palm along the crack of my ass, slicking up my hand before I grabbed his dick and stroked it. The cords in his neck stood out as he tilted his head back, throat exposed and taut.

“I thought you said magic in bed wasn’t—”

“I’m a godsdamn wizard now. I’ll do it when I want.”

“Oh my gods,” he muttered. “That should not be as hot as it is. What the hell is wrong with me?”

And it did hurt when I raised myself up, lined his cock up with my ass, and sank down slowly. Ryan Foxheart was not without his faults, but the size of his dick was not one of them. And while I didn’t bottom very often, it would have been such a waste not letting him fuck me every now and then.

By the time I was flush against his hips, we were both panting, my hands curling into his chest hair. His knees were bent and his feet were flat against the bed as I rose and began to lower myself again. He gripped my hips and pushed up, knocking the breath from my chest. He watched me closely as he did it again and again and again, my dick slapping against his stomach, the sound obscene and wet.

“Come on,” I muttered. “Harder. Fuck me harder.”

He groaned as he pushed back up into me harshly, almost knocking me off his lap in the process, his thick thighs quivering underneath me. Any pain I’d felt was long gone, and it felt as if I was floating. It was different, though, than it’d been in the Dark Woods. Then I’d be immersed in a dense fog for days on end, the voices of dragons and Morgan whispering in my ear. Here there were fingers digging into my hips hard enough that I wondered if they’d leave bruises and I was stuffed full, mouth open in a soundless moan.

Ryan sat up quickly then, legs going off the edge of the bed, feet on the floor. He wrapped his arms around me, my legs on either side of him. He mouthed at my throat as he fucked me deeply, my name on his lips, my cock rubbing against the skin of his stomach.

I tilted my head until my forehead pressed against his, and he reached between us, his hand still sticky with oil as he circled my cock. He jerked me off quickly, the practiced twist of his wrist causing me to gasp. I came between us a moment later, spunk on his chest and chin. He bit my shoulder brutally, blunt teeth sinking into my skin as he tensed, hips stuttering, a low whine crawling from his throat.

We stayed like that for a time, breathing and breathing, sticky and sated.

Finally I managed to say, “Dude. We win. At everything.”

He only hugged me harder.

 

 

LATER, AFTER we’d stripped the bed and cleaned ourselves up, twilight was beginning to set in, torches lit around the camp, their light coming in through an open window. I was hungry, but I wanted sleep more. The idea of moving my head from Ryan’s chest was too difficult to comprehend, especially with his hand tracing small circles on my bare back.

Neither of us had spoken for a while, content with only the sounds of the camp coming through the window. Randall said he didn’t expect Kevin back until the next day, and even though he wouldn’t tell me who the dragon would return with, I hadn’t had the strength to argue with him.

Ryan broke the silence first. “What they said. In the barn. Mama. Randall.”

I’d been on the verge of dozing, and it took me a moment to parse through his words. “They said a lot of things.”

“About you being a weapon. About using you.”

“Oh. That.”

“I didn’t like it.”

I kissed his chest. “Glad you got my back.”

He huffed out a breath. “I’m being serious.”

“I know. But they had a point.”

“No. They didn’t. You’re not something to be used.”

“Well, you just used me pretty damn well, so.”

“Sam.”

I sighed. “Look. I—I get it. Okay? I do. I really, really do. You know better than anyone how much I hate this whole… thing. Having all of this put on me. I mean, dude. Have you seen me? Who in their right mind would put the fate of Verania in my hands?”

“Right?”

“Rude. But also true. I’m not… mad. At them. For saying what they did. Because you can’t help how you feel. And I can’t say if our roles were reversed that I wouldn’t have thought the same thing they did.”

“How close was it?”

“What?”

“At Morgan’s funeral. How close were you to bringing him back?”

I closed my eyes. I hadn’t told anyone about that, but of course he knew. “It was close,” I admitted. “More than I care to think about. I was hurting and scared and… I don’t know. I didn’t know where Randall was. I didn’t know where Myrin was. I didn’t know if you were going to wake up. The King proclaimed I was to be his wizard, and I had this voice in my head, this stupid fucking voice that kept saying come away with me, o human child, in the forest deep, in the dark of the wild, and I told myself that I had to do what was right, and that it wasn’t going to be what I wanted to do.”

“You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for.”

I shook my head. “If it’d been you there on that slab, I don’t know if I could have stopped myself.”

“Sam—”

“No. You don’t get to take that away from me. Everyone expects me to save them because that’s what they were told I was going to do. That I’m this good person, that I’m this light, but if it’d been you instead of Morgan, I don’t know if I would have cared. I would have burned the life out of them if only it meant you could take another breath.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“I don’t know if I need you to.”

“What happened to you? In the forest?”

I ran a finger along the jut of his hip bone. “You ever wake from a dream, and it’s so clear that you’re sure you’ll remember it forever? But then you go about your day and it fades slowly and surely until you can only remember bits and pieces, and even then, you’re not sure if you’re remembering it correctly.”

“Like that?”

“A lot of it. But what I can remember is Kevin hitting on me, Leslie mothering him and Pat getting annoyed, Zero complaining about everything, and GW wishing we would all go away and leave him alone.”

“So… pretty much normal, then.”

“Right? Our lives are so weird, man.”

“Was it worth it?”

“I don’t know yet. But we’ll find out soon enough. One way or another.”

“I love you, you know.”

I smiled against his chest. “I know. I love you too, dude.”

I felt more than heard his laugh, his chest rumbling against my ear. “I’m not mad anymore.”

“No?”

“Nah.”

“The sex was that good, huh?”

“Oh my gods.”

“Seriously. I legit just fucked the anger out of you. Wow. I’m amazing.”

“Sam,” he groaned.

“I’ll keep that in mind for the future if I ever make you mad again. Just fuck it all away.”

“Yeah, let me know how that works out for you.”

And when he burst out into bright, beautiful laughter as I bit the skin of his chest, I promised myself that I was going to do what was necessary to make sure I heard that sound for the rest of my life.

 

 

HE WAS on the verge of sleep when he mumbled, “Can’t believe you’d do that for me.”

“Do what?” I asked, blinking slowly.

“Be mortal. Grow old with me. I can’t wait, Sam. It’s gonna be good. I promise. You won’t regret it.” And then he was snoring.

And later, before I followed him into sleep, I looked out the window and saw the shimmer of stars in the sky.

And I made a wish.

Please. Please. Please let me have this. Let me have these moments for as long as I can.

I closed my eyes.

And for the first time in a long time, I didn’t dream.





Chapter 15: Randall and the Great White

 

 

“SHH.”

“You shhh. I’ll have you know, kitten, that I am quiet as a mouse when I want to be. I didn’t need my horn for that. But now that I have it, they won’t even hear me coming.”

“Everyone hear you coming.”

“Did you just make a sex joke?”

“Tiggy funny.”

“I don’t know that I’ve ever been more proud of anyone in my life. Bravo, my good giant. Bravo.”

“Shh.”

“Oh please. Like they’re even remotely conscious. It’s not as if—oh my gods, do you smell that? It’s like the aftermath of a gangbang of a group of particularly pungent pygmies. What were they doing in here?”

“Knight Delicious Face eatin’ Sam’s flower?”

“More like his entire garden. I mean, I’m all for the butt sex, as you very well know, but this is just… meaty. Like, it’s one of those smells that you can taste, you know? I can actually taste their coupling.”

Unable to ignore them anymore, I opened my eyes.

Gary and Tiggy stood on my side of the bed, staring down at me.

“Hi!” Tiggy said, hunched over so his head wouldn’t hit the ceiling.

“Oh look,” Gary said. “He awoke all on his own. How fortuitous.” He leaned forward and put his snout against my cheek, squishing it in. “I can taste your sex,” he whispered.

I shoved his face off me. “What the hell is wrong with the both of you?”

“What’s wrong with us? Well, where should I begin? How about that I just had to walk into your stink den of love? How about that, Sam?”

“It’s not that bad.”

“Sam, I’ve done things to people that you couldn’t even begin to imagine. It has never smelled like this after.”

“I was pent-up!”

“Gross,” Tiggy said.

I groaned, turning my back to them and curling into Ryan’s side again. Maybe if I ignored them, they’d go away.

“Sam. Sam. Sam. Sam. Sam Sam SamSamSamSamSam—”

“What!”

“That’s better,” Gary said. “Don’t turn your back on me again, or I’ll stab you. In case you can’t remember because you got your brains literally fucked out of your head, I have my horn again, and I can follow up on threats now.”

I sighed, scrubbing a hand over my face. “I remember.”

“Good. To make up for your rudeness, I will accept a compliment now about it.”

“It looks nice.”

“That was weak. Try again.”

“It looks very nice.”

“Thank you,” Gary said, smiling widely. “It does, doesn’t it? I only got three hours of sleep last night, and while I could say it’s because unicorns don’t need that much sleep when they have their horns, that would be a lie. I spent most of the night staring at myself in the mirror, gazing upon the magnificence that is myself.”

“That doesn’t surprise me in the slightest.”

“As it shouldn’t. Do you want to touch it?”

“No. I’m pretty sure I got my fill of it yesterday. Remember yesterday? When it shot its rainbow load all over me?”

“Come on, Sam. Just touch it. Just a little bit. Just the tip.”

“Tiggy touch the tip,” Tiggy said.

“Yes, you did. And with such a firm grip too.”

“Why are you here?” I moaned.

“Randall sent us to fetch you,” Gary said. “Kevin’s back. With guests.”

I opened my eyes again. “Why did you say it like that?”

“I didn’t say it like anything.”

“Yes, you did. You said it in that way you do when you know something I don’t and there’s a sixty-eight percent chance that I’m not going to like it.”

“Gods, Sam, do you hear yourself? What would Ryan think if he knew you were so obsessed over me?”

“I’d be fine with that,” Ryan mumbled. “If it meant all of you would go away and let me sleep.”

“Hi, Knight Delicious Face.”

“Hi, Tiggy.”

“I’m not going to like today, am I.”

“Probably not,” Gary said gleefully. “Now get up so I can bear witness to your reaction when you see who Kevin’s brought with him—I mean, so you can get up and greet this beautiful new day. Love you. Love you, boo. Love you so much. Love you.” He gave me a slobbering kiss on my neck before he pranced out of the room, sparkles trailing after him, smelling strangely of peppermint hot cocoa and good feelings.

“Tiggy, who’s here?”

“Bye, Sam! Bye! Bye, Sam!”

“Traitor,” I muttered as he ran out of the room.

“Kevin’s back?” Ryan asked, voice thick.

“Of course you were awake the whole time and didn’t do a thing to rescue me.”

“I hoped if I ignored you, you’d leave me alone.”

I adored him.

 

 

WE WERE dressed and out into the early morning sunlight ten minutes later. I was shoving bread in my mouth, not caring how unattractive I looked. I was ravenous, and if I was going to be forced from my bed at an ungodly hour, I would stuff my face with stale bread. It was my right as a human being.

The camp was already awake and moving around us, people still openly staring at me as we walked by them, Ryan close at my side, his sword in its scabbard at his hip. He had planned on training with his knights this morning, but I could tell curiosity about who Kevin had returned with had gotten the better of him.

Speaking of the devil, I could see Kevin’s head and wings sticking up over the wall outside of Camp HaveHeart, so we headed in the direction of the front gates.

“How much do you wager I’m not going to like this?” I asked Ryan.

“Yeah, I’m not going to take that bet. Randall said whoever it was is supposed to help us, right? I’m still not convinced he’s forgiven you for the dick-nose thing. For all we know, this is him finally getting revenge. And if that’s the case, you need to think of the worst possible person that Randall would get to come and help you.”

“Lady Tina is already here.”

Ryan rolled his eyes. “Fine, the one after that.”

“Vadoma. And she’s probably in her room, trying to read tea leaves so she can be all doom and gloom.”

“Okay, the person after that.”

I squinted at him. “Who would be third on my list of people I don’t like that are still mostly on my side and that Randall would want to have come here to help me?”

 

 

“NO,” I said, glaring at Randall. “Absolutely not.”

He didn’t look impressed. “So you’ve said. For the last five minutes.”

“Then maybe I should repeat myself again, because you don’t seem to be doing anything about it. No. Randall. No.”

“No offense,” Ryan said, “but I’m kind of with Sam on this one.”

“Thank you, Ryan.”

“Only because Sam agreed to marry him before I kicked him in the face and we escaped,” Gary whispered.

“This is true,” Ryan agreed.

“Dammit!”

The six-inch naked man with wings fluttering before us stroked his pencil-thin mustache. “I’m not yet convinced that Sam still doesn’t want to get all up on this,” the king of the Dark Woods fairies said, eyeing me up and down. Which, since he had tiny eyes, took a lot longer than one might expect.

“I don’t,” I assured Dimitri. “I don’t want to get all up on that.”

“Whatever helps you sleep at night, Sam. I didn’t say anything when I was leading you out of the Dark Woods because I knew how exhausted you were, but I’ve got to say, magic looks good on you.”

“Thank you.”

“And so would my face.”

“Fuck you.”

“What do you mean when he led you out of the woods?” Ryan asked.

I waved my hand dismissively. “Dimitri found Kevin and me when we were on our way back from our Dark Woods adventure.”

“You didn’t say anything about that before.”

“It was our little secret,” Dimitri said. “Sam and I have those, you know.”

The rest of his fairy court hummed appreciatively behind him. I saw the fairy Harry who had tried to gay-fairy-marry Dimitri and me, and waved.

He didn’t wave back. Probably still upset about the whole kicking him in the face thing too.

“What other secrets do you have with Dimitri?” Ryan demanded. “Did he touch you? Show me where he touched you!”

“Dude, chill. He didn’t touch me. This time.”

“What are you all doing out here—oh. Oh no.”

We turned to see Justin standing near the gate, staring directly at Dimitri.

“My Prince,” Dimitri all but purred. “How lovely it is to see you again. Come to discuss more… diplomatic relations?”

“Wow,” Kevin said. “That sounded dirty. How does he do that?”

“Kevin, dear,” Gary said as he pranced to the dragon.

“Yes, my love?”

“I noticed that you are paying more attention to a tiny fairy man when I have my horn back and you have yet to compliment me about it. That’s… unfortunate. For you.”

“I did earlier!”

Gary narrowed his eyes. “And I believe we discussed that you would offer me a compliment every hour until I deemed otherwise, and then I would give you the one muffin you’ve never gotten to have.”

“The Buttery Herb Cheese Muffin,” Kevin breathed.

“Do I know that one?” Ryan asked. “Do I want to know that one?”

“Probably not,” I said. “It’s the one where….” And I whispered the rest in his ear, because saying the words any louder would doom my soul to hell.

“Why?” Ryan moaned when I finished. “Why, why, why is that even a thing? How would you even gather it all to put it in there?”

“I have my ways,” Gary said simply, as if he weren’t the most disgusting creature alive.

“Without your horn, you were radiant,” Kevin purred. “With it, your beauty is unparalleled. I want to worship you all over.”

“That’ll do for now,” Gary said as Kevin licked his neck. “I feel the buttery herbs already.”

“I think I’m gonna be sick,” Ryan said as he started to gag.

“I don’t want to know,” Justin said. “King Dimitri. It is an honor to see you again.” He bowed low, one arm folded behind his back. “Though I must admit that you aren’t the guest I would have expected.” He glanced at Randall, looking slightly irritated. “Perhaps an explanation is in order so that I may report back to my father.”

“I would be happy to provide you with one,” Dimitri said, wings flapping furiously. “Should we retire to your extremely private quarters? And have Sam come as well?”

“Not gonna happen, dude,” I said, rubbing Ryan’s back as his head was between his knees.

“Pity, that,” Dimitri said. “The dragon did inform me of the King’s rescue. I was pleased to hear that he was once again safe and relatively healthy.”

“He’s with a doctor now getting a full physical,” Justin said. “Complaining about it, of course, but I won’t take any chances. Myrin had him captive for six months. He said nothing untoward happened during that time, but still. It doesn’t hurt to be smart about it.”

“Indeed,” Dimitri said. “Though I must admit to being confused myself as to why we’ve been summoned.” He turned and flew in front of Randall. He crossed his tiny arms across his tiny chest, and if it hadn’t been for his dick flopping all over the place and the fact that he had just tried to have a threesome with me and Justin, I would have cooed at him for being so little. “Randall. Care to explain? I’ve told you before that we fairies do not get involved in the fights of men.”

Randall snorted. “And yet you meddle incessantly. Little hints here, twisting of an arm there. Curious how you not being involved looks like the exact opposite.”

“Careful, wizard,” Dimitri warned as his eyes narrowed.

“Sam has the dragons.”

Dimitri glanced at me for a long moment before looking back at Randall. “I am aware.”

“And that includes the Great White.”

“I am aware of that too.”

“Our parting was… unfortunate.”

Dimitri laughed derisively. “Is that how you wish to put it? Certainly a revisionist take on things.”

And for perhaps the first time since I’d known him, Randall looked flustered. It was astonishing to see him fumble for his words. “Yes, well, it’s—you see, there were extenuating circumstances that—I required a different—”

“You forsook your mentor for love,” Dimitri said, not unkindly. “You loved another, he wouldn’t have it, and you made your choice. And even though you couldn’t speak directly—not with words—you both knew the consequences. I played mediator for you then. I won’t do it now.”

“You were with them when he mentored Randall?” I demanded. “Why the hell am I only finding this out now?”

Randall was grinding his teeth, a vein throbbing in his forehead. “It didn’t matter before.”

Dimitri eyed me curiously. “You know we’re the Keepers of the Forest.”

“He capitalized that,” Tiggy whispered to Gary. “It true now.”

“And the Great White is of the Dark Woods,” Randall said begrudgingly. “The fairies have always had a… symbiotic relationship with him. He created. And the fairies made it blossom.”

“Not unlike your Zero,” Dimitri said. “But on a much larger scale.” He sounded far too smug for my liking.

“Dude, how old are you? And you wanted to marry me? That is an age gap I’m not comfortable with.”

“I’m still virile,” he said as his minions tittered angrily behind him. “I can give you a demonstration if you’d like.”

“I will punch you in your tiny face,” Ryan growled.

“He is a king,” Justin hissed at him. “Maybe don’t try and piss him off?”

“Sam is going to summon the dragons,” Randall said above all the noise, and everyone fell silent.

I turned slowly to him. “I’m sorry. I’m going to what now?”

Randall didn’t look pleased. It didn’t make me feel any better. “You’re going to summon the dragons. It’s time we meet with them face-to-face.” The skin under his left eye twitched. “All of them together.”

“That’s why you’ve called for me,” Dimitri said, sounding accusatory. “You wish to parley with the Great White, and you want me to be the go-between.”

“Ooooh, girl,” Gary breathed. “Draaaama.”

“Now that we have Sam here,” Randall said, “the Great White and I will be able to have… words. And I expect there to be many of them. It is better if the fairies mediate any meeting, given our history.”

“I don’t see why I have to be here for this,” I told him. “I don’t want to see the oldest things I know fighting with each other.”

Randall’s eyebrows did a complicated dance. “You will be here,” he said through gritted teeth, “because the dragons belong to you as much as you belong to them.”

“You hear that?” Kevin whispered. “I own you.”

I ignored him in favor of staring at Randall. “Why now?”

“Because we’re running out of time. Myrin won’t allow the rescue of the King to go unpunished. I fear that the fall of Old Clearing is just the beginning.” He glanced at Dimitri before looking back at me. “And as you’ve said yourself, Zero will shortly need to sleep the next century away. We can no longer dally. The end is coming, Sam. One way or another.”

“Drama queen,” I muttered. “So, you want me to bring four other dragons here, one of whom is basically the size of a small mountain who also happens to hold a grudge because you chose your supervillain boo over him, so you can have a tiny naked man with wings play mediator and we can try to figure out how to save Verania from the clutches of evil?”

I could tell it cost him greatly to agree with me. But he said, “Yes, Sam.”

I shrugged. “Okay.”

He blinked. “What?”

“I said okay.”

“I really expected more pushback.”

“Nah. I want to see how awkward it’s going to be when you two meet again after all this time.”

“You’re such a bitch,” Gary said proudly. “I taught him that.”

“We need to warn the camp,” Justin said. “So the people don’t freak out when dragons suddenly descend upon us.”

“I do it,” Tiggy said.

“Don’t scare people,” Justin warned him. “We don’t need to cause panic.”

Tiggy looked offended. “I won’t.” Then he turned and began running toward the gates, hands flailing above his head as he bellowed, “DRAGONS COMING! DON’T BE SCARED! DRAGONS ARE COMING, BUT THEY NO EAT YOU!”

“He tries so hard,” I told Justin, who just sighed.

Ryan had pulled his sword out and was staring at his reflection in the blade, running a hand through his hair.

“What are you doing?”

“I didn’t expect to be meeting dragons,” he said. “I need to look presentable.”

“Oh my gods.”

“I have sex hair. Sex hair, Sam. I am literally about to meet the Great White for the first time, and he’s going to be able to tell that you seduced me.”

“Seduced you? Hey, in case you forgot, you were the one that jumped me because you get a boner every time I do magic!”

“How uncouth,” Dimitri said as the fairies buzzed behind him.

I snorted. “You legit have no room to talk about kinks, dude. Your whole existence is essentially a kink.”

“One of these days, you’re going to start a war just by talking,” Justin told me.

“Your hair looks fine,” I told Ryan, knocking his hand away before he made it worse. “I mean, no offense, but GW isn’t going to care what your hair looks like.”

“GW?” Dimitri asked. “Do you dare insult him by not referring to him as you should? He is a dragon.”

“Sam is a disrespectful little shit,” Kevin said. “Lord Dragon, they call me. The Beast from the East. But does Sam ever refer to me like that? Noooo. Of course not. It’s always Kevin this or Kevin that or Kevin, please put your tongue up my butt so far that you can taste what I had for dinner.”

“Kevin, what the hell!”

“See?” Kevin told Dimitri. “No respect.”

“Like I would sleep with Kevin,” I said to Ryan. “It was only a year. Besides, you saw how tight I was last night. If Kevin had really stuck his tongue up my ass, you would have been able to stick your whole face in there when you did it to me last night.”

“Sam,” Ryan hissed. “Everyone can hear you!”

“Wow,” Gary said. “I need to go masturbate—I mean, I need to go jerk off right now. Oops. That was the same thing. Shit.”

“I’ve been thinking about you,” Dimitri said, flying up in front of Justin’s face. “About… unifying our two kingdoms. What do you say, my Prince? Do you want to be… unified with me?”

“What an offer,” Justin said. “I need to take time to think about it.”

“Of course.”

“I’ve taken enough time. I must respectfully decline your offer.”

Suddenly the sky blackened with clouds and lightning flashed. Randall thundered, “Enough.”

We all stopped talking.

The sun came out again as the clouds dissipated.

“Huh,” I said. “That storm front came out of nowhere perfectly timed with you being angry and—oh. Yeah. Okay, I get it. Related.”

Randall’s eyes were blazing. “You need to take this seriously.”

“Yeah, you guys,” I said, glaring at the others. “Be serious.”

“Sam,” Ryan whispered. “He’s looking at you.”

“That’s because he’s silently asking for me to be his backup while he chews the rest of you out for acting ridiculous.”

“How are you still alive?” Dimitri asked me.

“Sheer force of will,” I said cheerfully. “Anyway, Randall thinks you all suck and you guys should shut up because we’re trying to be for real right now, okay?” I smiled at Randall. “Go ahead. I’ve got you, dude. You don’t need to—are you okay? Like, your face is really red. Are you feeling ill? Are you dying? Man, talk about terrible timing. You can’t die yet. We have some villain ass to kick before your body can collapse in on itself since you are so old.”

“—DRAGONS COMING! DON’T BE SCARED! THEY NO EAT—” Tiggy skidded to a halt next to Gary. “Done and done. I fast.” Gary hoof/fist-bumped him.

Randall looked up toward the heavens.

We all turned our heads skyward too.

“What are we looking at?” Gary whispered.

“I have no idea,” I whispered back. “That cloud over there looks like a dick.”

“Ha! The sky has a dick.”

We looked down when Randall did. He seemed like he was feeling a little better. His face wasn’t as red. I winked at him, just to let him know I totally got what he was doing.

“Sam,” he said, voice oddly flat. “Summon them.”

I sighed. “I was hoping you’d forgotten about that. Do I really have to?”

“Yes.”

“Fine. You all might want to take a step back. This could get a little sticky.”

“Why the hell would it get sticky—” I heard Justin say before I took a deep breath and closed my eyes.

They were always there, these low pulses of light, these threads that had attached themselves to the electrical impulses of my brain, curling down my spine until they circled my lightning-struck heart. Kevin’s was the strongest. Yes, we’d all just spent a year practically in each other’s minds, but Kevin was… different. He fit with us here.

After him was Zero Ravyn Moonfire, the teenage emo snake dragon monster thing who acted like he had crows in his soul but only ever wanted someone to love as he grew his trees and his flowers. Zero’s pulse and thread were as red as his scales, burning under a desert sun.

Then came the blue pulses, the fluttering of feathers. Pat and Leslie, the mated snow dragons who had once chased Randall and me off the edge of a cliff as their way of seeing if I was worthy of their time.

The last thread was the brightest. Not because of our connection, but because he was the oldest living thing in the known world, and he was made of magic. The Great White was a dragon, but he was different. Kevin was a conduit, helping direct my magic. Pat and Leslie were dreamwalkers. Zero could grow his forests. That was their magic. Their gifts.

The Great White held us all together.

The Great White was who had imbued me with magic that should have taken decades for me to learn.

The Great White was the unifier, the reason I felt them all in my head and heart to begin with.

I’d learned in the woods that my link to the Great White was the reason my eyes had gone black for Kevin, red for Zero, and blue for Pat and Leslie. He was the reason I’d heard them in my head in the desert and the Northern Mountains. He’d been aware of our connection. Of me. Of everything. The whole time. From the first vision when Vadoma had appeared in Castle Lockes and pressed me up against a wall to the second time when he’d told me I wasn’t ready, he’d known. How much he knew was still a mystery. I didn’t know if he could see the future. I didn’t know if he was actually a god. The world had supposedly been built on his back. I didn’t know if that was true, but not for lack of trying.

I’d asked all these questions.

I’d usually been ignored.

Now, though.

Now he wasn’t ignoring me. I wondered if he’d been waiting for this moment.

The pulses were bright, and the lightning scars on my chest burned.

Come, I said to those lights.

I’m already here, the black one said, because he was an asshole.

I wasn’t talking about you.

Oh. Right. You can still ask me to come, if you want.

Gross. Stop it.

Heh. I’m funny.

Finally, the red one said. This has taken forever and I’m bored and starting to get sleepy, and Pat and Leslie won’t let me go make friends with skunks even though they are the only ones who understand me.

That’s because they smell bad, dear, one of the blue lights said. Why, Pat ate one once, and I wouldn’t let her kiss me for a year afterward.

That’s not something they need to know, the other blue light said rather gruffly.

So lame, the red light muttered.

Hey, baby bro, the black light said. Try sheep. They scream when you chase them. It’s hysterical. Also, Gary got his horn back!

Oh, a blue light said. How lovely for him. I bet you’re both thrilled.

It’s about damn time, the other blue light said.

See? I told you she was a softie. A bull dyke exterior, but nothing but fluff on the inside.

We are coming, the white pulse said, and the others fell silent.

I sighed and opened my eyes. The haze of green and gold felt thick around me. I glanced back up at Kevin, whose eyes were completely black as he watched me. He was rumbling happily deep in his chest, tendrils of smoke curling from his nostrils. It hadn’t been so long since we’d seen the others, but there was a sense of relief at the idea of all of us being together again, regardless of how GW frayed my nerves. Though to be fair, I did the same to him.

“They’re coming,” I said.

“I felt that,” Ryan said, sounding awed.

“You did? Like, each of them individually? Could you hear what they were saying?”

He shook his head slowly. “No. I didn’t hear anything. It was more like… a feeling. In here.” He tapped the side of his head. “I think it was more from you than anything.”

Dimitri fluttered about in front of him, eyeing Ryan curiously. “Cornerstones.” He looked at Randall. “Their bond is strong. Especially for ones so young.”

“Their history goes back further than even I knew,” Randall said. “And I’ve learned to never set expectations for them. Usually they end up defying them, one way or another.”

“Was that a compliment?” Ryan whispered to me.

“Yes. No. Maybe?”

“Thanks for clearing that up.”

From the woods came a great roar.

“Here we go,” I muttered. “Whatever you do, don’t run.”

Zero appeared first, bursting from the tree line into the sunlight, muscular body twisting and kicking up dust as he slithered toward us. I had to remind myself to take my own advice and not run screaming at the sight of a gigantic snake dragon monster thing hurtling at me, because Zero was sensitive to how he looked. The bony hood around his face was flat against his head, and I knew he was showing off when he snapped at the air, fangs large and quite frightening.

“Holy shit,” Justin breathed, and I realized that he’d never seen Zero before. He hadn’t been in the desert. “That’s…. I think I just shit myself.”

“How princely of you,” Gary said dryly.

Zero slowed as he got closer, and I could feel a low pulse of uncertainty, like he was shy, of all things, so I stepped forward and grinned at him. “Hey, dude.”

“Sam,” Zero said, body coiling underneath him as he came to a stop a few feet away. “Hi.” His serpentine eyes darted to the people behind me, and he swallowed thickly before he looked down at me again. “That took you forever.”

I rolled my eyes. “Only been a few days.”

“Yeah, but you left me with old people.” He scowled. “That was so dumb. And the forest smelled weird. And I hated it. And then Pat and Leslie wouldn’t let me go very far, even though I’m fourteen years old and that’s practically an adult. I can make my own decisions!”

“Oh boy.”

“Hey, little bro!” Kevin said, coming to stand next to me. “How goes it?”

“My life is so hard,” Zero moaned. “Everything is dark and dank, like the fetid recesses of my mind.”

“Yeah,” Kevin said. “That’s so… you. Come look at Gary’s horn.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice, even though everyone could clearly still hear him. “Make sure you tell him how nice it looks, because if you don’t, he might not let me have the Buttery Herb Cheese Muffin later.”

“What’s a Buttery Herb Cheese—”

“You keep your depravity to yourself,” I warned Kevin. “Zero doesn’t need to be corrupted.”

“Hey! I can take it!”

“So can Gary,” Kevin said. “That’s why we have a bakery to begin with.”

Two feathered dragons walked regally from the trees, their heads held high, their hardened feathers sparkling like ice in the sunlight. Pat’s eyes were narrowed, taking in every little thing around them, assessing for conceivable threats against her mate. Leslie was smiling at me, and I couldn’t help but grin back at her. She’d been kind to me in the Dark Woods and had spoken up more than once against GW when she thought I’d had enough for the day.

“Sam,” Pat said as I bowed low to them. I didn’t have to do it, but I could see she was pleased at the action.

“Oh, look at all of you,” Leslie tittered. “Like a band of merry heroes gathered together. So brave with your little faces. Kevin, come here and bring your young man so that I may gaze upon him. I hear that his horn is rather long, and if I weren’t a lesbian, I would surely be a size queen. Dimitri, you are looking fit.”

“Pat,” Dimitri said, nodding. “Leslie.”

“Tiny speck of dust,” Pat said, and I adored her.

And then the sun was blocked out.

I sighed as I looked at Randall. “Don’t make this weird.”

Everyone turned their faces skyward, excluding Randall. He had that grumpy look that he sometimes got when, say, for example, his old mentor happened to be flying around overhead. “I have no idea what you mean.”

“Yes, you do. You’re going to be all stiff and snarly, and he’s going to be all growly and reticent, and then the walls will come crumbling down and you’ll both cry and hug each other. And then you’ll tell him you love him, and he’ll say the same, and then you guys can go do old people stuff like going for dinner at three in the afternoon or play chess in the park—and yes, I realize we don’t have a park right now, but you get what I mean—and then you’ll sit around and complain about the youth of today not knowing how good they have it and how back in your day, you had to work to get anything you wanted, not like the kids who get everything handed to them.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“Tell that to Eduardo and Morely.”

“I’m going to regret asking this, but who are Eduardo and Morely?”

“Two elderly side characters in the seminal novel The Butler and the Manticore, which I never want to read again.”

Randall looked like he didn’t know whether to strangle me or walk away. I was used to that from him.

“Why is he just circling overhead?” Justin asked, sounding reverential.

“He’s showing off,” I explained. “He’s a dragon. It’s what they do.”

“Hey!” four dragons snapped at me.

I waited.

“Okay,” Kevin allowed. “That might be true.”

“I like it when people look at me,” Leslie said, preening her feathers.

“I have big teefs,” Zero slurred as his fangs dropped.

“We are dragons,” Pat said. “Everyone should be in awe of us.”

“I hate dragons,” I muttered.

The Great White landed in the empty field next to Camp HaveHeart. If he wanted to, it would take only a couple of swipes and the camp would be reduced to rubble, its inhabitants buried. I wondered if the Darks all the way in the City of Lockes could see him towering over the camp. I hoped they could and were starting to panic.

He lowered his great head toward us, and I could hear people in Camp HaveHeart oohing and aahing over him. The other dragons were deferential, Ryan looked like he was fighting the urge to draw his sword again, Justin’s eyes were wide and unblinking, Gary had little rainbows shooting from the tip of his horn (for reasons I didn’t want to think of), Dimitri and his fairies were buzzing brightly, and Tiggy was waving frantically up at the biggest dragon in the world.

I said, “GW. Glad you could join us. Thanks for the flyover. At least three people were impressed. I wasn’t one of them.”

Everyone turned slowly to look at me, agape.

Randall said, “You’ve aged rather poorly. I’m not surprised.”

Everyone turned slowly to look at him, mouths opening still wider. Even me.

The Great White rumbled, eyes shifting to Randall. “You can understand me, yes?”

“Yes,” Randall said.

“Good. You were a terrible apprentice.”

“You were a terrible mentor,” Randall retorted.

“Draaaammmmmmaaaaaaaa,” Gary whispered. “Yaaaassss.”

“Is that so?” GW asked.

“Quite.”

“Your human emotions became your undoing.”

“Not all of us are born without a soul.” Randall sniffed delicately. “Or rather, one as black as the inside of a troll cave.”

“Oh my gods,” I whispered fervently. “They’re being growly and reticent. They’re Eduardo and Morely. I knew it. Break down and cry so you can be old in the park!”

GW glanced in my direction. “What’s he mumbling about now?”

Randall waved a hand dismissively at me. “If you ignore him, eventually he either gets distracted by something shiny or starts having relations with the knight.”

“Rude,” I said. “But also pretty much true.”

“I wish I’d known that before I accepted him as my apprentice,” GW said, gigantic head shifting. “I am ancient. A century is but a drop in the ocean for me. That being said, the last year was the longest of my life.”

“Aww,” I said.

GW blinked slowly. “What.”

Randall rolled his eyes. “He chose to take that as a compliment.”

“That’s not how that works.”

“It is in Sam’s mind.”

“I’m a handful,” I said. “Right, Ryan?” I jabbed him in the stomach with my elbow. “Right? I’m a handful? Get it? Yeah. You get it.”

He was sweating profusely.

“Ryan?” the Great White growled. “The Knight Commander? Is this who stands before me?”

“Eep,” Ryan said. “I mean, yes, sir. Lord Dragon. Sir. Great White. Master. Your Excellency.”

“He gets weird sometimes,” I said, frowning at Ryan.

“I don’t get weird,” Ryan snapped out the side of his mouth, gaze still trained on GW.

“A cornerstone,” GW scoffed derisively. “A waste.”

“Oh man,” I breathed. “You shouldn’t have said that. You’re so dead, and you don’t even know it yet. Ryan! Stab him in the eye and show him no one talks about my cornerstone that way!”

“I can’t stab him,” Ryan said frantically. “He’s the Great White!”

“You most certainly can stab him.”

“You did such a wonderful job with your apprentice,” Randall said to GW. “Really. You must be so proud.”

“He came to me like this,” GW snapped. “So any fault rests firmly on those who held his stewardship before me. Like you, for one.”

“You’re lucky my hip aches today. Otherwise I’d have half a mind to give you the business end of my business.”

“Your hip?” GW snorted. “I’m surprised you’re even still standing with how brittle your bones must be.”

“I noticed your left hand is curling in, and you favored it while landing. Arthritis is such an awful thing. I’m glad you have it.”

“Defend my honor!” I demanded.

“You defend your honor,” Ryan said. “You’re the one who can do magic. I just have a sword.”

“Yeah, but you always brag how big it is!”

“Do you have any understanding just how large that dragon is?”

“Say something. He hates cornerstones. You’re a cornerstone. Ergo, he hates you. You need to show him how wrong he is and how cool you are.”

“Yes, please,” Gary said gleefully. “Ryan, do show the biggest dragon in the world just how cool you are.”

“But I thought Knight Delicious Face not cool?” Tiggy whispered.

“Oh, he’s not,” Gary whispered back. “I just want to see what happens.”

“I’ll defend your honor,” Dimitri said, fluttering up around my face. His little penis was eye level, and I couldn’t not stare at it.

“I think you mean something entirely different than what I’m asking for,” I told him.

“Probably. Still. Shall I?”

“You shall not.”

“Old people are the worst,” Zero moaned. “Gods, why can’t there be someone normal here?”

“I pretty normal,” Tiggy told him. “I have brooms.”

“I feel like I need to be doing something with my horn,” Gary said to no one in particular. “Does anyone require any assistance involving my horn?”

“I could use a good buggering,” Kevin said.

“They grow up so fast,” Leslie said fondly.

“Good,” Pat said. “Then maybe we can leave and go home and never have to deal with any of them ever again.”

“I regret everything about you,” GW growled at Randall.

“My heart breaks at such a thought,” Randall snapped back.

“Enough!”

We all turned to the source of the angry voice.

Grand Prince Justin of Verania stood tall, glaring at all of us, arms across his chest. A breeze blew over him at that moment, making his clothes billow slightly, his dreamy curls bouncing on his head. He looked kingly as hell, and I was at once jealous of how amazing it was and proud that he was my best friend 5eva.

“You look really good,” I told him, in case he didn’t know. “Like, dude. I’m thinking about breaking up with Ryan and wooing—oh my gods, I’m kidding. Ryan, put your sword away. Justin, stop gagging.”

“I’m watching you,” Ryan warned Justin.

Justin rolled his eyes. “I should hope so. That’s your job.”

“Oh. Right. Well. Carry on, then.”

Justin looked as if he wanted to punch something “As delightful as all of this is—”

“I don’t think he means that at all,” Gary whispered to Tiggy.

“—we didn’t gather here for more of your shenanigans. Whatever grievances you may have, it is time to put them aside. Or at the very least, hold them until after we’ve saved Verania.”

“Grievances,” GW rumbled, cocking his exceptionally large head. “You reduce the betrayal by an apprentice to a grievance. Who do you think you are, human?”

Any normal person would have been shitting themselves. Justin was not a normal person. He squared his shoulders and narrowed his eyes. “I’m the King-In-Waiting. I am the Prince of Verania. I shall have your respect if you hope to ever have mine.”

“Holy shit,” Gary breathed. “Did anyone else just get a power boner?”

Kevin raised his hand. So did Dimitri. I was going to, but Ryan was glaring at me. Inexplicably, Leslie also raised a hand. I felt it better not to ask.

Justin ignored them, eyes only on GW. “This is bigger than you. Than myself. Than any of us. Our very way of life is threatened. Myrin will not stop until he controls all he sees. This is my country. These are my people. He has taken from me—from all of us—and I will see to it that he has paid for his crimes against Verania. I don’t care about apprentices or cornerstones or whatever has brought us to this moment. The time for blame has passed. We’re made up of our histories, but we control our futures. Sam is my wizard. He’s been chosen by the gods to bring about the end of the man in shadows. And I will stand by him. I expect you to do the same. Sam, get that look off your face. Now is not the time for hugging.”

“But—”

“No.”

“I just—”

“No.”

I sighed.

The Great White stared down at Justin for a moment that stretched a beat too long. There was a second or two where I was sure GW was just going to eat Justin, but he snorted instead. “You must have a heart of steel to speak to me in such a way.”

“I’ve found that there’s a time and place for diplomacy. This is not it. I will be blunt, as is required of someone in my position.”

“You cannot wipe away the sins of the past.”

“True,” Justin agreed. “But when all the world depends upon you, I would hope you could at least overlook them for now.”

GW’s lip curled. “And you say you will be king?”

“Yes.”

“I can see that. You are impressive.”

“Wow,” I said. “I’m so glad you’ve known him for all of five minutes and come to that conclusion when I’ve known you for a year and the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me was that at least I was more adept at magic than a rotting corpse.”

“You’re my apprentice,” GW said. “I’m not supposed to be nice to you.”

“He’s been coddled far too much,” Randall said.

“I noticed. Rather soft, isn’t he.”

“Like dough.”

“Well,” I said, clapping my hands. “As fun as this is—and really, I just love how the two of you have seemingly already forgotten a centuries-long feud so that you could pile on me, so wonderful, thank you—I think we should move on and do what Justin said. Focus on the big picture and kick some ass and—okay, I really don’t remember what Justin said because I was distracted by how kingly he was being.”

“O, ancient one,” Dimitri said, flying up in front of GW’s face. “Forgive us for this mockery. These humans know not who they speak to. You are the light of the world, the reason for which we all draw breath. Why, your very heartbeats are the pulse of the earth beneath our feet, your breath the wind through the trees, the—”

“Dimitri.”

“Yes, ancient one.”

“Stop it.”

“Yes, ancient one.”

GW turned back to Randall. “Why now?”

Randall arched a tremendous eyebrow at him. “Because we’re running out of time. We have rescued our King. Myrin has seen Sam with his own eyes. It will not be long before he descends.”

“Can he be saved?”

Randall appeared startled at the question. “What?”

“Myrin. Can he be brought back from the shadows?”

Randall stared up at him. “Even if there was a way, why would you care?”

“You think me coldhearted.”

“I think you obstinate. And unsympathetic. Incapable of seeing anything outside of the ways you view the world.”

“But?”

Randall’s shoulders sagged. “I never thought you cold. You cared about me. In your own way.”

“You loved him.”

“I did.”

“He was your cornerstone.”

“He was.”

“And he turned from you.”

“Yes.”

“And yet you survived. Even after the King of Sorrows. Even after your… experience in Castle Freesias. Somehow, you survived. Tell me, Randall. How is it possible?”

“You knew? About—”

“You were my apprentice. Of course I knew. How did you do it? How did you find your way into the light?”

“Morgan.”

“Is that all?”

Randall sighed. “I remembered what I’d been taught.”

GW looked taken aback. “Truly?”

“Yes.”

“Can the same be done for Myrin?”

Randall hesitated. Then, “No.”

The Great White nodded slowly. “And why is that?”

“Because of the corruption in his heart, the darkness that lurks beneath his skin. I became what I did because of the extent of my grief. Myrin did the same, but of his own volition. It was power he sought, and nothing more.” Randall glanced at me, and a chill ran down my spine. “And to do what he did to—to Morgan, it…. To consume another’s magic is the darkest of all the arts. He took something that did not belong to him. How it must have fractured his soul. So, no. I believe there’s no coming back from that. He has made his choice.”

“And you have made yours.”

“Yes.”

“They gonna hug?” Tiggy whispered to Gary.

“They better,” Gary whispered back. “You can’t just be old and decrepit and talk about bad things in your past and forgive each other without hugging afterward.”

I’d taught him well.

GW looked around at each of us in turn. Kevin and Zero and Pat and Leslie. Gary and Tiggy. Dimitri and his fairies. Ryan. Justin.

Me.

“He reminds me of you,” he told Randall. “Stubborn. Indignant. Mouthy. He speaks before he thinks and is more likely to ignore my orders than to actually follow them.”

I would have objected, but that was pretty much all true.

“He once turned my nose into a phallus,” Randall said, sounding resigned.

“That doesn’t surprise me in the slightest. But still, even with all his faults, his heart is resilient. It has been lightning-struck, and made stronger because of it. I’ve never met someone quite like him before.”

“Confounding, isn’t he?”

“Extraordinarily so. Do you think he’s capable?”

“Yes.”

“You believe in him.”

There was no hesitation. “Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because for all his bravado, for all the sass and the sarcasm, he is still the greatest wizard I’ve ever known. He’s the better part of all of us. And I am humbled to be in his presence.”

I couldn’t find my voice.

The Great White chuckled. “Maybe the gods chose wisely after all.”

“Surprising, isn’t it?”

“You’ve called us here.”

“I did.”

“Do you have a plan?”

Randall began to smile.

 

 

I OVERHEARD something not meant for me. I should have kept walking. But I was rooted in place.

“I’m proud of you,” the King said to his son just inside the gates of Camp HaveHeart.

“What?” Justin asked. “I didn’t—”

“What you said. About Verania. And its people.”

Justin sighed. “I was just trying to get them to focus.”

“Were you?”

“Yes.”

The King laughed. “Even when you were a child, you got that same grumpy look on your face when you were caught showing your heart. I always found it to be the most endearing thing.”

“Dad, I’m not—”

“A king puts all others before himself. He does all he can for the weak and the weary, the poor and the hungry. He is kind to those who deserve it. He is firm with those who do not. He defends the Crown with all his might.”

“I know. You’ve told me many times.”

“I suppose I have. A king also inspires. Have I told you that?”

“I—no. I don’t know that you have.”

“Hmm. Well. He inspires, because without hope, all is lost. Hope is a light in the dark, something that can help lead us home. You are a light, my son. And I know that one day you will make a wonderful king. I’m proud of the man you’ve become.”

“Dad.”

“Let an old man have his words.”

“You’re not that old.”

“Very kind of you.”

“You’re going to be around for a long time.”

“I hope so.”

Silence. Then, “How do you know?”

“What?”

“That I’ll be a good king.”

“Because a good king inspires. And you inspire me.”

I left them alone after that.





Chapter 16: The Grimoires Three

 

 

MAGIC, I’VE learned, is a gift, capable of the greatest of triumphs. Or, in the wrong hands, the darkest of desires.

I could do things that most others could only dream about.

I was seventeen years old when I brought a bird back to life.

For the longest time, I never told anyone about it.

I sucked the life from the earth and the trees and pushed it into that little bird, causing its lungs to expand, its heart to thrum.

The ground had been scorched beneath my feet, and remained as such to this very day.

Morgan had fallen, and there had been a moment when I stood above his pale body, the eyes of the King’s Court upon me, and thought, I could bring him back. It would be so easy to do so.

Somehow I’d resisted the temptation.

Because I’d been taught by a man far greater than I that just because I could do something didn’t mean that I should.

“It can get away from you if you let it,” Morgan of Shadows had told me once, shortly after I’d come to Castle Lockes. “It can be something unwieldy, growing beyond your control.”

I’d stared at him with wide eyes. “And that’s bad?”

He’d nodded gravely. “Yes, little one. It’s bad. Because your mind could become clouded and you could lose your way. It is why understanding what you’re capable of is very important.”

“I won’t do that,” I’d said. “I won’t be bad.”

He’d smiled then, that smile I thought was just for me. “I know you won’t. And I’ll be here to help you.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

 

 

SAM.

Soon, Sam.

I promise.

I’ll be there soon.

And then it will end.

I jerked awake, heart pounding, skin slick with sweat.

Ryan slept at my side, chest rising and falling slowly.

I watched him sleep for the longest time.

 

 

FROM THE Grimoire of Morgan of Shadows:

It’s odd, really, being alone. For the longest time, Myrin and Randall were at my side, ever watchful. My guardians. My protectors. My mentors. I felt… complete. Together, we seemed unstoppable. I’d always heard that two wizards should never be each other’s cornerstone, but why not? If it worked, then why shouldn’t they be as they were?

I know now why. I think. Maybe it played a part in all that came after. Maybe it didn’t. Maybe Myrin was always meant to become mired in shadows. Maybe that was his destiny.

Randall said he’d return to me when he’d healed himself.

I just need to wait.

I hope it’s not long.

But things feel… different. Now. The darkness is gone.

Anya is remarkable. I’m glad she’s not a wizard.

 

 

A BREAKTHROUGH.

I wish I could tell Randall.

 

 

1 EYE of fire gecko

1 ½ cups ground wormwood

2 Kontashi mushrooms

1 tear of a spectacularly agitated troll worm

 

 

THERE ARE stories. Coming from the mountains of the North. Of a haunted castle made of ice. Travelers say the mere sight of it brings about a feeling of dread. That screams can be heard from inside, wailing as if in lamentation. Bright lights bursting from within.

Ghosts, they say.

Stay far away, they say.

I can’t.

I have to know.

 

 

RANDALL’S DARK. He attacked me. I’d be dead now, except he pulled back at the last moment. He looks… wild. Unhinged. His magic curled around him like fog. He didn’t recognize me at first. I couldn’t have stopped him. Not if he’d truly wanted to end my life.

It wasn’t until I said his name that the fog lifted, if only for a moment.

He saw me, I think.

He really saw me.

“Morgan,” he said. “Morgan, leave—”

“Fight it,” I pleaded. “You have to fight it, because I can’t lose you too.”

He was gone, after that.

But then the screaming resumed from deep within Castle Freesias.

If that’s what losing a cornerstone does to you, what will happen when I lose mine?

 

 

WHAT WOULD happen if you combined certain words? Shri and mao and bre are seemingly unconnected, but are they really? What if they were said together? What could that bring?

 

 

I DID it.

I helped him on his way back to the light.

I will carry scars of the battle for life, but it’s worth it.

 

 

RANDALL’S RETURNED.

He’s different than he was a decade ago.

But then so am I.

I reintroduced him to Anya. She’s older now.

He smiled.

But not before I caught the look of fear in his eyes.

It’s not the same.

It’s not.

 

 

GLANDUR PASSED beyond the veil.

Randall is Head Wizard now.

There’s not many of us left.

Randall doesn’t seem concerned.

“You’re young yet,” he said. “More will come if needed.”

But what if they don’t? Will magic just… die?

 

 

HE TOLD me once it would be better if Myrin’s name was wiped from history.

I didn’t believe him.

I never tried to stop him.

 

 

I NEVER thought there’d come a day when I realized I haven’t thought about Myrin in years.

Today was that day.

Now I can’t shake him from my mind.

We should check the seal. Just to be safe.

 

 

SOMETIMES I still doubt myself.

Anya laughed at me. Her hair is gray now, the lines around her face and mouth more pronounced. She’s still the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen.

“You can do this,” she chided me gently. “I know it. I believe in you.”

She believes in me.

She believes in me.

Thank you, Anya.

 

 

MORGAN OF Shadows.

My name. I’ve never thought of it much.

But doesn’t Randall just have the most curious sense of humor?

 

 

ANYA’S SICK.

I knew this day would come.

Gods, how I wish I’d prepared for it better.

Maybe she’ll—

 

 

IT WAS quick. In the end, it was quick. She smiled. She closed her eyes. She breathed in and out, and in and out, and….

That was it.

The end.

I felt it the moment she crossed the veil.

When her heart stopped, when she sighed out that last breath.

I felt it.

Brutal. Savage.

Randall had warned me. How it could be.

It felt like I broke cleanly in two.

I cried, of course. How could I not? I loved her.

But.

I didn’t feel… dark.

I never felt shadows.

Nothing whispered in my head.

My magic is as it always was.

I’m grieving, yes. My body aches. I can still smell her scent upon the pillow, though it’s already started to fade.

But I haven’t turned toward darkness.

I think it’s because I did split in two.

And if that’s the case, then Randall broke into jagged pieces.

I knew the end was coming.

I had time. She held on for weeks.

Randall did too.

But he never got to say goodbye.

Gods help me, but we should have killed my brother.

We should have ended his life.

For his sake.

And for Randall’s.

 

 

MAGIC IS a curious thing, even after all this time. Why, just today, I made a flower bloom with nothing but a thought in my head.

It’s beautiful. It reminds me of her.

 

 

RANDALL TOLD me he’s leaving Castle Lockes.

“It’s time,” he said. “You will be the King’s Wizard.”

“But—”

“Don’t argue with me, Morgan. You’re ready.”

“But what about you?”

He smiled. “Retirement will look good on me until you find an apprentice of your own. Then we’ll give him hell and make him a great wizard.”

 

 

THEY ARE already calling him Good King Anthony of Verania.

He’s young, but his heart is pure.

He will do well.

 

 

SHE CAME to me.

From the desert.

Vadoma, and she spoke of a prophecy.

 

 

HIS NAME is Sam.

It’s a good name.

I don’t know if I’m ready to be a mentor. What if I mess up? What if he doesn’t listen to me? What if I turn him Dark?

I can’t do that to him.

Gods, I don’t know if I can do this.

 

 

IT HURTS. Leaving him in the slums. Randall says it’s necessary, that he needs to be allowed to be a child before we step in and change his life.

I don’t agree.

He needs to know what he’s capable of. What he’ll be. Who he’ll become.

Maybe if I just… I could just talk to him. To his parents. I could—

No. Randall’s right. I need to wait.

 

 

I’VE BEEN summoned.

He’s presented.

There are boys made of stone in an alleyway.

How… wonderful.

 

 

HE TALKS. And talks. And talks.

Randall laughed at me when I told him as much. “You reap what you sow.”

“I’m worried.”

“About?”

“What if I don’t do right by him? Randall, we’re already withholding so much from him—”

“You’ll do fine. He couldn’t be in more capable hands. Trust yourself, Morgan. Your instincts have rarely led you astray.”

 

 

I SENT him into the Dark Woods to find something unexpected.

He’s only been gone for two hours, and yet I am fretting as if it’s been days.

I have to remind myself that it’s necessary.

He’ll be fine. I was when I had to do the same.

I wonder what he’ll bring back.

 

 

GARY AND Tiggy.

Into the wilds, and that’s who he brought back.

Truly unexpected.

Gods. How delightful he is.

Sam of Wilds, though.

It’s a good name.

 

 

THE HEART wants what it wants. But sometimes the heart cannot have what it wants. Maybe the Prince and the knight aren’t in love, but they are together. Sam respects that, even though I know it hurts him.

But still….

He thinks the knight doesn’t even know he exists, much less know his name.

If that’s true, then why does Ryan Foxheart never look away when Sam’s in the room?

I wonder….

 

 

HIS CORNERSTONE.

Ryan is Sam’s cornerstone.

Because of course he is.

Godsdammit.

 

 

HE IS loved.

Above all else, he is loved.

Granted, he spent three hours regaling me with a story that started with him losing his virginity “quite spectacularly, Morgan, like, I’m a man now,” and ended up being a diatribe on the way society views sex and sexuality. By the time he finished, I doubt even he knew what he was talking about.

But he’s smiling more than I’ve ever seen him before.

And that is thanks to Knight Delicious Face.

I can’t believe I wrote that.

Sam is happy.

I hope I never have to take that away from him.

Maybe Vadoma got it wrong.

 

 

VADOMA IS here.

Gods forgive me.

 

 

HE’S ANGRY.

So, so angry.

And I can’t blame him. For any of it.

We shouldn’t have kept this from him.

If only we’d—

 

 

HE’S LEAVING. For the desert.

And I know Vadoma’s shown him things he hasn’t shared with me.

I could see it plain as day on his face the moment he awoke in the field after she blew her powder into his face.

It scared him.

Sam, I’m so sorry.

I wish things were… different.

But you must remember: your heart is your greatest weapon.

 

 

MYRIN.

I swear on all that I have, if you touch one hair on Sam’s head, I will end you.

You won’t hurt him.

I won’t let you.

I will stop you. Somehow.

It never should have come to this, brother.

But now that it has, I will do what I must.

 

 

SAM—

If you’re reading this, I have passed beyond the veil….

 

 

FROM THE Grimoire of Randall of Dragons:

Magic is everything.

I will take my time with it.

It cannot be rushed.

 

 

MY MENTOR will be the Great White.

This is… unexpected.

For one, we cannot understand each other.

I cannot speak Dragon.

He cannot speak in a human tongue.

Are we just supposed to growl at each other?

If so, we’ve got that down perfectly.

 

 

I HATE him so much.

 

 

THE GREAT White seems to believe I’m wasting my time. Every wizard knows that eventually, a cornerstone will come into being. The Great White doesn’t like the fact that I’m making room for such a person in my constructs.

I can’t deny he has a point. To depend upon one person to hinge my magic on seems to be a logical fallacy. So much could go wrong.

But even I can’t say I’m not seduced by the idea of such a person. Made for me, just as I’ve been made for them.

In the meantime, I met the most curious of triplets the other day, the Berlotti sisters, and all of them seemed to find me irresistible, if the next seventeen hours meant anything….

 

 

WHERE DOES magic come from? Is it in the air? Is it in my blood? Is it from my mind or the earth beneath my feet? It seems… confounding that such a thing could exist. And why me? Why are there so few of us who can do the things I can? Am I in tune with the world in the way others are not? No one in my family seems to be capable of the things I am, though they are all long gone now.

My life will be long. I’ve barely begun to scrape the surface.

If magic does come from the mind, is it as limitless as imagination?

What a terrifying thought.

 

 

THE GREAT White says I have no need of a cornerstone.

I believe him.

 

 

THE TRIALS.

They were nothing.

I am Randall of Dragons.

 

 

I MET another wizard.

He’s….

Arrogant.

Irritating.

He thinks he knows so much when he obviously knows very little.

I cannot stand the sight of him.

He smirks at me like he knows me.

It’s infuriating.

I don’t have time for people like him.

I have work to do.

 

 

HE SEEMS enchanted by me.

I wish for his death daily.

When will he leave?

 

 

BREAKTHROUGH TODAY.

I understand more than I ever have before.

I was staring down at an equation that I’ve been studying for years, the solution out of my grasp, when all of a sudden, it made sense. I don’t know how I never saw it before. It seems so simple now. If Myrin hadn’t bumped my elbow when he had, spilling the ink, I might have—

Wait.

He’s not—

It can’t—

Oh no.

 

 

TWO WIZARDS? Together? Absolutely not!

Is what the Great White would say.

Cornerstones. They are useless.

They distract from what’s important.

I find myself agreeing with him.

But still….

What if?

No.

It’s better if I don’t even think about it.

 

 

MYRIN BROUGHT me a flower today.

It was a dingy little thing that looked as if it’d been sat upon after being ripped from the earth.

He was grinning when he handed it to me.

I took it, only because he would have continued to stand there with that dopey look upon his face.

It doesn’t mean anything.

Obviously.

 

 

(DRIED FLOWER petals pressed between the pages.)

 

 

MYRIN STARES at me when he thinks I’m not looking.

It’s creepy.

I must watch him closer when he’s not looking at me.

 

 

JUST ONE date, he says.

You won’t regret it, he says.

Give me a chance, he says.

No, I say.

No and no and no.

 

 

THE GREAT White accused me of being distracted today.

I don’t even try to understand how I know that.

He’s like this… presence. In my head.

It’s dragon magic. It has to be. He doesn’t have to open his mouth and I know what he’s telling me.

And he’s accusing me of being distracted.

If only he knew.

 

 

MYRIN KISSED me today.

That asshole.

 

 

HE’S MY cornerstone.

He’s my cornerstone.

He’s my cornerstone.

Fuck fuck fuck fuck—

 

 

IT IS of the mind. But it’s also of the air and the earth, the plants and the trees and the sky and the stars. Magic is everywhere. But it starts in the mind. I can’t say if it’s the same for other magical creatures, but they don’t think like we do. They see things differently. I’m sure the elves probably say the same about us, but then they’ve always been of the superior sort. It’s not as if there are many around anymore as it is.

But it starts in the mind.

It’s a… spark.

And it gathers.

I can see so much of it now, so much more than I could even after the Trials.

The outlines. The construct. How it builds and builds and builds—

I need to tell the Great White. So he’ll—

Myrin’s here. I can tell him too.

 

 

I HAVE to make a choice.

The Great White.

Or Myrin.

He’s making me do this.

That giant bastard is making me do this.

How dare he.

How dare he do this to me.

It’s not as if—

 

 

I—

Gods.

Can I do this?

 

 

“WHY CAN’T you trust me to know what I’m doing?” I asked the Great White today.

And in my head, I got an image of a toddler crawling on his hands and knees.

Message received, loud and clear.

He’s not wrong.

To him, we’re all children.

But he doesn’t understand.

What it means to be human.

What it means to care for another.

He—

 

 

“TRUST ME,” Myrin told me. “This will be the best thing for the both of us.”

“How can you be sure?”

He smiled at me, sunny and bright. “Have I ever steered you wrong?”

Gods, I love him.

 

 

I FELT the Great White’s anger.

His rage.

His fury.

But underneath it all, I felt his hurt. He was hurt by my decision.

It doesn’t change my mind, but….

I didn’t expect that.

 

 

OH, WHAT’S in a name?

Myrin the Bright Star.

It’s… fitting.

I don’t know why.

David’s Dragon are the brightest stars in the sky.

Randall of Dragons.

Myrin the Bright Star.

We were meant to be.

The Great White didn’t know what he was talking about.

 

 

I AM the King’s Wizard.

I have an apprentice.

I have my cornerstone.

It’s everything I could have wanted.

 

 

MYRIN WAS whispering something to the King today.

He smiled and winked at me when he caught me watching.

I wonder if he’s planning a surprise.

For some reason, I like surprises, but only when they come from him.

 

 

MORGAN IS… bright. Inquisitive. Studious. Focused.

I will expect great things from him.

 

 

THE KING seems… off lately. A shadow of his former self. He says he’s fine, but….

I’ll need to keep an eye on him.

 

 

MYRIN IS gone.

He left a note saying he’d be back in a few days.

He didn’t say where he was going.

This is the third time he’s done this.

I know he has a wandering spirit, but I thought this would be enough.

That I would be enough.

It’s okay, though. I have plenty to keep me busy.

 

 

THE KING had a scare today.

He was speaking in front of his court and then just trailed off, staring into the distance.

His eyes were unfocused and his jaw slack.

I thought it was a precursor to a seizure.

I reached for him, but Myrin was there first.

I could have sworn Myrin said something to him, but I didn’t see his lips move.

The King snapped out of it a moment later.

He said he hadn’t slept well the night before.

Bad dreams.

I’ll make him a calming draft for tonight.

 

 

MORGAN ASKED me today if I’d felt the shift in the wind. “It feels like something’s coming,” he said.

I laughed at my apprentice and patted his shoulder. “Of course not,” I said. “Everything is fine.”

I hate lying to him.

 

 

THE KING executed a thief today.

It came out of nowhere. One moment the man was being judged and most likely faced a few days in the dungeons, but then the King said he needed to set an example.

“Death,” the King said. “By beheading.”

I was too surprised to say anything.

“Are you sure?” Myrin asked him. “It doesn’t seem—”

“Are you questioning me?” the King asked.

Myrin bowed in deference.

The man screamed.

An hour later the executioner’s ax was bloodied, and that was that.

 

 

MYRIN AND I went for a long walk today.

It’s been some time since it was just the two of us.

I held his hand.

He kissed my cheek.

He said, “I wonder what it would be like if this was all different.”

He smiled at me when I asked him what he meant.

And that’s okay. I’m just happy to be with him.

 

 

THEY’RE CALLING him the King of Sorrows now, for all the strife he’s brought down upon his people. He won’t listen to me, no matter how hard I try.

I don’t know what to do.

 

 

IT WAS Myrin.

It was Myrin.

It was Myrin.

It was—

 

 

“YOU LOVE me,” he said.

“I do.”

“Then why?”

“Because you have to be stopped.”

“Randall, you are constrained by the rules that have been placed upon you. My mind has been expanded in ways you wouldn’t believe. Magic is so much more than what we were taught. Please. Listen to me. This—everything—it can all be ours. If you just—”

“Don’t.”

“I love you.”

“I know.”

“I’m sorry, then.”

I don’t remember much after that.

 

 

I DON’T know how I never saw this coming. How I never saw any of it. He’s so strong. And the Darks have gathered behind him.

Gods.

My heart.

How it aches.

 

 

A SEAL could be made if needed.

After casting someone to the realm of shadows.

We could—

No. No. No.

If I don’t—

I have to kill him.

 

 

MORGAN CAME to me today.

He begged me.

He begged me to do what I could.

Then he showed me something. Something I never thought he could do.

Containment.

Compression.

Maybe—

 

 

I LOVE you, Myrin.

Even now.

 

 

IT’S DONE.

We almost died, but it’s done.

He’s locked away.

He screamed and screamed and screamed, but in the end, we were stronger than his rage.

Gods help us all.

 

 

HE’D BEEN dripping poison in the King of Sorrows’s ears for longer than I thought.

I was barely able to bring him back.

But his eyes cleared.

 

 

I HAVE to be strong. For Morgan.

But it’s there, isn’t it?

At the back of my mind.

I have to be strong.

 

 

I LASTED longer than I ever thought I could.

But it’s still not enough.

I must flee this place.

Castle Freesias.

It’s my last hope.

 

 

I LEFT gifts for the dragons in the cave.

Their feathers are extraordinary.

The shadows are crawling along my skin.

It won’t be long now.

 

 

GODSDAMN YOU, Myrin.

You did this, you did this.

I loved you, and you did this to me.

 

 

(THE NEXT pages are illegible, covered in unrecognizable symbols. Some have been torn out.)

 

 

HE SMILED. When he saw me.

I wanted to kill him.

“Randall,” he said. “I—”

Morgan barely escaped.

If he returns, it will be the last thing he does.

 

 

I CAN breathe.

The sun, it’s… bright today.

 

 

A WOMAN named Vadoma came from the desert.

Morgan seems disturbed.

I think she’s a liar.

 

 

HIS NAME is Sam.

His name is Sam, and he’s real.

I wonder what he’ll be like?

 

 

HE’S AN asshole.

 

 

MORGAN WANTS to tell him the truth.

He wants to put upon his shoulders the weight of his destiny.

No.

No, we can’t do that.

Not if it never comes to pass.

Maybe the gods were wrong.

 

 

HE HAS a cornerstone.

Because of course he does.

I want to strangle him as much as I want to keep him safe.

That idiot child.

 

 

IT’S MYRIN.

I should have seen that coming.

Because of course he would find a way.

Tenacious. Always.

Why do I still love him? After everything?

 

 

I COULD….

Death is a cleansing.

It frees you from the shackles of this world.

The veil is crossed.

Sins are forgiven.

And Sam….

Well, he can bring things back, can’t he?

He doesn’t know I know.

I could….

I must think on it.

 

 

I CLOSED Randall’s Grimoire, mind racing.

Ryan lay sleeping beside me in the bed, his hand curled against my hip.

It was late, and my eyes were burning. The candlelight flickered low.

Randall had said I’d find the answers I needed between these pages.

But so far all I’d gotten was that Randall and Morgan were fucking liars and that every wizard treated their Grimoire like a dia—a journal.

“Give you so much crap,” I whispered tiredly.

They hadn’t seen Myrin coming. Or by the time they had, it’d been too late.

They’d underestimated him.

Much like Myrin had done to me.

I didn’t know what I was supposed to be seeing.

It was curious, though.

Both Morgan and Randall had written that magic came from the mind.

That it was like imagination.

Why can’t you just wish him away, Mama had said.

Why indeed?

There were rules, right?

Ceilings.

It wasn’t limitless.

But hadn’t I always been told normal rules didn’t apply to me?

That I wasn’t like those that had come before me.

What if I could—

“Why’re you still awake?” Ryan mumbled next to me.

I startled a little. “Thinking.”

“About?”

“Wizarding things.”

“Sounds complicated.”

“Maybe.”

He rubbed a hand over his eyes. “Need help?”

Don’t ever leave me. “Not now. Not tonight. Sleep. It’s late.”

“You too.”

“Yeah. Okay.”

As I slid down in the bed, he pulled the comforter up and over our shoulders. We lay on his pillow, our noses and knees bumping together. The candle sputtered, the shadows dancing along his glittering eyes.

He said, “You can’t do anything stupid.”

I snorted. “You might need to clarify that.”

“Self-sacrificing.”

I hesitated.

“Sam,” he said, taking my hand in his. “Promise me.”

“But what if—”

“No. There’s no what-if. It’s not an option.”

“We don’t know what’s going to happen.”

“We don’t. But that doesn’t mean—”

“I won’t.”

He searched my face. I didn’t know if he found what he was looking for, but he nodded slowly. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

“Then that means you can’t do it either. And you can’t pull your but I’m a knight and I have to be chivalrous and stupid and flourish my sword like an asshole so everyone loves me.”

“I don’t sound like that.”

“Pretty much.”

“You’re so dumb.”

“Yeah, but that seems to be something you like.”

He smiled slow and sweet before reaching out and tracing a finger over my eyebrows. “I guess so. Randall’s planning something, isn’t he?”

“I think so.” But so was I.

“I’m not going to like it, am I.”

“Probably not. I mean, it’s a plan. From Randall. I doubt anyone is going to like it.”

“You don’t think….”

I frowned. “What?”

“I mean, I know it’s not—but. You don’t think he’d…. What if he’s still trying to save Myrin? What if he’s using you?”

And Sam….

Well, he can bring things back, can’t he?

You think… that if he were to die, I could bring him back. And he would be… cleansed?

Yes. But I am wrong about that, Sam. We were wrong. To keep him trapped in the shadow realm, to not have ended this when we had the chance.

You knew. About the bird. You already knew. And… what. You were going to use me?

The briefest of thoughts. It did cross my mind. Then I remembered the truth of all things. Myrin has chosen his path, and he will continue upon it, no matter what we do. And I realized that death is final, Sam. Death is the end. It is the cleansing of life, the breaking of the shackles. It is an ending. You cannot course-correct that ending, even though your heart is aching.

“I trust him,” I said simply.

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

He shrugged. “Okay.”

“Sleep,” I told him.

He did.

 

 

AND EVEN though I should have left it for the light of day, I couldn’t wait. Ryan was snoring softly; the fire was barely crackling. Just embers, really. The candle was almost gone. All I wanted to do was sink back down into the mattress, curl up next to Ryan, and follow him into sleep.

But Myrin’s Grimoire sat on the table near the window.

I closed my eyes, forcing myself to relax.

I opened them a moment later.

“Just a peek,” I said. “A few pages. Then I’ll go to bed. I’ve already read part of it, right? Just a little more.”

I glanced back at Ryan, his mouth slack, a little bit of drool on his chin.

If only his knights could see him now.

I got up from the bed.

I’d always been taught that once a wizard was ready, he would need to bind his Grimoire with the skin of a fallen enemy defeated in battle or a material hard-won in the face of adversity. It was done to seal the magic inside. To make it go from theory to reality.

Morgan’s was covered in beautiful crystals taken from a cave far in the jungles of the east. He’d nearly lost his life, as the irate cave troll hadn’t wanted to part with its pretties. But he’d managed to best the troll without killing it and bound the crystals to his Grimoire.

Randall’s Grimoire was made from wood from Mujor, a tree the elves believed kept the sky from falling. The wood was dark and hardened, almost like stone, and it’d been a gift after Randall had earned the trust of the elven king.

Both materials were hard-won.

Myrin’s Grimoire was bound with the skin of a siren, crusted and hard and stretched so thin it was almost translucent. The way the stories went, the siren was a particularly nasty sort, causing ships to crash into rocks, killing all those aboard who were unable to resist the song.

I wondered if it was that simple.

I pressed my hand against the cover.

It almost felt… wet.

I told myself to go back to bed.

Instead I opened the book and began to read.

 

 

FROM THE Grimoire of Myrin the Bright Star:

Magic is… everything.

It is everywhere.

And I will find a way to master it all.

 

 

I FOUND Randall sitting on the porch the next morning, eyes closed as he breathed in and out slowly.

He didn’t acknowledge me as I sat next to him, but he knew I was there.

I waited, putting my thoughts in order, wanting to make sure what I said next was the right thing. My head was full near to bursting.

“So,” I finally said.

“So,” Randall said, but he didn’t open his eyes.

“I did what you asked.”

“Hmm.”

“And you can never give me shit about my Grimoire ever again. Because, dude, total diaries. All of yours. It was awful, if I’m being honest.”

“Is that so.”

“And your prose is a little purple for my tastes.”

“Everyone’s a critic.”

“But I know now why you wanted me to do it. To read them.”

He opened his eyes and looked at me.

“Was that your plan all along? To show me the details? The little bits and pieces?”

He smiled sadly. “We are wizards, Sam. We are capable of such great and terrible things. But we’re also human. We make mistakes. We hurt others. And sometimes, the worst in us comes out and we find ourselves mired in shadow.”

“Death is freeing. A cleansing.”

“Yes.”

“The shackles released.”

“Yes.”

“It’s going to be either him or me.”

“And that’s where you’re wrong,” Randall said. “Because it was never just you, Sam. You’ve never been alone. Not in this. Not ever. You’ve always had Ryan. And Gary. And Tiggy and Kevin. The King and the Prince. Your parents. Pete. Morgan. And me. So, no. It’s not either going to him or you. It’s going to be him or all of us.”

I took in a shaky breath. “I have a plan.”

His smile faded. “Whenever you’ve said those words, I always dreaded them because they usually meant something terrible was going to happen.”

“Rude. But fair.”

“Will it work?”

I grinned rakishly at him. “I’m Sam of Dragons.”

“That doesn’t inspire the confidence you seem to think it does. What is your plan?”

I looked him straight in the eye and said, “I’m going to betray you all.”





Chapter 17: The Betrayal

 

 

“THIS STUPIDEST thing we’ve ever done.”

I rolled my eyes. “So you’ve said, Tiggy. Repeatedly. For the last three hours. In those exact words. Over and over again.”

“Making sure you heard.”

“I heard you.”

“Still doing it?”

“Yes, Tiggy.”

“You’re stupid.”

“Hey!”

“He’s not wrong,” Gary said as we marched down the road, the flags atop Castle Lockes visibly flapping in the distance. “I mean, I’ve followed you through some pretty stupid stuff before.”

“You act like all we do is stupid stuff.”

“Do you remember that time you made wings out of parchment and sticks you found on the ground and were ready to jump off the back parapet before your mom found us and told you that if you moved another inch, you would be grounded for the rest of your natural life?”

“You were the one who told me to do it! And also, do you know how many times I’ve been grounded for the rest of my natural life? Seven times. No, wait. Eight times, because she did it again when I came back from my Dark Woods Dragon Adventure.”

“Or what about the time you chained yourself up in the middle of a field because you wanted me to come caress you with my mouth?” Kevin said. “We didn’t even know each other. That was pretty stupid. And also sexy.”

I scowled at him. “That was the truth-corn cult. I had nothing to do with that.”

“Or what about the time you took a visiting dignitary to one of the hole-in-the-wall bars in the slums so he could get the real City of Lockes experience?” Ryan asked.

“He had fun! Well, for the first few hours. The next seventeen days were hostage negotiations, but they were damn good negotiations. Those bandits ended up walking away with confused expressions and three hundred pounds of sea salt they never knew they wanted. And then they were arrested. Everything turned out fine!”

“This is stupidest thing we’ve done.”

“Tiggy!” I gasped. “Have you so little faith in me?”

Tiggy patted me on the head. “I believe in you.”

“Aww.”

“But you’re stupid.”

“Everything is going to be fine. As long as you all follow the extremely detailed points I laid out to the letter without any deviations, we shouldn’t die a horrible death after being tortured for weeks where our fingernails are pulled out one by one.”

“I don’t have fingernails,” Gary said. “So I should be just fine. I can handle a little torture.”

“You once screamed bloody murder when you got a splinter in your leg.”

“It hurt.”

“It turned out not to be a splinter at all but a piece of lint stuck in your hair.”

“I had to make sure you knew I needed help.”

“Whatever. Dimitri, you have faith in me, don’t you?”

The six-inch naked man with wings fluttered near my shoulders. “You broke up with me by running away.”

“For fuck’s sake,” I muttered. “Good help is so fucking hard to find these days.”

We were a motley crew, the six of us. A half-giant, a unicorn, a knight, a dragon, a fairy king, and a kickass wizard, all marching with our heads held high toward the City of Lockes with a firm belief in the plans set forth by said wizard, no matter how much bitching tried to provide evidence to the contrary.

I wore the best robes I could find on such short notice, a deep and flowing green inlaid with a gold design along the hem. Gary said it looked like a dress that I couldn’t even dream of pulling off, but he had done his mane up in a stylized bouffant for reasons even he couldn’t explain, so I didn’t think he had any room to talk.

Ryan was knighted out in full armor, something that he was probably regretting given how far we’d walked and how warm it was. But he refused to acknowledge his discomfort, because he was a man who did manly things. Like a douchebag.

Tiggy wore pants, even though he didn’t want to. We were all thankful.

Dimitri wore nothing. Because no one had tiny clothes.

“We’re going to be fine,” I said, more for everyone else than myself, given that I was absolutely forty-seven percent convinced that this was going to sort of work. “You’ll see. I mean, if you think about it, even if a few of my ideas have been less than stellar, we’re still alive for the moment, aren’t we?”

“Wow,” Ryan said. “Way to be inspiring.”

I scowled at him. “You’re sweating profusely because you’re wearing full armor like an asshole. Shut up.”

“We gonna die?” Tiggy asked Gary.

“Eh, probably. But you know what I always say. Die young, leave a good-looking corpse that people will probably want to have stuffed and positioned in a rather morbid art display inside one of those sterile-looking museums that people go to and pretend to understand exactly what the artist was trying to say because it makes them feel deep.”

“He does always say that,” Kevin said fondly. “I’m so happy we’re married again after having broken up, separated, soul-searched, had a trial reconciliation filled with a carnality that made even me blush, and then realized that Gary can do no better than the Beast from the East.”

Gary squinted up at him. “Dear, I think you got a couple of those words mixed up. Gary didn’t realize anything. You realized that your life was shallow and empty without me, and therefore begged me to give you the time of day again, and when I finally acquiesced, you cried and told me I am never allowed to leave you again because you were lonely without me and couldn’t imagine existing without me.”

“Ha ha,” Kevin chuckled awkwardly. “He’s so funny, right? Making stuff up like that.” He then lowered his voice as if he thought we couldn’t hear him, even though he was literally standing right next to us. “Would you stop saying that? We’re with our son and the boys. Don’t embarrass me in front of them. They won’t think I’m cool anymore, and then Sam won’t want to go out and toss the old pigskin around with me anymore and/or finally give in to the palpable chemistry that simmers between us.”

“It was a literal pigskin,” I told Ryan. “I don’t know where he got it from, but it was fresh. He tossed it at me, and I ran screaming because some of it got on me.”

“Did we ever figure out why he and Gary sometimes think they’re your parents?” Ryan asked. “Or is it one of those things we just accept as fact and don’t try to look too much into because it doesn’t quite make sense.”

“Like our lives,” Tiggy said.

“The half-giant is quite profound,” Dimitri said. “Maybe he could appreciate a man of my caliber. You there. Half-giant. How would you feel about being my queen?”

“I smash you,” Tiggy growled.

“Eep,” Dimitri said.

“This is totally going to work,” I decided.

 

 

AS WE approached, we could see movement atop the walkways on the walls that surrounded the City of Lockes. Given Kevin’s size, I was sure we’d been spotted long ago, but I wasn’t too worried about it. At least not yet.

Okay. Maybe I started to get a little worried when the gates opened and Dark wizards poured out, standing in a regimented line even before we could announce ourselves. I had complete and utter forty-seven percent faith in my plan, but there was still that small fifty-three percent that niggled at the back of my mind. Everything hinged on the next few moments, and I hoped that everyone was ready to play their roles to perfection.

I knew that we might have been a little bit fucked when Gary exclaimed in a loud voice, “Oh no! ’Tis the Dark wizards! Whatever shall we do? The fear is tingling down my thighs like I have restless leg syndrome!”

“Oh my gods,” I muttered. “Gary, shut up.”

“I’m just getting into character,” he hissed back. “You know I’m not good playing the damsel in distress. I’m much too tough for such frivolities. I am a strong, independent unicorn who don’t need no mens to rescue him, thank you very much.”

“Don’t need no mens,” Tiggy growled, his big hands curling into fists as he watched the Dark wizards ahead of us.

“We’re doomed,” I told Ryan. “Just so you know.”

“You always say that.”

“Yes, well. I mean it this time.”

“You there!” one of the Dark wizards cried. “Stop where you are!”

“Maybe I want to stop where I’m not,” Kevin said.

“Kevin!”

“What. You know I don’t like being told what to—oh. Right. The plan.” He winked down at me. “Daddy’s got you.”

“Is that what it would have taken?” Dimitri asked me stiffly. “Daddy play? Because I can do that. In case you can’t tell, I do have a mustache. There’s nothing more daddy than having a mustache.”

“Stop hitting on him or I’m going to punch you with my finger,” Ryan snapped at him.

“Hello there!” I called out to the Darks, desperately trying to retain control of the situation, because this was the stupidest idea I’d ever had. “Do you know who I am?”

The Darks looked at each other before they all shrugged. “Is your name John?”

I gaped at them.

“Not John, then,” another Dark said. “To be fair, he doesn’t really look like a John. More of a Terrance.”

“Terrance,” a third Dark scoffed. “You think everyone looks like a Terrance, only because your name is Terrance. Just because that’s a terrible wizard name doesn’t mean you need to foist your insecurities on the rest of us.” He scoffed. “Terrance.”

“Aw,” Terrance said, looking down and kicking at the dirt.

“I’ll be honest,” I said, “my ego took a little hit that they don’t know who I am. I mean, I know I shouldn’t let things like that affect me, but it really does.”

“You’re still wearing your hood,” Gary said. “They probably can’t see your face. Also, you egotistical whore.”

I pulled back my hood, revealing myself.

The Dark wizards gasped and took a step back.

“Aha!” I said. “That’s better. Though you would think the unicorn, half-giant, and dragon would have given me away.”

“What about me?” Ryan asked, brow furrowed.

“You’re a knight,” I told him, patting him on his metal shoulder. “You all look the same.”

“Ha,” Kevin said. “That’s so true.”

Ryan sighed.

“It’s Sam of Dragons!” one of the Darks cried. “Sound the alarm!”

“Wait!”

They all looked at me.

“Huh,” I said. “I didn’t think that would work. You’re legitimately waiting.”

“Focus,” Dimitri hissed at me.

“Oh. Right. Hello! Yes, hi. You are correct, it is I. Sam of Dragons. But I am not here for the reason you think.”

“You’re not here to try and destroy the Darks, rescue the people of the City of Lockes, and defeat Myrin as the prophecy foretold?” Terrance asked.

Godsdamn Terrance. “No,” I said as evenly as possible. “I’m not.”

“What?” Kevin said, overloud. “Why, whatever do you mean, Sam? I thought that’s the exact reason we came here. To destroy the Darks, rescue people, and defeat Myrin. You are the chosen one, after all.”

“Right,” I said. “I am the chosen one.”

Gary snickered next to me before I shot him a glare. He was able to semibelievably cover it up with a cough. “Yes, Sam,” he said. “As my husband said, whatever do you mean?”

“Yes,” I said. “See, I just said that in order to get you—”

“Traitor!” Kevin said.

I narrowed my eyes as I looked up at him. “You said your line too early.”

“Pot, meet kettle,” Gary muttered.

“Oh. Right. Sorry. I just got excited.”

“What’s going on?” one of the Darks asked.

“I have no idea,” another said.

“Like I was saying,” I continued, “I just said that in order to get all of you here, because you see, I have a surprise for all of you.”

“He has a surprise for all of us?” Terrance asked. “I do like surprises.”

Godsdamn Terrance. “Not for you. For my motley crew of travelers.”

“What surprise?” Tiggy asked right on cue, because unlike some of the people next to me, he understood the script.

I chuckled in what I hoped was a disconcertingly evil fashion. “Ah, my dear fellow, I am so glad you asked. Because you see, the truth is….”

All the Darks leaned forward.

“I have turned to the other side!” I shouted.

Silence.

Legit, like, a lot of silence.

“Kevin,” I muttered. “Anytime now.”

“Hmm? What are you—oh. Right!” He cleared his throat. “Traitor.”

“That’s exactly right,” I crowed, beginning to pace in front of my friends. “I, Sam of Dragons, have forsaken the teachings of my mentors and am now a Dark wizard.”

“Ooh,” the Dark wizards said.

“I knew that was going to happen,” Terrance said.

“You did not, Terrance,” one of the Darks snapped.

“I did,” Terrance insisted. “I told myself, Terrance, old boy, I bet you one day Sam of Dragons is going to show up here at the gates and then turn on his people.”

“Fucking Terrance,” another Dark muttered.

Gary pranced toward me. “But Sam,” he cried dramatically. His bouffant wobbled ridiculously on his head. “We’re friends. Best friends even. Maybe even more than that, because that line blurred a few times, especially when you drank too much and started eyeing my flanks like you wanted to lift my tail and stick your face up in there.”

Gary and his ad-libbing were going to be the death of us. “Yes,” I said. “That. Well, even you couldn’t sway me with your succulent wiles. I have turned Dark, and that is all there is to it.”

He looked gleeful when he was supposed to be emotionally destroyed. “My succulent what now? Ryan, did you hear that? He thinks I’m succulent.”

“I heard,” Ryan said through gritted teeth.

“And you,” I told Dimitri, trying to get us back on track. “I have betrayed you because I believe you to be a perfect offering to the greatest wizard in the world. After all, Myrin would love to have the king of the fairies as a prisoner.”

The Darks sounded rather pleased about that. “That’s so true,” one of them said.

Dimitri buzzed angrily. “You think you can stop me?” he asked. “I am the king of the Dark Woods. I am the Guardian of the Forest. The Keeper of the Trees. The—”

“We get it,” I said.

“Good,” he snapped. “Because nothing you can do can stop me.”

“You forget,” I said, arching an evil eyebrow at him. “I am the master of the dragons. They belong to me. They are in my control. Perhaps an exhibition of my power would show you just how wrong you are.”

“Do your worst,” Tiggy intoned. “I smash you good.”

“Ha, ha, ha! I would like to see you try, you giant of a man. Now, enough talking! Behold, the strength of Sam of Dragons!”

“I got chills with that,” Gary whispered to me. “Like, if this was real, I would consider being scared.”

“Cool, right?” I whispered back.

And then a bright light burst from my hand, a ball of swirling energy that was absolutely nothing at all. I’d used a smaller version in the sewer tunnels. It wasn’t even warm.

But the Darks didn’t know that.

“And now,” I said. “For one of my most diabolical spells. Flora Bora Slam!”

I hurled the light at Kevin. It hit him in the chest and dispersed. He wouldn’t have even felt a thing, but he clutched his chest and growled, his tongue lolling from his mouth. A little stream of smoke curled from his nostrils. He slumped over, head hanging down for a beat or two, before he raised his head and looked at me. “Master,” he said in a dull voice. “I am here to do your bidding.”

The Darks clapped.

“Wait,” Terrance said. “I thought dragons were impervious to magic.”

Godsdamn Terrance. He was my greatest enemy. After Lady Tina, Myrin, Ruv, Caleb, and Vadoma. I would have my revenge. “You are exactly right, Terrance. They are. Except for Flora Bora Slam. It is a spell of my own design, something I concocted while deep in the Dark Woods. I studied all the dragons and learned of a weakness in their makeup. That weakness allows me to control them.”

“In all ways,” Kevin said in that same flat voice. “Like, you could do things to me and I wouldn’t be able to resist. I’m your sexy puppet.”

“Right,” I said quickly. “Or other things not quite as gross and/or related to bestiality.”

“Control the dragons?” one of the Darks asked.

“Bwahaha! I am so glad you asked. Kevin! Take out Gary and Tiggy and Ryan and Dimitri!”

“Rawr,” Kevin said, bearing his teeth slightly. He reached down and tapped Tiggy on the shoulder.

Tiggy yelled, “GWAAAH!” as he fell to the ground, the dirt kicking up around him.

“Wow,” one of the Darks said. “It looked like he barely even hit him.”

“Grr,” Kevin said as he poked a claw against Gary’s neck, the skin dimpling.

“Alas!” Gary cried as he stumbled. “I have been defeated. My horn, recently returned to me that no one has complimented me on in the last thirty-six minutes, has failed me. I feel the darkness closing in on my vision. My life is flashing before my eyes. I had a wonderful time here in this world. Why, there’s the time I was a wee slip of a lad and found myself losing my virginity to a rough-and-tumble centaur named Douglas Von Snapperstein. He had such wonderful biceps that made me feel safe as he plundered my virgin hole. And then there’s the time I found myself eating warm ketchup for the first time and realized that people who open condiments and then put them back in the pantry instead of the icebox are essentially equivalent those who commit war crimes. And then there was the time I—”

“You said you were defeated,” I reminded him, starting to sweat a little.

“Well excuse me if I have lived a long and storied life that I have yet to write down in an autobiography entitled If I Did It, where I discuss all the bad and illegal things I’ve potentially done and tell you exactly how I would have done them had I done them. There would have been a surprise follow-up four months later called I Did It, where people would shell out the same amount to read the fact that I did those bad and illegal things.”

“Fall. Down.”

“Gods, you are a pushy little bitch, aren’t you? Is this a wizarding thing? Is that how you’re going to be now? Because if that’s the case—wow, you are evil, if that expression on your face is any indication.” He started choking before he fell to his knees and then over on his side. “Gahhhhh,” he said, tongue lolling out of his mouth.

“That was heartbreaking to watch,” one of the Darks said. “Because they were friends and all. Truly sad.” The other Darks murmured their agreement.

“I shall destroy you,” Ryan said, pulling out his sword and flourishing it in a practiced circle. The blade caught the sunlight, and I would have been really turned-on if he wasn’t such a douchebag and I wasn’t pretending to betray him. “And then I will bring back my one true love from the brink of darkness.”

“Kevin!” I bellowed. “Defeat the knight!”

“Your wish is my command, oh master of my gaping domain,” Kevin said.

Ryan charged at him, raising his sword. He brought it down gently (but not too gently) onto Kevin’s leg, where it glanced uselessly off the dragon’s scales. Kevin knocked Ryan’s sword out of his hand with a flick of his tail and then shoved him down to the ground a little harder than necessary. Ryan skidded in the dirt before coming to a stop near my feet.

I looked down at him.

He rolled his eyes.

I loved him so fucking much.

“As you can see,” I exclaimed, my acting probably as good if not better than those who graced the Lockes Stage, “three have been defeated. All that remains is the king of the fairies. And since it is his job to protect the dragons, he cannot fight Kevin. Therefore, everyone here has been defeated, and I have completed my betrayal.”

“He’s right,” Dimitri said, wings drooping. “I have been defeated and cannot do a single thing.”

The Darks clapped again.

Except Terrance. Terrance, who had already passed Vadoma on my list of enemies, looked down at my friends on the ground before saying, “But you haven’t monologued yet.”

The Darks stopped clapping.

“Excuse me?” I asked Terrance as politely as I could, even though in my head I was deciding how to remove his femurs from his body in the way that would cause the most pain.

“You say you’re a Dark wizard now.”

“Right.”

“And you’ve betrayed all your friends.”

“This is true.”

“But you haven’t monologued yet about your feelings and how you turned bad because of your father not loving you, or because you found dead animals in the woods when you were a kid and poked them with sticks.”

I stared at him. “I don’t—”

“Monologue,” Gary hissed as he squinted up at me before he laid his tongue back on the ground.

“But—”

“I believe in you,” Tiggy said.

“Aw,” I said. “Thanks, dude. But there’s no way in hell I’m going to—” The Darks were frowning at me, looking perturbed. “Oh, godsdammit. Do I have to?”

“Only a true Dark wizard would monologue after having his enemies defeated at his feet,” Terrance said. “Everyone knows this.”

The other Darks nodded.

“Ugh. Fine. I’ll do it. I’m not happy about it, but I’ll do it.”

They waited.

“Okay, so, like. Um. Let’s see. Monologue. Monologue. I mean, do I just start or…? Like, lay out my plans of evil and then…? Okay. I can do that.” I cleared my throat. “So. Here goes. I will now tell you my plan for crushing the Resistance.”

Gary was shaking on the ground. Motherfucker was laughing at me. I thought about lighting his bouffant on fire, but since he had his horn back, I figured he would probably shoot more rainbows all over my face, and I couldn’t have that. So I chose to ignore him instead.

“It all started when I was young and realized my father thought I was weak. He hailed from the North and worked in the lumber mills and was stronger than I could ever be.”

“Ohh,” one of the Darks said. “It’s already off to a good start.”

“Yes, my father thought I was too small and incapable of manly things and also a waste of space. All I wanted to do was impress him, but nothing I did ever worked.” Which, of course, was bullshit. He was very easily impressed. “I begged him. I said, ‘Papa, why can’t you love me as I am?’ And he said, ‘You’re too meek and mild for me to love. I wish we had had a son who mattered.’”

Two of the Darks’ lips were wobbling.

I was so good at this.

“And then I grew up and became magic and was told I was going to be a good guy, but then I thought p’shaw, that sounds boring and predictable. Why on earth would I want to do that? So then when I heard there was a prophecy about me, I decided to defy the gods. I pretended to go along with them, but secretly I was learning how to be a Dark wizard, because everyone knows Dark wizards are cooler than most others and very hard to fool.”

“Damn right!” a Dark called out. “We’re so cool! And no one gets anything by us!”

“Exactly! So while it seemed like I was a good guy, I was actually the worst guy of all! Like, this one time Gary asked if the magenta in his mane made him look fat, and I said no. But in reality, it did.”

Rainbow and glitter shot out of his horn and landed on my boot.

“Next one goes in your mouth,” he whispered at me.

I gulped. “And uh, so yeah! Like, I wanted to tell you guys that I was bad, but every time I saw a Dark wizard, there were a bunch of people around me and I couldn’t break my cover.”

“What about the time you saw Myrin in Mashallaha?” Terrance asked.

“Thank you, Terrance,” I said as evenly as I could. “I was hoping you were going to ask that. I had been seduced by love. You see, I have a cornerstone. He loved me, and I tolerated him, but he used that love against me, and I felt myself getting pulled toward the light. Why, that time in Mashallaha when I fought Myrin, Ryan had just told me how much he loved me, and how I was the best thing in his world, and how he didn’t think he could ever go on without me, and that if I left him, he would probably just lay down and die.”

“Laying it on a little thick,” Ryan muttered.

“Gross,” a Dark said. “Cornerstones are so clingy.”

“Right? But I was already drowning in his love, and so that’s why I fought Myrin. But I felt super bad about it afterward, and I’ll totes apologize the next time I see him.”

Terrance nodded. “Okay. You may continue your monologue.”

I winced. “I have to do more?”

“You still haven’t said your evil plans.”

“Oh, right. Riiiiight. My plans.”

“Your evil plans.”

“Gods, fucking Terrance—I mean, yes, Terrance. You are correct. My evil plans. You see, I went to the woods to learn control over all the other dragons. I hoped by the time I came back to serve Myrin that he would have destroyed the Resistance. But he hadn’t. So I infiltrated their camp, learned their ways and gained their trust, and now know everything about the Resistance.”

“I just got chills,” the first Dark said. “Did anyone else get chills? Because I did.”

“Right?” I said, pleased. “So, now if you could take me and my prisoners to Myrin, everything will be swell and we can get on with the whole destroying Camp HaveHeart thing. Also, that name sucks because HaveHeart is gross. Also, I hate love. And puppies. And feeling good. Because I like Dark stuff. Like… um. What do you guys like?”

“Potatoes,” one Dark said.

“Pushing people into lakes,” another Dark said.

“Lighting things on fire.”

“Looting and pillaging!”

“Punching orphans!”

“General mayhem!”

“Yes,” I said, nodding furiously. “I like all of those things too. Like, so much. Good. That’s the end of my monologue. I’m glad we’re all on the same page.”

“Except—” Terrance said.

“Shut up, Terrance,” I snapped at him.

The other Darks laughed. “Yeah, Terrance,” one said. “Shut up. He likes potatoes and general mayhem. He’s obviously a Dark wizard. Ooh, Myrin’s going to be so pleased. I can’t wait to see the look on his face when we bring his sworn enemy into the castle, only for him to realize that said enemy is now a Dark wizard and will help us crush the Resistance.”

They all started laughing evilly.

I laughed evilly along with them, because that was what one did when one was pretending to be a Dark wizard.

I so had this.

 

 

UNDER MY instruction, Kevin had gathered Ryan, Tiggy, and Gary in his arms, Dimitri following dutifully behind him as we were led into the City of Lockes. Dark wizards inside the City gaped at us until the call went out that the great Sam of Dragons had turned into a villain and was here to bring about the end of everything good and happy and filled with sunshine. The Darks cheered. The prisoners stared at me with wide eyes filled with shock and betrayal. I ignored them, making sure my robes billowed evilly around me. I waved at the Dark wizards, accepting congratulations on my decision to explore the fine art of villainy. My hand was shaken, my back slapped, and I smiled as evilly as I could to make sure no one saw through my ruse.

The farther we walked into the City, the more Darks poured out of the buildings and alleyways until the streets were filled with them trailing along behind us. Sure, some remained at the gates and on the parapets, but the majority were following.

As we wound our way through the City toward Castle Lockes, Kevin kept his gaze straight ahead, Tiggy, Gary, and Ryan lax in his arms. Dimitri fluttered behind him, head bowed. The fact that this had worked as well as it had was a little shocking but not unforeseen. I was obviously one of the world’s greatest actors, just now coming into my talent.

Castle Lockes loomed before us as we approached, Myrin’s flags fluttering in the breeze. I could see Darks gathering ahead at the entrance to the castle and wondered if Myrin already knew of my arrival. I’d done nothing to shield my magic since we’d stood outside the City. If he was as powerful as I thought and as connected to me as the gods claimed, then I thought he would have known I was here.

So I was a little disappointed when we reached the entrance to Castle Lockes only to be greeted by… Caleb.

“What is this?” he asked, eyes wide. He looked up at Kevin and who he carried before glancing back at me. “What is he doing here?”

“He’s turned into a villain!” one of the Darks exclaimed. “He monologued and everything.”

“It was really quite impressive,” another Dark said. “It wasn’t even a monologue from a beginner. Quite advanced, if you ask me. Pretty much a natural.”

What a mean thing to say. “Bwahahaha,” I laughed, trying to prove to Caleb that I was, in fact, a villain as the Darks were claiming.

Caleb’s eyes narrowed. “Sam of Dragons has… turned?”

“Well, that’s what it looks like,” Terrance said, because he never knew when to keep his fucking mouth closed.

“Shut up, Terrance,” Caleb snapped.

“Aw,” Terrance said, looking down at the cobblestone.

“I’m totes evil now, dude,” I told Caleb. “You can trust me on that.”

“Totes evil,” he repeated slowly. “And how did this come to pass?”

I shrugged. “You can only spend so much time in the Dark Woods getting magic shoved into you by dragons before your mind starts to… expand.” I glanced up at Kevin to see Gary staring down at me, a strange look on his face. “You begin to see things in a different light. I’m no longer the person I once was.”

Caleb stared at me for a long moment. Then, “You expect me to believe that.”

“Yes,” I said.

“You, Sam of Dragons, are now a villain.”

“Pretty much.”

“You have to know how ridiculous that sounds.”

I cocked my head at him. “Why is it so hard to believe? I was poor, growing up in the slums while the top one percent ruled over this land and gave us nothing. And when I was finally taken from the slums, it was because of a lie told to me by people I trusted and I was met with derision from all sides. And that’s something that never changed. No matter what I did, the people of Verania have hated me. They unified and marched against me. Demanded my removal as the apprentice to the King’s Wizard. And then my mentor died in front of me. I left those I cared for behind while I went to gain power from questionable means. If that’s not the backstory of a villain, I don’t know what is.”

“Right,” Caleb said slowly. “But why here? Why now?”

I grinned maniacally. He took a step back. “Because I’ve seen what I’m truly capable of. How far my magic reaches. Why, I could very well wipe you out with a single thought, but instead I’m letting you live.”

Caleb swallowed thickly. “What happened to them?” he asked, nodding up at the precious cargo in Kevin’s arms.

“Sam asserted his control over the dragon and forced him to take them out in front of us,” a Dark said. “I’ve never seen such a thing. I mean, it’s about time that insufferable unicorn finally got knocked out. I’m so anti-Gary, I don’t even know what to do with myself.”

Anti-Gary, I mouthed to no one in particular, because the phrase just didn’t compute. Gary was one of the greatest creatures ever to have existed. Everyone loved him. And now that he had his horn back, there was just more to love. Sure, he could be overbearing and mean and snarky and bitchy, and he really didn’t understand personal boundaries or common courtesy or that funerals were not an appropriate time to hit on a hot newly widowed lumberjack, but the fact that anyone could not like him was simply mind-boggling.

And when the Darks started murmuring their assent behind us, it was all I could do not to actually smite them where they stood. Gary was awesome and cool, and I really liked it when he sang songs about killing people he didn’t like.

“You have control over the dragon?” Caleb asked, sounding incredulous.

I squinted at him. “What part of Sam of Dragons do you not understand?”

“Does that include the Great White?”

“He’s a dragon, isn’t he?”

“What is the meaning of this?” another voice called as it entered the courtyard where we’d gathered. I didn’t even need to look. I would recognize that voice anywhere.

Ruv.

He came to stand next to Caleb. He didn’t look surprised to see me, even if his outburst suggested otherwise. He appeared rather smug, which led me to suspect Myrin did sense my presence just as I’d expected. In fact, I thought it was possible that Myrin was somewhere in the crowd, listening to every word. Many of the Darks had hoods pulled up over their heads, obscuring their faces. Myrin was probably going to let Caleb and Ruv vet me before he revealed himself in a dramatic fashion that was supposed to strike fear and awe in the hearts of all those present. I reminded myself to show fear and awe when the time came.

“It appears Sam here has had a change of heart,” Caleb said, sounding nervous. “He’s claiming to be a villain now. Says he has control over the dragons.”

I could see the moment when Ruv registered who Kevin held. His eyes widened slightly, but that was all. He hid it well. He hadn’t been expecting them. “A villain,” Ruv said slowly.

I shrugged. “It happens, I guess. But hey, maybe I don’t want to have to repeat myself over and over again. So why doesn’t Myrin join us so I can just say this once?” I sneered at Ruv. “Besides, I don’t think I’d answer to someone like you. I mean, you’re cute and all, what with your dirty street magic, but I think it’s time for the adults to talk, don’t you?”

He didn’t like that very much. “I am his second,” Ruv hissed, taking a step toward me. “And as for my dirty street magic, it certainly got the best of you, didn’t it? Myrin gave it to me, and I made sure to use it against you as best I knew how. My sail board, for example. You thought it a gift from the heart, when instead it allowed me to track your every move until it was unfortunately destroyed.”

Whoa. That escalated quickly. And for the briefest of moments, my control wavered and a great and terrible rage rose within me, and it felt black and dark, that someone like him could be so cavalier about—

I took a breath. And pushed it away.

“Is that what you think?” I asked him coolly.

“It’s what I know.” He took another step toward me. “I stood in that house and felt your anger when you realized just how completely I’d betrayed you. How well you’d been played. I wallowed in your anguish when I shoved your cornerstone’s sword into his chest. I was right under your nose the whole time, and you never saw me coming. So don’t speak to me as if I’m not worthy of your attention. Because I have taken more from you than almost anyone here, and I will have your respect.”

He was right, of course. Not about respecting him, because fuck that. But no, I hadn’t seen his betrayal until it was too late. He had me there. But I couldn’t let that distract me. Not when—

There. In the crowd. Off to the right.

“Myrin,” I said, raising my voice. A hush fell over the Darks. “Perhaps you could pull your guard dog back so we may have a civilized discussion.”

No one moved.

I turned and looked directly at the hooded Dark who emanated that sick yellow infection tinged with something so much more, something that felt akin to home, but twisted in savage mockery of what it had once been. He had his own magic, yes, but he also had Morgan’s, and it reached for me, sticky and sweet, whispering for me to love it, to touch it, to meld with it like we’d done time and time again.

I reached up and pressed my hand against Ruv’s chest, pushing until he took a step back. His eyes narrowed, but I ignored him. “Myrin,” I said again. “If you please.”

He reached up and pulled his hood back and—

It wasn’t Myrin. It didn’t even look like him. It was some random man, some Dark who smiled nervously and—

“You are a curious creature, Sam of Dragons.”

I jerked my head to the left. Myrin stood just out of reach, his long red robes flowing around him. There came that discordant feeling again, a sense of blurred edges, of one image placed atop another, because Myrin looked so much like Morgan. The same beard and build. The same face. But it was the eyes that caused the dissonance, the eyes that felt just a step off. Morgan’s had always been warm and kind, tinged with exasperation and mirth. Myrin’s were cold and calculating, unnerving, as he didn’t seem to blink.

And here, at last, was the beginning of the end of my story.





Chapter 18: Death Comes for Thee

 

 

“YOU KNOW,” Myrin said, voice soft, “it takes a lot to surprise me.”

I said nothing. Just watched. And waited.

He smiled, a perverse version of the same one Morgan had whenever he’d seen me. “This world doesn’t harbor very many secrets from me. Not anymore. I have studied it far longer than you could even possibly imagine. And even when I was… away, I could still hear its whispers, though I was covered in shadow.”

He was already monologuing. Fun. Since he looked like he was waiting for me to say something, I said, “That sounds nice.”

His smile didn’t falter. “Nice,” he repeated. “Yes, a curious creature. There’s no doubt about that. As I said, it takes much to surprise me. I have seen things that defy logic. I have felt things that would stretch the boundaries of your imagination. The pain. And agony. The death and destruction. Betrayal. Yes, Sam, even betrayal. But not in the way you might think. It is true that from the way it’s been told, it was I who betrayed Morgan. It was I who betrayed Randall.” He shook his head ruefully. “But what about when they betrayed me?”

“Because they didn’t understand what you were going through,” I said. “What you had experienced. The knowledge you had.”

He looked a little startled at that before he laughed. It wasn’t even necessarily an evil laugh, but it still grated along my nerves. “There it is again. Surprising me. Now, and when I felt you approaching the City of Lockes, your magic just sloughing off of you. I felt the dragon too, yes, but only the one. I told myself that surely even you couldn’t be so stupid as to knock on my door and attempt to face me head-on, knowing what you do about me. What I’m capable of. So I admit to being interested in the why of it all. You confound me, Sam. You always have, even when you were nothing but a thought.”

“Yeah, not the first time I’ve heard that, dude. Usually it’s said with a little more irritation, but I just roll with it, you know? It’s easier that way.”

“Do you?” he asked. “I suppose if that’s what works for you.”

I shrugged. “It’s gotten me this far.”

He shook his head. “I wouldn’t believe it if I didn’t have the evidence right in front of me. Why are you here?”

I rolled my eyes. “You’ve been listening the entire time. You know why.”

“Yes,” he said slowly. “You say you’re a villain.”

“Like, the villainest. Just accepted it, you know? It’s easier that way.”

He took a step away from the crowd of Darks. If I couldn’t see them all, I would have thought Myrin and me alone, given how quiet it was. It was as if all of them held their breath, waiting to see what would happen next. I hoped they wouldn’t be disappointed.

“What changed?” he asked.

“A desire for power.”

“Why?”

“Because I wanted it.”

“You were supposed to be the force for good.”

“Boring, right? I mean, come on. The whole chosen-one trope is overplayed, don’t you think?” I winked at him. “Who would expect the good guy to go bad instead? I think it makes for a more interesting story.”

He cocked his head at me. “And just how do you see this story playing out?”

“I’ve been inside Camp HaveHeart. I know everything about it. The people. The knights. The guards. The location of the Prince and the King.”

“The King you helped to escape.”

“Yes,” I admitted. “But just think: now he’s with all the others. All in one place.”

Myrin chuckled. “Makes for an easier target.”

“Exactly.”

“See, there’s just one problem with that, Sam,” he said, coming to stand in front of Ruv. Myrin reached up and traced a finger along Ruv’s cheek. Ruv barely flinched.

“Oh? And what would that be?”

He turned to face me. “I don’t believe you.”

Well shit. “That sucks.”

He sighed. “It really does. I mean, for all your bravado, for the way you weaponized your words, I still see the scared little boy underneath it all, extraordinarily out of his depth. You are a child playing in a chess game of the gods, Sam.”

“Dude, no need to be so condescending. You could just say you don’t believe me and leave it at that. Really. My feelings are hurt.”

He was in front of me before I could even blink, a hand gripping my face, fingers digging into my skin. It took all I had to stare blandly at him, showing him just how unaffected I was. “You speak,” he whispered, breath warm on my face, “without saying anything. Your words are a jumbled mess of adolescent mockery derived from an undeserved sense of accomplishment. I truly expected more from someone who was ordained by the gods to be my equal. You are nothing to me. You are insignificant. You have dragons, yes. And an unwieldy magic. But tell me, Sam. What would stop me, right here, right now, from just… taking it from you.”

“Consuming me. My magic.”

His grip tightened. “Yes, Sam. From consuming your magic.”

“Because then you’d be missing out on the fact that I am your equal.”

His eyes narrowed. “Come again?”

“I read it.”

“What?”

“Your Grimoire.”

The grip on my face loosened as he blinked in surprise. “You what?”

“Your Grimoire. I have it. I read it. Not the whole thing, of course, because, dude, you could really use an editor. I mean, you had stuff in there that made no sense and didn’t advance the narrative at all, but you still chose to devote pages to it. Why do you do that? Don’t you know that people don’t like superfluous stuff that makes it sound like the only thing you like is the sound of your own voice? Because legit, you should really tone back that shit. And now I totally forgot what we were talking about, because you are still breathing on my mouth, and I am really uncomfortable with that.”

“The Grimoire,” he growled.

“Oh. Right. Your Grimoire. Yeah, dude, totes read the highlights. I don’t know if you’ve ever met the snake dragon monster thing, but you guys have a lot in common. Everything is Dark this and Dark that and no one understands me at all.”

“Make your point before I decide it’s not worth hearing.”

“Wow. That was… an effective threat. My point, since you’re so insistent, is that we’re not so different, you and I.”

“And how is that.”

“We’ve been betrayed by those we love.”

He let go of my face, but not before patting my cheek just this side of too hard. “You?”

I nodded. “Me.”

“Go on.”

“Morgan. Randall.”

“What about them?”

“They never told me about you.”

He scoffed. “That’s all?”

“No. That’s not all. They never told me about you. About any part of it.”

I could see the moment he understood. “The prophecy.”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“After my grandmother came to the City for the first time.”

A cloud of something fell over his face, and he turned to glance at Ruv over his shoulder. “Did you know about this?”

Ruv looked flustered. “I didn’t know to what extent he’d been informed before our arrival. I didn’t want to speculate.”

Myrin turned back to me. “Go on.”

“They lied to me,” I said, putting all the anger I’d felt over it into my voice. “They knew things about me, about my future, and didn’t tell me until they were caught in the lie. If Vadoma hadn’t shown when she did, if you hadn’t escaped the shadow realm, who knows when—or if—they would have told me.”

“And this upsets you.”

“You’re damn right it does. Being told I have to do this—this thing where I don’t have a choice? Where I’m nothing but a tool used by the gods in a game I want no part of? That’s not fair. And for what end? To stop you? To protect the people of Verania? The people who turned their backs on me just because they didn’t like the color of my skin or the magic I wielded or the fact that I came from the slums? How is that fair? Why would I want to protect those who would just as soon stab me in the back as look at me?” And I hated it, hated the words, because there was truth to them. No matter what I told myself, I wasn’t always a good person. I was petty and vindictive. I could be an asshole. And I was angry, still so godsdamn angry, that I’d been made into this pariah, cast out by the very people who now cozied up to those I loved like it was nothing. I left to do the right thing, to do what was expected of me, only to return and find Vadoma with my parents, to find Lady Tina smiling at Ryan and Justin, standing by their sides like she belonged there. It wasn’t fair. None of it was fair.

“I can feel it,” he said with something akin to wonder in his voice. “Your anger. You’re speaking truth.”

“You’re damn fucking right I am,” I snapped at him. “And I know you felt it too. I read what you wrote. I saw it in your Grimoire. You tried to expand on the way people thought of magic. You tried to show others a different way to think of the boundaries of what wizards are capable of. You said that you didn’t think Darks were something to be feared or condemned, that they were just misunderstood. That they had chosen a different path, and it was to be admired.”

“Randall looked at me as if I was crazy,” Myrin said. “He thought those were the words of a heretic. ‘You don’t understand what you’re saying,’ he told me. ‘You don’t know what you’re speaking about.’ Like I was nothing but a child. And maybe I didn’t know as much as he did. I doubt anyone ever has. But just because I didn’t have the breadth he did doesn’t mean I couldn’t think for myself.”

“And then they betrayed you.”

His eyes flashed and I felt the pulse of his magic, thick and viscous. “You don’t know how that felt. I tried to show them a different way. Tried to show them what the truth of it all was. That there were different paths to magic. That nothing was set in stone.”

“Because stone crumbles,” I said quietly.

“It does,” he agreed. “Or it can be shattered. I admit I was… overzealous with the so-called King of Sorrows. I pushed too far, and his mind… warped. More than I expected it to. But I needed Randall and Morgan to see just what could be done, what I was capable of, for them to take me seriously. To consider joining me on my quest to burst through the boundaries of magic.” He shook his head. “But they called me evil, even though I could see their hearts breaking. They said I was a villain, that I was no better than the Darks who hid in the forests and practiced magic the way they chose. Do you know why there are so many of us, Sam? Why there are so many Dark wizards while there are only a few like Randall and Morgan?”

“No.”

“It’s because we’re told how to act. How to be. Those with a more liberal agenda can’t understand what it means to be marginalized, to have the ways of others forced upon us. You have magic? Fine. Here’s how you need to act. Here’s how you need to practice. Here’s what you can and cannot do. And there are so many more of us that reject that false narrative, that don’t believe we’re to be regimented and defined by what we’re capable of. We’ve lurked in the shadows, waiting for our time to rise.” He looked up at Kevin, then back at me. “And there will be a cornerstone, a person who will keep you from reaching your true potential. And you must love them. You must cherish them. You must put them above all others, and gods help you if they should reject you. Betray you. Die. Do you know what happens to the mind of a wizard who loses his cornerstone, Sam?”

I had an idea. I had the evidence right in front of me.

“It breaks. It tears. There is nothing that can prepare you for loss, Sam, not of this magnitude. Whether it be death or the act of betrayal, it hurts. It wasn’t a quick process, no. Even before I revealed myself, I could feel the bond between Randall and myself fraying. I loved him, Sam. I hope you understand that. If you read my Grimoire, then you should have seen just how much I loved him.”

“But you loved magic more.”

He flinched and tried to hide it, but I saw it for what it was. Shame. “It wasn’t about loving something more than him. It was about becoming free from the constraints placed upon me.”

“And what if he’d said yes to you?” I asked, suddenly curious. “What if he’d decided to join you? He’d still have been your cornerstone. You still would have depended on him.”

He smiled grimly. “I guess we’ll never find out, will we?”

No, we wouldn’t. Because Myrin wasn’t even half the wizard that Randall was. And he never would be. “You were cast in shadow then.”

“I was. And I learned things that this world could not have taught me. That there is no one to depend upon but myself. That I control my destiny. Not the gods. Not a prophecy. And certainly not a child who was supposed to be my antithesis.”

I grinned at him. “Funny, then, how this all turned out.”

“Oh, it is. And soon you will see exactly why.”

Well, that was ominous. There wasn’t a very good chance he meant funny ha-ha like I did. “Well, you monologued, I told you I read your diary, and now we are totally on the same page, so maybe we should—”

“I believe you.”

I arched an eyebrow at him. “Come again?”

He stared intently at me. “I believe you. That you’ve forsaken the people of Verania. That you’ve embraced the darkness. I can see it in your eyes. I can feel your fury. Some of it is still directed at me, but it’s… more than that now. It’s not like it was in Mashallaha. Or even in that house with Morgan. Your time away changed you in ways Randall and Morgan could not.”

“Good,” I said, relieved. “I’m so glad you believe me. Now, let’s go do Dark wizard things, just you and me. I don’t want there to be anyone… overhearing us, if you know what I mean.” I glanced pointedly at Ruv, who scowled at me.

“Of course,” Myrin said. “There’s just one more thing.”

Uh-oh. “Oh. Well. If you insist.”

“I’m afraid that I must.”

“You’re the boss, so. Whatever’s clever.”

“There’s still the matter of your cornerstone.”

“What about him?”

“You’re tied to him, Sam. As long as he draws breath, you cannot move forward. The bond must be broken. The prophecy must be fulfilled.”

“Oh yeah. That. Dude, I totally get what you’re saying. And if it makes you feel any better about this whole situation, I’ve already told him that we’re breaking up because he really doesn’t do it for me anymore. You know what they say—once you go dragon, all the rest is laggin’.”

Kevin snorted. “I knew it! I mean, whatever you say, Master.” Then, out the side of his mouth, “But I knew it.”

Myrin squinted at me. “You went… dragon?”

I shrugged. “Eh. Something had to happen. I mean, I was in the woods for a long time, you know?”

I’d never seen so many people look disgusted in my direction all at once. It was really remarkable.

“Be that as it may,” Myrin said slowly, “I don’t think we need any more… details on your extracurricular activities.”

“I respect that. So, we were on our way to being by ourselves so we could—”

“Your cornerstone, Sam.”

“Right,” I said hastily. “That. No worries. Like I said, I already betrayed him, so I’m pretty sure that bond is on its way to breaking. I mean, oh no! Everything hurts because he’s my cornerstone and it sucks and I’m feeling a little crazy and stuff.”

Myrin looked amused again. I was quickly discovering I didn’t like that expression on him. “Yes, I’m sure. I can see you splitting right down the middle. However, it’s not enough. Think of it as a test to prove your loyalty to me.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. “My loyalty?”

“Yes, Sam. Your loyalty. You come here spouting these pretty things about forsaking your people and expressing a desire to join me, even though I gave you that chance once already back in Mashallaha, which you firmly rejected.”

“Right?” I said. “Sorry about that. I guess it was… shocking, wasn’t it?”

Gary snorted while still pretending to be knocked out. It was quite the feat.

“It was,” he said. “Which is why I won’t make that mistake again. Regarding Ryan Foxheart—”

“He means nothing to me.”

“No? Then your task will be a simple one.”

Shit.

Myrin the Bright Star smiled a terrible smile and said, “You must kill your cornerstone.”

There was a beat of silence, and then Tiggy and Gary exploded, struggling in Kevin’s grip. “No!” Gary bellowed. “Who the fuck do you think you are? You listen to me, you little bitch. I am going to gut you. Kevin! Set me down! It’s time to end this, Unicorn Style!”

“Sam!” Tiggy cried. “No, Sam. Bad, it’s bad!”

Kevin didn’t let them go, even when Gary’s horn began shooting rainbows and glitter. It bounced off the dragon’s chest, his blood keeping Gary’s magic from harming him.

Ryan stared down at me, jaw clenched.

I looked away.

“You speak pretty words I wish to hear,” Myrin said gently. “And they show me just how much we have in common. You’ve read my Grimoire. You know the lengths to which I’d go to make my vision of a glorious future come true. What I’ve given up. How those close to me chose to lock me away as the shadows tore down my mind and rebuilt me from the ground up. I won’t make you go through that, Sam. You are powerful, yes. I have great respect for you. But even one such as you must do what is necessary in order to realize your full potential.”

“Kevin,” I said through gritted teeth, “set Ryan down.”

“Kevin! You do that and I will never forgive you!” Gary snarled. “Sam, what the fuck is wrong with you? You can’t be seriously considering this?”

“Is Sam a Bad Sam now?” Tiggy asked tearfully.

“No,” Gary retorted. “This is just a game, right? A trick. He’s fooling. He won’t—Kevin, why the hell are you doing this?”

“Because Sam told me to,” Kevin growled. “And I must obey.”

“But we were—he doesn’t control—Ryan! Run! Run, godsdamn you!”

But Ryan stood there, just out of reach. His eyes were narrowed and his jaw tensed, but he stood tall and proud, left hand in a fist at his side, his sword in his right. His armor shone brightly in the sun. I’d never seen him look more handsome. Even as the Dark wizards began to yell insults, jeering wildly, he never looked away from me.

“So, this is it,” he said.

“Yes,” I said. “I suppose it is.”

“I always knew you’d be the death of me.”

I smiled faintly. “What can I say? The gods wished it so. I’m—”

“Enough,” Myrin said. “No more discussion. Sam. Do it now, or I shall do it for you. Either way, Knight Commander Ryan Foxheart will die.”

I nodded tightly.

Ryan never looked away.

I worry.

About what?

The prophecy. About what I saw. What I showed you.

We don’t know how much of that was real. How much was you or the gods or Ruv playing all of us.

This is true. But Sam, I don’t know that it matters. You saw him as clear as day. Ryan, your cornerstone, the life taken from him, his body cold. He escaped death once, but I fear that won’t happen again. I know you think my magic false, that I am nothing but a street magician, but I promise you, that isn’t the case. I worry it may come to pass. That Ryan Foxheart will meet his end in order for the prophecy to be fulfilled.

Vadoma had been right.

It would come to pass.

But not in the way she, nor the gods, expected.

A hero must suffer before the end. That was how the stories always went, wasn’t it?

“Do it,” Ryan growled.

And I had suffered.

“Sam, do it. Do it, godsdamn you! If this is who you are, then fucking do it!”

“Don’t curse like that,” I said mildly. “You need to think of the children.”

The green and gold came swiftly. They always had.

There was a sharp crack and Ryan stumbled forward, hands going to his throat. He fell to his knees. His mouth opened and closed. Opened and closed. He let out a harsh breath. One hand went to the ground as he slumped over. His armor clanked as it touched the ground. His face was red, eyes bulging.

And then he fell forward, facedown on the ground.

His left leg kicked once. Twice.

I felt the moment he died. I felt like I had been torn in two. My magic burst from me wildly, and I struggled to control it, my mind shrieking. Everything was overbright and loud, blood rushing in my ears. I could hear Gary screaming and Tiggy bellowing.

I gasped as I bent over, gagging, a thin string of bile dripping from my open mouth.

A hand dropped onto my shoulder, the fingers digging into my skin.

Myrin.

“Impressive,” he whispered near my ear. “I must admit, I didn’t think you’d do it. I thought you’d… well. It doesn’t matter now. Tell me, Sam. What did you do to him?”

“Stopped his heart,” I managed to spit out above all the noise in my head. I felt as if I’d been dropped into some great storm with no end in sight.

“Truly?”

“Yes.”

“Fascinating. Ruv. If you don’t mind.”

Ruv rushed past us to kneel down next to Ryan. He looked shocked and pale as he reached down and turned Ryan onto his back. Armor scraped against the ground. He put a hand on Ryan’s throat. Then, “I—he’s dead.”

Myrin laughed. “Oh, Sam. If only Morgan could see you now and everything you’ve become. If it’s any consolation, I’m sure he’ll welcome Ryan with open arms when he crosses the veil. They can mourn what has become of you together.”

Tiggy was crying.

Gary looked devastated.

Kevin didn’t say a word.

Dimitri’s wings buzzed angrily.

I wanted nothing more than to curl up on the ground and never rise again. It felt like I was shattering.

“Yes,” Myrin said. He ran his fingers along the slope of my spine. “I know. I know. I understand, perhaps better than anyone, Sam. The way it burns. The way it feels like little pieces of you are breaking off. If you are strong enough, it will pass. I… underestimated you. Again. I didn’t know what you were capable of. Now I do. And I am pleased.”

I gasped as a tremor rolled through me.

“I’m not cruel,” Myrin said quietly. “I will allow you to say goodbye to your knight. Crawl, Sam. Crawl to him.”

And I did.

My hands were dusty.

My vision was blurred.

My head was pounding.

But I crawled.

Ruv watched me with wide eyes from next to Ryan’s body. He stumbled back, falling to the ground, propped up by his elbows.

Knight Commander Ryan Foxheart looked at peace in death. His eyes were closed, face slack, mouth slightly open. His chest did not rise. His sword lay discarded at his side. I picked it up, the metal dragging along the stone. It was heavier than I expected. Or I was weaker. I didn’t know.

I placed it upon his chest, the blade pointed down toward his legs. I took each of his hands and brought them to his chest, arranged his fingers on the hilt of his sword.

There.

He was as Vadoma had shown me.

As the gods had shown her.

Everything had come to pass.

And I said, “Once upon a time, there was a boy.”

Everyone around me fell silent.

“Say that again, Sam,” Myrin said. “I don’t think I quite heard you.”

I forced myself to look up at him, even though every part of me ached. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “Once upon a time, there was a boy.”

Myrin blinked. “A boy.”

I could barely breathe. I had to force the words out. “He was a kickass boy born in the slums of the City of Lockes.”

The Dark wizards started to murmur.

My heart felt like it was crawling with lightning. “His parents were hardworking, and at times life could be difficult, but they were alive and had all their teeth. Which was very important.”

Caleb frowned.

Ruv’s face was pale as he slowly rose to his feet.

Myrin watched me with an unreadable expression.

“One day, this boy went into the woods,” I said through gritted teeth. “His heart was hurting, and he was sad.”

Myrin took a step back. “What are you—”

“And on this day, in these woods, the boy found a bird.”

“Oh fuck,” Gary whispered.

“A bird,” Myrin repeated.

“Yes. A bird. It was dead. And the boy with the broken heart did something he didn’t think was possible. He brought the bird back to life.”

Silence.

Then, “You lie.”

Sweat dripped down my brow. “No. I don’t.”

“It’s not possible,” Myrin snarled. “Death is final. No one can—”

A sharp crack blasted overhead.

Everyone looked skyward.

Everyone, that is, except for Myrin and me. We didn’t look away from each other.

“That,” I said, “was a signal. From Randall. To show that the slums have been evacuated. Because while we stood here, while you went on and on and on, the people of Camp HaveHeart breached the City. They saved those you imprisoned. You were all so arrogant to think nothing could happen to you with me here.”

Myrin took a step toward me.

I laughed. It sounded like I was choking. “And while we take back our home, three of the dragons of Verania are in Meridian City at this very moment, laying waste to everything you’ve brought upon us.”

“You killed your cornerstone,” Myrin said coldly. “There is no coming back from that.” His expression stuttered. “Three. You said three dragons. There are five in total. Where is the—”

A loud roar split the air around us.

It didn’t come from Kevin.

“What is this?” Myrin demanded.

“You don’t know what I’m capable of,” I told him. “Because there’s one thing you’ve forgotten again and again and again.”

“And what would that be?”

I grinned rakishly at him. “I’m Sam of Dragons.”

Zero Ravyn Moonfire roared again as he landed on top of Castle Lockes, his muscular body curling around a turret, tail twitching dangerously. His eyes were blazing red.

Now? he growled in my head.

Now.

The hood around his face flared, the bony tips rattling as they shook. The Darks barely had time to react before the stone shattered beneath their feet as thick, dark roots burst up around them like tentacles, wrapping around legs and torsos, holding them in place. A few of them had a chance to scream before the roots covered them completely, cutting them off.

It was over in a matter of seconds. Where there had once stood the Darks of Verania, there was only a great prison of vermilion root, binding their magic in place.

But three remained untouched.

Caleb.

Ruv.

And Myrin.

Because there was a price to pay for what they’d done.

For what they’d taken from me.

There was a boy born in the slums.

The gods whispered about him.

They said he had a destiny.

That one day he would face a great evil and all the world would hang in the balance.

This boy was loved.

And he loved in return. With everything he had.

And he remembered how it felt.

The magic that arced within him like lightning.

He thought, It isn’t fair.

It isn’t fair.

It isn’t fair.

And it wasn’t. Because the gods had taken his choice away from him.

So I did the only thing I could.

I took it back.

I raised my arm, palm skyward, even as I thought, No, no, no, this isn’t the way, this isn’t the way.

The corona that spun in my hand was brighter than anything I’d ever seen, like I held a star. The magic rushed through me and the corona began to cascade downward like a waterfall, the drops of light spreading along the ground, pulsating slowly.

They had taken from me. I would wipe them all out. Kill every single one of them and bring back my love while leaving nothing but ash in my wake.

The bird had come back.

Ryan would too.

They would die.

They would all die and—

If I could have you remember one thing, it would be this: a wizard isn’t as strong as the magic he uses. It’s the magic he doesn’t use that’s a measure of true strength.

The star in my hand faded. I lowered my hand.

Myrin laughed. “You can’t even—”

I said, “Kevin. Fly.”

The dragon spread his wings as he reached out and snagged Dimitri.

I heard my best friends shout for me, but they faded away as Kevin rose into the sky.

I looked back at Myrin.

I felt his magic gathering, that fierce yellow infection mixed with homehomehome that never belonged to him.

He snarled, “You cannot defeat me.”

I rolled my eyes. “Dude, you’re such a godsdamn cliché. Fuck off and die.”

Lightning burst from my heart as I exploded.

Big big.

 

 

“ARE YOU sure about this?” Randall asked me.

“Yeah,” I said. “Sort of.”

“That doesn’t sound convincing.”

“Well, it’s a pretty fucking far-out-there idea.”

“That might be an understatement. You’re sweating.”

“Uh, yeah. You would be too if you were about to tell your sexy boyfriend you need to kill him in order to save Verania from a supervillain.”

Justin groaned. “How is this our lives?”

The King patted him on the arm. “I ask myself that all the time. Isn’t it wonderful?”

Randall didn’t look convinced. “We don’t—”

“Look,” I said. “I can’t… I don’t want to kill them all. That’s not who I am. But something has to be done. And you have to let me be the one to tell him. This is a sensitive subject, and—”

The flap to Justin’s command tent opened. Ryan entered, frowning. He looked from Randall, to Justin, to the King, before finally settling his gaze on me. “I got your message. What’s going on?”

“Hi,” I said. “I need to murder you to save the world.” I winced. “Shit.”

Randall put his face in his hand.

The King shook his head.

Justin sighed.

Ryan said, “What.”

“Sensitive subject,” Randall hissed at me.

“Okay, listen,” I said to Ryan. “You know the whole me being weird and bringing the bird back to life thing? So, like, I want to kill you and then bring you back to life, but not really doing the bird thing, because we don’t know what that’d do to you. And stuff.”

“And stuff,” Ryan said.

I beamed at him. “See? He got it right away.”

“This is madness,” Randall said. “Sam, do you know what will happen to you the moment he dies? He has been your cornerstone for only a short amount of time. Your bond is strong, but even you will not be able to escape the repercussions of such a devastating shock to your system. This isn’t something to be taken lightly. You’re talking about killing Ryan. I banished Myrin to the realm of shadows and lost a decade. What do you think it’ll do to you to murder the one you love?”

“I’m not you,” I retorted. “Something you’ve reminded me of again and again. I’m not going to turn Dark.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I won’t.”

“How do you even know that’s what Myrin will make you do?” Justin asked.

“Because he’ll see Ryan as Sam’s last connection to the world of light,” Randall muttered. “He’ll think of it as the greatest sacrifice. If Sam is willing to kill his cornerstone, then there is nothing he won’t do to become Dark. He’ll be convinced. And then there’s the matter of the prophecy.”

“I like being alive,” Ryan said, sounding dazed. “I don’t know if I’ve ever really told you that before. But I really do like it.”

“I’ll bring you back,” I promised him. “Like I would ever let you get away from me. We’ve got to grow old together, remember?”

“Sam,” the King said gently, “your magic. It will keep you young for a very long time.”

Randall sighed. “Sam found a way to manipulate his magic. He will age as normal.”

“You did what?” Justin asked.

I shrugged. “No big thing.”

The King smiled. “Of course you did. Please don’t ever stop surprising me. I would like it if we all came out of this alive. I want to see what wonders you’ll all achieve.”

“And you did it for me,” Ryan said quietly. We all turned toward him. He watched me with something akin to awe.

I blushed, scuffing my boot against the dirt. “I already told you that, but yeah. Mostly. Sure, part of it was me wanting to live a normal life. Well. As normal a life as is possible for someone like me. But when I wished on the stars to do something important, to be someone who matters, I didn’t mean all of this. This… destiny. I think I meant you. Because you’re my something important. You help me be that someone who matters.” I looked away. “You’re my wish, you know? I think you always have been.”

A couple of fingers went under my chin and lifted my head. Then lips were pressed against mine, a kiss so bittersweet and tinged with desperation that it took my breath away. Everything else melted away, just for a little while.

When he broke the kiss, he pressed his forehead against mine, his nose brushing my cheek. “You did it for me,” he said again, voice low.

“I would do anything for you. And this country.”

He pulled away, but only just. His gaze was searching when he said, “Including killing me.”

I swallowed thickly. “Right.”

“And then bringing me back.”

“That’s the plan. Shocking the shit out of you. And Myrin. More than I’ve ever done before. Hopefully it’ll fry his brains and save yours.”

He stared at me. “This might be the stupidest plan you’ve ever come up with.”

I grinned at him. “I thought so too.”

“How did you even think of this?” he asked, taking a step back, dropping his arms.

“The Grimoires. Morgan’s. Randall’s. And Myrin’s. They were… magic is in the mind. That was something they all had written. A common thread. That’s what they believed, and… maybe they’re right.” I shook my head. “But maybe they’re wrong, because I don’t think magic comes from just the mind. I think it comes from the heart too. And I think Morgan knew that. And maybe Randall does too. But Myrin? Myrin… he doesn’t get it. He’s cold and calculating because he doesn’t understand just how extensive magic can be. He wants power. He takes that power. Ergo, he becomes more powerful. But what can he do with it? He’s covered in shadow. I think he always has been. He’s got a singular focus, wanting to prove that he is the greatest wizard the world has ever known. And it’s all in his mind. None of it comes from his heart.”

“Morgan did see it,” Randall said softly. “And I think it was because of you.”

I couldn’t look at him.

“What is this going to do to you?” Ryan asked.

“To me? I don’t—”

“You’re talking about potentially killing people.”

I blanched. “They’re Darks—”

“I’m not defending them. I’m worried about what this will do to you. I’m a knight. A soldier. I know that I would take a life in order to protect the King and the Prince. To protect you. It’s my job. My oath to the Crown.”

“I’m not a knight.”

“I know.”

“And I’m not a soldier.”

He looked frustrated. “I know that too.”

“But I have an oath.”

“Everyone out,” Ryan snarled. He began pacing as the others fled the tent.

I waited, because he needed to work this out.

“You’re stupid,” he said.

“Probably.”

“And you’re going to get us all killed.”

“That’s a definite possibility.”

He pointed a finger at my face. “If you get killed, I will kill you.”

“That doesn’t even make sense—”

“And if you kill me and can’t bring me back, I will haunt you forever.”

“Oooh, ghost sex. Get your ectoplasm all over my—”

“And if you turn Dark, I will kick your ass so hard, you won’t have a choice but to turn good again.”

“I don’t quite understand how—”

“I don’t like this idea.”

I sniffed delicately. “So I noticed.”

“I think it’s ridiculous.”

“Pretty much the story of our lives, dude. Just roll with it.”

He suddenly looked stricken. “You need to be okay,” he said roughly. “Do you understand me? I need you to be okay. I can’t do this without you, Sam. I can’t. This life… it doesn’t make sense unless I’m by your side.”

I hugged him tightly. “Never,” I whispered in his ear. “I will never let you go.”
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My head rocked to the side, a bright flare of pain in my cheek.

I groaned as I opened my eyes. My vision was blurry and my head was pounding.

“Whuzzat?” I asked coherently.

“Gods, don’t scare me like that. You weren’t breathing, you mothercracking idiot!”

“M’lerg,” I said with extraordinary alacrity.

“Don’t you dare go and pass out again. I will hit the other side of your face, so help me gods.”

I blinked at the dark figure leaning over me, blocking out the sun. “Hi,” I said.

“Hi. Hi, he says. Hi. Gods, I really hate you sometimes.”

“Not nice.”

“I’m allowed to not be nice to you. You just killed me, then resurrected me by shocking my heart, and then passed out like you always do just to freak me out. I’m going to give you so much shit for the rest of our lives, you have no idea—”

And then it all came into startling focus.

Ryan Foxheart, alive, bitching me out.

“Gods,” I whispered. “I….”

“Yeah?” he said, squinting at me.

“I’m….”

“Yeah?” he said, leaning down for what was probably going to be the most romantic moment of my life.

“I am so awesome!” I crowed, sitting up quickly. Which was a bad idea, seeing as how I smashed my face against his.

“What the fuck,” he groaned, falling back on his ass, armor clanking. “Did you just headbutt me?”

“Why was your face so close?” I moaned, holding my nose, sure it’d been shattered into a billion pieces and that I’d be disfigured for the rest of my days. Ryan would leave me because he was secretly shallow and couldn’t have someone with a squashed nose riding his dick, and then I’d have to go back to living in a hut in the woods and parents would tell their children about the Squashed Nose Man (capitalized, so you know it’s true) who would come out at night and steal their toes if they didn’t eat their vegetables and—

And then I remembered there were things far more important than Squashed Nose Man.

I opened my eyes.

Ryan Foxheart was sitting on the ground in front of me, looking ornery and irritated, scowling prettily as he rubbed his forehead. He glared at me and opened his mouth to say—

Well, I didn’t know what he opened his mouth to say, because I got up and tackled him, immediately regretting the decision as he was wearing a full suit of armor, but gladly accepting the pain of crushing my ribs into powder given that he was kissing me back just as frantically.

“You’re alive, you’re alive, you’re alive,” I babbled against his mouth.

“You’re such an idiot,” he growled, his hands going to my ass. “I hate you so much. Don’t ever scare me like that again.”

“Scare you? You died, you dick!”

“You killed me!”

“That was like five minutes ago! When are you going to get over it? Gods, Ryan, your fixation on that one thing is going to tear us apart. Why don’t you ever bring up that I also brought you back to life?”

“I don’t know why I put up with you.”

“I don’t know why either.”

“Stop talking. I’m trying to kiss you.”

I grinned against his mouth. He was so warm and alive and vital that I never wanted to let him go. It was—

A breeze blew across my face, and with it came the stench of something terribly burnt.

I pushed away from Ryan.

And looked around.

“Holy shit,” I breathed.

The road underneath our feet was covered in scorch marks, spreading out like roots of a tree around from where Ryan and I stood. The sides of the castle looked as if they’d been scarred, deep, black lines stretching up almost to the top where Zero had been perched.

He was gone, but safe. I could feel the pulse of him in my head.

The vermilion root holding the Darks had survived my lightning, though it looked worse for wear. Little arcs of electricity still crawled over the surface. The Darks encased inside had been spared from my onslaught.

But—

Where Ruv had stood was nothing but a pile of ash.

Where Caleb had stood was nothing but a pile of ash.

Where Myrin had stood was—

I blinked. “What the hell?”

It looked as if part of Castle Lockes had broken off in the explosion, the stone having crashed into the ground. A pile of rubble lay before us, dust still rising into the air.

My magic felt like it was going haywire, something Randall had warned me about. My cornerstone had died and then come back. It would take a little while before I could calm down.

“It worked,” Ryan whispered.

I looked at him. He was staring out around us at the scorch marks upon the stone, eyes wide, hands shaking. “Yeah,” I said. “It worked.”

He reached out and took my hand in his. “It’s over?”

“I—”

Sam

I shouted as a pulse of infected magic burst in my head. Ryan cried out my name, but I couldn’t focus on him, my head bowed, teeth clenched as I tried to withstand the assault in my head. I was already weakened from resurrecting Ryan, and I couldn’t push the yellowed magic away as it bowled over me.

The ground beneath us rumbled.

I lifted my head.

The pile of stone that had fallen from the castle began to shift.

And as the stones moved, I saw a flash of yellow underneath.

“No,” I breathed.

I stood slowly.

Ryan pushed himself up to stand at my side, sword in hand. “What is this?” he asked me.

Sam

My eyes watered as I bent over, hands over my ears, trying to block out the roar that began to whirl around us. It caused my skin to buzz, my bones to ache. My teeth felt loose in their sockets, and I couldn’t seem to catch my breath as I—

The stones fell away.

Underneath, in a swirling sphere of magic, stood Myrin.

He wasn’t unscathed. He had lightning scars that looked like the ones on my chest on his outstretched hands and on his face. His beard had been partially seared off, the ends curled up and blackened. A cut on his cheek dripped blood onto his chin. He was breathing heavily, but he was alive.

Ryan tried to force me behind him. “What the hell—”

“Containment,” I whispered.

Myrin smiled a bloody smile. “That’s right. Containment. A gift from my dearly departed brother. You thought you could beat me? Oh, Sam. Finally, you have underestimated me. And it will be the last thing you ever do.”

“Sweet molasses,” I managed to say. “Hey, Ryan?”

“Yeah?” he said, eyes only on Myrin.

“Now might be a good time to run.”

“What?”

“Run.”

And I grabbed his arm as Myrin’s hands moved in a complicated motion, and I pulled Ryan away, away, away. He squawked angrily, both of us sliding on the ash beneath our feet. We managed to stay upright, and as I ran, my grip on Ryan’s arm tightening, I glanced over my shoulder in time to see Myrin detonate, that pulse of infected magic overflowing, cracking the road beneath his feet.

The chase was on.





Chapter 19: Home Again

 

 

IT WAS about that time—when we were running for our lives, a crazy douchebag supervillain essentially flying after us, his magic warped and so fucking angry—that I realized we were screwed.

So naturally, I felt the need to share this with my beloved.

“We’re gonna die!” I screamed at him.

“What?” he shouted back.

“We’re going to get so murdered!”

“Fuck that,” he snarled at me. “I already died once today. I’m not going to do it again.”

“Now is probably a really bad time to tell you that you need to watch your fucking mouth, but seriously. Ryan. Watch your fucking mouth. You’re a godsdamned knight who—oh my gods, duck!”

And we did, just in time to have a freaking carriage hurled over our heads and smash into a storefront, glass shattering, wood breaking, the awning collapsing to the ground.

“Okay, so he might be a little pissed!”

“Oh really? You think?”

“Don’t get snarky with me, Foxheart. I just gave you life.”

“After you took it—here, this way!”

I almost lost my footing as he pulled me down a narrow alley. There was a great crash behind us, and I looked back in time to see the building on the opposite side of the street collapse.

“Now would be a good time to do something magical,” Ryan snapped at me. “Can’t you suck us through a hole like Randall does?”

“Oh my gods, phrasing. Why would you say it like that? And you know I can’t do that like he can. Way to make me feel inadequate!”

We burst out of the other side of the alley, the sky above us darkening as black clouds appeared out of nowhere. Thunder rumbled overhead as the streets dimmed. The wind was picking up like a great storm was brewing.

We could hear the City of Lockes being torn apart behind us, but we didn’t stop to see what was happening. Ryan looked left, then right, then left before we started running again.

“You need to do something,” he called over his shoulder as the air filled with the scent of a heavy rain.

“Um, hello. Did I or did I not just bring you back to life? You know what happens when I use a shit-ton of magic. I don’t have enough strength to face him right now.”

“I thought you were—I’m not talking about taking him head-on, Sam! We need to get out of here.”

And then it hit me. “Kevin.”

“What?”

“Kevin! Dude, I am the motherfucking dragon whisperer. I’ll just get Kevin to come and—fuck me in the face!” That last part came out as a shriek as a wall of rock burst out of the ground before us. We avoided it at the last second as Ryan pulled us to the right down another alleyway. I heard a large rumble and looked back in time to see the alley behind us narrowing as the buildings on either side moved toward each other.

“Faster!” I squeaked. “We need to run faster.”

He glanced over his shoulder, and his eyes bulged when he saw what was happening. I heard the groan of wood and stone and plaster around us as the buildings shifted. Flowerpots from balconies rained down around us, and Ryan grunted as one hit his shoulder, the pottery breaking against his armor. He kept moving, however, and we jumped out of the alley at the last second as the buildings crashed together. I fell to my knees, grunting as the road scraped against my skin. Ryan stayed upright, though his sword was knocked from his hands. It bounced off the road and came to rest on the opposite side of the street.

“We have to keep moving,” he snapped as he pulled me to my feet. “We need to go north. We can get to the gate and—”

Even before he finished, another wall of rock rose from the ground, blocking the northern road.

“Mothercracker,” he growled. “Come on. We’ll find another way.”

We continued on. He scooped down without slowing and grabbed his sword, flourishing it as he rose, because he couldn’t not act like a douchebag, even when we were running for our lives.

I winced at the pain in my knees, feeling blood splashing and smearing along the inside of my robes. But I pushed away the sting, gathering my magic as best I could. I tried to reach out to the pulses in my head, the black and red and blue and white, but they were faint, like they’d been muted somehow, and I wondered if it was Myrin’s doing, if he’d somehow cast a spell over the entire godsdamn City. I didn’t push too hard. I wanted to avoid giving away our location. I couldn’t hear Myrin behind us anymore, but every time we tried to head north, more often than not, the road was blocked. We were able to advance, but we were mostly moving east, and it took a few instances before I realized where we were headed. “The slums.”

“What?” Ryan shouted back at me, sweat dripping from his forehead.

“It’s like we’re being corralled. We’re heading for the slums.”

He frowned. “Why would he—it doesn’t matter. We know the slums better than he ever could. He wants to take the fight there? Fine. Let him bring it.”

“Dude, that was so fucking hot—right, yeah, not the time.”

With renewed determination, Ryan stopped trying to push north and instead headed for the slums. My body was weak and tired, and running for our lives wasn’t helping. I didn’t feel as drained as I had after the sand mermaids or even when I’d faced Myrin in Mashallaha. Granted, I wasn’t the same person I’d been back then, but still. I couldn’t do what I’d done—

kill murder death

—without… consequences….

What the hell was that?

I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. I didn’t have time for anything else right now. The connection to the dragons felt stretched thin, and if Myrin was doing something to stop me from reaching out to them, I was going to need everything I had in order to break through.

We began to anticipate where the rock walls would shoot up, and that put us one step ahead. I could no longer hear him behind us, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. Ryan didn’t falter as he led us through side streets and alleyways, flashes of the familiar going by as we ran through the empty City. We came across random lumps of vermilion root where Dark wizards lay trapped underneath. They still lived, even after all they’d done. I had chosen to spare them after they’d followed Myrin.

Why?

I could have stopped them.

I could have stopped them all.

It’s what wanted I wanted to do from the start. I had the power within me. I could have ended everything in one fell swoop. Never again would the Darks be able to hurt the ones I loved. It would have been my decision—

 

 

“—AND I need you to respect that,” I said quietly, staring out at the sunrise.

Randall sighed. “I do, Sam. I promise you, I really do. But I’m worried.”

“About?”

“Your heart. Your mind. Your soul.”

“That’s… all-encompassing. What the hell, Randall.”

“How many people do you know that have lost their cornerstone?”

I swallowed thickly. “Three.”

He blinked. “Three? Who are you—”

“You. And Morgan.”

“Right. And?”

“And Myrin.”

He closed his eyes. “I hadn’t even—but that just raises my concerns even more. With Anya, Morgan knew the end was coming. She was… old. Frail. She still had that spark in her eye that had drawn Morgan to her. But she—her time had come. And Morgan had made peace with that. He was by her side when she took her last breath. When she crossed the veil. He mourned her. He celebrated her life. But he did not lose himself.”

“Not like you,” I said before wincing. “Hey, I didn’t mean—”

“Yes. You did. And it’s true.” Randall sighed. “Look, Sam. Losing your cornerstone is a shock to the system. It’ll claw you and bite you and make you bleed before it attempts to tear you right down the middle. I lost my cornerstone to darkness. Myrin lost his by the choices he made. Look how that turned out for the both of us. I lost my mind for a decade. Myrin was locked in the realm of shadows. You’ve only just gotten your cornerstone—”

“It’s been two years—”

He snorted. “Ah, how time does move differently for the young. Sam, you are going to kill your cornerstone.”

“And then bring him back to life.”

“While potentially killing others. This could break you.”

I looked at him, really looked at him, this man. This wizard. The oldest living human in the world. This man who had antagonized me, irritated me, made me want to pull my hair out while he listed off my faults on a regular basis.

And now, maybe for the first time, I could see how much he cared about me.

So I said, “I love you too, you know.”

He looked surprised. Then he scowled and shook his head.

And then, wonder of all wonders, the scowl melted away, and Randall smiled.

It was a gnarly thing, his teeth yellowed, his liver lips stretched thin. His beard was scraggly, and I was pretty sure his eyebrows had recently purchased the rest of his face and were gradually moving in, but still. He smiled.

“You’re an idiot,” he said.

“I know.”

He put his hand on top of mine and squeezed. “I need you to take care, Sam. If I could take this burden from you, I would. You must remember no matter how much the darkness calls, you cannot answer it. You’re stronger than it is. Than any prophecy. You’re braver than I could have ever hoped for. Don’t let it take you away.”

“I won’t.”

He pulled his hand back. And then he said, “Morgan would be proud of the wizard you’ve become.”

We didn’t speak much after that.

 

 

WE BURST into the slums, both of us starting to flag. Ryan was sweating profusely. I had a stitch in my side and was struggling to catch my breath.

“Why would he want us here?” Ryan gasped, pulling me down a darkened road just as the first drops of rain fell from the black sky above.

“I don’t know. He’s—”

We rounded a familiar corner, and Ryan almost caused me to fall over as I skidded to a stop, my feet sliding on the slick cobblestone.

“What are you doing?” he demanded, gaze darting around. “We have to keep moving, Sam. It’s—”

“Look.”

“What? I don’t know what you’re—oh.”

There was an alley off to our right. In the grand scheme of things, it wasn’t much. It was wide enough to fit, say, a group of teenage douchebags chasing a boy who’d taken back a bag of cloth stolen from an elderly woman. It led to a dead end, a large wall connected to some run-down apartments on the next street over.

Overhead, thunder rippled through the sky. Moments later, lightning flashed.

“This is where….”

“Yeah,” Ryan said. “It is.”

“Look at us now,” I said, grinning wildly at him. “Who’d have thought we’d be running for our lives from a crazed supervillain while you held my hand because you love me so much.”

He kissed me. There, in the rain.

I gave it my all because he deserved nothing less.

“Hey,” he said as he pulled away. “Remember when you asked me to marry you?”

I shrugged. “I suppose.”

“Maybe we should do that. When this is all done.”

“You gonna stand up in front of everyone with me?”

“Yeah.”

“Gonna tell me you want to be with me forever?”

“Forever, Sam.”

“At the last minute, are you gonna tell someone else you love them?”

He scowled at me. “Why would you even say that, oh my gods—”

“You’ve already done it once, Foxheart, don’t even with me right now—”

“I told you I loved you. You were the one—”

“If you’re going to break my heart, just make sure it’s not with Lady Tina. Or Terry. Because Terry wants to ride you just as much as you’ve already ridden him—”

“I hate you so much right now. You know what? Wedding off.”

I touched his cheek. “Yeah. Yes. Ryan. I’ll marry you.”

The smile he gave was blinding. “We’re going to be so happy, just you wait and—”

“How lovely.”

Ryan whirled around, shoving me behind him, gripping his sword tightly.

I peered over his shoulder.

Myrin stood a little farther down the road. The rain fell around him, but it didn’t fall on him. It was as if he was surrounded by a dome of sorts, the raindrops splashing onto a hardened invisible surface, trails dripping down around him. He was smiling at us, a soft thing that I’d seen time and time again on his brother’s face.

It hit me then.

Just how angry I was.

How the rage was threatening to pull me down.

I was mired in it, and I didn’t want to fight it anymore.

I snarled at him over Ryan’s shoulder, trying to get by. But Ryan had a hand wrapped around my wrist, holding me in place while he faced Myrin. Rain slid down the blade of his sword, and I wanted nothing more than to take us away to a place where Myrin would never get to lay eyes on my cornerstone ever again.

“You’ve fought valiantly, Sam,” Myrin said. “I think, in the end, you should be proud of what you’ve achieved. It wasn’t enough, but you’ve done things that I did not expect.”

“Not another step,” Ryan snapped at him.

“Or what?” Myrin said, staying right where he was. “What exactly will you do? You’re a knight and nothing more. You don’t stand a chance against someone like me.”

“Maybe,” Ryan agreed. “But I’m not just a knight.”

“No?”

Ryan shook his head. “No. I’m Ryan Foxheart, Knight Commander of the King’s Guard. And I’m the cornerstone of Sam of Dragons.”

And my brave and foolish knight charged the Dark wizard Myrin.

I didn’t have time to stop him. One moment he was holding me behind him, and the next he was running full tilt at Myrin, sword at his side, the tip of the blade sparking as it dragged along the ground. Water splashed up with the four steps he took before he leapt at Myrin, both hands on his sword as he raised it high over his head to bring it down and—

Myrin raised his arm, crossing it over his chest.

Then he swung it out in a flat arc.

Ryan grunted as he was hurled back down the alley, crashing into the far wall. I heard his armor smashing into stone. His sword fell out of reach. He slid down the wall in the alleyway where everything had begun.

It was quiet after that.

He didn’t move.

“No,” I whispered to the rain.

I ignored Myrin.

I ran down the alley.

I slid to my knees, skin tearing further. I barely felt the pain.

“Ryan?” I said, running my hands along his chest plate. “Ryan? I need you to get up. Ryan, you need to get up, you need to get up.”

He didn’t move. I couldn’t even tell if he was breathing.

I—

“Sam.”

I glanced over my shoulder.

Myrin stood at the entrance to the alley.

“You,” I said.

He cocked his head.

“You did this.”

“Oh, Sam. If you really think about it, this—and everything that has happened—is on you. I gave you a chance. Back in Mashallaha. I told you then that if you didn’t join me, I would take everything from you. You can’t possibly be surprised that I’d do exactly as I’ve said. Morgan. Ryan. And when I’m done with you, I will go for the others. Your friends. Your family. That insufferable unicorn. They will fall, just as you will.”

“No.”

He laughed. “No? You don’t get to tell me no. Because here, now, is where your story ends. Not with a happily ever after. But with the destruction of all you’ve held dear.”

I stood slowly, turning toward him.

He smiled. “Good. This is good. You’ve done well, Sam. I’m sure they’ll sing songs about you. The young wizard who fought boldly until the end when his magic was consumed.”

“It won’t happen,” I told him quietly. “You won’t win.”

“This was never about heroes and villains. It never has been. You are the final step needed to realize the new world order. My world order. Because once I have you, I will have the dragons, and my reach will extend far beyond the borders of Verania. It will—”

“You’re monologuing.”

He looked startled. “Excuse me?”

“You’re… monologuing. Just like always. You fucking villains. You never change. You never change.”

He didn’t like that very much. “I am nothing like the others you’ve—”

I laughed harshly. “You’re exactly the same. Oh sure, you’re stronger than anyone I’ve faced. You’ve gotten a little further. But in the end, you are exactly like the others. And you know what happened to all of them? I kicked their fucking asses.”

His gaze narrowed. “Who do you think you are, boy?”

I grinned rakishly at him. “I’m Sam of Dragons.”

I moved then. In that alleyway. I ran toward Myrin the Bright Star, feeling the scars along my chest crackle with electricity. A crack of thunder burst overhead, and then a flash of lightning arced down from the sky and slammed into my raised hand. It crawled down my arm and wrapped around my heart, the green and gold bright against the blue electricity that rolled through me. I moved quicker than I ever had before, like I was lightning, striking out at Myrin before he could even—

A hand closed around my throat.

I was lifted off the ground.

My feet kicked.

“We’ve been here before,” Myrin snarled up at me. “Did you really think I’d fall for this again, you little shit? The time of Sam of Dragons is over. You have lost.”

Lightning racked through me and onto him. The muscles in his arm twitched, the hairs standing on end, but his grip only tightened. I pushed as hard as I could, but it was no use.

He opened his mouth wide.

And that horrible pulling that I’d only felt a fraction of in Mashallaha began again.

His eyes were dark as he began to consume my magic.

It was a terrible sensation, like I was being drained from the inside out. I felt it being pulled toward him, like I was caught in a storm I couldn’t escape. I screamed in his face, unable to—

And then it lessened. It just… fell away. All of it.

He said, “How are you doing that?”

I struggled feebly in his grip.

He said, “How are you making your eyes change colors? What is this?”

I felt them.

Black. And blue. And red.

And white. So much white.

“This?” I snapped at him. “This is Kick Myrin’s Ass Part Two. Capitalized, so you sure as shit know it’s true.”

He sneered at me as he squeezed my neck even tighter. “And just what is your plan?”

“You wanted the dragons?” I managed to say. “Well guess what, motherfucker. You’ve got them.”

From above came a great roar.

The pulses in my head bloomed bright and strong.

The blues were the strongest.

They said, Here, Sam. We’re here. We’re here. And we have a plan. You must trust us. You must put your faith in us. Prepare yourself. Because this must end, one way or another.

The world exploded around us and—





Chapter 20: A Destiny of Dragons

 

 

I OPENED my eyes.

Through a canopy of trees, I saw a sea of stars.

I sat up.

I was in the middle of a forest. The air was warm. The grass was cool.

Randomly, on my feet were a pair of pink shoes, the tips of which curled up.

I pushed myself up slowly.

In the distance, through the trees, I saw what looked like the lights of fairies.

I remembered everything.

The way Ryan had fallen, lungs made of stone. How I’d torn right down the middle.

The lives I’d taken after. Caleb and Ruv.

I’d felt them die.

And for a moment, hadn’t I relished it? Hadn’t I wished that it’d been all the Darks?

I had. I’d been more powerful in that moment than I’d ever been before.

I pushed through the trees.

Morgan had told me once that every person, whether a wizard or not, had the propensity for darkness inside of them. That it all came down to choice. “You are,” he’d told me once, “who you choose to be. It’s as simple as that, little one. And I am here to help you make the right choice, because I believe in you more than I’ve ever believed in anyone before.”

I’d been too young—too naïve—to understand what he’d meant.

I did now.

Because being a force for good was so much harder than being one for evil.

I came upon a large clearing where the fairy lights burned bright.

Except—they weren’t fairies, were they?

There was a red light, flitting about. As I stepped into the clearing, it buzzed around me quickly, warm and safe, and I could hear a voice saying, Gods, this is so lame. Sam, if you die, I will never forgive you, and when I wake up again in a hundred years, I will find your grave and then chew on your bones.

The blue lights were bright and kind as they settled on either shoulder. The one on the left said, You’re dreaming, Sam. You’re dreaming, except this is as real as it will ever get. Whatever happens here will be in the real world. You can get hurt here, Sam. You can die here.

The light on the right said, But you better not let that happen. Leslie will be sorely disappointed if it does. She has grown rather fond of you, in case you couldn’t tell.

You old dyke, the left light said sweetly. You love him just as much as I do. He belongs to us. We belong to him. It is the way of things.

The black light, so dark it seemed to swallow up all other light around it, buzzed round my face. Look at me! it said gleefully. I’m here too! Kevin’s here to save the daaaaaayyyyy! He pressed against my nose, vibrating lightly and causing me to sneeze. I heard him laugh about it, and I didn’t think it was possible to love him more than I did right then.

But these lights fell silent as the final light approached.

He was the brightest of all of them. The white.

He said, Sam of Dragons.

“GW.”

I told you not to call me that.

“Yes, well. That’s probably not going to change, dude. If I’m being honest.”

You’re near.

“To?”

The end. But I fear that it won’t be as simple as you think. Your heart is conflicted. Your soul is fractured.

I swallowed thickly. “I did what I had to. I know you didn’t like the plan, but it still—”

What’s done is done. And I can’t fault you for that. But this is as close as you’ll ever be to losing yourself to the Dark. You have tasted the power. You must let it go.

“I’m not going to—”

He’s here, Leslie said. We brought him here too.

“Who?”

Myrin, Pat said. He is in the dream.

“What about Ryan?” I demanded. “He’s—”

He’s safe, Kevin whispered. For now. But it won’t last long. Myrin is strong, Sam. Stronger than we expected.

So you need to kick his ass, Zero said. Because I’m getting really sick and tired of all you old people fighting over stupid stuff.

“Did you make this?” I asked him quietly. “The forest? It’s… familiar.”

Yeah, Zero said, sounding strangely proud. Pat and Leslie made the dream. I made the forest. Kevin will be your conduit, and the Great White is holding us all together.

We get one shot at this, Kevin said. So, no pressure or anything.

“Asshole,” I muttered.

Dragons, GW snapped. You know what to do. It’s time to fulfill your destinies. The Dark wizard will awaken soon, and we must—

Yeah, yeah, yeah, Kevin said. We know what to do. We’re not idiots.

I wouldn’t go that far, GW muttered.

You’ve got this, Leslie said. I know you do, Sam.

Just don’t mess it up, Pat grumbled. I will kill you myself if you do.

I can’t wait to go to sleep so I can ignore you all for a hundred years, Zero said with a sniff.

Hey, little bro, don’t you worry about that, Kevin said. I’ll be right there when you wake up again.

The lights flitted up around me, spinning in a circle that sped up until they blended together. It was almost like a halo swirling above me, until it shot toward the sky, rising toward the stars. It reached its apex and then fell back toward me. I closed my eyes as they slammed into me and I—

so much energy so much power I could I could I could this could all be mine

—breathed in and breathed out and in again as my scars burned, as my heart raced, as I—

easy it’d be easy keep them here trap them here make them obey

—struggled to find control again. It was more than I expected. We’d never done this in the Dark Woods. Never once had they given me their dragon magic, though we’d talked about it. GW had thought it’d be too much too soon, and I’d agreed.

It was almost too much now.

Because these thoughts I had, these dark thoughts, were spinning through me. How I could take the dragons and keep them here. In me. That their magic would always be mine. That nothing could stand in my way. No villain could ever hurt my family again. The people who had turned against me would bow at my feet.

Myrin had gone about it all wrong. Like all the villains who had come before him, he’d thought too small. He didn’t have the scope that I did. The vision. No one would ever think of crossing me again, because I was Sam of Dragons, and I had five different dragon souls within me. I could trap them here, and they wouldn’t—

A groan from the other side of the clearing.

I looked up.

Myrin sat up, clutching his head as if he was in pain. The rage I’d felt at the sight of my cornerstone crumpled on the dirty ground of an alleyway in the slums returned full force. I stalked toward him.

He looked up at me as I approached, a dazed expression on his face. “What is this?” he demanded. “Where are we?”

I didn’t answer. I lashed out, kicking him upside the head. He shouted as he fell back, rolling in the grass toward the edge of the clearing. I grasped on to Zero’s magic as Myrin came to a stop, and imagined a tree taking root just underneath the Dark wizard. I wanted it, so it came to be. The ground shook and split apart and an actual tree burst through the dirt and grass underneath Myrin. He cried out as the tree sprouted, throwing him sideways. He landed with a crash back on the ground, hugging his sides, curling up into a ball.

I ignored him for the moment and looked around the clearing. Trees sprouted along the edges, growing far higher than what should have been possible. It only took seconds before we were completely surrounded and caged in. Myrin wouldn’t be able to escape.

I turned back toward him even as the dragons called out in my head. I ignored them. I had what I needed. This was what the gods had made me into. This was what my destiny had called upon me for. Nothing could stop me now.

Myrin pushed himself off the ground. He stood on shaky legs, one arm wrapped around his side. He was panting lightly, hair hanging down around his face. “The dragons,” he said, spitting out a thick wad of blood. “This is the power of the dragons.”

I shrugged. “Sure looks that way.”

He chuckled. It sounded pained. “I should have known. You—you surprise me, Sam. I don’t know why. You just… do.”

“Because you weren’t expecting someone like me.”

“No. I don’t suppose I was. But then, you weren’t expecting me.” And he quickly clapped his hands together out in front of him. Large columns of rock shot out of the ground at steep angles, racing toward me. I jumped to the right, rolled on the ground, and ended up crouched on my feet. “Because, Sam, if this is a dream, it means I’m dreaming too. So I have control and—”

“Oh my gods, dude, shut up, for fuck’s sake!” I ran toward him, zigzagging back and forth, avoiding the columns of stone that shot up, dirt and grass raining around me. There came a quick warning, bright as a meteor in my head—underneath, underneath, SAM UNDERNEATH—but I wasn’t quick enough and rock hit my left leg, knocking me off course. I skidded along the ground as the dragons roared. Myrin was laughing again, a savage mockery that sounded so much like Morgan.

I picked myself up as I latched on to Kevin, focusing my magic with pinpoint accuracy. My heart burst and lightning arced from my hands, striking Myrin in the chest. He seized, the cords in his neck standing out as his head rocked back, jaw dropped, lightning shooting from his mouth and cracking in the air above him. I rode the electrical current that came from me, one moment halfway across the clearing from him and the next right in front of him. My fist was electrified as I brought it back before slamming it into his chest. There was an explosion of bright blue energy as he flew back and landed with a devastating crash. The lightning skittered away from him through the grass, leaving burn marks that scarred the earth like the marks on my chest.

“Clever,” he managed to say, body still trembling. “Very… clever.”

I was already exhausted but determined not to let it show. I moved slowly until I stood above him. His eyes were bright as he looked up at me. “You’ve lost,” I told him. “After everything, after all you’ve done, you’ve lost.”

He smiled weakly. “So it appears. And will you kill me now? Like you killed your cornerstone?”

I stared down at him.

“The look on his face, Sam. Oh, it was planned. I can see that now. But did you see the look on the knight’s face? He tried to hide it. He really did. But there was such betrayal there. Like he couldn’t believe it was actually happening. You killed your beloved. The bond with your cornerstone broke. Even if it was for a small amount of time, it broke. And you caused that. We’re not so different after all, Sam. Because you did what you had to in order to gain the upper hand. Just as I did.”

“I am nothing like you,” I growled.

“Aren’t you? Or are you more? Sam, the loss of life since I took over has been minimal. I imprisoned the people of Verania. I didn’t slaughter them. Not like you wanted to do to the Darks. I felt it. How close it was. How you wanted to snuff the life out of all of them. You almost killed more people than I ever have. What does that make you? And don’t even get me started on Ruv and Caleb.”

“Shut up! You don’t know what you’re—”

He coughed as he rose slowly. “You didn’t see what I did. You didn’t hear them die like I did, Sam. In those last seconds, they knew what was coming. They felt it. Sam, they screamed when your lightning rolled over them. When their bodies began to burn to nothing but ash. I watched as they died. And you did it. No one else. You did this, Sam. They took a different path than you, and you made them suffer for it. You killed Caleb’s mother, and then you killed him. And Ruv. Oh, poor, sweet little Ruv, a lost boy until I found him and gave him what he wished for more than anything in the world. To matter. Doesn’t that sound familiar? After all, you wished for the same. And my brother came for you, much like I did for Ruv.”

“No, no, no, you don’t get to say that, you don’t get to—”

“Truth hurts, doesn’t it?” he said. “To know that you’re capable of as much darkness as I am, that you—”

Sam.

No, Sam.

Don’t listen to him!

It’s not true.

You are better than this. Than him.

You are more.

The dragons. Sounding so far away.

“—and I know, Sam, I really do, that you could be so much worse than I ever was. All that magic in you. All that power. Don’t you see? It’s just easier to… let go. The darkness won’t judge you. It won’t restrict you. It won’t—”

“Shut up,” I screamed at him. “You don’t get to—”

His eyes flashed. “The gods got it wrong. You were never meant to be the hero of this story. Sam, can’t you see?” He reached for me, fingers shaking. “You were always going to be the villain.”

He looked surprised when I closed my hand around his throat, like he hadn’t expected me to move so quickly. The dragons were roaring in my head—please sam please sam stop this don’t do this you are better you are more you are good and and and—but I ignored them. Wind started to whip around us, and the stars above dimmed.

His hands came to my forearms, wrapping around them tightly. “Do you… know my… wizarding name?”

“Myrin the Bright Star,” I snapped at him, feeling the green and gold mounting furiously within me.

“Yes,” he gasped. “Do you know why?”

“It doesn’t matter. You’ve—”

“Because I flash brightly… like the stars.”

I brought his face close to mine. “Even stars burn out.”

He grimaced as his infected yellow magic pushed against mine, but it wasn’t enough. I was mired in the green and gold. It was everything. I was everything.

The dragons were barely there, buried underneath the storm.

“I told you I read your Grimoire.”

“Yes.”

“That I saw who you were. Who you became.”

“Yes.”

“I even read the end pages.”

His eyes widened.

“I saw how you did it. How you figured out how to consume magic.”

He started to thrash.

And it was easy, wasn’t it? Giving in. Because here, here, here I was a god. I was the most powerful being who ever existed. I had the dragons. I had Myrin the Bright Star, and he had Morgan of Shadows buried within him. But it mattered not. Because it would all be mine.

“You wouldn’t,” he whispered.

I grinned at him. “Oh, Myrin. That’s where you’re wrong. Because I would. And I will.”

Some fleeting part of me knew that what I was doing was wrong. This wasn’t who I was. But it was gone by way of the wind. It didn’t matter who I used to be. The gods had made me this way. They’d wanted someone to pin the fate of the world on, and they’d chosen me. But they’d never expected what I could become. Vadoma hadn’t seen it. David’s Dragon certainly hadn’t seen it. None of them had. They forced me here, filled me with enough magic for a thousand wizards to have, and they expected what. That I would just give it all up? That I would let this all go? That I would stand here with Myrin in my grasp, this man who had taken so much from me, and not make him suffer? That I wouldn’t take everything from him, leaving him nothing but a shell, skin cooling and eyes blank like he’d done to Morgan?

And the people of Verania. They hadn’t trusted me. They hadn’t believed in me. They’d turned their backs on me, telling me I wasn’t good enough, that the color of my skin wasn’t right, that I’d come from the slums and I was worth nothing. And only when they didn’t have any other choice, they begged me to save them.

I would show them. I would show them all. I would consume Myrin’s magic, and then I would return to Verania and show her people exactly what I was capable of.

There would be a new world order.

My world order.

Deep within me, two blue pulses rose, entwined as they spun together. They were trying to defy me and—

No, Sam.

Not defy. Save.

We’re trying to save you.

And I—

“Sam?”

I turned my head.

Knight Commander Ryan Foxheart stood in the clearing, just out of arm’s reach. His eyes were wide and fearful as he watched me.

“It’s a trick,” I snapped. “You’re not here. You’re not real.” I turned back to Myrin. “Is this you? Are you doing this? Because if you think that’ll stop me, you’re wrong. I won’t fall for your games, Myrin. Not now. Not again. You won’t stop me this time.”

“Isn’t me,” Myrin wheezed.

I squeezed his neck tighter.

“Sam, please, listen to me!” Ryan shouted as the wind picked up, whipping around Myrin and me. “This isn’t you! This isn’t who you are.”

I laughed. “And what would you know about who I am? I killed people, Ryan. And I enjoyed it. I wanted them gone from this world. I almost took out all the Darks, but I was weak. I see that now. I’m weak no longer. I will finish them after I deal with—”

He shook his head angrily. “You did it to save Verania. You did it for the King. For Justin. Your parents and Gary and Tiggy and Kevin. For me. We’re the reason you’re who you are. Not what you’ve done. Not Myrin. Not your magic. You are Sam. That’s who you are. Not this. Never this. You can’t give in to it. You can’t. I won’t let you. And do you know why?”

And there was something to his words, wasn’t there?

A little spark in all that darkness.

Even as I pulled Myrin closer to me and opened my mouth, thinking those black words I’d seen in the back of his Grimoire, the darkest of all magics, there was a spark, and it sputtered, wanting to burn—

Myrin’s mouth dropped open as his eyes rolled back in his head, and I could take it. Right here. Right now. His magic, Morgan’s magic, would be mine, and I could—

Ryan slipped, the wind almost too strong for him. He barely held himself upright, his armor reflecting the lightning flashing above.

Myrin’s magic began to leak from him, and I could feel it, that infection spreading down my arms and hands, and I would consume it all—

A hand on my shoulder.

A mouth near my ear.

Ryan Foxheart said, “Because it’s always been you, Sam. I promise. I promise. I promise, because when I look upon these stars, there is nothing I wish for more than you.”

The spark burst brightly, and I…

I let it all go.

The dragons roared forward, swirling red and blue and black and white, so much white that I shook with it.

Myrin gasped as he was flung across the clearing, landing on his back with a jarring crash, dirt and grass piling up around him.

The winds died.

You idiot! Kevin snarled from within me. I am going to kick your fucking ass when we get home, and then I’m going to tell Gary. Oh, are you in for a world of hurt when he finds out what you—

Please, Leslie sniffed. As if there will be enough for Gary to hurt by the time I’m done with him. And you’re welcome for pulling Ryan here, even though you tried to stop us.

You’re in for it now, Pat said. She is scary when she wants to be.

And I thought I was all dark and emo, Zero said, sounding awed. Sam. Sam! You need to paint your fingernails black and dye your hair black and walk around in the shadows, saying things like no one understands me and I could have totally destroyed the world if I wanted to, but it was lame so I changed my mind because of love. Or whatever. This is so romantic! I mean, this is stupid and I hate it and I wish you’d all leave me alone.

Sam, GW said. It’s time to finish this. You must kill Myrin the Bright Star.

“Oh my gods,” I muttered. “Would you guys shut up? You’re ruining a moment here.”

They weren’t too happy about that if their mutterings meant anything.

Ryan was still clutching at me, his forehead resting against my shoulder, his hair tickling my ear. I wrapped my arms around his neck and held on as tightly as I could.

“You okay?” he asked quietly.

“Yeah. You?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Ryan, I….” But my words died in my throat as the forest began to light up around us.

It wasn’t like the dragon lights. It wasn’t like the fairies. The thousands of small glowing orbs that began to rise from the clearing around us didn’t feel like magic. But they weren’t threatening. Instead, they felt… peaceful. Calm and soothing. I didn’t know if this was another trick. The dragons weren’t talking, so I didn’t think we were in any immediate danger.

“You’re not,” a voice said from behind us.

Ryan and I whirled around.

There, at the opposite end of the clearing, was David’s Dragon.

The constellation was as bright as he’d ever been. His enormous wings stretched out wide, stars twinkling at the tips. His head tipped in my direction as he studied me curiously. He had pinned Myrin below him, his claws digging into the ground around the Dark wizard. Myrin looked dazed, eyes reflecting the dragon starlight above him.

“Great,” I muttered. “Exactly who I wanted to see this very second right after I was about to turn evil. Wonderful.”

“Uh,” Ryan said, dumbfounded. “Is that who I think it is?”

“If you’re thinking it’s David’s Dragon, the god who pretty much started this whole mess and is a stupid fuck-face, then yes. It is who you think it is.”

“I’m not a fuck-face,” the Star Dragon said. “You’re a fuck-face.”

Ryan squeaked next to me.

The Star Dragon peered at him. “What was that noise he made?”

I shook my head. “That was his Sam Is Mocking a Higher Being Directly to His Face Again noise.”

“You capitalized that,” Ryan whimpered, eyes bulging as he took in the constellation before us.

“Well yeah. Because it’s true.”

“I assume it happens often, then, if you’ve given it a name?” the Star Dragon asked.

“I tend to be insolent,” I admitted. “It’s something I’m aware of and will strive to be better about in the future.”

“I highly doubt that.”

“Go fuck yourself—I mean, oh gee. I can’t wait to prove you wrong.”

The lights were brighter now, and growing in number. They stopped rising about chest level, until it looked as if the clearing was covered in a sea of them. I reached out and touched one and felt—

thank you thank you thank you for keeping us safe

—something pulse just underneath my fingertips. It was benevolent and sweet, and I was shocked that it was directed toward me.

“What are these?” I asked.

“The hopes of your people,” the Star Dragon said simply.

“I don’t understand.”

“Heroes often don’t,” he said. “And that’s why you are one.”

I looked away from it. “I don’t feel very much like a hero right now.”

“And why is that?”

“I…. Surely you saw what I’m capable of. What I did. What I could have done.”

“The Darks.”

“Yes.”

“Your cornerstone.”

“Yes.”

“And the darkness within yourself.”

“Yes.”

The Star Dragon sighed. “It was always going to come down to this, Sam. No matter what way you spin this, it was always going to be you or them.”

“So I still didn’t have a choice,” I said bitterly, staring down at Myrin still trapped beneath the Star Dragon. His mouth was open in a silent scream.

“You did,” the Star Dragon said. “You could have disregarded all of this. Ignored your destiny. Ignored your dragons. Allowed Verania to fall into shadow.”

“Which it did.”

“But not because of you,” he said lightly. “Sam, you did what was asked of you. In the end, even after everything you’d been through, after losing people you love, you still accepted your destiny.”

I shook my head furiously. “I was running. Like always. I was angry and scared, and I ran.”

“And you came back. You came back to face those you’d left behind. You became the wizard you were always supposed to be.”

“I don’t understand. That’s not choice. That’s—”

“You were given a choice,” the Star Dragon said. “Unlimited power. You stood at the edge of a cliff. And yet you didn’t jump. I think your cornerstone had a little to do with that.”

I glanced at Ryan, who stood stock-still, eyeing the Star Dragon. “Uh,” he said.

I snorted. “Eloquent as always.”

“It’s a god,” he hissed at me. “What the hell am I supposed to say? You know what? No. I don’t need you to tell me. I got this.” He squared his shoulders as he stared up at the Star Dragon. “Hi. Hello. Uh. God. Sir. Star Dragon. Or whatever you are. My name is Knight Commander Ryan Foxheart. And you are very big. And made of stars.”

The Star Dragon squinted down at him. “Is he always like this?”

“He doesn’t do well with authority figures,” I said, patting Ryan on the arm. “He called Mama the Queen of the Fuck Palace when he met her for the first time.”

Ryan moaned. “Why would you tell a god that? He could smite us where we stand!”

“I could,” he said. “But that sounds like too much work.”

“Eep,” Ryan said.

“Why didn’t you take it?” the Star Dragon asked me. “You could have easily consumed Myrin’s magic and taken it for your own. What stopped you?”

I looked at the lights surrounding us. “I… I heard Ryan’s voice. And the promise he made to me once.”

“About what he wished for.”

“Yes.”

“And that pulled you back. From the Dark.”

“He tends to do that.”

“Even after you killed him. I must admit, even we didn’t see that one coming.”

“What can I say? Had to fulfill the prophecy somehow.”

“It kind of sucked,” Ryan said, before slapping a hand over his mouth.

I rolled my eyes.

The Star Dragon shifted his wings. “The Great White doesn’t believe in cornerstones.”

I felt the white light in my head mutter irritably.

“No,” I said slowly. “He doesn’t.”

“But even under his tutelage, you still had faith in the Knight Commander.”

“Always.”

“And that was your choice.”

I frowned. “What does that have to do—”

“It has always been about choice, Sam. You may not have thought so, but it has. You chose to go with Morgan that day in the alley. You chose to become his pupil. You chose to bring Gary and Tiggy back with you unexpectedly. You chose to rescue the Prince, to find a dragon and make him part of your family. You chose to rise up when a prophecy was placed upon your shoulders. You chose to gather the dragons of Verania. You chose to walk away from the Great White, only to choose to return to him. And in the end, you chose to ignore the magic within you and to listen to your cornerstone, to your lightning-struck heart, and let go of the shadows and the darkness that threatened to rise within you. And the others, your friends and family, your mentor and your King, chose to put their faith in you. This was never about a path set in stone, Sam. Because—”

“Stone crumbles,” I whispered.

“It does,” the Star Dragon said. “All of these choices, from the very beginning, led to this moment. You are as you are now because of them. Because of the people you surround yourself with. Because of the strength that has always resided within you.” He nodded toward the lights that swirled around us. “And the people of Verania have made their choices too. Many of them turned away from you. They berated you. They shunned you. They arguably fought against you. But people often fear what they don’t understand, and Sam, they were scared. But even now, they’re wishing upon the stars for your safe return to them. You are all such complex creatures, capable of the brightest of lights and the darkest of nights. Your Prince said that hope is a weapon. And what you see before you are your people taking up arms in your name. In the name of hope. In the name of Sam of Dragons.”

I stared at the lights in wonder. “I don’t—how can I deserve this?”

The Star Dragon smiled. “No one has ever deserved it more. You may not believe it, but that’s okay. Because they believe it for you. As do I.”

I hung my head. Ryan was there, pressed up against me, whispering words of faith and love in my ear, telling me how proud he was, that no matter what happened, his wish had always been me, and if he had to do it all over again, he’d wish for the same.

“I’m angry,” I admitted. “For what was taken from me.”

“You’re human,” the Star Dragon said. “You’re allowed to be.” He hesitated. Then, “But….”

“But?”

“There is magic everywhere, Sam.”

“I know. Morgan taught me that.”

“And Myrin forgot it. He took something that didn’t belong to him.”

My eyes burned. “And I don’t know that I can ever forgive him for that.”

“Do you remember what you wished for? In the desert?”

Make me mortal. When all is said and done. I will protect my King, this one and the next. I will protect my kingdom. I will do all that you ask, but I want a mortal life for my happy ending. This is my wish.

“Yes.”

“And you did that on your own.”

“Yeah. Sorry about that. I guess I couldn’t wait.”

The Star Dragon chuckled. “If you could have one wish, what would it be?”

My head snapped up. My breath hitched in my chest. “Truly?”

The Star Dragon nodded. “Not all those who are lost are gone forever. Especially when a piece of them remains.”

“Sam?” Ryan asked. “What is he talking about?”

“And him?” I said, nodding at Myrin. “What will become of him?”

The Star Dragon looked down. “For another story to begin, there must first be an ending. I think it’s time for Myrin to end, don’t you?”

He lifted the Dark wizard off the ground. Myrin didn’t struggle. His limbs hung loose between claws made of stars.

The Star Dragon tilted his head back…

…and swallowed Myrin whole.

Ryan gave a shout of surprise as we watched Myrin slide down the Star Dragon’s translucent throat, his singed hair floating around him. When he reached the dragon’s belly, the stars began to shift, alighting on his skin and covering him completely. At the last moment, awareness seeped in and I swore Myrin looked… relieved.

And then he burst brightly.

I shielded my eyes as the clearing lit up around us.

Eventually, it faded.

I dropped my hand as I looked back at the Star Dragon. Two lights burned within him. One a sickly yellow, and another that felt like home.

“You have done us a great service, Sam of Dragons. You have sacrificed much. Your heart is as wild as it was the day Morgan of Shadows found you in the alley. And for that, we will bestow upon you one wish. Choose wisely, child, because once done, it can never be undone.”

I didn’t hesitate. “I wish—”

 

 

I GASPED as I opened my eyes.

The sky above was clear, the storm past. The stars shone brightly, David’s Dragon the brightest of all.

I sat up, groaning at the stiffness in my back. I looked to my left, where Ryan was grunting, blinking rapidly. “Did that really just happen?”

“I… think so? I mean, I feel like I’ve had the shit beaten out of me, so I—”

Myrin.

I looked toward where I’d seen him last in the alley.

He was gone.

I sighed in relief. “Fuck. Dude, I think we won.”

Ryan pushed himself up, his armor dented and scuffed. He picked up his sword and frowned at it. “I just stood in the presence of a god.”

“Yeah. Made a good impression too.”

“Shut up.”

“It was, like, my fourth or fifth time, so that’s why I was so smooth.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know if I’d call you smooth.”

“Bullshit. I’m awesome. I just totally saved the day and stuff.”

He snorted. “And stuff. Maybe you need to be reminded that it was me that stopped you from going all psycho villain.”

I grinned at him. “Because of your love for me. You saved me with the power of your love.”

“So dumb,” he muttered, but he was blushing, so I knew he was full of shit. “I don’t… what happened? In the end. I didn’t hear what you wished for.”

Oh fuck. “We gotta get to the castle!”

He blinked. “What? Why? What’s going—”

I stood up quickly, looking skyward. “Kevin!” I bellowed as my magic burst.

I heard the answering roar of a dragon.

“Huh,” I said. “I didn’t think that’d work. Neat. Why are you just standing there? We have to go!”

“I just helped you face down the biggest Dark wizard of all time. I think I’m allowed to stand still for a little bit—and what in the fucking fuck is that!”

I glared at him. “Look, just because you love me so much that you pulled me from the brink does not mean you get to—what in the fucking fuck is that!”

Sometimes in life, you see something so ridiculous that it immediately defies all logic and causes all the synapses in your brain to misfire at the same time. These moments are extraordinarily rare, and once seen, can never be unseen.

This was one of those moments.

Because above us, running on a bridge made of rainbows shooting from his horn, was Gary.

With Randall riding on his back.

And Tiggy.

Riding on Kevin.

“This might be the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen,” I breathed fervently.

The rainbow bridge began to spiral downward toward us, Gary running along it. There was a possibility that he was singing. Randall looked ill and annoyed. Kevin was spouting something undoubtedly overtly sexual toward his husband, and Tiggy was just screaming, “GWAAAAHHH.”

“I love them so hard,” I told Ryan.

“I don’t know why stuff like this still surprises me,” he said with a sigh.

The rainbow slammed into the ground moments before Gary’s hooves hit the stone of the alleyway. “Did you see that shit?” he demanded.

“Well,” I said faintly. “I do have eyes.”

“You’re damn right you have eyes. Not that you are going to have them for very much longer because I am going to stab them out of your face, you little bitch. How dare you have a secret plan behind my back to make me think you’d actually turned evil and then killed Ryan, only to bring him back to life in a plot so ridiculous, your brain should be studied long after you’re dead to figure out why it’s so deranged.” His eyes filled with tears as Randall slid from his back, muttering that he wanted no part of this.

“Oh no,” I said.

“Oh yes!” he wailed. “Do you know how much you’ve aged me in the last four hours? Do you know what wrinkles look like on a unicorn, Sam? Do you? Because if you did, then you would realize the extent of your betrayal.”

“We crying?” Tiggy asked, bottom lip wobbling as he jumped down from Kevin’s back.

“No,” I said, voice breaking. “Okay, maybe.”

And then I burst into tears, because if you can’t have a good cry with your best friends after saving the world, then when can you?

Tiggy wrapped Gary and me up in his arms, holding us close as we blubbered all over each other.

“Ow,” I sobbed at Gary. “Your horn just poked me in the cheek.”

“You deserve it,” he cried. “You know what? I’m going to make a secret plan of my own about something and only tell Tiggy!”

“I’ll tell you,” Tiggy told me, great tears dripping down his cheeks. “I’ll tell you, Sam.”

“What’s going on?” Kevin asked from somewhere behind us. “Why are they crying?”

“You should know by now that it’s better not to ask,” Randall said. “Besides, if we ignore it, it’ll be over quicker.”

“I’m sorry!” I wailed. “I just thought if you knew, you’d never let me go through with it.”

“You’re damn right we wouldn’t have,” Gary snapped, eyes suddenly dry. “Because it was stupid, just like you! What the hell were you thinking?”

“Hey! It worked!”

He blinked. “It did? Oh. Well, then.” He pulled away from Tiggy’s arms. “That’s good. Now that that’s over with, can we please talk about me? Did you see me running on a rainbow?”

“I did,” I assured him, patting Tiggy on the arm as I stepped away. “You’re the most preposterous thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”

Gary preened, puffing his chest out. “Right? I can’t wait to see what else I can do with this rainbow.”

“Like what, my love?” Kevin asked, keenly interested.

“I’m so glad you asked,” Gary said, prancing over to him. “Have you ever been to a bakery that had rainbow sprinkles on their pastries?”

“Ooh,” Kevin growled. “And what pastries would the sprinkles be on?”

“All of them,” Gary purred.

“Gods,” I said, trying hard not to gag. “It didn’t take long for him to ruin his horn for me forever.”

“I blame you for most of this,” Ryan said, looking green.

“Stop! All of you!”

We turned just in time to see a Dark wizard pop out from behind Kevin at the entrance to the alley. He looked a little worse for wear, what with the fact that his eyebrows appeared to have been singed off.

“Huh,” I said. “One must have escaped. That sucks.”

“Aha!” he cried. “I have bested Sam of Dragons! I will be the supreme Dark wizard. If only my father could see me now. You see, he never respected—”

And that’s when Gary stabbed him in the chest with his horn, pinning him against the wall. “You just bought a one-way ticket to Gore City, bitch,” he snarled.

Everyone clapped except for me. “My catchphrases are so much better,” I muttered. “That was just stupid.”

“Sam.”

As Gary began to bitch and moan about Dark wizard gunk on his horn, I turned to Randall. He looked tense and wary. “I….”

“Is it done?”

I didn’t know quite what to say. “He’s… the Star Dragon. He—consumed him. Myrin was….”

Randall nodded tightly. “And you’re all right?”

“I’m fine.”

And then Randall hugged me.

I was so surprised, I didn’t know quite what to do. My arms were at my sides and I couldn’t even think, much less reciprocate.

“Are you going to make this even more awkward?” he muttered against my shoulder.

“Uh. No. No, I’m not.”

And I brought my arms up and hugged him back.

It was good.

The best, really.

“Thank you,” he whispered. “For doing what you had to. For doing what I could not.”

I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “I’m sorry. For not being able—I couldn’t—”

“I know,” he said. “But it was never about that. He made his choices. I’m just happy that you’re all right. Did he say anything else?”

“The Star Dragon?”

“Yes.”

“Just—” My eyes widened. “Holy shit.” I shoved Randall off me. “Suck me through your hole,” I demanded.

“Now wait a godsdamn minute,” Ryan started.

Randall scowled. “What are you prattling on about now?”

“The castle! We have to get to the castle! Randall! Now!”

He looked uncertain. “I don’t….”

“Trust me,” I pleaded. “I need you to—”

And we were gone.

 

 

I STUMBLED as we reappeared in the throne room.

It was eerily empty. The Darks had been defeated, and soon we’d fill the room and corridors with the sounds of life as it once had been, but for now, it was quiet.

“Why are we here?” Randall asked, looking around. “What has happened?”

“Hello?” I called out.

There was no response.

I shook my head. It was fine. It was fine. We just needed to—

I took off for the rear entrance that led to the gardens. Randall shouted after me, telling me to wait just a godsdamn minute. I ignored him. The dragons were bright in my head, agitated in the way they buzzed, but I pushed them away. Kevin was still with the others in the alley. Zero had joined them. The remaining dragons were nearing the City of Lockes. They’d been successful, I knew, in taking back Meridian City. There were smaller enclaves of Darks left, but soon they’d disperse. Not all of the Darks had been captured, but they’d disappear back into the Dark Woods. If they didn’t, well. We’d deal with them then.

All of us.

I pushed the doors open, the wood groaning underneath my hands. The air was redolent with flora and fauna. The stars were blazing in the sky above, and I called out, “Hello!” again, but there was nothing, there was nothing, and I’d been lied to, I’d been deceived.

I pushed my way through the plants, branches scraping against my hands and cheeks as I made my way toward my mother’s secret garden. My heart thundered in my chest, Randall’s cries ringing in my ears, the dragons rumbling in my head, and I thought, please, please, please.

There, in the secret garden was—

Nothing.

Almost nothing.

Morgan’s obelisk still stood as it had before, during our rescue of the King.

But that was it.

I heard a bird call.

I took a step forward.

“Hello,” I managed to say again.

Nothing.

I sagged.

Then—

It was like I was eleven years old.

It was like I was eleven years old, standing in an alleyway in the slums, just having turned a group of teenage douchebags to stone.

Because he said, “Well, this certainly is a surprise.”

I closed my eyes and breathed and breathed and breathed. “I like your shoes.”

He said, “Thank you, little one. I made them out of the tears of a succubus and a lightning-struck tree stump I found under the Winter Moon. I like your face.”

My tears spilled over. “Thank you, big one. My parents made it when they got married. I was a honeymoon baby, whatever that means.”

There came a deep chuckle that I’d missed very much. “Sam, look at me.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know if I can.”

“Why?”

“I’m scared.”

“Of?”

“This being nothing but a dream.”

A pair of warm hands cupped my face. I squeezed my eyes shut tighter. “It’s real,” he said. “The Star Dragon told me of your wish. That it came from the depths of your heart. And I… I was given a choice.”

I tried to smile, but it trembled and broke. “You were?”

“Yes, little one.”

“And what did you choose?”

“You, Sam. Always you.”

I opened my eyes.

And there, with a quiet smile on his face, was Morgan of Shadows.





Epilogue: A Wish Upon the Stars

 

 

“AND NOW I will tell you about my brilliant plans to bring Verania to its knees,” the evil centaur and total douchebag Jeffrey said with a cackle.

“I blame you for all of this,” Gary said irritably.

“Me?” I snapped. “How is this my fault?”

“You’re the reason we’re here in the first place!”

“Um, excuse you? If you’ll recall, you’re the one who said that you needed me to go with you in order to suss out a potential partner for you and Kevin to have your weird three-way sex with. How was I to know that he was going to turn out to be this asshole?”

“Um,” Jeffrey said. “I’m standing right here.”

“Oh please,” Gary sneered. “Just because you believe in complete monogamy doesn’t mean that you can look down upon those who are into a more fluid lifestyle.”

“Hey! I don’t judge! You do you, you know? But did it have to be today of all days? You said it’d be quick.”

“You did say that,” Tiggy said, looking extraordinarily grumpy at having been restrained with some type of vermilion root that I’d never seen before. In fact, we all were, and it even somehow inhibited Gary’s magic. His horn was useless.

“If it makes you feel any better,” Jeffrey said, “I did plan on having sex with you. It wasn’t until I realized who you were that I came up with this plan.”

“No, Jeffrey,” Gary snarled, “that doesn’t make me feel any better. In fact, it makes me feel worse.”

“Oh. Well, if I could continue telling you about—”

“How did you even meet this dickbag?” I asked Gary.

“He’s a patron of Honest Helga’s,” Gary said, side-eyeing the fuck out of Jeffrey. “He likes to tie things up and whip them, and you know how I feel about that.”

“Unfortunately I do,” I muttered. “We really need to renegotiate the boundaries of our friendship.”

“If you’ll recall,” Gary said, “we did that four months ago, and those rules are good for at least another year. It’s not my fault that you suck at negotiating.”

“You do suck,” Tiggy said. “S’okay. You’re pretty.”

“Thank you, Tiggy, that’s very nice of you—hey!”

“Ahem,” Jeffrey said, beginning to pace at the mouth of the cave he’d trapped us in, somewhere in the Dark Woods. I was really starting to get sick of his attitude.

“Everyone,” I said. “Everyone. Jeffrey obviously has something important to say, which is why he rudely keeps interrupting us.”

Gary and Tiggy turned slowly to stare at him.

Jeffrey flushed, his right front hoof scuffing in the dirt. If he wasn’t an evil douchebag, I would have thought this half man/half horse was handsome. And he was hung—nope. Nope, nope, nope. “Yes, well. I appreciate your attention on what is a very serious matter. You see, it all started with my father—”

“Did I mention how handsome you looked today?” Gary asked me.

“Thank you,” I said, rather pleased. “I was worried that it was going to look like I was trying too hard, but Lady Tina said that—”

“Ah yes, Lady Tina, who seems to be your new best friend. I’m glad you brought that up, because I certainly wasn’t going to.”

I glared at him. “She is not my new best friend. If anything, we’re frenemies and I barely acknowledge her existence. It’s not my fault she said I dressed as if I still lived in the slums.”

Gary looked amused. “Well, to be fair, she does have a point.”

“A little one,” Tiggy agreed.

“I hate you both so much.”

“Can we… uh, bring back the focus this way?” Jeffrey asked, pointing at himself. “Like, all eyes on me? That’d be great.”

“Rude,” I said. “In case you didn’t hear, I was in the middle of being complimented, and you just happened to—”

“Why are you dressed up like that?” Jeffrey asked, looking me up and down. “It seems a little odd to be all gussied up and going out into the woods to help your friend find his hookup.”

“Oh,” I said, looking down at my outfit. I wore tight white silk dress trousers with knee-high black boots, a rather frilly white tunic opened at the throat, and a forest-green jerkin that had gold buttons running up the front and molded perfectly to my frame. “It’s sort of my wedding day.”

Jeffrey paled. “Say what now.”

“I’m getting hitched, dude. Like, fastening the ol’ ball and chain to my ankle so I’ll never be free. Getting dude-married to my one true love. Tying the knot. Taking a husband. Heh. And then later, I’m going to take my husband three or four times, if you know what I mean—”

“Yes, yes,” Gary said. “We all know what you mean. You should really keep your sexual deviancy to yourself.”

“Um, are we, or are we not, captured by the centaur who you were going to have a threesome with.”

Gary grinned. “My life is so exciting.”

“And now that you mention it,” Jeffrey said faintly, “the rest of you are all fancied up too.”

And they were! Gary’s mane and tail were streaked with pinks and purples, flowers from my mother’s garden woven into his braided hair. His horn had been polished and his hooves painted. I thought he was wearing mascara too, but I didn’t ask, because one never asked if a unicorn was wearing mascara. I most certainly didn’t want to purchase a one-way ticket to Gore City, seeing as it was now a viable destination.

Tiggy, as he was wont to do, didn’t accept any help from anyone in choosing his outfit. He wore green breeches and a yellow shirt with puffy sleeves. He topped it all off with a purple top hat that Mama had made especially for him. He looked like the world’s largest pimp. Randall approved.

“Thank you for noticing,” Gary said, batting his eyelashes at our captor. “Enchanté.”

“You are so gross,” I muttered.

Jeffrey looked rather fearful. “So what you’re saying is that I’ve kidnapped you on your wedding day.”

“Wow. You’re so quick. Good job, dude.”

“And that probably means there are people looking for you.”

“Literally thousands, most like. I don’t know if you know this, but my latest polls came out, and apparently I’m quite popular now. People find me appealing.”

“Which was barely ahead of off-putting,” Gary said gleefully.

“I smash you soon,” Tiggy promised Jeffrey.

“Oh no,” Jeffrey said.

“So!” I said. “Since we’ve established that I’m going to be marrying the dreamiest dream who has ever been dreamed, and that a billion people are probably descending upon our very location as we speak, maybe just let us go, huh? I swear I won’t let Tiggy smash you.”

“I smash you gooood,” Tiggy said.

“Okay, so he’ll smash you,” I admitted. “But that’s just par for the course. Unless this is going to be another Lartin thing. Because dude, that sucked. Are you super famous in the centaur world?”

“No. Well, I mean, not super famous, but I get by—”

“Eh, close enough. Tiggy, maybe not kill him smash him, but the sort of smashing where his bones are broken and he’ll regret being alive for the next six months, and whenever he hears our names, he will quake in fear.”

“I do that,” Tiggy said.

“Good,” I said. “Now that that’s settled, what say you let us out of here so we can get this show on the—”

“No!” Jeffrey snapped. “You know what? I’m in charge here. Meaning we’re going to do what I say. I have captured you, and therefore, this moment is mine. You will listen as I lay out my plan to take over Verania, and you will like it.”

“Oh, bitch,” Gary breathed. “Shouldn’t have said that, bitch.”

“That’s how you want to do it?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. “Fine.”

Jeffrey looked surprised. “Really?”

“I mean, yeah. Sure. I guess.”

“Oh. Okay. I just—I thought there’d be more resistance.”

“Nah, you were pretty forceful, dude. I was impressed.”

“Ha!” Jeffrey crowed. “If only my father could be here to hear you say that. You hear that, Dad? I’m forceful. Suck on that, you absentee asshole!”

“You were going to have sex with him,” I whispered to Gary.

“Yeah,” Gary said, staring at Jeffrey. “My bad.”

“I was seven when my father left to go get a pack of cigarettes and never returned,” Jeffrey began. “I’ll be right back, he said. Don’t you worry, he said. But I did. I did worry. And for good reason too! Because he never came back!”

“Why do so many villains have daddy issues?” I whispered to Gary and Tiggy.

“Tiggy smash now?”

“Not yet, my friend. Not quite yet.”

“I have daddy issues, and you don’t see me turning into a villain,” Gary said.

“We-ell,” I said. “You’re firmly planted in a morally gray area, so I wouldn’t try and hang your hat on that.”

“And so what if I wrote a play in forty-seven acts when I was in the sixth grade entitled Daddy, Why Won’t You Love Me? I was only trying to find a creative outlet in order to deal with my childhood trauma!”

“Yeah, okay,” I said. “I do believe I’m sick of this. I would like to be rescued right about now.”

“You know,” Gary said, “for someone who only recently defeated an evil wizard and saved the world, you still need to be rescued a lot.”

I shrugged. “I only do it so other people feel like they contribute. I don’t like taking all the credit.”

“Sam, the King threw a parade in your honor, and you insisted on being the grand marshal and having a float with your face on it.”

“I asked you if that was too much. You said no!”

“Yeah, not for a unicorn. You’re a human, Sam. Your ego needs to be kept in check. A unicorn, however, such as myself, needs to have their ego fed, because it helps to increase our magic, and therefore keeps us alive.”

“Tiggy, is that true?”

“No,” Tiggy said. “Gary a liar and a fat mouth.”

“Tiggy!” Gary gasped. “How dare you say such a truthful thing?”

Tiggy shrugged. “Just want to smash, but no one let Tiggy smash. What about what Tiggy want?”

“Aw,” Gary and I both said.

“Dude, I am going to hug you so hard when we get out of here.”

“Jeffrey, yoo-hoo, Jeffrey,” Gary said shrilly.

Jeffrey blinked, his words about something something daddy dying in his throat. “What?”

“Do you see that tall, strapping, handsome giant?”

“Um. Yes?”

“He is very dear to me.”

“O… kay?”

“Be a good fellow and release him so he can smash you. He’s earned it.”

Jeffrey frowned. “But… I don’t want to be smashed.”

Gary’s eyes narrowed. “Look, Jeffrey, it’s going to happen one way or another. I think it would be better for you if you just accepted that. You won’t like him when he’s angry.”

“Too late,” Tiggy growled.

“Uh-oh,” Gary said ominously.

“Uh-oh,” I agreed.

“Of course this is where I’d find you, Sam,” a voice said from the mouth of the cave.

And just like that, I knew we’d be okay.

Jeffrey whirled around just in time to see Morgan of Shadows step toward him. He looked fondly bemused as he took the scene before him in. Tiggy waved at him, and Gary blew kisses in his direction.

And me?

I just… stared in awe, as I’d done ever since the day I’d found him in the gardens. It’d been four months since the showdown with Myrin, and I still couldn’t get over the fact that Morgan was here, that he was alive, that he had chosen life, Verania, us, me, over crossing the veil.

When Myrin had taken his magic, Morgan had died. He sacrificed himself for me, for my Destiny of Dragons. But he hadn’t crossed the veil, not at that moment. He’d been in a sort of limbo that apparently wasn’t all that different than midtown City of Lockes. He’d conversed with gods on sidewalks lined with clouds, eaten with old friends in a diner run by elves almost as old as the Great White. I knew he’d seen Anya—his cornerstone—again, but he didn’t say much about that. I didn’t push. It wasn’t meant for me.

But even with all of that, even with the promise of a life ever after beckoning him, David’s Dragon had given Morgan a choice: either return to the living world or cross the veil to his reward for a life well lived.

He chose the King and the Prince. He chose his labs and his Grimoire. He chose Randall and Gary and Kevin and Tiggy. He chose Ryan. He chose Verania.

“But above all else,” he’d whispered in my ear as I sobbed into his shoulder in the garden, “I chose you, little one, because a world in which I could not see your face isn’t a world I’m ready to live in.”

So, yeah. Awe. Every godsdamn time.

“Oh girl,” Gary said to Jeffrey. “You’re in for it now.”

“Oh girl,” Tiggy agreed. “So in.”

“Morgan of Shadows,” Jeffrey squeaked.

“So it would appear,” Morgan said mildly. “I grew concerned when I realized no one had seen any of you for at least an hour. Which, as we all know, is surely a sign of shenanigans.”

“So many shenanigans,” Gary said. “And I apologize, Morgan, but you know how Sam is.”

“Yeah,” I said. “You know how I—wait a minute.”

“I mean, I tried to tell him that today of all days was not the time to try and go on an adventure,” Gary said. “But do you think he listened to me? Of course not. He just did what he always does. Why, I came along to make sure he didn’t end up hurting himself.”

I was outraged. “That’s not what happened at all! Jeffrey was supposed to be Gary and Kevin’s postwedding booty call! Gary asked me and Tiggy to go with him in case Jeffrey turned out to be, and I quote, a crazy-ass psycho who wants to lick my nuts and then chop them off and use them as earrings.” I frowned. “Which, now that I think about it, is an oddly specific thing that should have made me aware how stupid this was. I should have realized Gary was a fucking motherfucker with terrible ideas.”

“I have the best ideas,” Gary snarled at me. “Tiggy, tell him!”

“No, Tiggy! Tell Gary his ideas are dumb and stupid and that you love me!”

Tiggy looked conflicted. Then he turned to Morgan and said, “Tiggy wanted no part of this. Just minding my business. Getting dressed. Counting brooms. Then Sam and Gary say, Tiggy, you need to do bad things. Tiggy didn’t want to do bad things. But I love them, so I did them.”

“Oh my gods,” I moaned. “Morgan! Free us right this second. I need to squish his face so godsdamn hard!”

Morgan sighed but waved his hand.

The vermilion roots crumbled to dust, and Tiggy was already waiting with open arms as Gary and I charged at him.

Seventeen minutes later (after coming up with three new rules for the Sam/Gary/Tiggy Friendship), we finally stopped hugging and turned back to the others.

Jeffrey was chatting amiably with Morgan, completely unaware of the world of hurt coming his way.

“Morgan,” I said lightly, “you might want to take a step back and to the right.”

He did just that.

“Ooh,” Jeffrey said. “Should I move as well? Are we playing a game?”

“Yes. A game. And no, you can stay right where you are.”

“Okay. Gosh, this is so much fun. Hey, I hope you don’t mind, but Morgan said I could come to the wedding, so—”

“Tiggy!” I bellowed.

“TIGGY SMASH!”

Tiggy ran at Jeffrey, a large fist pulled back, ready to fly.

“Oh my goodness,” Jeffrey whispered.

Have you ever seen an angry half-giant who doesn’t appreciate when his best friends get captured punch a centaur at full speed?

No?

I hadn’t either. But suffice to say, I was not disappointed. I truly did not expect Jeffrey to go flying out of the cave, spinning end over end, legs all akimbo. It was a sight to behold. He went so far, I couldn’t even be sure where he landed. Or if he was alive.

“Well, then,” I said, clapping my hands. “That was exciting. Shall we?”

 

 

GARY AND Tiggy were walking ahead of us, Gary purring how big Tiggy’s fists were and how proud he was of the half-giant’s bravery. Tiggy, of course, was preening like a peacock in heat.

Morgan and I trailed behind them as we made our way back to the City of Lockes. Our shoulders bumped as we walked closely together. I’d taken his hand in mine, something I hadn’t really done since I was a kid but found myself doing more and more lately. There were nights I’d wake up gasping, sweat dripping down my face, sure that everything had been a dream, that I was still in the Dark Woods getting slammed by magic from the Great White, Morgan dead. Some mornings had found me curled up next to him in his own bed after I’d snuck in, needing the reassurance that he was really here, that he’d returned just like I’d remembered.

I was getting better.

But that didn’t mean I didn’t still want to hold his hand.

He didn’t seem to mind.

“Maybe next time, wait until a day you’re not getting married to do something like this,” he chided.

I rolled my eyes. “Like I have to worry about that again. Only time I’m getting married, dude. I’ve already got my hooks into Ryan. He’s never going to escape from me, no matter how hard he tries.”

“Ah, young love,” he said, a small smile on his face. “It’s very… intense.”

“Except now he’s probably going to kill me,” I muttered. “You know, for the whole getting kidnapped on our wedding day thing.”

“Eh. If he hasn’t left you for all your other faults, I highly doubt that this will be the thing that pushes him over the edge.”

“Wow,” I breathed. “That was so savage. You are awesome. I mean, I’m emotionally devastated like you wouldn’t believe, but go you. Good job.”

“Thank you,” he said, obviously pleased with himself. “I do find myself rather ignoring my usual hesitance at insulting you directly to your face. I guess a second chance at life will do that to a person.”

“Keep it up,” I said. “As long as it’s not always directed at me, that is. I still like to think I’m a good person sometimes.”

“You are,” he said, squeezing my hand. “The best, really.”

I smiled at the ground.

Much had changed since the Last Battle, as it was starting to be called (capitalized, so you know it’s true). We had mourned those we’d lost (Pete, always my lovely guard) and celebrated their lives. We’d begun to rebuild the villages and towns and cities of Verania. The King had opened the treasury, and thousands of people had come together to restore the shining jewel that was our country. We weren’t quite there yet, but I thought we would be soon.

The Darks had all been taken to Mantok, the prison in the Luri Desert. Vadoma decided she would oversee the transfer, and had somehow been given the position of Warden of Mantok, while simultaneously supervising the rebuilding of Mashallaha. There were calls for the Darks to be put to death for their part in the fall of Verania, but the King decreed there would be no more bloodshed. Instead, Randall, Morgan, and myself had warded the prison against Dark magic. It would be impossible for the Darks to escape.

And the dragons! The dragons of Verania were held in awe and cherished as they should have been. GW, of course, hated the attention, as did Pat. Kevin spent most of the time demanding shinies. Leslie asked to keep all the orphans she could find. Zero scowled at everyone, telling them that they just didn’t understand him, that his soul burned with the fires of regret—but he could rarely finish his rants without them ending in a yawn.

Because his time had been drawing near.

When he needed to sleep.

The dragons and I had gone to the desert with him, returning him to his lair.

We’d sat in the ruins of that forgotten city under an ocean of stars, the six of us, knowing it would be the last time we were all together, at least in this life. For when Zero woke again, I would be nothing but bones and dust. I was okay with that. I thought he was too.

As dawn approached and Zero’s eyes started to droop, the dragons presented me with five gifts.

A red scale.

A black scale.

Two blue feathers.

And a white scale.

I wiped my eyes, knowing just how precious such gifts were. But still, I was confused. “What are these for?”

Zero rolled his eyes. “To bind your Grimoire with.”

“Your material hard-won in the face of adversity,” Pat said.

“Because the adversity you faced challenged you greatly,” Leslie said.

“And you were as brave as we knew you could be,” the Great White said.

“And also because I want you to carry a piece of me forever,” Kevin said. “Every time you pick up your Grimoire, you can stroke my scale and think of me.”

We all turned to look at him slowly.

“What?” he said. “Mine was just as heartfelt as yours!”

The others left Zero and me alone after saying their goodbyes, the dragons promising to be there when he woke again. It was calming for me to know that they’d be together even after I was gone.

“We’ll see each other again,” I told him.

Zero glanced at me. “You truly believe that?”

“Yeah, dude. I mean, we’re all the same, right? It might be a while, but we’ll be together again. I know it.”

“I’m going to hold you to that, wizard.”

“And hey, just think, when you wake up next, you’ll be fifteen.” I waggled my eyebrows. “Maybe find yourself a nice boy or girl and kiss them on the face.”

He blushed furiously while I laughed at him.

Nothing much was said after that. And when he gave a cracking yawn, jaws stretched wide, I knew it was time for him to go.

He pressed his snout against my hand. “I’ll miss you, Sam.”

My smile was a little wobbly. “Yeah, me too. And just remember something for me, okay?”

He nodded.

“You are beautiful. And your magic is a wonderful thing. The world knows it now. You no longer have to hide away.”

And then he slithered into his lair.

We waited in that forgotten city in the desert, just for a little while.

But then the dragons sighed as one, and I knew our friend was asleep.

As we flew from the desert, I looked back, just once, promising that I’d return as soon as I was able. He would be asleep, but I thought he’d know I was there while he dreamed.

So, yes. Much had changed.

Morgan was the King’s Wizard, and still my mentor. We’d decided that I would continue to work with Justin to prepare both of us for the day he’d assume the throne. I’d breathed a sigh of relief when it was agreed upon, not yet ready to take on the responsibilities of the job. I needed time to heal, time to gain better control of the magic that coursed through me. It was as strong as it’d ever been, but there was much I still needed to learn.

“Where are you?” Morgan asked, squeezing my hand again.

“What’s that?”

“You got lost in that head of yours.”

“Oh. Uh, I guess. I was just… thinking. About how grateful I am.”

“For?”

I shrugged. “Everything.”

He smiled at me, that same smile he’d given me for the first time as we stood in an alleyway in the slums. “That’s a very good thing to be grateful for. Now, we should put some haste in our steps. I’m told your knight was having bit of a meltdown when you couldn’t be located.”

“What a drama queen.”

“When one’s betrothed disappears on one’s wedding day, one tends to think the worst.”

“Well, crap. I didn’t think of it that way.”

“I thought not.”

“It’s a good thing I have you around, then. You know what? As a full-fledged wizard and the future King’s Wizard, I am going to make a royal decree.”

“I don’t think you can actually make a royal—”

“My royal decree is that you need to be around for a long time to make sure when I do stupid things, you are there to tell me said things are stupid. I will probably think you’re being overbearing, and we’ll most likely argue, but still.”

He looked away into the trees, but not before I saw the shine in his eyes. “That’s a good decree, Sam.”

“I think so too.”

And we walked on.

 

 

THE CITY was bustling as we entered the gates. A cheer went up at the sight of me, something I didn’t think I’d ever get used to.

I just waved and smiled.

The streets of Verania were decorated with streamers and flags in honor of our wedding day. It had been declared a holiday, and I was sure that at least sixty-four percent of the people had been drunk since nine that morning, but that was okay. If I’d been able to get drunk, I would have, but Mom and Dad had put a kibosh on apple wine, and for some reason Gary and Tiggy had agreed with them.

“There you are,” a shrill voice said.

I ground my teeth together.

“Lady Tina,” I said as Morgan dropped my hand. She stood before us, a frown on her face. Her hair was in perfectly perfect blonde ringlets, and her makeup was expertly applied. But gone were the days of the frilly dresses. Instead she wore the thin pink armor of the King’s Brigade, a newly formed faction of the Knights of Verania. She had argued for women’s equality in knighthood and had been granted her own unit, which was comprised of the former Foxy Lady Brigade. They had made themselves into a formidable bunch and had plans to start training other women to join their ranks starting next summer.

The King had gathered his heads of state and his closest advisors to approve such a group. All had voted aye until it reached me. I had glared at everyone in the room before mumbling my agreement.

I regretted everything about it.

“Do you just think you can mosey off into the woods on your wedding day?” she demanded. “Like this isn’t one of the most important days of my life?”

“Your life?” I snapped. “This has nothing to do with you.”

She rolled her eyes. “As if. If it weren’t for me, you and the Knight Commander probably wouldn’t even be together.”

“What? In what reality is that even a thing? You’re out of your godsdamn mind!”

“Please,” she sniffed delicately. “Never underestimate the power of a fangirl. Rystin, HaveHeart, whatever. We shipped you, therefore we made your love a real thing. You’re welcome.”

“I ship Sam and Ruv,” Gary whispered to Tiggy. “It’s my bad-touch ship.”

“Ruv’s dead,” Tiggy whispered back. “I ship Sam and broom. It called HaveBroom. Because I have a broom.”

“I love you so godsdamn much,” Gary said fiercely.

“I’m going to demand you are stripped of your rank,” I snarled at Lady Tina. “Just you wait. You will rue the day you took credit for my heart boner! Rue, you hear me? Rue.”

We continued to snark at each other as we made our way to the castle. I happened to glance back over my shoulder at one point to see Morgan trailing behind us, hands clasped behind his back, a serene smile on his face.

I couldn’t ask for anything more.

 

 

EVERY STORY has an ending.

And fairy tales tend to have the happiest of them all.

The ones where they lived happily ever after.

This, here, is my ending:

I stood outside the Great Doors leading to the throne room, breathing into a paper sack, trying not to hyperventilate, Mom and Dad rubbing my back, telling me that everything was going to be just fine.

“Honestly, Sam,” Mom said. “It’s going to be just fine.”

“I know,” I wheezed. “I’m just contemplating the fact that I’m only going to be with this one person for the rest of my life.”

Dad frowned. “Isn’t he your cornerstone? I thought that was already a thing.”

I blinked. “Huh. I hadn’t thought of it that way. I guess you’re right. Wow, how about that. Oh look! I’m perfectly fine now. Let’s do this!”

“I can’t help but feel that some of this is our fault,” Mom said to Dad.

“Hardly,” Dad said. “We’re good parents. It’s not our fault he turned out this way.”

“Are you guys still talking?” I demanded. “I need to go get married. You’re wasting my time!”

“Oh boy,” Dad said, but he leaned into the small side door, telling the Royal Announcer that we were ready.

Horns blew brightly.

I heard the Royal Announcer doing his job, and I took a deep breath.

“You ready?” Mom asked.

“So ready,” I said.

Dad was crying, but we didn’t point that out, because he was a strong Northern man, and Northern men didn’t cry (except for all the times they did).

They stood on either side of me, each of them taking me by the arm.

The Great Doors opened before us with a mighty groan.

“Sweet molasses,” I managed to say.

A thousand people stood as one and turned toward us.

I gulped but put one foot in front of another.

Off to my right were the King’s Brigade, all of them sighing and sobbing. Deidre had to be held back as she tried to lunge at me.

There was Todd, he of the adorable ears. He had brought a date, and I was surprised to see that it was William, the man I’d tried to set Justin up with so very long ago who had made us call him Sir. I reminded myself to compliment Todd on the leather collar he was wearing around his neck and to ask what his hard limits were.

There were Katya and Brant, which—huh. I’d forgotten they even existed. How nice of them to be here.

There was Vadoma, surrounded by other gypsies, her eyes tracking me unnervingly with every step I took. Our relationship was… contentious, to say the least, but she had seemed thrilled to receive the invite and had even offered to read my fortune before the wedding. I had politely declined, telling her I would rather stab myself in the face with a dull spoon until I died.

Mama sat near the front, because she wouldn’t be anywhere else. She wore a tight, revealing dress that would most likely be considered inappropriate in at least three-fourths of Verania, but since she didn’t give a single fuck, neither did I. Next to her were Letnia and Moishe, the latter of whom stared at me, undoubtedly thinking about how he’d like to lick the magic off my skin, the gross asshole.

Dimitri buzzed with his fairies around the raised dais, their lights blinking brightly. “Say the word,” he whispered as I walked by him. “I can get you out of here and our love can blossom in the Dark Woods.”

“Not the time, dude,” I said through gritted teeth.

“I had to try. The last time there was a wedding here, it worked.”

He wasn’t wrong, but still. What a dick.

Gary and Tiggy stood to one side of the dais along with Terry, who for some reason had decided to stick around the City of Lockes, much to Gary’s dismay. Terry had recently told us that their parents were wrapping up their swingers tour and that we should probably expect them shortly. Gary hadn’t been too happy to hear that, but I was excited, because everyone knew the only thing better than two unicorns was four unicorns.

The doors to the garden were open so Kevin could stick his head in to take part in the proceedings. He winked at me, flicked his tongue salaciously in my direction, then proceeded to shed a tear because his son was getting married, Gary, look at our baby boy!

The crowd tittered.

I ignored them.

The King and Prince looked regal as fuck, crowns atop their heads as they sat upon their thrones. The King nodded at me, a twinkle in his eye, and Justin looked bored, but before I could turn and look at my husband-to-be, Justin broke protocol, jumped up, crossed the dais, and wrapped me in a tight hug. “I’m so happy for you,” he muttered. “And if you tell anyone I said that, I will lock you in the dungeons for the rest of your life. Best friends 5eva.”

I was gobsmacked. “You do love me more than anything in the—”

“Not. Another. Word.”

I closed my mouth immediately.

Randall stood near the King, his eyebrows having finally broken down the last of his face’s defenses, now waging the final battle for control of his head. He frowned hard at me, most likely already planning on berating me for my lateness. Morgan was next to him, looking amused. And just because I could, I stared at him in awe, still not quite believing that he was actually here.

But they all faded away before the last.

Knight Commander Ryan Foxheart.

He stood before me, looking uncharacteristically nervous and extraordinarily handsome in his best suit of armor, the one shot with red rock that he’d worn the night he’d been promoted to Knight Commander. His wavy hair was endearing, his beard neatly trimmed (as I refused to let him get rid of it after I’d been able to sit on his face). He was biting his bottom lip, his eyes wide. As my parents kissed my cheek and let me go, he flushed brightly when my father reached forward, hugging him and whispering words I couldn’t quite make out. Ryan just nodded to whatever my father was saying, glancing over at me. Dad let him go, kissed his forehead, then went to stand next to my mother.

It was just the two of us.

(Surrounded by a thousand people and all our loved ones, but whatever.)

“Hi,” he said quietly.

“Hi.”

“Okay?”

I nodded. “Yeah, just this whole… thing. Gary wanted to have a three-way with a centaur named Jeffrey, and he kidnapped us and—”

Randall cleared his throat.

“Right, right,” I said hastily. “Not the time. I’ll tell you later.”

Ryan nodded rather maniacally. “Yeah, okay. Sure. Fine. Whatever.”

I frowned. “Are you all right?”

“Fine, fine. Just. You know. Getting married!”

“That was… shrieky. Do you not want to?”

His eyes bulged. “Are you out of your damn mind?”

“Watch your mouth! There are children present!”

He grabbed my hands and held them tightly. “Sam, there is nothing I want more.”

I blinked rapidly. “Okay. Yeah. Me too.”

He nodded, and that was that.

The King stood. He smiled at Ryan and me before looking out at his subjects. “Much has happened since we last gathered here for such an event. We have seen the bravery of men and women of Verania as they rise to face adversity. We have seen the good in all of us, and the evil of those who would attempt to bring us to our knees. We have lived. And we have lost. But I know those who cannot be here today are smiling down upon us, their grace soothing whatever hurt remains. We have taken back our country, thanks in no small part to the men we have gathered here today for.”

He smiled at each of us in turn. “You have an oath to the Crown. To the country. To me and my son. And to each other. Though no legality is needed to see the bond between the two of you, I am honored to be present for your union. My son said once that hope is a weapon. And it is. But sometimes we must lay down our weapons to accept our rewards. And today, I believe the love between these two men is a reward to us all.

“And so, as your King, I give you my blessing. May you know only happiness for the rest of your days.”

He nodded at us, then took his seat upon his throne.

Randall stepped forward.

Shit. This was happening.

It was really happening.

Fuck yes.

Randall said, “Now, I must ask before we proceed. And I’m going to start with Knight Commander Foxheart, because last time he didn’t seem so sure.”

The crowed snickered.

Ryan blushed harder.

Gods, I was going to destroy him later.

“Knight Commander, are you here of your own volition and peace of mind?”

“Yes,” Ryan said immediately.

The crowd sighed in relief, the fucking drama queens.

(I sighed inwardly, so.)

“Sam of Dragons, are you here of your own volition and peace of mind?”

“Hell yeah,” I blurted out.

Morgan put his face in his hands.

Ryan grinned brightly.

Randall rolled his eyes. “We are gathered here today to join Knight Commander Foxheart and Sam of Dragons, who will one day stand as the King’s Wizard. They have both spoken and have agreed they are here of their own volition and peace of mind. Before we begin the ceremony, joining these men in a bond not easily broken, there is a question I must ask.”

“Oh, this is gonna be gooood,” I heard Gary whisper.

And since I couldn’t turn around and tell him to die horribly, I clenched my jaw instead.

Then Randall asked his question, and I swore once again that all the world held its breath.

“Should anyone here present know of any reason why this couple should not be joined in holy matrimony, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

No one spoke.

Someone coughed, but that was it.

I made sure to see who it was so I could ask the King to have them beheaded later.

It was Lady Tina.

Perfect.

I breathed a sigh of relief.

And then, “Are you sure. Anyone at all.”

I turned slowly to gape at Randall.

“Anybody who doesn’t want to see these two married.”

Silence.

“For any reason. Doesn’t even need to be a good reason. Just… anything.”

Silence.

“What are you doing?” I hissed at him.

He looked at me blandly and shrugged. “Just had to give everyone a fair shake. Did it last time. Figured it was only right to do it here too.”

“Oh my gods, I hate you so fucking much! A dick! A dick on all your appendages!”

He grinned at me. “I’m old. I’m allowed to do whatever I want.”

“He has a point, Sam,” Morgan said.

“Vile betrayer!”

“I love love,” Tiggy said loudly.

“Me too, kitten. It truly is a magical thing between two people.”

“Or three people,” Kevin pointed out. “If one was so inclined and did what they were supposed to do instead of choosing someone crazy and getting captured by them.”

“Excuse me?” Gary growled. “It’s not my fault I—”

“My gods,” Terry said with a sniff. “Have you ever thought of not being a whore?”

“Whaaaaat is happening,” Ryan said.

“Randall!” I bellowed. “You get us dude-hitched right this second, or I will never forgive you!”

“Oh no,” Randall said flatly. “Please, anything but that.”

Morgan elbowed him.

“Fine, fine. Dearly beloved—oh, I already said that part. Of all the—where was I? Right, right. The act of marriage is a sacred union between two—”

“And I now pronounce you husband and husband!” I cried. “I may kiss said husband!”

And so I did.

The crowd gasped dramatically.

But Ryan?

Gods, how he smiled against me. His strong arms wrapped around me, and he lifted me up as I kissed him with all I had. Every ounce of love and hope and wishes upon the stars for the future we could have, I gave to him.

He gave me the same in return.

And you know what?

We lived happily ever after.

 

 

UNTIL THE next day, when I woke up after giving Ryan the dicking of his life and realized that the Prince was still single, and I couldn’t have that. I vowed then and there to make it my mission to find my best friend 5eva the love of his life, if it was the last thing I did.

Little did I know then that it almost would be. Because apparently there was a generations-old decree of an arranged marriage between the prince of a faraway land and the firstborn of the King of Verania.

But that… well.

That’s a story for another day.





Author’s Note

 

 

THE END is always hard to write for an author. Depending on the length of the story, one could have spent weeks or months or even years with a set of characters. I started the adventures of Sam of Wilds in what was a very dark time for me personally. I needed to laugh and forget about the real world for a time, and Sam and Ryan and Tiggy and Gary and Kevin helped me to do that. They gave me more than I’d hoped for.

But even then, I had no idea when I started The Lightning-Struck Heart that the story would go as far as it has. I thought I would be telling an overtly immature take on a common fairy tale trope. And now, four volumes later, I’ve wrapped a much bigger story of love and friendship, of pain and sacrifice. I’m proud of how this has ended, the story line readers know I lovingly refer to as the Destiny Fuck Yeah! arc. And while Sam and his band of merry misfits are more mature (ish) than when they started out in a cave with Lartin the Dark Leaf, they’re still the characters who made me smile when I needed it more than anything.

This is their happy ending.

But I don’t think I can let them go quite yet.

After all, Justin’s still single, isn’t he?

Can’t have that.

I’ll return to Verania one day. For now, I have other stories I want to tell. But when I do, it’ll be from Justin’s point of view. I already have some funky ideas about what’s going to happen with that prince from a faraway land.

I can’t wait.

Thanks, as always, for reading!

TJ
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Once upon a time, in an alleyway in the slums of the City Of Lockes, a young and somewhat lonely boy named Sam Haversford turns a group of teenage douchebags into stone completely by accident.

Of course, this catches the attention of a higher power, and Sam’s pulled from the only world he knows to become an apprentice to the King’s Wizard, Morgan of Shadows.

When Sam’s fourteen, he enters the Dark Woods and returns with Gary, the hornless gay unicorn, and a half-giant named Tiggy, earning the moniker Sam of Wilds.

At fifteen, Sam learns what love truly is when a new knight arrives at the castle—Knight Ryan Foxheart, the dreamiest dream to have ever been dreamed.

Naturally, it all goes to hell when Ryan dates the reprehensible Prince Justin, Sam can’t control his magic, a sexually aggressive dragon kidnaps the prince, and the King sends them on an epic quest to save Ryan’s boyfriend, all while Sam falls more in love with someone he can never have.

Or so he thinks.
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Sequel to The Lightning-Struck Heart

 

Once upon a time, the wizard’s apprentice Sam of Wilds got his happily ever after in the arms of his cornerstone, Knight Commander Ryan Foxheart. A year has passed, and while Sam’s been captured five or six more times since then, things are pretty great. His parents are happy, Gary and Tiggy still eat sass for breakfast, Randall is somehow alive despite being older than the gods, the King rules with a gentle hand, Kevin the dragon is as gross as ever, Morgan sighs a lot, Ryan continues to be dashing and immaculate, and Sam is close to convincing Prince Justin they will be best friends forever.

Life is good.

Until it’s not.

Because Vadoma, the leader of the gypsy clan and Sam’s grandmother, has come to the City of Lockes with a dire prophecy written in the stars: a man of shadows is rising and will consume the world unless Sam faces his destiny and gathers the five dragons of Verania at his side.

And she brings along her second-in-command, a man named Ruv.

Ruv, who Vadoma says is Sam’s true cornerstone.
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Sequel to A Destiny of Dragons

 

Sam of Wilds faced the Dark wizard Myrin and lived to tell the tale. Granted, the battle left him scarred, but things could be a hell of a lot worse.

It’s not until he reunites with Morgan of Shadows and Randall that he realizes just how much worse things could be.

Because the scars have meaning and hint at Myrin’s true plans for Sam and the Kingdom of Verania.

With time running out, Sam and his band of merry misfits—the unicorn Gary, the half-giant Tiggy, Knight Commander Ryan Foxheart, and the dragon known as Kevin—must travel to the snowy mountains in the North and the heart of the Dark Woods to convince the remaining dragons to stand against Myrin. Along the way, Sam learns secrets of the past that will forever change the course of the future.

A reckoning is coming for Sam of Wilds, and there is nothing he can do to stop it.
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In the small mountain town of Amorea, it’s stretching toward autumn of 1954. The memories of a world at war are fading in the face of a prosperous future. Doors are left unlocked at night, and neighbors are always there to give each other a helping hand.

The people here know certain things as fact:

Amorea is the best little town there is.

The only good Commie is a dead Commie.

The Women’s Club of Amorea runs the town with an immaculately gloved fist.

And bookstore owner Mike Frazier loves that boy down at the diner, Sean Mellgard. Why they haven’t gotten their acts together is anybody’s guess. It may be the world’s longest courtship, but no one can deny the way they look at each other.

Slow and steady wins the race, or so they say.

But something’s wrong with Mike. He hears voices in his house late at night. There are shadows crawling along the walls and great clouds of birds overhead that only he can see.

Something’s happening in Amorea. And Mike will do whatever he can to keep the man he loves.
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It begins with a message that David cannot ignore:

I want to see you.

He agrees, and on a cold winter’s night, David and Phillip will come together to sift through the wreckage of the memory of a life no longer lived.

David is burdened, carrying with him the heavy guilt of the past six years upon his shoulders.

Phillip offers redemption.





Readers love the Tales from Verania by TJ Klune

 

The Lightning-Struck Heart

 

“In The Lightning-Struck Heart, TJ has once more hit all of the marks and even surpassed them.”

—Sensual Reads

 

“…this book was just the confirmation of the great talent TJ has, a terrific gift he absolutely needs to continue to share with us.”

—Scattered Thoughts and Rogue Words

 

A Destiny of Dragons

 

“This is pure unadulterated pleasure, a fabulous fantasy read. I loved it.”

—Sinfully: Gay Romance Book Reviews

 

“All told, A Destiny of Dragons is the perfect summer read. It’s got action! Adventure! Romance! Danger! Hilarity! Snark!”

—The Novel Approach

 

The Consumption of Magic

 

“This book is, at the core, about family, and love, and loss. It is wonderful, it is beautiful, it is emotionally devastating.”

—Writing Bookish Notes

 

“I cannot recommend this book highly enough. I cannot laud this author’s work fully enough. I can only say that you must read this novel—it is simply outstanding.”

—Joyfully Jay





When TJ KLUNE was eight, he picked up a pen and paper and began to write his first story (which turned out to be his own sweeping epic version of the video game Super Metroid—he didn’t think the game ended very well and wanted to offer his own take on it. He never heard back from the video-game company, much to his chagrin). Now, over two decades later, the cast of characters in his head has only gotten louder. But that’s okay, because he’s recently become a full-time writer and can give them the time they deserve.

Since being published, TJ has won the Lambda Literary Award for Best Gay Romance, fought off three lions that threatened to attack him and his village, and was chosen by Amazon as having written one of the best GLBT books of 2011.

And one of those things isn’t true.

(It’s the lion thing. The lion thing isn’t true.)

Facebook: TJ Klune

Blog: tjklunebooks.com

Email: tjklunebooks@yahoo.com
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