








Table of Contents

Blurb

Epigraph

Prologue: The Man with the Pointy Pink Shoes

Chapter 1: That’s Not What Bestiality Means, Gary

I: Meridian City

Chapter 2: That Time I Got It in the Face in Meridian City

Chapter 3: Reconciliation and Best Friends 5Eva

Chapter 4: The Blood in the Veins of Verania

Chapter 5: Getting Sucked Through a Hole

Chapter 6: The Break-Up Talk

Chapter 7: Don’t Read This at Work or Church (Because of Butt Sex)


II: Castle Freeze Your Ass Off

Chapter 8: Love Letters and Lesbians

Chapter 9: No More Secrets

Chapter 10: Randall’s Great Love

Chapter 11: Throwing Knight Delicious Face Off a Cliff

Chapter 12: The Mated Northern Dragons

Chapter 13: Reunited and It Feels So Good

Chapter 14: The Truth

Chapter 15: Randall of Dragons is an Asshole

Chapter 16: Princess Monsoon Rains and Bilrock the Destroyer


III: The Dark Woods

Chapter 17: The King of the Dark Woods Fairies (Gonna Go for a Mustache Ride)

Chapter 18: The Great White

Chapter 19: The Choice

IV: City of Lockes

Chapter 20: Home Again

Chapter 21: Superfans

Chapter 22: Sacrifice

Chapter 23: Stone Crumbles

Epilogue: A Decision Made

CODA

Coming Soon

More from TJ Klune

Readers love the Tales From Verania by TJ Klune

About the Author


By TJ Klune

Visit Dreamspinner Press

Copyright




The Consumption of Magic

 

By TJ Klune

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.






Please don’t ride horses in front of unicorns. It’s cruel, and the unicorn might kill you.






Prologue: The Man with the Pointy Pink Shoes

 

 

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.

That kickass boy was me, and when I was eleven years old, I turned a group of teenage douchebags to stone.

And then he came, with his black beard and epic pile of hair that stuck out all over the place, with his black robe and pointy pink shoes that were the greatest things I’d ever seen before in the history of ever.

“I like your shoes,” I told him, because it seemed important that he know.

“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.”

No one had ever said anything like that to me before, and it made me feel warm and safe and happy. “Thank you, big one. My parents made it when they got married. I was a honeymoon baby, whatever that means.”

He laughed then, a small sound that I could listen to forever. Maybe it was a bit of a crush. Maybe it was my magic recognizing his, even though I couldn’t have known it at the time. Or maybe it was because I wanted him to be my friend, since I didn’t have many of those. Well, I didn’t have any of those, and I very much wanted this strange man with the pink shoes to be my friend.

And then—

“Lord?” I gasped. “You’re a lord?”

“I suppose I am,” he said, touching the stone tongue of the handsome asshole known as Nox.

I gaped at him. “You’re Morgan of Shadows!”

“So I’ve been told.”

“Oh, sweet mercy! Please don’t make my nipples explode!”

And even though I had started that rumor, I somehow found myself believing he could do just that. He didn’t, of course.

Instead, he asked a question that would change everything. “Did you do this? Turn these boys to stone?”

I had. I didn’t know it then, but I had.

And he’d known it too, though he’d acted like he didn’t.

And he’d known about me too.

But that would come much, much later.

For now, I was just a boy from the slums trying to think of ways to get one of the most powerful wizards in the known world to stay for just a little bit longer so he could see that I could be a good friend, if he wanted me to be.

“Turn them back,” he said, as if it were the easiest thing in the world.

So I said Malakasham and Flora Bora Slam and Abra Wham, because everyone knew that you had to say magic words until magic happened.

It wasn’t too far from the truth.

I was just using the wrong words.

But as it turned out, I would eventually not need to use words at all.

“Colors, Sam,” he said quietly. “Do you remember seeing any colors?”

There had been green, like trees and grass.

“You found it,” he said, sounding awed. “I can feel it. It’s so… expansive. How have you never…? Can you grab it?”

It turned out I could.

And it changed everything.

It was like thunder rolling in the alley, like a lightning crack. The walls around us shook, the ground rolled beneath my feet, and then the boys were flesh and blood and bone, and Nox was angry.

“—gonna fucking kick your ass, Sam!” he finished yelling before he squeaked, eyes widening as he saw everyone who now stood with me.

And then my mother threatened him, and I loved her so.

And then my father threatened him, because he was the greatest man who had ever lived.

And then Morgan threatened him, and I thought maybe I had made my very first friend.

The teenage douchebags fled under the threat to their very lives. Nox was last to leave, and right before he disappeared around the corner—neither of us realizing that our fates were already beginning to intertwine—he glanced back at me over his shoulder. His eyes found mine, and there was something there. But it was gone before I could make heads or tails of it, and so was he.

It didn’t matter then.

Because I was eleven.

And I could do magic.

“How old are you?” I demanded of Morgan.

He smiled down at me. “Two hundred and forty-seven years old.”

“Woooow,” I breathed reverently. “Dude. I knew you were so old.”

“Our apologies, my lord,” Mom said in that tone of voice that meant I was in a pile of deep shit when we got home. “Sometimes he doesn’t think before he speaks.”

“Hey!” I said, offended. “I always think before I speak. It’s just that the words usually don’t come out like my brain thinks them.”

“The doctor said he was healthy,” Dad said to Morgan. “We should have gotten a second opinion.”

And then Morgan did the darnedest thing for someone so revered. He hunkered down until we were eye level, robes piling around him.

Mom and Dad gasped.

Pete, my favorite guard, sighed dramatically behind us, as he was wont to do whenever I was around.

“Hi,” I said, fingers itching to reach out and tug his beard. I didn’t, only because Dad was drawing a finger pointedly across his throat like he knew exactly what I was thinking. I tried to remember my manners instead. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Morgan looked amused. “And you as well. I am happy that I can finally know your face.”

“It is a nice face,” I said. “I should know. I own it.” Then I frowned. “What do you mean finally—”

“I am going to expect great things from you,” he said.

“You are?”

“I am,” he said. “But I know you’ll be up to the challenge.”

“I can do a lot of things,” I told him, wanting to make sure he didn’t leave quite yet. “I can climb trees really good. And… um. Oh! I can read all by myself. Also, I can burp all the lyrics to ‘Dance Under the Starry Sky.’ Do you want to hear it? You might want to stand back, though. I had fish soup for lunch.”

“Maybe later,” Morgan said, barely grimacing at all. “I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time for all of that soon enough.”

And I really liked the sound of that.

 

 

THE NEXT day there was a package delivered from the castle, addressed to MR. SAM HAVERSFORD. I was enthralled by it, seeing as how I’d never received a package from anyone.

“Are you going to open it?” Mom asked me after I’d stared at it for three hours.

“Don’t rush me,” I said, not looking up from it. “I’m relishing.”

“Relish away,” she said, ruffling my hair.

And I did just that for another twenty-seven minutes before I caved and tore into the package.

Inside was a pair of pointy pink shoes that fit me perfectly and a note with a tight scrawl across it.

 

See you soon.

—M

 

 

SOON MEANT three days later.

Dinner was finished, and Mom and Dad sat me down for lessons. It was a math night, which I hated more than anything else in the world. Math had been conceived with the sole purpose of vexing me terribly. I didn’t see why I would ever need to find the value of x on both sides of the equation or to multiply fractions. “I’m going to work with Dad in the lumber mill,” I grumbled. “Wood doesn’t need math.”

“And yet,” Joshua Haversford said, “complaining about it isn’t going to get you out of doing it. Funny how that works.”

“That’s not funny at all,” I pointed out.

“I thought it was a little funny,” Rosemary Haversford said, her gypsy accent like musical notes curling around every word.


“You have to think it’s funny,” I told her. “He’s your husband. It’s, like, the law.”

“Hear that?” Dad said to Mom. “It’s the law.”

She smiled sweetly at him. “Keep telling yourself that. Maybe you’ll find what it’s like to sleep outside tonight.”

And there was a knock at the door.

“I’ll get it!” I shouted, pushing my chair back from the table, thanking the gods for the distraction. With any luck, it would be the police asking questions about a murder investigation where I was the sole witness (even though I had never seen anyone murdered), and would take up the rest of math night.

I threw open the door and, without seeing who it was, said, “I saw the whole thing! He used a fireplace poker and bashed the poor fellow upside the head! I am traumatized, I tell you. Traumatized.”

“Who did what now?” Morgan of Shadows asked.

Pete stood next to him, face in his hands.

A couple of other knights stood behind them, looking bemused.

“You’re not the police,” I reminded them, in case they didn’t know. “Ignore what I just said.”

“You should probably ignore a lot of what he says,” Pete muttered.

“That’s mostly true,” I admitted. “But hey! Hi! Look!” I pointed down at my pink and pointy shoes, beaming up at Morgan. “Did you get the thank-you note my mom forced me to write—I mean, that I wanted to send all on my own?”

“I did,” Morgan said, a strange look on his face. “I haven’t had a chance yet to answer any of the ninety-seven questions you asked.”

“That’s okay,” I reassured him. “You can get it back to me by next week. Tuesday at the latest.”

“Is this… where you live?” he asked.

“Yeah! With Mom and Dad. I have my own room and everything.” My eyes went wide. “Dude. I just had the best idea ever.”

“Uh-oh,” Pete said.

“You should totally come see my room.”

“Totally?” Morgan asked.

“Totally,” I agreed.

“Sam, who’s at the door?” Mom called.

“Just the King’s Wizard, Pete, and some other scary-looking knights!” I yelled back over my shoulder. “Can I take him to my room and show him my stuff?”

There was a brief pause and then what sounded like chairs getting knocked over and footsteps running toward us.

“It’s math night,” I told our visitors. “Sometimes it gets a little wild.”

Mom and Dad burst from the kitchen, looking wide-eyed and flustered.

“My l-lord,” Dad stammered.

“We are honored t-t-to have you,” Mom stuttered.

“So embarrassing,” I mumbled.


“Rosemary, Joshua.” Morgan nodded slightly. “Sam here was going to show me his room, if that was okay with you.”

They gaped at him.

“They’re totally cool with it,” I said, grabbing his hand. “Honest. And, oh no! Shucks! Since we have guests now, we have to cancel math night! Darn! Of all the rotten luck! Morgan, come on. Hurry, hurry, hurry.” I tugged him until he began to follow me toward my room.

Behind us, I heard Pete say to my parents, “Is there somewhere we can talk?”

But I didn’t care about that. It was probably boring grown-up stuff anyway. What I did care about was having my friend Morgan in my room. I’d never had a friend over before, and I was unsure what to show him first. Did he want to see the drawings I’d done that Mom said I wasn’t allowed to take out in public because “People just won’t understand your artistry, Sam. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go be sick for reasons unrelated to what you’ve just shown me. And, as a bit of constructive criticism, you may not want to use mayonnaise for paint, as it tends to rot.” Or I could show him my book collection (I had three) or my rock collection (I had three hundred forty-nine) or the—

I looked back over my shoulder to make sure he had followed me through the doorway after I’d dropped his hand. He was still there, not yet having entered my room. He looked sad for some reason. I glanced around, trying to see if something might have upset him, but my room looked like it always did. It was small, with a little bed in the corner with soft blankets Mom had made for me. A bureau in another corner held my rock collection and the few clothes I had that Mom and Dad fretted over, saying I was growing up too fast. I didn’t see a problem with it. As long as I had something to cover up my privates, I figured I was doing okay. The floor was made of dirt, but the walls were solid, and the roof barely even leaked. I even had a little window above my bed, and at night, if I craned my head just right, I could see the stars above the stone buildings that stood around us.

All in all, it was a pretty good room. A lot of kids in the slums didn’t have their own room like I did. I was thankful for it.

And now I had a friend here, and even though he still looked sad, it was something new, something exciting.

“I have books,” I told him proudly. “And I can read them all myself. Mom said if I’m lucky, I might be able to get another one for All Hallowed Day. And I also have rocks. And a wooden raccoon that my dad made me. Isn’t that great?”

Morgan studied me closely. “Do you really think so?”

I scrunched up my face, unsure of what he meant. “Yes? Yes. I think so. I’ve got it pretty good, you know? Some people don’t get to have all that I do. I’m very lucky.”

He took a step into the room, and he needed to crouch slightly so his head didn’t hit the ceiling. I thought it was funny because Dad had to do the same thing. It was like they were giants. He trailed his fingers along the walls and scuffed his pointy pink shoes through the dirt. It only took him three or four steps to reach my bed. He stared down at it just for a moment, shoulders slumped. But before I could ask if something was wrong, he turned and sat down on the bed, the end of his beard in his lap.

“Sam,” he said. “There’s a reason for my visit.”

“You’re not gonna make me go to the dungeons and poop in buckets, are you?” I asked him suspiciously. “Because you already said you wouldn’t, and it’s the law that you can’t change your mind.”

“I’m not going to make you go to the dungeons and poop in buckets,” he said. “You have my word.”

“Whoa,” I whispered. “I have the word of a wizard. I am amazing.”

“That you are,” he agreed. “Which is part of the reason why I’m here.”

I squinted up at him. “You’re here because I’m amazing?”

“Yes.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s always good to have validation. Thank you.”

He coughed, like he was trying stay serious but needed to cover up a laugh. Pete did that to me all the time. “Sam, what do you know about magic?”

“I haven’t done any more,” I said quickly. “You made me promise not to try, and I always keep my promises.” I frowned. “Most of the time. And if I can’t keep my promise, I usually have a really good reason for it. Sometimes.”

He shook his head. “I know you haven’t. I’d be able to— It doesn’t matter, little one. I’m just curious about what you know.”


That made me feel better. “Oh! Well. Honestly? Not a whole lot. Like… there are magic words. And stuff. And you told me there are colors. Sometimes I see them, but I don’t touch them because you told me not to.” Then an idea hit me. “Can I turn things to turkey legs? Because I swear to the gods, if I can turn things to turkey legs, I would do that all the time. I’m sorry, but I would. I would do it all the time, and then I would eat every single one.”

He coughed again. It sounded a little forced. “That’s… maybe a lesson for another day.”

“So I can change things to turkey legs,” I whispered to myself. “Best. Day. Ever.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t not.”

“Do you know where magic comes from?”

That sufficiently distracted me from thoughts of turkey legs. “No,” I said slowly since I’d never really given it much thought. If I was being honest, as soon as I’d gotten my own pair of pink shoes, I hadn’t even thought about magic again.

He tapped the side of his head. “It starts here. With thought and decision.” Then he lowered his hand and tapped his chest, right over his heart. “But it’s controlled here. Because the heart controls emotion.”

“Actually, medical science has shown that the brain also controls emotion—”

“I’m trying to make a point.”

“Oh. Right. Metaphors. I know what those are. Do you? What’s a metaphor?”

“They’re—”

“To keep cows in,” I said, bursting out laughing. “Get it? ‘What’s a metaphor’ sounds like ‘what’s a meadow for’? It’s for cows.” I wiped my eyes. “I love smart humor.”

Morgan of Shadows stared at me wordlessly.

“It’s okay if you need me to explain it,” I told him. “Sometimes my jokes go over everyone’s heads. Actually, they pretty much do all the time. See, it’s called a pun, and everyone knows puns are the highest form of—”

“I know what a pun is. And meadows. And metaphors.”

“Oh. Right. I suppose you would. Because you’re the King’s Wizard. You’re supposed to know that kind of stuff so you can entertain the King when called upon to do so.”

“That might have something to do with it,” he said wryly. “But that’s not what I meant. Sam, magic is a thing of the head and the heart. It can be controlled by careful thought, by meticulous planning. Or it can be unleashed in a state of heightened emotion. Like fear when being chased into an alley by a group of older boys.”

I glared at him. “I wasn’t afraid. I’m not afraid of anything.”

“You’re not?”

“No.” I shook my head furiously. “I’m brave. I promise.”

“I believe you,” he said, a small smile on his face. “Do you think I’m brave?”

“Yeah,” I said, because of course he was. He was Morgan of Shadows. “Like, the bravest, even. I don’t know if there is anyone braver than you. Well, my dad is, because he’s awesome like that. But other than that, dude, so brave.”

“But even I get scared sometimes.”

“You do?” I asked, incredulous. “Of what?”

“Spiders.”

“Oh yeah,” I agreed. “That’s a good one. Spiders are gross. All those legs and eyes and they lay eggs in your ears while you’re asleep if you disobey your parents. My mom told me that.”

“Jesters.”

“Right? What are they even doing? Do they need to wear face makeup like that? They’re already freaky enough when they cackle and stuff. I got you, dude. Same page.”

He was quieter when he said, “Losing the ones I care about.”

I nodded solemnly. “Like your mom and dad?”

“Something like that.”

“Can I tell you a secret?”

“Always.”

“I get scared of that too. Sometimes. They’re all I got, you know? And people in the slums, they don’t… they don’t always live so long. What would happen to me if they… if they….” I couldn’t even bear to finish the thought. I felt a hand on my shoulder, squeezing gently.

“Nothing will happen to them,” Morgan said. “I know it.”

“How do you know?”

“Because they’re under my watch now. As long as you’ll do me a favor. Can you do me a favor, Sam?”

This sounded important. I wiped my eyes again (telling myself any wetness was left over from the pun). “Like, a mission or something? A quest? Whoa. Are you gonna send me on a secret quest where I’ll have to go undercover to infiltrate a base of bandits to steal a map that leads to treasure that’s bigger than my most wildest dreams?”

“No,” he said, but before I could be disappointed, he added, “it’s something greater.”

My young mind was blown, because I didn’t know what else in the world could be bigger than stealing a treasure map from a bandit’s base. “What is it?” I whispered.

“I need you and your parents to move to Castle Lockes, where you will become my apprentice and one day will become the King’s Wizard yourself, charged with protecting Verania. Is that something that you think you can do?”

“That’s… that’s… okay. Can I be honest? I like the idea of going undercover and stealing a treasure map from bandits better. Because there would be explosions and gold and rubies and junk.”

Morgan tilted his head back and laughed, and I decided right then it was my job to get him to do that again and again. “You are so much more than I ever hoped you would be.”

“You hoped for me?” I asked, confused.

There was a tightening around his eyes and mouth, but it was gone before I could be sure it was there. “When I thought of who my apprentice would be,” he said, “I never thought it would be someone like you. I should like it very much if you would do me the honor.”

“And that’s a good thing?”

“A very good thing, Sam.”

“O… kay. And you promise my mom and dad can come too?”

“I promise,” Morgan said, and I believed him. “And they will never have to worry about money or food or clothes ever again. I will make sure they’re taken care of for the rest of their days. Much like I promise to watch over you for the rest of mine.”

And suddenly, the reality of what he was offering me felt like it was choking my heart. Here he was, this man, this powerful wizard who I had met only once before, telling me he could make my wishes upon the stars come true. That my mother would be cared for. That my father wouldn’t have to worry anymore. That I could do something great. That I could become someone special. That maybe, just maybe, people would remember my name because I would be good and kind.

“Why are you doing this?” I said, bottom lip wobbling and eyes stinging. “You don’t even know me. You don’t know us.”

He lifted his hand from my shoulder and moved it to the back of my neck, holding me tightly. And for the first time, I felt something coming from him, something that felt like safe and home. I didn’t recognize it for what it was then, his magic mingling with mine, but that was okay. It was enough that it was there.

“Because I see the magic that is in your heart, Sam,” he said softly. “The greatness of it. How vast it could be. You might not see it, and there will be others who underestimate you, but I know you’ll prove them wrong. And I’ll show you how. You have a gift, little one. You are brave. And strong. Please say yes. Please let me take you away from here.”

I cried then, as I threw myself at him. I knew that only babies shed tears, that I was eleven years old and almost a man. And maybe I was a little embarrassed at crying in front of my new friend. But he wrapped his arms around me and held me tightly against his chest, his beard tickling my nose. He didn’t even seem to care that I was getting snot all over it. And since he didn’t, I didn’t either, and I let myself have this moment, this brief little moment when a weight was lifted off my shoulders for the first time since I could remember.

“You’ll see,” he whispered as I hiccupped against him. “You’ll see. I’ll show you the way, but the choices will be yours. There is a path, Sam, that all must follow, but there are many ways to move along it. And I promise you that I’ll help you find your own way. Not everything is set in stone.”

He rocked me back and forth, there in my little bedroom in our little shack in the middle of the slums, making promises that I knew, I just knew, he would keep.

 

 

EVENTUALLY WE walked back into the kitchen hand in hand. I was smiling up at him with stars in my eyes. He winked at me and squeezed my hand.

My parents stood in the tiny kitchen, huddled close, Dad looking shell-shocked, Mom’s face wet, her hands trembling. Pete stood before them, looking rather pleased with himself.

I dropped Morgan’s hand and ran toward my parents. Dad was ready for me, arms open wide. I crawled up him until we were face-to-face. I reached up and squished cheeks with my hands and proclaimed, “I’m going to be a badass wizard!”

“Sam,” Mom admonished wetly. “You watch your language. We live in a civilized household. Act like it.”

“But I am badass,” I said. “Even Morgan said I was.”

“I don’t know that I said it like that—”

“Don’t front! You meant the same thing!”

Morgan sighed.

Pete laughed. “It’s going to be like this now. Forever. Ain’t nobody to blame but yourself.”

“We’re going to live in the castle!” I said excitedly, squishing my dad’s face even further. “And Morgan is going to teach me magic and I’m going to be so awesome and I’ll get to have friends and you get to go with me and we won’t be hungry and we’ll get to have baths every day—wait.” I turned in my dad’s arms to glare at Morgan. “I better not have to have a bath every day.”

“Every day,” he said solemnly. “You’ll be in the King’s Court, Sam. A requirement is not to smell like stinky little boy anymore. You might even have to comb your hair every now and then.”

“Good luck with that,” Mom muttered.

“Oh well,” I said slyly. “I guess we’ll just have to stay here. Darn. How disappointing.”

They all stared at me.

They were totally falling for it. Adults were so dumb.

They still stared at me.

They weren’t falling for it. Adults were so dumb.

“Fine.” I rolled my eyes. “I was kidding. We’re still going, even if I have to bathe every day. Gods. Whatever. It’s waste of water, especially when I’m just going to get dirty again.” And then another thought hit me. “Do I still have to do math?”

“A lot of it,” Morgan said, grinning widely.

“Ugh,” I mumbled. “Maybe I wasn’t kidding about staying here. Math is stupid.”

“Are you sure about this, my lord?” Dad asked, voice shaking in a way I had never heard before. I turned back toward him, and I didn’t think I’d ever seen anyone look so hopeful. “About him? About us?”

“And that we’ll all be together?” Mom asked. She glanced at me and Dad before looking back at Morgan. “You won’t separate us from each other?”

“I’ve never been surer of anything in my life,” Morgan said. “You will all be together and in good hands. And Sam… well. He’ll be… extraordinary, I think.”

“That’s another word for amazing,” I whispered to my dad, just to make sure he understood. “He’s talking about me.”

“Can we have a moment?” Dad asked.

“Of course,” Morgan said, bowing his head. “We’ll wait outside to give you all the privacy you need.”

Dad moved me to one arm while reaching out with the other to shake Pete’s hand. They left, and we heard the rickety front door close behind them. Silence fell in the kitchen where less than an hour before, we’d been hunched around an old and outdated math book. How strange it was that things could change so quickly. It was usually for the worse. Today just happened to be for the better.

“What did he tell you?” Dad asked.

I told them everything as I remembered it. The promises made. Morgan’s faith in me. What I could become. That we could leave this place and never have to worry again. Fanciful, sure, and probably unrealistic, but I felt like a boy in a fairy tale, being plucked from his slovenly obscurity and handed his wishes on a silver platter.

“And this is what you want?” Mom asked when I finally ran out of words, my voice hoarse and cracked from the excitement.

“Yeah,” I said. “I can do this. Okay? I promise you.” I looked at each of them, one at a time, so they could see just how serious I was. “I’ll do so good. I’ll make you proud of me, okay?”

Dad’s breath hitched. “We’re already proud of you,” he said gruffly, because he was a Northern man who didn’t show weakness. “You are everything we could have ever asked for.”

“And we don’t need this for us,” Mom said, rubbing a hand up and down my back. “If we do this, it’ll be for you.”

“But why can’t it be for all of us?” I asked them.

And they both seemed to be at a loss for words.

Finally Dad said, “Well, I’ve always wanted to say that I lived inside of a castle. Maybe we could send a postcard to your mother, just to rub it in a little bit.”

Mom smacked his shoulder and said, “Josh!” but we could see the sparkle in her eye, fiery and bright. “Maybe just one.”

“Does that mean we can go?” I asked, wriggling in my dad’s arms.

Dad glanced at Mom, his eyes lingering on her before he looked back at me. He took a deep breath and said—

 

 

WE DIDN’T have much. But that was okay, because it meant it didn’t take long to pack. Morgan sat on my bed in my room, listening to me babble as I filled a pillowcase with everything I could lay my hands on. I told him I would need to meet the King right away, because I had some ideas about corn that I just couldn’t wait to share. Oh, and could I possibly be part of a parade the next time there was one? It didn’t need to be about me, I assured Morgan, and I didn’t even want to lead it. I just wanted to march in the parade like I’d seen other people do, and smile and wave at all the people who came to watch. “I’ve wanted to do that for the longest time,” I said, frowning at the drawer full of three hundred and forty-nine rocks. “Everyone in the parade always seems like they’re happy, and I want to be that happy too.”

“Have you been happy before?” Morgan asked me quietly.

I glanced at him before I closed the drawer. I wanted to seem like I didn’t need to bring much, so they wouldn’t get mad at me. I could leave the rock collection here. Maybe they’d let me start a new one.

I shrugged. “Most of the time. We had it pretty okay, for being in the slums. Hey! Maybe one day we could help all the other people here!”

“I’d like that very much,” Morgan said, looking down at his hands. “I know the King would too.” Then, “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For how it was for you here.”

I smiled at him. “You didn’t know me before. It’s okay, dude. We’re cool now. Like, so cool, you don’t even know. I’m all done.”

He looked surprised. “That’s it? Just the one pillowcase that’s barely full?”

“Yeah. We don’t have a lot of stuff, you know? But Dad said we don’t need it, because we have each other and that is what’s important.”

“He’s a very smart man.”

“The smartest,” I agreed.

He stood up from my bed, accidentally bumping his head against the ceiling. He frowned up at it before looking back at me. “If you could have anything right now, anything your heart desired, what would you ask for?”

I thought for the longest time—at least a minute. “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “You’ve already given me all I could ever want. It’s hard to think.”

He closed his eyes. “There isn’t anything at all?”

“Well, maybe like a turkey leg or something. We didn’t have a lot of dinner today because Dad says payday isn’t until next week. It happens sometimes.”

He snorted as he opened his eyes again. “Out of everything in the world, a turkey leg is what you wish for the most. You…. Okay. Let’s go get you that turkey leg.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Yes!” I fist-pumped the air. “Can my dad have one too? He gave me his food today. He said he wasn’t hungry, but he is such a liar sometimes. I mean, come on, right? I’m always hungry, and Dad is, like, a hundred times bigger than me, so he has to be hungry too.”

“Right,” Morgan echoed. “Yes. Of course, yes. And for your mother too. All the turkey legs you could ever want.”

“Dude,” I breathed. “So awesome.”

I took his hand and pulled him away from my room.

And I never went back.

 

 

THE SUN was beginning to set as we stood out on the street in front of the house. People were watching curiously, peering through their windows or standing in their doorways. I waved at them. Some of them even waved back.

Dad stood next to Pete, Mom in his arms, her head on his chest as they looked at the house. It wasn’t the nicest house in the world; it wasn’t even the nicest house in the slums. But it had been our home for as long as I could remember. We had been happy there, most of the time. Dad had been right when he said that as long as we had each other, we’d be okay. I tried to see what my parents saw when they looked at the house, but the promise of a future full of adventure tugged on me more than the memories the house held.

Mom wiped her eyes, but she was smiling.

Dad kissed her forehead, and he was smiling too.

I liked it when they smiled.

The knights had loaded up a horse-drawn cart with our belongings. Pete climbed up in front, took the reins, and rested them in his lap. “You ready, kiddo?” he asked, looking down at me.

“The readiest ever,” I said as seriously as I could.

“You want to ride with me?”

I thought about it for a moment before shaking my head. “Wizards don’t need to ride like that. We’ve got legs.”

He laughed. Then he flicked the reins and clicked his tongue, and the old horses began to move forward, the cart’s large wheels clacking along the cobblestones. The few knights marched in formation behind him, shields strapped to their backs, swords at their sides.

Mom and Dad followed, hands clasped.

I grabbed Morgan’s hand again, demanding he tell me all about the castle before we got there so I would know what to expect.

I only looked back once, head already filling with Morgan’s descriptions of the King and the Prince, the throne room and the gardens. Right before we turned the corner, leaving my old life behind, I felt a tug of something at the back of my head, like a whisper only I could hear. I glanced over my shoulder and saw someone I didn’t expect watching me.

Nox.

He stood in the middle of the street, brow furrowed, mouth in a thin line. He was breathing heavily, like he’d just run a great distance. I told myself that maybe he’d heard that something strange was happening at the Haversford home and came to snoop. I regretted leaving my rock collection, sure he was going to steal it. But I didn’t want to go back for it. That life was over.

I could have ignored him.

I could have stuck my tongue out at him.

But I didn’t.

I didn’t, because even though Nox was a bully, even though he was the poster boy of teenage douchebag, he was staying in the slums while I was leaving. And it almost looked like he was upset about something, but I didn’t know what.

So instead of being a jerk, I raised my hand in his direction and waved, just a little.

He surprised me by waving back, a forlorn shake of his hand from side to side.

And then I was around the corner and Nox disappeared from view.

Strangely, there was a little pang in my heart. But I pushed it away. I had exciting things ahead, after all.

“Okay?” Morgan asked me.

I grinned up at him. “Okay.”

And besides, I told myself, it wasn’t like I was ever going to see Nox again.

He was in the past.

I didn’t look back.






Chapter 1: That’s Not What Bestiality Means, Gary

 

 

“HEY,” RYAN Foxheart said, lips pressed against my ear. “You gonna get up anytime soon?”

I hummed low in my throat, not wanting to open my eyes yet. The bed was warm and soft, Ryan a hot line of naked muscle at my back, his legs tangled with mine, an arm thrown over my waist. I stretched slowly, letting my back pop as I arched against him. He grunted softly, breath tickling my cheek. I pushed back again, and his hand tightened on my waist. It’d been a long time since he’d fucked me. Knight Commander Foxheart looked good on his back, and looked even better with me above him. But sometimes I just wanted to get fucked, and I thought maybe now was one of those times.

I tried to think if we had anywhere to be, if I had a meeting or a task Morgan had set out for me. For some reason, though, I could barely think through the fog of sleeplust that cloaked my brain. I couldn’t even remember what day it was, but I figured that was okay, given that if anything important needed to happen, I’d remember it.

This was good. This was very, very good.

His hand moved from my waist to my chest, fingers spreading, anchoring me in place as his lips moved to my neck. There was tongue then, and the scrape of teeth. He rolled his hips, cock moving between my legs against the back of my balls.

“So good,” I groaned, unable to find the strength to open my eyes. “Keep doing that.”

He chuckled darkly. “You like that? You like me rubbing off on you?”

“Pretty much the best thing ever,” I mumbled sleepily.

“I can think of one or two things that would be even better.”

“That right, Knight Commander? What do you have in mind?”

“Here,” he said. “Let me show you.”

His hand stroked down my chest slowly, fingers leaving heated trails in their wake. The muscles in my stomach jumped and fluttered as he scraped his nails against them. He rolled his hips again, and I didn’t even try to stop the whimper that crawled out of me. There was a huff of breath on my neck, and I said, “Stop teasing, come on, come on,” and then he circled my cock, squeezing it tightly. I thrust up into his fist, fucking his tight grip. It was dry and my skin burned slightly, but it was worth it. We’d get the oil in a little bit. For now I wanted to feel it as much as I could.

I said, “Gods, I love you, I love you so much,” and I’d never meant anything more in my life.

He said, “I have awoken, O human child. In this forest deep, in the dark of the wild. And I have seen what is in your heart. Take heed of my warning: you are not ready.”

Gooseflesh rose along my arms. “Ryan? What are you—”

I opened my eyes.

I stood before the Great Doors to the throne room in Castle Lockes.

I took a step back, jerking my head around.

I was alone.

“What is this?” I muttered. “How did I get—”

A low murmur of voices came from the other side of the Great Doors.

A feeling of dread trickled down my spine.

I thought about turning and walking away, trying to find Ryan. Or Gary. Or Kevin or Tiggy or my parents or Morgan or Randall or someone, anyone who could tell me what was going on, why I was standing in Castle Lockes in my best robes, a heavy weight gripping my heart, squeezing until I could barely breathe.

There was something else there, tickling the back of my mind, and I couldn’t quite grasp it to pull it forward into the light.

I pressed my hands against the Great Doors.

The wood vibrated under my fingers.

I didn’t want to go inside.

It felt like pain and grief.

I didn’t want that.

I didn’t want any part of it.

I pushed the doors open.

They groaned as they parted, a loud creak that echoed throughout the throne room.

Which, surprisingly, was full.

It was dim inside, the sunlight through the stained-glass windows pale and muted. There had to be a thousand people standing before me, their backs to me. They all seemed to be dressed similarly, in grays and blacks. The men held their hats in front of them. The women’s black-netted veils covered their faces. Their heads were bowed.

I was late, obviously, but for what? I hoped maybe I could get to the front without being noticed. Morgan would probably chew me out, but I could apologize and tell him I just didn’t—

Oh, Sam. You truly are beyond what I had hoped for. But I must remind you again: I have never lied to you. Can you name someone else in your life that can say the same?

I took a stumbling step forward.

I knew that voice, but I couldn’t put a face or a name to it. It felt important—all of this did—but the lust fog had turned into something darker, something deeper, and it coated my skin, tugging me down, slowing everything about me.

My footsteps echoed against the stone floor.

No one turned to look at me.

I knew what this was. Given the way everyone was dressed, it could only be one thing.

“This is a funeral,” I whispered.

I tried to turn and leave. I didn’t want to be here anymore.

Instead, I walked forward.

The steps I took were deliberate, measured. But my body felt stiff and tired. I ached all over, and I was having a hard time catching my breath.

It wasn’t long before my eyes burned and my face was wet.

And I didn’t know why.

I was a quarter of the way to the front of the throne room. I didn’t know if it was the tears, the fog, or something wrong with my vision, but I couldn’t make out what waited for me. It was blurred and lost in a haze. I didn’t think it could be anything good.

I passed another row of mourners only to be stopped by a hand on my shoulder. I looked over to see a dragon made of stars watching me. No one seemed concerned that such a creature existed amongst them. His starlight pulsed low, creating shadows that crawled along their faces. He twinkled and he sparkled, and I felt sick to my stomach at the sight of him.

He said, “Hey, hi. Hello, Sam of Wilds. Did you know that when an apprentice becomes a full-fledged wizard, their name changes? It’s a title, an honorific. It’s meant to show the progression of a wizard’s magic. You are Sam of Wilds. You must become Sam of Dragons. And I’m sorry to say that all of you will not survive until the end. There will be loss, Sam. And it will burn like nothing has ever burned before. You must remember to keep in the light, even when the dark begins to curl around your feet.”

Then he turned and bowed his head.

I moved on.

A choir began to sing. Their song was an aching one, burning bittersweet in my heart. I couldn’t make out the words, but it didn’t matter. I knew the tone of what it was.

The front of the throne room came into sharper focus.

The thrones had been removed. By whom, I didn’t know. It was a rarity when it happened. Usually only for funerals. And there were only funerals in the throne room when someone important had died.

I saw my parents first. They stood side by side, heads bowed. My mother’s shoulders shook. My father reached up and wiped his eyes.

“Mom? Dad?”

They didn’t look up.

A hornless unicorn stood next to them and a half-giant next to him. The half-giant held the unicorn’s head to his chest, running his hand through the mane.

“Gary,” I said. “Tiggy.”

Two wizards. Morgan and Randall.

A King. A Prince.

Anthony and Justin.

A fierce black dragon, his head through an open doorway that led to a garden.

“Kevin,” I said. “Guys, what’s going—”

“Stone crumbles,” another voice said, and I turned to see a snake dragon monster thing curled in the corner, tongue flicking out as it watched me. “You have to remember that, Sam. Stone crumbles.”

“Do not listen to him,” a voice whispered in my ear. “He is but a child. He knows not of what he speaks. I have seen it, Sam of Wilds, for I have the sight. You must come home. I will show you what you’re supposed to do. You have been chosen. It calls for you.”

“Vadoma,” I said as she walked past me. She was followed by a large wolf. My magic curled at the sight of him, pulling me toward him, but I resisted as they stood off to the side, like they were waiting to see what I would do.

I looked away from them. I didn’t trust them. Her more than the wolf.

And then—

He lay atop a stone dais, his armor shining brightly in the flickering candlelight. His skin was waxy and pale, his lips almost colorless. I could see the hint of teeth underneath them. His hair fell in waves across his head, dull and lifeless. A sword lay on his chest, his hands clasped around the hilt.

He was beautiful.

He was dead.

I said, “Ryan? You gotta get up. You gotta get up, okay? Please. Please get up.”

The candles went out all at once. Little wisps of smoke rose from each of them.

The weak light through the stained-glass windows began to fade, as if the sun was covered by an approaching storm.

And then I felt it. A sickness. Disease. A sense of wrongness.

I turned to look back the way I’d come.

A man stood at the Great Doors. He was obscured by shadows.

“I won’t let you do this,” I told him, though I didn’t know why. “I won’t let you have him. Or anyone.”

He laughed.

“The dragons will never be yours.”

“Here’s a hint, Sam,” he said, voice garbled like the shadows were spilling from his throat. “It’s never been about the dragons. I don’t want the dragons. Those are all yours, kiddo. Gather them. Don’t. I don’t give a fuck what you do with them. In the end, it won’t matter. For them. For you.”

“I will end you,” I said.

“Will you?”

“Yes.”

“I relish the thought. I told you once that I would rip the lighting-struck heart from your chest. Trust me when I say I’ll do just that.”

“You want to see just how lightning-struck my heart is?” I snarled at him. “You’ve got it.”

And I gathered my magic around me, the strength of it unfocused and wild because my cornerstone was dead, he was lying on a stone slab behind me, dead, and I would tear this world apart to make sure those responsible suffered as much as I had.

The dark man in shadows laughed, and I—

 

 

“HOLY SHIT,” I gasped, jerking awake.

“Oh, well fuck me up and call me a bitch, look who finally decided to wake up. Did you have a good nap up there, Sam? All comfortable and warm? Because let me tell you who is not comfortable and warm. That would be me.”

I groaned and rubbed my hand over my eyes, trying to chase away the last remnants of a dream that I struggled to remember.

I opened my eyes again, realized where I was, and promptly almost died.

“What the balls!” I shrieked as clouds flew lazily by me, the sky brightening around us as a new day dawned.

It was then I remembered I was on the back of a dragon, a knight’s arms around my waist, a half-giant’s arms around both of us, and an apparently grumpy unicorn clutched in the dragon’s claws, held tightly against his chest.

“Sam,” Gary said, “I am talking to you. The least you can do is acknowledge me when I’m bitching about something. You know I don’t like being ignored, and when I don’t like something, I tend to make sure everyone knows about it.”

“You don’t say,” Kevin growled. “Because you haven’t been going on and on like this since you woke up an hour ago.”

“Excuse you?” Gary said, outraged. “I’ll have you know that there are many people who would just die to be able to hear me speak about anything. Everyone knows that words from a unicorn are like being touched by the gods.”

“Bad-touched, maybe.”

“Do you want me to throw up all over you again? Because I can. I’ll make you look like a motherfucking rainbow by the time we land, you overgrown sex lizard.”

“This has been going on for quite a while,” Knight Commander Ryan Foxheart—the dreamiest dream that had ever been dreamed—whispered in my ear. “I never thought I’d say this, but I really wish they get over this and go back to having disgustingly inappropriate sex.”

“We’re doomed either way,” I muttered as Ryan kissed my cheek.

“So doomed,” Tiggy agreed from behind us. “Good sleep?”

I laid my head back on Ryan’s shoulder so I could look up at my friend. He grinned down at me. He had bags under his eyes, like he hadn’t slept a wink since we’d left the gypsy city of Mashallaha the day before. Knowing Tiggy, he probably stayed awake all night just to make sure Ryan and I didn’t fall off Kevin’s back in our sleep. We seemed secure, but I knew Tiggy probably wouldn’t have trusted even that, given that we’d never done something like this before. “It was okay,” I said, and Tiggy leaned down to press a wet and messy kiss against my forehead.

Leathery black wings rose up and then fell back down before they stretched wide, coasting on air. The wind whipped around us, but I’d grown used to the sound of it, so much so that I’d been able to at least get a few hours of sleep. I was stiff and sore, but I thought it had more to do with the fact that a dickbag named Myrin had kicked my ass until I’d essentially exploded the both of us by filling an entire lake with lightning. I could feel the scars from the lightning across my chest. The scars themselves didn’t hurt—not like most of the rest of me—but I was aware of them, the way they pulled against my skin every time I shifted my weight. The scars felt warm, almost like they were heated just underneath my chest. But even I could admit they made me look super badass, so I wasn’t too worried about them.

“How much longer?” I asked no one in particular.

“I’m hungry,” Gary said, his scarf flapping around his head to keep his mane from suffering the effects of wind-rape.

“I offered to fly over a lake and hold you near the water so you could scoop up fish in your mouth,” Kevin said. “But you told me that was the stupidest idea you’d ever heard.”

“Well, yeah. You expected me to hold my head underwater with my mouth open and hope that something just came right inside.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time that’s happened.”

“Ha,” Tiggy said. “Yuck.”

“We’re still over the Dark Woods,” Ryan said. “We probably won’t reach Meridian City until sometime this afternoon.”

“I’m fast as shit,” Kevin said proudly.

“You okay to keep going?” I asked him. “You’ve been going all night.”

He turned his head back toward us, a wide, lecherous grin on his face. “Obviously you know nothing about the virility of dragons. You don’t need to worry about me, pretty. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve gone all night. And it won’t be the last.”

“I set myself up for that one,” I admitted. “I have no one to blame but myself. Sorry. Sorry, everyone. I made Kevin gross again. My bad.”

“It’s not like it’s that hard,” Gary said. “He’s gross all the time.”

“You literally have no room to talk,” I said. “Do I need to remind you that you incorporated my name into your sexual perversions? Not to mention that none of us will ever be able to eat muffins again, much less ever step inside a bakery. Do you understand what you’ve done? You’ve ruined pastries. And my name.”

“Whatever,” Gary said. “I am a free and single independent unicorn who don’t need no mens. I’ve sown my oats, settled down in a semimonogamous relationship, got my heart shattered into a billion pieces, put said heart back together, and now will unsow the aforementioned oats so that I may find new ways to sow them all over again.”

“And that’s what I’m paying you alimony and child support for?” Kevin said, sounding horribly affronted. “So you can sow some young new thing? For shame, Gary. For. Shame. And let’s not even begin to discuss how it was you that broke my heart. And the heart of our son.”

“Nope,” I said. “Still not even involved. Also, you don’t pay alimony or child support because I am not your child.”

“It’s okay, champ,” Kevin said, glancing back at me distractedly. “I promise I’ll try and make it to your sportsball game next weekend, assuming I don’t get called into the office. We’re working on a big project, though, so I might have to take a rain check. Your stepdaddy is a very important dragon with many responsibilities.”

“You know,” Ryan said, “with everything that’s gone down—evil wizards, villains, sand mermaids, bad-touching grandmas, jerks named Ruv who never put on clothes like they’re supposed to—I think the fact that Kevin and Gary getting together somehow made them think they’re your parents is still the one thing that baffles me the most.”

“It’s not that baffling,” I assured him. “It’s because Kevin and Gary are the stupidest magical creatures alive. It’s as simple as that.”

“Gary,” Kevin said, “your son is acting up again.”

“Oh really?” Gary snapped. “So he’s my son when he’s being a little asshole, but he’s your son whenever he does something right. Which, admittedly, isn’t very often, but you get my point.”

“If I’d left him in the woods when I first met him, I might not be here right in this moment,” I pondered aloud.

“No,” Tiggy said, and I could hear the frown in his voice. “No, Sam. You found us. We go home with you. We stay with you. Forever. And ever. And ever.”

“Gaaaahhh,” I said. “I can’t even with you. I’m going to give you such a hug when we land, you don’t even know.”

Tiggy was perfectly okay with that.

So Kevin and Gary continued to bicker, and Tiggy started humming to himself. Ryan leaned forward, lips near my ear.

“Bad dream?” he asked quietly.

I shrugged, unsure of how to answer. After all, how do you tell the love of your life that your grandmother and a dragon made of stars had predicted his death? And that was the crux of it, too, because the death could be soon, or the death could be years down the road, but the fact remained that one day, Ryan would die, either at the hands of Myrin or in the cold grasp of age. And either way, he would leave me behind. I was a wizard. My magic wouldn’t allow me to age like a normal person.

Granted, it might not even matter if Myrin got what he wanted, whatever that was. I highly doubted that any of us would be alive for long after that.

“I guess,” I said. “It’s just… everything, you know?”

“I know. The last few weeks have been—”

“Ridiculous?”

“I was going to say trying, but yes, ridiculous works too. But then, most of the stuff that seems to happen to us is ridiculous.”

And that… well. That worried me. More than it should have, given all that was going on. Ever since Ryan and I had met (actually met—not the days where he was Nox and I was a little shit in the slums, not the days when he came to the castle and I pined creepily after him from afar, but the days before Justin was kidnapped by the very dragon upon whose back we now sat), it had been one thing after another. Adventures and villains and plots that made absolutely no sense but still happened anyway—we’d never really had a break. From anything.

And then the icing on the cake was the fact that I was the star of an ancient prophecy involving dragons and an evil wizard who apparently wanted nothing more than to monologue about killing my face.

With all this on our shoulders, I felt like shit for having dragged Ryan into this mess. If he’d never met me, he’d probably be married to the Prince by now, living the life of a knight commander in charge of the Castle Guard like he wanted to, instead of retaining the title but spending more time on the road than in the castle. He’d said once that I inspired him back in the days of the slums to make something of himself, but who’s to say there couldn’t have been another genesis to inspire him? He was meant to do what he did—I believed that with all my heart—and it didn’t have to be me that had motivated it.

The problem with thinking such thoughts was that more and more, Ryan was getting a better sense of my moods, whether I said anything about them or not. It seemed to be a byproduct of being a cornerstone. He helped me to control my magic, allowing me to build upon it, to make it stronger. And in turn, it was like there was an almost extrasensory link between us.

Either that or I still couldn’t keep everything I was feeling off my face. I was really shit about that too.

So when he broke through my self-pitying thoughts by saying, “You’re being stupid, aren’t you,” I wasn’t surprised. By now Ryan Foxheart was fluent in Sam of Wilds, which I loved. Mostly.

“I’m not being stupid,” I said. “You’re being stupid.”

“Yeah, because that was the mature response to go with.”

“You’re a mature response to go with—”

“Sam.”

“Mr. Foxheart.”

He jostled me a little, causing me to sigh and slump back against him, the stars above us beginning to fade with the sunrise. I purposely didn’t seek out David’s Dragon, because I didn’t think the best use of my time was to glare at a constellation.

“You’re being stupid,” he said again, quieter this time. “I know you. I know what you’re thinking.”

“Maybe I think that’s cheating a little.”

“I’m sure you’ll get over it,” he said wryly.

I snorted. “Obviously you don’t know me as well as you think you do if you think I’ll just get over something.”

“Touché. Now I’m going to talk, and you’re going to listen and not say a word until I give you the okay. Understand?”

I shivered a little at that. “I’d prefer you not to get all growly while we’re riding a dragon who thinks he’s my stepdad but who also tries to get in my pants on a daily basis. I feel like that would get awkward for everyone. Well. For me and you. Probably Tiggy. The other two probably would get off on that. And now I wish I hadn’t said any of this out loud, because I’ve got a weird taste in my mouth like I’ve just eaten bad eggs.”

“Got that all out now?”

I rolled my eyes. “Shut up. Yes. I’m listening.”

“Lucky me.”

“Motherfucking god of sass, what the hell—”

“I love you.”

I fell quiet.

“And I know that things have been… weird lately. Okay. Things have been weirder. I probably know that better than almost anyone. And I know that a lot has come down upon you. This whole… destiny thing, and yes, Sam, I know you hate that word, but I think it’s important. Because if all of this is real, if all of this means something, it shows that the gods had faith in you, even before you existed. And maybe they’re supposed to remain impartial, but in the end, I don’t believe that. I don’t believe they want to see Verania brought to its knees by some villain. I don’t care if he’s Morgan’s brother. I don’t care if he’s Randall’s cornerstone. I don’t care about the sense of betrayal they must have felt from him. That’s not my concern. That’s not what I care about, at least not right now. Do you know what I care about, Sam? Do you know what my concern is?”

I did, but I couldn’t seem to open my mouth to say it. And besides, I had a feeling the question was rhetorical anyway.

“You,” he said, squeezing me tightly. “You are my concern. You are what I care about. And I know you, Sam. I know you’re probably thinking how much of a cluster this is. That if you hadn’t met me, I wouldn’t have to be a part of this. That I could be living a normal life.”

Godsdammit.

“But did you ever stop to think that I don’t want that?”

Well, no. I really hadn’t.

“I don’t, Sam. This is the life I’m supposed to lead. This ridiculous, wonderful life where we’re now flying on the back of a dragon from one side of Verania to the other to stop a group of Dark wizards from destroying a city filled with pimps and prostitutes and a drag queen named Mama who looks at me like she wants to eat me for dinner. And do you know why I’m doing that? You, Sam. I’m doing it for you. Because I will follow you anywhere. I don’t care if it’s in the castle. I don’t care if it’s tied up in the Dark Woods while a six-inch-tall naked fairy king tries to pretend he’s better for you than me. I don’t care where we go, Sam. As long as I’m with you, I’m ready to do anything. So stop with the mothercracking guilty thoughts. I am here because I choose to be. I’m here because you are. And there is nowhere else I’d rather be.”

For one of the first times in my life, I was shocked silent.

Gary wasn’t. “You great big bag of assholes,” he wailed from below us. “How dare you say something romantic and sweet and wonderful like that! Who do you think you are, the author of The Butler and the Manticore? Surprise, motherfucker. You aren’t. Here I am, trying to argue with my ex-husband so that he realizes just how much he misses me and apologizes for being a dickhole—”

“I’m not the one who needs to apologize, sweetheart. You were the one who—”

“—how much he misses me and needs to apologize for being a dickhole, but then you just have to go and give me a heart boner. And there’s nothing I can do about it! Do you know why I can’t do anything about it, Ryan? Kevin, lift me up near your shoulder so I can stare right at Ryan and ask him why I can’t do anything about it.” Kevin did, and Gary peered over the dragon’s shoulder at us. “Well? Do you know why, Ryan?”

“Don’t answer, Knight Delicious Face,” Tiggy said. “Trick question.”


Ryan said, “I—”

“Because I’m motherfucking flying through the goddamn air. In case you didn’t notice, unicorns were not meant to fly through the air. I have hooves. Beautifully pedicured hooves that cost me plenty of coin, because Ming Win might be a goddess of her craft, but she is also a thief with how much she charges at her salon. I swear to the gods if there was any other place that I could go to get the same quality of work, I would. And then I would also go back to her salon and light it on fire and burn it to the ground—”

“Gary.”

“Right, right. Sorry. I got distracted. You know how seriously I take my mani-pedis.”

I sighed. “Unfortunately, I do.”

“As I was saying,” Gary continued, sniffling loudly, “Ryan Foxheart, that might have been the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard anyone say ever, and I’ve decided that I officially like you. You’re welcome.”

“Thank you,” Ryan said. Then, “Wait. What do you mean you officially like me? You told me you liked me a long time ago! It was that day on the road when Randall said something about a cornerstone, and you were all full of shit and lying to me. You told me you liked me then.”

“Wow,” Gary said, eyes completely dry. “Someone seems to be hanging on to each and every single word I say like a creeper. Good gods, man. Control yourself. If you wanted to taste the rainbow, you had plenty of opportunities before you acted like a little bitch and waited until you stood in front of a thousand people and admitted you loved Sam while you were about to marry Justin. It’s not like I haven’t seen you checking out my fine ass.”


“You what?” I said, suddenly not choked up anymore. “Dude! That’s my best friend.”

Ryan looked scandalized when I twisted around to glare at him. “I was not checking out Gary!”

“Bullshit,” Gary snorted. “What about that night by the campfire when Tiggy and Sam were asleep and you offered to massage my thighs?”

“Uh, really?” Ryan retorted. “I think your memory might be a little bit fuzzy. Let me help you with that. If you’ll recall, you woke me up by breathing on my face and told me that your flank was hurting from all that walking and, I quote, ‘I need a man with rough hands to come in and soothe the burning in my groin.’”

Gary gasped. “I would never. That makes me sound like some kind of floozy.”

“You a floozy,” Tiggy said. “Little bit.”

“Tiggy Desdemona Bartholomew Jackson! How dare you!”

Tiggy frowned. “That’s not my name. I just Tiggy.”

“Well, now I just don’t know what to believe,” Gary said. “Because of all the lies.”

Kevin turned his head again, fangs a little bared, smoke pouring from his nostrils. “You tried to get up on Gary?” he growled. “And you didn’t even invite me to watch?”

“This was before we knew you,” Gary said, butting his snout against Kevin’s scaly hand.

“Still.”

“Eep,” Ryan said. Then he coughed. “I mean, no. I never tried to do anything with Gary. That’s disgusting.”

“Uh-oh,” Tiggy said.

“You really shouldn’t have said that,” I told him solemnly.

“Disgusting?” Gary asked dangerously. “Just how would it be disgusting, might I ask?”

“Don’t answer that,” I said.

“It a trap!” Tiggy said, sucking in his cheeks till he looked like a fish.

But of course, Ryan was a knight, which meant he had no sense of self-preservation and wasn’t burdened with an abundance of brains. So he said, “That would be like bestiality.”

I groaned.

“Kevin?”

“Yes, Gary.”

“Can you do me a favor?”

“Is it a sexual favor?”

“No, Kevin.”

“Oh. Well. I guess so.”

“Thank you. Can you throw me up on your back so that I might pummel a knight, then use your spikes to impale him until he’s nothing but a bloody, twitching pile of meat and muscle?”

“But of course, Gary.”

“No,” I said. “You can’t do that.”

“But he said it was bestiality,” Gary snarled. “And now I want to show him the true meaning of the word. By being a beast.”

“Gary, bestiality is when a human has sex with an animal.”

“Damn right it is! And I’ll—wait, what? No it’s not. It means to be brutish. Beastly. He was just calling me cruel and ruthless. I would know. I tell people I practice the art of bestiality all the time when I’m trying to seem intimidating. They always run right after that because of how beastly I am. Bestiality.”

“No. They think you’re trying to fuck them.”

Gary scrunched up his face. “You sure?”

“Very.”

“Huh. How about that. That alters many things about my life.”

“It really shouldn’t.”

“You’d be surprised.”

“Can we go back to the part where I told Sam how much I loved him?” Ryan asked. “It was really good.”

“Nobody likes a braggart,” Gary said.

Ryan frowned. “You brag about stuff all the time.”

Gary turned to look at me with wide eyes. “Are you hearing this shit? It’s like he’s obsessed with me. First he wants to massage my thighs and now he’s memorizing everything that I say? Pretty soon he’s going to tell you to put the lotion in the fucking basket and then tuck his penis between his legs, and you won’t be able to climb out of the hole in his basement.”

“Oh yeah,” Kevin said. “I remember when we role-played that. That was… odd.”

Gary ignored him. “Sam, listen to me. Listen. Are you listening?”

“Do I have a choice?”


“Ryan Foxheart wants to get up all in muh shit,” he hissed at me. “It’s my natural sexuality. It just oozes.”

“Yeah,” Ryan said with a grimace. “How can I not want to get all up in the ooze.”

“I’m sure he’ll get over it,” I told Gary. “Now, can you please go away so that I can tell Ryan how awesome he is?”

“Rude,” Gary said. “Kevin, clutch me close. But it means nothing. Remember that. We’re not together, and we’re never getting back together, no matter how much you beg me.”

Gary disappeared back underneath Kevin while the dragon grumbled something sarcastic and biting.

I looked back at my friend behind us. “Tiggy, scary stuff.”

Tiggy put his fingers in his ears and squinted his eyes shut.

I twisted as much as I could, facing Ryan, awkwardly straddling his waist. He looked amused as he watched me. “Still want to follow me anywhere? Ridiculous doesn’t even begin to cover this, as you just saw.”

“I didn’t massage Gary’s thighs,” he said seriously.

“I know.”

“I didn’t even ask to massage his thighs.”

“I know that too.”

“I don’t even think of his thighs—”

“Oh my gods, you are obsessed with him. You ass. I don’t know if this will work out between you and me if you want to fuck my best friend’s thighs.”

He rolled his eyes. “Shut up.”

“My turn to talk, okay?”

“Isn’t it always?”

“Ryan.”

He nodded.

I pressed my forehead against his. “If you say you’re good, I believe you. If you say you want this, I believe you. I don’t know what’s going to happen with this whole destiny thing. I don’t know what’s going to happen with the dragons. Or Myrin. Or Vadoma and Ruv.” His eyes narrowed slightly at the mention of the Wolf of Bari Lavuta, who my grandmother had tried to push as my cornerstone. And who my magic had recognized as having potential. But it didn’t matter. He could never be what Ryan was to me. No one ever would. “And even if I get… stupid every now and then and think stupid thoughts, I know it’s gonna be you and me.”

He tightened his grip on my waist. “I’m going to hold you to that. Even when you’re stupid and think stupid thoughts. Might even have to tell you that you and your thoughts are stupid.”

“You better.”

He kissed me sweetly. My magic sang in green and gold as I tasted his familiarity, his warmth. I would never let him lie upon a cold slab in the throne room. Not if I could help it. Not because of Myrin. Not because of me. He would live until an old age. And I would age right along with him. Somehow. I’d figure it out. I had time. Not much, but it was there. We would get our happy ending. I had made a wish to the star dragon under the desert night sky, and I aimed to see it happen.

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.

We flew on toward Meridian City.






I: Meridian City






Chapter 2: That Time I Got It in the Face in Meridian City

 

 

EVEN NOW the Darks march toward Meridian City where the people sleep, unaware of the fate that awaits them. At my word, the city will be razed. And they will have my word, Sam. As an example to you. This will be to show you that you are on the wrong side. That you cannot win. Morgan and Randall were weak. They still are. There will be a new order, one that will begin with you and end with me. You can either join me or watch as I tear your whole world apart.

You wouldn’t.

Oh, I would, Sam. You’re playing with the big boys now. The stakes are a little higher than what you’re normally used to. Their deaths will be on your head, every man, woman, and child in Meridian City. I told you once that I would rip the lighting-struck heart from your chest.

Trust me when I say I will do just that.

 

 

IF THE City of Lockes was the brains of Verania, then Meridian City was its diseased heart that beat strong and proud, always on the verge of exploding. It was debauchery and sin, dirt and grime. The underbelly of Verania sought refuge here, the liars and the cheats, the thieves and the murderers. People could disappear here never to be seen again. Or their bodies would be found the next morning facedown in the gutters, the working boys and girls stepping over them on their way home from a night of turning tricks. You didn’t fuck with Meridian City or it would make sure it was the last thing you ever did.

I loved it. Maybe it was because it was everything I wasn’t. Maybe it was because I knew it could chew me up and spit me out. Maybe it was because the people here tended to be more honest about their sins instead of putting on false faces like most in the King’s Court did.

Or maybe I just loved it because it was wrong. I could never live in Meridian City. I could never even spend any length of time in Meridian City. When I left, it always took me a day or two to clear my head, to get back to being the Sam Haversford I knew I was. Mama always said that even with all I’d done, even with all I’d seen, I was still too innocent and pure to last in a place like this. I’d thought for the longest time that she’d been insulting me in that razor-sharp way she did so well. It took me a while to figure out she meant it as a compliment, that I could still be the way I was, regardless of what I’d seen. “You’re not jaded, precious. You’re not corrupted. You’re the sweet sunshine on a stormy day, and I will always want you to be that way. Now get the fuck out of my sight. I have a business to run, so unless you’re a paying customer, I don’t have any more time for you.”

And I’d always done as she’d asked, given that both she and I knew I would never become one of her paying customers (or better yet, one of her working boys, much to her chagrin).

Mama ran the Tilted Cross, the only gay brothel and tavern in Meridian City. Some unfortunate soul had attempted to open another one before my time, but the story goes that Mama accidentally burned the place to the ground after she headhunted all the working boys and girls. No one ever attempted to open another gay brothel in Meridian City again. Mama was terrifying like that.

The fact that the Darks were descending upon Meridian City told me that they—and Myrin—had no idea who they were fucking with.

But I still remembered the vision I’d had when Vadoma had blown her mindfuck powder directly in my face. I’d been at the gates and Meridian City had been on fire, the screams of the working boys and girls rolling over me as they burned. Something had exploded, and a guard tower had fallen, the Darks surrounding the main gates, and there’d been magic, so much magic rolling from them, tearing through everyone and everything.

So I expected the worst as the day wore on, as the Dark Woods below gave way to roads I’d traveled upon many times before. Morgan wasn’t answering the summoning crystal on his end, and I thought we’d arrive to see Meridian City razed just as Myrin had threatened.

So imagine my surprise as the city came into view… and nothing appeared amiss.

There was no plume of smoke.

The city walls and gate stood as they always had.

“What the hell?” I asked as Kevin began to descend toward the ground. “Did I miss something?”

“Maybe we got it wrong,” Ryan said, gripping the hilt of his sword. “Maybe Myrin was just trying to scare you.”

“Mind games,” Tiggy said. “Mess you up in the head.”

“But then why did Morgan—”

“Earth!” Gary shrieked as Kevin set him down first before touching down himself. “Sweet and beautiful earth beneath my feet. Oh, blessed is this day, and I will never do anything like that again, I swear to the gods. Unicorns were not meant to fly! If they were, we’d have sprouted wings. But since there was already too much fabulosity just as we were, we didn’t.” He collapsed to the ground, lying on his side, rolling around in the dirt, legs flailing as he kicked up dust. “I love you, ground. And rocks. And grass. I love all of you so much, you don’t even know.”

“Gary so weird,” Tiggy muttered.

“You got that right, buddy,” I said as Kevin crouched as low as he could. I slid off first, my legs wobbly as I hit the ground. Ryan followed, and then Tiggy threw down our packs, which had been secured against one of Kevin’s spikes. Tiggy landed gracefully before he stretched and yawned.

“Mama okay?” he asked me as he stared at the gates to the city, which stood as they always did, large and forbidding.

“Think so,” I said, bending down and starting to separate the packs. “Hear everyone inside?”


“Yeah,” Tiggy said. “People loud.”

And that set me a little more at ease, because the sounds of the city echoed out over us, like they normally did. Meridian City had always been loud, and I would have thought that had they been under attack, the shouts would have been screams.

“You think Morgan and Randall are here already?” Ryan asked, hoisting his pack up and over his shoulder. It rested against the shield on his back.

“Maybe,” I muttered. “It wouldn’t surprise me if they got here before us. Seeing as how they’re both sneaky bastards who can do magic that they won’t even tell me about.”

“And that surprises you?” Kevin asked. “He’s Morgan. Even I know he’s a badass. And when I say someone’s a badass, you know he’s a badass. Because of all my badassery.”

I rolled my eyes. “Gary, come get your damn bag filled with scarves—”

“Darling ground, how I worship the feeling of you pressing against me!”

“Gary busy,” Tiggy said, grabbing his own pack. “Gary being wrong.”

“So wrong,” I said, picking up my own pack. I frowned, as it was heavier than I remembered it being. I untied the knot that held it closed as I heard the city gates begin to open. “What the hell?”

There, sitting on top of haphazardly folded spare trousers, was a familiar wooden contraption.

“What is it?” Ryan asked, peering over my shoulder. “Is that—”

“It’s Ruv’s sand sailboard,” I said, frowning down at it. “Why would he give it to me?”

“Probably to curry favor,” Kevin said. “It’s well known that if you want to get some dick, you need to give presents.”

“Except if it’s you,” Gary said, finally pushing himself up from the ground. “You give away dick like it’s free.”

“I believe in sharing my love equally,” Kevin said loftily. “You certainly didn’t have any complaints.”

“Ruv give you presents?” Tiggy asked me.

“It’s not going to curry anything,” I told Ryan.

“I’m not even worried,” Ryan said, that adorable scowl adorning his face.

“A little worried,” I said.

“Sam, if you were going to leave me over something as trite as that, then you two deserve each other. Some of us know that you don’t need material things to prove love.”

“It certainly doesn’t hurt,” Gary muttered.

“You can’t blame Ruv for trying,” I teased Ryan. “I am quite the catch.”

“Eh,” he said. “You’re all right. A little overrated, but nothing I can’t work with.”

“Ha!” Tiggy said. “Knight Delicious Face for the win!”


Ryan looked rather pleased with himself as Tiggy held out his fist for a bump.

“You both suck,” I muttered. “Just you wait. I’ll show you overrated—”

But my witty and most likely devastating retort was cut off by a pair of approaching Meridian City Guards, huffing and panting as they ran toward us, wooden shields in one hand and long spears in another. One was taller than the other, and so that’s what I decided to name them rather than asking their names. “Sam,” Tall said. “Sam of Wilds!”

“That dragon is quite large,” Short said. “And I am learning suddenly that I have a fear of dragons. What a terrible time to have discovered this.”

“Hush,” Tall said, shoving his elbow against Short. “They’re standing right there. They can hear you!”

“But look at its teeth,” Short breathed, eyes wide, face pale under his helmet. “I bet those can bite right through armor like it was made of butter.”

“Forgive him, Mr. Wilds,” Tall said. “He’s a trainee. Today’s his second day. Unfortunately, he was assigned to shadow me.”

“Please,” I said. I gave my most charming smile. “Call me Sam. Mr. Wilds is my father.”

“That doesn’t even make any sense,” Gary said. “Your dad is Mr. Haversford.”

“Ignore Gary,” I told the guards. “He just got done making love to the ground. You know how it is.”

The guards stared at Gary.

Gary stared right back at them. “I ain’t got no shame. I do what I want.”

“Of all the days for me to get assigned to the gates, it had to be today,” Short said. “Nobody else in my training class has to do this. They’re still in the barracks doing trust falls. I want to be doing trust falls.”

“You can trust fall right into my mouth,” Kevin said, grinning widely, showing many, many teeth. “You look… crunchy.”

“Eep,” Short said. “Oh no, my bowels.”

“Is there something you needed?” Ryan asked, crossing his arms.

Tall turned away from Gary to look at Ryan before bowing quickly. “Apologies, Knight Commander.”

“That’s the Knight Commander?” Short moaned. “Is everyone here famous? Oh my gods, even my knee pits are sweating.”

“HaveHeart for life, motherfuckers,” Tiggy said.

“Would you shut up?” Tall hissed at Short. His smile was forced when he looked back at us. “Once again, my apologies. If you would like, I can make a recommendation for his immediate dismissal.”

“Maybe even have him banished,” I teased. “Oh my gods, that was a joke! Seriously, I was just joking. You didn’t need to vomit!”

Short was wiping his mouth, the remains of some kind of meat on the front of his uniform. “I’m a nervous vomiter,” he said thickly. “When I get nervous, I throw up. And you make me—you make me hup. Hup. Hup.”

Tall smacked him in the back of the head with his spear.

“Ow!” Short cried. “What was that for?”

“So you wouldn’t embarrass me again,” Tall snapped. “Now you can focus on the pain in your head rather than throwing up on a wizard and the commander for the Castle Lockes Guard.”

“And the large dragon who could pop you into his mouth like the little human morsel that you are,” Kevin said.

“He done throwed up all over himself,” Gary said. “You would eat that.”

“Morgan of Shadows and Randall arrived this morning,” Tall said. “They are expecting you at the Tilted Cross.”

I frowned. “They shouldn’t be. They told me to head north. I ignored them.”

“Yes, well. They said you would do that.”

“Dammit,” I muttered. “I need to stop being so predictable.”

“Mama knows Morgan and Randall?” Ryan asked me. “Why does that terrify me?”

“Because it should,” I said. “Oh, and Mama doesn’t like Randall. And vice versa.”

“Oh dear gods,” Ryan said. “That’s… not good.”

“And Feng and Letnia are with them,” Tall said with a wince.

“No,” I groaned, my face in my hands. “No, no, no.”

There was an elected figurehead in Meridian City, and some semblance of a government. People voted in official elections for council members and mayors and whoever else they wanted, but it was essentially a façade. Because everyone, and I mean everyone, knew the city was actually run by three different people.

Mama.

Feng.

And Letnia.

Feng ran the weapons and the gangs.

Letnia ran the drugs and the booze.

Mama ran the entertainment district.

No one crossed them. And if they did, chances are they probably weren’t heard from again.

But they were good people. Well. Mostly. The King had yet to see a need to put an end to their reign. Meridian City was… different. This was accepted. And the King knew that Mama, Feng, and Letnia would fall in line behind him should he call for it. They respected him, even if they didn’t always agree with him.

And given that everything in Meridian City was taxed heavily, it saw a lot of money going toward the Crown, money that was then turned into schools and hospitals. It went to orphanages and farmers who grew crops for Verania. It funded programs like putting more teachers in the slums. When I asked him about it, asked him how he could let them do what they did, the King had told me that sometimes, the path for the greater good was paved with unseemly things.

But having Letnia, Feng, Mama, Morgan, and Randall all in the same room?

It was like my nightmare had become corporeal. And to make things worse, I still wasn’t on even ground with Morgan and Randall after all they’d kept from me. I wondered if it was too late to run into the Dark Woods and never come out.

“Let me guess,” I said, dropping my hands. “They are demanding my immediate presence.”

“We were ordered to bring you as soon as you arrived,” Tall said, sounding rather apologetic, like he understood just how much this sucked.

“No one in my training class is going to believe this happened to me,” Short said, looking awfully green.

 

 

THE SOUNDS of normalcy we’d heard had been a lie.

Sure, there were still people on the streets of Meridian City, moving amongst the stalls in the market or standing on street corners, hips cocked, winking lasciviously at anyone who happened to catch their eyes, but there was more than that.

Meridian City didn’t have the army that the City of Lockes had. It didn’t have the knights like the castle did. But it did have a collection of ex-convicts, volunteers, and those voluntold to pick up a weapon and become part of the Meridian City Guard. They mostly were there to keep the peace in the streets, throwing out the riffraff or handling the crowds at one of the many (usually mostly nude) festivals Meridian City seemed to throw. Since Verania had been at peace for decades, there hadn’t been any need to do much beyond crowd control. In fact you rarely saw them, their dark uniforms blending into the shadow and grime until it was absolutely necessary for them to make their presence known.

But now?

Now they were everywhere.

They lined the streets, standing an arm’s length apart, spears and swords and shields at the ready. They walked the ramparts of the wall around the city. They’d probably seen us coming long before we landed. Which meant word had probably already gotten back to Morgan and Randall and it was probably too late to pretend we’d never arrived.

The sheer number of guards suggested they were taking Myrin’s threat seriously. It still didn’t explain how Morgan and Randall had known about it, but that was yet another question I either would or wouldn’t get an answer to.

The people of Meridian City stopped and gaped at us as Tall and Short led us through the city streets. Ryan stood beside me, Tiggy right behind us. Both Gary and Kevin preened under the attention, as they were wont to do, Gary holding his head up high as he pranced, mane flicking prettily around his head. Kevin had his chest puffed out, flexing the muscles in his legs so much that it looked like he had a metal rod shoved up his ass and he was trying to hold it in.

I was used to it by now. I was also used to being stared at. Usually it was in awe or confusion, which I could handle. For the most part, it was the same here. However, much like I’d sensed in Mashallaha, there was a strange undercurrent here, an anger and an animosity I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Some of the people we passed looked furious, and for some reason, that fury appeared to be pointed directly at me. No one seemed to be a specific threat, but some of these people were pissed off.

Or maybe I was just seeing things.

I hadn’t exactly had the best last few days, what with getting attacked by sand mermaids, running from a snake dragon monster thing, facing off against Myrin, and essentially blowing up. My body was lightning-scarred and bruised, and I was cranky, hungry, and tired. Not the best combination.

And it was while we were passing a stall with brightly colored fruits and vegetables that the absolute strangest thing happened.

Someone threw a tomato, and it hit me smack-dab in the middle of the chest.

The sounds around us died almost instantly, like everyone was staring at me in shock. Which, as I looked around, seemed to pretty much be the case. I glanced down at my chest and saw the split fruit slumping down my jerkin, sticky juice and seeds smeared against me.

“Um,” I said. “That’s… different.”

The fruit dropped from my chest and plopped wetly on the ground.

“Oh, girl,” Gary said. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

But before he could work himself up into his patented Glitter Rage, another voice rang out, shrieking, “FUCK YOU, SAM OF WILDS!” and then we were suddenly being hit on all sides. One moment there was silence, and the next people were shouting angrily, pelting us with rotten fruits and vegetables. I took a banana to the face. It wasn’t one of my better days.

Through the sticky haze that fell over my vision, my eyes burning as I tried to blink it away, I saw the guards along the streets try to push the fruit-throwers back, tackling them to the ground and knocking filled baskets askew. Tall and Short were frozen in front of us as Gary started screaming that they were getting it into his luxurious mane, were they godsdamn savages?

Ryan grabbed me by the arm, sword already drawn. “Tiggy,” he barked over his shoulder, “sack of potatoes! Kevin, umbrella!”

I grunted as Tiggy picked me up and threw me over his shoulder, much to my dismay. “You put me down,” I snarled at him. “Let me at ’em! You wanna throw fruit, you fuck-faces? I’ll show you throwing fruit!”

But before I could magic the royal shit out of them, the sounds were muted and the world grew darker as Kevin crowded behind us, his wings spread out above us, cutting off the attack. Ryan and Tiggy began moving forward, shoving Tall and Short out of the way. Short fell over with a squawk, barely rolling out of the way before Kevin crushed him. “Sorry,” I called back to him. “Our bad!”

More bastard fruit-throwers jeered outside Kevin’s wings, and I heard the wet splat as he was struck again and again. He was grimacing and rumbling deep in his chest, eyes flashing. I’d learned a long time ago that a dragon’s wings could be sensitive (and, honestly, the way I’d found out was forever going to be etched into my mind, seeing as how it involved Gary, Kevin, and a gravy boat filled with cream), so I was sure that it didn’t feel the best for him.

“What the hell is this?” I shouted.

“We’ll worry about it later,” Ryan said, sounding pissed off. Which, had I not been covered in gross, I probably would have found inappropriately attractive. But I wasn’t having a very good day. Or week. Or life, really, if I was being honest.

“Gary’s gonna have to choke a bitch,” Gary snarled, leaving trails of glitter falling to the dirty cobblestones under our feet. “Gary gonna bring the pain.”

“Sam’s gonna help with all of that,” I said, just as angry.

“Oh boy,” Ryan said. “Let’s get to the Tilted Cross before we start murdering citizens left and right. Maybe take a deep breath or two. And I’ll be honest, the third-person thing really isn’t working for me.”

“There, there,” Tiggy said, patting my butt. “There, there. You okay? Yeah. You okay.”

It didn’t take us long before we came to a stop and Tiggy lifted me back off his shoulder and set me on the ground. Kevin’s wings shook above us before he lifted them back. I looked behind us to see a line of guards blocking the street, though there didn’t seem to be anyone trying to push through. Nothing further was being thrown at us either, though we were already covered, Kevin in particular. His wings were saturated with the remains of rotted fruits and vegetables. He shook them, grimacing as mushy apples and tomatoes and—randomly—carrots fell off him onto the ground.

“I don’t like Meridian City,” he decided. “They don’t treat me as a god here like everywhere else does. For shame. I have decided I shall burn this city to the ground, just as soon as I am clean.”

“Tiggy smash,” Tiggy growled. “Tiggy smash so hard.”

“And I am going to bite so many bitches,” Gary said. “My teeth are flat, but I’ve been doing jaw exercises, and in case you can’t tell, they’ve been working wonders on my jawline.”

“I’m probably going to stab a few people,” Ryan admitted. “If we’re all saying stuff.”

“And yet you made me get carried like a damsel in distress while we ran,” I accused him, poking him in the chest. Which probably wasn’t one of my best ideas, seeing as he still had strawberries stuck to him. I shook my finger, trying to get it off me.

“Hey,” he said, grabbing my hand. “My job is to protect you. If I see a threat that looks bigger than us, you can bet I’m going to make sure you’re safe somehow.”

“You don’t get to have Tiggy throw me over his—”

“You did the same to me,” he said, sheathing his sword. “Back on the road before the corn cult. Remember? Those Dark wizards coming after us.”

“And the fire geckos,” Gary whispered.

“And the fire geckos,” Ryan agreed, arching an eyebrow. “You made Tiggy carry me away while you stayed behind and tried to play hero.”

“Well, yeah. But then, if you’ll remember, I did that whole lightning thing, and it was amazing. And what do you mean tried to play hero? Motherfucker, I was the hero.”

He rolled his eyes. “You made your choice then. I made my choice here. It’s what we do, Sam. We keep each other safe.”

Since I didn’t want him to know how much that warmed my heart, given that he was totally cheating by appealing to my sappy side, I scowled at him. “Lightning,” I insisted.

“Don’t you think you’ve done enough lightning lately?” he asked, eyes trailing to my chest. I knew what he was trying to say, and my scowl deepened. Those scars weren’t my fault. I didn’t even know why they’d happened the way they did. It wasn’t like I’d ever done that before. And it was fucking Myrin. I didn’t have a choice.

So I opened my mouth to retort as one would in my position, but was cut off when a voice spoke from behind us.

“Oh look. They’re standing around, covered in I-don’t-know-what, arguing about something that probably has no relevance to our current situation. So, essentially as they always are. How wonderful that the fate of Verania is in the hands of… this.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to calm myself before I accidentally turned something into a penis. Then I turned around.

Standing in the doorway of the Tilted Cross were Morgan of Shadows and Randall. Morgan looked slightly amused. Randall, of course, did not.

“Randall,” I said. “How nice to see you today. Did you get a new hairstyle for your eyebrows? They look a little… bigger than usual.”

Morgan sighed.

“You think you’re smart, boy?” Randall asked me. “Because I do believe that I’m not above bringing you down a peg or two should the situation call for it.”

“Why, Randall. You old scoundrel. You’re shameless in the way you flirt. Buy me dinner first before you start calling me boy. But you should know that I don’t put out on the first—”

“Sam,” Morgan said.

“He started it.”

“And yet you continued it,” Morgan said lightly. “Standing there, looking like you all do.”

“I feel sticky,” I admitted.

“We look like the aftermath of a foodie gangbang,” Gary said morosely. “Except no one actually touched me in such a way to make me orgasm.”

“I can—”

“No, Kevin.”

“I was just—”

“Kevin.”

“Fine,” Kevin said. “I didn’t want to, anyway.”

“What happened here?” Ryan asked Morgan and Randall. “Why did these people attack us? Where are the Darks?”

Morgan and Randall exchanged a look, communicating something I couldn’t quite parse. When they turned back to us, I knew I wasn’t going to like the answer they gave.

“The… fruiting,” Morgan said, lips twitching, “was an unfortunately misguided attempt at protest by the group known as the We-Hate-Sam-A-Lots. As for the rest, well. Maybe you should come inside.”






Chapter 3: Reconciliation and Best Friends 5Eva

 

 

“GODSDAMN FUCKING Lady Tina DeSilva,” I muttered as I toweled off in one of the rooms in the Tilted Cross after a shower. “I’ll fuck her shit up, I promise you that. Trying to make me look like the bad guy? I’ll curse you so that your hair falls out, you odiferous bitch.”

Obviously my mood hadn’t risen at Morgan’s little pronouncement. And it certainly hadn’t helped when he’d pointedly separated Ryan and me into different rooms to clean up. I’d told him that in times of an uncertain economy, it was probably better that Ryan and I shower together to conserve water. Also, I reminded him, I was a high-value target, and what if I was assassinated while I showered all on my own?

Morgan had said that the economy was just fine and that the Tilted Cross was as safe as any other place in Meridian City, so I probably wouldn’t be assassinated. Which, leave it to Morgan to be so practical. That asshole.

I’d stared forlornly at the door that had closed behind Ryan, imagining the hot water running down his naked body, his hand running through the wet hair on his chest, his muscles bunching in his legs as he bent over to wash his feet—


Morgan had shoved me into the room across the hall, warning me to get in and get clean.

Which I’d done, obviously, even if it was against my will.

I was almost dried and sure I’d found the perfect way to get my revenge against Tina DeSilva (I’d turn her into a frog who constantly emitted pheromones that would attract predators to eat her!) when there was a brief knock on the door. Before I had a chance to cover myself, the door opened and closed just as quickly as a tall wisp of a man leaned against it, arms filled with what looked to be soft clothing.

His skin was almost colorless, his long yellow hair falling down around his shoulders. I was absolutely positive he was part elf (or even full-on elf), but neither he nor Mama would confirm it to me either way. What I really wanted to know was what he was doing outside the elven realm. Elves rarely left, and if they did, it was for a specific purpose.

Not that I’d tried very hard, obviously. Because this was Moishe. And Moishe had made it perfectly clear just how hard he’d like me to try anything with him.

Which explained the way he eyed me now.

Have you ever been eye-fucked by a possible elf before?

I have.

It wasn’t pleasant.

I fitted the towel around my waist and tied it off securely, refusing to blush under his watchful gaze. “Moishe,” I said evenly. “Typically, when someone knocks, they wait for permission to enter before doing so.”

“I suppose they typically do,” Moishe said, his voice light and lyrical, almost like he was singing every word. “However, when have you known me to do anything typical?”

I rolled my eyes, unsure how it was possible for him to make everything he talked about sound dirty, even if the words weren’t. “Okay. Fair. What do you want?”

“I’ve brought you clothing, seeing as how yours was… stained.”

“I had others in my pack.”

He wrinkled his nose. “Yes. Those. They were filled with sand, the wretched things. Mama sent everything to be cleaned.”

“And my other stuff?” I wouldn’t put it past Mama to take an interest in the sand sailboard. I still needed to figure out why Ruv had gifted it to me. I thought we’d been clear on the whole cornerstone thing.

“It’s all there in Mama’s office,” Moishe said, stepping forward. He moved with a deliberate grace, almost like he was dancing. Elves, like dragons, were infuriating creatures who usually only did things when it benefited themselves. Kevin and Zero had charity in them (maybe Zero more than Kevin), but I’d never met an elf who did anything that didn’t benefit themselves. It was why I tried to have as little to do with elves as possible.

I stayed where I was, refusing to be intimidated as he moved through the room.

But instead of descending upon me like I thought he would, he went for the bed, laying out the clothes he’d brought. There were loose sleep pants and a soft shirt that was probably a size or two bigger than I usually wore.

He turned back toward me, eyeing me curiously. “Do you remember this room?”

I shrugged. “It looks like most of the ones that are rented out here.”

He smiled. “That it does. But this room specifically, Sam. This is the room you rented that day. When you kissed me. When you told me you wanted me to take your virginity. When you used me. Do you remember that?”

“I already apologized for that.”

“I know you did,” he said, tilting his head. “But that wasn’t what I was referring to. Even though you were hurting, I didn’t… take.”

“You wouldn’t have done that,” I said.

His eyes flashed. “How can you be so sure?”

“You’re not that kind of person.”

“Is that right?”

“And Mama would have killed you.”

He grinned. It wasn’t a very nice smile. “She would have. She loves you so. She sees you for what you are, more than the others, I think. But that is what she does. She has a keen eye for those who will do whatever it takes to get the job done. Those of us who will play dirty if it means winning.”

“What do you want, Moishe?”

“When you were kissing me, when you were… playing dirty, if you will, my hand was on your chest, against your skin. Do you remember?”

I did. It hadn’t gotten far, what happened between Moishe and me, and hadn’t lasted long, but his tongue had been in my mouth and his hand was underneath my shirt, and I remembered thinking, This isn’t what I want, this isn’t who I want. I’d pushed Moishe away, telling him I couldn’t do this, that this wasn’t who I was, thinking, Ryan, Ryan, Ryan, you fucking asshole. You bastard.

“What about it?” I asked Moishe slowly.

“I tasted your magic,” he said, taking a slinking step toward me, gaze just crawling all over me. “However briefly. It was strong, Sam. Very strong. But it was nothing like it is now. It doesn’t just waft from you. Not anymore. Now it explodes.”

“People grow,” I said, voice even. “It’s been a while. I learned new tricks. I’m sure you’re probably aware there’s a stupid prophecy involved. That tends to change people.”

“Is there? Because my hand was on your skin, Sam. I rubbed my fingertips against your chest, and I memorized the way it felt. It took one touch and I knew what you felt like. It’s not like you are now.”

And—oh. This… made a bit more sense now. Mostly. “These old things?” I said, waving my hands toward the tree-root-like welts that crossed my chest, raised and reddened. They’d stung in the shower at first, the hot water running over them and causing me to hiss. But I’d gotten used to the sensation soon enough and had been able to ignore it, for the most part.

But they were more noticeable now, especially after the shower. They stuck out like a brand. They were unsightly, sure, but there was a strange beauty to them, like something was growing just underneath my skin. I’d only had them for a few days, and with everything else that had been going on, I hadn’t even had time to think about how I felt about them.

And now that Moishe was staring… hungrily at them, I didn’t like them very much. “Dude,” I said. “Stop staring at my boobs. You’re acting creepy.”

He didn’t even have the decency to look chagrined. He merely met my gaze with that knowing smile of his. “It’s not every day that you see signs of a wizard’s magic etched such as yours. In fact, I don’t know that I’ve ever seen it before.”

I snorted, trying to edge my way past him to the bed to get the clothes. “Because you know so many wizards, right?”


“I’ve met my fair share,” he said, not looking away from me as I moved around him. “I am far older than I look.”

I rolled my eyes. “Elves usually are. And you’re all also enigmatic jerks. Seriously, it’s like no one can just fucking come out and be forthright anymore.”

His smile only widened. “But you can?”

“I’m always forthright. Here’s an example: stop looking at me like you’re two seconds from jizzing all over me.”

“I like magic,” he said.

“I know. You’ve told me many times. Fun fact: so does my boyfriend.”

The distaste on his face was obvious. “Yes. That one. He’s certainly… breathing.”

“I like that about him,” I said. “Now, if you could just—”

“Would you like me to be forthright with you, Sam?”

“I’d actually like you to go away, if I’m being honest.” I picked up the shirt. It was as soft as it looked. Mama provided only the best for her working boys and girls.

But before I could put it over my head, Moishe was right in front of me, moving quicker than I expected. He wasn’t… touching, exactly, but I could feel the heat of him. He said, “Prophecies have a way of being manipulated, Sam. Those who deal in the art of prophecy have a tendency to twist what they see for whatever suits them best. I say this as your… friend.”

“We’re not friends,” I said, not unkindly. “We’re acquaintances at best. Lecherous acquaintances.”

“Then a word of warning to my acquaintance,” Moishe said mockingly. “Make sure you’re seeing what you think you’ve been shown. Sight tends to lose itself in those paths that are set in stone.”

“You made that rhyme on purpose, you asshole. You’re terrible.”

“Sam.”

I sighed. “But stone can crumble. A snake dragon monster thing taught me that. Don’t ask.”

“It can,” Moishe agreed. “But it takes a great event to break it apart. One that I don’t know if you’re—”

“Moishe.”

He smiled and took a step back at the sound of the warning in Morgan’s voice. I looked over to see my mentor standing in the open doorway, watching the both of us with a blank look on his face. I hadn’t even heard him come in.

Moishe bowed, eyes never leaving mine. “I do hope you find your stay at Tilted Cross as illuminating as always, Sam of Wilds.” Then he turned on his heel and slunk toward the door. Morgan stepped aside, allowing Moishe to pass without comment. Morgan shut the door behind him.

“He’s lucky that it was you who came in and not Ryan,” I told Morgan. “Because Ryan absolutely does not like Moishe.”

“I can’t imagine why,” Morgan said, and I itched to go to him, to hug him tightly, given the weeks we’d been apart. Two things stopped me: I was still pretty much naked and still pretty much angry with him.

“Right? It’s because he wants all up on this,” I said, awkwardly pointing at myself, still holding the shirt in my other hand. I didn’t necessarily have a problem with nudity, and there were times in my earlier days when I’d accidently done a spell that had burned off all my clothes once or twice in front of Morgan, but the scars on my chest were… different. For him. And we both knew it. They meant something more. They meant Myrin was real.

And I wanted to talk about it even less than I wanted him to see them.

Unfortunately for me, it was too late for that already.

“He did this?” Morgan asked me.

I could do this. I could play this off. “Pretty gnarly, right? I don’t know if they’re going to stick around or if I’ll—”

“Sam.”

Okay. Maybe I couldn’t play this off. I sighed and pulled the shirt on. The fabric brushed against the raised scars, irritating them slightly, but nothing I couldn’t deal with. “He didn’t do anything. I did. I don’t know if it started with the sand mermaids—which, by the way, thanks for not ever telling me those things existed—or if it was just because of… the lake… thing, but it happened, okay? There’s nothing I can do to change it. There’s nothing that you can do to change it. Unless there’s something else you neglected to tell me.”

“I deserve that,” he said evenly.

“Damn right you do,” I said, turning and dropping the towel. I pulled on the sleep pants as quickly as possible. I pulled on the strings to tie them off. “And furthermore—”

“But what I do not deserve is your derision.”

My hands stilled. My shoulders tensed.

“I do not deserve to be treated like I am the enemy,” he continued flatly. “I do not deserve to have you act this way toward me. I’ve made a mistake. I have apologized for this mistake. I have given you the reasons as to why I made said mistake. And yet you stand here, treating me as if I am nothing to you. You don’t get to do that, Sam. Not to me. Not after everything we’ve been through. You are allowed to be angry with me. You are not allowed to dismiss me.”

He was right, of course. More than I cared to admit. I’d let this… this thing come between us, let my anger fill my heart and cover my eyes until I saw nothing but red. It wasn’t okay, what he did. What Randall did. Nothing about it was okay. They had kept this from me, this secret that essentially dictated my entire life. They allowed my parents to suffer in the slums. Yes, he came eventually, but only when I’d displayed a propensity for magic. If he believed the destiny laid out by the star dragon through Vadoma, shouldn’t he have done everything he could have to make sure my family and I were safe? People died in the slums every day, either from disease or starvation or having their lives ripped from them by someone else. That happened everywhere, sure, but it was more prone to happen in the slums.

We had been happy, my parents and I. But it could have been more.


And that’s where the betrayal came from. Not that he didn’t tell me.

It came from the nights when my father went hungry because he would rather see his wife and son with their bellies full than his own.

It came from the days when I’d heard my mother crying and I couldn’t find a way to make her happy.

It came from the rainy mornings when the roof of our shack leaked and we’d be huddled under blankets together, trying to stay warm.

I’d learned that every society has their rich. Their middle class. Their poor. It was how things worked.

But Morgan and, in turn, Randall had allowed us to stay where we were.

That is why I was angry with him. Not just for me, but for my parents.

He loved me. I didn’t doubt that. Maybe, at the beginning, his actions had been motivated by what he’d been told, by what he’d seen I could do when I turned those boys to stone and back, but it’d grown organically, just like it should have.

He loved me.

“You may have made me angry, and I may not trust you as I once did, but I love you, Morgan. I pretty much always will. You’re my Brother Uncle Dad, remember?”

“You capitalized that, didn’t you.”

“Sure did. You couldn’t even take it back now if you wanted to.”

“Gods only know that I wouldn’t want that,” he said, dry as dust, and I felt this little pang in my chest, this little crack that I thought maybe came from the fact that my mentor was standing right in front of me for the first time in weeks and I wasn’t taking advantage.

Then he said, “Oh no, you have your hugging face on,” and I said, “You’re damn fucking right I do, you best be ready,” and he sighed, like he was put out by it, but there was a small smile on his face, as if he’d filled suddenly with relief and a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. I stomped over to him, and even though the lightning wounds pulled sharply, I gave it all I had.

I thought of the bird that day so long ago in the Dark Woods, how I had wished it wasn’t so and then suddenly it wasn’t, wings flapping as it flew away, the earth black and dead beneath my feet.

Life is like this: it aches. It’s biting, and you ache from it. You are strong, because they tell you that you are. You are stronger than anything they’ve ever seen. You have to be. It is what is expected of you.

But it can ache, and it pulls on you like nothing ever has. You breathe through it because that’s the only thing you can do. You push against it, and maybe you stumble. Maybe you trip and fall. Maybe you skin your hands and knees, your hair hanging around your face as you struggle for breath, blood oozing from your wounds.

Or maybe it’s worse. Maybe you break your bones and bite clear through your lip. Maybe you can’t find the strength to pick yourself up again. It’s easier, you think, to just stay where you are. Because if you get up, if you push yourself on, there’s a chance the same thing will happen and you’ll be right here where you are, curled up and in agony. And maybe you’ll eventually get to the point where you won’t get up at all.

But then there is a hand extended to you, and it’s kind and warm, and the arm attached to the hand is strong. And maybe, if you trust it enough, it can pull you up. And if you’re lucky, the arm will go around your waist, and even though you ache, even though it’s biting and you ache from it, you’ll be held up and you can breathe again for the first time. It expands inside your chest, and the crystal clarity of it all aches too, but it’s a good ache. Because sometimes hurt can be good too.

Life is like this: It’s biting, and you ache from it. But you are strong.

That’s what Morgan taught me.

I felt my magic curl with his, and I thought home. Maybe we wouldn’t be exactly like we were. A lot had happened, and I was still so angry with him. But one day, maybe things could be good again.

 

 

EVENTUALLY MORGAN shoved me away (“Come on! We’ve only been hugging for six minutes. We should just go for the record since we’re already here!”), telling me that we’d tarried long enough and that people were waiting for us. Since I was floating on a high of being next to my mentor again, I had no problem with agreeing to everything he said.

Any smile I might have had faded slightly when I opened the door and found Ryan standing outside, apparently trapped in a stare-off with Moishe.

“So awkward,” I breathed.

Ryan’s glare softened when he saw me, and it took all I had not to jump him right then and there, given that his hair was still a little wet and he wore a leather vest with no shirt on underneath, displaying miles and miles of chest hair and muscles. The trousers he wore hung obscenely low, and he was barefoot, toes digging into the plush carpet.

And since I loved him so, I said, “You’re dressed like you work here, and I would pay so much gold for you, you don’t even know.”

“I kind of got that idea when your tongue started hanging out of your mouth,” he said dryly, all while trying to act like he wasn’t flexing. “Apparently Mama picked out clothing for me herself.”

“I don’t know whether to thank her or set her wigs on fire.”

“How disappointing to learn that even Mama’s tastes aren’t infallible,” Moishe said.

Ryan resumed glaring at him.

“Have you guys been standing here like this the whole time?” I asked as Morgan closed the door behind me.

“I was just waiting for you when I came out of the room,” Ryan said. “I told him he could leave.”

“And as I explained to the Knight Commander,” Moishe said, “I am to escort you to Mama’s office per her request. I do whatever she asks me to.”

“I know where her office is,” I reminded him, but knew things were done differently here.

“You may lead the way, Moishe,” Morgan said. “And thank you.”

We followed him down the ornate hallway, the sounds of sex coming from either side of us. I took Ryan’s hand in my own, squeezing his fingers gently as we followed behind Moishe and Morgan. I knew that places like this always made Ryan uncomfortable. Not because he was a prude—no, it was exactly the opposite. Ryan had sold his mouth and body on the streets to make enough money to get himself out of the slums. It wasn’t something we talked about often, given that Ryan had clearly expressed that the less said about it, the better. It didn’t help the guilt I felt at it, though, given that I was a big reason he’d tried to get himself out of the hellhole that had been our childhood home. He’d told me it wasn’t my fault, that he’d made his own choices.

“I’m okay,” he muttered, voice low so that Moishe and Morgan wouldn’t hear him.

“I know,” I said, just as quiet. “Maybe I’m not and need you to hold my hand to feel better.”

He quirked his lips, seeing right through me. “You’re kind of an idiot, you know that, right?”

“It’s part of my charm.”

“I suppose it is. Inexplicably.”

“I’m good at being inexplicable.”

“So I’ve noticed.”

“I’m taking that as a compliment.”

“Of course you would.” His hand tightened on mine. “We’re safe here?”

“I think so.” I didn’t know that one could ever really be safe in Meridian City, but I got what he was asking. Myrin had told me he was going after Meridian City. We’d gotten here, and nothing had happened, which left three possibilities: he’d been bluffing, we’d beaten the Darks to the city, or this entire thing was a trap.

I didn’t know which was worse.

If he’d been bluffing, why? Just to rile me up? Or to get my attention elsewhere while he went after some other corner of Verania?

If we’d beaten the Darks here, we still had a battle ahead of us.

If this was a trap, well, I was going to be pissed.

I fucking hated traps.

Only because I seemed to get stuck in them more than I’d like to admit.

But it’d be smart, wouldn’t it?

Getting all of us in one room: me, Morgan, and Randall.

One fell swoop, all at once.

I’d seen Meridian City burning when Vadoma had blown her powder in my face, her runes adorning my body. It didn’t mean it had to be today. It didn’t mean it had to happen at all. I could have been seeing what she wanted me to see. With Lockes, with Meridian City, with… Ryan. The star dragon had told me it would burn like nothing had ever burned before, this sacrifice.

The pieces didn’t fit together.

It was annoying as fuck.

“Just keep your eye out,” I muttered to Ryan.

“Should have brought my sword.”

“Nah. Your chest is distracting enough.”

He squeezed my hand.

Moishe led us to the end of the hall to a large wooden door carved with leaves and trees made to look like dicks. MAMA was burned into the wood. It was ridiculous and yet somehow still ominous, just like the drag queen who waited inside.

Moishe glanced over his shoulder, looking past Morgan, gazing at me briefly before he turned back around, knocked on the door twice, and entered without waiting for a response.

Mama’s office hadn’t changed much since I’d been here last, when we’d been tracking down a lead on Gary’s horn that proved to be false. Mama’s tastes were… well, not refined, per se—the nude paintings of her favorite courtesans in risqué positions adorning the walls didn’t really allow for it—but it was so distinctly Mama in that it was classy and pornographic all at the same time. The chandelier that hung from the ceiling was made from the finest crystal, cut by a master craftsman. The floor-to-ceiling bookcase was filled with everything from philosophy and biology texts to spit-roasting and triple-penetration smut that Mama would read while sipping rosé wine out of a chalice shaped like a veiny black cock.

She was a study in contradictions, and I cherished the ground she walked on.

Randall was the first person I saw, standing near a window, his distaste evident on his face. While vocally known to be sexually adventurous in his youth (much to my horror), I didn’t think he appreciated the finer aspects of being in a whorehouse in Meridian City. Knowing him, he had probably been complaining the floors were sticky.

The next two people caused me to stutter in my steps, only because I wasn’t used to seeing them face-to-face, especially given how ruthless they were.

Feng, the arms dealer and gang leader, stood near the bookcase with his arms across his chest, watching me with shrewd eyes. His skin was dark, his black hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. He had a thin mustache on his upper lip, neat and trimmed, and a patch of hair that curled at the ends on his chin. He smiled at me as I kept my face carefully blank, his gaudy gold tooth flashing in the candlelight. He was a barrel-chested man, shorter than me, but much wider and bulkier. He skirted the line between muscle and fat, as if it would tip one way or other with the slightest of pushes. He had a scar across his throat, thin and white.

A woman leaned against a wall near the doorway, left foot propped up against the wall behind her, cigar smoke curling around her face as she chewed on the wet stogie. She wore an eye patch on her right eye, the straps wrapped around the back of her face. The eye patch itself was glittering in the light, having been encrusted in precious stones in green and yellow and blue and white. It was ostentatious, and overtly so, but this was Letnia; it was how she was. She was older than Feng by a good twenty years, probably into her early seventies, but she was beautiful, her porcelain skin practically glowing in the sunlight pouring in from the windows. Her long white hair fell upon her shoulders, luxurious and thick. Had it not been for the cigar and the eye patch, she probably could have been someone’s kindly grandmother.

Mama sat behind her desk in her high-backed carved wooden chair, looking regal as always. She wore a long black wig, the hair straightened severely around her face, resting against her shoulders. Her makeup was dark and smoky, her lipstick black, a startling contrast with the hint of white teeth underneath. Her eyelashes were long and kissed her cheeks as she blinked slowly and deliberately. She wore a low-cut red-and-black corset cinched tightly up the front, the ties dangling on her breasts, which I was beginning to think more and more were real. Over the corset was a red leather coat, the collar of which was high around her neck. Her black-lacquered nails shone as she clicked them against the surface of the desk in an erratic beat. She was laughing quietly, a rusty sound that made me smile more than I cared to admit. I knew who she was. I knew what she was capable of. And I adored every single inch of her. Maybe one day we’d turn against each other if our ideals became too conflicted, but I’d worry about it then. For now she was my friend, and I worshipped the ground she walked on.

And so here they were, three of the most terrifying people in Meridian City (and quite possibly Verania), gathered for a supposed threat against the people by a dark man in shadows connected to Randall and Morgan and, by proxy, to myself. And yet, I immediately fixated on the other person in the room, the one who looked like he’d rather be anywhere else. That expression didn’t change when he saw me. If anything, it probably got a little worse.

Once upon a time, this man and I been enemies, only because he was an asshole and had everything that I wanted. But given the divine laws of fairy tales, the knight had realized the errors of his ways and had confessed his love for the kickass wizard, leaving the evil prince behind.

Except the Prince wasn’t evil.

Mostly.

And even if there was still a little evil left in him, we’d gotten past that! We’d had adventures together! One night he’d even let me braid his hair, his beautiful curly hair, while we gossiped about boys! (Granted, he’d been asleep when I started doing this, but he’d woken up rather quickly and threatened me with pooping in a bucket for the rest of my life while I kept trying to talk about how many different types of laughs Ryan had. Semantics, really.)

And here he stood now, next to a pimp and whorehouse-owning drag queen named Mama, his curls falling wonderfully around his face, looking regal as all fuck, a disgruntled and frankly rather horrified look on his face as he listened to whatever Mama was telling him (or, more likely, whatever Mama was propositioning him with). I hadn’t expected him to be here.

And he must have felt my happiness at seeing him here, because that façade, that mask he hid behind to allow people to think he didn’t care at all, deepened so it looked like he might actually despise me.

But I knew better.

“Whatever you’re thinking of doing, you better stop right now,” Grand Prince Justin of Verania warned me. “I mean it, Sam. I know that face. That’s your feelings face. And I hate it.”

“You know me so well,” I whispered reverently. “Because we’re best friends 5eva.”

“No,” he snapped, looking around wildly like he wasn’t trapped in the office without anywhere to run, just how I liked him. “You stay away from me. I mean it!”

“You came here because you missed me and wanted to make sure I was safe and also wanted to be a part of this adventure,” I said, taking a step toward him.

“I think I liked it better when you two weren’t friends,” Ryan said.

“We aren’t friends now! And I didn’t miss him. I didn’t even want to come here!”

“We have to hug now,” I demanded, ready to rush around the desk.

“Godsdammit, Sam! I will see you beheaded if you even think about touching me—oof!”

“It’s okay,” I whispered in his ear, hugging him tightly. “I know there’s a lot of people in here and you need to keep pretending you don’t like everything about me. Do what you need to do. You and I know the truth.”

“Oh my gods, what are you talking about! I command you as the Prince of Verania: let me go this instant!”

“The more you fight it, the longer it goes,” Morgan said idly from somewhere behind us. “Trust me, I know that from experience.”

“The fact that you know that from experience makes me question the gods placing such a task on the shoulders of someone like him,” Randall said. “Actually, many things make me question their judgment in this.”

“What is dis?” Feng asked, voice low, accent clipped and blunt.

“This is how Sam says hello,” Mama said, silky smooth as always. “It’s quite charming, for the most part. As long as he doesn’t mess with wigs, makeup, or outfits, I allow it. He’s far too precious for this world. Which makes it all the more surprising that there are those who don’t quite understand his special brand of… existing.”

“Do not hug me,” Feng said.

“Don’t worry,” I told him, shuffling Justin and me around until I could see Feng over Justin’s shoulder, even as he squawked at me to let him go. “I only hug people I care about.”

“Sam,” Ryan said, “maybe don’t insult the guy who probably carries at least thirty different knives.”

“I’m not insulting him,” I said. “I’m just being honest.”

“Maybe we should get to why we’re really here?” Letnia said, pushing herself off the wall. Her cheeks hollowed, and the tip of her fat cigar sparked. A moment later, a thick plume of blue smoke poured from her nose.

“Right,” Mama said. “Let us discuss what you have brought down upon my house this time, Sam of Wilds.”

Well, shit.






Chapter 4: The Blood in the Veins of Verania

 

 

I PULLED away from Justin, who helped me by taking a step back and shoving me away. He straightened out his furred coat, the thin armor underneath clanking against his chest. He had a look of extraordinary distaste on his face, like he couldn’t believe I had done such a thing. He was a very good actor.

I turned toward Mama, who was already waiting, hand extended in my direction. I took it in mine, placing a kiss against her fingers.

“That’s better,” she said lightly. “Obviously you haven’t seen the Prince in some time, so I will forgive you just this once for entering my office and not addressing me first. Next time I will not be so generous, precious.”

I grinned against her hand. “Nor would I expect you to be. Today has certainly found you to be magnanimous. I fully expected threats of spankings.”

She sniffed delicately as she pulled her hand away. “Well, yes. It’s certainly been a trying time, I must say.” She turned to Moishe. “Are Gary, Kevin, and Tiggy being taken care of?”

Moishe bowed low. “They were in good hands before you summoned me here, my lady.”

“Good. See to it that they are fed with the finest meats. Except for Kevin, that is. Though I expect he is probably a little tired of produce at the moment. Bring him the tofu we had made shaped like a sheep. I dare say we don’t know when again we may be able to present it to him.”

Moishe bowed again before turning on his heels and heading toward the door. He glanced at me, an inscrutable expression on his face, before he closed the door behind him.

“What are you doing here?” I asked Justin. “You should be at the castle, especially if Darks are on their way.”

He scowled at me. “I’m here because I’m supposed to be. I will not stand by while those bastards attempt to infiltrate my kingdom.”

“He threatened us with incarceration unless we brought him with us,” Randall said dryly. “And for some reason, the King agreed. Something about idle hands and all that.”

“Your parents say hello,” Morgan added. “As does the King, all of whom wanted me to remind you that you should be eating healthy and changing your underwear daily. Strangely enough, that last bit came from the King. They’re all safe, by the way.”

“Yeah, thanks, I do all of that,” I said, distracted, still staring at Justin. “How did you get here with them? They’re magic. Randall can apparently do some super-secret teleporting thing that he uses just to fuck with me, and Morgan can probably do the same, because there’s still magic stuff they won’t tell me about, as they’re assholes.” I turned and glared at each of them in turn, letting them see just how displeased I was. They didn’t seem affected in the slightest.

And since Justin still hadn’t quite learned how to stop being a fucking jerk yet, he just smiled smugly and said, “Don’t know if I can tell you that. Top secret. Hush-hush. Certain eyes only. You’re an apprentice, after all, and I’m a prince. Of course I am allowed things that you are not. It’s the way things are, and far be it from me to not lord it over you every chance I get.”

“You’re lucky we’re almost best friends,” I told him seriously, “because that might be grounds for me not liking you a lot.”

“The thought alone is like you’re emotionally deconstructing my heart.”

“And you came here because you love me.”

“That’s not even a thing that exists.”

“Don’t front. Dude, I see right through that hard exterior to your moist center.”

He glared at me. “Are you seriously hitting on me? Again?”

“What? No!”

“Wait,” Ryan growled. “What do you mean again?”

“I’m not hitting on you! I’m just trying to point out that you are totally under my spell and that you love me terribly.”

“Better not be too terribly,” Ryan said, coming to stand next to me.

Justin rolled his eyes. “Yes, because I feel the need to downgrade to someone like Sam of Wilds.”

“Hey! I’m standing right here, in case you’ve forgotten. And what do you mean downgrade? That implies that there is someone that I would be a downgrade from. Are you butt-fucking someone? You tell me right now, Justin, I swear to the gods!”

“I’m not—”

“Is dis really what we’re here for?” Feng said to Mama.

I gaped at Justin. “It’s Dimitri, isn’t it! Oh my gods, I knew there was sexual tension between you and the fairy king!”

“As fun as this is—and it is fun,” Mama said, her tone a little icy, “I do believe there are more important matters that we must attend to aside from the Prince having sex with the king of fairies.”

“I’m not having sex with—”

Mama turned slowly to look at him.

Justin stopped speaking immediately.

It was amazing.

She was right, of course. I decided to let it go for now. But I would hold back teaching Justin the Best Friends Handshake until he spilled all the secrets he supposedly knew that I didn’t. He wouldn’t last very long in the face of such a threat.

Given all that had gone on, I decided to focus on the most important issue at hand. “Can someone please explain to me why we were fruited and what it has to do with my mortal enemy Lady Tina DeSilva?”

Mama grinned, razor-sharp. “I knew I liked you for a reason, precious. And I promise you if we find out who is responsible here in Meridian City, there will be swift… justice.”

“It wasn’t Lady DeSilva herself?” Ryan asked. “She’s the one who’s spearheading the We-Hate-Sam-A-Lot movement. Maybe she’s in the city. She does seem to have a rather unhealthy fascination with Sam.”

“People tend to get like that a lot with me,” I said with a frown. “I don’t know why I seem to make people crazy.”

“It truly is a mystery,” Justin said.

Morgan shook his head. “She was still in Lockes when we left. I checked. But it appears her message is starting to spread, farther and quicker than I would have thought. We may have underestimated her reach. Or the underlying tensions in Verania toward Sam.”

Mama opened a drawer and pulled out a rolled parchment. She set it down on her desk and smoothed it out. The paper looked thick and expensive, the words printed across it in black ink. “It appears you’ve made enemies,” she said lightly. “Especially if they are now sending out propaganda. This and others like it are here in Meridian City. I don’t know that I’ve ever been prouder of you than I am right now. It truly takes an amazing person to piss off so many people in such a short amount of time.”

That… didn’t sound good. Mama slid the parchment over to me. The edges of it were curled. “Shit,” Ryan breathed as he started to read. I didn’t even have it in me to tell him yet again that knights were not allowed to curse.

 

!!!ATTENTION ATTENTION ATTENTION ATTENTION!!!

 

NOW COMES THE TRUTH THE CROWN DOESN’T WANT YOU TO HEAR!

SAM OF WILDS IS UNFIT TO BE THE KING’S WIZARD!

 

You have heard of Sam of Wilds. You have heard of his incompetence. You have heard of his crimes. He got the Prince of Verania kidnapped by a dragon who possibly sexually molested our beloved Justin! He broke up the wedding of Rystin, the most powerful couple to have ever been coupled, undoubtedly by using some kind of magical spell! He has wormed his way into the King’s good graces and is poised to take over Crown and country! How long will it be before Morgan of Shadows has an “accident”? How long will it be before Sam of Wilds whispers his honey-pot poison into the King’s ear with nothing holding him back?

THESE ARE THE FACTS:

—Sam of Wilds was pulled from the slums and placed in the castle to potentially become one of the most powerful people in Verania, and yet no one has provided a birth certificate to show that he was ACTUALLY BORN IN VERANIA! Why haven’t we seen this? It is written into the laws of Verania that only a Veranian-born may hold positions considered that of royalty, INCLUDING THE KING’S WIZARD!!!! SHOW US THE BIRTH CERTIFICATE!!!!!!!!!!

THESE ARE THE FACTS:

—Why did Prince Justin stand down so easily in the face of his BELOVED being torn from him on his wedding day? Prince Justin is one of the strongest, most bravest, and handsomest men in all of Verania. He would not have allowed the end of Rystin to happen unless he had been COERCED, either MAGICALLY or through THREATS OF VIOLENCE. It has been speculated by many people that Sam of Wilds threatened the life of the KING unless Justin relinquished his love to Sam of Wilds. And Justin and Ryan—their hearts breaking as they tearfully stared into each other’s eyes, remembering those mornings of waking up together and giving each other forehead kisses, and making slow, sweet, passionate love—had no choice but to comply, given the life of the King must be held above all others. SAM OF WILDS ENDED RYSTIN. It has been suggested that this other pairing, this “HaveHeart,” is actually a spell word that causes anyone who utters it to fall into Sam of Wilds’s trap! DO NOT DISCUSS HAVEHEART EVER BECAUSE YOUR BRAIN MIGHT GET SCRAMBLED WITH GROSS.

THESE ARE THE FACTS:

A prophecy. A destiny.

Rumors abound that the gods themselves have supposedly called upon Sam of Wilds to save the very fate of Verania from the clutches of Dark wizards. There are SPECULATIONS that Sam Haversford (IF THAT’S HIS REAL NAME) had a visitor to the castle: the GYPSY LEADER who he is supposed to be RELATED TO. We all know what the “gypsies” are good for: NOTHING. They do NOTHING to help the good, whiter people of Verania, and in fact TURN UP THEIR NOSES AT US. They also claim to have the “sight,” which we know is nothing but PARLOR TRICKS and SLEIGHT OF HAND. This gypsy leader came to our city and DEMANDED an audience with the King. She then allegedly told the King of a PROPHECY THAT WOULD SEE THE END OF VERANIA UNLESS SAM OF WILDS SAVED US ALL.

Now, does that suggest anything to you?

It should. It should EXPLICITLY SUGGEST THAT SAM OF WILDS CONCOCTED THIS ENTIRE THING. There is no PROPHECY. There is no DESTINY. DARK WIZARDS ATTACK ALL THE TIME. THEY DO IT BECAUSE THEY ARE ASSHOLES AND ARE MOST LIKELY COLLUDING WITH SAM OF WILDS.

Hear me, good people of Verania.

SAM OF WILDS IS A FRAUD.

All must be done to stop him.

WE MUST STOP HIM BEFORE IT’S TOO LATE.

 

PAID FOR BY THE WHSAL FOR A SAM-FREE VERANIA

 

“So,” I said when I finished reading. “What you’re trying to say is that I was fruited because people believe I threatened to murder the King unless Justin gave me Ryan, and that I might not be qualified to become the King’s Wizard. Also, apparently there is a made-up prophecy because I’m in cahoots with Vadoma about the fate of Verania.”

Cahoots, Randall mouthed at Morgan, rolling his eyes.

“Sounds about right,” Justin said. “And you have to admit, there’s a kernel of truth to it. I mean, I can see how it’s believable. Especially the part where the only reason I caved so easily to you was because you were threatening me with my father’s life.”

“I never threatened you!”

Justin rolled his eyes. “I know that. I’m just saying, I see why people believe this so easily. It sounds like something you would do.”

“Babe,” I snapped at Ryan. “Hold me back so I don’t bitch-slap my newest best friend.”

“As adorable as you are,” Mama said, eyes flashing, “maybe don’t waste my time any more with your shenanigans.”

“Listen to her,” Ryan hissed at me. “You know how much she scares me.”

“This pleases me,” Mama said, eyeing him appreciatively.

“How the hell did they figure out about Vadoma and the prophecy?” I said, glaring down at the parchment. “This was supposed to be kept under wraps! No one was supposed to know anything about it so it didn’t cause bullshit panic like this. The last thing we need is rumors going around about it.”

“It wasn’t a secret that Vadoma was in Castle Lockes,” Morgan said, stroking his beard. “She was seen quite often during her stay. Castle staff, guards, the knights. She was even out in the City a time or two.”

“But that doesn’t explain the prophecy,” Ryan said with a frown. “Unless she was going around telling people about it, or unless someone spread the word from Mashallaha—”

“They wouldn’t do that,” I said. “There’s… a code in the clan. Whatever secrets the phuro gives, it stays within them unless otherwise dictated. They wouldn’t betray Vadoma like that.”

“Which means,” Justin said, “that if the leak came from anywhere, it came from the castle.”

“Motherfucker,” I groaned. “I’ve been betrayed!”

“There’s the drama queen,” Randall muttered. Then, “I don’t know that we have to worry about sending people into a panic. She’s clearly trying to pass it off as a hoax. If that’s what people believe, then that works in our favor, seeing as how any actions we take or movements we make will be seen as pushing the ruse forward instead of stopping the rising dark.”

“So,” I said slowly, “what you’re saying here is that we should allow her to continue doing what she’s doing. Huh. Randall? Please don’t take this the wrong way, but are you out of your fucking mind?”

He arched a large eyebrow at me.

I blanched. “And I mean that with the utmost respect.”

“Think about it, Sam,” Morgan said, not even having the decency to wince when I turned my glare to him. “It’s all smoke and mirrors. Sleight of hand. We’re able to use Lady DeSilva as a distraction. She’s giving us an opportunity here.”

“By smearing my name.”

“Not that it held much weight to begin with,” Justin said.

“See if I ever braid your hair again.”

“If you’ll recall, I never wanted you to do that to begin with.”

“You’re a liar who lies,” I said. “And I find it troubling that no one besides me has a problem with everyone talking crap about me.”

Silence.

“Ryan,” I said. “That was supposed to be your cue to step in and defend my honor.”

“Okay,” Ryan said. “And I totally would, but hear me out. I can… kind of see where they’re coming from.”

I gaped at him. “You can what?”

“Look,” he said. “It’s like being on the battlefield, okay? It’s strategic. You need to calculate as many moves as possible beforehand. It takes out the element of surprise, reduces the unknown.”

“You can never get rid of the unknown,” I said. “And if you think you can, then it’s going to bite you in the ass when you least expect it.”

“Which is why I said reduce,” Ryan said. “Think about it, Sam. She thinks she has the upper hand here, right? But she doesn’t know that we’ll be using her as a smoke screen.”

“At the sake of my reputation.”


He looked frustrated. “I know you—”

“Can we focus here?” Letnia said, blowing smoke toward me. “There are more immediate issues than Sam’s ego. I don’t care about that. What I care about is why there’s a threat upon Meridian City.” Her one eye narrowed as she glared at Morgan and Randall. “And how you knew to be here.”

I didn’t think that was as important as my self-esteem right at the moment, but I decided to take the high road. “You know what? I’d like to know that too. I mean, when Myrin came for me—”

“Myrin,” Mama said sharply. I looked over at her. Her face had paled, her nails digging into the wood of the desk. She turned slowly to look at Randall, eyes blazing. “You never said this had anything to do with Myrin.”

I blinked. “You know who that is? How do you know that? Why didn’t I know that you knew that?” I frowned. “Is it possible I don’t know as much as I think I do?”

“Something I’ve been saying for years,” Justin muttered.

Mama ignored the both of us, eyes only on Randall. “Care to explain?” she said coldly.

“You saw him?” Randall asked me. He looked far older than I’d ever seen him. “You physically saw him? It wasn’t just another vision?”

“He… came for me. In Mashallaha. After the desert dragon.”

Randall closed his eyes and took in a shuddering breath. “So he’s here. He’s finally here. Returned from the shadow realm.” He opened his eyes to look at Mama, Feng, and Letnia. “He has returned to Verania. There is a prophecy. Spoken by the star dragon. That a darkness would rise and that a counterpart would follow in opposition.” He jerked his head toward me. “Meet the counterpart.”

Feng, Letnia, and Mama all turned to look at me, eyes narrowed.

“Heeeyyy,” I said, suddenly very uncomfortable. I waved awkwardly at what were undoubtedly three of the most powerful people in Verania. “Fun, right? I know I’m having fun.”

Feng shifted, eyes darting around the room. He seemed to focus on oddly specific things, a book on a side table, a vase, the ceiling fan. I didn’t know him well enough to say what he could possibly be doing, but it struck me as strange.

“But how is that possible?” Mama asked Randall.

“Um, because the star dragon said so?” I retorted. “And also, excuse you. I’ll have you know that it’s very possible that there could be a prophecy about me.”

She rolled her perfectly made-up eyes. “I wasn’t talking about that, precious. And I am well aware of your worth. Now shut up and let me speak.”

“That’s what we’re here for,” Randall said. “Because it shouldn’t have been possible.”

The room took on a heavier feel due to Randall’s tone—one I’d never heard before. I’d known Randall to be sad and to be angry. Exasperated or bemused, usually directed toward me. And there were times, though few and far between, that I’d seen him happy. It always seemed to be around Morgan, and that made sense. They’d known each other for centuries. They’d been through so much together. I knew Randall loved Morgan, even if I’d never heard him say as much.

But this?

This was different.

There was more power emanating from him than I’d ever felt. The few people who didn’t know who Randall was upon first sight were quick to dismiss him as a haggard, decrepit old man. But those few people quickly changed their tune the moment his name was uttered, looking upon him with a healthy dose of awe and fear. There had never been one like Randall before. I doubted there would ever be one like him again. He was the wizard, and regardless of what people thought about me, regardless of what Morgan and Randall thought I could become, he was still the most powerful magic user in the known world. He had centuries on me, and since I didn’t plan on living that long, I doubted I would ever be on his level.

Still didn’t mean I wouldn’t give him shit. He was an asshole. I was a dick. It was pretty much my job to fuck with him.

But I wouldn’t do it right now, because the hairs were standing up on the back of my neck, and I felt magic drawing around us. And even though only Morgan and myself could feel it, the others knew something had shifted. Randall was standing a little taller, his shoulders squared. Sure, he was wearing magenta robes and an orange hat that clashed horribly and made it feel like my eyes were being assaulted by a man named Primary Colors, and yes, his beard was scraggly because it looked as if all the hairs had migrated to his ears and/or eyebrows, but holy fuck. If they could feel even only a fraction of what I could, then they would know shit was about to hit the fan.

And I had no idea why.

But it seemed three others in the room did, if the looks on their faces meant anything.

Mama.

Feng.

Letnia.

“I went to the seal,” Randall said. “In the Dark Woods. I thought it safeguarded, but—no matter. It’d been broken, and deliberately so. But not so much split down the middle as having a little piece chipped off. Enough to allow a shadow to leak through, if it was strong enough. And it was done in such a way that it would have been hidden from me.”

“Surely you don’t think—” Letnia started as she placed her cigar in an ashtray on Mama’s desk, the smoke curling up, the embers burning bright.


“Your families were chosen,” Randall interrupted, “because of their strength and power. Because of how deep their blood ran through the veins of Verania. Your great-great-grandparents were tasked with guarding the keys to the seal. They were split because no one person should have ever had the power to break it open. It was locked for a reason.”

“What the hell is going on?” Ryan whispered to me.

I shook my head, because once again, I wasn’t sure. Yet another thing that had been kept from me. I glanced at Morgan, but his eyes were trained on Randall, like he was analyzing every word. But I knew my mentor almost better than anyone. Something was happening, and he was preparing himself. I felt the colors of his magic rolling through mine, the green and gold mixing with the red and violet hues that always seemed to be around him.

“Surely you don’t think that one of us would betray you, do you?” Mama asked, eyes wide. “Randall, we would never—”

“Someone did,” Randall said sharply. “And now Sam has paid the price for that mistake.”

“Um,” I said. “I’m totally okay to be left out of this argument. Whatever this is.”

“Tell him,” Randall said. “Tell him what your families were chosen to do.”

At first no one said anything, and I didn’t think I’d ever been in a more uncomfortable situation. Then Mama said, “After Myrin was banished to the realm of shadows, it was decided that the keys to the seal were too much for one person to have.” She started clicking her nails on the surface of the desk. “If there was ever a resurgence, if the Darks ever tried to bring Myrin back, it’d be far too easy to get the keys if they were all in one place, even if it was one such as Randall who held them. So they were dispersed to three families in Verania, families whose names carried weight, even if it wasn’t necessarily for the right reason.” She smiled ruefully at me. “After all, who could ever believe such a treasure could be given to those who made their money peddling flesh or drugs or weapons.”

“So it was passed down,” I said slowly. “From generation to generation.”

Mama nodded. “Our biggest treasure, our greatest secret. We are the protectors of the keys to the seal where Myrin had been trapped. At first our families were spread out across Verania, but eventually we found ourselves here, in Meridian City. Randall wasn’t pleased by the idea of all of us in one place, but Meridian City has a tendency to become a… distraction from everything important. It was hiding in plain sight. Not that we had anything to hide from. No one had ever come for the keys since they were given to us. Not once. It was almost easy to forget that we had them at all.”

“And now that Sam has confirmed Myrin has risen, that means that one of you has betrayed me,” Randall said, effectively sucking any and all fun out of the room.

“Whoa,” I breathed. “Dude. Heavy.”

“I take umbrage at your tone,” Letnia snapped. “We have done our duty, as our parents did, and their parents before them. We would no more betray you than—”

“Show me the keys,” Randall said.

“Far out,” I whispered fervently. “It’s like a standoff right now! Gary is going to be so pissed he’s not here to see this.”

Morgan smacked me upside the head. “This is serious.”

“I know,” I said, rubbing the back of my head. “That’s why Gary should see this. Can we maybe pause right here and wait until I get him and pick up where you left off?”

Randall stared at me.

“Or not,” I said hastily. “Not is good too. You have my permission to continue on as you were.”

“Your keys,” Randall said again as he turned back toward the others. “Show them to me.” His tone brooked no argument, and if it had been anyone other than Randall, I would have thought it badass.

Mama sighed and stood from her desk. She turned to the wall behind her, where there was a painting of a male courtesan draped seductively on a bed wearing nothing but a dreamy, wicked smile. I choked as she reached up and stroked the length of his painted cock, only to hear a click and a whirring sound, as if gears had started turning.

Then the painting slid to the side, revealing a safe.

“Are you telling me that in order to get to a key that locks the seal to the shadow realm, you have to touch a dick?” I demanded.

“Would you expect anything different from me?”

I thought about it for a second. “No. Actually, that seems about right. Way to stay true to character.”

She twisted the knob on the safe left, left, then right, right, right before pulling on the handle. The door to the safe creaked open, and I could see bundles of paper inside and stacks of gold and coin. She rummaged around, muttering to herself, before saying, “Aha, there you are, you little bastard.” She turned back around and laid the key on the table.

And I was disappointed to see it was exactly that. A key. Like, a regular door key, thick and heavy. Sure, it looked older than fuck, but it was just… normal.

“Huh,” I said. “That was slightly anticlimactic. I really need to learn not to get my hopes up in situations like this. My disappointment is palpable. Like, I can literally taste the disappointment.”

“What did you think it was going to be?” Morgan asked, sounding amused.

I shrugged. “I dunno. Not that. I mean, it’s for a seal to the shadow realm. I at least thought it would be glowing. And shaped like a dragon’s fang. And maybe have jewels set on it. And be inlaid with gold. Most likely priceless.”

“Because of course you did,” Morgan said.

“That’s okay,” I assured him. “I’m used to having my imagination stifled, so. No big deal.”

“The other two, if you please,” Randall said to Letnia and Feng.

Letnia frowned at him, and I thought for a moment that she’d refuse. Which honestly almost made me feel a little bit better, because the thought of Mama being the betrayer curdled my stomach something fierce. I didn’t know what I’d do if she turned out to be evil. All those talks we’d had in the past would have suddenly become her monologuing at me, and even though she was the fiercest drag queen I’d ever met in my life, I would still need to kick her ass for it, something I really wasn’t looking forward to. I didn’t want to get stabbed with a pair of stilettos.

But then Letnia sighed and reached for a string that hung around her neck. She pulled it up and over her head, and a key came out attached to it. She laid it on the desk next to Mama’s. It was similar, maybe a little bit darker, and maybe a little bit more flecked with rust. But it too was just a regular-looking key, and this was probably the worst reveal in the history of all reveals.

I told myself that when I became the King’s Wizard, all my shit would be so much cooler than this. I would never become lame like them. Key to a shadow seal? That shit’s going to be made of motherfucking crystals and require incantations.

I was going to be so awesome.

I sighed forlornly as I stared down at the keys.

“He’s tasting his disappointment again,” Morgan told Randall.

“Kids these days,” Randall scoffed. “If it’s not bright and shiny for their tiny little brains, then they fail to comprehend.”

I couldn’t even argue with that.

“Feng?” Morgan said. “If you would, please. The sooner we deal with this, the better it will be. And then we can—”

“Well,” Feng said. “You zay dat’s vhat you vant. But I can’t do dat.”

I looked up slowly.

Feng stood on the opposite side of the desk. His coat was now open, and strapped to his waist and chest were what appeared to be tiny wooden spheres, dangling down and swaying back and forth as he moved.

In one hand he held Letnia’s discarded cigar, the end glowing brightly.

In his other, he held Justin by the throat.

My vision tunneled, focusing on the fingers around the Prince’s neck, cataloging every indentation of skin, every shift of Feng’s thumb. My job, my one job above all others, was to keep the King and the Prince safe. It was the one lesson that had been stressed to me over and over again. The Castle Guard would lay down their lives for the Crown if the threat should call for it, but it was the Wizard’s job to lay waste to any threat to begin with.

I started forward, but Morgan put his hand on my shoulder, squeezing so tightly that it stung against the lightning-tree scar. I knew he didn’t mean to hurt me, but it parted the red sheen of rage that had fallen over my eyes.

Ryan stood next to me, bouncing on his feet slowly, hands up in front of him in fists, ready to move when signaled.

Letnia stood where she had before, jaw dropped, confusion on her face.

Mama looked more furious than I’d ever seen her.

And Randall?

Randall said, “You’re making a mistake.”

And he said it with such ease.

Feng laughed. “A miztake? I tink not. I tink you’ll find it iz you who iz miztaken, old wizzzard. Now, I know yer magic iz… large. But you zee dees tings on me? Dey are filled with a concoction of my own making. Quite… explosive. Dere would be nothing left of the Prince. Or any of you.”

“I’m totally going to save you,” I told Justin, hopefully to calm him down if he was freaking out. “You don’t even have to worry. I got you, dude.”

“Somehow, that’s not as comforting as you think it is,” Justin said through gritted teeth.

“You motherfucking cocksucker!” Mama bellowed at him, causing Feng to take a step back. “Are you fucking serious? I’m going to tear you apart piece by piece, and just when you’re gagging on your own blood, I’m going to rip your dick off and shove it down your throat!”

“Holy violence,” I whispered in awe. “That was graphic.”

“How did you think this was going to end?” Randall asked, as if he had all the time in the world. “What did you think you were going to accomplish here?”

Feng grinned. The gold teeth flashed. “Got you all in one room, didn’t I?”

“It’s a mothercracking trap,” Ryan growled, and I was so proud of him for controlling his language in this dire time. It was the mark of a true knight. I needed to fuck him nice and hard later if we made it out of this alive. Positive reinforcement and all that.

“Your key is gone?” Randall asked.

“Crumbled against da lock,” Feng agreed. “Not enough to open, but enough to crack. Myrin did da rest. Iz time for da Darks. Offers were made. Here iz how this will work. I leave with da Prince. Any move made and he will die before you blink.”

He began to edge his way toward the door.

“Feng,” Letnia said. “You are making a mistake. Do you not see the people in this room? In what world do you see yourself coming out alive at the end of this? And even if it was just Mama and myself, you had to have known we would destroy you.”

“Dere are tings far greater than I,” Feng said. “But he will reward me. And it will be glorious.”

“This is why the Darks gathered,” Morgan said. “Because you were supposed to bring the Prince? But you couldn’t have known we would bring him with us to Meridian City. How could you—”

“It was meant to be the boy wizard,” Feng said, shooting me a look. “Thought dere would be more time, but you asked about da keys already. This is improvising. A prince in da place of a wizard? Seems fair to me.”

“What did he want with Sam?” Ryan snapped at him as we turned with every step Feng took toward the door.

Feng shrugged. “Not my concern. Dis is as good as it gets. Prince, open da door.”

“Fuck your face,” Justin snarled.

“Maybe later,” Feng said. “If dere iz time.”

Justin struggled against him, but Feng squeezed his throat even harder, and I knew if we got out of all this, there’d be bruises in the shape of a handprint around his neck.

And that, well.

That pissed me off.

“Justin, do it,” I said, struggling to keep my voice even. “Open the door. It won’t matter, because he’s not going to get very far. You can trust me on that.”

“Dat so?” Feng eyed me up and down. “You tink you can stop me?”

I grinned at him, wicked sharp. “Oh, I know I can. You know what your problem is? And it’s funny, because it’s a common one, so don’t blame yourself too much for it. But you’ve underestimated me. That was a big mistake, and probably your last.”

And there was a flicker of something akin to fear in his eyes that warmed me greatly. It also helped that no one would be able to argue later how badass I sounded. If only my clothes were billowing, this moment would have been perfect.

“If you get me killed, Sam,” Justin said, “I’m going to haunt you for the rest of your miserably short life, I swear to the gods.”

“Good,” I said. “Because we’re best friends 5eva. I wouldn’t expect any less from you. I am so happy you realized that now, right at this moment. I’ll never let you forget it.”

“I hate you so much.”

“Nah. You’re just being held captive by a villain who was stupid enough to take you in front of three wizards, a knight commander, an angry drag queen, and a lady with a glittery eye patch. You’re going to be just fine.”

A pause. Then, “Yeah. Hearing that makes me realize I should have stayed at the castle.”

“Nah, it’s good for you to get out every now and then. Remember how it was before you were kidnapped? You were such an asshole. Now look at you. Having adventures and getting captured. It’s almost like we’re the same person!”

“Oh gods,” Justin moaned. “Maybe I should just go with Feng. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about being like Sam of Wilds for very much longer.”

“Your mouth is saying no,” I told him solemnly. “But your heart is saying yes.”

“Enough,” Feng growled. “Open. Da. Door.”

Justin glanced at me one last time.

I nodded at him.

He sighed… and reached for the doorknob.

I had to think of a plan. I couldn’t let him get out of the Tilted Cross with Justin still his prisoner. I didn’t know who was waiting for Feng outside the brothel, ready to spirit them away the moment they stepped out into the sunlight. Granted, he first needed to make it down the hall, then down the stairs, and to the front door before that happened.

This certainly sounded like a plan thought up by the Darks.

It was fucking ridiculous.


Also, Feng was essentially a gigantic bomb, so. Yeah.

Completely fucking ridiculous.

Justin turned the doorknob slowly.

It clicked in the silence.

And there Feng stood, Justin in one hand, a burning cigar in the other, grinning at us like he thought he’d already made it free, strapped to the hilt with whatever it was on his chest, and as the door began to open, I followed his gaze as his eyes darted around the room yet again.

And I could see then. What he saw.

Those little wooden spheres.

They were stuffed everywhere in the room.

Oh sure, they were hidden away, but now that I knew what I was looking for, now that I knew this motherfucking asshole had no intention of letting us go, I could see exactly what his plan was.

The Darks came.

They knew movement would show on the map.

Myrin told me about marching upon Meridian City.

He knew we would come here.

And he’d gotten us all in a single room.

A single room with dozens of Feng’s bombs.

But see, even as this realization crashed over me, even as I was convinced that we were all about to die and I was going to fail my one godsdamned job, I should have had more faith. I should have realized that the star dragon, and maybe even the gods themselves, had a vested interest in keeping me alive.

They were supposed to be impartial.

But I didn’t really think that they were.

Gods sucked, but they weren’t evil.

And if I was going to face Myrin in some awesomely epic showdown where I’d ultimately emerge victorious and live happily ever after, then of course something was going to happen to get us out of this situation.


The doorknob turned.

Justin pulled the door open.

Feng said, “Dis has been fun, but iz time for—”

“What in the holy fucking balls of shit is all this, then?” a loud (and much beloved) voice screeched. I’d never been happier to hear that grating sound in my life.

Feng turned.

Gary stood in the doorway, glitter starting to drift off him in that way it did when he was really working his way up into a rage. There was no love lost between Justin and him, but even Gary understood the importance of the Prince.

Tiggy stood next to him, cocking his head at Feng like a gigantic puppy. “Hi.”

And for a moment, I almost felt bad for Feng and for what was about to happen to him.

I shouted, “Tiggy! You smash that motherfucker!”

The inquisitive expression immediately fell off his face, and the half-giant snarled at Feng. “TIGGY SMASH!”

“Oh my goodness,” Feng whispered. “Dis iz gonna—”

Tiggy didn’t even give him a chance to finish his sentence. His fist was already cocked back by the time Feng had uttered his first word.

There are certain benefits in having a half-giant as a best friend. One, a half-giant tends to have a really awesome face made for smiling that you just want to squish between your hands as you kiss their nose. Two, they give the best hugs, these all-encompassing things that cause your bones to creak. Three, they are so much smarter than people give them credit for, even if they tend to speak differently than most. Four, they are more loyal than any other creature you could ever meet.

And five, they love to smash.

Feng didn’t stand a chance.

Ryan was already moving by the time Tiggy’s fist collided with Feng’s face. Feng was knocked back, head jerking to the right, blood and shards of teeth spraying from his mouth. Justin went flying too but was caught by Ryan before he could hit the floor. There was a moment when Justin looked up at Ryan with stars in his eyes that I considered shoving one of Feng’s bombs up his ass just to see what would happen, but I pushed it away, watching as Feng flew back against Mama’s desk with a loud crack before he slumped to the floor. A few of the bombs fell to the floor and split, spilling black powder in little trails in his lap and along the floor. Feng groaned, his face not exactly the same shape it’d been just a minute before.

Letnia stood in front of Mama, shielding her even as Mama tried to shove her aside. Gary was cooing at Tiggy, who looked pleased with himself. Morgan and Randall started to relax. Justin and Ryan stood, and Ryan looked toward me, arching an eyebrow, asking silently if I’d seen how badass he was. Gods, he was so hot. A douchebag, sure, but I wanted to ruin him.

Then Feng laughed.

I looked down at the bloody wasteland that was his face. There was a broken tooth stuck in blood on his chin. His nose was curved to the right. I could see the impression of Tiggy’s fist on his left cheek. One eye was already swelling shut. He was a mess, a gross, disgusting tragedy, but he was smiling and laughing, and it was the most horrible sound I’d ever heard.

I hunkered down in front of him, his one good eye tracking my movement even as he chuckled still. “Sorry about that,” I said. “But you know how it is. You threaten a half-giant’s family, half-giant messes up your whole face. Don’t know if it’s that funny, though. Unless somehow the joke’s gone over my head. Which, okay. Sometimes that happens.”

“Not… that,” he said. “You… tink… you’ve won.”

“We have,” I told him as kindly as I could. “Today, we have. And we will win the rest of it too. That’s the difference between us and the Darks. We know—”

“You talk. And talk.”

“It’s certainly not monologuing, if that’s what you’re—”

“Here. I show you.”

I cocked my head at him.

“Behold,” he said, nodding toward his lap.

I looked down.

Black powder coated his front where the wooden spheres had cracked or broken. Some were still intact. Up close, I could smell it now, the powder. It was sharp and dank, like the Dark Woods after it rained. I thought maybe there were notes of wormwood and agrimony, pungent and thick. It was all over the floor underneath him. Underneath me.

And then I saw it.

The smoke curling up from his fisted hand, which rested on his lap.

He laughed again as his fingers unfurled.

The cigar. Letnia’s cigar. Squished from his grip.

But the tip was still lit. There was a burn mark on his palm, the skin blistered and red.

“Boom,” Feng said with a bloody grin, and tipped the cigar so it rolled off his fingers toward a pile of the black powder.

I didn’t have time to think. I could hear him laughing. I could feel the blood rushing in my head, could feel my heart bursting in my chest, the only thoughts in my head bright and flashing NO NO NO NO.

The cigar hit the powder and ignited.

NO NO NO—

There was a flash and—

Seconds turned to hours, because one moment there was ignition, and the next, Morgan was at my side, arms stretched out wide, palms facing forward. I felt his magic roll right over me as he started to swing his arms forward. The room around us burst into a kaleidoscope of color as his hands clapped together, the sound as loud as thunder. And then he spread his hands again, just as quickly, and there was such power that I was gagging on it and—

The powder reacted and Feng exploded.

But it was contained. It was controlled. The explosion arced outward, fire reaching, burning, but it stopped before it could overtake me or anyone else in the room. It was like there was a spherical barrier that surrounded Feng, turning back the strength of the fire he’d carried upon himself. The fire had no place else to go, so it curled in on itself violently. And if I focused, if I looked just hard enough, I could see the outline of the sphere, the curve of it, the shifting colors faint along its surface mixing with arcane symbols I’d never seen before. I could barely make out Feng inside the sphere, but part of Mama’s desk must have been caught inside the magic, as the flames crawled along it, scarring and scorching the wood, splintering it off in pieces at the force of it.

Morgan had caught it in time using magic I’d never seen before. The rest of the little bombs in the office were unaffected.

I looked up at him slowly, barely able to tear my gaze away from the display in front of me. He stood above me, robes billowing, a look of extraordinary concentration on his face, hands spread apart and curved, like he was holding the sphere. A bead of sweat dripped down his cheek.

“What the fuck,” I breathed reverently.

The fire was… alive in a way I’d never seen before. It was almost snakelike in the way it roiled and twisted in whatever prison Morgan had trapped it in. It moved jerkily, pressing against some invisible wall. It was bright, casting shadows upon the walls and floors. And even though it was confined, I could still feel the heat of it against my face.

It wasn’t normal, though. Because if Morgan had done what I thought he had, then it should have already scorched through all the oxygen in the bubble he’d trapped it in.

But still it burned.

Feng was… no longer alive. I could barely make him out through the flames. Or rather, what was left of him. But instead of charred flesh and blood spilled, it looked as if he’d turned to ash, remaining wholly intact. Whatever had happened to him had happened quickly.

Most everyone else in the room was as entranced as I was. Because even if they didn’t necessarily understand exactly what was happening, they at least had a beginning grasp of the extent of the magic being used. My own magic was wide and expansive, wild and untamed. The strength Morgan had, the sheer control over his magic, over whatever Dark fire had ignited from Feng’s powder, was almost beyond anything I’d seen before.

It was one thing to uncontrollably decimate a sea of sand mermaids after giving in to fear and anger. But this was specific. This was tight and neat and so far beyond anything I could do. This was what decades—even centuries—of experience brought forth. If I could even be half the wizard that Morgan was, I’d be doing just fine.

I didn’t know how hard it was. I remembered the way I’d felt after the sand mermaids and Myrin, my body depleted and sore from expending so much energy at once.

To have the concentration that Morgan was exhibiting was just—

Gods. Morgan was a hard-core motherfucker.

Randall moved first. He came to stand next to Morgan and placed a hand on his shoulder. Morgan’s hands were shaking, but the tremors lessened at Randall’s touch. And it hit me then, maybe more than it had ever before, just how much these two had been through, how much they must have meant to each other. I knew how I felt every time Morgan was near, like I was safe. Like I was home.

I wondered if it was the same for them. Morgan was my mentor. I would do anything for him.

Randall had been his mentor. If they were anything like Morgan and me, then I had severely underestimated Randall’s… well. Randall’s everything.

The fire burned brighter.

It began to thrash back and forth, and I thought there were the tiniest pulses of light against whatever walls that surrounded it, little ripples that echoed along the surface of the bubble. I thought I saw the brief outline of arcane symbols (triangles and stars and crescent moons that only appeared toward the back of Morgan’s Grimoire, a place he wouldn’t let me study for long, saying I wasn’t ready for such things), but they were gone before I could see them clearly.

And then Randall spoke in a tone I’d never heard before, soft and kind.

He said, “There is containment.”

Morgan sighed and hung his head.

Randall said, “And now there must be compression.”

“It’s bigger,” Morgan muttered. “Bigger than I thought it would be. This is… isn’t normal. It’s from him. It feels like him.”

As long as I lived, I hoped I never again had to see the look of utter devastation that crossed Randall’s face. It was brief, no more than a second or two, but it was there, because there was no doubt who Morgan was speaking about.

This thing, this fire, was from Myrin.

And if Myrin had sent it with Feng, if this whole thing had been a trap, then Myrin had meant for Morgan and Randall to get caught in it.

“It doesn’t matter,” Randall said. “Not now. Morgan. Compress.”

Morgan gritted his teeth, his fingers twitching into hooks, and the fire fought harder, like it knew what he was trying to do. I didn’t know what he was trying to do, not exactly, but the context was there.

Containment.

Compression.

Randall was helping him. I didn’t know how, but just being there, a hand on his shoulder, was helping. Maybe it would have been enough. Maybe they could have handled it on their own.

But they’d done that before. They’d handled Myrin on their own, and I was beginning to understand just how much that must have torn at their hearts and souls.

And I’d been the asshole, making things worse for them with my anger. With my disdain. Maybe they should have come for me sooner, given my parents the life they deserved from the start. And maybe I would never understand why they didn’t, why they left us to be as we were until that day in the alley.

And yet….

Some part of them had to have known it would be him. Myrin. The star dragon hadn’t been specific, not to Vadoma. And even though this dark man in shadows could have been any villain mired in ridiculous machinations, some part of them had to have known that Myrin would rise again. Even if they hadn’t said it out loud, even if they’d only thought it in the darkest parts of the night, lying awake and thinking what if, what if, what if. They had to have known.

Brother. Cornerstone.

They weren’t alone in this.

I took my place on Morgan’s other side, putting my hand on his shoulder, mirroring Randall. I swallowed thickly at the thrum of energy under my fingers. It was distinctly Morgan, with bright flashes of Randall running through it, but it was different. Bigger, somehow. And it felt far, far older than Morgan’s magic ever had.

They both looked over at me in surprise.

I grinned at them and shrugged. “I wanted to be one of the cool kids, I guess. It’s not every day that Randall gets all touchy-feely. Of course I’m gonna get in on this shit. Oh, and by the way, Randall, I’m giving you so much crap for this later. And maybe even a hug, if I think you won’t make my insides go on my outside.”

“No promises,” Randall warned.

“Good!” I said cheerfully. “Now that that’s squared away, what say we kill this motherfucking fire bullshit and then go kick some ass?”

“Sam—”

I shook my head at Morgan. “It’s not just you two anymore. Not with this. Not with him.”

They both looked shocked.

I was rather pleased with myself for that. “Just… we’ll figure it out, okay? But later. Let’s get rid of this thing before it gets out of control. You know Mama would murder us if her office went up in flames. And in case you hadn’t noticed, there’s at least a dozen of those little bombs shoved in the shelves over there.”

“That motherfucker,” Mama growled. “Sam, part of your magic had better be bringing things back to life, because I am going to murder him.”

And that—

My skin started to buzz—

Everything stuttered a little bit after that, didn’t it?

Because I could do that. If I wanted to. If I thought hard enough.

Couldn’t I?

Randall looked at me sharply as I took in a—

(The colors whirled around me, a spinning corona of light that pooled between my cupped hands, so bright I almost had to look away. It began to cascade downward, like a waterfall, the drops of light spreading along the ground, pulsating slowly. The forest faded around me. The sky above darkened. Everything else faded away.

I thought, It isn’t fair.

And then something hooked itself into my head and heart and pulled.

The air sizzled around me.

The lights grew brighter, and I had to—

There was a flutter of wings against my palm, the barest of touches as the bird came back to life.

I took in a—)

(And there I was, standing in the throne room, my beloved on a stone slab, eyes closed, skin pale, and he was young, and I closed my eyes and opened them and then he was old, and it didn’t matter, because I would lose him, one way or another. The star dragon had told me there would be loss, Vadoma had shown me the same, and either Ryan would fall at the hands of an enemy or he would be pulled away by the hands of Death when he was old and gray, and I would be stuck here, young and almost immortal, watching almost everyone I loved dying around me while I survived.

I thought, It isn’t fair.

It isn’t fair.

It isn’t fair.

But it wouldn’t have to stay that way, would it? Because I had brought the bird back. I’d brought it back, and all it’d taken was the life of the earth around me, the trees and the grass. They’d been blackened, but it’d been a small price to pay for a life, and it would take more, sure, it would probably take a lot more, but it’d be worth it. Even if I blackened the whole of Verania, it’d be worth it because he would be at my side. No matter how many times he passed through the veil, I could call him back again and again and again.

I took in a—)

—great, gasping breath.

“Sam,” Randall said, and even though he couldn’t know what I was thinking of, couldn’t know the memory that ran through me like lightning, the tone of voice suggested he knew something. Randall was powerful, but he wasn’t omniscient. But the problem was that he was eerily prescient, and that didn’t bode well for me.

“I got it,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’m here.”

His gaze lingered on me for a moment longer, searching for what, I didn’t know. Somehow I was able to look him directly in the eye, not allowing myself to be the first to turn away. My skin crawled, but I held his gaze because he didn’t expect me to.

It only lasted a moment longer. He looked back at Morgan, who was sweating profusely. “Compress,” he said again.

I squeezed Morgan’s shoulder, glad for the distraction. There were more important things to focus on, and maybe if I was lucky, Randall would forget all about it by the time we were done.

Granted, I was never lucky about stuff like that, but at least it’d give me some time to make something up. I could bullshit with the best of them. It was a talent I’d picked up a long, long time ago, and it had helped me out of more situations than I cared to remember.

But that didn’t matter right now.

Now was about my mentor, and the fact that he was about to do something I didn’t think was possible.

Morgan compressed.

At first, nothing happened.

Then the fire began to writhe frantically like it knew something was coming. It whipped back and forth, and those little pulses of light became larger and larger, the ripples shooting across the surface until the outlines of the bubble became evident. I almost moved forward to touch it, wanting to feel the strength of it under my fingertips, but Morgan grunted, and I stayed by his side.

The arcane symbols were more pronounced, and even though I recognized some of them, I couldn’t make out what they meant. They were combined in ways that made no sense to me. This was a level of magic far beyond my comprehension, and the best I could do was to push into Morgan, the green and gold mingling and twisting through him. It felt… odd in a way it’d never felt before. It was like we were surging—

There was a loud crack, and the bubble shrank by half, compressing the fire inside of it.

Morgan’s shoulder tensed under my hand.

He closed his fingers further.

The bubble shrank again, the sound harsh and grating.

The fire had no place to move.

I had to squint my eyes against the brightness of it. The heat.

Another crack and it looked like the brightest star in the night sky, small and oh-so far away.

I pushed.

I felt Randall do the same.

Morgan closed his hands into fists.

The room shook around us, the ground tilting beneath us, and then—

The light burst, a shock wave knocking us off our feet.

That most certainly did not feel good against the bruises that already covered my body. “Gods,” I muttered without opening my eyes. “I am spending far too much time on my back recently.”

“You slut,” a voice said from the other side of the room. “You told me that Ryan was a big fat bottom. Why are you on your back? You know reverse cowgirl is racist.”

“You told him what?” Ryan growled.

I sighed as I opened my eyes. “I was drunk.”

“You lying sack of crap,” Gary said. “You were sober. Completely and utterly sober.”

I sat up.

Mama’s office was in disarray. Paintings hung crooked off the walls, books knocked off the shelves. Those little wooden spheres that Feng had hidden in the room were lying on the floor, fuses unlit.

Everyone had been thrown to the floor. Tiggy was helping Gary sit up in the hallway, brushing his mane back out of his eyes. Justin sat propped up against the wall near Mama’s desk. He looked slightly dazed but otherwise unharmed. Mama was spitting mad as she pushed herself to her feet, glaring down at one of her stilettos where the spiked heel had been broken. Letnia adjusted her eye patch, staring at the blackened form that had once been Feng. Morgan was brushing his hand over his beard, and Randall was brushing his hand over his eyebrows, trying unsuccessfully to bring some order to them.

Ryan was on his hands and knees, shuffling toward me. He had a small cut above his right eye, and I felt a dark twist of anger at the sight of him having been hurt. It was such a small thing, but I didn’t like it when he bled. He seemed to do that a lot. It was unacceptable.

“It’s fine,” he said, knowing that look on my face.

“It’s not fine.”

“Now you know how I feel every time you get thrown into a building or decide to explode things such as yourself. Which, by the way, why do things always have to explode with you?”

“It looks cooler that way,” I said.


“Right. Of course that’s the reason.”

“Please, you like it when I do magic.”

He rolled his eyes. “Maybe I’ve started to change my mind.”

I snorted. “Riiiiight. You’re telling me that you didn’t get a boner watching what we just did.”

He looked horrified as he started to blush. “Sam,” he hissed at me, eyes darting to Morgan and Randall. “Shut your gosh darn mouth.”

I grinned at him. “Dude, I love you so hard. You don’t even know.”

I could see him trying to remain stern, but then those little crinkles around his eyes appeared, as they always did when he was happy about something. “Yeah, yeah,” he said, even though we both knew that was bullshit.

“And I notice you didn’t deny the boner thing.”

“Sam!”

Mama stalked over to Feng’s prone remains, growled low in her throat, and gave a swift roundhouse kick to the side of his head. It exploded in a dark snowfall of soot and ash. “That’s what you get for fucking with Mama,” she spat down at headless Feng. “You bitch.” Then she squared her shoulders, brushed her hands down her corset, turned to me, and said, “Precious, we really need to talk about the things that seem to happen when you come here. My possessions certainly aren’t cheap. Though I suppose this is the perfect time to redecorate. Maybe something a little more modern.”

I gave her my most winsome of smiles. “I’m a trouble magnet. My bad. Sorry about that.”

But before she could say another word, there came the loud roar of a furious dragon that reverberated through the walls of the Tilted Cross.

I sighed. Of course it wasn’t over.

“That was Kevin!” Gary exclaimed, eyes wide. “Not that I care at all if he’s in trouble and possibly dying and crying out for me to come save him! But someone should probably help him. You know. Because it’s the right thing to do.”

I stared at him.

The skin under his right eye twitched.

I stared at him some more.

He took off down the hallway, bellowing loudly about how he had to do everything himself because he was surrounded by incompetent idiots, leaving a large trail of glitter behind him.

Tiggy ran after him, screaming his battle cry.

“Gods,” I said. “I love those assholes.”

I pushed myself up and ran after them, because I would follow them anywhere.

Ryan wasn’t far behind me.






Chapter 5: Getting Sucked Through a Hole

 

 

MOISHE RAN past us up the stairs, heading toward Mama’s office. I knew he’d keep her safe.

Tiggy and Gary had already burst through the doors of the brothel. Ryan and I followed behind them, skidding to a halt over the cobblestones, almost crashing into Tiggy’s back. The sunshine was warm and blinding after the low candlelight of the brothel. The people of Meridian City stood stock still, eyes trained toward the sky.

“What the fuck—” I started but was interrupted by another loud roar coming from somewhere above us.

I looked up in time to see Kevin flying over the walls of Meridian City, facing toward the Dark Woods. Bright lights burst around him, as if spells were being shot up from the ground below. They glanced off his scales, exploding like fireworks. He reared back in midair, his gigantic wings flapping, and I heard him take a deep, guttural breath.

“Uh-oh,” Tiggy said succinctly as people around us began to whimper.

A great blast of fire shot from Kevin’s gaping maw. It hurtled toward the ground on the other side of the wall, where it exploded in a fireball quickly chased by a black plume of smoke that began to rise toward the sky.

“I forget sometimes that he can do that,” Gary said faintly. “Do me a favor and please ignore my erection.”

“Gross,” I said. “And it’s hard to ignore when it’s right there.”

“Don’t look at it! You know I’m shy.”

“Bullshit.”

“Yeah, okay. That was a lie. Look at it all you want. Jealously, of course.”

“Maybe not the time,” Ryan pointed out.

“…he said jealously,” Gary muttered under his breath.

I took a deep breath and pulled my magic toward me, the green and gold skirting along the edges of my vision.

“Ungh,” Ryan said, eyes slightly glassy as he watched me. “I forget sometimes that you can do that. Do me a favor and please ignore my—”

“What the hell,” Gary snapped. “We’re obviously in the middle of a crisis, and you’re popping boners? Good gods, Ryan. Sam! Control your bitch!”

“I like all of you,” Tiggy said.

“Aww,” Gary and I said.

And then from above came an angry scream of pain. I looked in time to see arcs of blood falling from a ragged hole in Kevin’s left wing. I didn’t know how it’d happened, as dragons were impervious to most kinds of magic, but Kevin was struggling to stay in the air, his left wing folded against his side, his right one flapping strenuously. He was sinking lower and lower in the air, and I was pissed. I remembered his story about how men had come to try to take his blood, how a tattooed man had come for one of his hearts. He had been scared then, because he didn’t have anyone. He’d been alone.

But here he was, fighting for us, and he’d gotten hurt because of it.

That wasn’t okay. At all.

And apparently not for his ex-husband either, as Gary shrieked his name and took off down the streets of Meridian City, heading toward the front gates. Tiggy chased after him in wide strides, the cobblestones cracking beneath his feet.

Ryan had his sword drawn before Kevin sank out of sight on the other side of the wall. I was about to lead the way when Morgan and Randall came out of the Tilted Cross behind us.

“Kevin’s been hurt,” I told them. “Outside Meridian City. Gary and Tiggy are already headed that way. We have to—”

“Take Ryan,” Randall said to Morgan. “Make for the gate. Sam and I will flank them. Don’t tarry.”

“What?” I snapped. “We don’t have time to reach the back gates. It’ll take too long!”

“We won’t be going to the back gates,” Randall said.

“But we—”

“Sam.”

I shook my head, biting my tongue.


Ryan looked hesitant, but Morgan was already dragging him away before he could say anything. I waved him off before he could try to come back. He nodded at me, then turned and began to run through the city with Morgan. I liked seeing him go almost as much as I liked watching him come.

Randall was staring at me as I turned back toward him. “What?” I asked him, suddenly feeling defensive.

“We’re going to have a long talk, you and I,” he said ominously.

That… wasn’t good. “I didn’t do it, whatever it is.”

He cocked a massive eyebrow at me. “You don’t even know what I’m talking about.”

“And I’d rather not, if I’m being honest.”

“Sometimes we have to do the things we don’t want to do. I am going to hold your hand.”

“Um. Excuse me?”

Randall sighed and rolled his eyes toward the heavens. He said something under his breath that I couldn’t make out, but I told myself he was giving me the best of compliments and just didn’t want me to know. “I’m going to hold your hand.”

“Oh. Uh. Okay? Are you… scared?”

“And we’re going to run.”

“I can keep up! You don’t need to hold my hand. I’m pretty sure I can outrun you. They probably hadn’t even invented running yet when you were born.”

“I regret the day you turned those boys to stone.”

“Lie,” I said. “You like me. Somewhat.”

He glared at me.

“Don’t even. Morgan told me you think I’m super awesome.”

“Really. Morgan told you that I thought you were super awesome.”

“Okay, he didn’t exactly say it like that, but he might as well have! There was intent behind being damned with faint praise.”

“Gods help us all.” Randall grabbed my hand and pulled me until we were running at a good pace. He moved fast for an old fucker.

“I have a boyfriend,” I said quickly. “So no funny business.”

“I don’t think you have to worry about that.”

“Oh, please. I’m a catch. If I ever tried to woo you, you’d be swept off your feeeeeeAAAAAAAHHHH—”

I had never been teleported anywhere before.

I would be okay if I never had to repeat that process in my entire lifetime.

Because it sucked.

One moment we were running away from the Tilted Cross and I was randomly holding the dry, wrinkled hand of the oldest person in the world while—for some reason—trying to convince him that I could totally bone him if I wanted to.

And then the next, everything was swirling around us like it had been caught in some kind of vortex. It felt like I was being compacted, my entire body being shoved into the tiniest of spaces as I was yanked off my feet. The wind was rushing in my ears and Randall’s grip was biting into my hand, but I couldn’t be bothered with it, given that I was screaming at the sucking sensation, like we were being pulled under or through the surface of Meridian City.

It only lasted a couple of seconds before the feeling reversed, like I was beginning to expand. I was unfolding, the sounds around us as loud as they’d ever been. Then my feet hit solid ground, and I took a stumbling step forward, Randall’s hand still in my own, even though I was sweating profusely, my palm slick in his.

We were outside the walls of Meridian City, the trees of the Dark Woods swaying in the distance.

“There,” Randall said, dropping my hand, wiping his own down the front of his robes. “As usual, you made a big deal out of nothing.”

I promptly threw up on his shoes.

“Oops,” I said, a string of bile hanging from my lips as my stomach clenched. “Sorry, dude.”

“Must everything about you be so vexing?” he growled at me.

“You just sucked me through a hole.” I paused, considering. Then, “Okay, I really need to work on my phrasing. But you get what I mean. Also, what the fuck was that? You could have warned me of the suckage!” I frowned. “That still didn’t come out right.”

“Funny,” Randall said, grimacing down as he tried to shake the vomit off his shoes. “Justin didn’t seem to have a problem with it. I guess that’s yet another thing he can do better than you.”

“Hey! Low blow, bro!”

“Yes, yes. How hard your life must be. Now, do you want to continue with your inane prattling, or do you want to help that dragon of yours?”

In the end, though, there really wasn’t much to be done. We rounded a corner toward where Kevin had fallen in time to see him bite the head off a Dark wizard, a gout of blood shooting up into the air. His injured wing was held gently against his side. Kevin’s lips pulled back in disgust before he spat out the head in a lick of fire.

Gary, for his part, was shimmering with copious amounts of glitter that swirled around him. A Dark wizard was running toward him, but Gary spun around quickly and kicked his back legs out just as the Dark reached him. Unicorn hooves collided with Dark wizard ribs, and in the end, it really wasn’t a contest, as the idiot flew back, skidding against the ground before coming to a stop, unmoving.

Tiggy was, of course, doing as a Tiggy did: smashing the ever-living daylights out of anything and everything that was threatening those around him. His fists were red, and he had a bit of gore on his face. He made a rather frightening figure. I was damn proud of him. And maybe a little jealous.

By the time Morgan and Ryan came running from the other side, the couple dozen or so Dark wizards that had apparently been waiting for Feng to bring me to them were burned to a crisp, smashed into a pulp, had met dragon’s teeth, or were running screaming into the Dark Woods. I made to go after them, but Randall gripped my shoulder tightly, shaking his head.

And as much as I disagreed with him, I knew he had a point. It was better to have stragglers tell others what had happened. It might incite them, but it also could instill them with fear. And scared Darks were Darks who made mistakes.

And as a bonus, it would most likely piss off Myrin, who had now been essentially bested twice in the span of a few days.

“Wow,” I said so everyone could hear me. “I just came to the realization that we might be the most badass group of badasses that has ever badassed. I don’t know what to do with this information. I feel like there should be confetti. And medals. Can I have a medal?”

“You threw up on my feet,” Randall said.

“Oh. Right. Well, karma sucks, and all that. Still think I’d be okay if someone gave me a medal.”

Ryan gingerly stepped over what remained of the Darks (and almost put his foot on a liver) and made his way over to me. “You’ve got something gross on your chin,” he said. “How the hell did you get out here before us?”

I scowled as I used my arm to wipe the remains of my first time teleporting off me. “Randall’s fault.”

“Sam can’t handle my magic,” Randall said. “More’s the pity, I suppose.”

Before I could make his nose a dick, Ryan cupped my face, making me look away from Randall and at him instead. “You okay?”

I sighed. “I’m fine. Just… didn’t expect it.”

“I would kiss you, but you smell bad.”

“Thanks.”

“Yeah. Thought you should know.”

“No, really. Thanks.”

“I do want to kiss you, though. I’m just not going to. Maybe for a long time.”

I laughed and shoved him away. “Bastard,” I said, sounding disgustingly fond.

“You love me.”

“Don’t even know why.”

“Gods, you guys are literally standing on top of the bodies of your enemies and have still found a way to make the situation worse with your flirting. There is a time and place for that, and it’s behind closed doors so none of us have to witness the travesty that is your relationship.”

I shoved Ryan out of the way and hopped through Dark remains to stand in front of Justin, who was glaring at me. City guards were making their way toward us, and if there were any Darks left alive, I was sure they’d be taken to the city jail. Morgan or Randall would need to make sure their cells were warded so the Darks couldn’t use magic to break out.

“Why are you so pale?” Justin asked as I stepped over a finger in the grass. Then his nose wrinkled as he took a step back. “And why do you smell like that? Sam, you stay away. If you even think of touching me, I will find a way to make your life a living hell for the rest of my days. You do not get to put your sick on me.”

I stopped just in front of him, smiling as widely as possible. I hoped there was no vomit in my teeth. “You came to Meridian City because you were worried about me.”

“Go fuck yourself,” he said coolly.

“Nah,” I said, ready to take our friendship to the next level. “I’ve got your ex-boyfriend for that.”

He gaped at me.

I waggled my eyebrows at him.

He snorted and shook his head begrudgingly. “Okay, Haversford. That was… good. I mean, I really want to stab you with a sword, but I’ll give you that one.”

“Best friends 5eva!”

“Oh for fuck’s sake.”

“This must be awkward for you,” Randall said to Ryan.

“You have no idea,” Ryan muttered, trying to scrape Dark wizard off the bottom of his boot.

“How do you survive?” Randall said dryly. Then, “Morgan, a word, if you please.”

That couldn’t possibly be good, especially since both of them glanced at me before walking far enough away that I couldn’t hear them, no matter how hard I tried.

But before I could devise a way to listen in on whatever they were saying (because I just knew they were whispering about me, the jerks), my name was bellowed in such a way that said that if I didn’t respond, I was going to have one pissed-off unicorn on my hands.

And nobody wanted that.

Gary looked furious as he stood beside Kevin, glitter still sloughing off him in small bursts. Tiggy was standing next to him, running a finger up and down Gary’s snout, one of the few things that could get Gary to calm down.


Kevin was staring mournfully at the ragged hole through his wing, which was a lot bigger than I’d initially thought. The edges were bloody and frayed, but it looked as if the bleeding had slowed.

“Look at this,” Gary snapped as I came up next to them. “Would you just look at this. He’s got a hole in him, Sam. A hole.”

“I can see that,” I said lightly as I made my way toward them. “Kevin, all right?”

“I’m hideous,” Kevin said sadly. “Who is going to want to climb all over my junk now? I can’t even fly when it’s like this. What good am I if I can’t fly? Do you know what that makes me, Sam? I’m a lizard now. I’m just a gigantic lizard who can’t fly because of the hole in his wing.”

“Oh, you,” I said, trying my best to be empathetic. “Oh, just… you. You’ll be all right, friend. Okay, my guy? It’s… not even that noticeable. You’ll be totes fine.” I added, “Buddy,” for good measure.

Gary and Tiggy both turned slowly to look at me.

“What?” I asked.

“You are the worst at trying to make people feel better,” Gary hissed.

“I do suppose it’s another hole to put something into,” I said. Then, “Wait. I really shouldn’t have said that.”

Kevin’s lip curled. “I like the way you think. Though I don’t know if I’m into wound play.”

That made me a little queasy. “That’s a thing?”

He shrugged. “Anything’s a thing if you want it to be. You just have to have an active imagination.”

“Gross,” I muttered. “Also, let’s not talk about this ever again.”

“You started it.”

“For once, you’re right about that. And I wish I hadn’t. So. Moving on. Oh no, my pal! It’s not even noticeable!”


“Don’t listen to him,” Gary said, looking up at Kevin. “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. It’s totally noticeable. But if you’re lucky, it’ll scar and be sexy and—”

“You think I’m sexy?” Kevin asked.

Gary coughed. “I mean… sure. Um. If you like that kind of thing, I guess.”

“Huh,” Kevin said. “And do you like that kind of thing?”

“Maybe? I mean, I don’t not like it.”

“They love each other,” Tiggy whispered to me.

“I know, big guy,” I said, patting his arm.

“Where did they come from?” Ryan asked, coming to stand at my side. “And how did they hurt you? I thought dragons were impervious to magic?”

“The woods,” Kevin rumbled. “I heard them with their whizbangs and their sparklies and decided it was probably best if I ended their lives before they could do any damage to the city.” He puffed his chest out. “If you ask me, I must say that I was really rather brave.”

Gary was about to swoon. “The bravest,” he said breathlessly, eyeing Kevin like he was a piece of meat he wanted to choke down. “Tell me of your conquest. Leave no details out.”

Kevin must have heard the come fuck me in Gary’s voice, because he leered down at him in a way that made me intensely uncomfortable. “They came out of the trees,” he purred, eyes flashing. “And I told them that if they didn’t turn and march themselves right back to where they’d come from, that they would draw their last breath upon the field in which they stood.”

“Oh my,” Gary whispered.

“You should just ignore his erection,” I told Ryan.

Ryan looked scandalized. “I was until you said that.”

“And then I pulled myself to my full height, my muscles rippling and glistening in the sunlight—”

“Why were your muscles glistening?” I asked. “That doesn’t even make any sense.”

Gary glared at me. “It makes perfect sense. Just because you lack an imagination doesn’t mean the rest of us have to suffer along with you.”

“I’m just saying. Why was he glistening? Did he rub oil on himself—I shouldn’t have said that.”

“That’s exactly what I did,” Kevin said. “I was glistening because of the oil that I spurted on myself in anticipation of battle. I was hot and hard and moist and shiny—”

“I can’t stop staring at it,” Ryan said.

“We were good while we lasted,” I said to him. “I understand if you don’t think I can satisfy you anymore after seeing it. I know you’re a bit of a size queen.”

“Ick on my face,” Tiggy said as he frowned.

“That’s because you smashed. Come here.”

Tiggy bent over as I ripped part of a robe that hadn’t been sullied from a Dark wizard. I figured it was okay because the Dark wasn’t going to use it anymore, given that he looked like he’d been left roasting over a fire pit too long. I reached up and wiped off Tiggy’s face.

“There’s my handsome guy,” I said, getting most of the blood off him.

“Hi,” he said, grinning at me. “Hi, Sam.”

“Hey, dude. You okay?”

He nodded. “I smashed.”

“You did. You’re the best smasher.”

He preened at that.

“—and then I let out a great gout of fire, and I know I looked majestic as fuck, because how can one not look majestic when they can breathe fire? Oh, that’s right. They can’t. Wait. They can’t not. Okay, is that a double negative? I feel like I’m not making the point I want to make.”

“How did they tear a hole in his wing?” Justin asked, watching the Meridian City Guards start to poke through the bodies that were still intact. In the distance, I could see townsfolk beginning to exit through the front gates and head toward us.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Contrary to popular belief, I don’t know everything.”

“No one believes you know everything,” Justin said. “In fact, most people believe you don’t know much at all.”

“Thanks for understanding,” I said, feeling relieved.

He rolled his eyes at me.

“Well?” I asked, looking up at Kevin. “How’d it happen?”

“Hmm?” he said. “Oh, this old thing?” He stretched out his wing again, wincing as he did so. The hole looked rough. “Don’t rightly know. One moment I was winning, and the next, I was still winning but was wounded in the heat of battle. Granted, it didn’t do much to slow me down because I still kicked ass, but it certainly hurts. I suppose that maybe if I was given a reward of shinies, I’d feel much better about it.”

“I’m sure you would,” I said, eyeing the approaching crowd, an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. “And I’ll get right on that, I really will, but I have a question. Why are people coming out here to look at the dead bodies? And a follow-up question. Why are they bringing their children?”

They all looked toward the people coming to stand along the edges of the field of battle. There were men and women, hookers and drug dealers. Many of them looked as if they hadn’t bathed in a long time. Some wore the smallest stitches of clothing that I was sure would probably be considered extraordinarily indecent in any place other than Meridian City. A few looked as if they were strung out on some kind of drug.

But most of them were staring at me with such derision that I looked over my shoulder, sure that I would see the most evil of men standing behind me. Because that was the only thing that made sense for those expressions.

Of course, there was no one behind me.

I looked back toward the crowd.

“Me?” I asked, pointing at myself.

The crowd nodded.

“Huh,” I said. “That’s… unexpected. I didn’t do anything.”

“You’re standing on the blood of your enemies,” someone called out.

I looked down. Sure enough, I was standing in a large pool of blood. “That’s unfortunate.”

“He’s so bloodthirsty,” another voice said. “He probably wants to bathe in it.”

“Well I never,” I said, putting my hand to my throat.

“They were just people,” someone else said. “And he murdered them.”

“What the hell,” Justin said. “They were Dark wizards. They would have attacked Meridian City!”

“The Prince is defending me,” I whispered to Ryan excitedly. “Are you hearing this?”

“Should I be worried about this you and Justin thing?” Ryan asked with a frown. “Because I think I might need to be worried about it.”

“Babe,” I said. “Of course not. You know you’re my one and only. But I can’t help it if he falls in love with me. It’s not my fault I’m so irresistible.”

Ryan crowded in close to me while he glared at Justin. “You can’t have him.”

“I feel like you’ve gotten stupider since our wedding day,” Justin said. “Given the company you keep, I’m not surprised.”

“Hey!”

“Sam’s thirst for blood knows no bounds!” a woman cried out. “Soon he’ll come for us and feast upon our flesh!”

The crowd gasped and took a step back, eyeing me in fear.

“Sam don’t eat flesh,” Tiggy said.

“Thank you, Tiggy.”

“Except for chicken.”

“Okay, Tiggy.”

“And cows.”

“That might be enough, Tiggy.”

“And—”

“Not helping, Tiggy.”

“Hear me, good people of Meridian City,” Justin said, sounding more regal than I’d ever heard him before. “Sam of Wilds might be… a lot to take in. I get that. Trust me. I really get that. In fact, I might get that more than any of you. In fact, I can almost guarantee that I get that more than you all do. You think you’ve got it bad? I have to see him almost every day.”

“Yeah,” I said. “And he doesn’t mean that the way it sounds, either.”

“But he came here with the sole purpose of making sure that you and your city are protected from the Dark wizards,” Justin continued. “You had a betrayer in your midst, a villain who acted with the sole purpose of attempting to bring darkness to Verania.”

The crowd gasped yet again. The fact that they did it in unison was really quite impressive. I wondered if they got together regularly and practiced it for moments such as this. “Who?” a man cried. “Who has betrayed us?”

“Someone you would not expect,” I said, taking a step forward to stand beside my Prince. Unfortunately, I accidentally stepped onto a recently deceased Dark wizard and crunched what sounded like a large bone. The crowd looked a little queasy at the sharp crack that echoed across the field. Justin’s face was in his hand as I tried to avoid more bones. I laughed weakly. “Oops. That was an accident.” I took another step forward, only to step on someone’s dead face and break their nose and cheeks. I stumbled a little bit on that one. “Ha ha, that… good gods, how many of them are there?”

It took another awkward minute or two before I was standing next to Justin. Thankfully, I’d only managed to step on (and in) three more Darks before I made it to his side. “Made it,” I announced.

No one seemed happy for me.

I coughed. “Anyway. It was Feng.”

I don’t know what I expected. Shock, maybe. Or possibly outrage that he could have fooled them as he had the rest of us.

What I didn’t expect was the immediate anger directed toward my person.

“Feng? Is he serious?”

“Feng was a good man!”

“He wouldn’t betray us!”

“Feng helped save my family from the streets.”

“Sam of Wilds is full of it! Feng would never work with the Darks.”

“Maybe it was Sam that betrayed us!”

“Yeah! We were fine until Sam of Wilds came here!”

“Just look at him! He’s basking on top of the dead bodies of those poor, defenseless wizards who probably wanted nothing more than to be friends with all of us!”

“Are they being for real right now?” I whispered to Justin. “Because if they are, I severely underestimated my self-worth, and I’ll be honest: that’s a really terrible feeling.”

Justin was tense next to me, warily eyeing the crowd. Tiggy began to growl behind me, and then came the unmistakable sound of Ryan drawing his sword, as if he thought the mob before us planned on attacking. And maybe they were. There was anger on their faces, and fear, and I promised myself that one day, I would have my revenge against Lady Tina DeSilva, because this was obviously her fault. Somehow she’d poisoned people against me, and I would see her pooping in a bucket in the dungeons for the rest of her life. I figured the King owed me a solid.

But whatever the crowd had planned was put on hold when another voice broke through the rest, fierce and angry. “What is the meaning of all of this?”

The crowd parted as Mama walked through them in all her glory, Letnia trailing behind her, eye patch glittering in the sunlight.

Mama made her way to the front of the crowd, cool and graceful as always. She barely had a reaction to the dead Darks that lay before her, and my respect for her grew exponentially. I wanted to be her when I grew up.

“Sam of Wilds said Feng betrayed us,” a brave man said. “He’s trying to justify the slaughter of these men by—”

“Feng did betray us,” Mama said. “And he has paid for his deception with his life.”

The crowd fell silent at that.

Mama glanced at me before looking back toward her people. “My eyes have been opened when I didn’t even know they’d been closed. I, like all of you, trusted Feng. And I know he has done much for Meridian City. But none of the good will ever make up for the decisions he’s made against all of us. If it hadn’t been for Sam of Wilds, or Randall and Morgan, Feng would have succeeded in his attempts at assassinating Letnia and myself.”

Maybe. If Feng were to be believed, his sole intention was to bring me to Myrin, but the office had been filled with explosives. And it was Morgan who had stopped him rather than myself. I opened my mouth to say just that but a hand dropped on my shoulder and squeezed tightly. I looked back to see Morgan behind me. He shook his head as if he’d known exactly what I’d been about to say. And most likely he had.

But I couldn’t help but notice how pale he looked, more so than usual. Beyond him stood Randall, who was watching me with that same eerie look on his face. He hadn’t forgotten whatever he’d wanted to discuss with me. And most likely he’d told Morgan.

Godsdamn him.

The crowd was murmuring amongst themselves, taking in Mama’s declaration, but I could see that it wasn’t helping much. They were still staring at me with derision and distrust. I didn’t know most of them. It shouldn’t have hurt as much as it did.

“Feng was working with the Darks,” Mama said. “He had been given a great task, to protect something precious. He chose to follow the path into the darkness. His father, Lui Wei, would be turning in his grave if he knew of Feng’s duplicity.” She shook her head, hands fisted at her sides. “Hear me now. Sam of Wilds is a hero. And anyone that speaks against him will answer to me.”

“And to me,” Letnia said, head held high. “Villains will rise. That much is given. And there may come a time when choices will need to be made. You are either with us, or you are against us. And if you are against us, then you should be prepared for the consequences of your decision. The Crown has faith in Sam of Wilds. That alone should be enough. But in case it’s not, then know I throw my lot in with him.”

They both glared at the mob as if daring anyone to speak against them or me.

No one did, though most of them didn’t look convinced.

They dispersed soon after.

 

 

THE GUARDS were left to clean up the fields.

Letnia stayed to oversee the effort, a steely look on her face.

Mama headed back into the city, muttering about how she needed to see how the Feng cleanup in her office was going. She told Kevin to see the healers in the city to, at the very least, clean the hole in his wing. He tried to refuse, but Gary stopped that line of thought before it could get too far. Kevin stared at Gary for a long time before quietly agreeing. Tiggy trailed behind the both of them, glancing over his shoulder at me. I nodded at him, and he smiled at me.

Ryan and Justin stood together, muttering something back and forth, and even though it’d been a long time since they’d been anything, and even though I was sure about Ryan’s feelings for me, I couldn’t help but feel a weird little twisty thing at watching them together. Ryan was my cornerstone, sure, and I knew he understood what that meant, but I couldn’t help but think about how uncomplicated his life had been before… everything. They might not have been in love, but they had cared about each other, enough that they’d been intimate. It’d been an arrangement, beneficial for them both, but they worked well together. And it’d gone on for years. And here Ryan and I were, just over a year together, and how much shit had he gone through because of me?

He’d been chased and captured and injured. He’d killed and maimed and almost died because of me. With Justin, he’d been… safe. With me, he wasn’t.

And now. Well, now there was a prophecy, a destiny of dragons, and Vadoma had shown me one possible future (and in her eyes, it was an inevitable future). A snake dragon monster thing had told me once that nothing was set in stone, and that even if it was, stone crumbles, but Ryan wouldn’t even be in this position if it weren’t for me.

If I were a more selfless person, I might have made a stupid decision, tried to end things with Ryan for his own good, distanced myself to keep him safe. But I wasn’t selfless. In fact, I was selfish. He was mine and I was his, and I couldn’t imagine a life without him. I couldn’t imagine him not being at my side. I couldn’t imagine losing the way he sometimes looked at me like I was the best thing in all his world, that look that made my chest feel tight and my skin a little sweaty. I couldn’t imagine never hearing again the way he gasped as he writhed below me, moaning my name and telling me he needed more, godsdammit, Sam, more.

If I were a better person, I would push him away to save him from this life.

I wasn’t a better person.

So instead I tried not to feel oddly jealous as the Knight Commander spoke with the Prince about something I couldn’t hear. I trusted him. I trusted the Prince. But apparently I couldn’t trust my own feelings.

“You’re glaring,” Morgan said, suddenly appearing beside me.

“I’m not,” I said as I glared.

“Ah,” he said. “I must have been mistaken.”

“It’s okay. You’re getting older. Your eyesight had to fail sometime.”

“Cheeky little git,” he said, sounding unbearably fond.

I shrugged. “It’s kind of my thing.”

“I’ve noticed.” Then, “You know there’s nothing there.”

“Where?” I asked, playing dumb.

“Sam.”

I rolled my eyes. “I know.”

“Do you?”

“I’m just being stupid.”

“Every now and then, sure. You’re young yet. You’ll grow out of it. You have time.”

Right. Because apparently I’d be alive forever while everything around me died. And that was just swell, because I was beginning to sound like Zero Ravyn Moonfire. This day couldn’t possibly get any worse.

And that would have been true had I not decided to open my mouth again. “I don’t know about that.”

“How so?”

I felt a little mean. “You and Randall have plenty of years on me, yet you seem to make mistakes.”

Morgan hesitated. “Mistakes are a part of learning how to be human. There’s a difference between making a mistake and inviting in stupidity.”

“Really. So how would you classify all of this?”

“All of what?”

I laughed. “This, Morgan. The dead at our feet. The people of Verania who hate me. Feng. Myrin. I don’t know about you, but all of this seems to be nothing but an exercise in stupidity to me.”

“You’re angry still.”

I scrubbed a hand over my face. “Yes, Morgan. I’m angry still. I told you that. It’s not as if this is something I can get over quickly. I love you, dude, but sometimes you suck ass.”

“It’s been weeks since Vadoma came to the City of Lockes,” he pointed out.

“I need more time.”

Morgan sighed. “Of course you do. Sam, I’m not trying to make light of the situation. I have acknowledged my mistakes, however ill-advised they may be. I have apologized for them. I don’t know what else I can do for you.”

“I don’t know either,” I said. “Let me know when you figure it out.”

“You’re young.”

“So you’ve pointed out.”

“I forget that sometimes.”

I glanced at him. He was watching the cleanup. “Why?”

“Why do I forget? Because you’ve got an old soul, Sam. At many things, you are beyond your years. And at other things, you are exactly where you should be. I have to remind myself of that every now and then.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You do not have the knowledge I do, Sam. And I’m not trying to minimize anything you’re going through. I’m not trying to take away from everything you’ve experienced. But the life you’ll lead will be a long one, and there will be consequences to the choices that you make.”

That didn’t sound good. “And what about the choices you made? What are the consequences?”

He smiled sadly. “I’m living them. Do you think I wanted this for you?”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “It doesn’t seem like you gave me the choice, does it?”

He shook his head. “Had I told you everything when you were a child, what do you think you would have done?”

And yeah, he had me there. “I would have done everything for you,” I muttered. “But at least then I would have known I was a pawn from the start.”

His hand fell upon my shoulder again. “You were never a pawn,” he said, sounding as angry as I’d ever heard him. “And I will not have you say such again. Do you understand me?”

I nodded dumbly.

“Sam,” he sighed. “Your fate may have been written in the stars, but you must believe me that even if it hadn’t been, even if I’d been a stronger man in my youth and had done what needed to be done, I will always believe that we would have found our way to each other. You may have a destiny of dragons, but my destiny has always been you.”

“Godsdammit,” I said with a large sniff. “You can’t just say stuff like that. You know how I have feelings about you being sappy as shit.”

He looked rather pleased. “That I do.”

“Manipulative.”

“A little, sure.”

“You’re buttering me up, aren’t you?”

He arched an eyebrow at me. “Pardon?”

“Whatever you and Randall were talking about. Before. I’m not going to like it, am I?”

He opened his mouth, then closed it just as quickly. He watched me for a moment before he tried again. “No. I don’t think you’ll like it very much.”

“Fuck.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

Ryan turned then, the conversation with Justin seemingly ending. He scanned the field until he found me, and the smile he gave was brilliant and bright. Even in a field of death and gore, my heart tripped all over itself at such a sight.

“We need to talk,” Morgan said quietly.

“You breaking up with me?”

He jostled me a little.

“Fine,” I said. “Let’s talk.”

Ryan’s smile began to fade.






Chapter 6: The Break-Up Talk

 

 

I BLINKED in disbelief. “You want to run that one by me again? Because I think I misheard.”

We stood in Mama’s office, Randall by the window, hands clasped behind his back, Morgan near the floor-to-ceiling bookcase, and me near the door, as if I could escape anytime I wanted to. What remained of Feng had been cleaned up from the floor, but there was a black smudge in the carpet and on Mama’s desk. Both would have to be replaced.

The office itself was still in disarray, though a hasty job had been done to right the wrongs: The books were haphazardly placed back on the shelves, the shade to the lamp in the corner sat crooked, the air still smelled crisped and seared. The little wooden bombs Feng had placed around the office had been removed. I had scanned the room when we’d entered, making sure none had been missed.

It hadn’t taken long for Morgan and Randall to drop a different sort of bomb on me, however.

“I don’t see what’s so difficult for you to understand,” Randall said, voice bland and even.

“Indulge me.”

“Don’t we always? And maybe that’s part of the problem.”

I scowled at him. “Maybe you should go suck a gigantic—”

Morgan cleared his throat.

“—lemon because your face already looks a little—”

Morgan coughed.

“Yeah, okay. I’ve got nothing to save that.”

“This isn’t helping,” Morgan said, and I was surprised to see that it was directed at Randall instead of myself. “There has to be another way to go about this.”

Randall snorted as he turned around, backlit by the sun pouring in through the window. “Can you think of any way that won’t bring about his ire? Because if you can, please, go ahead. But I think you know as well as I do that no matter what we say, it will be met with resistance. That’s just in his nature.” He glanced briefly at me. “Unfortunately.”

“That doesn’t mean we can’t be… delicate.”

“You think Sam would appreciate a soft-handed approach? He usually prefers the hammer.”

“I’m going to pretend that you’ve complimented me,” I decided. “So thank you.”

Randall spread his hands as if to say I’d proved his point. Which, to be fair, I probably had. I hated it when I did that for Randall.

Morgan gave us the long-suffering look he did so well. “Sam.”

“Yes, Morgan?”

“You will be traveling with Randall to Castle Freesias. Kevin, Gary, Tiggy, Ryan, and Prince Justin will follow on the roads.”

“So I did hear you right. That’s… unfortunate. Well. No matter. Thank you, but no thank you. I politely decline. Now, if there’s anything else—”

Randall laughed a little at that, and if I weren’t feeling so cornered, I might have been surprised I’d been able to make him do that. “It’s funny how you think it was a suggestion.”

I stared at him. “It’s funny how you think it wasn’t.”


He wasn’t laughing anymore after that. In fact, he looked a little pissed off. And that, regardless of how intimidating it could be, was something I was used to. I’d had that directed toward me more times than I could count. I could deal with that. “It’s not a suggestion. You will accompany me back to Castle Freesias. It’s time I took a more direct approach to your training.”

“And by accompanying you, you mean that sucky teleport thing you can do.”

“Yes.”

“I threw up on you the last time, if you’ll recall.”

“Oh, I recall.”

“I’ll probably do it again.”

“Undoubtedly.”

“Then let’s not, shall we?”

“My shoes can be cleaned.”

“Maybe I’ll aim higher next time.”

“Sam,” Morgan chided.

“What?” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.

“This is for your own good,” Randall said.

“Really. That’s how you’re going to spin this? Why now? In the middle of this shitstorm, now is when you decide to be more hands-on?”

The skin under Randall’s right eye twitched, and I thought maybe I was wearing him down, at least a little bit. “Because of the level of magic you’ve exhibited.”

And that—well. I wasn’t expecting that. “Excuse me?”

“What happened in the desert?”

I frowned at him. “I got Zero on our side. Or rather, we got him on our side. Tiggy did some smashing. You know how it goes.”

“Before that.”

I didn’t know— “The sand mermaids.”

He nodded. “The sand mermaids. What you did, Sam, is not something you should have been able to do. It’s not something anyone should have been able to do.”

“How did you—no. You know what? I don’t even want to know.” Because it meant someone in my group had a fat mouth. Sure, it could be disguised as concern, but still.

“We’re… worried,” Morgan said. “It’s one thing to be powerful. It’s another to let your emotions dictate your magic.”

“That’s not fair.” I took a step back away from them. It felt like they were coming at me from all sides, and I couldn’t help the resentment that flooded through me. “They had Tiggy and Ryan. I wasn’t going to let them—”

“Do you even remember it?” Randall asked me. “Do you even remember what you did?”

No. I didn’t. “Mostly.”

“What words did you use?”

“What?”

“The words, Sam,” Randall said. “What words of the ancient tongue did you say aloud? And if they were not spoken, what words did you think?”

“I didn’t—”

“You didn’t?”

“I didn’t have time to think of words,” I amended, aware of how neatly I was being trapped.

“Magic is a construct,” Randall said, as if I’d never had that drilled into me before. “It’s building blocks. It’s an amalgamation of what you’ve learned, what we’ve taught you. The old words are there as the pieces to be put together by one fluent in the arts. It takes years to be able to use them aloud and even longer to be able to just think them. Wizards spend their whole lives training to do something you’ve accomplished in a decade.”

“You’ve said it before. That I’m not like anyone else.”

“You’re not,” Morgan said slowly. “And we’ve always believed that. You’ve proven that time and time again, in a good way. But there is a ceiling to magic, Sam. And while we’ve never known just how high your ceiling is, we’re worried that you may try and reach it before you’re ready. Or maybe you’ll find out you don’t have a ceiling at all.”

“I have it under control,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure that was the truth. The idea of not having a barrier, of having an unlimited reach of magic, scared the shit out of me. But I didn’t have time to worry about that now.

“Do you?” Randall asked. “Because from what I understand, you were unconscious following the storm you unleashed. And then again with… with Myrin.”

It was one of the few times I’d ever heard him say Myrin’s name, and that alone should have clued me in on the gravity of the situation. The problem was that I felt like a cornered animal, like they were pushing me back and towering over me. And when an animal is cornered, it does the only thing it can: it lashes out.

“I did what I had to,” I said. “Which is something neither of you would ever understand.”

And as soon as I said it, I wished I could take it back, given the way Morgan flinched, eyes tightening, mouth turning down.

Randall was as stoic as always. He gave nothing away. “You’re too emotional.”

“Because I’m human,” I snapped at him. “I can’t just shut it off. And even if I could, I wouldn’t want to. How else am I supposed to be? Your mistakes aren’t mine, Randall. I’m sorry. I really am. I know it sucks. Everything. The dragons, the prophecy… Myrin. But I’m not you. And no offense, but I don’t ever want to be you. You both have told me time and time again that I need to forge my own path, and yet you seem to want to direct me whatever way you want me to go. Maybe it’s not intentional. Maybe you think you’re doing what you’re doing because you know more than me. But it still feels like manipulation.”

“Do you know who else lets their emotions rule them?” Randall asked. “The Darks, Sam.”

And that—fuck him. “Go to hell,” I said hoarsely.

“Randall—” Morgan started but subsided when Randall shook his head.

“Sam,” he said. “Everything I’ve done, everything I will do, is an attempt at your best interest. I believe in Morgan and in his strength as your mentor. I believe in the bond you’ve created with your cornerstone. I believe in the power that you wield. You are wild and unrestrained but inherently good. But you are also foolhardy, stubborn, and one day, if you continue on the path you’re on, I believe you’ll unleash magic that you will not be able to come back from. I don’t see you as a Dark, Sam. But I think that with everything that has happened to you in such a short amount of time, you are in danger—now more than ever—of losing your way. I am not trying to dictate your life. I am trying to protect it.”

I laughed bitterly. “You have a funny way of showing it.”

“Be that as it may, the weight of the world has come to rest on your shoulders. And I fear that it’s heavier than you realized. Maybe than even I realized.” He reached a hand up and stroked it down his beard. “You are young yet. The fact that you have the level of magic you do is remarkable. The bond you have with your cornerstone is extraordinary. The fact that you have done everything you’ve done is nothing short of miraculous. But even the strongest of us will crumble under the weight, Sam.”

“Stone crumbles,” I whispered.

“What was that?” Morgan asked.

I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. So you don’t think I can hack it. That’s cool. Any other secrets I don’t know?”

“I suppose we could ask the same about you,” Randall said. “Anything you’d like to tell us?”

And I knew what he was doing. Trying to catch me off guard, trying to trip me up so I’d tell him—

(I have awoken, O human child. In this forest deep, in the dark of the wild. And I have seen what is in your heart. Take heed of my warning: you are not ready.)

(Ryan, resting upon a stone slab, skin pale and eyes closed, sword clasped against his chest.)

(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.)

(A warning. All of you will not survive until the end. There will be loss, Sam. And it will burn like nothing has ever burned before. You must remember to keep in the light, even when the dark begins to curl around your feet.)

(There was a flutter of wings against my palm, the barest of touches.)

—something, anything to give credence to what he was saying.


Instead I said, “A wizard has his secrets. You’ve both taught me that.”

I didn’t think I’d ever seen Randall look more disappointed. He quickly schooled his face back to a blank mask, but the damage was done. I’d already seen it. And I felt awful.

But not enough to attempt to take the words back.

“Do you trust me?” Morgan asked.

“I want to.” I wanted that more than almost anything.

“I need you to trust that I’m doing what’s best for you.”

“I’m not a child.”

“No,” he agreed. “You’re not. But you also now bear scars from—”

“Scars?” Randall asked, eyebrows rising almost to his hairline.

Morgan didn’t even look regretful when I glared at him.

“Scars,” Randall repeated. “Would someone care to explain what these scars are?”

“It’s no big deal,” I hedged. “I—”

“He’ll find out,” Morgan said quietly. “Sooner or later. It would be in your best interest if it was sooner.”

I sighed and wondered about mentors not being able to keep their fat mouths shut.

“I’m waiting,” Randall said.

“I’m waiting,” I mocked under my breath. Then, louder, “Ugh. Fine. But don’t you get any ideas, you old coot. Just because I’m about to show you my young, nubile body doesn’t give you the right to try and get all up in my bidness.”

“Somehow, I think I’ll be able to restrain myself,” he said, dry as dust.

“You say that now,” I muttered. “But then you’ll see my body and fall in love and I’ll have to let you down because even though I don’t mind older men, even I have to draw the line somewhere—”

“You’re dawdling.”

I brought my hands to the hem of the shirt I wore, hesitated, then thought fuck it. I pulled it up and over my head. The air in the office was cool against my skin. I tried to look up at Randall, to meet his gaze head-on, but I found it to be an almost impossible task. Instead I looked down and away, trying to resist the urge to cover my chest.

The lightning-struck scars weren’t something I’d had time to focus on. Everything had moved too quickly after I’d received them. They were still angry and raised and pulled harshly if I moved too much. But I wasn’t the type to be too concerned with marks on my body. Sure, maybe after all was said and done, I’d have a crisis of faith and melt down just a little, wondering if Ryan could ever want me again, given that I was marked. But I doubted that would be an issue. Ryan had scars himself, though they weren’t as extensive as mine. His were more the nicks and marks from a childhood in the slums and the life of a knight. His came from hard work, from doing his job.

Mine came from battling a dick.

Okay. Maybe I could be a little insecure about them.

That was just fucking peachy.

I was drawn from my thoughts when an ancient finger dragged along them. I yelped as I snapped my head up and took a step back. “No bad-touching,” I growled at Randall. “You have to resist the temptation of flesh before you, you old pervert!”

Morgan sighed and raised his eyes toward the ceiling.

“Was this from the dragon?” Randall asked, sounding slightly strained.

I shook my head slowly. “No. This was Myrin.”

Randall’s shoulders drooped a little at that. “Was it your own magic? Or his?”

I shrugged, feeling uncomfortable. “Mine, maybe. Or both. I don’t know. It… happened rather quickly. He was walking on water and then things were exploding. It led me to using a kickass catchphrase and shocking the hell out of everything. Then I woke up the next day with these bad boys.”

“He has marked you,” Randall said quietly. “For consumption.”

I blinked at that. “Come again?”

“This”—he waved at the scars—“is a sign. Of his intent.”

“Which is?”

“He attempted to consume it. Your magic. He wasn’t fighting against it.” He shook his head. “He was trying to eat it.”

Morgan paled as I took a step back.

“He was trying to what?”

“It’s a dark art,” Randall said as he looked down at his gnarled hands. “Something ancient and evil. It’s the consumption of another’s magic.” He sighed, looking worn and frail. “I never thought he’d go this far. It’s not something I thought him capable of. Such an act tears at the very fabric of the soul. It’s unnatural and goes against everything we are ever taught about the nature of magic.”

“How?” I managed to ask.

“It’s….” He looked back up at me. “I’ve never actually seen it done before. If you had asked me before today, I would have told you it was nothing more than a myth. But those scars, those… marks upon your skin, suggest otherwise.”

“Are you sure?” Morgan asked, looking back and forth between us. “That can’t be real. It was only ever theory, and a horrific one at that. And even if it was real, Myrin wouldn’t. He couldn’t.”

A memory then, hitting me right in the chest. A voice rising in my mind, a man upon the surface of a lake, his hand around my throat, holding me up high.

It’s never been about the dragons. I don’t want the dragons. Those are all yours, kiddo. Gather them. Don’t. I don’t give a fuck what you do with them. In the end, it won’t matter. For them. For you.

“He told me,” I whispered. “He said his plan was never about the dragons. That it was something else. Something more.”

“Your magic is beyond anything the world has ever seen,” Randall said. “And he wants it for his own. He tried in Mashallaha. I believe those scars are evidence of that. I don’t know why he didn’t succeed, but I suspect it’s because of your strength, Sam. He underestimated you. He won’t make that mistake again. If he’s pursuing what I think he is, he wants to rip your magic from you and consume it to make it his own. Should he succeed, I believe that he would become unstoppable. The dragons appear to be tied to your magic. If he takes yours, then theoretically, they would be tied to him.”

I opened my mouth to say something when the door to Mama’s office burst open and—

“Um,” Ryan Foxheart said, eyes going wide as he looked between the three of us. I didn’t know what he saw, but the tension in the room had to be palpable. “Maybe I should… have… knocked? I can go back out and try it again if that would help?” Then he frowned. “Also, why are you half-naked, and why does Randall look like he’s going to bad-touch you?”

Gods, I adored every single thing about him.

He looked at me nervously, like he was afraid Randall or Morgan was going to curse him right then and there for saying that. Which, honestly, Randall was probably giving great consideration to, if the look on his face meant anything. I, of course, thought Ryan had the most impeccable timing, and I was going to give him the sloppiest blow job possible when we were done here. I tried to relay that with my eyes and by licking my lips sexily (which is really hard to do, but I knew I could totally pull it off).

“Are your lips dry?” Ryan asked me with a frown.

I winked at him, trying to distract him from the heaviness in the room.

“Ohhh,” he said, then proceeded to flush furiously. He coughed, a brittle smile on his face. “Erm. That’s not… uh. Hello.” He bowed, bringing his hand as a fist to his chest, a sign of respect to Randall and Morgan. I wanted to devour him whole. “I apologize for the intrusion.”

“I’m sure you do,” Morgan said, sounding amused. “What is it, Knight Commander?”

He blinked slowly. “I wanted to… say hi?”

“Really.”

He sighed. “No. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t doing magic things to Sam.”

“Magic things,” Randall repeated.

“You know,” Ryan said, wiggling his fingers at Randall. “Magic things. You all looked angry when you left, and I didn’t know if you were shocking him with lightning like that one time.”

“And you came here to rescue me?” I asked, breathless. “Oh my gods, I’m going to make you ride me so godsdamn hard later, you don’t even know.” Then, as Randall groaned and Morgan started choking, I added, “Not that I need you to rescue me or anything. I can certainly handle these old dudes. But still. So godsdamn hard. You’re not going to be able to walk straight for a week. And holy shit, my nipples are hard now. This is awkward.” I pulled my shirt back over my head, happy to get the scars away from Randall’s prying eyes.

“Perhaps that’s not in his best interest,” Morgan said lightly. “Especially if he’s going to be walking with the others to Castle Freesias.”

Ryan was as red as I’d ever seen him. “Maybe don’t talk about that kind of thing right now,” he said through gritted teeth. “We can discuss that later—wait. What do you mean when I’m going to be walking with the others?” He glanced from Morgan back to me. “Where are you going to be?”

I looked pointedly at Randall and waved my hand. “Well, oh wise one? Why don’t you tell my cornerstone about how you feel the need to separate us?”

“He’s going to what?” Ryan asked, taking a step forward.

“Oh boy,” Morgan muttered.

“Knight Commander,” Randall said. “Do you know who I am?”

Ryan looked confused. “Um. Randall?”

“That’s right. So maybe check your tone.”

Ryan blanched at that. “Please don’t make my nipples explode.”

“Hey!” Morgan said. “He can’t do that. That’s my—oh.” He sighed. “That’s right. That’s not a thing anyone does.”

“I still can’t believe people still say that,” I said. “Gods, the stories that will be told about me two hundred years from now are going to be amazing.”

“What does he mean, Sam?” Ryan asked, looking worried. “Where are you going?”

“Castle Freesias,” I said, feeling grumpy at the thought. “Except I’m going to be transported there by Randall’s sucking hole and you’re going to walk there with the others. And gods, I really need to work on my phrasing. That sounded terrible. Like Randall would suck me up with his—”

“You’re really not my type,” Randall said. “I like my partners more… well. Not you.”

I gasped dramatically as I brought my hand to my forehead. “Whatever shall I do? My dream of breaking off a piece of that has just imploded. Life will never be the same.”

Ryan’s jaw tensed, and his lips became a thin slash across his face. “I’m his cornerstone. Do you really think it’s a good idea to separate us?”

“You tell them, babe.”

“Not helping.”

“Positive reinforcement always helps,” I told him. “Don’t lie. You feel good about yourself. It’s what I’m here for.”

He rolled his eyes, but I could tell he was pleased. The sap.

“It’s not only a good idea,” Randall said, “it’s the only idea. Sam has escalated. It’s time for me to teach him control.”

“You’re not his mentor,” Ryan said. “Morgan is. Why would you need to teach him anything?”

Randall cocked his head at Ryan.

Ryan blanched. “Uh. Why would you need to teach him anything, my lord head wizard Randall. Please don’t melt my face off.”

“Kiss-ass,” I muttered.

“I like you,” Randall said. “For now.”

“Eep,” Ryan said.

“You’re a knight commander,” I hissed at him. “Find your balls, Foxheart!”

Ryan squared his shoulders and put his hand on the hilt of his sword. He looked so dashing and immaculate that I gave very serious consideration to taking him right then and there, audience be damned. Somehow I restrained myself.

He said, “I would have you know that I disagree with this course of action.”

“Noted,” Randall said. “Overruled.”

I waited for Ryan’s next devastating attack, either with words or his sword. I didn’t care which.

(I preferred the sword.)

But nothing came.

The silence got a little awkward.

“That’s it?” I finally demanded. “He’s trying to whisk me away to his sex palace and you tell him you disagree?”

Sex palace, Randall mouthed at Morgan.

“What more do you want me to do?” Ryan asked, brow furrowed.

“Stab the shit out of him!”

“You do that and I’ll melt your face off,” Randall said.

“You know how I feel about my face,” Ryan said to me. “I use it for things.”

“Motherfucker,” I growled. “And for those wondering, I meant that for all three of you.”

“Is it to help him?” Ryan asked Randall, ignoring my glower.

Randall glanced at me, and he must have seen something on my face that told him in no way, shape, or form did Ryan need to know about Myrin wanting to eat my magic. Probably not the best move, but if he was going to hear it from anyone, it would be from me. And I didn’t know how I would tell him. “It is.”

“And you’ll keep him safe?”

I expected Randall to bristle. Instead, shockingly, he softened the smallest amount. “Always.”

“And you’re sure I can’t be there?”

“I think it best that Sam is… without distraction.”

“Great,” I said. “Please, continue talking about me as if I’m not even here. That’s a good way to go about this. Also, the fact that you’re all trying to make decisions about me like I can’t make them on my own is really endearing all of you to me. Just in case you were wondering.”

Ryan flinched at that. “I’m worried.”

“About?” I asked coolly.

“You.” He took a step toward me. I thought about being an asshole and taking an answering step back, but I couldn’t do that to him. Not when he looked as earnest as he did. And everyone knew that when faced with the Ryan Foxheart Earnest Face (capitalized, so you know it must be true), you stood no chance whatsoever. “This has been a lot for you.”

“I’m handling it fine, thank you very much.”

His lips twitched at that, and then he was standing in front of me, hands on my arms, thumbs brushing along my skin. “I know you are. But this would be a lot for anyone, Sam. With everything that’s gone on, Vadoma and the destiny—”

“I still really hate that word,” I mumbled.

“—and Myrin, it’s a wonder you’re still standing at all.”

“You are.”

He shook his head. “But this isn’t about me. Not directly. And if Randall thinks he can help you, don’t you think you should listen?”

I narrowed my eyes. “What’s your angle on this, Foxheart? Why are you so quick to send me away?”

He frowned. “I’m not trying to send you away.”

“You’re certainly not not trying to send me away.”

“What? What does that even mean—no. I’m not going to let you talk your way out of this, Sam. You do that all the time. If this is what it takes to keep you safe, then you can bet that I’ll agree to it. You’re my priority. Always.”

“I’m not a child.”

“I’m well aware of that.”

“Stop trying to flirt with me when I’m pissed at you!”

“I’m not trying to flirt with you.” Then, “Is it working?”

“You dick.”

“You love me.”

“I don’t know why.”

“Lies,” he said, and I wanted to kiss his whole face. “This might be good, Sam.” I didn’t want to kiss his whole face after that.

“For who?”

He squeezed my arms. “For you. If Randall thinks it’ll help, then you should let him. You didn’t—” He took a deep breath and let it out slow. He chuckled to himself, but it was a rough sound. “You didn’t see yourself. When we found you in Mashallaha after Myrin. I….” He shook his head. “I thought you were… gone.” He leaned forward and pressed his forehead against mine. “I can’t go through that again,” he whispered. “If Randall thinks he can help, then you have to let him. If you can’t do it for yourself, then please. Do it for me.”

“That’s not fair,” I said hoarsely.

“I know. But there it is.”

“You’re not trying to send me away so you can get back with Justin, are you?” I asked, laughing even though nothing about it was funny.

Ryan snorted against my face, which was gross, but I loved him, so I let it go. “Oh no. You’ve found me out. Whatever shall I do?”

“Hey,” I said. “You should probably not joke and instead reassure me a little here.”

“I’m not trying to send you away so I can get back with Justin,” Ryan said. “You want to know why?”

“Why?” I asked, even though I knew what he was going to say. I just needed to hear it aloud again.

“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.”

Myrin had threatened my friends. My family. Ryan. And if Randall was right, Myrin now wanted to fucking eat my magic and make it his own. But even with all of that, even with the weight of everything resting upon my shoulders, I didn’t regret anything that had led me to this moment. To this man standing in front of me. Stone crumbles, but what he and I had was stronger than even that. And no one, not the Darks, not Myrin, no one would take that away from us. I didn’t care about destinies or visions or what the star dragon or the gypsy phuro or the people of Verania thought about me.

Nothing would take him from me.

Not magic.

Not our enemies.

Not the ravages of time.

Nothing.






Chapter 7: Don’t Read This at Work or Church (Because of Butt Sex)

 

 

“EVERYTHING OKAY?” Ryan asked as I closed the bedroom door behind me and leaned against it.

“Yeah,” I said. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Succinct as usual.”

“Yeah, it’s kind of my deal, in case you hadn’t figured that out yet.”

He was lying on the bed, propped up against the headboard. He wore a soft pair of sleep pants that the servants had left out for us at Mama’s direction. They were slung low on his hips, stretching tightly against his thick thighs. His feet, strangely enough, looked delicate in the flickering candlelight.

He wasn’t wearing anything else, much to my delight. The hard planes of his stomach were covered in a light-colored hair that spread up to his considerable chest. In one hand, he held a book, the edge of which rested against his sternum. His other arm was propped behind his head, bicep bulging, the hair in his pit causing my mouth to go dry.

He was posing, the bastard, and he knew what it was doing to me. My eyes might have bulged a little as he unfairly flexed his biceps. He arched his hips subtly, but enough for me to notice. It was a practiced move, one he did when he wanted me to take control.

And I wanted to. I wanted to fucking devour him. To press his face down into the mattress, his ass on display in the air, as he let me do whatever I wanted to him. He was trying to manipulate me a little bit.

And normally it would work.

But this was going to be different. We wouldn’t see each other for weeks after tonight. I needed this to be more.

So instead of pouncing on him like he so clearly wanted, I pressed my back against the closed door, propping myself up and making it clear I wasn’t going to come any closer. At least for the moment.

I didn’t miss the quick frown, but it was gone before it could settle. He knew what I was doing. Which meant we were both playing now.

First things first, though. “I talked to my parents. And the King. Morgan gave them a summoning stone before he left. I think he just hands those out freely now. The jerk.”

“Yeah?” he said. He set the book on the nightstand next to the desk, which was most likely filled with a variety of oils and toys that could be inserted in the most pleasant of places. He brought his other arm up behind his head too, clasping his hands.

That cheating bastard. He knew exactly what he was doing. Oh, he was going to get such a fucking.

“Yeah,” I said, keeping my voice even, like I wasn’t affected by the obvious display in front of me. “They send their love.”

His sharp smile softened a little. “They okay?”

“As best they can be. The King says you can’t stab Dimitri.”

His brow furrowed. “Why would I be stabbing Dimitri? Besides the obvious.”

“We might need him to find the Great White.”

“Ah. Right. Well, then. No promises.”

“Figured as much.”

“Good,” he said. “Kevin all tucked in?”

“Wing handled too and everything. I think I’m more upset than he is that he’ll lose the ability to talk to you guys for a few weeks while I’m gone.”

“You would think as someone whose destiny involved dragons that you’d be able to explain why things like that happened.”

“Eh. Plot holes of my life, I guess.”

“And Gary and Tiggy finally stopped yelling at you and Morgan and Randall?”

“Only because Tiggy dragged Gary away. But not before Gary promised to, and I quote, ‘Bring the pain all up in yo wizard asses if anything happens to my little sweetmeat.’ I’ll be honest. That kind of gave me the warm fuzzies and the creeps all at the same time.”

“Sweetmeat, huh?” Ryan said, spreading his legs a little, the fabric of his sleep pants pulling tight against the muscles in his thighs. “That’s a new one. I can see the fuzzy creeps in it.”

“I think he’s just trying to get it all out there before I leave.”

Ryan frowned at that, his body tensing more because he was uncomfortable and not because he was trying to get me to nail him against the wall. “Have you guys ever been apart this long before?”

I shook my head. “No. The longest time was when Morgan made me go into the Dark Woods to meditate for a couple of weeks. He thought it was important that I find my inner self or some other crap. That sounded super boring, so I spent five days building a fort out of pine cones and an effigy of myself out of leaves, only to have Tiggy and Gary come find me because they said they wanted to make sure I wasn’t dead, but I’m pretty sure they couldn’t survive without me. We spent the rest of the time I was supposed to be out there meditating accidentally getting captured by a rather feisty group of sprites who somehow had mistaken Gary for a divine being that needed to be sacrificed in order to ensure the health of the forest.”

“Let me guess,” he said. “Tiggy smashed them, Gary kicked them in the face, you did some weird type of magic, and then you all ran away. Oh, and one or more of the sprites wanted to have sex with you.”

I stared at him in amazement. “Have I told you that story before?”

He rolled his eyes. “That’s pretty much how all your stories about getting captured go. That and the fact that everything, and I mean everything, wants to have sex with you.”

“Oh,” I said. “Huh. That’s… strangely disappointing. I guess I need to spice things up a little, then. Maybe we could get a little funky.” I waggled my eyebrows at him.

He refused to take the bait. “You think they’re going to be okay?”

“They’ll be fine,” I said, resigning myself that I wouldn’t be having sex in the next thirty seconds. “I think. Remind me to show you that one spot on Gary that he likes to have rubbed when he starts to get upset.”

“If it’s anywhere but on his head or back, I’m not going to do it.”

“It’s the area between his asshole and his back legs.”

“I hate you so much right now.”

“Uh-huh. That why you’re all spread out like a love buffet, ready for me to take what I want?” My seduction skills were remarkable.

He grimaced. “Really, Sam? Love buffet? That’s what you’re going with.”

“You kind of have a boner.”

“You’re making this less sexy.”

“Well it’s good to know talking about your boner makes things less sexy, but Gary’s asshole sure does it for you.”

“Sam,” he sighed.

“Yes, babe?” I asked sweetly.

“Are you going to fuck me, or am I going to have to do it myself?”

I arched an eyebrow at him. “And how, pray tell, would you do it yourself?”

“There’s a dildo or two in the drawer.” He flushed slightly, eyes darting away. For all that Ryan had been involved in sex work when he was younger, he was still strangely shy actually talking about sex. It was so adorable that I wanted to ruin him.

I grinned slowly. “Is that right?”

“Big too.” He shrugged and looked over my shoulder instead of at me. “Bigger than you.”

Ah, Knight Commander Ryan Foxheart. He could get a little mouthy when he wanted to get laid. It was one of the many, many things that I loved about him. “Huh,” I said. “You think it feels better too? Knowing Mama, she probably spared no expense. Bet it’s made from the finest materials. Probably would feel real good. Especially if you hadn’t been worked open too much beforehand. You know what I’m talking about. The stretch you’d feel as it was pushed into you.”

His pupils dilated a little at that. His throat bobbed up and down as he swallowed. “Yeah,” he said. “It’d probably burn. Maybe hurt too.”

“Because you’d like that, wouldn’t you? If it hurt a little bit.”

He nodded jerkily as he licked his lips. The flush had spread down his neck to the top of his chest.

“Tell you what,” I said, pushing myself off the door and taking a deliberate step toward him. His eyes tracked my every move. “We could always find out, if that’s something you think you would want. I could take it out of that drawer. Spread you out a little bit. Rub it against your asshole. Then, just when you think you couldn’t take any more, I could fuck you with it. And maybe, if you’re good, I could fuck you too. Maybe have both in you at the same time.”

“Gods,” he whispered, arching his hips like he couldn’t help himself.

“Yeah, I think you’d like that,” I said as I took another step. “Wouldn’t you? Two cocks up your ass. Probably feel real nice. Could never do it with another person, though. I don’t like to share.”

He snapped his head from side to side. “No. Nobody else. Just you.”

“Just me,” I echoed. “But….”

“But?”

“But if it was just me and that… dildo you already seem so fond of, well. That seems to be a different story altogether. Don’t you think?”

His chest heaved, but he didn’t speak.

“Ryan? I asked you a question.”

“Yeah,” he croaked. “Yeah. That’s… different. Altogether.”

“And you could take it too, couldn’t you?”

He blinked slowly, face slack. “Yeah. I could. I think so. I think I could, Sam.”

“I think so too.” I was halfway to the bed, my steps slow. I wanted to draw this out as much as I could, because I didn’t know when we’d have a chance to do this again. Ryan was right when he said it’d be the longest that Gary, Tiggy, and I had been apart, but it’d also be the longest I’d been away from Ryan since I’d returned to the City of Lockes from Kevin’s keep in the valley to the north.

“Here’s what you’re going to do,” I said, voice low. “You’re going to turn over and get on your hands and knees. You’re going to reach up and grab the bars above the headboard that Mama had so conveniently installed. You will not let go until I tell you to. You will not turn around until I tell you to. Do you understand?”

He nodded, pupils blown out, sleep pants tented at his crotch.

“Do you remember your safeword?”

That pulled him back a little as he grimaced. He mumbled something that I couldn’t quite make out, even though I knew what it was.

“Sorry?”

He rolled his eyes. “The safeword is Gary.”

I grinned wickedly. “You’re damn fucking right it is.”

“You know, I wasn’t even there when you had to hear him screaming your name while getting fucked by Kevin. I don’t know why you have to take it out on me.”

“It’s revenge.”

“It’s not revenge if he doesn’t know about it.”

“But I know about it. That’s enough.”

“You’re so weird.”

I stopped at the end of the bed, bending over to place my hands flat on the mattress, keeping my eyes locked on Ryan’s. “Funny how you’re still just sitting there. I thought I told you to turn over and grab the bars, Knight Commander. Don’t make me do it for you.”

“Yeah?” he asked, eyes bright, considering. “Maybe I should make you. Maybe you’d have to use your magic to make me do it.”

I chuckled and raised a hand, palm toward the ceiling. He groaned long and loud when a little twirl of gold and green sparks swirled around my hand. It was nothing but a light show—a parlor trick, something that Morgan would certainly frown upon—but it still was enough to make his cock twitch in his sleep pants. He had a kink for magic and a kink for being controlled, and I had no problem with indulging him in both. There was a line I would draw in that I would never use large levels of magic against him. I couldn’t take the chance. I wouldn’t hurt him that way. Not even if he begged me to do more. I thought he knew that too, which is why he never pushed.


So instead of waiting for me to threaten him a bit more, he twisted on the mattress until he was flat on his stomach. The muscles in his back rippled as he pushed himself up on his hands and knees. His breaths were quick and sharp as he reached up to hold on to the wooden bars above the headboard. The angle caused his back to arch, his ass straining against the material of his sleep pants. The bottoms of his feet were pale and lovely, toes digging into the mattress. He cut the perfect figure, the candlelight caressing his skin, casting shadows in the ridges of his muscles. He pulled on the bars until the wooden slats they were attached to swung out on hinges like a door. He shuffled slowly backward and to the side of the bed until the bars were horizontal with the length of the bed, his feet hanging off the side where I stood. The wooden slat locked into place, firm and rigid.

“That’s good,” I said, throat dry. “That’s real good.”

He pulled himself up using the bars as leverage, flexing all the muscles he could as he put himself on display, knowing exactly what it took to break me. I was moving even before I had the conscious thought to, and he sagged in relief when I placed my hand in the middle of his back, pressing against his skin, holding him in place.

“I told you that you shouldn’t move once you got yourself in position,” I said near his ear, watching as gooseflesh prickled along his bare shoulders. “I’ll give you that one. Don’t make me ask you again.”

He nodded, head hanging down between his arms, eyes squeezed shut. I let him rest for a moment until I could see him centering himself, breath slowing. A thin trickle of sweat left his hairline near his right ear and dripped down his cheek to his jaw. I reached up and cupped his face, running my finger along the sweat, brushing it away. I could tell he wanted to lean into the touch, but he didn’t.

“Good,” I said again. “You’re doing so good for me. I’m very happy with you right now.”

Ryan didn’t like to be called names when we were in the bedroom. His name or Knight Commander was enough, but even that last was used sparingly. He didn’t like me being mean, and he didn’t like heavy—or even moderate—amounts of pain. He didn’t need to be coddled, but he was sensitive like this, vulnerable. It’d taken us a while to get here, and many stilted conversations had taken place, both of us red and embarrassed as we tried to vocalize what we wanted. I trusted him, and I knew he trusted me, but this was sex. I’d never had it before him. The sex he’d had hadn’t necessarily been ideal.

It didn’t matter to him, or so he said.

It mattered to me.

Which is why I always made sure to tell him how good he was, how proud of him I was. We’d stumbled upon his praise kink accidentally, and it’d taken a bit of fumbling before we’d gotten in sync with each other. I tended to go overboard, he wanted to make me happy, and it sometimes ended awkwardly.

But we found our rhythm, the beat that we could move to.

Knight Commander Ryan Foxheart was important. He was in charge of many things. People looked up to him. He was dashing and immaculate. He was the commander of the Castle Guard, one of the highest honors that could be bestowed upon a knight. He made executive decisions that led to the safety of the castle. People listened to him.

Here, though.

He didn’t have to be in charge.

He didn’t have to worry about making a decision, because he knew I would make them for him.

We didn’t do this all the time. Sometimes I was on my back with my legs over his shoulders as he fucked up into me, my eyes rolling back into my head.

But more often than not, he’d come to our room, prowling restlessly, shoulders tense and eyes narrowed, and I would know what he needed from me.

And now with the inevitable in front of us—at least five weeks apart—he needed me to take care of him.

And I wanted nothing more.

I also wanted to eat his ass out, but first things first.

He sighed as I trailed my fingers down his back, the barest amount of pressure against his skin. He hung his head between his arms, eyes closed, breathing in through his nose and out through his mouth like he was supposed to. I traced the lines of the muscles in his back, feeling the strength of him. He was bigger than I would ever be, and he was proud of the body he’d created through hard work. He was dashing and immaculate, sure, and he knew it, and maybe sometimes he played up to it. He knew exactly what happened to people’s underwear if he picked up a puppy and held it close or if he drew his sword and posed as he was wont to do. When he’d done that spread in All Knight Long! a few months ago, the painter had found it necessary to have him in an empty bathtub wearing nothing but a towel spread haphazardly over his waist. That issue had sold out rather quickly, especially with the salacious cover headline of KNIGHT COMMANDER RYAN FOXHEART REVEALS ALL! Ryan had been quite proud of it. I’d told him he probably had many teenagers masturbating over it. He hadn’t been as proud after that. And since I felt terrible, I told him I would masturbate over it, and it led to him choking on my dick in a musty hall closet in the castle.

That had been a good day.

I reached the top of his sleep pants, fingers pressing hard into the skin, slipping just inside over the top of his ass. His knuckles were white as he gripped the bar, and his nipples were hard. I thought about dragging it out even further, but I wanted more from him.

I pushed my hand inside the waistband, palm flat against his ass, squeezing one cheek roughly. The smallest of groans dropped from his mouth, and I grinned to myself. A vocal Ryan was certainly one of my favorite kinds of Ryan.

“This is nice.” I squeezed him again. “Don’t you think?”

“Yes,” he said, voice rough.

“Use the bar. Pull yourself up higher so I can pull your pants down.”

He moved quickly, rising to his knees, biceps flexing until his back was ramrod straight. He didn’t let go, which was good. I was still standing next to the bed, and I could see the swell of his ass and that he was hard, probably almost painfully so.

I thought about gripping his dick through the sleep pants but decided against it. I wanted to leave his cock alone, just to see how long it would take for him to beg me to touch it.

Instead I reached over and tugged at the waistband of the sleep pants, pulling it up and over his dick, which slapped up against his stomach before it bobbed out in front of him. He gasped at the cool air against his heated skin, but I ignored it. I pushed the pants down until they were at his knees. He tried to lift his legs to kick them off, but I pushed back against his calves, holding them down against the bed.

“Leave them,” I said. “For now.”

He nodded, taking in another deep breath.

“Lean forward again. Don’t let go of the bars.”

He went lax, head bowed, shoulders sagging. He spread his legs a little wider. His back curved slightly, pushing his ass out farther, which was exactly what I was going for.

Without looking away from him, knowing he could feel my gaze along his skin, I toed off my boots and socks and kicked them to the side. I pressed my hands against the globes of his ass, squeezing again, pressing them together before I pulled them apart. He hissed under his breath, trying to stay as quiet as he could. It was a game to him, seeing how long he could stay silent. He never lasted very long.

I dropped to my knees behind him, settling down until his ass was level with my face. I stayed close, my breath on his skin. “You okay?” I asked, not hiding the smirk in my voice.

“Fine,” he said through what sounded like gritted teeth.

“That’s good,” I said. “Just checking in.”

“You don’t need to—”

I slapped his ass, the sound of it flat and low in the room. He gasped slightly and pulled himself up against the bars. It hadn’t been hard; my palm stung only a little. But it had surprised him, and he whimpered quietly, trying to swallow it back down.

“You holding on to that bar?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said hoarsely.

“Good. Spread your knees as wide as you can.”

“I did. If I could just take off these—”

“Ryan. Wider.”

He did. His thighs were trembling.

I didn’t give him much time to react. I grabbed his ass again, spreading it wide, and licked from his taint up to his hole to the top of his crack with the flat of my tongue, making sure to get him nice and wet. He moaned as his back bowed, hands tightening on the bars. I smiled against his skin before I licked him again, pressing my tongue against his asshole. I breathed through my mouth, hot breath fanning against him, nose on his skin, saliva spreading on my chin. I moved my hands to the sides of his hips, holding him in place so he couldn’t jerk away from me as I moved my tongue.

He said my name in that low voice of his, that voice he got when he was turned-on more than he’d thought he’d be. He’d bathed at some point while I’d been busy with Kevin and the others, his skin tasting like the soap Mama kept in all the bathrooms. It wasn’t my favorite, but there was still the hint of Ryan underneath the flowery notes, and I chased after it, pressing my face harder against him, pushing my tongue inside him. He squirmed, trying to pull away and push himself closer as I fucked him with my mouth.

I reached around his front, the back of my hand brushing the underside of his cock, but I ignored it, instead circling his balls until I got a good grip. I tugged on them, pulling them down, feeling his cock bob above my hand. The noise he made at the pleasurepain made me pull on his balls just a little bit harder, making sure I wasn’t squeezing too tightly, but enough that he’d feel it in the pit of his stomach.

I pulled my face away from his asshole, resting my forehead on the small of his back, fondling him. “So good for me,” I said, making sure my voice was loud enough that he could hear. “You’re doing so well, Ryan. I love it when you’re like this.”

“Sam,” he said, sounding a little broken. “I need—I want….”

“What do you need?”

“More,” he whispered. “I want more.”

“I could open you up some more.”

He tensed at that. “No,” he said quickly.

“No? I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t,” he said, hands flexing on the bars.

“You sound sure about that.”

“I am. I want to feel it, Sam. Please let me feel it.”

I leaned forward and licked his asshole again, just to hear him keen a little more. “You touch yourself before I got here?”

He tensed. “I didn’t—”

“Ryan.”

“A little. Just to stretch myself.”

“I thought so. Thinking about that dildo?”

“No,” he said. “Thinking about you.”

My smile widened, and I let go of his balls to grab his cock and give it a dry pull. He grunted, sounding like he’d been punched in the gut as he thrust his hips forward, trying to fuck my fist. I let him do it once, twice, before I tightened my other hand on his hip, holding him in place. He stilled, but I could feel him twitching, like he was barely able to stop himself.

“You want it?” I asked, pressing my nose to the cleft of his ass. “You want me to fuck you with the dildo? Or do you want my cock?”

“You said we could do both,” he said, sounding like he was pouting.

“I did say that, didn’t I? But we can’t start with both.”

“You,” he panted as I jacked him off. “You first.”

“I don’t know,” I said, sounding unconvinced. “You said the dildo was bigger than me. It’d probably be better if we used it first. Getting you nice and open so we don’t crush my dick.”

“Fine,” he said. “Great. That. I’m okay with that.”

I slapped his ass again, just to see it bounce. He yelped and tried to pull himself away, which only caused him to fuck my fist again.

“Fuck,” he hissed.

“Yes. That’s the plan. I need you to listen to me, Ryan. Are you listening?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” I kissed the mark I’d left on his ass. “That’s real good. I want you to push the bars back against the wall. Once they’re in place, you need to decide if you will be on your knees with your face down and biting the pillow, or if you’ll be on your back and letting me see everything that happens to you. You have a minute to decide.”

He muttered something under his breath that didn’t necessarily sound like he was giving a compliment.

“What was that?” I asked sharply.

He sighed. “I said okay.”

“Really. Because it sounded like you called me a fucking asshole.”

“You must have hearing problems, then.”

“You’re funny. I don’t think I tell you that enough. Also, you have forty-five seconds to decide.”

He cursed me again as I pulled myself up, wincing as my dick pushed against my breeches. I adjusted myself as he snapped the bars and the slat back against the wall, still grumbling. I ignored him, instead turning toward the set of drawers next to the bed.

Knowing Mama, there were things in there along with the dildo that I wouldn’t have a single clue what to do with. Ryan and I might have an adventurous sex life, but there were people in the world who were far kinkier than we would ever be. Cock cages, ball clamps, spreader bars, things that could be inserted into a dick; it was enough to cause me to squeak and cross my legs. There was a line that we wouldn’t cross, but I didn’t judge those who did.

Too much, anyway.

Ryan was shuffling on the bed, but I didn’t look to see how he was going to be positioned. Knowing him, he’d be on his knees, facedown. It happened when he got really worked up and just wanted to be fucked. I’d give him time to make that decision for himself.

I opened the drawer, and sure enough, there were things that looked almost like torture devices. I shuddered, unsure what the one in the corner was supposed to attach to. Or on. Or in. It had thin metal wires and a long rubber end that curved sharply. I didn’t even try to stop my ass from clenching at the sight of it.

But sitting right near the top was a thick red dildo that almost looked like a sword, with a grip and guard at one end. I reached down to pick it up, getting a good hold on it. It was heavier than I thought it’d be and was slightly flexible, as the other end curved slightly as I lifted it. I didn’t know what it was made of, having never seen anything like it before. The grip was firm with just a little give, and I knew if I squeezed it hard enough, I’d leave small indentations in it.

And Ryan was right. It was bigger than me, both longer and thicker, but not by much. It wasn’t obscene, not like some of the other dildos I’d seen in the Tilted Cross. Mama had some in her collection that looked as if I wouldn’t be able to lift them on my own. I’d asked her just who the hell would want something that large up their ass. Mama had told me she catered to a wide and varied clientele who sometimes liked to feel like they were splitting in two and who also might not have been exactly human.

But this was going to be the perfect size for Ryan, and he was going to get the burn he wanted, especially if I fucked him with it and my dick at the same time. I wasn’t too worried about it having been used before. Knowing this drawer, most everything in it had been. But Mama was proud of the rigorous cleaning process that all the sex toys went through each time they were used.

There was also a crystal vial of lubricating oil set in one corner, the liquid amber in color, almost like syrup. But it was slick, the consistency thin. The first time I’d come to the Tilted Cross, Mama had sent me home with a small vial of it, telling me I’d never used anything like it. I’d scoffed at her, somewhat embarrassed, then proceeded to use the entire vial in two days, sure it was the greatest thing I’d ever experienced. The Tilted Cross produced it, and it was expensive, but it was better than anything you could get in the City of Lockes.

I shut the drawer and turned back toward the bed, expecting to see Ryan on his hands and knees. My breath hitched when I saw him on his back, knees brought up against his chest, ass at the edge of the bed where he’d been kneeling just a few moments before. He was breathing heavily in anticipation, his chest now completely flushed as he stared at me, eyes blown wide. He must have been watching me the entire time, seeing me test the heft of the dildo.

“On your back, then?” I asked lightly.

He nodded slowly.

“And how did you come to that decision?”

He sounded like he was gargling rocks when he said, “I want to see you.”

“That so?” His eyes followed the dildo when I set it and the vial of oil on the bed beside him. “You want to see me?”

He looked back over at me before he nodded. He gripped the underside of his thighs as he held his legs up. The hair on his stomach looked slick with sweat, and his feet were shaking slightly. His asshole was still wet with my spit, and I couldn’t help but rub a finger along it, pressing in to the first knuckle just to see what he would do.

His eyes fluttered closed as he bit his bottom lip, tilting his head back slightly.

He really was beautiful. I’d always thought so.

“Can you…?” He gnawed on his lip, then shook his head.

“Can I what?”

He swallowed, throat moving up and down. Then, “Can you kiss me?”

He sounded so vulnerable that I didn’t even hesitate, pulling my finger out of him. I was still fully clothed when I pressed against his ass. His eyes snapped open when he felt my weight, and he wrapped his strong legs around my hips. I put my hands on either side of his head, the dildo rolling against him in the crease of the bed. I stopped a few inches from his face, his eyes searching mine. I bent slowly, scraping my lips against his. He exhaled softly, hands twitching at his sides like he wanted to reach up and smash me against him. But he was waiting.

I propped myself up on one hand, bringing the other to grip his jaw, fingers spreading out along his cheek, thumb pressing against his throat. I rolled my hips against his ass, my cock rubbing just below his balls. I kissed him again, and he sighed into my mouth as I swiped my tongue against his lips. Then his mouth was open and wet, tongue against mine. It was like he snapped then, ankles locking behind my back, his mouth and tongue working me over. I groaned into the kiss, grinding down on him.

He broke the kiss, and I kissed down his jaw to his neck. For a moment, I saw him standing in the field with Justin again, talking quietly about something I didn’t know, and I was fucking jealous over it, even though I knew I didn’t have to be. Justin didn’t want Ryan anymore, or so he said. Ryan had chosen me. Yet there was still a small, dark part of me that saw them together, that knew it’d be them together for the month without me there with my awesome and witty repartee. Nothing was going to happen. Ryan loved me. And yet I couldn’t help biting down into the soft skin of his throat and sucking, bringing the blood to the surface to leave as dark a bruise as possible. He cried out near my ear, hand coming up to the back of my head to push me closer, to make the mark bigger. I complied, of course. How could I not?

His neck was slick with saliva when I pulled away, satisfied with the mark upon him. He looked up at me, dazed. I grinned down at him. “You want me to fuck you with that dildo now?” I asked affably.

He opened his mouth once, twice, then just nodded slowly.

I pulled myself back off him, his hands jerking like he was about to reach for me again.

“Hold your legs back again,” I said, reaching for the vial.

He did, thighs against his chest.

I ran my fingers along the back of his thighs, pulling slightly at the hair. “Gods,” I said reverently. “I will never get tired of this view.”

“Sam,” he said weakly, embarrassed but pleased.

“It’s quite the sight,” I continued. “Look how strong you are. Stronger than any of the other knights. Better than the rest of them.”

His smile was brittle, face heated.

“Now,” I said. “I’m going to give you three fingers—”


“No,” he said quickly.

I arched an eyebrow.

“Um,” he said. “Can I—just. Have. Two?”

“Two,” I repeated. “You want just two.”

“Yes.”

“Because you want to feel it.”

“Yes.”

“So when I leave tomorrow, you’ll still feel what I’m about to do to you.”

He looked so grateful when he said yes again that I knew what he was thinking. Of course I would give him whatever he asked for.

“Two it is,” I said, like it wasn’t a big deal. “So you can feel it. Anything else?”

He started to shake his head, then stopped. He hesitated. Then shook his head.

“Ryan. What else do you want?”

He rolled his eyes, a little frustrated. I smacked his ass. He yelped and glared at me. I cocked my head at him. Then, “Can you stay dressed?”

“Don’t like seeing me naked?”

He shook his head furiously. “No! No. I just… I like it when I’m… like this. And you’re still clothed.”

Fuck me sideways. If that didn’t make my dick throb, then nothing would. “Uh. Yeah, I think I can do that. I can just untie my breeches when I’m ready to fuck you.”

“Okay.”

“Thank you for asking me,” I said as I leaned forward and kissed his knee. “I like it when you ask for things.”

“It’s not that big of a deal,” he grumbled.


“Oh, I think it is,” I said as I pulled the crystal stopper off the vial and set it down on the nightstand. Making sure he was watching, I tilted the vial, spilling a healthy dose of slick onto my palm. It was warm to the touch. I set the vial next to the stopper, setting it within reach for when I needed it again. I dipped my fingers into the oil. “Now, I think you asked for two.”

And without giving him a chance to respond, I pressed my fingers against his asshole. There was a brief resistance until it gave past the ring of muscle into the heat of his ass. He bared his teeth at me, eyes narrowing, cords on his neck standing out. I fucked him with my fingers, stretching him open. “That’s two,” I said calmly, even though my legs felt a little weak.

“Good,” he said, though I was sure he wanted to say something else.

“Good,” I agreed.

It didn’t take long for him to be stretched open, though it wasn’t as much as I usually did. Between me eating him out and whatever he’d been doing before I got back to the room, he was already telling me he was fine, gods, Sam, I’m fine, can you please fuck me, please just fuck me.

And since I wasn’t one to deny Ryan Foxheart his request, I picked up the dildo and slicked it up with the oil still on my hand. It was glistening by the time I was done with it. “You ready?”

“Oh, now you ask me?” he snarked.

“I fucking love you. Dude, you have no idea.”

His face softened. “I think I do. And I love you too. Now fuck me with that thing so we can get on to the main event.”

I dare anyone to say no to that.

I wiped my hand off on the bedspread so it wouldn’t slip on the grip of the dildo. Satisfied I wouldn’t accidentally end up punching myself in the face, I pressed the tip against his asshole, almost unable to decide if I wanted to watch it fuck into him or watch his face as it entered.

But since I didn’t know when I’d get to see something like this again, I chose the dildo. He whined lowly in his throat as it breached him. It had to hurt, at least a little bit, because he wasn’t quite ready for the girth of it. But instead of trying to pull his ass away from it, he lowered his legs a bit so he settled onto the dildo.

“More,” he panted. “Fucking hell, Sam, more.”

“Needy,” I said but gave it to him anyway. It only took a minute or two before the dildo was pressed to the hilt. I was entranced by the sight of it disappearing inside of him. We’d used toys before, sure, but nothing this big. My skin felt hot, my mind buzzing at the thought of where this was heading.

I let go of the grip, watching the dildo bob up and down in his ass as he breathed. Then, just to be a bit of a dick, I flicked the grip hard. He gasped, head rocking back, hands tightening on the underside of his legs.

“Shit,” he said, sounding wrecked. “Holy shit, you just—”

“Watch your mouth,” I warned him. “You’re a knight of Verania.”

He tilted his head forward again to glare at me. “Fuck,” he said. “Fucking shit.”

I smacked the grip of the dildo again.

He cried out, his whole body tensing. Before he could come down, I twisted his nipple, his skin slick with sweat. “Sam,” he breathed. “Oh gods, please. Just do it, please.”

“You going to watch your mouth?”

“Yes. I promise. I swear, I swear, just fuck me—”

I grabbed the hilt of the dildo and pulled it out so just the tip remained in him. He exhaled as I did, and he hadn’t taken another breath before I fucked it back inside, watching his ass take it all the way back in. “Fuu—”

I twisted it inside him, cutting him off into a moan.

I picked up a careful but steady pace, and he took it just as well as I’d thought he would. I used my free hand to touch his knee or the inside of his thigh or right near his cock without ever actually grabbing it. He groaned in pleasure and frustration, demanding more but not wanting me to stop to take the time to give him more. He started rocking his ass to meet each thrust of the dildo, eyes rolling up in the back of his head. His cock was straining against his stomach, the head flushed with blood, so much so that it looked painful.

“I need it,” Ryan begged me. “Come on, please, Sam. Please fuck me too. Give me both. I want both.”

I didn’t know if I could handle more. The sight of him writhing naked on the bed while I was still fully clothed was almost more than I could take. But his eyes were slowly going unfocused, and the jerk of his hips was getting sloppy, and I knew if I kept it up, he’d blow his load without getting what he wanted. And I always gave Ryan Foxheart what he wanted.

“I know,” I said quietly, slowing the thrust of the dildo, trying to get him to settle. “I know what you need.”

He nodded weakly at me, trusting me to do what I said I’d do. I pushed the dildo in one final time, leaving it buried inside of him, before letting it go. I leaned between his legs, my groin against the hilt of the dildo, and he sucked in a sharp breath when I pushed it in just a little more, propping my hands on either side of his head, pressing my forehead against his. He was sweaty and panting in my face, but I kissed him slow and sweet, gentling him when he tried to make it more.

He was frustrated with me for it, growling against me, trying to suck wet and open kisses on my lips and jaw. It took a moment, but finally his breathing slowed and he looked more aware.

“You still want this?” I asked him, pulling away to brush a sweaty lock of hair from his forehead.

“Yeah,” Ryan said. He smiled up at me a little. “I want this.”

“It’s gonna sting.”

“I know.”

“And you will tell me if it’s too much.”

“I will.”

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

I kissed him again in reward, swiping my tongue against his before standing upright. “You still want me dressed?”

“Please.” Then his eyes widened. “It’s not because of the—”

I shook my head. “I know, Ryan. It’s not the scars.”

“Because they don’t matter to me,” he insisted.

“I know.”

“I love them, because they’re part of you.”

“You sap,” I said fondly, squeezing his knee.

“It’s just… hot. You. Like this. Me.” He blushed again. “I just like it.”

“I do too,” I said. I unfastened my breeches, well aware of his gaze on my hands. I was harder than I’d ever been in my life, even with our brief little side trip into potential insecurities (which, honestly, hadn’t even crossed my mind), and the relief I felt when my cock sprang free caused my eyes to briefly close. The anticipation of what we were about to do was causing my hands to shake, but I needed to stay in control for him.

I opened my eyes, smiling down at Ryan. He watched me with a reverent look on his face, like the sight of me standing above him (with my cock poking out of my pants, no less) was everything he could ever want. I hoped he saw the same expression on my face.

I took the vial from the nightstand and tipped it again into my hand, spilling more oil. I set it down and jacked myself off, teeth grinding together at the slick grip of my fist. Heat pooled low in my belly at the sight of Ryan lying spread out before me, waiting for me to fuck him alongside the dildo. It wouldn’t take much to make me come, and I had to force my hand to drop so I didn’t jizz all over him right then.

I reached over his head to grab one of the fat pillows on the bed, motioning him to lift his hips. He complied, the dildo pointing obscenely out of his ass as he did. I thought about flicking it again, but I wasn’t that much of an asshole.

“Here’s how it’s going to work,” I told him as I situated the pillow underneath him. “I’m going to pull the dildo out. Then I’m going to fuck you with my dick. Once I’m sure you’re ready, I’ll put the dildo back in. Okay?”

“Okay,” he said, a trickle of sweat running down his forehead to his ear.

“And you’ll tell me the moment it gets to be too much.”

“I will.”

“Good.” I bent over and kissed the inside of his thigh before I pulled the dildo out in one smooth, quick motion. The muscles in his stomach jumped, and his cock was leaking the barest amounts of come onto his skin. Before he could make a sound, I lined my dick up at his asshole and pushed in slowly.

He was hotter than I remembered him ever being and a little bit looser too. Still he groaned at the intrusion, clenching down on my cock. “I’ll be honest,” I managed to say. “This probably isn’t going to last very long.”

I didn’t know if he even heard me. He planted his feet against my chest, legs still bent over his torso. I was able to lean forward, his legs holding my weight as I pulled almost all the way out before fucking back into him, my hips slapping against his ass.

“If we’re going to do this, we need to do it now.”

His eyes opened again, wide and glazed over. “Do it.”

The dildo was on the bed next to him where I’d set it. My hand was still sticky with oil, and I rubbed it over the toy, making sure it was slick. I jerked my hips twice, and then a third time before I pulled away, leaving only the head of my cock inside him. “You ready?”

“I’m ready.”

“I love you.”

His smile was blinding. “So much?”

“So much,” I agreed.

It was tight, almost too tight. The pressure of the dildo against my dick was borderline painful. I paused when he gasped louder than any time before, eyes bulging, mouth open but making no other sound. I waited, trying not to grimace at the toy pressing down on top of my dick. It took a moment or two, but he relaxed the smallest amount, and I pressed in farther.

The sound we both made at the sensation seemed to be closer to animal than human. I was low and guttural. He was high-pitched and whining. I went as slow as I could. The angle was slightly awkward, and the dildo wouldn’t go all the way in, and my hips weren’t flush against his ass, but it had to be the most erotic thing I’d ever seen.

I let his body get used to the stretch as much as it could before his hand slid down from the back of his knee and covered mine on his thigh. He squeezed it once, letting me know he was okay for me to move.

It wasn’t a quick fuck at that point. Given the way we were positioned and the number of things he had in his ass, it wasn’t possible. My grip on the toy slipped more often than not, and I almost pulled my dick out of him completely more than once. But there were a few moments when everything lined up and the thrusts matched as I pushed my hips and the toy forward at the same time.

Those were the moments that Ryan’s eyes were open wide but most likely unseeing. Those were the moments when his right foot slid up my chest until his leg was hooked over my shoulder, holding me in place. Those were the moments when he said my name like I was something to be cherished, like I was giving him everything he could have ever hoped for.

Those were the moments when I knew I would do anything for this man beneath me, this man who trusted me and loved me above all others.

He came untouched. One moment he was crying out, tears in the corners of his eyes, and the next he was coming, spunk shooting across his chest, hitting his chin and cheeks, a line splashing his lips. He was soundless when it happened, back bowed upward, muscles straining. I didn’t last after that and came deep inside him, the dildo slipping from my hand and sliding out of him, dropping to the floor.

 

 

“HOLY FUCKING gods,” I said sometime later when I came back to my senses. I had collapsed on top of him. I’d gone soft and slid out of him at some point. He was holding me close, his nose pressed against my hair, his hand on the back of my neck. We were breathing in sync, his heartbeat sluggish and slow against my chest. “That was….”

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “It was.”

My brain was trying to restart itself, and I said the only thing I could think of. “If you think about it, we’re pretty much sex gods.”

I felt the rumble of his laughter, and it caused a smile to stretch wide across my face. He kissed the top of my head, and I sighed happily, letting myself settle on top of him.

“Even if we’re sex gods,” he said, “it’s going to start feeling gross here in a little bit.”

“Eh. That’s a problem for future us. Present us feels pretty damn good right now.”

“You’re not the one leaking out your ass.”

That should not have been as hot as it was. My dick gave a feeble attempt at getting hard again, but it was a no-go. I told Ryan as much, feeling he needed to know.

“Sometimes thoughts should remain just that.”

“Lie,” I said, rubbing my chin on his chest. “You like it when I talk dirty to you.”

He shuddered as I bit his nipple. “Okay, Sam,” he said, and I didn’t think I could love him any more than I did right then.

 

 

LATER, AFTER we cleaned ourselves and stripped the bed, we lay side by side, heads upon the same pillow, breaths mingling, noses brushing together. It certainly wasn’t home: the bed was too soft, the room creaked differently, the sounds of the brothel weren’t the same as the sounds of a castle. But Ryan was here with me, and that was as close to home as I’d ever needed.

And it was about to be taken away from me. At least for a little while.

“I hate Randall,” I told him seriously. “And Morgan.” It was the first time either of us had spoken in a while.

“I don’t think you do,” he said, tracing my eyebrows with a finger. “You say you do, but you’re all talk sometimes.”

“I feel like that was an insult.”

“Probably. But it wasn’t. Mostly.”

“How comforting.”

He rolled his eyes. “I don’t like it. But I can kind of see his point.”

That… wasn’t what I expected. “Say what now?”

“Don’t look at me like that, Sam. At least hear me out.”


“I always do.”

“You’re still sort of glaring at me.”

“Yeah. That’s probably not going to change.”

He laughed quietly. “I don’t doubt it.”

“Speak, Foxheart, before I kick you out of bed.”

The mirth slid from his face. “You didn’t….” He sighed. “You didn’t see yourself. Not like I did. After what happened with Myrin. You don’t know what it was like to have to find you buried under all that rubble. To see your body twisted. To see you breathing so slowly that I thought you weren’t breathing at all at first. Do you know what that was like?” His eyes were bright. “And then… to see those scars upon you.”

I tensed, trying to fold in on myself in an attempt to hide them away. We were still nude, and for the first time in days, I hadn’t even thought of them. Sure, I’d felt them pulling when we’d fucked, but it had been negligible, a whisper at the back of my head.

“No,” he said, reaching up to cup my face, stopping me from curling away from him. “Sam, don’t do that. Don’t hide from me. You know I don’t care about them.”

“You sure just made it sound like you did.”

He was frustrated. I could see it on his face. “Not like that,” he said. “I don’t care what you look like.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“Sam.”

I winced. “Sorry.”

“They’re part of you. I hate how you got them, but I’ll never hate how they look. But maybe Randall and Morgan are right. Your magic. It’s… big, Sam. Bigger than anything I’ve ever seen, and from what it sounds like, bigger than even they expected. And if Randall of all people is telling you that, we should probably listen to him.”

I scowled at him, even though I knew he was telling the truth. And the problem with him telling the truth was that I was keeping so much from him. From everyone, really. And not because I didn’t trust them. No. That couldn’t be further from the truth. Of course I trusted Ryan. And Randall. And Morgan. And even if the latter two had lied to me about so many things, I knew they’d done so in order to protect me.

Which is what I was telling myself I was doing for them.

I almost believed it too.

“You’re my cornerstone,” I said. “We shouldn’t be separated. Not this soon.”

“I don’t like it much either.”

“But….”

He shrugged. “But there has to be a reason for it, right? A point. Randall wouldn’t do it just because he’s an asshole.”

“Actually, he would do it just because he’s an asshole. And watch your mouth.”

“I can’t believe you talk about him like that.”

“I can’t believe how much you kiss his ass every time you see him.”

“He’s Randall.”

“I know, right? It’s so annoying.”

He laughed. I loved that sound. “You’re such a dick.”

“Sometimes.” I captured his hand and kissed his fingers. “I get that you’re worried about me. You don’t have to be.”

“It’s kind of my job.”

“It shouldn’t have to be.”

He stared at me. “You get captured by villains at least once a week.”

“Well. I’d like to think it’s gone monthly now, but—”

“Let’s say biweekly and leave it at that—”

“Who’s going to call you out when you pose for no apparent reason when I’m not there?”

“I don’t pose. And Gary and Tiggy will do it, because they say it all the time.”

“Huh,” I said. “I might feel a little bit better about this.” Then, “You can’t fall back in love with Justin.”

He squinted at me. “Run that one by me again?”

“Justin. You guys will be traveling together, and maybe one night you’ll get to reminiscing, and then that’ll lead to fleeting touches and accidental hand jobs—”

“Fleeting touches? What the hell is a fleeting touch—”

“—and you’ll wake up awkwardly the next morning, spunk drying on your hands, evidence of your coupling branding you in your shame—”

“And don’t even get me started on accidental hand jobs. How does that even—”

“—and then you’ll arrive at Castle Freeze Your Ass Off and announce that you’ve adopted three gypsy babies and are planning on moving to an organic farm in the country called the Rusty Rystin, where you and Justin will spend the rest of your lives in unholy bliss while I waste away to an old, miserly spinster who hisses at people to look away from my face because it’s hideous.”

He was gaping at me.

“Or something,” I added.

“Or something,” he repeated.

“I dunno,” I said, looking away.

“Sam.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Are you serious right now? You know I never loved him.”

“Yeah,” I said petulantly. “You never loved him enough to almost marry him.”

“Gods,” he groaned. “I can’t believe the both of you still give me shit for that.”

“Well, you did wait until the very last moment to announce your undying love for me in front of everyone.”

“Right,” he said dryly. “My undying love. Funny how you think then I’d throw that all away for an accidental hand job. And I’m still wondering how that works. Does he trip and fall and his hand hits my dick and then we just keep going?”

“The world is a mysterious place,” I said.

“You’re an idiot.”

“Hey! We’re laying on a pillow. You can’t call me an idiot when we’re having pillow talk.”

“You’re talking about me having an organic farm called the Rusty Rystin!”

“I think of great names for things,” I said. “It’s one of my many, many talents.”

“Sam,” he said. “I’m never going to leave you.”

“Wow,” I breathed, sure there were stars in my eyes. “That was amazing.”

“I know,” he said, sounding rather pleased with himself. “It’s one of my many, many talents.”

“You’re ruining the moment with your ego.”

“But you just said the same thing—”

“Tell me more about how much you love me.”

“I love you more than anything else in the world.”

“We’re being serious now, huh?”

“Yeah.”

I kissed the tip of his nose. There were little crinkles around his eyes as he smiled. “Okay.”

“We’ll be okay,” he said. “It’s a month. Sooner, if Kevin’s wing heals. He carried us once. He’ll carry us again.”

“But it’s racist—”

“I don’t think that means what you all think it means,” he said. “And he’d do it, I think. For me. For you.”

“Probably.”

“And.”

“And?”

He hesitated, which meant I probably wasn’t going to like whatever he said next. “And… you know you can tell me anything, right?”

I kept the small smile on my face, even though I felt cold. “I know.”

His eyes searched mine, for what I didn’t know, but there was a flash of disappointment that quickly disappeared before it could turn into something more. “Good. I just… I know being a wizard means you’ll have your secrets, but if you ever need to tell me something, I’ll listen. No matter what.”

And I opened my mouth to tell him everything, about Vadoma’s visions, about the Great White, about the star dragon and Myrin. In the end, maybe it would have made a difference. Maybe everything that came later would have turned out differently.

But I wouldn’t know, because I didn’t tell him any of that. Instead I said, “I know you would.”

He sighed but kissed me sweetly.

 

 

AND EVEN later in the night, while he was sleeping, his breathing heavy and slow, I lay awake next to him, thinking about everything we’d been through and everything that lay ahead. I knew that forces were massing against us, and if Randall and Morgan were right that Myrin had marked me because he wanted to eat my magic, then the road before us was rocky indeed.

It felt wrong to be splitting up.

But I had to trust that Randall and Morgan knew what they were doing.

I probably wasn’t going to like the conversations Randall and I were going to have, but I’d worry about that tomorrow.

Tonight I was safe and warm and sated, and the man I’d wished upon the stars for was curled next to me, his legs tangled with mine, his face in my neck, an arm thrown over my chest. I felt the thump thump thump of his heart. I felt the warm exhalations against my skin. I felt his hair brushing against my cheek.

Tomorrow, everything would change.

But this night I held Ryan Foxheart in my arms.

“I promise,” I whispered to him. “I won’t let anyone or anything tear us from each other. HaveHeart for life, motherfuckers.”

And then I slept.

 

 

“BUT WHAT if you die?” Gary wailed as he stood in front of me. “You know how I feel about you dying!”

“I’m not going to die,” I said, trying not to wince at the sheer volume of Gary’s voice. “I’m going to be with Randall.” We were in front of the Meridian City gates, preparing to go our separate ways. I should have known it wasn’t going to go smoothly.

“But you always say he’s going to murder you in your sleep!”

“That still might happen,” Randall muttered behind me.

“Oh no,” Tiggy said, starting to get upset. “Sam gonna die?”

“No—” I started to say.

“Probably!” Gary cried. “He’ll probably explode or have his throat slit and his blood will spill out upon the snow.”

“Maybe you both should calm down just a little—holy fucking sweet molasses!”

Have you ever been tackled by a gay hornless unicorn who was crying these great big globular princess tears? And after you’ve been tackled by said sobbing unicorn, has the matter ever been compounded when a half-giant decided it was probably a good idea that he join in as well, snot dripping from his nose because said sobbing unicorn was an emotionally manipulative asshole who overreacted about everything?

No?

Just me?


All right, then.

“Oh my gods,” I managed to wheeze as I lay at the bottom of a pile of unicorn and half-giant.

“Is this how it’s going to be for the next month?” Justin asked. “Because I may want to reconsider demanding I be let out of the castle to come help.”

“It’s like this sometimes,” Ryan told him. “But then other times, it’s having your self-esteem shredded by pointedly sharp barbs while Gary breathes heavily into your face.”

“Fantastic,” Justin sighed. “I’m so glad that I told my father a liaison was necessary when dealing with the dragons and the fairy king.”

“You can liaison me all you want,” Kevin said.

“That boat sailed a long time ago,” Justin told him.

“Maybe it should just come back to harbor, then. Set anchor. You could come to my starboard, or I’ll just go to your port.”

“I have no one but myself to blame for this,” Justin muttered.

“Gary,” I gasped. “Your asshole… is sitting… on my hand.”

“I am emotionally compromised,” he moaned. “I can’t be expected to know where all parts of my body are at all times.”

“Don’t die, Sam,” Tiggy wept. “No dying.”

“I’m not gonna die.”

“Oh,” Gary said. “Well, then.” He stopped crying almost immediately. “You should be embarrassed at making such a scene in front of everyone. I mean, if I were you, I know I’d be embarrassed. But this is nice. I feel like we don’t lie on top of each other as much as we used to. You got a boyfriend, I got a husband, you kept said boyfriend while I divorced my husband. But I’m not bitter about that at all. You fucking whore.”

“I love love,” Tiggy said, wiping his eyes.

And maybe my throat was a little tight at the thought of being away from them. Or rather, it would have been if I’d been able to breathe and didn’t have a unicorn’s asshole on my hand.

“I will take Morgan back to Castle Lockes,” Randall said. “I expect this foolishness to be sorted by the time we get back. Sam, be prepared to leave.”

“Maybe we’ll just take him away from here,” Gary said, sounding bitchier than I’d ever heard him before, especially since it was directed toward Randall. Gary might not have always agreed with Randall, but he respected him, especially given Randall’s position.

“I can find you,” Randall said, not unkindly. “Wherever you go.”

“Creepy,” Tiggy whispered to us.

“We’ve discussed this,” Morgan said, trying to smooth things over. “It’s nothing against any of you. It’s a natural part of Sam’s training.”

Well, no. I didn’t think it was. Morgan wasn’t outright lying, per se, but it was stretching the truth quite a bit. I didn’t know why, but I was sure I was going to find out once we got to Castle Freeze Your Ass Off. That was something I wasn’t looking forward to.

“Randall come with us,” Tiggy said wisely. “Could be Epic Adventure of Sam, Gary, Tiggy, Ryan, Kevin, Justin, Randall.”

“Please leave me out of your capitalizations,” Justin said. “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you all that.”

“I’ve lived for over six hundred years,” Randall said. “I don’t walk anywhere if I don’t have to.”

“So you’d rather just take Sam with you instead of all of us,” Ryan said, even though I thought he was okay with it. “Taking Sam away from his cornerstone. Taking Kevin’s voice away from him.”

“I want up on your nuts,” I whispered fervently.

Randall and Morgan exchanged a startled look. I didn’t think they’d actually thought about what would happen if I was separated from Kevin.

“I apologize,” Morgan said to the dragon. “We should have considered your bond with Sam.”

“It’s a very deep and loving bond,” Kevin agreed. “But mostly deep. Like that kind of deep when you get that perfect angle and can just thrust your way in and see the bulge in someone’s throat.”

We all stared at him.

He winked at us.

“Sam and I need some time alone,” Randall said.

“Gross,” Gary, Tiggy, and I said at the same time.

“I know what you mean,” Kevin said to Randall. “Congrats to you. Hit that so hard it breaks.”

“Wait,” Ryan said. “What.”

“Wizard to wizard,” Randall clarified.

“You mean wizard on wizard,” Kevin said.

“Gross,” Gary, Tiggy, and I said again.

“Fix this,” Randall growled at Morgan.

“Sam,” Morgan said. “Stand up, please.”

“I’m trying, but Gary won’t get his asshole off my—”

“Please,” Gary sniffed delicately. “Like you’ve never had your hand on my asshole before.”

“Wait,” Ryan said. “What.”

“That was one time,” I said as Gary pushed himself off me. Tiggy pulled me upright, and I sucked in a breath.

“What one time?” Ryan demanded.

“Long story,” I said, brushing myself off. “Involves pixies, an irate bartender, and Gary and I needing to pretend we were boyfriends to escape the clutches of a group of mad nuns.”

“It was my greatest role,” Gary said wistfully. “Too bad Sam here wasn’t believable.”

“Hey! I was so believable.”


“Sam, you were supposed to be madly in love with me. Instead you put your hand on my asshole and told everyone, ‘Yeah, this is my lover who I love with all my love. We do all the sex stuff because I like putting my junk in his butt.’”

“Ew,” everyone said, except for Kevin, who said, “It’s like my dreams are coming true.”

“They believed it,” I pointed out.

“Yeah, for, like, two seconds. Then Tiggy came in and smashed, and I kicked someone in the face, and we ran.”

“All of your stories end like that,” Justin said. “I don’t understand how you’re alive.”

“Wasting my time,” Randall said. “Again.”

Before I could turn his nose into a cock, Morgan took me by the elbow and tugged me away from the others.

“You can’t turn any part of him into a penis,” he said.

“I wasn’t even thinking about that.”

“Sam, I saw the look in your eyes.”

I squinted at him. “I have a specific look in my eyes when I want to turn parts of Randall into penises and you’re familiar with it?”

“Unfortunately.”

“Wow,” I said. “That’s…. I don’t know what that is.”

“I know that the two of you can be somewhat volatile—”

“That might be an understatement if you know my Randall Penis Look, and gods, I wish I hadn’t just capitalized it, because now it’s a thing.”

“—but he cares about your well-being. I need you to listen to him. You may not agree with what he’s asking of you, but he’s doing it for you, Sam.”

I watched Morgan for a moment. “You believe that.”

He nodded. “I do.”

“You still think this is the right thing?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because there are things you’re hiding from us, Sam.”

I felt my face shutter at that. “Really. Funny, that coming from you.”

He put his hands on my shoulders. “You have your reasons. I trust that. But I need you to trust us. To trust him. Nothing good can be gained from keeping secrets from each other. Not now.”

I snorted. “You say that because your hand has been shown and you have nothing left.” I winced, feeling the fight drain out of me. “Shit. I didn’t mean it like that.”

“I know you didn’t,” he said, but I could see the tightness around his eyes. “But that was fair. I wish….” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter what I wish. Hindsight is there to remind us everything we should have done differently.”

“Sucks.”

The corners of his mouth pulled up slightly. “A little. Randall wants to help you, Sam. He could teach you things, things that even I cannot.”

That made me nervous. “You aren’t trying to pass me off on him, are you?” I said, laughing to try and cover up the feeling of wrongwrongwrong that was worming its way through me.

But of course Morgan of Shadows saw right through that. He always did. He squeezed my shoulders, jostling me softly. “Never,” he said. “You will always be mine. No one, not Randall, not Myrin, no one can take you away from me.”

I hugged him then. I couldn’t not. We weren’t on even footing. In all honesty, it would probably be a while before we were again. But I loved him dearly. Morgan was the first person outside of my parents to believe in me, even if it hadn’t exactly started the way I thought it had.

He made a little noise of surprise, as if he hadn’t expected it.

“You’re still my berry sunshine,” I said, reaching up to pet his face blindly. “Because you smell like berries and sunshine.”

“I don’t know why I put up with you,” he said but only held me closer.

 

 

GARY CRIED a little more. So did Tiggy.

Kevin told me that he would miss my sweet, sweet ass, but even his eyes were suspiciously shiny.

Justin rolled his eyes but allowed me to show him what our best friend 5eva handshake would look like, and I threatened to withhold said best friend 5eva friendship if he didn’t learn it completely by the next time I saw him. He didn’t look like he felt very threatened.

Ryan hugged me for a long time. I breathed him in, frantically trying to memorize everything I could about him.

“I’ll be right behind you,” he whispered. “You’ll see. I’ll follow you anywhere.”

We ignored the way I trembled at that.

There was a sharp crack behind us that signaled Randall’s return. I allowed myself another moment to hold on to Ryan before I let go and took a step back.

“It’ll be okay,” I said, overbright and loud. “You guys are acting like we’ll never see each other again.” I picked up my pack from the ground, noticing the way my hands shook. I hefted it up and over my shoulder. I was already wearing a heavy coat lined with fur, courtesy of Mama, who told me in no uncertain terms that I was not allowed to die in it, and that if I was about to die, I should take it off so it wouldn’t be damaged. “It’s only a few weeks. And hey, I’m getting out the easy way. I don’t have to trudge through the snow to the castle.”

I smiled weakly and was about to turn away from them, not wanting them to see the tears that were threatening to spill. It was only a few weeks, for fuck’s sake. In the grand scheme of things, it was nothing. I didn’t need to be acting like this. I didn’t agree with Randall and Morgan, but I understood their reasons. Maybe it would be good, getting this all out in the open.

But before I could look away, Kevin said, “Sam.”

Godsdammit. I looked up at him, knowing my eyes were wet. There was nothing I could do about that now. But at least I knew I could count on Kevin to say something graphic to defuse the situation.

So when he said, “Don’t go after them on your own,” I was shocked.

“Who?”

“The other dragons. The mated pair. Don’t go after them on your own. Wait until we get there.”

I stared at him curiously and saw a flash of blue behind his eyes, almost like starlight. I wondered if my own reflected the same. “Why?”



“Because you need us,” he rumbled. “It’s safer when we’re all together.”

“He won’t,” Randall said from behind me. “I’ll see to it. Even if I have to lock him away in a tower, I’ll make sure of it.”

And that broke whatever hold Kevin (Was it really? a little voice whispered in the back of my head) had on me. I glanced over my shoulder at Randall, but he only had eyes for Kevin.

I wondered just how much Randall knew.

I thought maybe it was almost time to find out.

I turned back to the others to see Kevin frowning and looking a little dazed. I decided right then and there that the gods were jerks and I was just about done with their meddling.

“I won’t,” I said, because I knew the others needed to hear it from me. “I’m not that stupid.”

Justin snorted. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

Best friends 5eva.

“It’s time,” Randall said from behind me.

It was. I hated it, but the longer we drew this out, the harder it’d be. I swallowed thickly and took a step back away from those I loved most.

“I’ll see you soon,” I said. “All of you.”

Ryan looked like he was going to say something more, but he looked away, jaw tightening, knuckles white on the hilt of his sword.

“I’ll see you soon,” I said again.

And then there was a pull and everything swirled around us and we—






II: Castle Freeze Your Ass Off






Chapter 8: Love Letters and Lesbians

 

 

THE FIRST time I went to Castle Freesias, I was sixteen years old.

The year before, when I’d initially met Randall, I’d turned his nose into a dick, because they were pretty much all I thought about. It hadn’t helped that he’d had to officiate at a wedding the next day and couldn’t figure out a counterspell.

He’d pretty much hated me for a long time after that.

But if Morgan had been telling the truth, he’d also been begrudgingly impressed.

So when Morgan had taken Gary, Tiggy, and me to the North, I was, of course, terrified. Randall, after all, was the wizard of all wizards. He was the one who decided who was put through the Trials, the secretive process that all apprentices were required to complete before becoming full-fledged wizards. He oversaw them too, and it was his decision whether said apprentices passed.

He didn’t pass many people. Or so I’d been told. The Trials hadn’t been held since long before I was born, as wizards were few and far between. It was easier to go the way of the Darks. The rules weren’t as stringent, there wasn’t anyone to tell you that no, you couldn’t do what you wanted with your magic. It was darkly seductive, and while I would never agree with the path they’d chosen, I could see why. You wouldn’t be beholden to anyone. You didn’t need a cornerstone, a person you had to depend on. You didn’t have to jump through hoops that were laid out in front of you seemingly at random.

And there was no one to keep secrets from you.

But I was sixteen years old. I didn’t know anything about secrets then. At least none that mattered.

So when we arrived at Castle Freesias that first time, the only thoughts on my mind were that Morgan was marching me toward my doom and that I’d probably never see the City of Lockes ever again.

It hadn’t helped when I saw the glittering castle made of ice looming in front of us, the tops of which disappeared into low-lying clouds, fat with the promise of an imminent storm. The snow crunched under my feet, the mountains rose like gods around us, and I really wanted to be anywhere but where we were.

“I have a good idea,” I said nervously. “Let’s turn around and go home.”

“I have to agree,” Gary said. “Do you know what this cold is doing to my skin? I’m probably as dried and cracked as a dried-out crack addict.”

“There, there,” Tiggy said, running his thick fingers over Gary’s neck. “Pretty Gary not cracky Gary.”

“Thank you, my love,” Gary said. “It’s good to be appreciated, no matter where we are. Sam, you would do good to remember that. I always need to be complimented when we go someplace new. You know I have a very fragile sense of self.”

“You look super awesome,” I said. “Your scarf makes you look like you aren’t being wind-raped.”

Gary preened. “It does, doesn’t it? The gods only know there is nothing worse than arriving someplace new, not receiving a compliment, and having wind-rape hair. I am so glad I remembered to pack twenty-seven different scarves. It just wouldn’t do to be caught wearing the same one two days in a row. I mean, could you just imagine the scandal?”

No, I couldn’t, but I nodded dutifully before turning back to Morgan to give him the ol’ Look-How-Precious-Sam-Is big eyes, sure that I could convince him to turn us right around and go home.

Unfortunately for me, Morgan proved to be impervious in the face of my awesomeness. It was the bane of my existence. “Keep walking,” he said, sounding amused.

“Godsdammit,” I muttered under my breath. “You never let me do anything.”

“Yes, yes. Your life is so hard. Whatever was I thinking.”

Randall, of course, was waiting for us at the entrance to the castle, like a creeper. His arms were crossed over his chest, and there were flecks of snow in his beard.

“It’s about time,” he said, ignoring me completely. “Get inside before I leave you out here as a penance for your dillydallying.”

Dillydallying, I mouthed to Gary, who rolled his eyes.

“I saw that,” Randall said.

“Eep,” I said and tried to think about anything but penises.

 

 

I’D BEEN back a handful of times after that as I got older, always at Randall’s request.

Each time he’d been waiting for me at the entrance.

This time, though….

“…aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaAAAAHHHHHH!” I shrieked as we snapped into existence in front of the legendary Castle Freesias.

My feet hit the ground, and I stumbled forward.


And immediately vomited onto the snow.

We’d eaten mutton the night before.

It wasn’t the best idea.

“No offense,” I said, wiping a string of bile from my lips, “but your method of travel really sucks my nuts.”

“Maybe you should just have a stronger constitution,” Randall pointed out.

“Great. This is going to be just great.”

Randall ignored me, which was probably the best way to deal with me. He headed toward the entrance to Castle Freesias, leaving me no choice but to follow.

The snow was thick on the path that led to the castle. Every step I took, I sank into the snow just up to my knee. It was slow going, but there were shots of blue in the bone-white clouds above, and it wasn’t as cold as I expected it to be. Now if only I could reconcile the present company, I’d be doing just fine.

Castle Freesias was… old. It was one of the few structures left in Verania that still held legendary status. Castle Lockes was one. I suppose if more people knew of the former castle where Zero currently resided, that would be another. Time hadn’t been kind to a lot of the old ways, the progressive march into the future aggressive and inflexible. We were living in an age of machines where much of my birthright—this magic I contained—was passing more into legend than fact. The days when wizards had been commonplace were rooted firmly in the past. It had been the age of Randall, and partly Morgan. I thought maybe Myrin’s betrayal had been the reason for the downfall even if he’d been erased from the mind of Verania.

But Castle Freesias had been here a long time. I’d found mentions of it going back centuries but never read anything about a town that might have surrounded it. There was nothing around the castle aside from the mountains and trees and snow, no ruins that could have signaled that this place had once been like the City of Lockes. I didn’t think Randall had made this place. I thought it was before even him.

It was made entirely of ice, a cold, clear blue that shone brightly in the rare sunlight. It was smaller than Castle Lockes but far more forbidding, especially given its surroundings. Inside were many bedrooms and washrooms, a large kitchen and dining hall. There were labs much like Morgan and I had, and a throne room that was rarely used. There was a library, but I’d never been inside. Certain rooms were… off-limits. Morgan had told me of them before we’d ever stepped foot inside the castle.

“You mustn’t attempt to gain entry to the library by any means,” Morgan had said one night when the Northern Mountains had just begun to appear on the horizon. Gary and Tiggy were snoring away, and Morgan and I sat on either side of the fire, the flames crackling between us. “Nor any other room that has been sealed.”

“Why?” I asked, being contrary because I was a sixteen-year-old asshole. “It’s a library, Morgan. You know how I feel about libraries.”

“I do,” Morgan said with a grimace. “You feel the need to touch everything.”

“It’s a sickness. I regret nothing.”

“There are some things that aren’t meant for you,” he said, and I could see by the dire look on his face that this wasn’t to be negotiated. “It’s a great honor to be summoned to Castle Freesias. We must respect the boundaries that Randall sets forth.”

And I had each time, though my curiosity burned through me, bright and consuming. It made more sense now, given everything I’d learned, but it only made the curiosity an inferno.

It also made things worse now. Because I could imagine what must be hidden behind those doors and how it related to Myrin. Castle Freesias had always felt haunted. But until now, it’d never felt like a tomb.

We stopped in front of the entrance, and Randall pressed a hand against the frozen door. A bright light pulsed under his palm, shooting off across the ice in lined patterns, intrinsically complex. There was a deep groan from somewhere inside, and a lock clicked. The lights under Randall’s hand faded, and he pushed it open. The door scraped against the snow and ice, causing a low screech that crawled along my skin. Birds sang in the trees, and there was the briefest of moments when I thought I heard the smallest of whispers at the back of my mind—

wizard

—but it was gone before I could latch on to it. I couldn’t feel Kevin. Zero was long gone. I looked over my shoulder, scanning the tree line.

There was nothing there.

I still felt watched.

I hoisted my pack up higher and followed Randall inside.

 

 

“YOUR ROOM is ready for you,” Randall said as we stood in the entryway. The castle looked as it always had, cold and dark and dank. Torches were lit along the wall, but the ice around them never melted. “There’s a fire going in the fireplace. The wardrobe has your clothing from the last time you came. You haven’t grown much, so it should still all fit.”

“I’ve grown plenty.”

“If that’s what you must tell yourself. Every morning, we shall meet in the labs promptly at eight. If you do not eat beforehand, that’s your problem, not mine. You will bring your Grimoire and be ready to learn.”

I cringed at that, seeing as how much I’d neglected it as of late. I’d barely even made entries on the sand mermaids and almost nothing about the desert dragon. Randall was going to find much to fault me with when he looked. Maybe I’d get time to catch up before he saw it.

“We will break for lunch midday, depending upon where we are with training, for half an hour. We shall have our evening meal together in my study. This will not deviate unless I tell you it will, or if certain circumstances arise.”

“Certain circumstances?”

He gave me a bland look. “With you, I find that there is always the potential for certain circumstances.”

I grinned at him. “You flatter me.”

“I do nothing of the sort. Trust me, you would know if I had. Do you have any questions on the schedule?”

“Are we doing this every day—”

“Good,” he said. “No questions. Today will be a day of rest, as my particular form of travel tends to leave me feeling somewhat depleted. I’m not as young as I used to be, you know.”

“Oh, I know.”

His bushy eyebrows twitched. “I regret this already.”

“We could always go back.”

“Hardly.” Then he took a step toward me, his robes scraping along the ice on the floor. I stood my ground, struggling against the need to take an answering step back. “We have much work to do and much to discuss, you and I. I suggest you use the remainder of today to get your stories straight so that if I require answers, you have them readily available, and only the truth. I will not accept anything less from you, Sam of Wilds.”

“Then I expect the same in return,” I said, sounding braver than I actually felt. It was one thing to smart off to Randall; it was another to do it alone in Castle Freesias where no one could hear me scream.

He paused. Then, shockingly, “Fair.”

“It is?”

“You aren’t a child anymore, no matter how much you tend to act like one.”

“Thank you? I think.”

“I don’t have time for games.”

“I know,” I said. “It’s part of your craggy charm.”

“I don’t have time for charm.”

“Back in the day, apparently. Or so you’ve said before.”

His eyebrows twitched again. “Back in my day, we didn’t have need for charm. We were blunt and honest, and it still got me what I needed. They were the Epperson Twins, and I had just turned ninety-seven. I was young and able to achieve erections at the drop of a hat—”

“Oh no,” I whispered in abject horror. “What have I done?”

Because he was old as fuck, I stood there, in the entrance hall of Castle Freeze Your Ass Off, listening in mounting disdain as he recounted yet another story of his youth that was disgustingly and brutally descriptive, and yet again, I found myself knowing more than I ever wanted to about the great wizard Randall.

Not for the first time, I wondered what had happened after all that. When he’d met the man who would become the love of his life for the first time. The man who would become his cornerstone, and whose cornerstone he had become in return. The man who would end up falling into the dark.

That was the first moment I began to see Randall for something more than an antagonistic elderly person who held the keys to my future in his hand and a noose around my throat.

I didn’t like it one bit.

 

 

I DIDN’T see Randall for the rest of the day.

I put my pack in my room, hearing it thunk weirdly on the ice as I set it on the floor near the large sleigh bed against the wall. I opened it, not knowing what could have made that sound, and saw a square wooden contraption set near the top. Ruv’s sand sailboard. In all the commotion, I’d forgotten that he’d somehow put it in the pack before we left Mashallaha. I didn’t know why he’d given it to me, and wondered what possible use I could have for it.

But it was soon forgotten when I saw a folded sheet of parchment tied onto the cloth sail with a piece of string. That hadn’t been there before. I would have seen it.

I plucked it from my pack and unrolled it. A little folded sheet of paper fell from it, but I ignored it as my heart stuttered in my chest at the sight of the familiar tight scrawl that lined the parchment. I didn’t know when he’d had time to write this or hide it in my pack. That devious bastard.

 

Sam,

You probably are wondering when I could have been such a devious bastard to be able to write this or hide this in your pack.

 

“Dude,” I said fondly. “You are so awesome.”

 

You’re sleeping now, and the light is barely coming above the horizon. I’m sitting at the desk in a gay brothel about to write you a love letter, which is something I never thought I’d ever put down on parchment, but then a majority of the things that happen with you are things I never thought would happen to me.

 

“That’s because I make your life amazing,” I chided him softly. “And you watched me sleep? Man, that is so creepy.”

 

And no, I’m not watching you sleep, so you can get that out of your head right now.

 

“Well played, Knight Delicious Face.” I wiped my eyes before continuing.

 

You’re leaving my side in a few hours, and even though I know in my heart it’s the right thing to do, it scares me more than it did when I awoke to the sound of lightning in Mashallaha to find your side of the bed empty. In case you hadn’t noticed, when we’re apart, you tend to get yourself into trouble.

 

“That… is sort of true.”

 

I need you to listen to me now, okay? Just in case I didn’t say it enough last night or if I don’t say it enough later this morning. Sam, I need you to take care of yourself. I need you to be okay. I need you to stay alive, and healthy, and whole. I cannot lose you. After everything we’ve been through, I cannot lose you. So even though there may be part of you that is reckless, that thinks to yourself that you can do this all on your own, please don’t. Wait for us. Wait for me.

I know you’ve kept things from me. I know there are things about this whole… destiny thing that you haven’t told me. You’re not as good at keeping secrets as you think you are. I may not know exactly what you’ve hidden from me, but I know it’s there.

 

“Well, fuck,” I muttered.

 

I know there are bigger things at play than just you and me. And I know there is so much hanging over you right now. But I saw the look on your face, Sam, when you were told of how potentially long your life could be in comparison to my own. To that of Justin and the King. To your parents’. And even though we haven’t had a chance to discuss it like we should, I know how much that hurt you. How much it probably scares you.

Sam, you are the greatest wizard I know.

 

“You only know a couple of wizards,” I said with a sniff.

 

I know I only know a couple of wizards, but it wouldn’t matter if I met every single one that ever existed, I would still think the same.

 

“Touché. You asshole.”

 

And I promise you this: even knowing everything I know now, even with all that has come toward us, if I had to do this all over again, I would choose you. Every time, I would choose you. Life isn’t defined by how long it is. It’s the moments you have while you’re alive. And even if I age and you don’t, or if something were to happen to one of us before the other, I have been filled with so many moments between you and I (don’t make that dirty, I’m trying to be sweet) that I have lived a thousand lifetimes since I was a fucking asshole mothercracking jerk and waited until I was getting married to someone else to tell you how I felt. And I know that I’ve felt this way, in some way shape or form, since that day in the alley, even if all I wanted to do back then was beat the ever-loving shit crap stuffing out of you.

These are the moments I cherish, because I cherish you.

Don’t do anything stupid. And get that look off your face I know is there right now because I just said that. I’m being serious. DON’T DO ANYTHING STUPID.

 

“We might know each other a little too well,” I said with a frown.

 

Everything will be all right. I’m coming for you. Even as you read this, I’m coming for you.

(Don’t make that dirty either. I’m not doing impressions of Kevin.)

 

I laughed. It sounded a little hoarse.

 

So just hold on a little while longer, okay? Listen to Randall (DON’T MURDER HIM!!!!!). I’ll be by your side again before you know it.

And after I let you fuck me stupid (and I’m going to leave that as is, because “let you mothercrack me stupid” sounds terrible, and sometimes I really dislike that fact that you won’t let me cuss. I AM A GROWN FUCKING MOTHERCRACKING MAN), you and I are going to have a long talk about everything. All cards on the table, okay?

Because that’s what it means to be a cornerstone, Sam. I’m not only here to help you build your magic. I am here to help you carry your burdens, to make them my own so that you know that you’re not alone in this.

So.

Be good.

Stay safe.

I love you.

Ryan Foxheart.

PS: Found this in our room before we left Castle Lockes. Thought you might need a little reminder. Keep it safe, because it’s one of the first times in my life that I allowed myself to hope for something more.

RF

 

At first I thought something was missing. And then I saw the little scrap of paper that had fallen to the floor. My eyes stung as I bent over to pick it up, and even though I’d just parted from him mere hours ago, I felt Ryan’s absence keenly.

I snagged the paper, picking it up and unfolding it. When I saw what was written on it, I laughed until my sides hurt. Of course he would find this. Of course he would know I’d kept it. And I had, because it was one of my most precious treasures, however odd that might have been.

On it were thirteen words that meant more to me than most anything else I owned. A corner had ripped—an accident—and the paper had been creased so much that I worried it would one day tear. But today was not that day. I read the words again and again and knew that I would do everything I could to make sure Myrin never took this away from me.

The thirteen words?

 

To Mervin:

Don’t worry.

I’m a Sam Girl too.

Our secret?

Ryan Foxheart.

 

 

RANDALL LIVED alone in Castle Freesias, and I thought now it was more because he had exiled himself here rather than out of any need for an icy fortress of solitude. I didn’t understand it, necessarily, but the picture I had of the man Randall was coming into more startling clarity. This place was a tomb, but it was a living one, in that Randall haunted the hallways. I’d asked Morgan once what Randall did up here in the mountains all day every day.

“He exists,” Morgan had said.

I hadn’t understood that before. And maybe I still didn’t, not completely. There was no way in hell I’d ever ask Randall about it, because he’d probably light my skin on fire, but the curiosity was there. The rooms that were sealed—particularly the library—held new meaning for me, and I wanted to know what he had hidden away behind the doors.

Even with all he’d been through, with all he’d done, I didn’t quite get how he could live up here all by himself. Maybe it was because I was a social creature and needed the safety of others around me, but the thought of becoming a recluse made my skin crawl. I wondered if Morgan would follow him up here one day, after I passed the Trials and became the King’s Wizard. If they would be two old men bound together by the memory of the man who’d betrayed them.

Granted, in order for that to happen, I had a shit-ton of work to do.

Collecting dragons, stopping villains.

My life was strange.

The ice of the castle creaked ominously as I left the kitchens, gnawing on some slightly chilled bread that had been left atop the fireplace. This was probably as good as it was going to get when it came to food. We didn’t eat here like we did in Castle Lockes, but it was still better than when I’d been in the slums. Barely.

I made my way back to my room with the intention of opening my Grimoire and trying to make some headway so that when tomorrow came and Randall asked to see it, the disdain would be somewhat diminished.

That was the plan.

The problem with having plans to do what essentially amounted to writing in a diary (which, those first pages when I started the Grimoire were extraordinarily cringe-worthy, as there were pages where MRS. SAM FOXHEART was written in the corners, surrounded by little hearts and squiggly lines—but hey, it all worked out, so dream big, kids!) is that sometimes gods feel it necessary to appear in the ice.

My life.

I was crossing the grand foyer just inside the entrance to the castle on my way back to my room. The foyer was large, with a double staircase that led to the upper levels of the castle. There were roaring fires on either side of the room, and it lessened the biting chill. A crystal chandelier hung above us, grand and ornate and probably older than fuck. I eyed it as it swayed from side to side as I entered the foyer, mouth full of dry bread, thoughts on how badass I should make myself sound when writing about my desert adventures (and coming to the decision that I wouldn’t need to embellish because I had been super badass). Before I could make my way across the foyer to the hallway on the opposite wall, there was a loud crack.

I stopped, ready to run in case Castle Freeze Your Ass Off was about to come crashing down around me, sure I’d see the wall of ice with a split down the middle. I had the brief thought that this whole thing had been a trap, that Randall had brought me here, locked me inside, but that disappeared as soon as I saw a spark of blue light shoot through the wall like a falling star.

I watched as more and more lights began to fall, and sighed as I chewed, knowing exactly what this was. I wasn’t looking forward to it, especially given how our last conversation had gone, what with him predicting death and burning and blah, blah, blah.

But apparently how I felt didn’t matter to the gods, because one formed in the ice wall before me, made of twinkling stars.

David’s Dragon.

“Hullo, Sam,” the star dragon said.

“I just saw you,” I groused, not giving two shits that he could probably smite me where I stood. I was cranky, I missed my friends and my boyfriend, I was cold and stuck in a tomb with the oldest person alive who didn’t understand that eyebrow maintenance was a thing that normal people partook in. “Whatever dire thing you want to tell me now can wait. I’m eating cold bread for dinner. Cold bread. It tastes like sadness.”

The dragon didn’t look moved at my plight. “Time has no meaning to a god.”

“Yes, well, bully for you. I have to go write in my dia—I mean, my Grimoire, so if we could make this quick, that’d be great.”

“You survived Meridian City. This pleases me.”

I rolled my eyes. “No shit. Thanks for the heads-up, by the way.”

“We do not—”

“Interfere. I know. You’ve told me before. And then you also told me that you hoped I won and that someone would die but that you wouldn’t say any more. So forgive me if I don’t give two shits if you’re pleased.”

“You’re a mouthy little thing, aren’t you? One would think a god would have garnered a tad bit more respect.”

I winced. “Yeah, okay. I deserved that. But you gotta admit this whole thing is a shitstorm.”

The star dragon shrugged. “Eh.”

“Eh? That’s what you’re going with? Eh? That’s it. When this whole thing is done and over with, I’m going full-on atheist. You hear me? Once I kick Myrin’s ass and get my happily ever after, you don’t exist to me. At all.”

“Just because you don’t believe in us doesn’t mean we don’t believe in you.”

I gaped at him.

He stared back at me.

“You asshole,” I said. “Why do you have to make me have feelings? That was dirty pool, you dick.”

“I come,” the star dragon said, “with a warning.”

I sighed. “Of course you do. Fine. Go ahead. Hit me with it.”

“Ooooo, hear me now, Sam of Wilds. The dark man in shadows is moving. His plan has changed. His fingers stretch over the surface of the world, and in his blackened heart, he looks to the consumption of magic to—”

“Hold up,” I said. “Let’s curb the theatrics for a moment. I know about the whole magic-eating thing already.”

“Noooo you doooooon’t,” the star dragon said. “You’re hearing it for the first time from me. Lo and behold! For I bring you tidings of great warning.”

“Legit, you are telling me something I already know.”

The star dragon deflated. “Dammit, I thought that would work. Why can’t you be more susceptible? Humans are normally so stupid when it comes to the gods. I regret this. I regret this whole thing.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I don’t quite have the specifics behind it yet.”

“Strangely, no, that doesn’t make me feel better.”

“Oh. Well. Sucks, dude.”

“I can’t give you the specifics.”

“Right. Because of the whole impartiality thing. Which you guys aren’t very good at.”

His starry eyes widened. “Oh! I know something you don’t.”

“That’s… kind of a given. You’re a god.”

“The mated pair. The mountain dragons.”

That caught my attention. “What about them? Do you know them? Could you put in a good word for me? Dude, you have no idea how much easier it would be if they’d just come over to me and, like, be my friends or something. That way we wouldn’t have to go through the whole song and dance that I went through with Kevin. And with Zero. I’d really rather not be chased. They probably have gigantic teeth. And honestly? Me and gigantic teeth really don’t do well together, especially when they’re snapping in my direction.”

“I can’t do that,” the dragon said. “But I can give you a hint.”

I scowled at him. “Your hints usually suck balls.”

“Take it or leave it.”

“Fine. Hint away.”

“The mated pair are both… female.”

“What,” I said flatly, because what?

“The mountain dragons are female.”

“Uh, yeah. Got that the first time. I don’t know what that’s supposed to help me with. Hints mean help. Did you not know that? That’s sad that you didn’t—holy fucking shit, lesbian dragons!”

The star dragon preened.

“That’s… so fucking cool,” I breathed. “Are you being serious right now? Lesbians are amazing. This is going to be a piece of cake! We’re family! I’ll just walk in, talk about how I love penis, and they’ll love me!” I paused, considering. “Okay, maybe that plan needs some fine-tuning, but I’ll figure it out. But that makes things so much easier. Lesbians love me for some reason. But that’s okay, because I love them too. It’s all good in the hood. Finally, something going my way—”

“Who are you talking to?” Randall said from the top of the stairs.

Since I hadn’t expected him to be there, I spun around and screamed.

The room had some pretty killer acoustics, which taught me that I sounded significantly less masculine than I thought I did when I screamed out of fear. It was crushingly disappointing, to say the least.

“My word,” I said, hand at my throat. “Why are you sneaking?”

He arched an eyebrow at me.

“The star dragon.”

He looked around the room slowly. “There’s nothing here.”

I looked over at the far wall. Sure enough, only ice remained.

“He was there!” I exclaimed, turning back to Randall. “He totally was!”

“You sound like a heretic.”

“I sound like a sexy heretic.”

“That’s not even remotely a thing.”

“I’m making it one.”

“You’re going to be loud the whole time you’re here, aren’t you.”

“You can always send me back,” I said hopefully. “Then you’ll get five weeks of blissful silence until we get here.”

“The thought has crossed my mind.”

“Thank the gods.”

“But then I realized that seeing how far you’ve come is more important than my comfort levels.”

“Damn the gods.”

“However, we can still have blissful silence during this time.” That didn’t come out sounding like a request.

“It’s like you don’t even know me.”

“No,” he said. “I could never be that lucky. You do realize that seeing the star dragon is exactly what happened to Vadoma, correct? You can no longer doubt any aspect of her when you’re capable of the same thing.”

“You just had to go there, didn’t you?”

“Are you ready to discuss your secrets?”

“Are you?” I snapped back without thinking. I wanted to take the words back as soon as I heard them echo around the foyer.

Randall’s mouth thinned to a bloodless line. “Eight in the morning, Sam of Wilds. Not a second later.”

Then he turned, robes swirling, kicking up little shavings of ice, before he disappeared down a hallway. A door opened and closed a moment later.






Chapter 9: No More Secrets

 

 

“THE LAST few passages seem as if they were written rather… hastily,” Randall said, a little sneer curled on his lips. He was flipping through my Grimoire down in the labs of Castle Freesias, and it was the first time he’d spoken in almost ten minutes. I had been trying not to fidget as I stood on the other side of the large wooden table, tracing my fingers along the runes and arcane symbols carved into its surface. “Did you just complete these yesterday?”

“Maybe?” I said, refusing to be embarrassed. What I’d written certainly hadn’t been my best work, but I’d been distracted by the star dragon’s visit and the implications behind it. The star dragon had repeatedly insisted that it had no favorites, but then always did something to contradict that. And unless it was doing something similar for Myrin—which I highly doubted—then it would seem I had at least one god on my side.

Too bad I thought it was kind of an idiot.

But then it was a dragon, and all the dragons I’d met so far had been idiots.

But lesbian dragons. Who were mated.

I couldn’t fucking wait to learn their names.

They were going to be something amazing, like Adalinda and Chumana, and they were going to want to help me because they’d think I was an adorable twink they wanted to love and protect for the rest of their days. I so had this.

“I’ve been… busy,” I said because Randall looked like he was waiting for more.

“Have you now.”

“Yes?” I asked. Or said. I didn’t know. I was starting to squirm a little. “In case you’ve forgotten, there’s been a prophecy, and I’ve been kind of wrapped up in that.”

“You spent weeks traveling to the desert.” He flipped toward the beginning of the Grimoire. I hoped he would ignore the RYAN FOXHEART IS SO DREAMY written in purple ink. I knew I wanted to ignore it. And this whole conversation. Forever. “You could have spent time updating it then.”

And he had a point. But then Ryan and I had never had sex on sand before and spent most nights trying it out, coming to the conclusion that yes, sand did get everywhere if you let it. “Um, I was performing… experiments? For science.”

“For science,” he repeated. “Tell me. What was the purpose of these experiments?”

“Uhh… friction. Yes. It was about force and friction.”

“Your hypothesis before you began?”

“That it… would… hurt?”

“And the results.”

“It… did?”

Randall sighed. “You’re terrible at this, you know that, right?”

“Very much aware,” I said.

He closed my Grimoire and rested his hand on the blank cover. I glanced over his shoulder to see his own on a bookshelf behind him, the binding made of a dark stone. Ever since I’d been given my blank Grimoire at the age of fifteen, I’d been told that one day, I’d need to bind it, and that the binding would come from the skin of a fallen enemy defeated in battle or a material hard-won in the face of adversity. Randall’s was made of basalt—hardened lava—taken from an erupting volcano, which I was sure counted as a material hard-won. There was another book next to it, the binding done in glittering green scales, and even though I knew who it’d probably belonged to, I couldn’t find the courage to open my mouth and ask.

“Do you know why I’ve brought you here?” he asked me, looking down at his gnarled hand on top of my Grimoire.

“You’re concerned,” I said slowly. “About me. And my magic.”

He nodded. “I am. More than you probably know.”

“Why?” I asked. “Why do you even care?”

“Is that so hard to believe? That I could care about you?”

“A little. We don’t… have that kind of relationship.”

“Only because I don’t indulge you as Morgan does.”

“Morgan is my friend.”

“Morgan shouldn’t be your friend. He should be your mentor.”

“He can be both.”

“He’s always had a soft spot for you. Ever since the beginning. It killed him to know you were in the slums. He kept an eye on you as best he could and even went so far as to almost disobey a direct order from me to leave you until you showed signs of a propensity toward magic.”

“I didn’t know that,” I admitted. “I thought—”

“I know what you thought. You thought Morgan didn’t care enough about you to save you from the slums, to give you and your parents the life that you wished for. Well. Now you know. Blame me. Not him.”

“Why?”

His hand flexed on the Grimoire. “Why did I leave you there?”

I nodded.

“Because I hoped that Vadoma was a liar. A charlatan. A false prophet. That she would be proven wrong and there would be no need to involve you in the ways of magic. It’s wondrous, Sam, but it’s also seductive. It can take parts of you and mold them until they’re unrecognizable. To be good, to be a good wizard, there are rules and laws that must be followed. Paths diverge, and it’s so easy to meander among them. To stray. To allow yourself to be pulled further and further away. It’s hard, Sam, to be good. It’s not so very hard to skirt along the edges of the dark. And to be consumed by it? Why, that just might be the easiest thing of all.”

“You didn’t think I was capable?” That stung more than I thought it would.

He huffed out a bitter laugh. “It’s not that I thought you weren’t. It’s that I didn’t want to have to find out one way or another. I was a selfish man, Sam, in that I wanted you to live a life where the worst thing for you would be to wonder where your next meal would come from. This life… it can take from you. Pieces that you weren’t aware could be taken. I’d seen what it’d done to one who I had mentored. What it’d done to myself.”

“Did you know? About the dark man in shadows. Who he was.”

“I don’t… no,” he said, not looking up at me. “I didn’t. I trusted what Morgan and I had done would have been enough. I trusted the families that had been entrusted with the keys to the seal. I convinced myself that at the very least, we were safe. From him.”

“But shouldn’t you have at least checked? I mean, what the hell, Randall.”

“The fallacy of an old man who thought his magic was enough.”

“Why keys at all?”

He sighed. “Because I didn’t trust myself to be in control of it. I had already shown what I was and wasn’t capable of by banishing him instead of killing him.”

“It…. I understand it. Why you did what you did. Mostly.”

His head snapped up, surprise on his face. “You do?”

I shrugged, suddenly uncomfortable. “He was your cornerstone. I don’t know that I could have done any different had it been Ryan.”

He stared at me.

I looked away.

Then, after another few moments of silence, he said, “Which is yet another reason I’ve brought you here alone.”

Because of course there was something else. “Randall, please. I told you. You’re not my type.”

“That mouth of yours is going to get you in more trouble than you’re worth.”

“It gets me out of trouble more often than not,” I said with a rakish grin. “And Ryan doesn’t complain about it.”

“That you know of.”

“Hey!”

“The levels of magic you’ve exhibited are unlike anything I’ve ever seen. You’ve come to depend upon your cornerstone and have shown spikes in your power when it comes to him. He cannot be your crutch, Sam. Or your weakness.”

“He’s neither.”

“If the choice came between saving Verania and saving Knight Commander Foxheart, what would you choose?”

And I hesitated.

Which he latched on to immediately. “That’s all the answer I need.”

“That’s not fair,” I said, scowling at him. “You can’t put me in that position.”

“I can’t? Are you going to say the same thing to Myrin? That he can’t put you in that position? Because he’s not going to care, Sam. About what you want. What you need.”

“I’m not you,” I said, trying to keep my voice even. “I can’t just shut everything off. I won’t. That’s not how I work.”

“With everything that has happened to you, this prophecy, Vadoma, the dragons, the people of Verania turning against you—”

“Okay, that last bit is completely the result of Lady Tina DeSilva. In case you didn’t know, she and I are mortal enemies, and I promise you with everything that I am that one day I will rend her flesh from her bones and spill her blood upon the earth—”

“With everything, Sam, it’s no wonder that you let your emotions get the better of you.”

I stopped my rant on the evils of teenage girls. Then, “Better that than having none at all.”

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. My hands were curling into fists, and my jaw felt tense. When he opened his eyes again, his expression was as bland as it always was. “You are governed by your youth. It’s not a bad thing, but you are headstrong in areas that you must not be.”

“You can’t expect me to change. Not like that. I won’t.”

He beckoned to something over his shoulder.

Almost immediately, the two Grimoires on the shelf rose and floated toward us, his passing over his left shoulder and the other passing over his right. There were others on the shelves, covers bound with many different things, but I ignored them in favor of the books before me as they lowered themselves to the top of the table. They lay next to mine, and a chill ran through my spine at the sight. These two things might be the most powerful books in the world. The only thing that would make the set more complete would be to have Morgan’s Grimoire there.

And even though I completely understood the gravity of the situation, I was trying really fucking hard not to fanboy all over Randall right now. We might have been mostly antagonistic toward each other, but even I could understand that Randall was a hard-core motherfucker.

“Want to touch,” I whispered, reaching out toward the books—

Only to have Randall smack the back of my hand.

I glared at him.

“You done?” he asked.

“You can’t just whip those things out and not have me want to touch them.” I frowned. “Gods, what is going on with my phrasing?”

“Stop hitting on me and pay attention. I’m trying to be serious here.”

I sputtered at him quite dramatically.

“I told you about the consumption of magic.”

That sobered me. “Eating it.”

“Yes. I believe the marks upon your skin are evidence of such. Whether or not he meant it at the time, I don’t know, he surely would mean it from that point on. You defended yourself from him?”

I nodded slowly. “He held me above the lake. His… hand. Around my throat. And I felt the lightning in me, like it was with the sand mermaids. But this was… different. In the desert, it was, like, a reaction. Tiggy and Ryan were gone under the sand, and I just couldn’t let them go. But in Mashallaha, it was more like I was going to do anything to end it. I wasn’t thinking about saving anyone. I wasn’t even thinking about saving myself. All I wanted was to end it.”

“I don’t think he was expecting it,” Randall said quietly. “That level of magic from you. He underestimated you, which is something I think most everyone has done. Including me. He tried, then, to take it from you, but it was too much for him.” His fingers played along the covers of his and Myrin’s Grimoires. It looked to be an almost unconscious habit. “You were very lucky.”

“He…. Why haven’t you asked me about him?”

Randall blanched at that. “What?”

“Why haven’t you asked me about him? About what he looked like? About how he… was,” I finished lamely.

“Because it doesn’t matter,” Randall said, his tone brooking no argument. “Anything that he was is gone. He’s not the man I used to know. He hasn’t been for a very long time.”

And I thought maybe he was lying. “But—”

“Enough, Sam.”

I bowed my head. “As you wish. How does it work? Consuming magic.”

“Magic is part of you. It’s mixed into your blood. It moves in your brain. And for you, it is in your heart, that which has been lightning-struck. Magic isn’t sentient, though it can sometimes feel as if it is. There is magic in many things. The creatures around us. The earth. The trees. Dragons and elves and fairies. The Darks. It’s not universal. It is not all-encompassing.”

“There are colors,” I said. “Green. And gold.”

He nodded. “Sometimes. That’s how it manifests for you. It came to you in a time of great need, when you were scared. When those boys chased after you and cornered you in the alley.”

I gave him a wry smile. “Ended up with one of those boys.”

“Curious,” he said, “how intertwined your fates are.”

For a brief moment, the image of Ryan upon a slab, white and cold in death, his sword clasped against his chest, was all I could see. But I pushed through it.

Randall, of course, didn’t miss a thing. “That. There. What was that?”

“Just… a memory.”

“Today,” he said. “I’ll allow this today. Because of what is left to discuss. Tomorrow, Sam. Everything else begins tomorrow.”

“That sounds like a threat.”

“Funny how you take it that way.”

I had to give him that.

“Eating your magic would combine his power with yours,” Randall said bluntly. “It would be ripping it from your body and, in essence, tearing your soul in two. Magic wielders are not defined by their magic, but it helps to make up who they are. Take that away from them, they become hollowed out. A shell. A body cannot continue as a shell. It ends in death. And there is nothing that can be done to stop it.”

I felt ill at the thought. “Have you ever seen it done?”

“No.”

And I knew I was treading on dangerous ground when I asked, “Did you ever consider doing it to him? Before you banished him?”

“There was a moment, yes. But it was fleeting. I don’t think anyone is capable of maintaining their sanity when consuming another’s magic. The sheer rush of power one would receive seems like it would obliterate a mind. And it’s dark, Sam. Taking another’s magic. You don’t get to come back from that. Ever. Once you have consumed another’s soul, your own is lost to eternity.”

“And you’re sure this is what he wants?” I asked. “It doesn’t seem like… too much? Even for him?”

He hesitated, but it was brief. His fingers twitched again, but then he pushed a Grimoire toward me. It was not his. It was not my own.

It was Myrin’s.

“Page six hundred and forty-seven,” he said.

My hands were on the book even before he’d finished speaking. A twisted thrill ran through me at the contact, and even though I wanted nothing more than to flip through it page by page, taking my time, drinking in all of it, tasting the magic within the pages, I turned to page six hundred and forty-seven as directed.

I wished I hadn’t.

It was near the back of the book. I’d been taught early on that the backs of Grimoires, the last few pages, were areas better left alone. It was meant to be a reminder of what was truly black about the world. Dark magic that shouldn’t be attempted by anyone. I’d seen some of the back pages in Morgan’s Grimoire, spells that had called for innocence, for living creatures filled with inherent goodness. Unicorns and fairies. The blood of dragons. The heart of an elf. These were never meant to be put into practice but instead were written down in theory that potentially, something good could come of it. A counterspell. A resistance. Something that could be an opposite.

The back of my own Grimoire was blank.

And here, on one of the last pages of Myrin’s, was the consumption of magic.

It was dark. The notations. The incantations. There were drawings that looked as if they were from a nightmare. Ingredients for physical spells that included the left thumb and forefinger of a particularly rambunctious child and the life’s blood of a virgin maiden taken from the throat.

It was disgusting. All of it.

But none more so than the note at the bottom, almost slashed into the thick paper.

It said:

NO SPELLS

NOTHING NEEDED

IT’S ALL IN THE MIND

CONSUME THE MIND

“Grimoires are the heart of the wizard,” Randall said quietly. “Sometimes it’s black. But it can help you, if you let it. It’ll organize your thoughts and allow you to see the fuller picture. You need this, Sam. After everything.”

I nodded, unable to look away from the darkness in front of me.

“Tomorrow,” he said. “We begin.”

 

 

I HAD the first nightmare that night.

I reached for Ryan, and he wasn’t there.

 

 

“TELL ME a secret,” Randall said the next day.

But I wasn’t ready. Not after everything I’d learned. I was still lost in my own head, trying to make sense of it all.

I shook my head.

He grinned.

I was knocked off my feet by a blast of wind that collided with the backs of my legs, whipping seemingly out of nowhere, especially since we were in an old dining hall, the tables pushed to the sides of the room.

I landed on my back, skidding along the ice.

“Shit toast monkey fucker,” I groaned.

“Indeed,” Randall said, sounding bored.

“Ow.” I stared up at the ceiling. “I don’t know if I’ve told you this today, but you suck, man.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“Gross.”

“I never had any complaints.”

I sighed as I pushed myself up. “You’re elderly,” I scolded him. “It’s time you start acting like it.”

“Still beating you, aren’t I?”

“Still beating you, aren’t I?” I mocked under my breath.

“I heard that. I hear everything.”

“Creepy bastard,” I muttered and was knocked off my feet again.

 

 

“AND YOU’RE not going to read over my shoulder?” I asked him suspiciously. It was the afternoon, and we were seated in the labs. I was hunched over my Grimoire, trying my best to hide the page that I’d randomly turned to away from him (DEAR DIARY, I THINK RYAN SMILED AT ME TODAY. OR HE WAS SMILING AT SOMEONE BEHIND ME. OR HE HAD GAS. I DON’T KNOW. IT WAS MADE OF ACTUAL SUNSHINE REGARDLESS).

“I’m not going to read over your shoulder.” He wasn’t amused.

“Pinkie swear?” I asked, holding up said digit.

He glared at it like it was the most offensive thing he’d ever seen. Then, surprising the hell out of me, he extended his own pinkie, hooked it with mine, and shook our hands up and down twice.

I gaped at him as he dropped my hand.

“You tell anyone that I did that,” he said, “and I’ll reverse your anus.”

“Meep,” I said. “Okay, but follow-up question. Would it make me look like I had a tail or—and that must be your I’m About to Reverse Your Anus Face, so I’ll just shut up now. And yes, before you ask, that was capitalized, so it’s true now.”

With that, I turned to the Grimoire, opening to the page where I’d given a rather general description of what had transpired since Vadoma had been to the castle. Each major event (Vadoma, Ruv, the prophecy, the dragons, Myrin) was given its own section, with blank pages following so I could go back and fill in the blanks later.

I looked at Vadoma’s section first:

Vadoma is the worst, though I don’t have time right now to list every reason why. But trust me when I say there are a lot of them, and I am completely valid in my feelings about her.

“Yeesh,” I muttered. “No wonder you want to reverse my anus.”

Randall just grunted, reading through a scroll from a rather uncomfortable-looking sofa chair, feet propped up near the fire that flickered and cast shadows on the ice.

I picked up the quilled feather pen and began to write:

I didn’t know what to think of her. The fact that she came out of nowhere after all these years was an automatic strike against her. And it wasn’t just because she was coming for me. No, I didn’t even care about me. My anger that she’d come to Castle Lockes had everything to do with my mother. The fact that Vadoma could banish her daughter because of something as simple as love had never sat right with me. My mother never spoke ill of Vadoma. In fact, I might go as far to say that there was always love there, even if it was laced with bitterness. I wondered how you could have love for someone who had cast you out and turned their back on you.

I know now that love is a peculiar thing.

So she came, and it was strained. I don’t know if they ever spoke one-on-one or if Mother even wanted to. If I were her, I don’t know that I could have stood being in the same room with Vadoma alone. Knowing the history, that this woman knew enough about life to become a mother but not enough to act like one? Maybe that doesn’t make me a good person. Certainly not a forgiving one. But even I lost sight of that when she opened her mouth and spilled what had to be the most terrible collection of words in the history of ever. And it all got a little hazy after that, and I felt like—

 

 

“YOU’RE JUST going through the motions,” Randall growled as I lay on my back yet again. “You’re not focusing.”

“Oh, trust me, I’m going to focus all over your ass as soon as I can move,” I muttered, staring up at the icy ceiling.

“You’re distracted. Your mind isn’t here. You are wasting my time as much as your own.”

“Then maybe I should just leave.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Just to give up and walk away.”

I pushed myself up. “I haven’t walked away yet. From anything.”

“You might as well,” he said with a scoff. “For all the good that you’re doing.”

“Maybe if you weren’t being such an ass about—”

“Get up so we can go again.”

“I’m tired,” I grumbled. “We’ve been at this for hours.”

“Are you ready to tell me a secret?”

I rose slowly to my feet. My knees felt wobbly, but I ignored the sensation. “That’s what this is? You’ll go easier on me if I tell you something you think you want to know?”

He grinned at me. It was wild and bright and unlike anything I’d ever seen on him before.

I faltered. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Because,” he said, smile widening. “You just admitted there are things you’re keeping locked away. That’s the first step.”

I narrowed my eyes at him and took a defensive stance. “Come on, old man. Let’s go again.”

The ice began to crack under my feet and I—

 

 


—WASN’T EXPECTING someone like Ruv. I mean, sure, I knew there were others out there for me. That had been instilled in me ever since Morgan told me what a cornerstone was. There wasn’t just one person in the whole wide world made for me. That would be ridiculous. The chances of ever finding them would be so small, I might as well have just handed myself over to the Darks.

Still, that didn’t mean it was going to be easy. Even if there was more than one, how was I supposed to find them?

I should have known. Not right away, not that day in the alley all those years ago when I turned Nox to stone. I didn’t even know what I was doing back then. I didn’t know anything. But later, maybe. As I grew older. I should have remembered what had happened to me, but I was too enamored at the thought of there being one person in the world just for me. It was the romantic in me. I wanted someone who could love me just like my mother and father loved each other.

That was the crux of it, wasn’t it? That’s the reason I spent so much time focused on Ryan (read: going to fan club meetings). I’d like to think that unconsciously, I knew all along what he was going to be, but in reality, I was probably just a creepy motherfucker who was perving on the Knight Commander, wondering if he tasted like my dreams.

I had no idea, not until that date with Todd (his ears!) in the restaurant when those Darks came in and tried to do whatever stupid things Darks did. It was like the last little piece of whatever puzzle made up my being slid into place, and it was both the best and the scariest thing that ever happened to me.

Ruv never made me feel like that. Not once.

Yes, he was handsome.

Yes, he had a propensity to not wear clothes, and he was REALLY flexible.

Yes, he was charming and funny and absolutely not to be trusted, even though he seemed to go out of his way to help us on our quest for the desert dragon.

And yes, my magic felt something with him.

But it was… strange. Muted. Soft. Like it was just a dream. Like it wasn’t real at all. I think that was because I already had Ryan, I already had a cornerstone in place. Ruv was a pinprick of light in the dark. Ryan is the sun.

And I will always—

 

 

“—FIND A way to get my revenge against you,” I panted, dodging a column of ice that rose in front of me. “You dick. That could have killed me.”

Randall flexed his fingers, and another sheet of ice came flying toward me. I fell to my knees and leaned back, sliding along the slick floor, the ice flying over me, missing me by inches. It crashed into the wall behind me, shattering and falling to the ground.

“I’m not trying to kill you, you little drama queen,” he said. “I’m trying to help you.”

“Really,” I said, sucking in another breath. Sweat dripped down my forehead. “So absolutely none of this has anything to do with turning your nose into a dick?”

“Why, Sam! What kind of person do you take me for?”

“A vindictive person. A vindictive person is what I take you for.”

He had a strange glint in his eyes, looking younger than I’d ever seen him, and it hit me then that Randall, maybe for the first time since I’d known him, was having fun.

“I am never vindictive,” he said.

I had to move quickly before I was crushed by a small section of ice that fell from the ceiling. “Then what the shit was that!”

“Ready to talk yet?”

“There’s nothing to talk about!” I growled at him.

“Well, then. Let’s see what else I can do. I must admit, it’s been a long time since I’ve stretched my muscles this much. It reminds me of the time with the Ridley cousins. Now, they knew how to have a good time. They had absolutely no morals whatsoever, and it didn’t matter that they were cousins, they still liked to suck my—”

 

 

—HEAD, MY stomach, everything. Everything hurt after hearing Vadoma speak about the prophecy, after she bad-touched me and blew that fucking dust in my face at the knights’ training fields. I didn’t want to believe her. I didn’t want to believe anything she was saying.

But even when she’d first appeared in the hallway and sent me to stand before the Great White, to the gym where everything was frozen, and back out to the field where she showed me the death of Ryan, the destruction of Meridian City and the City of Lockes, I thought…. Well. Part of me still thought it was fake. I mean, it had to be, right? If it was, if she was full of shit, then I could go back to the way things were. Ryan and I were living our happily ever after. Gary and Kevin were living their grossly ever after. Tiggy was just… happy. My parents were healthy. The King was just and kind. The Prince was my best friend 5eva. Morgan was my mentor. Randall was… Randall.

But if it were real….

That meant everything I’d known before had been a lie.

That my life as it was now, everything that led to me being who I’d become, was built upon the untruth.

And I couldn’t have that. Because that would mean I could no longer trust a word that came from Morgan’s mouth. That I couldn’t believe anything Randall would tell me. And that was… unacceptable. I needed Morgan. I needed Randall. I needed them both to be real.

They were. They were real. They are.

But I couldn’t see it then. And there is part of me that still can’t see it now.

Because they did lie to me.

They let my parents suffer in the slums for years.

They pretended not to know who I was.

Maybe Morgan didn’t exactly follow what Vadoma wanted, maybe he did try and let me live the life I chose, but he still didn’t tell me about any of this. Granted, he shouldn’t have led with this from the very first day, but what about when he first gave me the Grimoire? What about when he named me Sam of Wilds? Why not when he knew about Ryan? Or when he first suspected how powerful he thinks I could be?

But then it was made all the worse that day in the dungeons, with Wan the Dark Hunter. How is it, after everything the Darks have done to me, that I can still find empathy with them? Maybe Wan wanted nothing more than to kill me. Maybe he was acting on behalf of Myrin, but he was my age. He chose a path for himself that led to his death. And I can’t help but feel that was partially my fault. Could I have done more to save him? I don’t know. But hearing Myrin speak through him, Wan’s skin stretching like the shadow man was in him, it changed… well. It changed everything.

What was it he’d said?

“Because there has never been anything like me before. Isn’t that right, little brother?”

Yes. That.

That changed everything. And I—

 

 

—LOOKED UP at Randall in surprise, having successfully dodged his latest attack. I was about to gloat, but then came the secondary attack, a column of ice shooting out from the wall, smashing into my shoulder, and knocking me to the side. I crashed onto the floor, skidding wetly until I came to rest on my back yet again.

“Should have seen that coming,” I groaned, blinking up at the ceiling. “Everything hurts. Pretty sure I’m dying a little bit.”

“You’re not dying,” Randall said drily. “Not yet.”

“So you admit to the possibility of me dying.”

“Everything dies, Sam.”

“Of course you can be philosophical. You’re not the one who just got ice-punched. Which, by the way, hurts like a motherfucker. Maybe we should take a break from Beat Up Sam Time and have some Let Sam Heal For a Little Bit Time.”

“That was all capitalized, wasn’t it?”

“Most of it.”

“You ready to talk yet?”

I pushed myself to my feet, maybe a little more slowly than I had before. “Are you?” I asked.

For once, he didn’t resume attacking me right away. If anything, he looked surprised. “About?”

“Why we’re here.”

He sighed. “I’ve told you why we’re here, Sam. It’s about control—”

“Notice how I haven’t exploded yet even after you’ve insisted on beating me down. I would say that I have excellent control.”

He watched me warily. “Yes. I suppose you do have a point.”

“But that’s not what I was talking about, anyway.”

“No?”

I shook my head. “Why are we here, Randall? What do you have to show me?”

“You speak as if you have knowledge, but we both know that’s certainly not the case.”

I grinned at him. “There’s the Randall I know and who tolerates me.”

“Tolerates might be too strong a word. Why have you not lost control?”

“Maybe because you’re expecting me to.”

He stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Or maybe because I haven’t yet given you the right incentive.”

“That… doesn’t sound good.”

Randall began to smile, and I—

 

 

—HAD HEARD stories about them. The dragons. Every child growing up in Verania, regardless of their upbringing, knew about the dragons. They were legendary, maybe more so than any other magical creature that had ever existed. So little was known about them, aside from their general locations: the desert dragon, the mated pair in the Northern Mountains, the Great White in the Dark Woods, though it was more myth than anything else. Many had claimed to see it moving like a mountain in the heart of the Dark Woods, but there had never been any validity to those stories. They were drunken bar tales told to an enraptured crowd who’d forget them in favor of their hangovers the next day.

But it was strange, given how intertwined the dragons were with Verania, that no one knew that much about them. I suppose the argument could be made that it was hard to learn about a creature whose teeth were the size of a small human, but still. When I thought of them, the dragons, I found it odd that no one knew where they’d come from, or why there weren’t more of them, or what they were actually like. Oh, we knew they had names, but a dragon’s name was always a secret, something that wouldn’t be shared unless there was a reason to do so.

Then came Kevin.

Yes. Kevin. My dear, terrible Kevin. It wasn’t… disappointment per se, but more of a need for me to reconfigure my thoughts on how a dragon should be. But he roared his way into our lives, a dragon that was not known before, and then he could talk and just… exist, the way he did. After everything, the sexual threats, the kidnapping of the Prince, it turned out he was more like the rest of us than I first cared to admit. He just wanted to find a place he could call home.

And then he had to have loud, disgusting sex with my best friend and pretty much ruined dragons for me forever.

Mostly.

Now there’s Zero, the desert dragon who is one thousand four hundred years old but is mentally only fourteen. And who will only be awake for the next year. Zero, the snake dragon monster thing who worries about how he looks, if he will scare too many people.

Zero, the teenage emo dragon who just wants to be left alone so he can grow beautiful things.

And there’s the star dragon, David’s Dragon, who is a bit of an asshole, but apparently all dragons are, so he fits. I don’t know how genuine he is or why he feels the need to help me like he has… though “help” might not be the right word. He says he’s taken a liking to me, all the while still being vague about almost everything. He spouts about impartiality, but then he possesses Kevin or waits until I blow myself up to tell me that there will be sacrifices before all is said and done.

And the last.

I saw it.

In Vadoma’s vision.

The Great White.

I told myself it wasn’t real.

I told myself that Vadoma was orchestrating the entire thing, showing me what she wanted me to see.

And yet….

I don’t know.

Looking back on it, after everything I’ve seen, I can’t see how it could have been anything but real.

I truly believe I was there when the Great White awoke for the first time in only the gods know how long. I truly believe I was there when he spoke to me.

It was brief, really. Shorter than one would have expected. In the end, though, his point was made.

I have awoken, O human child. In this forest deep, in the dark of the wild. And I have seen what is in your heart. Take heed of my warning: you are not—

 

 

“—READY?” I called out. “I’m here on time, Randall. Where are you?”

It was right at eight in the morning, the middle of the second week since we’d left Meridian City. It was colder than it normally was, a snowstorm having blown in the night before, temperatures dropping and ice growing thicker. I’d dragged the sleigh bed over near the fireplace just to stay warm, huddled under piles and piles of thick blankets.

And even though I’d wanted nothing more than to stay curled up in the bed, I’d forced myself up and downstairs, where I’d met Randall almost every morning so far. But he wasn’t there. I tried to think if Randall had said anything the day before about canceling this morning’s ass beating but came up blank.

“Randall?” I tried again, voice echoing.

He didn’t respond.

Then—

“Sam?”

I tensed. Because it wasn’t possible. He couldn’t be here, not yet, not—

I turned.

Knight Commander Ryan Foxheart stood in the far doorway.

He was smiling.

It was the most breathtaking sight.

“Hi,” he said, voice carrying out over the ice. “Hello.”

“Ryan?” I managed to croak out, sure my eyes were playing tricks on me. “How are you—”

“I missed you,” he said, taking a step toward me.

I couldn’t move.

“Did you miss me?”

More than anything. More than I thought possible. I ached with it.

He looked so good. So warm. So real.

And he said, “Sam, I am so happy to see your face. I love—”

The doors behind him burst open. Dark wizards poured in. There were dozens of them. Hundreds.

And I still couldn’t move.

They came for him. They surrounded him.

He drew his sword. He called for me to help him.

“Ryan?” I whispered.

They descended upon him. With their magic. There was the crack of bone, a splash of blood.

And I could move then.

Every running step I took caused the ice under my feet to crack. I had only one thought: destroy them all.

There was green and gold.

So much of it.

Lightning arced around me, snapping brightly.

I was going to fucking kill them and—

They were gone.

There was nothing there.

The castle groaned and shifted.

Lightning smashed into the ground and walls, splitting the ice.

There was nothing there.

I was alone.

“Ryan?” I cried out. “Ryan?”

“Sam.”

I whirled around.

Randall stood at the other side of the room.

“Where is he?” I growled. “What have you done with him?”

The lightning-struck scars felt like they were crawling along my skin.

“It was a test,” Randall said, taking a cautious step forward. “He wasn’t really here. It was nothing more than a mirage.”

And even though my heart was breaking because I could hear the truth of it in his voice, I was angry. I was so, so angry at him. “You… tricked me?”

“I needed to see,” he said, “what you were capable of. Sam, can you control it?”

“I’m trying,” I said through gritted teeth.

“It’s so bright,” he whispered. “I’ve never seen something so… expansive. How have I not seen this before?”

“He’s not hurt?” I asked.

He looked startled at this. “No, Sam. I swear to you. Nothing has happened to Ryan. He’s safe. It was a smoke screen. A ghost to bring this out in you so I could see just how far it goes. Now, are you ready?”

The lightning grew brighter and I—

 

 

—DIDN’T KNOW what to think about him. About Myrin. About this whole… thing. Why him? Why me? Out of everyone in the world, why the two of us? He had made the decisions he’d made before I ever existed. I am nothing to him. He is nothing to me.

But that might not be exactly right.

I am the strongest wizard in an age, or so it’s been said.

And he wants to consume that strength.

Morgan and Randall did their best, I think. With him. Maybe not the best, but what they thought was right. In the end, it was still a mistake. They should have ended things—ended him—when they had the chance.

I can say that, though, can’t I?

Because I wasn’t there.

What if it was Gary? Or Tiggy?

What if it was Ryan?

Could I sit here and say the same thing, then? Could I have ended things? It would be the right thing to do. It would be the only thing to do.

And yet wouldn’t I do everything in my power to try and save them? To save him?

You bet your ass I would.

There is nothing I wouldn’t do.

Even if it meant banishing any one of them to a realm where they would stay until….

Holy shit.

Where they would stay until I could one day find a way to save them.

Is that it?

Is that what you two have done?

Oh my gods.

You thought—

You thought that one day you could save him.

Have you been trying to find a way all this time?

You have, haven’t you?

The both of you.

You thought that you could find a way to bring him back.

The shadow realm was his prison.

But it was always meant to be temporary.

The keys were given to guardians.

How could you not have known after everything?

Were you deliberately blind when Vadoma came?

Or did you know?

Did you know it would be him, even though he wasn’t named?

Did you think you still had enough time?

Of course you did.

Because if you could bring a king back from madness, you could bring your cornerstone, your brother, back from the dark.

Containment.

Compression.

Like it was in Mama’s office. With Feng.

Only this time the fire didn’t go out.

It grew until it raged.

And that’s what Myrin wanted.

He was waiting—

 

 

—FOR ME in the labs. I hadn’t spoken to him in four days, not after the whole Ryan mirage incident. I had been so pissed at him for tricking me that I’d stormed off, staying in my room, only coming out late at night when the castle was dark and silent to scrounge for food in the kitchen. The third day, I thought I heard Randall standing outside my door, but no knock ever came, and I told myself I was hearing things. I’d been standing shirtless in front of a full-length mirror next to an ancient wardrobe, tracing the scars across my chest, trying to find a pattern that would make sense. I wondered if Myrin had the same marks upon him now. I thought it was possible.

But on the fourth day, I was done. With all of this.

So I found myself in the labs, clutching my Grimoire to my chest, wondering if I was doing the right thing. I told myself I was, but I couldn’t be sure. I had so many questions. I was conflicted. My heart hurt for Morgan. For Randall. For myself, for being put into this position.

Randall sat in front of the fire, hands in his lap, a vacant look on his face. He looked smaller than I’d ever seen him. More frail. His skin was pale, his face heavily lined and wrinkled.

I coughed.

He looked up, startled.

“Hi,” I said quietly.

“Sam. I see you’re out and about.”

“Astute observation, as always.” I cringed internally at the unintentional snark.

He smiled. It was faint, but it was there. “Something you know very little about, I’m sure.”

I breathed a small sigh of relief, my shoulders losing their tension. There was something normal about the way Randall and I sniped at each other. It put me more at ease.

I took another step toward him, trying to find the right words to say… what, exactly? I wasn’t quite sure, but I knew I needed to say something. After everything I’d learned, after what I’d figured out about Randall and Morgan and Myrin, something needed to be said.

But maybe I’d already said enough. Or rather, everything I needed to say. Because a wizard’s Grimoire was their legacy, a wizard’s Grimoire was their journal, but it was also a way for them to work out problems until there was a solution, to give voice to thoughts that couldn’t necessarily be said aloud. Morgan had taught me that.

So when I said, “I’m ready,” I meant it.

The fire snapped and crackled as he stared at me for the longest time. I tried not to squirm as I held his gaze. Finally he said, “Are you?”

I nodded.

“Why?”

“Because I have to be,” I said honestly. “It’s the only way that I stand a chance—that we stand a chance. You and Morgan have told me that a wizard is supposed to have his secrets. But I don’t know if I can do that anymore. They’re heavy, Randall. The weight of them. And I’m tired of carrying them on my own. Aren’t you?”

He smiled sadly at me. “More than you could possibly know.”

I nodded as I moved forward. I didn’t stop until he was within arm’s reach. I could feel the heat of the fire. I hesitated, but it was only for a moment.

Then I held out my Grimoire.

He looked at it for a moment, then back up at me. “Is this what you’ve been working on in your room?”

“Yes.”

“And in it are your secrets?”

“Yes.”

“All of them?”

“Yes.”

“I will ask you one last time, Sam of Wilds. Are you sure?”

My answer was pressing the corner of the Grimoire into the side of his face. It slid until it squished against his nose.

He frowned at me.

“C’mon,” I muttered, poking him with it again. “Take it. Take it.”

“You always were a child,” he grumbled at me, snapping it out of my hand.

I shrugged, trying to quell my nerves. “You wouldn’t expect me to behave any other way.”

“I suppose I wouldn’t.”

I sat in the chair opposite him, fighting the urge to flee the room and quite possibly the castle itself.

He watched me, momentarily ignoring the Grimoire in his lap. Then, “I am sorry.”

And that… well. That had never happened before. I didn’t think I’d ever heard Randall apologize for anything before. “Okay?” I said, seriously freaked the fuck out. I thought it possible the world was about to end.

He rolled his eyes, clearly picking up on what was going through my head. “About tricking you with the mirage.”

“Oh,” I said. “Um. Okay. Dude, I’ll be honest. That was a fucking shitty thing to do.”

“I wanted—”

“I know what you wanted,” I said. “But still, not cool.”

“Not cool,” he agreed. “Definitely not cool.”

I winced. “Maybe don’t talk like that. You’re old. You shouldn’t speak the language of youth, especially since it’s been literally centuries since you were my age.”

“I am old,” he said irritably. “But I do believe that gives me the right to do whatever the hell I want.”

“Great,” I said with a sigh. “I’m having so much fun already. I regret nothing about this morning so far.”

“Where should I begin?” he asked, caressing the cover of my Grimoire.

“Oh,” I said, suddenly nervous again. “Um. Here. Let me, uh—” And I leaned forward, flipping the Grimoire open on his lap, riffling through the pages, reading them upside down until I found the one I wanted. My hands were shaking, and I had to force myself to calm down when I sat back in my seat.

“There,” I said quietly. “There’s where you start.”

“All right. I will ask for absolute silence. I find that words upon a page tend to speak more than anything from a mouth. No need to clarify unless I ask. Understood?”

I nodded.

He waited a beat before lowering his eyes, beginning to read.

I knew the first words he’d see.

I sank down in the chair and began to wait.

I—

 

 

—CUPPED MY hands together, hiding the little bird away.

I didn’t think of anything else.

No wishes upon the stars.

No ancient words in the tongue of those that came before me.

And there was this pulse, and I thought maybe I cracked, just a little, the pieces jagged and sharp. There was green and gold, the colors of the forest around me. It was almost effortless, really, more so than magic had ever been before. It started in my heart; I knew that for a fact. It felt lightning-struck, the beat erratic and heavy.

The colors whirled around me, a spinning corona of light that pooled between my cupped hands, so bright I almost had to look away. It began to cascade downward, like a waterfall, the drops of light spreading along the ground, pulsating slowly. The forest disappeared around me. The sky above darkened. Everything else faded away.

I thought, It isn’t fair.

And then something hooked itself into my head and heart and pulled.

The air sizzled around me.

The lights grew brighter and I had to—

There was a flutter of wings against my palm, the barest of touches.

I took in a great, gasping breath.

The magic around me began to weaken, the light and sounds of the Dark Woods returning as if they’d never been silenced at all.

And from my closed hands came the smallest of chirps.

I looked down as I lifted my fingers away.

The bird blinked slowly up at me.

Its feet opened and closed.

The crooked wing moved back into place even as I watched, the feathers scraping against my fingers.

It took a moment, maybe two, before it righted itself, the talons digging lightly into my skin. There was a little smear of blood across my palm. The bird hopped around, looked up and down, to the left and the right. As it turned its head, I saw the ruffled feathers on its neck, but the skin looked intact. It chirped again.

And then it flew away into the trees, lost amongst the branches and leaves.

I sat there for a long time, in those Dark Woods.

Eventually I decided to head for home. My heart was still heavy, but it no longer felt shattered in my chest. I could do this. I could be who everyone wanted me to be. I didn’t need the knight. He had the Prince, and I… well. One day I’d find someone made for me. And I would show them why I was made for them. It was going to be okay.

I put my hands in the grass to push myself up and—

I stopped, because the grass crunched under my fingers.

I looked down.

It was blackened. Burned.

All around me. In a large circle. And everything in that circle was charred. The ground. The shrubbery. The trees. Everything. It was as if I’d burned the life out of it. To… to give—

I stood, my legs shaking, breathing hitching. I took a step back. And another. And another. And then I turned and ran toward home.

I was seventeen years old when I brought a bird back to life.

I had taken life from the earth to do it.

And I never breathed a word of it to anyone.

 

 

UNTIL NOW.






Chapter 10: Randall’s Great Love

 

 

IT DIDN’T take him as long as I thought it would. I tried not to focus on how many times he turned the page so I wouldn’t be able to figure out specifically what he was reading in any given moment. I almost grabbed the damn thing out of his hands once or twice, intent on throwing it in the fire so he couldn’t read any more.

Because it was all there.

Everything I’d learned since this started. All my secrets.

And the bird.

My biggest secret of all.

It felt almost… wrong that it was him and not Morgan. Or Ryan. Or Gary and Tiggy. There were so many people who deserved to know everything more than Randall did.

Was that fair?

I didn’t know.

But somehow I stayed where I was.

Randall, for his part, kept a mostly blank look on his face the four hours it took for him to get through what I’d spent the past few days writing. Once, an eyebrow rose, and his mouth thinned a little somewhere around hour two, but I didn’t try to sneak a peek at what he was reading, absolutely sure that I didn’t want to know.

The fire kept up as it always had. I didn’t know if it was Randall’s magic or Castle Freesias that kept it going. Maybe I’d find out the answer one day.

Finally he closed my Grimoire, keeping it in his lap. He shut his eyes for a little while, and I thought maybe he’d fallen asleep. Which, of course, I tried desperately not to feel disappointed by, seeing as how I’d just essentially bared everything and Randall’s response was to take a fucking nap? How dare he, that old asshole—

“The bird,” he said.

I started choking.


He opened his eyes, glaring at me.

“Sorry,” I gasped. “Swallowed spit.”

“Must you always be awkward at everything you do?”

I nodded furiously. “Probably. It’s my gift. It’s also my curse. Sorry.”

He waited until I’d gained at least some semblance of control again before continuing. “Have you done anything similar since?”

“Bringing something back to life?”

“Yes,” he said.

I shook my head.


“And any time before.”

“No. That… that was it. The one time.”

“And the earth. The grass, the trees. The Dark Woods. That spot. Have you been back there since?”

I hesitated, considering lying about that. But I’d come this far already. Might as well go all-in. “Yes.”

“And?”

“And it looks the same.”

“Meaning the forest has regrown or it’s still black?”

“Black.”

“Do you know why?”

I shrugged nervously. “Maybe? I get why more than the how.”

“We’ll get to that. Tell me why.”

“I took life to give life. Once taken, it can’t be given back unless I take from something else.”

“And had there been someone with you, what do you think would have happened?”

“I don’t… know?”

He sighed. “It’s resurrection.”

“What?”

“What you did. Like the consumption of magic, it is… theory. Nothing more. Many have tried, at the cost of their lives or the lives of others. None have succeeded.”

“Until me.”

“Until you,” he agreed. “Always you. Do you know what death is, Sam?”

“Is that a trick question?”

“No.”

“It’s the end.”

“Is it? You don’t believe in something after death?”

“Honestly? I’ve… never really thought about it.”

That made him smile, and it was startling to see. “Ah, youth. How I remember being the same. Death is a cleansing. It breaks you free of the shackles of life and all its burdens.”

“You’ve been shackled a long time.” Then, “That came out wrong. I’m—”

He waved my apology away. “It’s true. I have.”

“Why?” I asked, feeling brave. “You’ve done things more remarkable than any other wizard in existence. The things you must have seen. Everything you’ve been through. Why do you…”

“Persist?” he asked, arching an eyebrow at me.

“Uh. Sure.”

“Because I have to. Because I’m not done with what I’ve set out to do. I am not yet able to be free of my shackles. Why do you think that is?”

“Myrin?”

“Partially. Maybe even a large part. But then there’s Morgan. And you.”

“Me? Why me?”

He shook his head. “Surely you don’t even have to ask that after everything you’ve shown me in your Grimoire, Sam of Wilds. You know why. I must admit I did not expect to read what you have written here. I—you’re more than what you show. I don’t know why I fail to see that.”

“That sounded dangerously close to a compliment.”

“The bird.”

“What about it?”

“You said that you took life to give it life.”

“Yes.”

“Do you think it was the same, after?”

I frowned. “I don’t understand.”


He was strangely patient. “The bird had died. Either it moved on to wherever birds go after they die, or if you’d rather believe, it was snuffed out like a candle in the dark, leaving behind only a wisp of its former self. In this case, a body. But then you took life to give it life. Was the bird the same?”

“I don’t know.”

“I don’t either, Sam. I am learning that even after all these centuries, I don’t know many, many things. And most of them have to do with you.”

“Oops?” I said, chuckling weakly. “My bad.”

“I loved him.”

I fell silent.

Randall looked toward the fire. “Myrin. I loved him. Maybe more than I’d ever loved anything in this world, before and after. He was… this light. This beautiful light that I thought I could be consumed by. That’s what he felt like anyway. Maybe it’s the old romantic in me that still thinks so. I’m sure anyone in love for the very first time feels the same way. Before him, I hadn’t time for something as trivial as love. I was young—well, younger—and on a set path to become the greatest wizard the world had ever known. Nothing was going to stop me. I took my time. I thought it would be better if I did. That way I could take a look at everything there was to see. I was an architect, and my magic would be my greatest work. And when I was ready, when I was ready to build, I would find my cornerstone and the world would be in awe of me.

“I sowed my oats, sure. Men and women. It was easier to lie next to a stranger than to form attachments. I didn’t need more of those. I had my mentor. I had my studies. Those were all I needed.”

His smile took on a melancholic curve. “I wasn’t ready when I met him. But it didn’t matter. He rolled in like a storm, and nothing I could have done would have stopped everything that followed. I didn’t want to stop him. He was devilishly handsome. He could charm anyone out of anything. He had this… this laugh that when you heard it, you would just stop and listen to it. It was loud and boisterous and oh-so contagious. Do you know what the first thing he ever said to me was?”

I shook my head, unable to speak.

“He said, ‘Well, well, well. What do we have here?’” Randall’s hands were trembling. “And I was just so perplexed as to why he was speaking to me at all in the first place. Everyone knew to leave me alone, but here he was, forcing his way in, brash and kinetic, and I just… let him.

“If I could have you know one thing, Sam, it would be this: there was a time when he was good. There was good in him. I will always believe that. I saw it. For a long time, for many, many days, I saw it. He was good. But sometimes it’s not enough. Sometimes good can give way to the darkness in all of us until it blocks out all of the light.”

He looked back to me. “To answer your question, yes. We did what we did in hopes that one day we would find a way to bring him back to the light. To banish the darkness that had consumed him. Maybe it was naïve, but when you love someone so completely, you tell yourself that you would do anything for them. That you would do what it took to keep them safe. And if they were lost to you, well. That you would find some way to bring them back home.”

I saw where this was headed. “You called death a cleansing.”

He waited for me to continue.

“You think… that if he were to die, I could bring him back. And he would be… cleansed?”

“Yes,” he said, voice cracking. “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,” I said quietly. “About the bird. You already knew. And… what? You were going to use me?”

Randall looked far older than I’d ever seen him. “The briefest of thoughts. But yes, Sam. 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. 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 don’t understand,” I whispered. “What are you saying?”

“This… end. This sacrifice. Your vision.”

Ryan.

I hadn’t even—

I could.

Oh my gods, I could—

“No,” he snapped, suddenly leaning forward, placing his gnarled hands on my knees, squeezing tightly. My Grimoire fell off his lap onto the ground. “You cannot, Sam. If that is to be his ending, then it must be the end. Should the Knight Commander fall, he will have had his shackles removed and he will be free. You cannot bind him to this life again. You cannot bring him back. The amount of energy for a bird destroyed part of the forest for good. What would it take to bring back a human with all his memories and all his thoughts, if that were even possible? What would the cost be?”

Worth it, a little voice whispered. Any price. I would pay any price.

“You can say that,” I said hoarsely. “You can say what I can and can’t do, because you’re not me. You can sit there and tell me what to do, resting easy in the knowledge that I am the one paying for your mistakes. That I have to be the one to kill Myrin or have him take everything. Not you. Yes, he’ll die. But I think for you, he died a long time ago. This man, he’s nothing but a shadow of what he once was. But Ryan… he—” My breath hitched in my chest. “—he would pay for your mistakes too. Only with his life. You can’t tell me that I can’t do anything to—”

His fingers dug into my knees. I was sure there’d be bruises there tomorrow. “I am sorry for what we’ve done, for all the mistakes that we have made. But Sam, you must heed my warning. It would change him. He would not be the same person he was before.”

“How do you know?” I asked. “You said that this was only ever theory before me. You don’t know what could happen.”

“Think about it! A bird, the smallest of birds, burned the life out of the earth. If this were to be a human, if this were Ryan, what would the end result be? If it were to work, what would you burn in order to save him? Your parents? The King? Gary and Tiggy?”

I recoiled away from him in shock. “Stop.”

“Stone crumbles, Sam. A path may be set, but stone crumbles. Zero was right to tell you this. Vadoma can say what she will. The damn gods can write the future in the stars, but I am telling you right here and now that stone crumbles, and we will do everything we can to help you, to help all of us.”

“But what if it’s not enough?”

He slumped back into his chair. “You have to have hope.”

Gods, that sounded so fucking trite. “Do you?” I retorted.

“I have to,” he said tiredly. “It’s all I have left. This hope. This belief that one day, the mistakes that I have made as a man who loved another will be washed clean and forgiven. That the world will continue to exist in the light long after my own candle has been snuffed out and I am but a wisp of smoke. I have made mistakes, Sam. So many mistakes. I am sorry for them. That you and yours have to live with the actions of an old man who thought he was doing the right thing. If I could relieve you of this burden, I would. More than anything else, that is what I wish when I look upon the stars. That you would be free from all of this, able to live the life you deserve. I have been… harsh with you, only because I see myself in you. Your strength, your attitude, rough though it may be, reminds me of how I acted for a very long time. And that’s not to say that you’re doing anything wrong. You’re not; you are living your life just as well as you should. Or at least you were before all of this.”

“Did you know?” I asked him quietly. “When Kevin came. That all of this was beginning?”

He nodded slowly. “It was a sign.”

“And you said you didn’t know it would be Myrin.”

“No.”

“The bird.”

“What you’re really asking is if I planned on using you all this time.”

I stared straight at him. “Yes.”

“At first.”

I swallowed thickly. “What changed your mind?”

“You did. You were me. And even if you weren’t, Sam, I’d like to think that I wouldn’t have done anything. When I say at first, I mean that it was the briefest of thoughts, done so in passing. Something considered in the dead of night when I couldn’t sleep. It was… dark. It was dark, but I am not.”

“How did you stop him the first time?”

“Containment. Compression.”

“Morgan.”

“Yes.”

“How is it that you can’t do that?”

“How is it that Morgan cannot travel as I can? How is it that I do not have a lightning-struck heart as you do? It’s…. Magic is a fingerprint, Sam. It’s unique to the person. You can do things that I have never thought possible. There are things that I can do that you might never achieve, but I can’t be sure of that. You are… different. Than all of us that have come before you.”

“But you said that we’re the same, you and I.”

His smile was a fragile thing. “We were.”

“But not anymore?”

“I am far too old to have the wonder you carry for the world. And I don’t want to see that wonder burned from you.”

He fell silent after that, allowing me to process everything that had been said. I didn’t know what to do with most of it. I didn’t know what to say. I was angry at him yet again, but the anger was muted by the fact that I understood. I couldn’t blame him too much if I thought I’d have done the same thing had I been in his shoes.

We were human. We breathed. We lived. We laughed. We broke. And in the end, we loved each other down to our very souls. We moved with a strange grace, the dance of life that pushed us together, and didn’t we just cling to each other? Didn’t we just hold on as tightly as we could in fear that at any possible moment, we’d be torn away?

We did.

Randall had danced his life. He had made his choices. And now he sat across from me, slouched and weary.

“I don’t want to live forever,” I finally said.

“You won’t.”

“I don’t want to live as long as you.”

“You won’t. My heart beats because I am forcing it to. Apparently I can be quite stubborn when I need to be.”

“Or as long as Morgan.”

He closed his eyes. “Sam—”

“I don’t want longevity. I want—”

“Your magic will keep you alive.”

“Then maybe I don’t want it.”

His eyes snapped open. “How can you—”

For the first time in my life, I said, “I want to be normal.”

“Sam, if there is one thing you are not, it is normal. Normal does not have its fate written in the stars.”

“I can’t leave him,” I said. “I won’t. If stone crumbles, then I want to crumble right along with it. If we… survive this. If we defeat Myrin, I want to age like a human. I want to live a normal life.”

“You are meant to be the King’s Wizard,” Randall said, sitting up higher. He squared his shoulders. “You have a duty to the people of Verania. To the Crown.”

“I will find a way,” I said. “I will help you with your mistakes, but I will find a way.”

“Why?” he breathed, shaking his head.

I threw his words back in his face. “I love him. Maybe more than I’ve ever loved anything in this world, before and after. He is this light. This beautiful light that I think I can be consumed by. That’s what he—”

“Stop.”

I did.

“Love,” Randall said after taking a deep breath, “can be an undoing. It can destroy a man.”

“It can,” I agreed. “Or it can lift him up and carry him when things go dark.”

There was a pause. Then, “You are, without a doubt, the biggest idiot that I’ve ever had the misfortune to have met.”

“Hey!”

“I’m being completely serious. How are you even still alive? Forget what I said about you and I being the same. You are this… this gushy—”

“I’m not gushy, what the hell—”

“—sappy little boy who is talking out his ass. You are going to get eaten by a dragon, mark my words. The mated pair is going to take one look at you and snap you in half like a little tenderloin.”

“If they do, the world will end so it doesn’t matter anyway.”

Randall sighed. “Why do I even bother?”

“I ask that about you all the time too,” I said. “Something else we have in common.”

“Can you please keep that I said that to yourself?”

“Absolutely not. I’m telling everyone. Even people I don’t know. I’m going to stop them in the streets and tell them that you basically said that you love me because I’m exactly like you.”

“I didn’t say anything like that—”

“We should probably hug now,” I demanded. “For at least three minutes.” I stood up.

“Don’t you dare,” he warned as he dropped his hands. His eyes narrowed. “If you even remotely think about—godsdammit.”

“Shh,” I whispered from where I was bent over, resting my head on his shoulder, arms wrapped around him, holding on tight. “Just let it happen. It feels so good if you just let it happen. And I know how that sounded, but I was just talking about a hug.”

“Are you done yet?”

“Everyone knows hugs should last at least a minute. It’s only been fifteen seconds. Just let me do this. Has anyone ever told you that you smell like mothballs and cherry-flavored hard candies? You’re my cherry-flavored mothball hard candy—”

“That’s it,” he snarled, shoving me away. He was surprisingly strong for being so old. I almost stumbled directly into the fire but was able to save myself from certain death.

“We should do that more,” I decided.

“We will never do that again,” he said. “You got one, Sam of Wilds. That was it. Try that again and I will magically castrate you.”

“My boys,” I whispered, taking a step back. “You wouldn’t.”

“Try and hug me again.”

I reached down and picked up the Grimoire. One of the pages was bent, and I smoothed it out. A few words caught my eye.

…you are not ready.

“You forgot one thing,” I said, feeling a headache coming on.

“What?” he asked from behind me, sounding grumpy.

“The Great White.” I turned slowly. Randall was looking back at the fire. “It said I wasn’t ready.”

“Yes. That. I commend you for keeping it a secret for this long. However, if you do something like that again, you won’t like the consequences. Do we understand each other?”

Yikes. “Uh. Completely. Yes, sir.”

“Good.” He smoothed out his beard, which had gotten ruffled during our one and only hug (or so he thought). “As for the Great White, either it was speaking the truth or it wasn’t. Either the path has been set or it hasn’t. Stone crumbles, Sam. You need to prove to the Great White that you are ready. So when you stand before it, you are able to look it in the eye and be judged worthy. Having collected the other four dragons will go a long way toward convincing it. I believe in you. Above all things, I believe that if anyone can do it, it will be you.”

“Why?” I asked, swallowing past the strange lump in my throat. “Why do you believe in me? Because you have no other choice?”

For the second time, he smiled at me. “No, Sam. Because I know who you are and what you’re capable of. And I’m going to make sure that you’re ready.”

That wasn’t comforting in the slightest. “That sounded almost like a threat.”

The smile widened. I no longer liked the look of it. “Oh. It was.”

“Eep,” I said.






Chapter 11: Throwing Knight Delicious Face Off a Cliff

 

 

AND IT was a threat. In the days that followed, Randall came at me with everything he had. He’d been holding back on me before and, for someone who was over six centuries old and admittedly alive by sheer force of will, could move quicker than one would have expected. Almost quicker than I did.

Which, you know.

Was a huge fucking blow to the ol’ ego.

“Ow,” I said as I smashed into the wall. “Like, seriously. Ow.”

He was hopping from one foot to the other, light and quick. “That all you got? I know dead chickens who’ve got better moves than you.”

“What? How does that even make sense? Dead chickens don’t have moves. You really need to work on your insults.”

“Your nose is bleeding,” he pointed out. “I think that’s insulting enough. Why’d the chicken cross the road?”

I gaped at him.

“Because it got scared after it saw me kicking your ass!”

“What the fuck?” I asked, voice high-pitched. “What is with you?”

He cracked his knuckles and then his neck. “I feel alive. Ready to teach a young whippersnapper such as yourself to respect your elders.”

Whippersnapper, I mouthed to no one in particular. Then, “If I tell you I respect you, will you stop? God, even your skin tags are moist with sweat. That’s just terrible. At least put your robes back on so I don’t have to see sagging flesh anymore.”

“This is your future,” he said, motioning down at himself. He wore a pair of extremely tight shorts and a tank top, neither of which left anything to the imagination. “You won’t stay young forever. One day, you’ll look exactly like this.”

“Gross,” I muttered. “If that happened, I’ll at least have the common sense not to share it with the rest of the world. You look like a pile of old blankets left in a corner of a crumbling monastery for sixty years.”

“Fight me,” he demanded.

“Bro, you don’t even want to go there with me right now, I shit you not.”

“Oh, I am going there. In fact, I’ve already been there and back.”

It felt like my eyes were bulging. “Are you shit-talking me?”

He looked pleased with himself. “Is it working?”

“I’m gonna kick your ass, old man.” I wiped the blood from my nose and attacked.

 

 

I SPENT afternoons in the labs, poring over Grimoires and spell books, wincing at my sore muscles and trying not to show just how much they affected me. I thought Randall wasn’t feeling anything (which led me, briefly, to subscribe to the theory that he was actually a zombie and that I probably needed to chop off his head so he didn’t eat my brains) until I found out he iced his knees under the table. He glared at me as I laughed at him, and a heavy book from the shelf behind me flew out and hit me in the back of the head. I stopped laughing at him after that.

It wasn’t a crash course, per se, that he was trying to push me through. He wasn’t my mentor. That would always be Morgan. He was trying to teach me things I’d never thought of before, trying to expand my knowledge of how magic worked. There would have been a time that this would have occurred naturally, me transitioning from Morgan to him, but it would’ve been closer to the Trials where I’d attempt to move from an apprentice to a full-fledged wizard. I gave brief thought about asking him if that’s what we were doing, but I couldn’t get the words out. Maybe I was too scared to even think that I could be going that direction already. I had plans, yes. Plans to become the youngest wizard to ever pass the Trials. But I was twenty-one years old with dragons to collect and a villain who wanted to eat my magic.


I didn’t have time for anything else.

 

 

IT STARTED at the beginning of the fourth week.

Or maybe it’d been there all along. I couldn’t be sure.

When I’d first arrived at Castle Freesias, as we stood outside in the snow, I’d felt… something in the back of my mind. A whisper like a caress. Something tugging lightly. It wasn’t strong. I’d ignored it, because I was in a place of incredible magic. Things like that were expected. For all I knew, it could have been Randall, or the effects of having teleported a long distance.

But then it happened again in the middle of the night. I was tossing and turning, my brain too full of stupid thoughts for me to be able to close my eyes and sleep. It happened every now and then. Usually I had Ryan there to curl up around me. Before him, Tiggy and Gary.

Now I was all alone.

And apparently starting to sound like Zero.

“Ugh,” I said. “This is lame. Everything is lame.”

The firelight flickered across the icy walls and ceiling. I watched the shadows for a little while, trying to force all thoughts from my mind. Which, when one tries to clear one’s mind, inevitably, the mind is fuller than it has ever been before.

Clear your mind, I told myself.

Hey, my brain said. Remember that one time when you were sixteen and you tripped and fell in front of the Prince and all his friends and they laughed at you?

“Oh my gods,” I muttered aloud. “Whyyyyy would you do that?”

Suck my balls, my brain said.

I tried flipping over onto my other side, away from the fire. The shadows were thicker on the other side of the room. I closed my eyes, counting each breath I took. I relaxed, relaxed, relaxed, and two hundred sixty-seven, and two hundred sixty-eight—

I opened my eyes.

I was wide-awake.

“I am so going to get my ass kicked tomorrow,” I said with a sigh. “It’s going to—”

Wizard

“—fucking…? What the hell?”

I sat up in the bed.

The room was empty. The shadows flickered.

“Randall?”

Silence.

Then—

We see you, wizard

A chill went down my spine.

Soon, the whisper said, and then it was gone.

“Oh no,” I said.

I didn’t sleep that night.

 

 

“SO, FULL disclosure,” I said to Randall the next afternoon after he’d spent the morning kicking my ass. “Sometimes I hear dragons in my head.”

Randall had been scribbling in his own Grimoire, and the pen froze. For a moment he was statue-still, and then he laid the pen down, looked up at me with a furrowed brow, and said as flatly as possible, “What.”

“Inflection is a thing,” I mumbled under my breath.

“Sam.”

“Yes?”

“Say that again.”

“Inflection is a thing.”

He looked like he was going to reach out and pimp-slap me. “Sam of Wilds.”

I sighed. “Look, it’s no big deal. I hear dragons in my head. Big whoop. Who cares. Let’s talk about something else. Have you seen the way Ryan’s thighs look when he wears that—”

“I have no interest in Ryan’s thighs—”

“You don’t?” I asked incredulously. “How can you not? I petitioned the King to make them a national treasure!” I frowned. “He said no because he thought that maybe I didn’t quite understand what a national treasure was, which, okay, that was sort of true. But then I told him that he’d understand what I was talking about the moment he felt them hooked up over his shoulders. Have you ever seen the King run away from a conversation before? Because I have.”

Randall pinched the bridge of his nose. “You are a disgrace to the Kingdom of Verania.”

“Eh,” I said. “Some people still think I’m awesome, so it all evens out. But if you really feel that way, I’m sure Lady Tina DeSilva will be your new best friend. Or you can stay here and be my new best friend and we’ll do cool stuff together like baking holiday cookies and getting into pillow fights.”

“Everything about that sounds terrible.”

“That’s because you’re old and grumpy.”

“Sam.”

“Randall.”

He was grinding his teeth. I thought I should point out that probably wasn’t healthy but decided to keep my mouth shut. “You said you hear dragons. In your head.”

“I did,” I said. “Though I don’t know why you look so shocked. I’m the only one they can speak around, so why shouldn’t I hear them in my head?”

“That… unfortunately makes sense.”

“I hear that a lot.”

He frowned. “Did the same thing happen with Kevin?”

I thought back to that first day in the training fields where Justin had been acting like a douchebag and had challenged me with a sword. Hadn’t I felt something then? I thought I had. A ripple along my magic, something that I hadn’t ever felt before.

“Not… not like Zero,” I admitted. “But it was there. Kevin didn’t speak to me, but then he’s far younger than any of the other dragons in Verania. I don’t know if that has anything to do with it. It’s become very apparent that I don’t know anything about dragons. Like, did you know they’re born from rocks?” I scrunched up my face. “Or something. I don’t remember what Kevin said because I was super tired.”

“But you heard Zero.”

“Yeah. The closer we got, the louder he became.”

“Can you hear him now?”

“No. I don’t… think so? But it’s like I can feel him, you know? He’s like this… little pulse of light. It’s warm. I know he’s safe.”

“And can you feel Kevin that way?”

“Ye-es?”

“And why do you bring this up now?”

“What? Oh! That. Right. So, I couldn’t sleep last night, and I was tossing and turning and I was just so tired—”

“You have ten more words to use.”

I stared at him in horror. “For the rest of my life?”

“That’s six. Four left.”

A challenge! “Heard dragons last night. Ha! I did it! Suck on that, Randall! Wait. Shit.”

“You heard them… last night?”

“I assume I can have more words now? Good. Yeah. I think so? They kind of… whispered to me. No big deal.”

“It’s no big deal?” he exclaimed.

“Are you just repeating everything I’m saying right now? Because that’s really annoying.”

“Sam, I need you to listen to me.”

“Sure, dude.”

“Don’t call me dude.”

“Uh. Sure, man.”

“Gods, I am going to strangle—no. No, Randall. Just control yourself. Everything is fine. Everything is fine. Now. Sam. What did the dragons tell you last night?”

“You believe me?”

“I believe pretty much everything these days,” he said with a sigh. “Answer the question.”

“Oh. Um. They said they saw me, and that it would be soon.”

He gaped at me.

I shrugged. “I’m used to it by now. It’s kind of my thing. It goes with the whole destiny-of-dragons deal. And man, I really still hate that word.”

“Sam, I need you to promise me something.”

“Tell me what it is first before I agree.”

I thought he was going to smack me across the face. “You mustn’t do what the voices in your head tell you to do.”

“Wow. Because that didn’t make me sound like I’m crazy or anything—”

“I’m serious, Sam. You need the others here. You have never faced anything like them before. You cannot go alone.”

“Have you seen them?”

He hesitated.

“Holy shit! You have. Dude! You’ve been holding out on me.”

“I told you not to call me dude!” he said shrilly. “You will refer to me as Randall and nothing more!”

That reminded me of something I’d always wanted to ask him. “Sidebar.”

“We don’t have time for a side—”

“Why don’t you have a wizarding name?”

His eyes widened. His face paled.

And then he turned and left the labs, robes trailing behind him.

I didn’t see him for the rest of the day.

 

 

I DREAMED that night of a blizzard.

I was in the Dark Woods, but I wasn’t alone.

Ryan said, “Hey. There you are. I missed you.”

I said, “I’m so glad you’re here with me.”

He smiled and took my hand.

We continued walking through the forest.

It was night, but the moon and stars were hidden beneath low, thick clouds. The Dark Woods were quiet; the only sounds were the crunching of the leaves under our feet.

“Where are we?” Ryan asked.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t think I’ve been here before.” That didn’t feel quite right, but everything was unfamiliar. For a brief, terrible moment, I was sure we were on the same path I’d taken to see the Great White for the first time, but there was no moving mountain ahead of us. Just the trees.

“This is a dream,” Ryan said, sounding amused. “I’m dreaming of you. Gods, you would make so much fun of me if you knew that.”

I stopped. He looked back at me.

“What?”

“You’re dreaming of me,” I said slowly.

He rolled his eyes. “Dream you catches on about as quick as real you does.”

“Ryan. Where are you right now?”

He looked around. “Standing in the middle of trees.”

I almost smacked him. “No, you dork. In your travels. With the others. Where are you guys?”

“Oh! Tarker Mills.”

My eyes bulged. “The home of the truth corn? Are you out of your damn mind! What if they try and capture you again!”

“Kevin ate the cult leader, remember? Everything is… mostly back to normal here. They weren’t very happy to see us again, but then Kevin growled at them, and they were nicer.” He shrugged. “You know how he gets.”

“Shit,” I breathed. “I think this is real.”

“What? This is a dream.”

“Ryan, I need you to listen to me. Right now, I’m in Castle Freesias. Asleep.”

He squinted at me. “But you’re standing right in front of me.”

“Oh my gods, has hanging out with the others decreased your IQ? We’re dream-walking.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“You’re dreaming. I’m dreaming. We’re in the same dream. For all intents and purposes, this is real.”

His eyes widened. He took a step toward me, raising a hand to my face. He stopped right before his fingers brushed against my cheek. “You’re here?” he whispered. “Sam, this is really you?”

I nodded, unable to speak.

He didn’t hesitate. He kissed me, long and deep, his arms coming around me, holding me tight. I didn’t think I’d ever felt anything so sweet.

He broke the kiss, resting his forehead against mine, breathing me in. “Hi,” he whispered.

“Hi.” I sounded giddy.

“I miss you. Are you okay? How’s Randall? Is he treating you right? Do I need to kick his—”

“I’m fine,” I said, laughing. “Everything’s fine. I’ve…” Told him things I haven’t told you. Important things. “I miss you too.”

“You know I’m coming, right?”

I waggled my eyebrows at him. “So it’s going to be that kind of dream, is it?”

“Gods,” he said, sounding awed. “You’re so stupid. I love you.”

“Thanks! Kind of.”

He kissed me again. He tasted as he always had.

He finally stepped away, trailing his hands down my arms. “How are we both here?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is it the I don’t know when you truly don’t know? Or is it the one where you have an idea that I’m probably not going to like very much.”

“Yikes. You know me too well. I might need to change it up a little bit. Keep the mystery alive.”

“You’re a wizard,” he said wryly. “There’s always going to be some kind of mystery because of the secrets you have.”

I took a step back.

He frowned. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

I looked away. “I don’t… I don’t mean to keep secrets.”

“I know. It’s just part of the job description, I guess.”

I shook my head. “No. Not anymore. Ryan, there’s things I have to tell you. Things I’ve kept from you. You need to know. Everything. It’s—”

Wizard, the trees whispered.

“Uh,” Ryan said. “What the fuck was that?”

“Just because we’re dreaming and I haven’t seen you in weeks and now there are ghost voices coming from the trees does not mean you can curse, Foxheart. You are a knight. Think of the children. Also, I don’t know what the fuck that was, but I might have an idea.”

“There are no children in our dream—”

“Don’t let my parents hear you say that. They always wanted to be grandparents.” My eyes widened as I looked over at him. “Uh. I totally didn’t mean to say anything like—”

“Children,” he said faintly. “You just said we should have children.”

“I said nothing of the sort. My gods, we’re not even married. I will not have little bastard children out of wedlock. Why are you making me talk about this!”

“Sam,” he said, taking my hand again. “Do you want to get married?”

I gaped at him. “Are you out of your damn mind? You’re proposing to me now?”

“What! No! I’m not proposing. Oh my gods, I was asking.”

“Yeah! Asking me to marry you! You couldn’t even do that in real life? We’re in the middle of a shared dream, you gigantic dickbag!”

“Why are we yelling at each other in the middle of a forest!”

“I don’t—”

It started snowing.

“That can’t possibly be good,” I said, squeezing Ryan’s hand.

“What?” he asked. “It’s just—”

We see you, wizard

“Uh-oh.”

Ryan turned to look at me slowly. “What? What’s uh-oh? Sam, who the hell is saying that?”

The snow fell heavier. The wind started to pick up.

“I think we should probably run.”

“What? Why do we have to—”

A harsh roar echoed out into the woods around us.

Followed quickly by a second.

“Oh,” Ryan said weakly. “That’s a good reason.”

We ran. Hand in hand, we ran. The wind whipped around us, the snow falling now a full-fledged storm. There was the crash of trees coming from behind us as if something large was barreling through the forest, uprooting them and knocking them aside. The ground shook beneath our feet, and for a moment, I thought it would split in half. Even though I knew we were dreaming, it still felt real. Like we could die just as easily here as we could in the real world.

I wondered if this had to do with the mountain dragons. If this was their doing.

Wizard, they sang out behind me. We see you

We’re coming for you

And we see him too

“That doesn’t sound good!” Ryan shouted at me over the storm.

“No fucking shit it doesn’t sound good!”

“What are we going to do?”

“Not die!”

“Gods, I hate it when that’s your plan.”

I grinned rakishly at him. “I’m Sam of Wilds. That’s always my plan.”

Our luck, though, was bound to run out sometime.

And it did, when the trees began to thin out around us. We should have paid more attention to where we were headed, but we were too concerned with outrunning whatever was coming after us.

Which explained why we didn’t see the edge of the cliff until we almost went over it. We skidded through the snow toward the cliff, screaming louder than either of us probably cared to admit.

And came to a stop right at the edge.

“That… was close,” Ryan breathed.

We couldn’t see how far down the drop was. It was lost in the storm, the blizzard swirling around us.

Twin roars came from the forest.

We whirled around.

Ryan, ever dashing and immaculate, stepped out in front of me and reached for his sword, only to come up empty. “Oh,” he said. “Right. Dream. I don’t actually have my sword.”

Trees broke apart in the woods.

I leaned forward, putting my forehead on the back of his neck. “Hey,” I said, kissing the base of his spine just once. “You know how when you’re falling in a dream and you gasp right before you wake up?”

“Yeah,” he said, digging in, preparing himself for whatever was coming for us.

“I love you. Please don’t hate me. But I really need you to remember to gasp.”

He turned to look back at me, eyes wide. “Sam, what are you—”

I circled my arms around his waist and pivoted on my heel, spinning us around. I let go the moment our positions were reversed, and the momentum carried him over the edge of the cliff. He fell without a sound, disappearing into the swirling snow.

“He’s going to be so mad at me for that,” I said with a sigh.

I turned back around.

The crashing came to a stop along the edge of the tree line.

At first nothing happened.

Then four bright blue lights began to glow.

Eyes.

Two sets.

Something surged within me and I felt blue and it—

 

 

“I THREW my boyfriend off the edge of a cliff last night,” I told Randall. “After we talked about having babies and getting married. We got chased by bright blue eyes in the snow, and then I threw him off a cliff after telling him not to hate me.”

Randall stared at me for a moment.

Then he got up.

And walked away.

Again.

I was going to start being offended if that kept happening.

“What do you think it means!” I yelled after him.

 

 

MIDWAY THROUGH the fourth week, the calling became too loud.

I knew what they were. What they wanted.

And I had no choice but to give it to them.






Chapter 12: The Mated Northern Dragons

 

 

“AND JUST where do you think you’re going?”

I froze at the main entrance to the castle, my pack hoisted on my shoulder. It was the middle of the night, and I thought I’d been so sneaky. I should have realized that Randall was a creepy-ass stalker.

I turned slowly to look at him. He stood near the staircase, arms crossed over his chest, robes flowing gracefully. “Heeyyy, dude. What is up?”

He arched an eyebrow at me.

“You got insomnia?” I asked. “That’s an old-person thing, right? Insomnia.” I frowned. “Maybe I mean incontinence.”

“Do you ever tire of hearing your own voice?”

I shrugged. “It’s pretty much the only one I’ve got, so.”

“What are you doing?”

“Going for a walk?”

“Try again.”

“Going for a long walk?”

“Last chance.”

I sighed. “Fine. I’m going to the dragons because their voices are getting really loud in my head, and if I don’t go to them, they’ll come to me, and I really don’t want them to be super pissed off at me more than they already are.”

“Is anything ever easy with you?”

“My hair,” I said promptly. “I just rolled out of bed and it looks like this. Great, right?”

He uncrossed his arms and took a step toward me. “Sam, what could have possibly possessed you to think this was a good idea?”

“Hey! I have good ideas.”

He waited.

“Sometimes,” I amended. “But. This is…. I can’t wait for the others to get here. I don’t want to wait for them.”

“Why?”

I shook my head. “You didn’t… you didn’t see the dream. Ryan was scared. They scared him. And I don’t want to run the risk of anything happening to him. Or Gary and Tiggy and Justin. Kevin is injured and can’t even fly. I just—I need to do this. Now. I need to get this done and over with. Now.”

“You promised him. Kevin told you to wait, and you promised him.”

I winced as I rubbed the back of my neck. “Yeah. He’s not going to be real happy with me. Probably.”

“You are an idiot.”

“So you’ve said. Thanks for that. Really keeps the ol’ self-esteem in check. Overblown ego? Not when Randall’s around—”

“I’m coming with you.”

I blinked. “What?”

“If you’re going now, I am coming with you.”

“Uh, no offense—”

“Really, have you ever meant that in your life?”

“—but can you even make it in the snow for very long? I mean, you’re super old, dude. I don’t want you to accidentally keel over and die. I would have to leave your body wherever it fell, and then, hundreds of years from now, mountain climbers would find you perfectly preserved and would wonder what religious purposes your eyebrows served.”

“Your concern is touching. But I think I’ll be able to handle myself just fine. Besides, how were you planning on locating the creatures?”

“Hey! I have a plan. It’s a good plan too.”

He scoffed. “Were you just going to go outside and start yelling HEY DRAGON to see where it led?”

“Exactly. Wait. I mean no, of course not. Why, that would just be ridiculous.”

He rolled his eyes. “I weep for all our futures.”

“It’ll be okay,” I said. “Probably.”

“Did it ever occur to you that I know where they are?”

“Um. Yes?”

“Gods.”

“You don’t have to sound so exasperated. Geez.”

“Wait here,” he ordered. “There’s a few things I need to gather before we leave. It won’t be but a moment.”

I sighed. “If you slow me down, I will leave you behind.”

“I don’t think that’ll be a problem.”

“Bullshit,” I muttered.

 

 

“HOW,” I gasped, lungs burning, “in the name of all that’s holy, are you human?”

We were on a path cut into the side of the mountain, steep and dusted with snow. It’d been a sharp incline for a while now, and my legs felt like they were ready to fall off.

Randall, of course, looked as if he wasn’t affected in the slightest.

I despised every single part of his being.

The sky was beginning to lighten, and flurries were swirling around us. We’d been at it for a good few hours, and Castle Freesias had long since passed from view. I expected to have Randall lead at a slow pace where I’d need to refrain from trying to pass him every few seconds.

That, unfortunately, didn’t happen.

I probably should have realized I was in trouble when he’d come back down the stairs with a walking stick.

Who the fuck had a walking stick and actually used it?

Randall did.

I’d scoffed at him while inwardly wondering if I was doomed.

“Maybe we should take a break,” I said. “Have some jerky or something. While sitting down. And not moving.”

“We still have a ways to go,” Randall said. “It’s best to keep going for now so we don’t get stuck in an open place like this should there be a storm.”

“What’s ‘a ways’?”

“Oh,” he said cheerfully, “hours.”

“I like my idea so much better,” I muttered.

“Of course you would. Most narcissists do.”

“You know what? I don’t even care that you just insulted me. My thighs are quivering, and I am coming to the realization that climbing mountains is the absolute worst.”

“What is it with you and thighs?”

“Gross. Stop talking dirty to me. You know I don’t like you like that.”

Yeah, I deserved it when he smacked me on the top of the head with his walking stick.

 

 

IT WAS late morning when we stopped for the second time in an alcove of sorts. A rocky shelf stuck out of the side of the mountain over us, and while it wasn’t warm, it was a respite from the wind.

I collapsed face-first in the snow, my pack digging into my back. “Just leave me here,” I said, voice muffled. “This is a good place for me to die. I don’t even care. Those mountain climbers can find me instead and wonder what religious purposes my booty served.”

“I would have no problem with that,” he said, taking a seat on a boulder near the back of the alcove. “But I am sure someone would say something. The people who care for you tend to be a bit….”

“Protective?” I asked, turning my head to look at him.

“I was going to say loud.”

“Ah. That works too.”

“It often does with you.”

“I’m so tired, I can’t even think of a devastating retort.”

“Oh, blessed be. Maybe stop talking for a little while, then. Rest your mouth and my ears.”

I did. For a good three minutes. “So.”

He sighed the most put-upon sigh I’d ever heard.

“I wanted to say I’m sorry.”

He hadn’t been expecting that, if the look he gave me meant anything. “For?”

I pushed myself up until I could move next to the boulder where he sat. I leaned against the back wall, setting my pack on the ground beside me. I brought my knees up to my chest. “For what I said. You know. Before.”

“You said many things that you should apologize for. Be specific.”

I bit my tongue against the sass that threatened to spill. Once I was sure it had passed, I said, “I’m talking about how I upset you when I asked why you didn’t have a wizarding name like everyone else.”

He stiffened but made no move to throw me off the side of the mountain, so that was a start. We sat in an awkward silence that seemed to stretch on for days. Just when I was about to literally say anything (and probably make things that much worse), Randall surprised me by speaking first.

“I don’t like to think about it.”

“Oh. That’s… fair?”

He scoffed. “That’s what you’re going with?”

“Honestly? I’m not sure what else to say.”

“And you’re not going to push?”

“Nah. That’s not my thing. If you don’t want to tell me, you don’t have to. You’re allowed to keep things to yourself. If they don’t involve me, that is. Because any shit that involves me, I demand you tell me right away. No more secrets. Secrets suck. Ryan’s already going to be so pissed at me when I tell him everything.” Which was not something I was looking forward to.

“He doesn’t know about—”


I shook my head. “Everything I wrote and showed you in my Grimoire? Yeah. You’re kind of the only one, dude. So. Yay you, or whatever.”

“Don’t call me dude,” he said, but it lacked its usual heat. Which was good, because I really did prefer the whole wear-you-down method when it came to things. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why didn’t you tell him?”

I shrugged. “Because I thought I could save him.”

“You’re a moron.”

“Probably.”

He sighed. “But so am I.”

“You won’t hear me arguing.”

“I….” He looked out to the falling snow. Then, “I wanted to forget.”

“Forget what?”

“Magic. Everything. After… after him, I wanted nothing more than to collapse in on myself like a star.”

I couldn’t find a single word to say.

He chuckled ruefully. “At the very least, I wanted to hide myself away from everything. To mourn in isolation. Magic had—I’ve always loved it. Magic. Ever since I was a boy. I was always enchanted by it. That I could do things that others could not. That I could help others in ways they didn’t expect. That I could bend the natural boundaries of the world at my whim. It was… intoxicating.

“Then he—Myrin. He only added to it. I never thought my cornerstone would be another wizard. I’d never heard of such a thing. My mentor warned me against it, telling me that cornerstones were a folly of man. And for a long time, I believed him. I didn’t—I didn’t have a cornerstone. Not even when I passed the Trials. I did it on my own. He didn’t come until after. I was… enchanted. By him. I don’t know that I could have stopped it had I tried.”

The wind howled.

“I don’t know if it was me,” he continued. “I don’t know if it was just him. Or a combination of the two. Or some other reason entirely. I don’t know why he—he did what he did. Why he chose the path to darkness. But he did, and you know what happened after that. Eventually, he was overcome. Eventually, he was locked away. Locked away in hopes that one day he could be purified again. Be the man Morgan and I had loved. But I… I didn’t want it anymore. The magic. I blamed it. For everything that had happened. I pulled the King of Sorrow back from the grip of madness, and I wanted that to be it. I was suffering. I was hurting. I wanted to be selfish. Do you know what stopped me?”

I started to shake my head but stopped myself. “Morgan.”

“Yes. Morgan. He stopped me. He told me that the world needed me, and I it. That one day I would find my way again. Maybe it wouldn’t be with Myrin. Maybe there would be no cure. Maybe we would never see him again. But if I stopped, Morgan said, if I just gave up, then he would have won. And that, no matter what, could not happen.”

He looked down at his hands. “It took a few years. To piece myself back together. For him. But I did, at least temporarily. He passed the Trials. He became Morgan of Shadows by his own choice. He thought it was a way of… honoring his brother. And after, I… let myself fall.”

“What happened then?”

He shook his head. “That’s a story for another day.”

“I’m glad that you didn’t give up,” I said quietly.

He laughed dryly. “Even after everything?”

“Even after everything.”

“You’re a good man, Sam. I know that I—I know that I don’t say it often. Or ever. But I am proud of you and the man you’ve become.”

I grinned at him. “Should we hug?”

He glared at me. “I will tell you the name if you don’t.”

“Oh my gods,” I said. “That is the hardest choice ever.”

“That’s just sad.”

“I mean, your wizarding name is probably something amazing. But everyone knows that hugs are just as amazing. If not more. Argh. Curse you, Randall! How dare you put me in such a position!”

“You have two seconds to decide.”

“What! So unfair!”

“One second.”

“Gaaah, okay, okay. The name. Give me the name.”

“Done, but for one thing.”

“Caveat. Of course there’s a caveat. There’s no caveats in hugs. Should have chosen that. Wicked lame, dude. You suck.”

“You can’t ask anything more about it.”

I arched an eyebrow. “About the name? Uh. Okay. That’s… I don’t know what that is. But this is the path I chose, so lay it on me.”

He stood, knees popping, standing taller than I’d ever seen him before. I felt the magic curling around our little alcove, and it was bright and sharp. I was in awe at the strength of it.

He looked down at me and said, “When I was an apprentice, I was Randall the Golden Leaf. When I passed the Trials, I became Randall of Dragons. Come now. We have rested long enough.”

Then he disappeared out into the snow, leaving me gaping after him.

 

 

HOURS LATER:

“You can’t just—”

“No.”

“But you have to—”

“No.”

“But what about—”

“No.”

“Oh my fucking gods,” I groused. “You are the worst. You are the absolute fucking worst. I can’t even with you right now.”

“Good. Maybe you’ll shut up for a little while, then.”


“Oh really, Randall of Dragons? You want me to shut up? Please, come at me, bro. Let’s do this right now!”

“Right now?” he asked, looking over his shoulder.

We stood on a winding path that was barely the width of my shoulders. On the left was a sheer rock face that rose into the clouds. On my right was a drop that went directly down the side of the mountain. “Okay,” I said, backtracking a little. “Maybe not right now, but when we get to a place I don’t feel like vomiting at the sight of, you come at me, bro. Bring it.”

“I doubt you would like what I would bring.” He turned back around and continued forward.

“You’re enjoying this far too much,” I grumbled. “Should have gone with the damn hug. At least that way, I could have—”

Wizard wizard wizardwizardWIZARD

I stumbled, pitching to the right, head spinning as I was assaulted by the sheer pull of it, and I was falling—

A hand clasped tightly around my bicep, jerking me back. I hit the rock face, breathing heavily. That was too close.

“What the hell are you doing?” Randall demanded.

“Felt them,” I gasped, staring wide-eyed at the expanse of nothing before me. “In my head. They’re calling me.”

His eyes narrowed as he looked up. “We’re close. It would be prudent if you watched your step from this point forward.”

“Yeah, good idea. Watching my step. Watching all my steps. You don’t even know how many of my steps I’m going to watch.”

“All of them?”

I smiled weakly. “Maybe next time, wait until we’re not scaling the side of a mountain to develop a sense of humor.”

We continued upward, the path steep and narrowing even further. I could feel them at the back of my mind, tugging me forward. I gritted my teeth together to keep as much control as I could, but it was a difficult battle. It hadn’t been like this with Zero. I didn’t know if it was because there were two of them, or if it was because they were mated, but it hadn’t been like this in the desert. I just needed to get to them, let them see that I was a twink, and then the lesbian dragons and I would be best friends forever and that would be that.

However, when one decides on using the idea of being a twink as the main focal point of a plan, one should expect the plan to go awry. When seen from the outside, it should be plainly obvious. From the outside, one would never agree that being a twink is the best and only way to tame lesbian dragons.


But seeing as how I was on the side of a mountain, out of breath, trailing a man named Randall of Dragons, for fuck’s sake, I wasn’t necessarily thinking things through.

Which, of course, sums up most of my plans.

So when we crested a sharp hill and came to a gigantic flat surface, I was sure of myself.

Mostly sure.

Fifty percent.

Let’s try that again.

So when we crested a sharp hill and came to a gigantic flat surface, I was partially sure of myself. But it was a good partially sure.

At least until I saw the large opening carved into the side of the mountain.

“Please tell me we don’t have to go inside the dark, scary cave.”

“We have to go inside the dark, scary cave,” Randall said, barely containing his glee.

“I hate you so much right now. You don’t even know.”

“You’ll never know how much that pains me.”

“Ugh. Stop having a mouth full of sass. Let’s just get this over with.”

I tried to take a step forward, but he put an arm against my chest to stop me.

“What are you doing?” I asked, annoyed.

“What are you doing?”

“Going to get the dragons!”

“How do you plan on doing that?”

“Same way I got Zero. By showing my face, letting them get all snarly. The difference here is that they’re not fourteen-year-old little shits. They’ll see I’m a twink, and since they’re lesbians, they’ll love me and… wow. I really didn’t think that plan through, oh my gods. Why were you going to let me go through with this?”

“If only you’d had that realization years ago, one wonders where you might be. And I wasn’t letting you do anything. You were the one who was trying to sneak out of the castle!”

“You’re my elder,” I insisted. “You should know better than to enable me. Good job on that one. Just… let me think. For a moment.”

“I suppose there’s a first time for everything,” Randall muttered under his breath.

The plateau was larger than I expected it to be. The mountain still rose high above us, disappearing into the clouds, but the section we stood upon looked as if it had been carved into the side of the mountain. And given that I still knew absolutely nothing about dragons, even though I technically lived with one (though, in my defense, Kevin was the absolute worst dragon ever), I didn’t know if it was natural or if it had been… done. By something large.

The entrance to the cave itself looked as if Castle Freesias could have sat inside it with the topmost tower clearing the ceiling of the cave. And that… well. That certainly didn’t put me at ease.

“You said you’ve seen them,” I said, not looking away from the cave, the whispers in my head getting louder.

“I have,” Randall said.

“Are they… big?”

“They’re dragons.”

“I’ll take that as a yes. Any chance you’ll tell me why you were called Randall of Dragons?”

“It doesn’t matter. Not here. Not for this.”

“Yeah,” I breathed out. “Right.” I scrubbed my hand over my face. “So, Kevin is of the four-legged variety. Zero was a snake dragon monster thing. What kind of dragons am I looking at here? You gotta give me something.”

“They’re… feathered.”

“Feathered,” I said flatly. “That’s what you’re going with.”

He shrugged. If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought he was having the time of his life. But he couldn’t have been that stupid, right?

“Like… birds?”

“Very large birds, yes.”

“Oh my gods. Why are you like this?”

He smiled. “This is your destiny, Sam. I’m just along for the ride.”

Since I figured murdering him was out of the question, I decided to go in a different direction. “Okay, so here’s the plan.”

“I wait with bated breath.”

“Stop trying to be funny!”


“I cannot stop what comes naturally.”

“Gaaah! Okay! Here’s the plan. We are going to walk to the cave entrance. We are going to announce our presence. And then we are going to ask the dragons to come out and we’ll have a nice conversation. They’ll see what a good guy I am, and undoubtedly, since he’s an absolute dick, the star dragon will have already told them I would be coming. Hell, he probably told them a million years ago. There! See? It’s foolproof.”

“I often find that only fools see things as foolproof.”

I had a brief fantasy of him tumbling head over heels after I pushed him over the side of the mountain. “This will work.”

He shrugged, looking almost bored. “If you say so.”

“Well I do say so.”

“Good. You sound confident.”

“So confident. You don’t even know how confident I am. Like, I’m the most confident I’ve ever been.”

“Uh-huh. So. Lead the way.”

I blanched at that. “Uh. Right. Okay. So. Here’s the thing. Maybe you should go first.”

“And why would I do that?”

Because if they were hungry, they could eat him while I ran. He’d already lived a long life. I was just starting mine. He was pale like the snow. I didn’t think dragons would like dark meat. Take your pick. “Because I respect you more than anything in the world,” I said, eyes wide and innocent.

He shoved my shoulder, forcing me ahead of him.

“Dammit. Fine. Since I can’t count on you to do it, I will.”

“I’ll be right behind you,” he said.

“That doesn’t reassure me like you think it does.”

We started across the plateau. The snow was only flurries, but there was a strong wind that seemed to make it worse. It stung against my cheeks. I pulled the fur-lined collar of my coat tighter around my neck, trying to stay as warm as I could.

The whispers in my head were louder. They said things like wizard and hear us and we have been waiting for you, which wasn’t exactly helping my nerves. I had to remind myself that I needed to be brave rather than give in to the urge to run back down the mountain and find Ryan and the others and decide to take a beach vacation because godsdammit, I’d earned it more than anyone else in the world.

“Stupid fucking dragons,” I muttered. “Godsdamned prophecies. I just want one of those fruity drinks with the little umbrellas in it. Is that too much to ask?”

As we got closer to the cave, the whispers grew louder, clearer. They spoke as one, but I could feel two distinct pulses. One fluttered, almost like a bird. The other felt heavy and weighted. It was the more dominant of the two, and while it wasn’t angry, per se, it most definitely wasn’t happy that I was here.

“You can feel them, can’t you?” Randall asked quietly.

I nodded. “Both of them. They’re… bright. And strong.”

“Still think the plan of yours is going to work?”

No. No, I didn’t. In fact, I thought there was a very good chance that I’d be dragon shit by this time tomorrow, but I didn’t want to say that out loud. So I said, “Totally. You’ll see. You’re going to be so impressed, you’ll probably say something like, ‘Oh wow, Sam. I should never have doubted you. Your plans are the best, and so are you. You are my favorite thing ever.’”

“That doesn’t sound like something I’d say.”

“Just you wait.”

“I can barely stand the anticipation.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, we are approaching a very large cave where there are probably two dragons inside that want to see what Sam of Wilds tastes like, and not in the good way. I would appreciate if I could have some godsdamn support here!”

“You sound stressed.”

“Would you just—”

WIZARD

I put my hands to my head and hunched over, trying to breathe through the building pressure.

“You don’t have to be so fucking loud,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’m standing right here.”

Randall put his hand on my shoulder, and he squeezed once but said nothing. It was almost… comforting. But since it was Randall, I assumed he was trying to curse me somehow. Once I was able to focus, I stood upright again, causing his hand to slip from my shoulder.

The cave entrance was much larger than I thought it’d been from the other side of the plateau. Surprisingly, that did nothing to soothe my nerves. My throat clicked when I swallowed as I stared up at the cave ceiling.

It was light enough that I could see partway into the cave. Ice crystals hung from the ceiling, glittering in the low light. They looked like precious stones, diamonds and azurite and agate. They covered the ceiling and the walls, cold and forbidding. It was like nothing I’d ever seen before, and I was in awe that such a place could exist. I could see the beauty in it, even if I would rather have been anywhere else in the world.

Yeah. I was scared shitless. I had no qualms in thinking that.

Saying it aloud, however. Especially in front of Randall?

No fucking way.

So I puffed out my chest and squared my shoulders, the wind whipping around, causing my robes to billow. I looked badass. I was badass. I was a godsdamn wizard. I had a destiny of motherfucking dragons. The gods themselves had chosen me to take on the most evil of all the villains. I was going to kick so much ass and take so many names. I had this. I had this.

Something large growled in the cave.

I didn’t have this. “There’s more meat on Randall’s bones than mine!” I cried, voice echoing around the cave as I cowered behind Randall, peering over his shoulder. “If you need to eat someone, start with him so it gives me time to run away!”

Randall sighed like everything wrong with the world was somehow my fault. “Really, Sam?”

“Sorry,” I said, hastily brushing off his shoulders for reasons I didn’t quite understand. “Fear response. It could happen to anyone.”

He wasn’t amused. “You told them to eat me first so you could run.”

“If it helps, I’m not very proud about that.”

“You shouldn’t be.”

“We’re on the same page, then.”

“Should we continue on?”

“Maybe we could wait right here and not go farther into the spooky ice cave—aaaaand you’re walking farther into the spooky ice cave.”

I thought about letting him go on his own, but I wasn’t that big of a dick, so I hurried after him, gaze darting around the cave, sure I was going to see dragons with large teeth barreling toward us.

“Lesbians love me,” I muttered. “Lesbians love me. Lesbians love me.”

The light grew dimmer the farther we went into the cave. The fact that the cave kept going was not something I was too fond of. I would have appreciated if the lesbian feather dragons had decided to nest some place far less… this place.

WizardWizardWizard

He is here

I can hear him breathing

I can hear him walking

He’s close

Closer

“Wow,” I said without meaning to. “You have to realize that’s just making things worse, right?”

Randall looked back at me, massive eyebrow arched.

“Sorry,” I said, gesturing toward my head. “Dragons talking to me. They’re being creepy. I didn’t know lesbians could be creepy. That kind of alters my whole worldview. It’s also rude.” I raised my voice on the last word, hearing it echo around us.

Randall looked as if he thought I was an idiot. Which is to say how he normally looked. But then something else crossed his face, and his eyes widened.


“What?” I asked nervously. “Please don’t tell me this is the point where you say it’s standing right behind me, because, dude. That would just totally suck my balls.”

“Your eyes,” he said.

“Uh. Yes? I have them?”

“They’re glowing blue.”

I blinked. “Oh. Shit. Yeah, that’s apparently a thing that happens. They glowed red when we were in the desert approaching Zero.”

“Did they change with Kevin?”


I shrugged. “I don’t know. The first time I saw him, I was getting knocked through an equipment shed after he said he wanted to fuck me. The second time, I was chained up by the Cult of Truth Corn Assholes in the middle of a field as a sacrifice. I really didn’t have time to find out if my eyes were changing colors.”

He stared at me.

“What?”

“Your life is very strange.”

“Why do you say that like it’s my fault?”

“Can you feel the change? In your eyes.”

I started to shake my head but stopped. “Not… not like you think. It’s more—I just know the dragons are here. They know I’m here. We can feel each other.”

“You are an odd one, Sam of Wilds,” he said before continuing farther into the cave.

It was only minutes later that it became difficult to see. The light had faded, casting the area around us in shadows. I bumped into a large column of ice, cursing under my breath as pain blossomed in my knee. Randall stopped in front of me, and I could barely make out when he brought his hands to his face, cupping them over his mouth and nose. He whispered something into his palms, and a surge of magic beyond that of the dragons burst around us. A light flashed brightly in Randall’s palms, illuminating the cave around us. Randall opened his hands and the light rose, flapping like it had… wings.

“Is that a butterfly?” I said, unable to keep the wonder from my voice. The light flitted around us, leaving little trails of sparks that hissed when they landed upon the ice.

“It is,” Randall said. But he wouldn’t say anything more about it, no matter how much I prodded.

We followed the butterfly farther into the cave. The light crawled along the ice, making it look like the crystals were glowing. We were heading up a slight incline and the air was growing warmer. I could hear the soft drip of water sliding down the columns and walls. It was eerie, hearing it echo around us.

“How deep does this cave go?” I asked after what felt like forever. “It can’t be that big.”

“I suppose we’ll find out,” Randall said.

“Have you ever been here before?”

“Partly.”

“What the hell does that mean? How can you have partly been in a cave before?”

“When I came to Castle Freesias, I made an offering to the dragons here.”

“During your self-imposed exile,” I said without thinking. Then, “Uh. Shit. Sorry. I didn’t mean it like—”

“You’re not wrong,” he said.

“Wow. That might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me. I feel tingly. That might also be hypothermia and frostbite, but I’ll take it. Why did you leave an offering?”

“So they’d know I wasn’t here to hurt them.”

“Because you were Randall of Dragons.”

He said nothing. Like a jerk.

“What did you leave them?”

“A gift.”

He was the most infuriating man alive. “When people are purposefully vague, it doesn’t make them enigmatic. It makes them assholes.”

“I wouldn’t know. People aren’t purposefully vague toward me.”

I had to remind myself that strangling Randall in a cave in the mountains wasn’t the best course of action. “If you don’t want to tell me, just say so. I won’t push.”

He snorted.

“Okay,” I said. “I won’t push too much.”

“It was a token of goodwill,” he said. “From a friend.”

“Who?”

He didn’t respond.

“Did they accept?” I asked, trying a different tack.

“They did.”

“Did you see them?”

“Briefly. They knew…. Well. They knew why I’d come to Castle Freesias. They understood wanting to be left alone.”

I hesitated at that. Kevin and Zero had both said something similar. “Have they been…. Have people tried to hurt them before?”

Randall sighed. “Sometimes humanity forgets how to be human. Dragons were the unfortunate victims of that.”

“I wouldn’t hurt them. I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

The butterfly flared briefly.

Randall said, “I know.”

“But I’m going to have to. One day.”

“I know that too.”

“There isn’t—”

You say you wouldn’t hurt us

But we have heard false promises from your kind before

You think yourself different

You think yourself better

“No,” I said, trying not to stumble at the crushing pressure in my head. “I’m not better. I’m just… Sam.”

Sam

He is Sam

Wizard

He is like the others

But he walks with Randall

That means nothing

He is written in the stars

Stars can still shine after they die

Which means that stars can lie

“Sam,” Randall said, sounding urgent. “What’s happening?”

“Oh, just a debate as to my intentions,” I ground out. “You know how it is.”


“What are they saying to—”

The butterfly shot off ahead of us, wings flapping furiously. The sparks hissed as they fell to the ice. The butterfly rose upward, spinning in lazy spirals, light trails curling around each other. It went higher than I thought possible, and just as soon as I began to see the light reflecting on an impossibly high cave ceiling, the butterfly exploded in a bright, silent flash. The blast sent pieces of light throughout the room, the shock wave causing them to vibrate. They began to fall slowly back toward the ground, illuminating the room brighter than before.

Icy cliffs jutted out from the walls of the cave, large boulders and stones here and there. I thought I could see purposeful shapes in them, but recognition was just out of reach, wrapped in shadows. The shape of a horse and a man and a dragon, an egg, a tree, and a—

Wait.

Hold up.

A dragon.

I took a step back.

The lights flickered around us.

I laughed. It sounded forced. “It’s just a stone.”

“What was that?” Randall asked me.

I shook my head. “It’s just—”

The stone turned its head toward me.

“—a motherfucking dragon,” I finished weakly. “Um. So. Hey there, good buddy. How are you?”

And the dragon growled as it unfurled itself, lights falling around it, eyes glittering in the dark, catching the remains of Randall’s spell.

“Do you see that?” I whispered furiously to Randall.

“I see it,” he said, sounding calm.

“Good. Now. What was your plan?”

His head whipped toward me. “My plan?”

“Right. Good. Your plan.”

“Sam, you’re the one who said—”

“No need to point fingers. I don’t blame you for running in here half-cocked. Heh. Better than being full-cocked, wouldn’t you say?”

Wizard

The dragon wasn’t like Kevin or even Zero. From what I could make out, it was… smaller than Kevin but no less intimidating, especially since I’d followed Randall’s lead and had technically entered its lair uninvited. I took a step back, trying to make myself seem as unintimidating as possible. “We’re cool,” I said. “We’re so cool. I’m not here to do any harm. I just need your help to defeat a villain and save Verania. No big deal. It’s no big deal at all.”

“Why are you talking like that?” Randall whispered.

“Because I’m trying to be calm,” I hissed back. “I’m like a motherfucking dragon whisperer, okay? I totally know what I’m doing. Mostly. And besides, for all we know, maybe they’re stupid and don’t even—”

“Sam?”

“What?”

“There’s a dragon standing right behind you.”

“Har, har.” I glanced over my shoulder. “That’s not very—”

There was a dragon standing right behind me.

Okay, so maybe standing wasn’t exactly the right word as much as it was attached to the wall of the cave, long neck stretched toward me, blue eyes flashing, slitted nostrils flaring, teeth bared, tongue flicking out toward me as it rumbled low in its throat. Its great wings stretched out on either side of it, and I had a moment to appreciate the sheer beauty of what I was seeing, because Randall had been right. The wings were feathered. In fact, the whole dragon looked as if it was covered in feathers, and I had never seen anything like it before.

And then the reality of the situation set in as rocks shifted behind us.

I whirled around to see the second dragon rising from its perch on one of the jutted cliffs that stuck out over the room we were in. Its tail twitched as it hung off the edge, scraping along the ice. It narrowed its eyes as it growled, crouching down low on its front legs as it stared down at us.

So, to recap:

Two dragons, both of which had higher ground.

One was above the path that led back toward the cave entrance.

The other was on a cliff above us.

“Um,” I said. “Fuck. Randall. No offense. But you have terrible ideas.”

He started sputtering.

“No time for that,” I said. “I need to get us out of this mess you’ve gotten us into.”

“That I’ve gotten us—”

“Okay, here’s the plan. I’m going to try and talk our way out of this.”

“That is an awful plan. In case you can’t tell, they aren’t exactly happy see you.”

“Don’t you mean they’re not happy to see us?”

Randall stared at me blandly. “I’ve already given them an offering. They’re not going to be mad at me.”

I gaped at him.

He shrugged.

“Okay. I got this. I so got this. They’re just posturing. Zero did the same exact thing. They just need to be put in their place.”

Twin growls echoed around me.

“Okay, okay! You don’t need to be put in any place. Look. Let’s start over! My name is Sam of Wilds. And I am an adorable twink. You are lesbian dragons. With feathers. And really big teeth. Just let me love you.”

“I can’t believe the gods chose you,” Randall muttered. “Out of everyone.”

“Hey! I’m amazing. Just because you—”

The dragon on the wall roared. The room shook around us. The lights were hissing on the ice and going out. The cave was growing darker.

“Look!” I cried. “I’m not here to hurt you. Maybe the star dragon told you about me? That I’d be coming to ask for your help? That I would need—”

“Oh my goodness,” a distinctly female voice said from behind us. “He’s just dear. I want to wrap him up and keep him forever. Can we keep him? I would like to keep him.”

Randall and I turned slowly toward the voice.

The dragon sitting on the cliff was staring down at us, tail still twitching, eyes bright as it watched us. The claws on its front legs were curled over the edge of the cliff, razor-sharp, causing deep scratches in the ice. But its head was cocked, and it no longer looked like it was about to attack us. It was… curious.

“Um,” I said. “Hello?”

“Hello,” the dragon said.

And yeah. Still not something I was used to.

“No,” another female voice said from behind us, though this one was deeper, harsher. “We cannot keep him. He is a human. He is a weak and frail thing. Just look at him. He looks sickly. He smells bad too.”

“I do not smell bad,” I said, outraged. I whirled around. “I’ll have you know that I smell—eep!”

The dragon on the wall had craned its head toward us, and I could see it was entirely covered in feathers. The lights were almost completely out, but the feathers on its head and neck were the bright blue of a summer sky.

“You are supposed to be the great wizard?” it said, lips rippling over spiky teeth. “I know the man at your side, but you? You are nothing but a child.”

“Rude,” I said. “So I choose to take it as a compliment about how youthful I look. Thank you.”

“Oh my,” the dragon behind us said. “He makes me just want to die. I must keep him. Please, please let me.”

“He’s foul,” the wall dragon said. “I would not have him soiling our lair.”

“I just took a shower yesterday—”

“But,” the wall dragon said.

“Ohh,” the cliff dragon said. “I like it when you say but. Do it again.”

“But,” the wall dragon said.

“Ooh,” the cliff dragon said.

“What is even going on right now?” I asked.

“But,” the wall dragon said, “what if there was a way to make him smell better?”

“Do I really smell that bad?” I asked Randall. “I mean, you only have old-man soap at Castle Freeze Your Ass Off, but I didn’t think it was that bad. I don’t know why you can’t just get the soaps they sell at the City of Lockes. Those ones have cool names like Wolf Thorne and Manticore Madness. Those are man soaps.”

“What would make him smell better?” the cliff dragon breathed.

The wall dragon bared its teeth. “Fear.”

“I am sufficiently scared now,” I squeaked, taking a step back.

“Oh,” the cliff dragon said as it stood on all four legs. “That’s right. It makes the meat sweeter too.”

“I’m going to be honest,” I said as I reached for Randall. My hand curled into the front of his robes. “My meat is probably really sweet right now. Which is not something I ever expected to say to dragons in an ice cave, so yay! New experiences and all. Hey, Randall?”

“Sam.”

“I have a new idea.”

“Do you?”

“Yeah.”

The dragons hissed.

“It can’t be any worse than the last one.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Ready?”

“As I will ever be.”

“Okay. Here it is.”

The wall dragon’s leg muscles coiled like it was ready to pounce.

“Run.”

I jerked Randall by the robe as the wall dragon leaped at us. Its mouth was open wide, row after row of razor-sharp teeth flying toward us. Randall stumbled behind me, tripping me as he fell onto my back. I was knocked forward to my knees, sliding along the ice. My pack hit the ground and bounced away.

It was probably the only thing that saved us. As soon as we hit the ground, the dragon flew over us, jaw snapping, missing us by inches. The underbelly of the dragon wasn’t feathered but instead consisted of soft-looking white flesh. Its tail was long and had white and blue feathers across the top. The tip ended in a large plume that seemed iridescent in the failing light.

It roared in anger as it flew over us, and even before it got the chance to turn back around, I was pulling Randall to his feet and reaching down to grab my pack.

“I hope you’re into running,” I snapped at Randall, shoving him back toward the way we’d come. “Because we really need to do a lot of it right now.”

And apparently he was, because he took off more quickly than I would have expected. I glanced back over my shoulder again to see the wall dragon’s wings spread wide, feathers rippling as it slowed and twisted back around toward us. The cliff dragon’s wings were spread too as it prepared to take flight.

“You leave my sweetmeats alone!” I shouted back at them before I took off after Randall. It was not an exit line I was proud of.

The dragons roared behind us, and I heard the flapping of wings.

I didn’t look back.

Randall was waiting for me at the entrance to the dragons’ lair, eyes wide as he saw whatever the dragons were doing behind me. I figured that since I’d never seen that look on his face before, it probably wasn’t a good thing. I ran past him, intent on pulling him along with me, but he knocked my hands away before I could curl my fists into his robes.

“What are you—” I started.

But his hands were twitching at his sides, and I felt the rush of magic around me, like it was getting sucked out of the air. Sometimes I forgot just how powerful Randall could be, and it was reminders like this that showed he was not a man to be trifled with.

The ice cracked beneath our feet, the floor shaking. The dragons were hurtling toward us, wings folded against their sides. They were almost to us, and I—

The ice rose from the ground, great columns that shot up toward the ceiling. One of the dragons snarled angrily before the entrance to the lair was covered in a wall of thick ice. The shadows of the dragons slid along the ice as their wings snapped open, stopping them from smashing into the wall.

“Holy shit,” I breathed. “That was awesome.”

Randall rolled his eyes. “I can do magic, Sam. Just because I’m old doesn’t mean I don’t know how to kick some ass.”

“Dude,” I said. “I am telling everyone you just said kick some ass. That’s just fucking gnarly. Old people rock.”

He mumbled something threatening toward my person, but I saw right through it.

But before I could call him on it, there came a faint orange glow from the other side of the wall. It was quickly joined by a second one, and it refracted against the ice wall beautifully, like ripples along the surface of a lake.

“What is that?” I asked, raising my hand to touch the ice. “It looks almost like… like—”

Randall’s eyes were wide. “Like fire.”

“Sweet molasses,” I managed to say.

The orange lights erupted. Great plumes of fire smashed into the ice wall, and it cracked down the middle. I could feel the heat of the flames through the wall and watched in horror as a lick of fire curled through the crack. The ice began to split even more, and Randall grabbed my hand, jerking me toward the cave entrance.

The heat at our backs grew exponentially as we ran. I looked back over my shoulder in time to see the ice wall shatter, steam rising as fire shot through, melting the chunks of ice that tumbled to the ground. The dragons both tried to fit through the small opening at the same time, but the remains of the wall held, though it creaked dangerously. Two sets of claws reached out, scraping along the ice, scrabbling for purchase.

I ran, following Randall, his robes flowing with every step he took. He was light and quick, and I almost had a hard time keeping up, my feet sliding along the ice, the weight of my pack throwing me off-balance. I gave brief thought to tossing it aside, but Ryan’s letter was rolled up safely inside, and I couldn’t bear to part with it. I shouldn’t have brought it to begin with, but I hadn’t known how long I was going to be gone for. If I tossed it now, the dragons might destroy it. I couldn’t have that.

The fact that these dragons were assholes shouldn’t have surprised me.

They were testing me.

Just like Zero had.

Just like Kevin had.

The fact that neither Zero nor Kevin had exactly known they were testing me didn’t matter. Zero was a child. He’d said he thought we were playing. Kevin was just… Kevin. He was a douchebag who had wanted to hoard pretty things.

These two, though.

They knew what they were doing.

Maybe they did want to eat me.


Maybe they didn’t give two shits about a destiny of dragons.

Maybe they didn’t care what the star dragon said.

And that made me run even faster.

From behind me, in the distance, I heard the remains of the ice wall crumble.

The dragons roared, louder than they’d been before.

WIZARD

WE ARE COMING, WIZARD

WE FEEL YOU

WE SEE YOU

WE TASTE YOU

“Go fuck yourselves!” I screamed back.

They laughed in my head, grating and harsh.

The path in the cave twisted sharply ahead, and I couldn’t slow in time. My feet slid along the ice, and I crashed into the wall, bouncing off it with a jarring impact. Something in my shoulder snapped wetly, and I cried out as the pain rolled through me. My stomach lurched as my vision grayed.

“We must hurry,” a voice said in my ear, hands coming to my good arm.


“Shit,” I muttered. “Fucking hurt my shoulder.”

“I know. It might be dislocated. Fight through it. We have to go. Now.”

And with no other choice, I followed him.

There was a faint light ahead of us after we rounded the curve. The air was getting colder, and I inhaled deeply, the bite of it clearing my head. I held my arm against my chest, my shoulder on fire. All that mattered was getting to the light. I focused on that and Randall beside me. I told myself that Ryan would kick my ass if I died in this cave, that Gary and Tiggy would desecrate my grave in anger, that Kevin would deliver a sexually charged eulogy about his stepson who had died before he could fuck him. Since all that sounded terrible, I ran as fast as I was able, suddenly very, very tired of dragons and destinies. If I survived this, if I lived through everything that was to come, I was going to give the star dragon a piece of my mind the next time I saw him.

Dragons sucked. I couldn’t believe I used to be so enchanted by them.

Fuck them. Fuck them all.

The two behind us were pulling their way through the cave, if the sound of claws on ice gave any indication. Snow began to swirl around us, carried into the cave by a brisk wind. I could see the plateau ahead of us, and I—

The only warning I had was the whisper of wings before claws curled into my pack, lifting me off the ground. I cried out as the strap dug into my right shoulder, the flare of pain bursting across my body. My feet left the ground, and only a second later, we burst onto the plateau, the snow falling heavier than it’d been when we’d gone into the cave. It stung my cheeks as I struggled against the straps, trying to get myself loose.

My injured shoulder slid free, the pain making me dizzy and nauseous as my arm flopped uselessly at my side. I started to fall, and I reached up with my good arm and snagged the bottom of the pack, holding on as the dragon flew low across the plateau. I couldn’t see what was happening with Randall and the other dragon, but I didn’t have time to think about that now. I had to believe that he was fine, that they wouldn’t hurt him.

But they apparently had no problems trying to hurt me, as the dragon flew toward the edge of the plateau, where the small footpath wound up the side of the mountain on a sheer rock face.

I really, really didn’t want to fall to my death.

But I really, really didn’t want to let it take my pack either.

Magic didn’t affect dragons. Not like it did most other creatures. Their blood was magic, and it acted as a counter to almost anything one could throw at it.

But Kevin had been hurt, hadn’t he? That ragged hole in the wing had shown that. Maybe it’d been a lucky shot. Maybe he had already been weakened in that exact spot.

Or maybe dragon wings were the thinnest part of the dragon, skin stretched out until it was almost translucent, the membranes thin.

I didn’t want to hurt it.

But apparently being an adorable twink wasn’t enough for these lesbians.

Which. You know.

Rude.

The ground rose beneath me, cresting on a small incline as the dragon flew toward the edge of the plateau.

Now or never.

There was green. And there was gold.

It felt good.

It felt like home.

The air around me felt ozone sharp, like a storm was approaching.

The scars on my chest burned.

But before I could call the lightning out to do something that would look totally cool and make Randall say, “Gosh, Sam, you are the best wizard I’ve ever seen,” the dragon curled its head down until it was right in front of me, staring at me upside down while it flew forward. I could feel the heat from its nostrils on my legs.

“What are you doing?” it (she) asked me, the feathers around her head snapping back and forth.

I improvised. “You have something in your eye.” Then I used my legs to rock my body back before swinging forward and kicking the dragon right in her bright blue eye.

“Ow!” she shrieked, and her grip slipped. The pack slid from her claws, and I held on to it as I fell toward the ground. I twisted my body to avoid landing on my bad shoulder. I had a bit of luck on my side, as I landed on a snowdrift that wasn’t hiding a jagged rock that would have broken my fall (and my back). I hit the snow and slid through it, losing my pack in the process.

“Why would you do that?” the dragon shouted at me as she flew up above me, flapping her wings and rubbing her eye. “That was completely uncalled for!”

I pushed myself up from the snow, grinding my teeth against the pain in my shoulder. My pack had broken open, strewing the contents along a small section of the plateau. I heard the crunching of snow and saw Randall running toward me, the other dragon chasing after him. But instead of descending upon him, it went for its mate. It was the smaller of the two. I thought it was the cliff dragon, and the one that had carried me out had been the wall dragon.

They were remarkably similar in their coloring. Their underbellies and sides were white and feather-free, soft and smooth. They had crowns of feathers. The bigger dragon’s crown was a deep blue, the feathers long and thin. The smaller dragon’s crown was mostly white, the tips looking as if they had been dipped in blue ink. Their wingspan was large, and instead of membranes like Kevin and Zero, they were completely covered in feathers. But these feathers looked stiff and unyielding, almost like they were hardened. A row of sky-colored feathers ran down each of their backs, ending at the enormous plumage on their tails.

They were amazingly beautiful creatures.

Who were also trying to kill us.

Maybe.

“What did he do?” the cliff dragon demanded as it hovered near its (her) mate. “Why are you rubbing your eye like that?”

“He kicked me!” the wall dragon snarled. “With his foot.”

“Oh my,” the cliff dragon said. “Are you blind now?”

“No, I’m not blind.”

“Oh. Then why are you making such a big deal out of this? His foot is tiny.”

“Hey! My feet are normal size! In fact, they might even be bigger than normal. Everyone says so!”

“Maybe not try and instigate,” Randall muttered as he knelt beside me. “You’ll only make things worse.”

“I have big feet,” I told him, just in case he was wondering.

“It doesn’t matter if it was little or not,” the wall dragon said. “It still went into my eye. Do you know what that feels like?”

“Yes, yes,” the cliff dragon said. “It hurts. Who knew that my big, wonderful huntress could be brought down by the foot of a wizard. Certainly a story for the ages.”

“You’re not funny,” the wall dragon said, growling just a little as she continued to rub her eye. “And it was just a lucky shot.”

“Excuse you, lucky shot,” I snapped as Randall helped me to my feet. “You wanna put your face down here again and see what happens? You’ve still got another eye I can take care of for you.”

“My word,” the cliff dragon said, staring down at me. “You certainly are a violent little creature, aren’t you?”

“Damn right! I’m hard-core! Come at me, lady-bro!”

“Six hundred years of life for this,” Randall sighed.

“Well,” the cliff dragon said to her mate. “As soon as you’ve sufficiently recovered from what I am assuming is a life-changing injury, perhaps we can continue on with the plan?”

“Life-changing,” the wall dragon snapped. “Nice. Please, continue to mock me when I could have possibly been blinded. It’s not my fault he’s a wily little bastard.”

“I’m wily,” I whispered to Randall. “That means hard-core.”

“That’s not even remotely close to what it means,” Randall said. “Now if you don’t mind, maybe we can stop chatting and get out of here?”

“Oh, you can’t leave!” the cliff dragon said. “We have a plan.”

“I’m changing the plan,” the wall dragon said. “I feel like I should be able to take his foot as recompense for his trespasses against me.”

“That certainly seems fair,” the cliff dragon said. She looked down at me. “Be a dear, would you? Let her have your foot. It’d make things easier.”

“No, thank you,” I said. “In case you couldn’t tell, I’m kind of attached to it.” Then I snorted and elbowed Randall. “Get it? I’m attached to—”

A gust of wind blew around our feet. Off to my right, I heard the sound of something flapping, like clothing or the pack or—

I looked over to my belongings.

A square wooden object lay propped in the snow.

Atop it, white fabric snapped back and forth in the wind.

A sail.

“Holy shit,” I breathed. “I just had the best idea ever. Or the worst. Maybe both at the same time.”

The cliff dragon continued to fuss over the wall dragon above us. I began to edge my way over to the pack. “Come on,” I hissed at Randall. “I know what to do.”

He moved slowly, never taking his eyes off the dragons. “You said the same thing before we came here, and look where we are now.”

I ignored him, bending down slowly to start shoving my possessions back into the pack. Ryan’s letter and his autograph from long ago were still tucked inside. I sighed in relief at the sight of them. I’d been sure they’d been lost in the snow.

Randall helped me gather everything up, and when he reached for the wooden device, I shook my head once.

He frowned at me, looking back down at it.

As of now, it looked like nothing, just a folded piece of wood with fabric draped over the top of it. But I knew what it was.

A sand sailboard belonging to the Wolf of Bari Lavuta.

Ruv, my wannabe cornerstone.

A gift, though I didn’t understand why.

I thought it precious, but he’d slipped it into my pack before we’d left Mashallaha.

Maybe he wasn’t so bad after all.

And if this worked, if we lived through the crazy that was going through my head, I’d have to thank him one day.

“When I say, you need to run toward the cliff edge,” I said in a low voice to Randall. “You stay behind me. Get my bag. Leave the other thing to me. And when we get to the edge, you jump when I say jump.”

Randall stared at me with wide eyes. “You want me to what?”

“I’m serious.”

“I know. That’s why I think you’re out of your mind.”

“Randall,” I growled. “Do you trust me?”

He opened his mouth, closed it. Then again. He sighed. “Gods help me, but yes. I do.”

That shouldn’t have made me as happy as it did. But for some reason, knowing that the man whose nose I’d once turned into a penis trusted me made me want to crow just a little bit.

I’d have to save that for later.

I looked back up at the dragons. The cliff dragon had the wall dragon’s face in her claws, cooing softly at her, telling her that she was the biggest and the bravest and the strongest huntress that had ever existed.

“Aww,” I said. Then, “Run.”

Randall ran, hoisting my pack onto his back. I was at his side, and the dragons roared behind us as we moved. Without slowing, I reached down with my good arm and scooped up the sand sailboard. It was heavy, the pieces of it clacking together as I clutched it under my arm.

There was a small lever on the side, and I prayed to the gods that it was all I needed to know about how to open it up. I should have paid more attention to it, or at least tried to fiddle with it while we were in Meridian City or in Castle Freesias, but I hadn’t even thought about it, sure it was just a way that Ruv was trying to get in my good graces.

“I hope you know what you’re doing!” Randall shouted at me, his beard trailing over his shoulder behind us.

“Me too! Er, I mean, I totally do!”

“What? I don’t know who you think you are—”

Somehow, even as dragons chased after us on a snowy mountaintop far from home, even as we were most certainly running toward our inevitable doom, I managed to grin rakishly at Randall. “I’m Sam of Wilds.”

And then I curled my arm across my chest before swinging it out in a flat arc, thumb pushing down the lever before I hurled the device as hard as I could.

The sand sailboard snapped open, the wooden slats locking together, the board hitting the ground as the sail itself climbed the thin pole that rose up. It slid forward right up to the edge of the cliff and began to tip, and no, no, no, we weren’t close enough, it was going to go over without us and we would be trapped. I thought green and gold (not specifically but abstractly, like the idea of what they could be), and even though the ancient words weren’t there, the intent of them was, and a rock broke through the surface of the snow on the edge of the cliff, hit the bottom of the board, and knocked it back away from the cliff.

“Oh hell,” I heard Randall pant next to me. “You can’t be serious about this!”

I winked at him, even though my skin was clammy and I felt like vomiting. Undoubtedly, this was probably going to be the stupidest thing I’d ever done, and if we survived, Randall was most likely going to kill me.

But then I felt the heat of the dragons behind me, and I knew we had no other choice.

Besides. If the gods were certain I would be the one to face Myrin in some ridiculous final showdown with monologuing, sass, and probably a lot of my clothes billowing awesomely, then they would make sure I survived.

Right before we reached the sand sailboard, I shot a glance back over my shoulder and—

They were right there, maws open, fangs glistening, an orange glow bursting from the backs of their throats—

It happened like this:

I grabbed Randall’s hand.

I jumped the remaining distance.

My feet hit the board, a jarring impact that caused me to overcorrect.

I felt it slipping out from under me and—

Randall landed behind me, knocking me forward with the momentum of the sand sailboard.

A sharp wind hit the sail, causing it to bow outward as it filled, the ends flapping.

The front end of the board slid over the edge of the cliff.

There was a moment, a singular, breathtaking moment, when the board tilted forward, then backward, then forward, and I couldn’t even see the bottom of the mountain, given that it was hidden in the clouds. All I saw was the steep decline, dotted with trees and rocks and snow, snow, snow.

Randall breathed in my ear, “Just so you know, I hate you so much for what’s about to happen.”

My throat was dry, my eyes were bulging from my head, and I said, “Yeah, I pretty much hate myself right about now. No worries.”

The dragons reached for us and—

We tipped over the edge of the cliff.

Randall slammed into my back, pressing me against the mast as we began to descend, the board sliding over the top of the snow. The wind roared around us as we picked up a preposterous amount of speed. I might have screamed.

No. Check that.

I screamed.

The board bounced roughly underneath our feet, vibrating up through our legs. It jarred my injured shoulder, but I ignored the pain.

“They’re coming!” Randall shouted in my ear.

I looked up behind us in time to see both dragons crest the edge of the cliff, suspended briefly in air before they folded their wings at their sides and began to plummet toward us, smoke trailing from their nostrils.

WIZARD

WE SEE YOU

YOU CANNOT ESCAPE

I STILL THINK YOU’RE DEAR BUT YOU KNOW HOW IT IS


“Motherfuckers!” I screamed back at them, seriously sick of their shit.

“Shoulder!” Randall cried.

Wow, Randall sure was thoughtful in the face of so much crazy. “Thank you for being concerned! But we can worry about my shoulder later, honestly, Randall, now is not the time—”

He grabbed my face and turned me forward. “Boulder,” he hissed in my ear.

Right before the line of clouds, there was, in fact, a rather large boulder that we were heading straight toward.

“Oh shit,” I said succinctly.

I tightened my grip on the mast and made sure my feet were flat against the board. I leaned to the right, pushing down with my feet while pivoting my hips. The board slid to the right, starting to turn sideways until Randall leaned with me. The back end corrected, and we shot past the boulder, missing it by what felt like a breath.

We hit the line of clouds, the air around us wet and cold. The snow sprayed onto my face, stinging my eyes. I squinted against it, trying to make sure the path ahead was clear.

We came upon a section of the path that curved up the side of the mountain. The impact was jarring, the board briefly sailing through empty air before it slammed back onto the ground.


The pole shook violently, and the vibrations rose through my arm, jerking my body back and forth. I almost bit my tongue clean through, trying to push back the waves of pain that rolled through my injured shoulder. I felt Randall behind me, reaching around my waist to hold on to the pole right under my hands, securing me in place.

“I never knew you cared so much!” I shouted, grinning back at him as he pressed close against me.

“Trust me, that couldn’t be further from the truth,” he growled back, eyes glinting.

And that’s when it all went to shit.

I had time to think that maybe, just maybe, the gods weren’t exactly on my side. I’d been through some shit, that was a given, but here we were, sliding down the side of a mountain on a flimsy wooden board, two gigantic feathered lesbian dragons chasing after us, the greatest wizard in the known world technically spooning me and snarling in my ear.

And before I could decide if maybe I needed to make some changes in order to avoid situations like this in the future, we burst through the other side of the clouds just in time to see that the section of the mountain we were headed toward sloped up into a ramp.

Because fuck. My. Life.

“This is going to suck so hard,” I whispered fervently. Then, “Hang on to something!”

“I am hanging on to something!” Randall screamed back at me.

“Oh! Right! Well! For what it’s worth, this has been pretty cool!”

“You and I most certainly have differing definitions of cool!”

I wasn’t going to argue with that, and not because I didn’t want to.

I just didn’t have time.

There was no way to avoid it. We wouldn’t be able to move in time.

I felt Randall’s magic building behind me, and we were going to motherfucking fly—

We hit the rocky slope.

The board creaked and groaned.

There was a moment when we hit the bottom of the slope, when we stopped moving down and started moving up, that my stomach dropped right to my feet, and my bowels gave very serious consideration at just letting go right then and there.

And then we sailed off the ramp into nothing.

I was not proud of the noise that came from me.

It was loud.

And high-pitched.

And sounded like a rather large animal was dying.

The dragons snarled in triumph behind us.

But then there was another dragon right in front of us, and I had time to say, “Oh fucking shit—” before great black wings opened, claws reaching and grabbing us out of midair, snapping the sail on the board, pole breaking in two.

And then Kevin roared.






Chapter 13: Reunited and It Feels So Good

 

 

I GAPED up at him, the snow swirling around us. I didn’t think I’d ever been so glad to see anyone in my life. “Kevin! How the hell did you—”

But then the two feathered dragons were above us, and Kevin said, “Ladies, ladies, ladies, maybe we could just talk about this—” but their claws were extended, reaching, ready to tear, and Kevin said, “See? This is why I suck cock, because fuck this noise,” and he tilted backward, folding his wings at his sides. I was hit with a dizzying sense of vertigo as he fell, and we were pointed directly at the feather dragons, but then he completed his backflip and twisted upright, clutching us close to his chest.

“I am so badass,” Kevin crowed as we tore down the side of the mountain. “Look at me doing flips and shit.”

“What is even happening right now!” I screamed up at him.

“What does it look like? I’m saving your ass!”

“Oh! That’s… good. You know what? Keep doing that!”

“Why, thank you for your permission, pretty. I will expect you to put your gratitude all over my body once this is done and over with.”

“We get out of this, I just might!” Then I turned to Randall, who was squished up against me, his face near mine. I lowered my voice and said, “I’m not going to do that because I’m not into interspecies relationships. Not that there’s anything wrong with that.” Then I kissed Randall on the tip of his bulbous nose because I was so happy to be alive.

“You and I are going to have so many words after this,” he warned me, sounding extraordinarily grumpy.

I was giddy for many, many reasons. “All the words,” I agreed.

“What did you do to piss these two off?” Kevin asked, swerving to the right to avoid a gout of flame.

“I existed,” I said.

“Ah, that’ll do it. You certainly seem to garner that type of reaction.”

“It’s my face.”

“It’s a nice face.”

“Why thank you—wait a godsdamn minute. How are you even here right now? Your wing is”—I glanced over at said appendage—“apparently just fine, what the hell. It healed?”

“Good as new,” Kevin said cheerfully, as if we weren’t being chased. He folded his wings again and flew through a large stone arch that rose from the side of the mountain. “I was hoping it would leave a scar, because everyone knows scars are sexy, but alas, it was for naught! My body is apparently too amazing and healed right over.”

“Your body is amazing! I can’t believe—wait. You cannot take that as me hitting on you—”

“Too late,” Kevin said with a leer. “I am going to do you so gross later, you don’t even know.”

Randall wasn’t amused. “Can we not talk about how you’re going to take Sam carnally?”

“What the fuck? He is not going to take me anything, much less carnally—”

“Sam!” Randall barked. “There are other things that are a little more important than your sexual deviancy at this very moment!”

“I take it back!” I shouted up at Kevin. “I am so not even happy to see you right now!”

“You’re such a liar—oh look! There’s the castle. We can talk about this later.”

He was right. No, not about us talking about it later, because we would never talk about this again, but the fact that Castle Freesias was now in sight.

I craned my neck so I could look behind us. The feathered dragons were still there, hurtling toward us.

“Do you have plan?” I shouted up at Kevin.

“Do I have a plan?” Kevin scoffed. “Do I have a plan!”

“What! It was a fair question!”

“You’re right. My apologies. But you should know that no, I have no plan whatsoever.”

“We’re all gonna die,” I moaned. “I am in pain and we’re all going to die. Worst adventure ever.”

Kevin’s wings billowed open, catching an updraft, slowing our descent. The drop in speed was rough, Kevin’s grip on us tightening briefly. I cried out as he squeezed my shoulder, and he looked down in fear as he lowered us toward the ground. “What happened?” he asked, sounding horrified.

“Not you,” I ground out. “Happened before. Shoulder hurts.”

“I think it’s dislocated,” Randall said. “We’ll have to deal with it later.”

And that’s when I heard it. Voices shouting below us. It took a moment for me to recognize them. No, it hadn’t been that long, but I’d been through a ton of shit over the past few weeks, so I thought I could be forgiven for not understanding what I was hearing at first.

But when I did?

Oh, when I did, it was possible I’d never felt relief more palpable than I did at that moment.

I heard Tiggy first, of course. My dear, sweet, lovely giant. His voice was the loudest of all, and he was saying, “Look! Sam! Hi, Sam! Hi! Hi!”

And Gary was screeching right along with him, “—and if you ever leave me behind like that again, Kevin, I swear to the gods we will find out exactly what roasted dragon balls taste like! Nobody puts Gary in the corner!”

“So you’ve been shouting,” Prince Justin said irritably. “For the last ten minutes.”

But it was the last person standing there that I focused on immediately.

And how my magic sang at the sight of him.

My breath caught in my throat at the worried look on his face.

“Hey,” I managed to say as Kevin set us gently on the ground. The pieces of the ruined sand sailboard collapsed around us, falling onto the snow. I was on my knees, Randall behind me, hand on my shoulder, but I barely felt him there.

Because a knight was rushing toward me, sliding onto his knees and crashing into me. His sword fell to the ground as his arms went around me, his face into my neck. He held me tightly, and I ignored the flash of pain in my shoulder, not caring how bad I probably smelled, how tired I was, or even how I could hear two pissed-off dragons snarling somewhere above us. All that mattered in that moment was the fact that I was with my cornerstone again.

“Sam,” Ryan Foxheart breathed, his lips against my neck.

“Hey,” I said, blinking away the burn in my eyes. “You’re here. How are—”

He pulled away, cupping my face in his big hands. “Later,” he said, leaning forward and kissing me sweetly, his beard scraping against my—

Hold up. I pulled away, staring at him. “You have a beard.” And he really did, a dirty-blond thing that was full on his face. I went from zero to let’s fuck in the space of a heartbeat.

He rolled his eyes, but he still smiled. “That’s what you’re focusing on right now. Really.”

“How is it you got even hotter because of a beard?” I demanded. “You grew facial hair, and now I want to give you a facial!”

Everyone groaned. Except Kevin. Kevin said, “Dibs on sitting in the front row splash zone for that performance.”

“I’m so glad the gang is back together with Kevin picking up right where he left off,” Justin said dryly. “And as much as I want to continue to listen to the drivel that I’m sure is coming—”

“Ha!” Gary said. “Coming. You just made that dirty. I’m rubbing off on you.”

“We could make that a thing,” Kevin said, eyeing Justin up and down. “Justin and I used to be almost lovers.”

“Thank you for that profound contribution,” Justin said, crossing his arms over his chest. “And we were not almost anything. As I was saying, we might have other matters to deal with right now. Namely two gigantic pissed-off dragons that are circling above us like vultures.”


As if they could hear the Prince, the feathered dragons shrieked in the distance, flying high above us, looking ready to attack at any moment.

“I tried flirting with them,” Kevin said to Gary. “It didn’t work. They must have been able to see I’m a fan of penises somehow.”

“You know, when I agreed to a trial reconciliation, I thought part of the agreement was that you wouldn’t flirt with everything that moved,” Gary snapped at him. “Even though you couldn’t talk, I assumed that’s what you agreed to since I decided to pay attention to you again.”

“It wasn’t real,” Kevin said, dropping his head on the ground. “No, baby. Look at me. Look at me with those bright, beautiful eyes. There they are. Yes. So pretty you are. Baby, listen. Listen to your boy. I was just trying to distract them so they wouldn’t go after Sam and Randall! I don’t even like other dragons. You know that. Besides, why would I look anywhere else when you’re all I need? Baby, baby, baby, have I told you that your mane looks pretty today? Because it does. Just like it does every day. You are the fire that burns deep within me.”

“You owe me, Haversford,” Ryan muttered in my ear. “So bad.”

“Baby,” I teased. “Look at me. Look at me with those bright, beautiful—” I started to laugh as he shoved me away, but his hand hit my bad shoulder and I shouted in pain instead. My eyes watered as I hunched over, shying away from any further touch.

“Sam?” Ryan asked, sounding uncertain, making an aborted gesture as he reached for me.

“He’s been hurt,” Randall said, standing above me. “His shoulder has been dislocated. It’ll need to be set.”

Ryan’s eyes narrowed. “The dragons did this?”

“No,” I said, wincing. “Not technically. Hit a wall after they started chasing us.”

“I’m going to kill them,” Ryan growled, reaching for his sword.

“Dude,” I said. “You being all protective like that with a beard is my new sexuality. Just so you know.”

“And you,” Gary said, glaring at me over Ryan. “You can bet that you and I are going to have a good, long discussion about almost dying without even inviting me.”

“Me too,” Tiggy said. “Not cool, Sam.”

“Done and done,” I said. “But first we all need to stand in a row and look all badass as we face down lesbian feather dragons, one of whom thinks I’m cute and the other who wants to murder my face because I kicked her in the eye.”

Everyone stared at me.

“What?” I asked, confused.

Ryan sighed. “How sad is it that everything you just said not only makes sense, but is actually not that surprising?”

I beamed at him. “Dude, I totally love you. You don’t even know.”

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s kick some dragon ass—”

“Ahem.”

“Oh my gods. Sam, come on.”

I glared at him. “Have you been cursing the whole time we’ve been apart?”

“What? No! Of course not.”

“Yes,” Tiggy and Gary and Justin said.

“Said fuck a lot,” Tiggy said.

“And shit balls,” Gary said.

“And for some reason, he told me to calm my tits once,” Justin said with a frown.

“I hate you guys so much,” Ryan muttered.

“We will be talking about this later,” I told Ryan. “After I make friends with the lesbian feather dragons, have you choke on my dick, and then maybe get something to eat, because honestly? I am fucking starving right now. But first! Line of Badasses, unite!”

“That was capitalized,” Tiggy said to Gary.

“Yes, kitten, I heard. We should probably step to it. Though I don’t know that I need to be standing in a line to be considered a badass. I mean, just look at me. Everything about me screams badass.”

“You have ladybug hair clips holding back your mane,” Justin said.

“Exactly,” Gary said. “See? Justin gets it.”

Ryan stood at my side, helping me stand. His scowl deepened as I winced. “How bad is it?”

“Nothing I can’t handle,” I assured him. “Let’s just get this over with for now. Then you can fret and fuss over me like you always do.”

“I don’t fret and fuss, gods.”

“You totally do.”

“I didn’t even miss you at all.”

“Liar,” I said, not wanting to look away from him. He seemed to be having the same problem.

He leaned forward and pressed his forehead to mine. My magic pulsed around us. “Just… just don’t scare me like that again,” he whispered.

I couldn’t promise that. So I kissed his scruffy cheek instead.

And then we lined up in front of Castle Freesias, Randall on one side of me, Ryan on the other, Justin on his other side, a curved sword in each hand, bouncing on his toes, at the ready. Tiggy and Gary were next to Randall, the half-giant cracking his gigantic knuckles, the hornless unicorn starting to seep glitter. Kevin stood behind us, wings spread, smoke curling from his nostrils.

“Holy shit,” I breathed. “Someone needs to paint us right the fuck now, and said painting needs to be hung in Castle Lockes to be admired forever because of how amazing we all look.”

“Okay,” Ryan said, flourishing his sword like a douchebag. “I totally lied. I missed you so gosh darn much.”

I grinned at him. “Right back at ya, babe. Now, let’s kick some ass!”

Except… that didn’t happen.

Because the lesbian feather dragons landed before us, feathers ruffling in the wind, but they weren’t getting ready to attack. They weren’t even focused on me. Or Randall. Or anyone else aside from…

Tiggy.

“You there,” the larger of the two said. “Your face.”

Tiggy looked behind himself, then back at the dragons. “Me?” he asked, pointing at himself.

“You are a giant,” the smaller dragon said, voice awed.

“I’m a Tiggy,” Tiggy said.

“Dragons!” Ryan cried. “You have hurt the man I love. You will taste the steel of my blade!”

“Wow,” Justin snorted. “That sure showed them.”

“Babe,” I said, “that was sweet, but maybe cut back on the douchebaggery.”

“Douchebaggery?” he said, brow furrowing. “That wasn’t douchebaggery. That was how I normally talk.”

“Sure it was,” I said. “Because normal people say taste the steel of my blade.”

“I’ll be honest,” Gary said, “even though it sounded stupid, it did give me a bit of a boner.”

“It didn’t sound stupid,” Ryan muttered, kicking at the snow. “You all sound stupid.”

“Gary,” Kevin said, “I thought we agreed as part of our trial reconciliation that you wouldn’t get boners because of anybody else except for me.”

“It’s the beard,” Gary said. “I can’t help it. He’s a dude-bro now, and for some reason, that really just does it for me.”

“I can grow a beard,” Kevin said. “Okay, I can’t, but we can glue sheep wool to my face and pretend. You know how I feel about sheep, those fucking little shits who scream when they see me coming because I am their god.”

“Where do you come from?” the bigger dragon asked Tiggy. She, too, sounded almost breathless. “We have not seen your kind in centuries.”

Randall cocked his head, staring between Tiggy and the dragons, eyes narrowed.

Tiggy looked nervous. He glanced to me like he was unsure of what to say. I stepped out of the Line of Badasses, ignoring the way Ryan protested. I felt the feather dragons’ eyes on me as I moved toward my friend. Gary leaned forward and nuzzled my neck briefly as I passed him. I stopped in front of Tiggy. He looked down at me, a small smile on his face. I held my good arm up, and he bent over, picked me up gently, and cradled me against his chest. I was reminded of that day long ago in the Dark Woods when I found a half-giant and a unicorn on the run from a man named Koklanaris, the marks of a whip upon their bodies. We’d all been younger then and a bit smaller, but he’d held me just the same.

And he must have been thinking the same thing, because his smile widened a little as he said, “I keep you. You’re mine. I call you Steve.”

“Your face,” I said, leaning forward and rubbing my nose against his. He hummed happily before I pulled away. “You okay?”

“Now,” he said, and I knew what he meant. We were all together again. “You’re hurt.”

“Eh. I’ve had worse.”

Tiggy glared at the dragons over me. “You hurt Sam.”

“I thought he was Steve,” the smaller dragon whispered to her mate.

“Maybe he’s both,” she whispered back. Then, louder, “It was a test.” She didn’t sound apologetic about it.

“A test where you tried to eat me,” I pointed out.

“Randall,” she said, “tell him.”

And that… well. I was not expecting that. I turned my head slowly to look at Randall. “Yes, Randall. Please. Tell me.”

For his part, Randall didn’t even look remotely perturbed. In fact, he ignored me pretty much completely. “That was your idea of a test?” he asked coolly. “To what end?”

“To see his mettle,” the bigger dragon said. “The scope of his heart. The minds of men are a terrible thing. Just because the gods have put their faith in him doesn’t mean he isn’t capable of corruption. We have seen what men can do.” She glanced at Tiggy again, a shrewd look on her face. “What they can destroy. You, giant. Where did you come from?”

“He doesn’t remember,” I said when Tiggy looked unsure of himself. “Not really.” What had he said inside Zero’s forest?

Smells like home. Like before. Before you. Before Gary.

We didn’t know much about it. His before. What we did know was mostly assumptions. Tiggy was vague about it, and I thought it was more because he couldn’t remember rather than repression of some trauma. He didn’t act afraid, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t. The closest understanding I’d gotten to his before was that he’d been cast out by the giants, along with his parents, for being a half-breed. Tiggy had the language to tell us, but either he didn’t want to or he didn’t know. He got frustrated when we pushed, and I couldn’t do that to him. Tiggy never seemed as if he were longing for something more. In fact, his speech in Zero’s forest was the most he’d talked about it in a very long time.

“Is it because he’s half?” the smaller dragon asked, sounding aggrieved.

“We don’t know.”

“No, Sam,” Tiggy said. “You hurt. Fix you first.”

That was something I wasn’t looking forward to. I’d seen how dislocated shoulders were fixed. It looked like the worst thing in the world. “Maybe we could just—”

“Set him down,” the larger dragon said. “I wish to speak to the boy wizard.”

“Apprentice,” Gary coughed, because he obviously was a dick.

“Uh,” I said. “No offense, but lady-dude, you were just all fang and rawr not five minutes ago. Forgive me for being a bit skeptical at your intentions. I’d rather keep my arm, thanks.”

She just stared intently at Randall. It took a moment, but then Randall sighed. “Sam, she’s not going to hurt you.”

“You know what? I’d really rather not take the chance.”

“You know what we discussed?”

“We discussed many things, Randall. Maybe be a bit more specific.”

“You told me what Zero was capable of. His forest. The trees and the flowers. How he grew them.”

“Yeah. So?”

“It is specific to him.”

“I figured.”

“Haven’t you wondered what the other dragons can do?”

“My power is being a sex machine,” Kevin said proudly.

“I don’t think that’s quite it,” I told him.

“Probably is.”

“I really don’t think—”

“It sounds about right to me,” Gary said.

“You know what?” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not even going to get involved in this right now. Also, we will be discussing how you two are apparently back together again.”

“Trial reconciliation,” Gary said. “We are not back together.”

“That’s not what you were saying a few nights ago when you were all up on my junk,” Kevin muttered.

“And how did you even do that?” I asked. “Kevin couldn’t even talk.”

“You don’t need words when you have the language of the body,” Kevin said, leering at me.

“Oh, gross,” I said as I gagged.

“It really was,” Justin muttered. “Did you know Gary makes rainbows when he—”

“And it’s not as if I needed words,” Gary said. “I’d know his growls and facial expressions anywhere.”

“You are my everything,” Kevin said reverently.

“As I should be.”

“Are you going to eat me?” I asked the larger feathered dragon, trying to get us back on track.

She snorted. “No.”

“You sure acted like you were.”

“That’s because I’m ferocious.”

“She’s actually a softy once you get to know her,” her mate said. “It’s really rather sweet.”

“Holy lesbians,” Gary breathed. “Sam! Be an adorable twink! They will love you!”

“Thanks, buddy,” I said. “Tried that already. Arm feels like it’s going to fall off.”

“If you try and eat him,” Ryan said, taking a step forward, brandishing his sword, “I will spill your blood upon the earth and the snow will run red with my wrath.”

“I have never been turned-on by alliteration before,” I whispered to no one in particular. “Until now. It has to be the beard. What sorcery is this?”

“I told him not to shave,” Gary said quietly as he leaned over. “Thought you’d like it. You’re welcome.”

“You give me the best presents,” I said.

“Imagine how it’d feel on your thighs.”

I drooled a little on accident.

“I will not harm him,” the dragon said to Ryan. “You have my word.”

“I would know your name,” Ryan said. “Names carry weight. Your honor as a dragon means much, but your name would mean more.”

“Oh my gods,” I said excitedly. “This is going to be amazing. Finally I get to hear a real dragon name!”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Kevin asked, frowning down at me. “You already know my name. And Zero’s. You know dragon names.”


“Uh,” I said, eyes shifting side to side. “Riiiiight. Because… you two… have real… dragon names.”

“Exactly,” Kevin said. “Do you know how long it took me to decide on my name?”

“As long as it took to come up with the perfection that is Kevin?”

He looked pleased at that. “Precisely.”

“Yeah. That… good job with that.”

The larger dragon reared up, sitting on her hind legs. It was a sign of trust, exposing her soft underbelly to Ryan, who stood before her with a sword. Her mate did the same beside her, feathers twitching on top of her head. They were remarkably smaller than Kevin, maybe half his size, which meant that they were also smaller than Zero. But I thought they made up for it with speed. Zero could move quickly along the ground and through the earth. Kevin was intimidating given his largeness. But these two seemed agile and quick in ways that Zero and Kevin could not be.

And it chilled me a little that I was already thinking of them in terms of their usefulness in an upcoming battle. They were thoughts that I wished I didn’t have to have.

I pushed them away. For now.

Now I would hear the names of the fabled mated dragons of the Northern Mountains.

My hopes were sky-high.


The larger one would be called something like Queen Mystic Feather of the Snowy Mountains. Her mate would be Queen Snow Storm of the Ice Caves. I just knew it.

“My name is Pat,” the dragon said, voice rumbling and eyes flashing. “And this is my mate, Leslie.”

“How do you do,” Leslie said primly as she bowed her head, wings fluttering.

“Yes!” I cried. “Oh my gods, yes! I knew they would be—” Then, “Wait. What.”

“Pat and Leslie,” Ryan said as he bowed. “I am Ryan Foxheart, Knight Commander to the Good King Anthony of Verania. I am also the cornerstone to the apprentice of Morgan of Shadows, Sam of Wilds. I am joined by Grand Prince Justin of Verania.”

“No, seriously,” I said. “What are their names?”

“Pat and Leslie,” Kevin said. “How exotic.”

“I know I’ve never heard of such names before,” Gary said, sounding impressed. “How unique.”

“Are you guys for real right now?” I demanded. “Does no one see the problem here but me?”

“Your wizard acts as if he is in pain,” Pat said to Ryan. “I can help him.”

“I have your word that no harm will come to him?” Ryan asked, and I couldn’t be faulted for almost swooning at him sounding so regal. I actually might have swooned if I hadn’t been so incensed at learning about Pat and Leslie, for fuck’s sake. And because of my dislocated shoulder.

“You have my word, Knight Commander,” Pat said. “He has passed his test.”

“Pat and Leslie,” I said miserably.

“Yes, dear,” Leslie said, peering over at me. “Sorry about all the hullabaloo. It was really rather barbaric, but Pat did have a point that we would need to test your mettle.”

I sighed, giving in to the inevitable. “Whatever. I don’t even care right now. My dreams of knowing a cool dragon have been decimated. There’s four of you now, and the coolest one is a fourteen-year-old emo kid. I can’t even with all of this.”

“Oh boy,” Gary said. “Someone sounds like they need a nap.”

That actually sounded amazing.

“Or a good fucking,” Kevin said.

That sounded amazing too.

Tiggy looked uncertain. “Set you down now?”

“Yeah, big guy. You can set me down now.”

“You sad?”

“Just disappointed that no one here is named Queen Mystic Feather of the Snowy Mountains. I’ll get over it. Eventually. Probably.”

Tiggy looked over at Pat and Leslie. “You no hurt Sam. He is my Sam. I love him. Tiggy smash if you hurt him.”

The severe look on Pat’s face softened when she looked at Tiggy. “You have my word, giant. No harm will come to the wizard.”

“Apprentice,” Gary sneezed. “Gosh, I must be allergic to all this snow. I don’t even know what’s come over me today. Excuse me.”

“Okay, Sam?” Tiggy asked.

“Okay,” I agreed.

He set me down gently, my boots sinking into the snow. He brought a big finger up and rubbed it along the top of my head. I leaned into it, thankful that after everything, my friends were alive and well and we were together again. Even if apparently all the dragons of Verania had no idea what it meant to have an epic dragon name, at least I had my family back at my side again.

Tiggy took a step back by Gary, who leaned forward and pressed his nose against my forehead. “Hey.”

“Hi.”

“I like you still, in case you were wondering.”

“Oh good. I like you still too.”

“Of course you do.”

“Sassy,” I said fondly, pushing his face away.

Ryan hadn’t sheathed his sword, but he did hold his free hand out to me. I grimaced as I took a step forward, the pain bright and heavy now. I was tired and cranky and happy all at the same time. I wanted nothing more than to find the nearest bed and curl into Ryan and possibly not move for the foreseeable future. I thought that sounded like the best and most practical idea I’d ever come up with.

I took Ryan’s hand, callused and rough and oh-so familiar. I felt more settled than I had in weeks, knowing he was here. I didn’t want to let him out of my sight again.

Wizard, a voice whispered in my head.

We can feel your bonds, another voice said, smooth and sweet.

I stared up at the dragons.

They stared down at me.

They were there again in my head, but it didn’t feel as malevolent as it had before. I wondered then at their supposed plan, at their tests they felt the need to put me through. Hadn’t Zero done the same? Oh sure, he’d positioned it as playing, but in the end, hadn’t it been a test of wills? His versus my own. The dragon versus the wizard and his friends. In the end, we had all stood against him. He’d snapped and snarled, but he’d collapsed soon after and had turned back into the emo dragon.

But why.

I can hear your questions

I can hear your dreams

You are jumbled

You are confused

But then, you are human, after all

Such a conflicting mixture you all are

Even the wizards cannot escape the entrapment of human fallacies

Ryan’s hand tightened in mine, and I knew he was feeling something—as was probably Kevin—but I didn’t think he could make out their words like I could. I didn’t know if he ever would. A cornerstone was a treasured thing, but it wasn’t necessarily powerful. He was connected to the dragons through me. I didn’t think it was possible for him to do it on his own.

We have answers, though few they may be

And we will give them to you

But first

We must show you what we are

So that you may see us as we have seen you

You have such power within you

But it’s unwieldy

Unrestrained

It has the potential to consume you

Your cornerstone will help you

But he cannot do it on his own

There are great risks ahead for you

A burden unlike anything the world has ever seen

We can help you carry it

But it will cost you

“Of course it will,” I muttered. “Because everything comes with a price.”

“It must,” Pat said simply, eyes flaring blue.

“It is the way of things,” Leslie said, eyes matching her mate’s.

I thought my own were doing the same, and from the look of wonder on Ryan’s face as he watched me, I was right. I felt them, the two dragons, much like I had with Zero. They were twin pulses in my head and heart, and though they were distinct from each other, they belonged together. One without the other wouldn’t carry the power they had when they were together.

“What can you do?” I asked.

It was Leslie who answered first. She leaned forward, neck stretching toward me. Her eyes were the color of the blue in her feathers—like a summer sky—and the plumage atop her head stood straight up, like a beautiful crown. The feathers rattled gently, whispering as they rubbed together, the barbs and hooklets sounding like bones.

“You know what we can do,” she said.

Pat too leaned forward, her feathers making the same rattling noise, and for a moment I thought the colors of the world began to bleed around us, running down like wet paint. I thought I was tipping—or slipping—into something… else, but everything snapped back into focus before I could follow it further.

“Dreamwalkers,” I whispered, and Ryan squeezed my hand tightly.

“Yes,” Leslie said. She might have been the smallest dragon present, but she was still very large, her head almost as long as my entire body. I tried not to flinch as her snout pressed against my chest. The feathers shook as she closed her eyes, and the heat from the breath in her exhalation warmed my skin through my thick coat, and I was—

standing at the edge of a cliff, Ryan falling behind me, blue eyes staring at me from out in the forest, and they were calling for me to

—breathing, breathing, breathing, and Ryan said, “That’s enough.”

Leslie pulled away, rubbing her face along Pat’s neck.

“You pulled us there,” I said, voice shaking. “Ryan and me.”

“We did,” Pat said.

Ryan took a step closer to me so that his shoulder was pressed against mine, our hands clasped between us. “It’s why we got here so fast. After you threw me off a cliff—”

“Yeah,” I said. “I feel real bad about that. No need to keep bringing it up, babe. Also? Just a dream.”

He scowled at me. “After you threw me off a cliff, I woke up in our camp in Tarker Mills and knew we had to get here as quickly as possible. I didn’t know what was going on, but you said it was real, and I believed you.”

“That’s because you love me.”

“Possibly.”

“I’ll still take it.”

His lips twitched like he was fighting a smile.

“Quite,” Pat said. “Though, we witnessed things we did not expect.”

“A lot of kissing,” Leslie cooed. “It was adorable.”

“So,” I said slowly, “you essentially just watched us make out. Lady-dudes. What the hell.”

Ryan stiffened beside me. “Maybe not insult the dragons.”

“What? They were the ones getting their voyeurism kink on!”

“Is he always like this?” Pat asked.

“Mostly,” Randall muttered.

“Only sometimes,” I corrected. “But you gotta admit that’s… not something I was expecting. It felt real.”

“It was real,” Pat said, glowing eyes blinking rapidly. “For all intents and purposes, you were corporeal. Your body and soul were split between two planes. If one had entered your room, they would have found you asleep on your bed, body warm, breathing slowed. But your spirit was elsewhere. And the spirit is just as real as the body that stands before me.”

“Always so serious,” Leslie said fondly. “Dear, must you make it sound so ominous?”

“I am stressing the point,” Pat said.

“Consider it stressed,” Leslie said, pressing her snout against Pat’s neck.

“But it wasn’t like….” I paused, considering.

Both dragons looked at me again. “Wasn’t like what?” Pat asked.

“Vadoma,” I said slowly. “My—my grandmother. She… the edges always felt… blurred. When she showed me what she did. Like I was lost in the dream. With you, I knew I was dreaming, but it was… I could feel the forest around me. Ryan against me. It—why was it different?”

“Because a dragon’s magic is different than that of a human,” Pat said. “This… Vadoma should not be dabbling in dreamwalking. A human soul cannot control what is shown to another.”

“So she could be mistaken?” I breathed.

I felt Randall’s gaze upon me, but I didn’t dare to turn around and look at him.

Leslie pulled away, but only just, remaining at eye level with me. And I didn’t know how, I didn’t know why, but right then, it was clear that she knew.

I almost took a step back. Somehow I stayed where I was.

I was proven right only a moment later.

I see what is in your heart, she said, eyes gleaming.

I know what you are capable of

I know your thoughts, your desires

But you cannot give in to the desire

If one has a power, it is not a given right that it should be used

There is temptation

There will always be temptation

Sometimes the true power is not to give in to it

Her gaze flickered between Ryan and me before she pulled away completely.

“All right?” Ryan asked me, squeezing my hand.

I smiled faintly at him, mind reeling. “All right.” I sounded gut-punched. I hoped everyone would chalk it up to the show of the dragon’s power rather than anything else. I needed to think about this. It was more information than I expected to get.

“We need to get your arm seen to,” he said. “The rest of this can wait until tomorrow.”

I winced. “That’s going to suck.”

“Probably. But it’ll be even worse to keep it as it is. I’ve dislocated my shoulder a few times. Trust me when I say it’ll feel better once it’s set.”

“You don’t need to try and impress me. You’ve already got me.”

“What? I wasn’t trying to—oh shut up, Sam.”

“Dude,” I said, grinning at him. “I’m glad you’re here.”

He rolled his eyes, but his hand tightened in mine.

But before Ryan could pull me away, something happened that I did not expect.

Pat said, “Wizard, it is an honor to stand before you again, especially to see you still healthy and whole.”

And Randall said, “The honor is mine,” as he bowed low.

I narrowed my eyes. “You know him? And what do you mean healthy?”

Randall sighed.

Leslie blinked. “But of course. He is Randall of Dragons.”

“He served the Master,” Pat said.

“The Master,” I repeated.

“The one you know as the Great White,” Pat said, as if it were the simplest thing in the world.

“Oooh,” Gary said. “Twist. Draaaamaaaaa.”

I turned slowly toward Randall, who looked particularly grumpy. “Randall,” I said as evenly as possible. “Another secret? I thought we were past all of that.”

Randall smiled sweetly at me. He glanced between Ryan and me, and even before he opened his mouth, I knew what he was going to say. “Speaking of secrets, Sam, isn’t it time you share a few of your own with your friends? I should think they would be very interested to know what it is you’ve seen while they seemingly stood by your side.”

I gaped at him.

He arched an eyebrow at me.

“What’s happening?” Tiggy whispered to Gary.

“I think we’re about to get some revelations all up in this bitch,” Gary whispered back. “And if the look on Sam’s face is indicative of anything, this is going to be amazing. And probably cause unnecessary angst that will cause a division between our heroes. I am excited.”

“Sam?” Ryan asked. “What’s Randall talking about?”






Chapter 14: The Truth

 

 

I WAS right. Having your shoulder reset sucked. Especially when my bitch-ass motherfucker of a knight told me he’d count to three and then instead jerked my arm on one, snapping it back into its socket. I screamed, but the relief was almost immediate. I blinked away the burn in my eyes, wincing at the twinges that went up and down my arm.

“I hate you so much right now,” I mumbled, grimacing as he slid my arm through a quickly fashioned sling.

“Somehow, I think you don’t,” he said mildly. “I wonder why that is. You’ll need to keep this on for a couple of weeks.”

I frowned. “But this is my hand-job hand.”

He snorted. “I’m sure you’ll survive.”

“Yes, but will you? I mean, your hands still work, so you’ll be able to touch my penis—”

“Why are you the way you are?”

“—but I won’t be able to touch your penis.”

“You do have a mouth.”

“Whoa,” I said, impressed. “That escalated quickly.”

He shrugged, tying off the sling. “I do what I can.”

“I bet you do. C’mere, let me show you how thankful I am—”

“As fascinating as this is,” Gary said, “and trust me when I say that hearing your banter again is literally the highlight of my day, can we please get to the secrets thing? Because ever since I decided on a trial reconciliation with my ex-husband, there has been a distinct lack of drama in my life.”

We were in my bedroom in Castle Freesias. Tiggy sat against the door, Gary positioned daintily in his lap. Kevin had insisted on staying with Pat and Leslie, eyeing them curiously, saying he had so many questions on the mechanics of lesbian sex. I reminded him that if he offended the feathered dragons, it ran the risk of ruining my supposed destiny and destroying the world as we knew it. Kevin assured me that he wouldn’t even dream of such a thing, then proceeded to ask Pat if they raised tails and just backed up into each other. Tiggy had to hold me back from launching myself at him. Randall assured me he’d keep an eye on them, but since he was at the top of my shit list, I mostly just glared at him.

Justin was leaning against the wall, arms across his chest, a look of bland indifference on his face. I knew it was contrived and that he was just as excited to be in my presence again as I was to be in his. That’s what best friends 5eva did for each other. As soon as everyone else was distracted, he’d probably want to do our secret handshake just so our bro-bond would be reaffirmed. I could hardly wait.

As I sat on the bed, Ryan stood at my side, fiddling with the sling even though it was fine. I didn’t mind the touch. I didn’t know how pissed off he was going to be after I spilled everything, so this might be the last time he would even want to be near me for a while.

So I did what I did best: I deflected. “How was the trip?” I asked brightly. “Did you guys have the most fun of your lives?” I frowned. “Well, maybe not the most fun, seeing as how I wasn’t there.” I frowned harder. “In fact, I assume the walk to Castle Freeze Your Ass Off was dreary and sad and that you all spent nights around the fire talking about how much you missed me and trading your favorite Sam stories.”

“We maybe mentioned you three times altogether,” Gary said. “Now, don’t make me get up from my comfortable position to kick your ass. You will spill your secrets, Sam of Wilds, and then we will have a long and involved conversation about how you think it’s okay to ever keep anything from me. There is a chance I’m going to get my glitter on while it’s occurring, just so you know. I would tell you not to be scared, but you should be.” He narrowed his eyes, nostrils flaring. “You should be.”

“Eep,” I squeaked.

“Oh please,” Justin said, rolling his eyes. “Do you really think Sam of all people has any secrets worth merit? I mean, come on. Look at him.”

Everyone looked at me. I waved awkwardly at them.

“Good point,” Gary said. “But still.”

“So,” I said. “How about them dragons, huh? Did you ever see anything so—”

“Deflecting,” Tiggy said.

“Traitor! The taste of your betrayal is bittersweet indeed!”

Ryan moved until he was in front of me, blocking the others from my sight. He reached down and put a couple of fingers on my chin, tilting my head up until I looked at him. “So much beard,” I breathed. “I want to feel it on my—”

“We’ll get to it soon,” he said, and I really liked the sound of that. “You look tired, though.”

I shrugged, averting my eyes.

“Sam,” he chided gently.

“It’s not—look. I just haven’t been sleeping too well lately. That happens when you hear dragon voices in your head.”

He gripped my chin, and I sighed, knowing I wasn’t going to talk my way out of this one. I had this coming to me. I had raged against Morgan and Randall for keeping secrets from me. And here I was, having done the same thing to my friends. I couldn’t even argue that I’d done what I’d thought was right, given how I’d scoffed at Randall and Morgan. Finding out you’re a hypocrite sucks balls.

“Have they calmed now?” he asked me as I looked back at him. His expression was open, worried yet fond. “You have them here.”

I shrugged. “Mostly. We haven’t… bonded, or whatever it is I’ve done with the other two. There hasn’t been time, as I’m sure you saw, what with the whole sliding down the side of a mountain on a sand sailboard while they chased after me.”

Ryan’s jaw tightened. “Thank the gods you had that contraption with you. I’d hate to think what would have happened if Ruv hadn’t had the foresight to sneak it into your pack.”

“Right? It’s like he knew something like this was going to happen. I’ll have to find some way to thank him—and wow. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you grind your teeth that hard before.”

“You can send him a short letter,” Ryan said, jaw tense. “That should suffice. Only needs to be one or two lines at most. Maybe even just a postcard. You know what? I don’t think you need to send anything at all. He probably didn’t even mean to do it. In fact, he probably was trying to sabotage our mission somehow.”

“By giving me his sand sailboard?” I asked, confused.

Ryan nodded. “Exactly. That’s exactly it. He should probably be charged with treason.” Ryan looked over his shoulder at Justin. “When we get back to Castle Lockes, I will need to petition you and your father to reinstate beheadings. We have a traitor in our midst who would see Sam’s destiny fail.”

“Gods, you both are so pathetic,” Justin muttered. “Leave me out of your twisted relationship.”

“We’re not going to behead him,” I said as Ryan turned back toward me. “He’s nice.”

“Nice,” Ryan repeated as if it was the worst thing he’d ever heard. “Nice.”

“Oh, girl,” Gary breathed. “You do not say another man is nice when your man is standing in front of you trying to be your man. Have I taught you nothing?”

“Is this really what we should be talking about?” Justin asked. “Because it would seem to me there might be one or two more important things than this asinine frivolity.”

“Ooh,” I said. “Word porn. That’s—”

“Sam,” he snapped. “As your Prince, I demand that you speak now on whatever Randall was alluding to. If you insist on continuing on as you are, I will have no choice but to make sure you poop in a bucket for the rest of your life. Do we understand each other?”

“I just got so turned-on,” Gary whispered to Tiggy. “Sorry about that.”

“It okay,” Tiggy said stroking Gary’s mane. “I used to it.”

Godsdammit. This wasn’t going to be pretty. I took a deep breath and let it out slow. “Okay,” I said. “But… just. You have to let me get this all out. No interruptions, okay?” I glanced at Ryan before looking away. “It’ll be easier if I say it all at once.”

Even Justin seemed a little worried. “Sam, it’s—”

I shook my head. “I did what I did for a reason.” I swallowed thickly. “Please remember that. I… care about all of you more than you could ever know. And all I wanted to do was keep you safe.”

Ryan’s hand was on my good shoulder, squeezing tightly.

I closed my eyes.

I started with the bird because it seemed to be the easiest of all the secrets I carried upon my shoulders. It brought a sharp inhale from Gary, as he understood just how powerful that magic was.

I told them of my vision of the Great White, who I had thought was a mountain before it had begun to move. The Great White had warned me, in that voice that sounded as if it’d come from the earth itself, that I was not ready. For what, I didn’t quite understand. Granted, I hadn’t yet faced Zero, Pat, or Leslie at that point, but still.

I looked down at my hands as I spoke of Ryan upon a slab of stone, skin bone white, eyes closed with dark smudges on the skin underneath, sword clasped in his hands, lying upon his chest. Ryan’s hand fell away from my shoulder then, and he took a step away from me. I didn’t dare look up at him, not wanting to see whatever expression was on his face. They’d known about this part, vaguely, from that day when Vadoma had whammied me in the field. I’d never spoken the specifics aloud.

I told them of the star dragon’s warning, that there would be loss, that not all of us would survive until the end. Stone crumbled, I said, voice raw and urgent, but sometimes it did not crumble to dust before it had been traveled upon.

I didn’t tell them of my wish upon the stars to become mortal. That was mine and mine alone. I had been laid bare and needed something that still belonged to me.

It was a cold comfort.

I fell silent after a while, unsure of how long I had been speaking. My voice had gone hoarse, and my throat hurt. I felt like I was twitching out of my skin.

No one spoke for a time. The silence was almost unbearable.

Gary broke it finally. “Is that all?” he asked faintly.

I started to nod but then stopped myself. Because that wasn’t everything, was it?

No, of course it wasn’t. I’d forgotten the most important thing of all.

Myrin.

“What is it?” Ryan asked, and I finally looked back up at him.

He was standing against the wall next to Justin, the two of them almost shoulder to shoulder. His face was completely blank, intentionally so, and I hated that look on him. He was angry, probably furious, but he was hiding it away. I’d seen it on him before, but it’d never been directed toward me. It hurt even more than I thought it would. I couldn’t stand the sight of it, so I looked back down. I felt smaller than ever before. It was nobody’s fault but my own. I had made these choices. Now I would have to accept the consequences.

“We think we know what Myrin’s after,” I said slowly.

“What?” Ryan said. “How the hell did you—” He laughed bitterly. “Of course you do. It was that day in Mama’s office, wasn’t it? When I came in upon you and Randall and Morgan. I asked you—” He cut himself off.

“What does he want?” Gary asked, and I hated the fear I heard in his voice.

“Me.”

“I thought that much was obvious,” Justin pointed out.

“Yeah, maybe. But it’s not just that. It’s… when he came to Mashallaha, he— It happened quickly, probably even more than I remember. One moment I was sleeping, and the next I heard his voice and he was calling to me.”

“Like dragons?” Tiggy asked.

“Sort of. I guess. With the dragons, it’s always… bright. Like little suns burning inside my head. With him, it was shadow. It was dark, and I could feel it pulling on me. Calling me toward him.”

“And you went,” Ryan said. He was angry. That much I understood at least. “You went.”

My hackles started to rise. I felt cornered. “I had to,” I snapped at him. “He was there because of me. What if he’d hurt the gypsies? They were innocent. I couldn’t take the chance of them getting hurt.”

“But you didn’t trust me enough to take me with you,” Ryan said. “You just left me there knowing what you were walking into.”

“Of course I trust you. I didn’t want you to get hurt!”

“Then you didn’t trust me to take care of myself,” he retorted. “And that’s just as—”

“Ryan,” Justin said softly, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Now’s maybe not the time for this. Let him finish, okay? We’ve got to get this all out now.”

And wonder of all wonders, Ryan deflated under Justin’s touch. My insides were hot and oily at the sight of the Prince being able to rein in Ryan’s anger so easily. The last few weeks had obviously brought them closer together, and didn’t that thought just burn a little.

“Fine,” Ryan said. He didn’t look back up at me.

Justin’s hand slid from his shoulder, but they remained close together. He waited a beat, as if making sure Ryan wouldn’t speak again, before he motioned for me to continue.

“I, uh.” I shook my head, trying to ignore the jealousy curling within me. Justin was right. Now wasn’t the time. “Right. Um. Myrin. He came. He told me that he wasn’t here for the dragons. That he didn’t care about them. He was after something else.”

“And you believed him?” Gary asked, confused. “Why would you find truth in anything that he’d say? Of course he would tell you that. He’s just trying to distract you.”

“That’s what I thought,” I said. “At first. But….”

“The scars,” Tiggy said. “Sam go boom. Like sand mermaids. But no scars then.”

“Sam go boom,” I echoed.

“Scars?” Justin asked with a frown.

I winced as I leaned back slightly on the bed, lifting my tunic up. Even with the sling still against my chest, the lightning tree embedded into my skin was painfully clear.

“My gods,” Justin whispered. “Myrin did that?”

I dropped my tunic back down, not wanting to be on display anymore. “Yes. And no. I… went boom.”

“But you didn’t get those with the sand mermaids,” Ryan said. “Those were only with Myrin. You said you thought it was just his magic and yours that caused it.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“But?” Gary asked quietly.

“But I was wrong. Randall and Morgan are working under the theory that Myrin was trying to eat me.”

Silence. Painful, painful silence.

Then, “You want to run that one by us again?” Gary asked. “Because I don’t know if you meant that the way it sounded. Or at least I hope you didn’t. Because that’s either sexy or cannibalism or sexy cannibalism, and I don’t think that any of those choices is a good thing.”

“Sexy cannibalism?” Justin asked. “Do I even want to know?”

“It’s a thing,” Gary insisted. “People have weird kinks.”

“Cannibalism isn’t a kink.”

“Some people dress like cats,” Tiggy said. “Kinky, kinky cats. I say, here kitty, kitty, but I no like those cats.”

Everyone stared at him.

He hummed quietly to himself as he rubbed a finger down Gary’s snout.

“You are incredible, and I love that I know you,” Gary said reverently.

“Pretty Gary,” Tiggy cooed.

“It’s called the consumption of magic,” I said quickly, trying to get it over with. “He wants to eat my magic and combine it with his own. Randall and Morgan think that’s what he was trying to do. That the scars came from that. It wasn’t supposed to happen then, but he wasn’t expecting me to be as powerful as I was.” Everything hurt. My shoulder. My head. My heart.

The castle creaked and groaned around us as the ice settled and shifted.

Gary sounded horrified when he said, “But your magic is part of you. To take that from you would be like ripping out your soul. He can’t be that big of a bitch.”

“I beg to differ,” I said, going for some levity. “He’s pretty much the biggest bitch.” My words fell with a resounding thud in the room. No one even cracked a smile. Tough crowd. “Look, it’s not as if it’s going to happen—”

“How do you know that?” Ryan asked, voice quiet and deadly.

I tried to smile at him. “I’m Sam of Wilds. I won’t—”

“Cut the shit, Sam.”

“Language,” I said. “You know you’re—”

“Sam.”

“You don’t think I know?” I demanded. I was frustrated and annoyed. It was mostly with myself, but still. “It’s fucked-up. It’s Dark. But in the end, it’s just another godsdamn villain with delusions of grandeur. It doesn’t matter who he is or what he was to Morgan and Randall. It doesn’t matter what his endgame is, because he’s not going to get it. I don’t give a flying fuck what the gods say, or what the star dragon says, or whatever it is that Vadoma wants to show me. It’s bullshit. It’s all bullshit. Myrin is just like everyone else that’s come for me before. He’s going to monologue how he’s going to take over the world, that he’s going to be the death of me, and you know what? I’m going to kick his fucking ass, and it’ll be over. Nothing’s going to happen to me. Nothing’s going to happen to any of you. Can we just—gods. I don’t even know what I’m asking. Just… I’m sorry. Okay? I’m sorry that I hid all of this, but I can handle it. I’m a wizard, for fuck’s sake. It’s my job.”

The retort, when it came, wasn’t from Ryan like I expected. Oh sure, he looked as if he was gearing up for a serious rant, his face a storm cloud of anger. And whatever he was about to say was undoubtedly deserved. If he’d said anything to me like I’d just said to him, you can sure as shit bet I’d be shooting that down right quick.

But Gary beat him to the punch. Figuratively and literally.

He was up on his feet before any of us could blink, eyes blazing as he stalked toward me. If I’d had time, I probably would have attempted to dive out the window to escape his wrath. As it was, however, I was frozen where I sat, eyeing with growing trepidation the glitter beginning to slough off Gary. It was one thing to witness Unicorn Rage when it was directed at someone else who deserved it. It was another thing to have it directed at myself.

“Don’t murder me!” I managed to say before his face was pressed up against mine. He was breathing heavily, and I went cross-eyed trying to focus on him. Glitter was getting in my mouth, and I tried not to grimace at the thought of inhaling Gary’s Unicorn Rage. It didn’t seem very sanitary.

“You shut your whore mouth,” he growled at me.

“Shut my what!”

“Now you listen to me, Sam of Wilds,” he said, and the glitter practically dripped off him. By the time he was done, it was going to look like the aftermath of a massacre at an arts and crafts fair. “If you ever try to hide something of this magnitude from me again, I swear to the gods that there will be no end to the suffering that I will rain down upon you. You will know pain, because I will never stop giving it to you. And you should know it won’t just be physical pain.”

“Oh no,” I breathed. “Not my self-esteem. You wouldn’t. You couldn’t.”

“Oh yes, your self-esteem. I could and I would. Every day, it will be like it’s my job to chip away at you. You having a good day, Sam? Oh, that’s too bad, because your hair looks as if a mongoose died upon your head and is starting to rot. You laughing at a joke, Sam? Bully for you! You have spinach in your teeth, and it’s been there for ages, and I knew about it but refused to tell you. Are you content for no reason in particular? How wonderful! But you should also know that rumors are being spread about your prowess as a lover. Hint: the words shockingly lacking and surprisingly pedantic are being used. Another hint: I’m the one spreading the rumors.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Oh, Sam. Sam, Sam, Sam. I would dare so hard. Go ahead, keep another secret from me. Try it. See what happens.”

I kept my mouth shut for as long as I could. But then the thought of spinach being in my teeth for hours without anyone telling me rolled through my mind, and I just couldn’t take it anymore. “I have another secret!” I blurted out. “Remember that time you dyed your mane green and I told you that you looked like a forest sprite because it was so pretty? I lied. Green is not your color. You did look like a forest sprite, but one that was sickly and had been stepped on by an obese chimera.”

“Oh no,” Tiggy said, eyes wide.

“Scandal!” Gary hissed. “Of course I look good in green, you stupid little bitch. I look good in everything.”

“You told me no more secrets!”

“Well yeah. But I meant secrets that could affect the lives of our group! Do you know what I’m going to do to your self-esteem right now? Exactly what you just did to mine!”

“Please don’t!” I wailed. “I won’t survive. Your insults are so much more emotionally devastating!”

“Of course they are! I am a unicorn. Emotionally devastating insults are something we naturally excel at! You better be prepared, Sam of Wilds, because by the time I’m done with you, you’re going to be mentally incapacitated for at least five days.”

“Five days?” I said, somewhat in awe. “I’ll admit, I’m actually quite curious as to what you’re going to say that could mentally incapacitate me for that long. Gods, that’s got to be something so terrible, I probably won’t even be able to move from the bed. Are you sure about this?”

“Deadly.”

“Ooh,” Tiggy said.

“Are you ready?” Gary said, leaning in close.

“I don’t know that anyone can be ready,” I admitted. “But I suppose now is as good a time as any.”

Gary nodded. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry for what I’m about to do to you.”

“You say that, but I just inhaled your glitter up my nose. It kind of negates your apology.”

“Oh! I’m truly sorry about that. You know this stuff just gets everywhere.”

“Odd, right? I really wish we knew where it came from.”


Gary frowned. “What do you mean? It comes from inside me.”

“Right,” I said, “but how? Are your insides full of it? Does it come from your diet? Like, when you eat chicken or grass or something. Does it go to a special bladder inside of you that fills with chicken or grass and then it converts to glitter which is then pushed out of you when you’re angry?”

“Huh,” Gary said. “I’ve never really thought about that. I don’t think I have a special chicken grass glitter bladder. I always thought it was just part of my inherent magic.”

I nodded. “That makes sense. But, like, why is that a thing? And why is it only unicorns that can do it?”

“We’re amazing creatures.”

I smiled at him. “You really are.”

He kissed my cheek. “Thank you, kitten. It’s always nice to get validation. This has just been lovely catching up with you. Let’s never be separated for that long again. Now, who’s hungry?”

“Me!” Tiggy cried. “So hungry. I dying.”

“Poor baby,” Gary said. “We certainly can’t have that. To the kitchens, where we will feast upon—wait a godsdamn minute.”

“Shit,” I muttered.

Gary whirled on me, eyes blazing. “You thought you could pull that trick on me?”

“What? No! Oh, crap. I just lied again. Yes. That’s exactly what I thought.”

“Oh, honey, I am about to destroy every good feeling you’ve ever—”

“Didn’t you think I had the right to know?” Ryan asked, and the room fell silent.

I sighed. “It’s not about rights. I mean, what rights do we even have in all of this? It’s not as if I have rights to—”

“Stop it,” he barked harshly, taking a step forward.

“But—”

“No,” he said. “You aren’t going to talk your way out of this one. You wield words like I wield my sword, and I’ve had enough.”

I stiffened at that, trying to ignore the bright flare of anger.

“Give us the room, please,” Ryan said without looking away from me.

Gary and Tiggy hesitated, glancing back and forth between us. In the end, though, they didn’t say another word before they turned and walked out the door, Tiggy hunching over so he didn’t hit his head.

Justin made to follow, but not before he stopped behind Ryan and put his hand on his shoulder again. I watched his fingers squeeze down on Ryan, like the Prince was trying to offer him comfort. I really needed to have a word with my best friend 5eva about getting his filthy fucking hands off my man.

“You sure about this?” Justin asked him.

Ryan turned his head toward Justin, and his face softened slightly. “Yes.”

Justin nodded and looked as if he was going to say more. But then he shook his head and left the room, closing the door behind him.

This wasn’t the reunion I had in mind.

But what did I think was really going to happen? It was always going to come out at some point. I just thought I was going to be able to control it better.

My shoulder twinged again, and I must have shown it on my face, because Ryan said, “It hurts?”

“Nothing I can’t handle,” I mumbled, trying to fix the sling that was sliding off my shoulder.

Ryan was there before I could finish, pushing my hand away none too gently, fixing the sling for me. His knees bumped against mine, and I spread my legs just a little, hoping he would step closer so I could put my head on his stomach and just lie there for a little while. He didn’t. In fact, when he finished, he stepped away again. It hurt more than I would have expected.

“You had no right,” he said finally, after what felt like ages. “Especially those things that had to do with me. You had no right to keep that from me.”

“I just wanted to keep you safe. I thought if I could figure it out on my own, you wouldn’t have to worry about yet another thing too.”

He scoffed. “Of course you can spin the narrative like that. It makes you out to be the selfless one here.”

“What other reason would there be?” I snapped at him.

“You didn’t trust me enough to tell me the truth.”

I gaped at him. “Trust you enough? I trust you more than anyone.”

“Just not enough to tell me this.”

“This being the fact that Vadoma showed me your death?” I said, trying desperately to control my anger but failing miserably. “Or the fact that it was substantiated by the star dragon? Forgive me if you dying isn’t something I want to talk about.”

“Everything dies, Sam,” he growled at me. “I’m not afraid of death. I am a knight of Verania, the commander of the Castle Guard. I swore an oath to the King. I would protect him with my life. I do not fear it.”

“That’s good,” I said, annoyed at the way my eyes burned. “I’m glad you’re so quick to die. It’s nice to know you have no qualms about it.”

“And you don’t?” he said, hands fisted at his sides. “Sam, you court death like it’s nothing. How you’ve survived this long has always been a mystery to me, but now I know why. The gods needed you to get this far so that they could use you as their pawn to—”

“Hey! I’m not a pawn. And I don’t court death. It’s not my fault that so many things want to kill me. I just have one of those faces!”

His eyebrows did that little twitch they did when he was unsure of whether he wanted to strangle me or hug me. I thought maybe that was a good sign until they dropped back into their angry position. “You court death,” he said through gritted teeth. “You put yourself in these positions and seem surprised at how you got there. Yes, Sam, there are people out there who want to do you harm, but you do nothing to avoid them. It’s like you’re always out to prove to yourself that you’re capable of more than you are.”

I laughed hollowly. “Like you haven’t spent your entire life doing the exact same thing.”


“Don’t you turn this around on me, Sam. I’m not the one who—”

“Because you’ve never kept anything from me, right, Nox?”

He blanched at that. “Not because—”

“Exactly. Where was the trust then?”

“It’s not the same, and you know it.”

“Isn’t it?” I asked, feeling mean. “Because it seems to me it’s the exact same thing. What don’t I know, Ryan, because you sure as shit know everything about me now. Anything else you need to tell me?”

(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.)

“Do I?” he asked. “How am I to believe that?”

I looked away, unable to meet his gaze any longer.

“I don’t understand,” he said, sounding helpless. “I thought we were together on this.”

“We are,” I said, blinking rapidly.

“I’m your cornerstone.”

“I know.”

“Do you?” he asked. “Because I don’t know that you do.”

“That’s not fair.”

“When did Vadoma show you this? My death. Was it the first day? Her apparition in the hallway?”

I shook my head. “It was after that.”

“Were we still in Castle Lockes?”

“Yes.”

“So all this time, you’ve known.”


“I didn’t—”

“You did, though,” he said, and he sounded so sad that I wanted to reach out and grab him, to hold him close. I didn’t dare, though. Not right now. Not yet. I hoped he would let me at some point, because I sure as shit could have used a hug.

“I just wanted to keep you safe,” I said.

“And what about what I want?”

I barely restrained the eye roll. “Well, I would assume you want the same thing, so.”

“You’re not funny.”

“Excuse you, I’m hilarious.”

“Sam.”

I sighed. “What do you want me to say, Ryan? Do you want me to tell you how terrified I am? That the mere thought of losing you is all I can think about? Vadoma showed me your death. She showed me that you died. But you want to know what really got to me? It was first day she presented herself to us. When she came to Castle Lockes. When she said Ruv was my true cornerstone. Not you.”

“That’s bullshit,” he growled. “He’s not your cornerstone. He isn’t—”

“I know that. But she also pointed out that you will die. No matter what, one day, you will die and I will still be here. If we survive this, if we can kick Myrin’s ass and save the world and what the fuck ever, you will still die before me. You will age, and I will be trapped like I am now, stuck in youth while you grow older. You’re human. I am too, but I’m a wizard. My magic will keep me here, as I am now, and I will spend more of my life without you than I ever would with you. And I am ashamed of the fact that I never realized it until she pointed it out. I can’t stand the thought of it.” My breath hitched in my chest. “So yes, Ryan. I was shown your death. I was shown you on a slab of stone, the life gone from you, and I panicked, okay? Because I couldn’t let it happen. I won’t let it happen. People have told me that my destiny is set in stone, but stone crumbles. I don’t care what it is. I don’t care if it’s Vadoma. Or the star dragon. Or all the gods put together. I will defy them all to keep you safe.”

“Sam,” he said, voice hoarse. He took a step toward me, but I held a hand up, making him stop. I needed to get this all out before I couldn’t say it anymore.

“You told me once, back in a dragon’s keep, that you looked upon the stars and wished for nothing more than me. But what if wishing for me will only hurt more in the end? Because of me, either you will die at the hands of Myrin or the Darks, or you will age and watch me stay the same. How is that fair to you?”

“It is still my choice,” Ryan said. “And if I had to do it again, I would choose you. Every time, I would choose you. You exasperate me. You anger me. Even now, I am so angry with you, but I would do it all again.”

“You are a fool.”

“Maybe. But I would rather be a fool with you than one without.”

I groaned. “Dude. What the hell. That was terrible.”

He rolled his eyes. “It’s true.”

“That sounded like a line from The Butler and the Manticore.”

He squinted at me. “I’m still confused whether that’s actually a real book or not.”

“I don’t even know,” I assured him. “But that’s not the point!”

“Then what is?”

I stared at him. And— “Well shit. I forgot. What were we talking about again?”

“You sounded like you were trying to go the self-sacrificing route and break up with me to save us both the heartache of an inevitable end.”

“Oh. Right.” I took a deep breath. “I’m breaking up with you.”

He snorted. “Yeah. Nice try.”

“I’m being serious! I’m trying to save you.”

“I decline.”

I frowned. “You… decline… me breaking up with you? How does that even make sense?”

“Oh, because breaking up with me makes sense? I’m your cornerstone, Sam. I’m not going anywhere.”

“That’s because you’re a fucking idiot.”

“What can you do?”

I scowled at him. “You’re the most annoying knight I’ve ever met! Let me break up with you like a normal person!”

“Sam, absolutely nothing about us is normal.”

“I hate you so much right now, you don’t even know.”

“I don’t like you very much right now either if it’s any consolation.”

I fidgeted on the bed. “But you’ll get over that, right?”

He stared at me.

I squirmed.

He stared some more.

I tried to smile, but I think I just looked constipated.

He broke first. “Did you ever stop to think that Vadoma showed you what she wanted you to see? That she manipulated the visions in her favor?”

“Of course I did! Well. Sort of.”

“You sort of thought she was playing you?”

“The thought crossed my mind. But why would she? It doesn’t make any sense!”

He threw up his hands. “Are you being serious right now? Sam, she suddenly marched into Castle Lockes out of nowhere, saying that Ruv was your true cornerstone. She showed you a future by bad-touching you and blowing magic dust in your face—”

“Wow, when you put it like that, it sounds a lot worse than it actually was.”

“—and you sort of thought that she wasn’t on the level?”

“I see your point,” I said magnanimously. “Well played, Knight Delicious Face.”

“Be serious for one godsdamn second!”

“I’ll let that one pass since we’re in a heated argument. But why would she do all of this?”

“I can’t believe you’re supposed to be the smart one.” He shook his head.

“Hey!”

“Sam.” He took another step toward me. “She wants you under her thumb. She brings you Ruv. He’s the Wolf of Bari Lavuta. Her second. She has his ear. He would have had you. Ergo, she would have had you.”

“That’s… convoluted. But how could she have known that Ruv could have been my cornerstone? It’s not like it’s something that can be tested by other people.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “But isn’t it more believable that she wants to twist things in her favor? Sam, I’m not going anywhere.”

“You can’t promise that,” I said. “No one can. And you forget that the star dragon already told me that there would be a sacrifice.”

“Gods don’t know everything, Sam.”

“Uh, yeah they do. They’re gods. It’s kind of their deal.”

“Then we’ll defy them. Just as you said. We will defy the gods.”

Oh, that magnificent bastard. “Well played,” I breathed. “Holy shit, that was almost diabolical! How did you do that?”

He looked rather pleased with himself. “I’ve learned from the best.”

“Why, thank you—”

“I was talking about Gary.”

“Oh. Fuck you, then.”

“I’m still angry with you. That you would keep this from me.”

I looked down at my lap. “I know.” And I did. This wasn’t… fixed. It would take more than a half-assed conversation where both of us were on the defensive. And I still wasn’t convinced that sending Ryan away wasn’t the best idea. At least that way I wouldn’t have to worry about him being used against me. Unless, of course, Myrin and the Darks found him back at Castle Lockes. Or anywhere else in Verania. Or the world.

“This is the exact same thing you’re so angry with Morgan and Randall about.”

“I know that too.”

“You’re still angry at them.”

I sighed. “Yeah. Shitty deal.”

“So you know why I’m still angry with you.”

“Yeah, but see. You could not be angry with me. That would be super cool too.”

“Not how it works.”

“It could be,” I mumbled.

He took the remaining step forward, knocking my legs apart and stepping in between them, like I’d wanted him to do earlier. I leaned forward and pressed my forehead against his stomach. He was warm and familiar, and he brought his hand to cup the back of my neck, fingers in my hair. I was greedy for his touch, wanting nothing more than to forget about all this shit for a little while. But I knew that wasn’t how things worked. Ryan had a right to be angry with me.

He sighed above me. “You don’t take the easy route, do you?”

“Sometimes,” I said. “But other times, I get lost off the trail.”

“I know you were trying to protect me.”

“Yeah.”

“But it comes across as not trusting me.”

“I do. It wasn’t—”

“I just need time to think about all of this.”

That… didn’t sound good. “Uh. Okay? I don’t—”

Ryan stepped away from me. I was cold at the loss of him.

He looked tired, more so than I’d ever seen him. I hated seeing him like this and hated even more the part I had played in it. Hindsight sucked, especially when I thought back to all the times I could have been honest.

“Just don’t take too long,” I said nervously. “I don’t know how much longer we’re going to stay here.”

“Yeah,” he said, a tight smile on his face. “I’m gonna go. Check in on Justin, make sure he’s settled. Maybe you should go see the dragons, find out what you need to do to get them on our side.”


And wow, I did not expect the burning jealousy to roll through me right then, to the point where I felt choked with it. Ryan had just spent weeks with Justin, and now he was running off to him after fighting with me? That was something I hadn’t expected to hear, and it hurt.

“Justin?” I managed to say, unable to look at him. “Why would you—”

“He’s the Prince,” Ryan said. “It’s my job.”

I nodded at that. He was right, of course. It was his job. That was it.

He made a sound like he was going to say something else, but in the end, he didn’t.

I didn’t even flinch at the sound of the door closing behind him.






Chapter 15: Randall of Dragons is an Asshole

 

 

“BITCH,” GARY said, “you done fucked up.”

I glared at him.

He stared passively back at me like he had all the time in the world.

I turned to Tiggy.

“Bitch,” Tiggy said, “fucked up. So fucked up.”

I glared at him too, for good measure.

He sneezed, then grinned at me.

I threw my hands up. “Fine! Okay! Fine! I know I did. I know I fucked up. I should have told all of you about everything. I shouldn’t have kept it a secret. I shouldn’t have lied about knowing less than I did. I should have been up-front about everything. Is that better? Do you feel better now? Good! Great! Wonderful.”

I stood in the doorway to the room Tiggy and Gary would be sharing. (“Of course I’m not going to be staying with Kevin. We are in a trial reconciliation, which means that dragon needs to work for his muffin, if you know what I mean. I ain’t gonna be handing out my goods for free, if you get what I’m saying. He’s not gonna put his finger in my pie, if you catch my drift. There’s no way he’s going to get my cream-filled pastry all over his face, if you can dig it. He’s not going to….” It went on for another six minutes.

Tiggy was braiding Gary’s mane, his thick fingers surprisingly nimble and delicate as he worked. Gary was lying on a pile of blankets in front of the fireplace like the princess he was, eating a bowl full of peeled grapes and drinking out of a large glass what I assumed to be some kind of wine.

“I am sure there are other things both of you could be doing that would benefit the quest more than what you’re doing right now,” I said, scowling at the both of them.

“Hmm,” Gary said, tongue snaking out and scooping up another grape. “No.”

“Those are my grapes,” I pointed out. “I was the one who peeled them.”

“Hmm,” Gary said, taking another drink of his wine, then smacking his lips. “No.”

“You’re so fucking aggravating!”

“Tiggy dear,” Gary said. “Sam is stressing me. This is supposed to be my quiet time.”

“Shh, Sam,” Tiggy said. “Shhhhh.”

“You shh,” I snapped.

“Oh my,” Gary said. “How positively droll. Tiggy, my love. A question, if I may.”

“You may,” Tiggy said. Then his tongue poked out between his teeth as he frowned in concentration when he reached a tricky part in the braid.

“Say you have a best friend,” he said as he slurped up another grape. He chewed obnoxiously before continuing. “And say said best friend is a wizard’s apprentice.”

“I like stories,” Tiggy said.

“Oh, don’t we all! Hypothetical stories are my favorite kind. Anyway. Say said best friend is a wizard’s apprentice that happens to have a destiny.”

Tiggy paused his movements. “This sound familiar.”

“Oh? Well. You know what they say. Nothing new under the sun. Now let us say that said best friend is a wizard’s apprentice that happens to have a destiny and who also apparently has a knack for keeping secrets.”

“Ooh,” Tiggy said. “I get it now.” He looked over at me where I stood fuming in the doorway, wondering if I could get away with murdering the both of them. The blood would probably sink into the ice, so I’d have to cut out blocks of it, melt it in the fire, then pour water to refreeze the sections that had been extricated. It was the perfect crime. “We talking ’bout Sam.”

“Oh?” Gary said maddeningly. “Are we? I hadn’t noticed. Now, if you had a best friend who was a wizard’s apprentice that happened to have a destiny and also a knack for keeping secrets, secrets that potentially had the power to alter the fate of the known world—”

“Oh my fucking gods,” I groaned.

“—wouldn’t you, as best friend of said wizard’s apprentice, feel a mite angry that such things were kept hidden?”

“Mite angry,” Tiggy agreed. “Also, mite hungry.”

“Have a grape, kitten. They’re delicious. Especially if you like the fact that they were garnished with betrayal.”

Gary and Tiggy and I all gasped dramatically.

“Betrayal,” I bellowed, outraged at the very thought. “You know nothing of betrayal!”

“I do!” Gary shouted back, but not before he started chewing on more grapes. “I probably know better than anyone in this room!”

“Me too!”

“Tiggy too!” Gary said. “How bitter this moment is, knowing what I know now. For shame, Sam of Wilds. For shame. How you are not on your knees begging for our forgiveness is beyond me.”

“On your knees, bitch,” Tiggy grumbled. Then he grinned. “All done.”

“How does it look?” Gary said, flicking his newly braided mane back and forth.

“Good,” Tiggy said.

“It really does,” I agreed. “Tiggy, you are getting very good at that. Probably even better than me.”

Tiggy blushed.

“Gaaah,” I said. “Your face does things to me.”

“It is a nice face,” Gary said. He stood up and trotted daintily over to the mirror above the dresser. “Oh, Tiggy. You have outdone yourself. I don’t know that I have ever seen anything more beautiful than I look right now.”

Tiggy blushed harder.

“Truly the work of a master,” I said.

“It is,” Gary said. “Too bad this whole experience has been tainted by your lies!” He whirled around, eyes blazing.

“No, no lies!” Tiggy wailed.

I hissed at the both of them, baring my teeth.

“Any more secrets we need to be aware of, Sam of Lies?” Gary cried.

“Capitalized,” Tiggy moaned. “It true. It true.”

I turned away from them, unable to take their gazes upon me, and instead stared off into nothing, contemplating the tragedies of my life. “You cannot understand my reasons.”

“Oh cannot I?” Gary asked. Then, “Wait. You should have said that I can’t understand your reasons. That way, I could have said oh can’t I? It would have sounded a lot better.”

“Sorry,” I said, turning back around. “I’m not used to being overly dramatic about everything.”

“Another lie,” Tiggy said.

Gary gasped. “He’s right. You’re overdramatic about everything! I feel like I don’t even know you at all!”

“Stranger Sam,” Tiggy said morosely. “Capitalized too, motherfucker.”

“The life of a wizard is a lonely one,” I said plaintively. “One whose path is rife with the dangers and mysteries of my profession. You can’t possibly understand the weight that I find myself under.”

“Oh can’t I?” Gary snapped. “That was a much better setup, thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“We’re getting better at this.”

“It would seem so.”

“Hold on. I want to stand in front of the fireplace for a more dramatic effect for my next bout of epicness.”

“I want epicness,” Tiggy said with a pout.

“Hmm,” Gary said, looking around. “Oh! Tiggy, see that completely disgusting painting on the wall? Your epicness shall come from ripping it off its moorings and then smashing it over your knee. That might even be the most epic of all.”

“Yay!” Tiggy said as he skipped over toward the painting.

“I painted that the last time I was here,” I pointed out.

“I know,” Gary said. “It’s atrocious. How do I look?” He posed in front of the roaring fire, chest sticking out, one leg bent up in front of him.

“Badass,” I said, because it was the truth.

“Awesome,” he breathed. “This is going to be great. Okay. Places, everyone.”

I made myself look pensive and forlorn.

Gary made himself look as if he were filled to the brim with furious indignation.

Tiggy was ready to smash.


“Everyone ready?” Gary asked. “Good. I’ll go first.” He coughed. “Me me me memememe. Red leather, yellow leather, red leather, yellow leather, red leather, yellow leather.” He coughed again. “Okay! And action.” He flipped his mane beautifully. “And now,” he growled, “we stand here with all your secrets exposed. What do you have to say for yourself?”

“There are more forces at work here than you could possibly imagine,” I said, staring off into the distance as if contemplating the road I still had yet to travel. “Forces you couldn’t possibly understand.”

“GWAAAAH!” Tiggy roared, ripping the painting off the wall. He smashed it over his knee, the frame splintering as the canvas split.

“Do you see!” Gary shrieked. “This is what your decisions have wrought. That painting has been destroyed, much as you have destroyed my heart.”

“Why?” Tiggy sobbed, the pieces of the painting falling to the ground around him. “Oh why?”

“I never wanted this,” I begged. “You have to believe me!”

“I don’t know what to believe anymore,” Gary said, flipping his mane again. The fire snapped and crackled behind him. “How do we know that we can ever trust a word out of your mouth ever again?”

“Gary,” Tiggy whispered.

“Yes, Tiggy.”

“Smash another painting?”

“Hmm. Would that be overkill? I suppose it would be rather fresh. I mean, who would expect two paintings to be destroyed dramatically? Hmmmm—yes. I will allow it.”

“Yay!” Tiggy said, skipping over to another painting on the wall.

“I painted that one too,” I pointed out.

“I’m aware,” Gary said. “Its blight upon this world must be cleansed.”


“It’s not that bad.”

“Sam, when I see it, I want to punch myself in the face with my fist. And in case you didn’t know, I don’t even have hands to make a fist, that’s how much I hate it.”

“Ow,” I said. “My feelings.”

“I’m sure. It’s always devastating to find out a hobby you’ve devoted so much time to brings sadness to others. Well, I assume it’s devastating because I’ve never actually experienced that. I’m good at all my hobbies.”

“GWAAAAHH!” Tiggy shouted, ripping the painting off the wall and smashing that one too.

“I think this scene has gotten out of hand,” I said.

“A little,” Gary admitted. “But it was pretty good, if I do say so myself. Also, I should probably move away from the fire, because I think my ass is burning.”

“Hug now?” Tiggy asked, picking pieces of the painting out of his hair.

“Hug now,” Gary said.

And no one said anything as I ran toward them, Tiggy catching both of us as we crashed into him, his big arms holding us close.

“I’m sorry,” I muttered to them.

“We know,” Gary said gently, pressing his snout against the side of my head. “It’s scary. But no one should have to carry that burden alone, Sam. Especially you. Not when you have us.”

“No more secrets,” Tiggy said. “Okay?”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. Even though everything was shitty right now, even though Ryan wasn’t exactly talking to me, and even though so many things were up in the air, I had these two, and I thought maybe I always would.

“I missed you guys,” I finally said.

“We missed you too,” Gary said, giving me a wet, sucking kiss on my ear as Tiggy’s big hand rubbed up and down my back. “Adventuring isn’t the same when you’re not there. Did you know that Justin is a whiny little bitch? In case you didn’t know that, he is.”

“Ryan doesn’t seem to think so,” I mumbled. “They’re all buddy-buddy now.”

“Ew,” Gary said. “Your jealousy is stinking up the room. That’s gross. Also, Ryan doesn’t love Justin like that. He loves you.”

“He’s mad at me right now.”

“Well yeah. Of course he is. I’m mad at you right now.”

“You’re also nibbling on my hair.”

“I can multitask. The point is, Sam, you had to have seen this coming.”

I shrugged, burying my face in Tiggy’s chest.

“Well, no matter. Ryan will get over it, then you’ll go back to being really all in love, and the rest of us will be disgusted with the both of you, and it will be normal again.”

“We’re not normal.”

“I like us,” Tiggy said, squeezing us tightly.

“I like us too,” Gary said. “But before we forgive Sam completely, I need to ask if there is anything else you’re keeping from us.”

“No. That was pretty much it.”

“Hmm,” Gary said. “Okay, I believe you. We’re all best friends again! Tiggy! Hug us harder!”

My bones creaked at the strength of him. I’d never felt anything so good.

 

 

THEY OFFERED to come with me to see the feathered dragons, but I waved them off, telling them it was best if they got some rest. I didn’t know what the next day would bring, and they’d been on the road for weeks. Tiggy was already snoring by the time I closed the door behind me and made my way out of the castle.

I didn’t see Ryan, but then I didn’t think I would. He was probably holed up in Justin’s room. I tried not to think about that part.

The light was beginning to fail as I exited the castle. It had been the longest day in recent memory. My body was sore, and I felt grimy and dirty. I wanted nothing more than to curl up in my bed and hide from the world, but I had a job to do.

Randall and Kevin were with Pat and Leslie, and all eyes were on me as I approached. I tried not to falter in my steps, but I didn’t know how successful I was. Kevin in particular eyed me strangely, and I had the feeling that Randall had filled him in while the rest of us were inside.

“Sam,” he rumbled. “I hear you’ve been busy.”

I sighed, tossing a glare at Randall. “Go ahead.”

He blinked at me. “What?”

“Let me have it.”

“Oh really—”

“Not like that. You can yell at me now, if you want. Get it off your chest.”

“I’d rather get off on your chest—”

“Kevin.”

“Fine,” he said, leaning down until his chin was on the snow, his head near me. I felt the heat from his nostrils as he narrowed his eyes. “Don’t do it again.”

“I know.”

“Good.” He breathed a puff of warm air on me.

“That’s it?”

He shrugged. “That’s it.”

“Oh. Ryan got mad at me, and then I had to act out this whole scene with Tiggy and Gary. I just thought there would be more.”

“Eh,” Kevin said. “I’m a lover, not a fighter. If you’d prefer, we could resolve this in a manner more befitting a dragon of my disposition.”

“I’m not going to climb on your junk.”

“So you say now.” He sighed. “Your mother talk to you?”

I frowned. “My mom? When did you talk to—”

“I just wanted to make sure you weren’t confused, champ, when you saw us together again. You know I love Gary very much, but you’ll always be my special little guy. I’m going to make us a family again.”

“Oh my fucking gods,” I muttered. “That will never not be weird.”

“Maybe you’ll get to have a little brother or two,” he continued. “Once Gary gets over this trial reconciliation bullshit. I respect his boundaries, but I can only go so long before I need to stick my tongue inside—you know what? You don’t need to hear this right now, sport. The only thing you need to know is that we both love you very much, and nothing is going to change. Except for all the sex I will be having. With your mother. Who is Gary.”

“Can we please talk about anything else?”

“Have you been doing your homework?”

“I take it back,” I said. “I don’t want to talk about anything at all with you.”

He chuckled deep in his throat.

I patted his nose as I walked past him, the heat of him warming my chilled skin.

But before I could move away completely, he whispered, “I won’t let him hurt you.”

I paused before I turned back toward him.

His eyes were glittering darkly. “The Dark wizard. The man in shadows. He will not eat your magic, Sam of Wilds. Not while I still draw breath.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that, so I said nothing at all. I nodded slowly at him, and he gave me a wicked smile that contained a great many teeth.

Randall had been talking. Though I supposed that made everything easier. At the very least, I wouldn’t have to recount everything all over again.

Randall stood before Pat and Leslie, who were lying in the snow, curled around each other. Their eyes flashed blue as I approached, and a surge of dragon magic rolled through me.

“Randall of Dragons,” I said, bowing low and slightly mocking.

“Little shit,” he said, sounding mildly amused. “You’re alive, which is good, I suppose. I thought I heard the faint sounds of destruction from inside the castle. I was truly worried about your safety.”

“But not enough to intervene?”

He shrugged. “I’m old. I move slow. By the time I got inside, it would have all been over.”

“You seemed to move just fine when we were running for our lives.”

He gave me a deeply wrinkled smile.

“Tiggy smashed my paintings in their room,” I admitted. “We worked it out. I just wish it hadn’t been at the expense of my art.”

“Yes,” Randall said. “Your art. The world is a much darker place now that it’s gone.”

“That’s what I was saying—”

“I lied. The art was offensive, and I’m glad it’s been destroyed.”

“Goodbye, any good feelings I might have had left,” I sighed.

“And the Knight Commander? How did he fare?”

I scrubbed a hand over my face. “He’s mad at me. He’s with the Prince right now.”

“Ah. I expect it was quite a shock to hear that a god has predicted his death.”

“No,” I said. “That was Vadoma.”

The smile widened. “Indeed. I’m glad you’ve seen the difference. No matter the strength of one, a human is not a god. You would do well to remember that.”

I sighed. “The Great White, Randall? Really?”

He shrugged. “He and I have… a history.”

“I would think it’s more than a history if you were named because of him.”

“I was not named because of him,” Randall said stiffly. “The title came from what was perceived as attributes associated with a dragon: cunning, ferocity, power. My relationship with the Great White was contentious, to say the least.”

“They said you served him,” I said, nodding toward Pat and Leslie, who remained silent but ever watchful.

“He was my mentor.”

I took a step back. “What?”

“My mentor,” Randall said slowly, as if I was stupid. Which, given the look on my face, probably wasn’t too far off. “Like Morgan is to you. Like I was to Morgan. The Great White was mine.”

I gaped at him.

“I do believe you’ve broken him,” Pat said scornfully. “So soft his mind is.”

“Oh dear,” Leslie said, squinting at me. “I hope that’s not true. I was just beginning to enjoy him.”

“He’s human,” Pat said. “There is nothing to enjoy about him.”

“Pat,” Leslie scolded. “Bite your tongue. He’s in the middle of a revelation. You know how tiny their brains are. It’s a lot to process. And they only have one heart. All that blood and only one organ to pump it? Why, it’s no wonder he’s drooling a little.”

“Wet and sticky,” Pat muttered. “That’s all humans are. If it’s not coming out one end, it’s out the other.”

“I find I rather like their ends,” Kevin said.

Pat glared at him.

“Um,” Kevin said. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said that.”

“You are precious,” Leslie said. “Like a little puppy.”

“Thank… you?”

“Roll over, little puppy. I think your tummy needs to be rubbed.”

And wonder of all wonders, Kevin did, the ground shaking beneath our feet.

But I was still gaping at Randall.

“Are you finished?” Randall asked irritably. “I don’t know that we have time to deal with how you normally are right now.”

“But—but—”

“Sputtering,” Randall said. “That’s just great. Maybe you are broken.”

“Good puppy,” Leslie said, lifting herself out from underneath Pat. She trudged over to where Kevin lay, his tail twitching. Her wings fluttered briefly as she lifted from the ground and landed on Kevin’s stomach, where she proceeded to knead the soft and vulnerable skin of his underbelly like a cat.

“I don’t even know what’s happening right now,” I said faintly. “I feel like I’ve ingested a shit-ton of drugs and am tripping my balls off.”

“I am the happiest I’ve ever been,” Kevin purred.

“So many drugs,” I breathed.

“She’s mothering him,” Pat said, managing to sound fond and disgusted all at the same time. “She tends to do that with any creature she can find.”

“But dragons don’t have mothers,” I said without thinking.

Pat’s head snapped toward me, teeth bared. “Your point? You think that just because we aren’t born like other creatures that we are not capable of showing care and concern?”

“No,” I said hastily. “No, of course not.”

“He tends to move his mouth without the benefit of thought,” Randall said dryly.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You so don’t get to give me shit right now. Not after finding out the Great White was your mentor. How is that even possible? He’s a dragon. You’re a human.”

“Are dragons not magic?” he asked, arching a massive eyebrow.

“Yes, but—”

“And are they not capable of teaching others?”

“But you can’t even talk to them! Only I can do that. How the hell did you learn anything if you couldn’t even speak to the Great White?”

“I never said I couldn’t speak to dragons,” Randall said.

I was confused. “But Morgan said he’d never heard of anyone speaking to dragons before. He didn’t even know dragons could speak!”

“Veranian, yes. The language of men.”

I squinted at him. “So, you speak… dragon? Like… grr? Snarl? Rawr?”

“And this is the chosen one,” Pat said. “And that is one of the five dragons.”

I looked over at Kevin. Leslie was cooing down at him, her claws dimpling his skin. His tongue was lolling out of his mouth, and his right leg was kicking.

“Curious, isn’t it?” Randall said. “It appears the gods find this whole thing most amusing.”

“I am so confused,” I moaned. “I don’t know anything about dragons.”

“I’m different than you are,” Randall said with a put-upon sigh.

“Yeah, no fucking shit.”

“Mind your tone, boy.”

I winced. “My bad, dude. Totally sorry.”

Pat didn’t look very impressed.

“Magic is a language all on its own,” Randall said. “When magic is compatible with another, language isn’t much of a barrier. Have you ever felt your magic when it combines with Morgan’s? Have you ever worked at his side without speaking but known what he expected of you?”

I… had. Come to think of it, there were many occasions where Morgan and I would be in the labs at Castle Lockes and hours would go by without a word spoken. There was always a sense of something between his magic and mine, something that felt like home. I couldn’t quite know what he was thinking—it wasn’t telepathy; his voice wasn’t ever in my head—but it was an awareness of him.

To a lesser extent, I had the same feeling with Randall.

And the dragons.

They were pulses in my head, though it appeared distance muted them, as Zero was the faintest of blips. Not like Kevin and the feathered dragons, who were bright and strong.

“And so you learned from the Great White,” I said slowly. “He instructed you in magic?” Then I remembered the conversation we’d had before. “He’s the one who told you cornerstones were the folly of men.”

“He mentored me, yes,” Randall said, stroking his beard. “And because of him, I was able to pass the Trials without a cornerstone. I believed him. Until…”

“Until Myrin.” Gods.

He looked away.

“You’ll have to forgive me,” I said weakly. “Because I’m having a hard time processing all of this.”

“He’s not very quick, is he?” Pat asked.

“Most of the time,” Randall said. “It can be quite frustrating. He also has the tendency to turn objects into phalluses.”

“How uncouth,” Pat sniffed.

“Gwar gurgh blargh,” Kevin said.

“Who’s a big boy?” Leslie asked. “Yes, you’re a big precious boy, aren’t you? Aren’t you?”

“I don’t understand,” I said, ignoring all of them. “Did he tell you about me? Did you know about me all this time?”

“No, Sam,” Randall said, his glower softening ever so lightly. “I swear to you that I knew nothing about you until Vadoma. And that is the truth.”

“So he hid this from you too?”

Randall sighed. “I have made my peace with it. He was never as Morgan is with you. He was not my friend. He was not my family. He did not care for me as Morgan cares for you.”

“So you say,” Pat chided. “You have not spoken to him in centuries. You know not of how he felt.”

Randall scowled at her. “I had a pretty good idea when he disappeared shortly after Myrin came into my life.”

And I could hear the anger then, in his voice, and knew the betrayal Randall had experienced went so much further than just Myrin. If Randall was telling the truth—and I had no reason to think he wasn’t, as preposterous as it sounded—it meant his mentor had known of the future, had known what it would bring.

The Great White had known what Myrin would become, and the dragon had let it happen without warning. It explained why it’d been so against Randall having a cornerstone.

The betrayal must have stung. Much like it had when they’d kept the truth from me. Gods, these circles we kept spinning in.

“And the Great White saying I wasn’t ready? You told me I needed to prove myself. That it would be enough.”

“I never said it would be enough. I said that you needed to believe in yourself. That when you stood before him, these four dragons pledged to your cause, that he would need to judge you worthy.”

“This… sucks.”

“Eloquent as always.”

“Dude. You and Morgan really suck. All those secrets and then you do the same to me? That was low, bro. So low.”

“And then you somehow decided to do the same,” Randall snarked. “Low blow, bro.”

“Ugh,” I said. “Old people. Stop stealing my youth!” I paused, considering everything I’d learned before shaking my head and sighing. “That must have really irked you when you heard I could speak to dragons. Like, here you are, probably growling in the forest at a dragon the size of a mountain, and then I come along, and I’m all like, what’s up, dude, and the dragons can all understand me.”

“Is it too late to go back up the mountain and forget we ever saw each other?” Pat asked.

“If you decide to go, take me with you,” Randall said.

“I’m like you,” I decided. “Except better. That’s gotta burn, Randall. A young, brave, handsome man like me coming in and doing all this cool shit while you had to be old and decrepit and probably dying a little. You know what? I feel better about a lot of things right now.”

“This is what destiny looks like,” Randall said to Pat.

“How terrible for us all,” she replied. “Mayhap it’s time you leave him to us to let us see what we see.”

“You can’t eat him.”

“I wouldn’t even dream of it. However, does he really need all of those limbs?” She grinned at me, fangs on display.

“Eep,” I squeaked, taking a step back. “Er. Um. I’d really rather keep all my limbs, if you don’t mind. I need them for walking and carrying things. I’m already down one as it is.” I showed her my sling, just in case she’d missed it.

“Fair point,” she said, leaning forward, looking more snakelike than she ever had before. “But you do not need the one between your legs for walking and carrying things. Possibly that one will suffice.”

“Uhh,” I said. “I would prefer to keep that one as well. But the fact that you called it a limb, of all things, is flattering. Thank you.”

“Leslie,” Pat said. “Get down from that youngling. It’s time for us to test the wizard.”

“I really don’t like the sound of that,” I whispered to myself.

Leslie spread her wings, cooing at Kevin one last time. Kevin, for his part, had melted into a gigantic puddle and barely even moved when she lifted off him to land beside her mate. Leslie rubbed her snout against Pat’s neck before she eyed me curiously. “He looks as if he’s petrified. Also confused. What an odd combination.”

“I will leave you to it, then,” Randall said, bowing at the feathered dragons. “Though, just as a word of warning, Sam’s friends tend to be rather vengeful, so it might be prudent to have him returned with all his bits and bobs attached as they are.”

“Pity, that,” Pat growled.

“Quite,” Randall said. “They get rather… screechy when it comes to Sam.” Randall bowed again. “It has been an honor hearing you speak.”

“Aye,” Pat said. “You as well, wizard. We are well met. You need not fear what we’ll do to the boy.”

“Except if I want to squish him because of how adorable he is,” Leslie said. “You can fear that greatly.”

Randall walked past me, stopping briefly to put his hand on my shoulder. “Sam, I trust that you’ll mind your manners.”

“You can’t leave me,” I hissed at him.

“I can,” he said. “And I shall. Kevin, if you please. Come with me. I do believe I have some delightful greens that should fill your belly. Consider it my thanks for saving us after yet another one of Sam’s disastrous plans.”

“Blar gwargh mlargh,” Kevin drooled as he picked himself slowly off the ground.

“How fascinating,” Randall said as they strode toward the castle.

“Randall,” I whisper-shouted. “Randall.”

Of course, as he was a major dick, he ignored me, continuing on toward the castle, Kevin strolling after him.

“Oh my gods, I hate you both so godsdamn much. Revenge! I will have my revenge!”

“Wizard,” a dragon snarled behind me.

I turned slowly to face them.






Chapter 16: Princess Monsoon Rains and Bilrock the Destroyer

 

 

WHEN ONE is faced with lesbian feather dragons who have threatened to eat one’s penis and/or squish one’s face, one tends to freeze a little and to be unsure of how to proceed.

And it’s not made easier when, instead of speaking, said lesbian feather dragons just stare.

If there was one thing I didn’t like, it was awkward silences.


I tended to fill them, vomiting words until it was either less awkward or even more so. I didn’t mind which, just as long as it wasn’t silent any longer.

I also didn’t like being stared at like I was a tiny little bug deserving of being squashed (Pat) or like I needed to be scooped up and squeezed until my innards spilled out at either end (Leslie).

But I was good. The silence lasted longer than it usually did.

So, twenty-seven seconds had passed before I said, “So.”

The only other sound was the dragons breathing.

“Yeah,” I said. “I feel like we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot here. Can we start again?”

They didn’t say anything. Which was neat.

“Great!” I said, sweating profusely. “This is just great. Anyway, I’m Sam. Sam of Wilds. Maybe you’ve heard of me?” I blanched. “Not to presume that you would have heard about me. I’m not that big of a deal. My ego isn’t this massive thing in which I assume that no matter where I am, everyone has to know who I am. Wait. But you do have to know who I am. Because of the whole destiny thing. And also because I’ve already told you my name before. Wow. This must be kind of embarrassing for you. But that’s okay! It’s no big deal. We’ll just let bygones be bygones. I mean, after all, I came into your lair where your hoard probably was, and you tried to kill me, so I think we’re probably all squared away now, right?”

“Why is it talking so much?” Leslie whispered to Pat. “And do humans always sweat so profusely? I should think I don’t want to squish him if he is going leak all over me. You know how I feel about things that leak.”

“Ha!” I blurted. “Lesbian jokes. I get it!”

They stared at me.

“Oh,” I said, eyes wide. “Not… a lesbian… joke? Wow. Now I wish I had been born without a mouth. And that was really rude of me. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be making lesbian jokes, especially since we don’t have that kind of friendship. Or any friendship, really. We’re not friends. You’re just two large dragons who are staring at me strangely. And here I am, just a wizard, standing in front of some dragons, asking them to tolerate him.”

Pat leaned forward, eyes narrowed to slits. “You talk too much.”

“It is my curse,” I said solemnly, refusing to be intimidated. Which amounted to me being extraordinarily intimidated and trying really hard to control loose bowels. “But if it makes you feel any better, you’re not the first person who has told me that.”

“Your dragon, dear,” Leslie said, the feathers on top of her head fluttering. “That darling youngling. Kevin, was it?”

“Ye-es….”

“How exotic, that,” Leslie said to Pat. “I mean, Kevin. Can you just imagine?”

“I really don’t think dragons understand how names work,” I muttered.

“What was that?” Pat asked with a sneer.

“Nothing, nothing! Just… thinking aloud. That is also something I tend to do. You can just ignore me, like everyone else does.”

“Now,” Leslie said, “this Kevin. Tell me, dear. Does he need a mother?”

“Oh, here we go again,” Pat said, rolling her eyes.

“What,” I said. Because what?

“Leslie, you cannot just mother everything you find,” Pat said, sounding as if this was a long-held argument.

“I’m pretty sure I can,” Leslie said. “And I’m also pretty sure that I will.”

“It hasn’t worked out so far.”

“That’s because those were just practice children.”

“There were those bats,” Pat said, raising a single claw.

“Crunchy,” Leslie said.

“Then those baby cows.” Another claw was raised.

“Or sliders, as I like to call them,” Leslie said, lips smacking.

“Or the mountain goat.” A third claw.

“I certainly got a kick out of him,” Leslie said gleefully. Then she frowned. “Especially when he was coming out of me.”

I grimaced. “I… didn’t need to know that.”

“This is why we have the rocks,” Pat said, lowering her claws. “You can still mother them without accidentally eating them.”

“You ate your pseudochildren?” I asked shrilly.

“Terrible business, that,” Leslie said. “I felt just awful. Which actually turned out to be heartburn and indigestion, but still. Just awful.”

“You can’t eat Kevin!”

She blinked at me. “I wasn’t planning to. In case you couldn’t tell, he is much larger than I am, even if he’s a youngling.”

Pat leaned forward again, her snout right in front of my face. “You know how weak humans’ eyes are. Perhaps this one’s are weaker than most.”

“Hey! I’ll have you know I have very strong eyesight! Like, the strongest even.”

Leslie snorted. “Of course you do, dear.”

“You’ve eaten everything you’ve mothered,” I said.

“Except the rocks,” Leslie said.

“Except the rocks. Because of course. But lady-dudes, I don’t even know what to say to that. I learn every day that I know nothing about dragons. I mean, one day, I’m just all like, you know, living, and then the next, there’s this gigantic dragon and he’s kidnapping the Prince and telling me he wants to fuck me, and then there’s a quest and the dragon is all of a sudden named Kevin, and then he falls in love with my best friend Gary and they get dragon-unicorn married and have really gross sex where they scream my name—which is emotionally damaging, by the way—and out of nowhere, they suddenly think they’re my parents for some weird magical reason, and then they get divorced and Kevin says he’s moving into a bachelor pad but stays in the exact same spot but still makes me go and play catch on the weekends, and he was talking about getting his ear pierced. His ear. Why would I care if he got his ear pierced, Pat and Leslie?”

“Now it appears to have sprung a leak out its mouth,” Leslie said. “Humans. Can’t live with them, can’t eat them. Well, I can eat them, but given my acid reflux, I rarely indulge anymore. I’m not as young as I once was, you know. It’s really too bad. Humans come in so many different flavors.”

“Oh my goodness,” I whispered.

“Why don’t we just see how things with the rocks go,” Pat told her mate. “You’ve just named them. Shouldn’t that be enough?”

“Princess Monsoon Rains and Bilrock the Destroyer are just stones,” Leslie said.

“Princess Monsoon Rains and Bilrock the Destroyer,” I repeated. “You can name rocks all badass, but you’re Pat and Leslie and Kevin and Zero? What in the balls is wrong with all of you?”

They both leaned forward, snake-quick, causing me to meep and take a stumbling step back.

“Does it have a problem with our names?” Leslie asked, sticky sweet.

“If it does, we can easily correct the situation to our satisfaction,” Pat said, staring directly at my crotch.

I tried to cover myself with my free hand. “Leave my limbs alone!”

“It’s still precious,” Leslie said. “I would squish its face from sunup to sundown.”

Pat sighed, eyes flickering over to her mate. “Of course you would,” she said, but she sounded warm. “It’s one of the things I adore about you.”

Leslie nuzzled Pat on the side of her face.

I couldn’t help it. I said, “Aww. Love.”

They quickly snapped their heads back at me.

I coughed. “I mean. Uh. Continue on. As you were. Don’t mind me here. And you’ll have to ask Kevin if he needs a mother. That is not a conversation I ever want to have with him.”

“Why is that?” Pat asked, tail twitching dangerously. “Do you not care about his well-being?”


I rolled my eyes. “I don’t know that anyone in the world cares more about his well-being. Except for maybe Gary. Yeah. Gary probably cares more. You know. Because of all the sex. They’re in love. I think. Wait. No. I know they are. I’m not quite sure how this whole trial reconciliation thing works. Or why it’s even a thing. To be honest, I don’t know why many things are things with them.”

“I see,” Leslie said. “So you do care about him.”

I frowned, not understanding where they were going with this. “Of course I do. He’s my friend.”

“You’re not just using him because of your destiny?”

“Ha! Hardly. I don’t know that I would have picked him for my destiny if I had the choice—kidding! Kidding, oh my gods, I was kidding, please put your teeth away! No need to show them to me. I can assure you they’re very big.” I managed to unclench before continuing. “I knew Kevin long before any of this happened.”

“Right,” Pat said. “Because he kidnapped your Prince. You went to slaughter him. Isn’t that how the fairy tales go? A member of the Crown is taken, and the knights and wizard ride in to slay the fearsome beast to rescue their beloveds.”

“Sure,” I said. “And maybe that’s kind of what happened. But not really. Like, okay. So, there was kidnapping, and knights and wizards went after them (and hornless unicorns and half-giants), and there was a riding in to save them, even though that’s totally racist, and it kind of wasn’t a beloved? Well, we thought it was, but it turns out the knight loved the wizard and not the Prince, and then there was this whole… thing where the wizard and the knight were stupid and oaths and weddings and love confessions in front of large crowds.” I sighed. “My life is an ordeal.”

They stared at me.

“Right,” I said hastily. “That… probably doesn’t matter to either of you. The point I’m trying to make—wait, I totally forgot the point I was trying to make. Shit. Okay. Give me a minute. It’ll come back to me. Okay. Think, Sam. Fairy tales, riding in to save people, love confessions—gods, he’s still an asshole for doing that—and then… oh! Right. Slaying the fearsome beast!”

The feathered dragons didn’t seem to be very impressed. Well, Pat wasn’t. Leslie looked as if she wanted to mother all over my face. It was oddly disconcerting.

I shook my head. “I don’t know if we ever set out to slay Kevin—or the dragon, because we didn’t know who he was then. I was always taught that dragons were to be revered, that their numbers were so few that they were… special. I know that humans and dragons haven’t always had the best histories, but even though Kevin had taken the Prince for his hoard, I didn’t want to hurt him.”

“What was your plan, then?” Leslie asked, stretching her claws out in the snow. “If you weren’t there to hurt him, how were you planning on saving your Prince? Especially since a dragon’s hoard is the most precious thing to them. All else pales in comparison.”

I blinked. “Um. I don’t… know if we really had a plan.”

“What,” Pat said, no inflection whatsoever. It was terribly impressive.

I shrugged awkwardly. “I guess we were just going to kind of show up and wing it?”

“Wing it,” Pat repeated.

“Ooh,” Leslie said. “I like this human. Winging it plans are my favorite kind of plans.”

“Look,” I said. “You don’t know me. And that’s okay. I know I don’t look like much. I know I’m only an apprentice. Sure, I can talk to you and help others do the same, but really, in the end, that’s not all that impressive. I’m young, and Randall would tell you that I’m unpracticed and uncoordinated. Maybe even dangerous. I’m told I have more magic in me than anything else in the known world, and if I’m not careful, it can be used against me. There is a man who betrayed the two wizards I admire most who wants to eat part of my soul. I’m scared sometimes. Other times I’m angry. Because this shouldn’t be happening to me. This is too much for one person to carry on their own. I hate the gods sometimes for putting this all on me.”

The dragons were silent. Watching, waiting.

“But that’s just it,” I said quietly. “The gods may have chosen me. They may be testing me. They may be using me. To what end, I don’t know. Maybe I’m needed to course-correct the way of things. Maybe Myrin is an aberration. Or maybe I am. Maybe I’m not meant to win, maybe I’m being lied to for reasons hidden in shadow. In the end, though, I am not alone. I have Gary and Tiggy. I have Morgan and Randall. I have my parents and the King and Justin. I have my cornerstone.”

“And Kevin,” Pat said.

“And Kevin,” I agreed. “He may aggravate me. His relationship with Gary is probably an affront to the gods. Sometimes I want to punch him in the eye when he asks me if I need help with my homework, and also with a blow job. I mean, what the fuck, Kevin? Why are you like that? But he’s my friend. Ever since that day we showed up at his keep to do… something, he’s been my friend.

“Look, I’m not perfect. I make mistakes. I’m loud and obnoxious and I try really hard to make sure everyone likes me. Probably more than I should. But I didn’t have to do that with them. Even though it might have taken me a long time to see it, eventually I did. They like me for me.”

I rubbed the back of my neck, suddenly embarrassed at the impromptu speech I was giving. “But you have to know that not everyone feels that way. There are people in Verania who hate me. Because of my position with the Crown. Because of the color of my skin. Because I dared to look upon the stars and wish for something more. I don’t know if they’re jealous or if they genuinely look at me and see someone to despise. I don’t know that it matters. Well, I don’t know that most of it matters. Lady Tina DeSilva is another story. One day, and one day soon, I will stand before her and have my revenge. She will plead for mercy, and I will deny her request and say unto her, ‘Behold, you cankerous bitch! I stand before you as your ending!’”

I began to cackle evilly.

That lasted only a few seconds, because it sounded as if a small chicken was being strangled.

I made a mental note to work on my evil laugh.

I coughed. “Um. Where was I? Uh… oh! Friendship. Right, friendship is super important to me and I love them and they love me and that’s why I didn’t slay Kevin. The end.”

I bowed, expecting thunderous applause.

There was none.

I might not have stuck that landing as much as I thought I had.

I looked back up at them.

The dragons stared down at me.

“The end?” I said again, trying not to make it sound like a question but failing miserably.

“What was it talking about?” Leslie whispered to Pat.

“I don’t rightly know,” Pat said. “It certainly was loud.”

I threw my hands up. “Oh, come on! That was passionate.”

“Is that another word for loud?” Leslie asked. “Because if it is, it was so passionate. You might just be the most passionate thing I have ever met.”

“Dragons are such assholes,” I muttered. “What the fuck.”

“Step forward, child,” Pat said.

“I’m not a chi—you know what? Doesn’t even matter.” I took a step forward. “Please don’t murder my face.”

Pat crouched down in front of me until she was at eye level. Leslie did the same at her side, her feathers brushing against her mate.

They really were quite beautiful, now that I wasn’t mostly filled with fear that they were going to kill me. The feathers atop their heads looked soft to the touch, whereas the ones along their backs and wings appeared to be hard as steel. I marveled at how different they were from Kevin or Zero and wondered just how many types of dragons there used to be. The fact that these two found each other seemed to be a minor miracle.

“We asked him about you,” Pat said. “While you were inside the castle.”

“Randall? Now wait a minute. You probably shouldn’t believe a single word he says about me. He tends to overexaggerate my faults! I didn’t mean to turn his nose into a dick—”

“I’m talking about Kevin.”

“Oh. Oh! Right! Ignore everything that I just said.”

“I believe that’s not going to be an issue.”

“Good. Good, that’s—hey!”

“So precious,” Leslie whispered.

“We asked him about you,” Pat said. “Because a dragon’s trust is not something that is handed out lightly. There is a choice in everything, human. The gods may have dictated your path, but they have not dictated ours.”

“You’re telling me,” I mumbled. “They’re kind of jerks that way.”

“We were to be given a choice,” Leslie said. “That’s what he told us.”

“He?” I asked.

“The star dragon,” Pat said, surprising absolutely no one.

“Yeah,” I said. “Let me tell you about that guy. I get the feeling he doesn’t know exactly what he’s doing.”

“Blasphemy,” Pat hissed.

“But most likely true,” Leslie said.

“Leslie!”

“Oh, stop it,” Leslie said, rolling her eyes at her mate’s anger. “He was a bit of a loon. You can’t deny that. For a god, he was rather… ungodly.”

I decided Leslie was my favorite.

“He still deserves respect,” Pat snapped.

“Pishposh,” Leslie said, bumping her nose against Pat’s jaw. “You’re just upset that you like the human too, even though you’re trying so hard not to show it.” Leslie looked at me and winked. “She tends to be such a grouch sometimes. Have to keep up appearances, you know?”

“I don’t know why I put up with you,” Pat muttered.

“You love me.”

“Only the gods know why.”

Leslie smiled. “I’m sure they do.”

“I want to hug you both so bad right now,” I breathed. “Like, you don’t even know. Lesbians are so awesome.”

“Touch me and you’ll lose an arm,” Pat said, snapping her teeth.

“Finish your story so that we can tell it we’ll help it,” Leslie said, nudging her mate.

“Leslie!”

“Oh, hush. You know we will. Look at it. It’s so tiny!”

“Gods, I can never take you anywhere.”

“So she asked Kevin about you—”

“I will tell it. You know how I like telling stories.”

“Do I ever.”

Pat turned back toward me. “Do you know what he said about you?”

I squinted at her. “Is this a trick question?”

“No.”

“Um. Okay. Did he… talk about my ass?”

“Yes, but only for seven minutes. And then he talked about the unicorn graphically for sixteen minutes. I mean after that.”

“Younglings,” Leslie said. “Remember when we used to be that way? Why, I remember when we could go days without leaving the cave.”

“Lesbian dragon sex,” I whispered. “I’m hearing about lesbian dragon sex.”

“Leslie,” Pat hissed. “Now is not the time.”

“How I love you,” Leslie purred.

“As I was saying,” Pat said to me. “I do not take the word of a human. The star dragon said that we had a choice. That we could choose a side or remain neutral. That we could turn our gazes away from the plights of men and let the land around us burn. I do believe we are high enough in our snowy mountain to avoid the worst of the fallout should the man in shadows rise.”

I swallowed thickly.

“And then you were here,” she said, cocking her head at me. “After all this time. And you were not what I expected. The star dragon said you were to be a grand wizard, capable of things this world has never seen before. But all I saw in front of me was a little smudge against the snow.”

“I don’t even find that offensive,” I assured her.

“No? So be it. We followed you down the mountain to see what you would do. You showed… ingenuity. Resourcefulness. Cunning. Qualities I do not care for in a human. Because they can lead to wrath and destruction if not tempered. I have seen the worst of men. Once they came for my beloved. They tried to take her from me. Do you know what happened to those men, apprentice?”

I had a pretty good idea.

“I ate them,” Pat said, tongue flicking out of her mouth. “Because I would not let them lay one filthy finger upon her feathers. No one should be able to touch them except for me.”

“I can see why,” I said quietly.

“Can you? I should hope so. Do you know what your Kevin said about you?”

I shook my head.

“After extolling your… assets, he grew quiet for a time. Then he looked down upon us and said that because of you, for the first time in his life, he was no longer scared.”

Oh, how my heart ached at that.

“He said that he’d been hurt before. That they had come for him, trying to take his hearts and blood, that he’d been trapped in their spells, unable to move. He had known fear then, true fear. Somehow he managed to escape. And he fled, looking for a place to call his own. He traveled far and wide and only settled when he found an abandoned keep that had easy access to sheep.”

I laughed as I wiped my eyes. “Yeah. He likes them because he’s a weirdo.”

“And he was okay, for a time,” Pat said. “He was able to catch his breath. But then he chanced upon a wizard near a castle, and it scared him. Because they were all the same, Darks or not. He fled, but not before taking a pretty.”

“The Prince.”

She nodded. “But then he found you again, one day. In a field. And even though he knew he should be scared, he… wasn’t. He said you were loud and annoying and you threw up on him.”

“All of that is pretty much true,” I agreed.

I thought I saw the ghost of a smile on her face. “I thought it might be. He doesn’t know how it happened. Did you know that? He doesn’t know the moment he began to see you as his home.”

I hung my head.

“He thinks it might have been the moment you two bonded atop the keep under a field of stars, but he cannot be sure. He remembers that night quite vividly. He said it was the first time he’d ever seen a human heart break up close. He knew then that he wanted to keep you safe. He may not have understood why, but he did. And when you spoke of your castle to him, when you told him he could go with you, he said that he believed that you would keep your promises. That even though you were young and would sometimes make mistakes, you would always try and do the right thing.”

“He has a lot of faith in me,” I said. “I don’t know that I deserve it.”

“Those who do rarely think they should,” Pat said, not unkindly.

“Why was your heart breaking?” Leslie asked. “He said that was your story to tell.”

I laughed wetly. “I was in love. A choice was made to follow an oath rather than a heart. I thought Ryan was choosing the Prince over me.”

“Your cornerstone?” Pat asked, sounding surprised. “He loved another?”

I shook my head. “Not loved. It was duty. But I was so hurt that I couldn’t see the difference.”

“But now?”

“My heart was struck by lightning and made whole again. He keeps it safe.” Even if he was angry with me at the moment, I truly believed that.

They were silent, and I looked back up to find the feathered dragons staring at each other, as if they were speaking without words. They must have come to some kind of agreement, because Leslie nudged Pat, who sighed before she turned back to me.

“Dragons have magic,” she told me. “You understand this, yes?”

I nodded slowly. “You are dreamwalkers. Zero can grow an entire forest.”

“Truly?” Leslie asked. “And you have seen it with your own eyes?”

“He grew a tree right in front of me. It was beautiful.”

Leslie sighed. “How lovely.”

“And Kevin… well. We don’t know exactly what Kevin can do.”

“He’s young yet,” Leslie said. “It’ll come.”

“I don’t know that it matters,” I said honestly. “He’s… enough as it is. More than enough.”

“It’ll come,” Leslie repeated, and there was something in the tone of her voice that suggested she knew more than I did, but before I could ask, Pat spoke again.

“Dreams can be terrible things,” she said. “Nightmares from which there can seem to be no escape. It is where your darkest thoughts come into hazy focus, your greatest fears. We pulled you into a dream, wizard, to see what you were made of. But with you came something we did not expect.”

“Your knight,” Leslie said. “He was not meant to be there. We did not call for him.”

I frowned. “Then how…?”

“Kevin spoke of your broken heart,” Pat said. “That he had never seen anything like it before. And you have said it was mended, piece by piece. Do you trust it? Do you trust the man who holds it in his hands?”

“Always,” I said without hesitation.

“It is why he was there,” Leslie said. “Because in the end, you wished for him so desperately that your magic superseded ours. A wizard and his cornerstone is one of the most powerful bonds in the world. He came because you wished it so, whether you knew it or not.”

“And then I shoved him off a cliff,” I said with a wince. “That might not have been the best first impression.”

Pat snorted. “That was… unexpected. But you did what you did to keep him safe. You are a curious creature, Sam of Wilds. I did not expect you to be as you are.”

“I get that a lot,” I admitted. “Both good and bad.”

“You’ve seen much in your short life.”

“That might be an understatement.”

“And you have a long road ahead.”

“Again, understatement.”


“What do you hope to achieve?” Pat asked. “When all is said and done, what is it that you wish for most?”

And wasn’t that the biggest question of all. Because in the end, no one, not Randall, not Morgan, not Vadoma, not the star dragon, no one had asked me that. I’d been told this is how things were. This is how things were going to be. This is what I had to do to ensure everyone I loved was safe. This is your destiny, Sam. This is your path, Sam. This is the reason you were born, Sam.

What did I want? Out of everything, what did I wish for most?

“To do everything I can,” I said, “that in the end, no matter what happens, I’ll be able to look back on my life and say I did my best. That my family can be proud to call me their own because what I did mattered.” I shook my head. “The gods can say what they wish. They can set me on a path. Carve the course of my life into stone. But stone crumbles. It can fall into dust and swirl like snow in a storm. I make the choices. Sometimes they’re right. Sometimes they’re not. But even when I make mistakes, it’s because I thought I was doing the right thing.”

And I knew Morgan and Randall had thought the same thing. They’d hidden the truth from me because they’d thought it was for the best. They had the hopes of foolish men with foolish hearts. Theirs had been broken. They had tried to keep mine whole. I was done with my anger. It left me as if it hadn’t ever been there at all. Of course it wasn’t that easy. There was much to make up for.

But first, there were other matters to attend to.

The dragons’ eyes began to glow blue.


Magic started to build around me.

There was green and gold.

And blue.

I felt the moment my eyes began to shine in response. It was warm and sweet, and it felt right in the way Zero had in his dome in the middle of the desert. In the way that Kevin had when he’d curled around me atop his keep, the heavens shining down upon us, the dragon whispering to me that he’d never seen one look at another the way Ryan looked at me.

One day I’ll believe you.

And one day, maybe I could be there to tell you I told you so.

I was caught then, in a swirl of magic and snow, the feathered dragons looming above me, and the moment they slid into place, the moment I felt their power align with my own, I knew I could take it from them. I could take it for myself and lay waste to my enemies. I could rip their dragon minds from their dragon bodies and take their strength and become more powerful than the world could possibly imagine.

What will you choose, wizard?

It was intoxicating—

My feet left the ground as I rose into the air.

It would be so easy.

It would be so easy.

And it would be mine.

All I had to do was take it.

I could—

I let it go.

 

 

I OPENED my eyes.

I stood in the middle of a grassy field.

The stars were like ice in the night sky.

Two feathered dragons slept peacefully around me. Their breaths were slow and even.

David’s Dragon shone above.

He said, “You continue to impress me.”

I rolled my eyes. “Because that brings me so much joy.”

“I should hope it does.”

“Apparently stars don’t understand sarcasm.”

“Oh, I believe we do. We get enough of it from you.”

Which, okay. Fair point. “He said I wasn’t ready.”

“Are you?”

“That’s not annoying or anything.”

“What?”

“Answering a question with a question.”

“I wasn’t aware you asked a question.”

I scowled up at the stars. “Am I ready?”

“Are you? Oh, I see what you mean now.” The constellation shifted. “My bad.”

“You’re the worst god ever.”

“I wasn’t aware you knew that many to make the comparison.”


“Bag of assholes,” I muttered. “I’m ready.”

“Are you?”

“You dick. I got four of them. What’s one more?”

“Careful, Sam of Wilds. You cannot gauge future success by past triumphs.”

“Of course you can,” I said. “That’s kind of how it works.”

“Mistakes can still be made.”

“I won’t,” I said, suddenly confident. “I’ve gotten this far. It’s only one more. I can do this.” I grinned rakishly up at the star dragon. “I’m Sam of Wilds.”

“That’s what concerns me. Wizard, you would do well to remember that the higher you are, the farther you have to fall.”

“I won’t,” I said. “You’ll see. I’ve got this. And then I’ll be ready. For him. For the end.”

“I told you before, Sam of Wilds. There will be sacrifice—”

“Don’t,” I said, standing and glaring up at the sky. “Unless you tell me how to stop it, then don’t. You say you’re impartial. You speak in nothing but vague bullshit. Nothing is going to happen to any of them. Not while I still draw breath. You will not take them from me.”

“Sometimes,” the star dragon said sadly, “I do not have a choice.”

Then the sky exploded and I—






III: The Dark Woods






Chapter 17: The King of the Dark Woods Fairies (Gonna Go for a Mustache Ride)

 

 

SAM.

Sam.

Sam!

SAM!

I opened my eyes.

“Oooh, I am so Sam right now!”

“Yes, yes you are! I am just railing into you. Giving it to you like a boss.”

“Oh, yes! Boss me around. I’m your slutty secretary that will get you coffee and then bend over your desk!”

“Wait. Wait. Wait. Are we role-playing right now? Because I need to know if we’re role-playing right now. If we are, you have to give me time to get into character. I can’t just—”

“Moment ruined! I am losing my erection. I am the opposite of Sam right now. I am not even remotely Sam right now.”

“Whyyyy,” I moaned up at the night sky that stretched above us as we camped along the edge of the Dark Woods. “Whyyyy does this have to be a thing?”

“You’re telling me,” a voice muttered.

I turned my head to see Justin sitting near the fire, stoking it with a burned stick. Sparks rose up in the smoke, blinking in and out.

“They’re supposed to be on watch,” I muttered, scrubbing a hand over my face. “How long have they been at it?”

“At least an hour.” Justin made a face. “They’re… exuberant.”

“That’s not the word I’d use.” I tried to sit up from my bedroll, but there was a heavy arm across my chest. I looked over and saw Ryan asleep and drooling on my shoulder. It should not have been as endearing as it was, and I wanted nothing more than to curl up next to him and follow him back into sleep, but then Gary started making his I’m-getting-revved-up-again noises, and I knew it wasn’t going to happen.

“I’m going to kill him,” I said as I wriggled out from underneath Ryan’s arm, careful not to wake him. “I am going to murder my best friend, and I won’t even feel bad about it.”

There was an answering snore, and I glanced over to see Tiggy asleep up against a large boulder, his chin against his chest, his hands in his lap, where Gary had been when we’d lain down for the night.

“These are your people,” Justin reminded me. “That reflects on you.”

“You’re also my people,” I said as I stood and stretched, back popping. “So take that as you will.”

“I am not your people.”

“I am a love dragon!” Kevin shouted in the distance. “Feel my love as it pulses through you!”

“There is so much pulsing!” Gary screeched in response. “I am filled with your pulses!”

I shuddered.

“Can’t sleep?” I asked Justin as I sat down beside him, our shoulders touching. He scowled at me, shoving me over to put a small distance between us.

“No one should be able to sleep through that racket,” he said.

“Eh. We’re used to it by now.” Something sounded like it squelched. “Mostly.”

“It says a lot about you as a person if you can be used to something so vile.”

I shrugged. “It’s love.”

“It’s disgusting.”

“Eh, to each their own. You’ll see. One day.” I glanced at Ryan and smiled softly. He’d rolled over onto my pillow, smashing his lovely bearded face into it.

“I sure hope not,” Justin said. “I don’t ever want to get the look you have on your face right now. It’s ridiculous.”

I rolled my eyes. “Sure, dude.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Okay, best friend 5eva.”

He scoffed but said nothing more. I was thrilled. Pretty soon our best friend 5eva friendship would be sealed and nothing would be able to break it.

I opened my mouth to tell him as much but instead said, “You can’t have sex with Ryan.” And then slapped my hand over my mouth because what.

Justin choked. “Excuse me?”

I shook my head frantically, not trusting myself to remove my hand.

“Sam,” Justin hissed. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Nothing,” I squeaked through my hand. “Absolutely nothing.”

Justin glanced back and forth between Ryan and me. Then he grinned.

Evilly.

“You’re jealous,” he said, sounding far too gleeful.

And I wasn’t. So what if Ryan hadn’t appeared until the next morning after I’d met with the feathered dragons. So what if he’d been slightly distant since the secrets I’d been carrying had been revealed. So what if in the weeks since we’d left Castle Freesias, he and Justin had been all buddy-buddy. It was fine. Everything about it was fine.

I wasn’t jealous.

Not at all.

(Okay, I was roiling with it.)

I glowered at the fire, Justin cackling next to me, the sounds of Gary getting plowed by a dragon while screaming just how Sam he was in the background.

All in all, not one of my best nights.

“Oh gods,” Justin said, wiping his eyes. “Get that look off your face, you fool. It’s not like that.”

“So you wouldn’t take him back if he asked?”

Justin sighed. “Sam.”

“What? It’s just a question.”

“Right. Look. What you did, the secrets you kept, it…. No, Sam. I wouldn’t. And he wouldn’t ask, regardless of what my answer would be. He doesn’t see me like that. As disgusting as it is, his heart belongs to you. And I don’t know that I ever loved him that way. I cared for him, sure. But… it was a power move. For the both of us. I wanted my father off my back, and Ryan wanted to prove himself to the knights. It was mutually beneficial, and it really wasn’t anything more than that.”

“You slept together,” I said, the words slightly choked.

He shrugged. “And? He’s hot. Of course I did.”

“He really is.”

“The beard is gross, though.”

“Are you out of your mind?” I demanded. “The beard makes me want to sex his face.”

He grimaced. “Yeah, that’s not something I ever want to hear about. Especially with the sounds of a unicorn achieving orgasm somewhere behind us.”

He was right. Gary was making his orgasm wail. The fact that I knew what that sound meant made me realize it was time to set some boundaries for our friendship.

“His beard is sexy,” I said.

“It makes him look like a beggar.”

I felt a little cold at that. “Well, the both of us used to be, Your Highness.”

Justin shoved me on my good shoulder. I’d taken the sling off the week before, but it was still slightly tender. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it. I don’t see it like that anymore. People can change, Sam. And as loath as I am to admit it, I am one of those people. Working closer with my father has… broadened my horizons.”

It’d been a point of contention for Justin, feeling like the King hadn’t cared about him as much as he did the people of Verania. It’d been bullshit, of course, because I didn’t think there was anyone the King loved more than his son. Granted, he might not have known how to show it, and Justin had had a point where it seemed as if the King had been more interested in marrying Justin off than allowing him to make his own choices, but that was all in the past.

“I know,” I said, sitting back up. “Old habits, I guess. I’m still protective of where I came from.”

“And can you say they feel the same for you?” he asked. “It seems to me that part of Lady Tina’s army is built of people from the slums, even if that seems to be to her distaste.”

“Ugh,” I said. “Can I tell you something, not as the Prince of Verania, but as my best friend 5eva?”

“We’re not—”

“I knew I could trust you. Secret handshake!” I started the intricately complicated motions for our handshake.

He just sat there.

“You’re right,” I said. “We can just practice later.”

“I didn’t say—”

“So, as my best friend 5eva and not the Prince of Verania, how would you go about plotting the demise of a teenage girl?”

He stared at me.

I waggled my eyebrows at him.

“How did we even get here?” he asked.

I frowned. “People often say that to me in our conversations. I have no idea why.”

“I’m sure you don’t.”

“The King and Morgan wouldn’t tell me about anything happening in the City of Lockes. At least having to do with the We-Hate-Sam-A-Lots.”

“That’s because you have other things to be focusing on.”

“Maybe you could just tell me. Has the movement died down because everyone realized that they love me and Lady Tina was fed to a pack of wild fire geckos while the people of the City of Lockes cheered?”

He hesitated.

Which, of course, I understood completely. “Something even better happened? Great! As long as she is in pieces, I am perfectly fine with whatever it is.”

“A large crowd burned you in effigy in the city square near the castle.”

“See? That’s even better. Why, I knew everyone would come—say what?”

He almost looked amused, but since he was my best friend 5eva, I knew that couldn’t be the case. “Yes. It was really quite spectacular, if I say so myself. It was perhaps the size of two of you stacked atop each other and made completely of straw. Granted, they couldn’t get the face quite right, given that it was a burlap sack, but I do believe they got your dazed expression as close as possible.”

I was aghast. “And no one stopped this?”

He shrugged. “Pete said they had a permit.”

“How in the hell are there permits to burn effigies!”

“Freedom of speech? Also, there are permits for almost anything. It’s up to the permit office to approve them, though I thought I saw a few of the workers at the burning, so I wasn’t surprised they had one.”

“Maybe it wasn’t me.”

“There was a sign attached to it that said THIS IS SAM OF WILDS.”

“Maybe it was another Sam of Wilds.”

“Lady Tina was shouting at the front that it represented the apprentice to the King’s Wizard and that she meant it to be only that Sam of Wilds.”

“Curses,” I said. “She thought of everything.”

“She is pretty nuts,” Justin agreed.

“Huh,” I said. “I don’t know how I feel about this. I mean, yeah, one part of me is totally upset that people hate me that much. On the other hand, how cool is it they literally built a straw effigy of me with the sole purpose of burning it? Like, I am on their minds that much that they do something like that? It’ll probably take just one little push to get them to loving me.”

Justin sighed. “Your wishful thinking will be your undoing.”

“Eh,” I said. “I prefer to think of it as eternal optimism. How long did it burn for?”

“Ages.”

“Damn right,” I said. “If I’m going to burn, it’s gonna last a long time.”

He shook his head, giving me that look that said I was an idiot. “I don’t understand you.”

I cocked my head at him. “Why? I’m pretty simple if you think about it.”

“I’m not going to argue with you there. You are very simple.”

“Thank you!” I said, beaming at him.

“That’s not what I meant, though.”

“What did you mean, then?”

He hesitated.

“Come on,” I said, poking him on the arm. “Tell me. Tell me. Tellmetellmetellme—”

He glared at me. “If you stop, I will consider it.”

I stopped.

He considered. Then, “If you speak of this to anyone, I will deny it and then see that the rest of your life is made miserable. Are we clear?”

“Are we telling each other secrets?” I asked, wide-eyed. “Because that would be incredible. I’ll go first so you know you can trust me! Do you remember when we had that state dinner and Ryan and I disappeared for a good twenty minutes and you were really mad at me when we got back for leaving you with that old coot who liked to bad-touch your biceps? You’ll never guess where we were.”

“You were having sex in a hall closet.”

“We were having sex in a hall—oh. Dammit. How did you know?”

“It was the first thing you told me when you came back in. Loudly.”

“Riiiiiight,” I said. “I remember that now. Your turn. I’ll think of another.”

“I changed my mind.”

“Tell me! Tell me tell me—”

“Fine!”

I grinned at him.

He stoked the fire again, the embers burning bright. “My father is popular. Almost universally beloved. I will never be like him. I don’t know if I have it in me. And that worries me, sometimes, that I won’t measure up. That I cannot be the king Verania needs me to be. My father leaves large footsteps that I don’t know that I could fill.

“And for a long time, I was convinced I never would. I was… angry. Angry that I had no choice on the set path of my life. Sit up straighter, Prince. You have dance lessons today, Prince. No, no, you cannot play like a normal child, Prince; you must learn today how to act like a King-in-Waiting. You must marry, Prince, whether it be a match of convenience or love, it matters not. A king needs a queen or a consort.” His laugh was a hollow thing. “That one was hard. I felt cornered and mean. I very calmly pointed out to my father that he didn’t have a queen by his side because she saw fit to leave him behind.”

I winced at that.

“Yeah,” he sighed. “Not my best move. But words spoken in anger are the hardest to take back. And even though I wanted to, I didn’t. I got it in my head that my father cared more for his people than he did for me. And then you came.”

“Hurray,” I said weakly. “I’m in this story too. Neat.”

“You came,” he continued as if I hadn’t spoken at all. “And everyone loved you. This little kid with wide eyes that said please and thank you and seemed to find wonder in everything. I hated you. I hated you because my father adored you. It wasn’t fair, to see him dote upon you when he’d never done the same to me.”

“I didn’t know that,” I said. “I wouldn’t have—”

He held up his hand, cutting me off. “It’s not your fault. You couldn’t have known. It’s not your fault that people tend to find you… fascinating. Which is something I will never understand.”

I snorted. “Dude, don’t front. You love me.”

“And then I found Ryan and he was ambitious and… I thought it would be enough. It wasn’t, of course, and looking back, I don’t know why I thought it was. But back then, it didn’t matter. It didn’t matter because I knew. The moment he laid eyes upon you, I knew.”

“Aw,” I said. “I was only fifteen. He would have been twenty. Ryan’s gross.”

“Not that,” Justin said, rolling his eyes. “There was this… awareness. Of you. He was always aware of you. Whenever you walked into a room. Whenever your voice echoed across the halls. I told myself it was nothing.”

“Maybe it was, back then.”

“You really believe that?”

“Nah. He wanted up on my nuts. Sorry.”

“Eloquent as always.”

“I try.”

“The point is that it was simple for you, Sam. It always has been.”

“Except for now,” I mumbled.


“Except for now,” he agreed. “And here you are, a destiny of dragons upon your shoulders, the will of the people turning against you, keeping secrets from those you consider dear. A madman nipping at your heels.”

“Succinct summation of the events. My life is terrible.”

“And yet you are alive.”

I squinted at him. “How’s that now?”

He looked up to the heavens as if asking for strength. “Sam, for all intents and purposes, you’re an idiot.”

“Hey!”

“You are reckless and careless, brash and callous. You act without thinking and hope for the best. And most of the time, for reasons only the gods can understand, it has worked. But now, when you should be as surefooted as you’ve ever been, you’re stumbling. Because you’ve decided to overthink things. Stop thinking, Sam. It doesn’t suit you.”

“I can’t tell if you’re complimenting me or destroying me.”

“Both,” Justin said promptly. “But maybe more the former than the latter. I am envious of you. Because of your abilities. Not the magic. I couldn’t care less about magic. But how you are, how you live your life. That, Sam, is enviable. And when I see you as you are now, suspicious and hiding things… it’s concerning.”

Well, if I hadn’t felt like an asshole before, I sure did now. “Wow,” I said. “I don’t know if I’ve ever been more emotionally manipulated in my life. Good on you.”

“You’re being deliberately difficult.”

“A little bit. But I’m trying to save Verania, and it sounds like you’re telling me to jump without looking.”

“You’ve somehow tricked your way into gathering four dragons at your side,” Justin said wryly. “Taking a leap is essentially all you do. Nothing is happening between Ryan and me. Somehow he has become my friend… as you have, as distasteful as that is to admit out loud.”

I grinned at him.

He groaned. “Stop looking at me like that.”

I laid my head on his shoulder. “I love you too,” I whispered.

He muttered death threats against my person but didn’t push me away.

The fire snapped in front of us, and for a time, neither of us spoke.

“You can do this, Sam,” he said finally. “You just need to trust in those around you. I know you think you have to protect everyone, but we all need to protect you too. And that is something you must allow us to do. You’re angry. I don’t blame you for that. But I choose to believe Morgan and Randall did what they did out of love for you. They tried to shield you for as long as they could, much like you did to us. To Ryan. It’s the same, in the end.”

We stayed by the fire late into the night, listening as Gary and Kevin began round three. It sounded as if they were role-playing spies again.

It was terrible.

 

 

RYAN WAS awake when I went back to the bedroll.

He held up an arm so that I could curl up against him.

“How much of that did you hear?” I asked.

His voice was rough with sleep when he spoke. “Enough to know that Justin was right. You’re an idiot.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“When we get back to Castle Lockes, you and I are going to have a long talk about being hypocritical.”

“Any chance we can skip that and go straight to the butt sex?”

“Not even the smallest of chances.”

“Dammit.”

He kissed my forehead. “I love you, Sam.”

“I know.”

“We’re going to get through this.”

“Are we?”

He held me tighter. “You’ll see. We’ll get through this, and everyone and everything will be fine. When villains rise, heroes do too. It’s how it goes. It’s always been the way of things. And there is always a happy ending to these stories. Nothing will happen to you. Nothing will happen to me. Or Gary or Tiggy or Kevin, or any of the others. There will be a happy ending, Sam. Even if things seem dark, you can’t forget to look for the light of the stars. They will always show you home.”

And as I drifted off to sleep, safe in the arms of my cornerstone, I wanted nothing more than to believe him.

 

 

“HOW ARE we supposed to find him?” Justin asked a few days later as we trudged through the Dark Woods. It had rained the day before and everything was extraordinarily soggy, including ourselves. It wasn’t exactly making for a memorable experience.

It didn’t help that we were deep in the Dark Woods on a small path that was almost overgrown with vegetation. Kevin broke leafy limbs and knocked down smaller trees as he led the way, leaving a trail of debris behind him.

“Usually he appears out of nowhere,” I said. “Or he traps me in a circle of magic mushrooms.”

“Or he tries to marry you,” Ryan muttered behind me.

“You know you’re my one and only, babe.”

“I’m not threatened by a six-inch-tall naked man with wings.”

“He’s so threatened,” Gary whispered quite loudly to Tiggy. “I’m embarrassed for him.”

“Knight Delicious Face has issues,” Tiggy whispered back.

“The issue stems from the fact Dimitri asked me to marry him before Ryan did,” I said without thinking, then promptly tripped over my own feet as I choked on my tongue. “Not that you are going to ask me to marry you or anything! That’s… that’s not what I meant to say. I don’t even care about stuff like that!”

“This is my favorite adventure ever,” Gary said. “I am having such a wonderful time.”

“HaveHeart for life, motherfuckers,” Tiggy said gleefully. “Gonna get married.”

“What?” I hissed at them. “Dudes. Shut up. He’ll hear you.”

Gary was unimpressed. “I should hope so. He’s standing right there.”

I looked back at Ryan, who was gaping at me.

I groaned.

Ryan sputtered.

I begged for the gods to strike me down.

Ryan said, “That’s not why I have issues! And for the record, when we get married, it’s going to be better than anything a mothercracking fairy king could do for you.”

“Oh my gods,” Justin muttered. “This is like watching a carriage wreck in slow motion.”

It was my turn to sputter at Ryan. “What do you mean when?”

“Royal weddings!” Gary said. “I shan’t have a thing to wear. Tiggy. Tiggy. Do you realize what this means?”

“Shopping-trip montage?”

“Shopping-trip montage. There will be scarves and frilly hats, and we’ll laugh or shake our heads in obvious disdain when the other wears something outrageous. It’s going to be glorious.”

“I love frilly hats,” Tiggy said. “And chickens.”

“What the devil is going on back here?” Kevin asked as he looked back over his shoulder, craning his neck. “Did we stop for a sexy-time break?”

“Sam and Ryan are getting married,” Gary cried.

Kevin’s eyes widened. “My boy?” he whispered. “My boy is getting married?”

“Why did I want to come on this trip?” Justin asked no one in particular. “I could be back at the castle doing anything that is not being with these people.”

There was a thunderous crash as Kevin turned himself around, his tail and wings knocking down even more trees. “My son,” he said, looking down at me. “I am so happy for you. Why, I remember when you were a little boy—”

“No, you don’t,” I retorted. “I didn’t even know you when I was a little boy.”

“—and I promised myself that when you found your one true love, that I wasn’t going to cry when you asked me to walk you down the aisle. Guess what? I’m about to break that promise.”

“I’m feeling really sweaty,” Ryan said, looking vaguely ill.

“You are not walking me down the aisle,” I said, glaring up at Kevin. “You’re not even my real dad!”

“Oh, Gary,” Kevin sniffed, great globular tears sliding down his scaly cheeks. “Our son is getting married.”

Gary was sobbing as he trotted toward his… husband? Ex-husband? Gross sex buddy? I couldn’t keep track. He wailed as he leaned his head against Kevin’s foot. “I’m n-n-not ready!”

“We crying now?” Tiggy asked, lower lip trembling.


“No!” I shouted. “No crying! We’re not crying!”

“Yes, Tiggy!” Gary cried. “Sam is getting married.”

“He is?” Tiggy asked as he started to cry. “He is?”

“You better take care of him,” Kevin snarled at Ryan through his tears. “You know that Sam is my sexy son. I won’t marry him off to just anyone who asks.”

Ryan’s eyes were bulging out of his head. “I think I’m feeling feverish.”

“If anyone cares, I’m going to keep on going so I don’t have to listen to this anymore,” Justin said. “Because I really hate all of you right now.”

“How much will we get for Sam’s dowry?” Kevin asked Gary. “I’ve never had to sell off one of my children before.”

“I don’t know,” Gary said through his tears. “He’s a little defective, so we should probably be up-front that all sales are final.”

“You can’t sell me!” I bellowed at them. “And I’m not defective.”

“I was just trying to walk through the forest,” Ryan said. “That’s it.”

“Can Tiggy be in wedding?” Tiggy asked, wiping his nose.

“Of course you can,” I said. Then, “Wait. I didn’t mean to say that.”

“Tiggy can’t be in wedding?” Tiggy asked, staring at me with wide, wet eyes.

“Gaaah. Your face. I just meant I wasn’t getting married! But now I have to because of that face. Ryan, we’re getting hitched! Just look at Tiggy. Just look at him.”

“Did you just ask me to marry you?” Ryan squeaked.

“Hey, guys?” Justin called.

“Huh,” I said. “I think I just did.”

“Wow,” Kevin said. “Sam being the one to ask Ryan. How progressive.”

“How is that progressive?” I asked. “We’re both men.”

“True,” Kevin said. “But you’re… daintier.”

“Guys,” Justin said again.

“Daintier?” I growled. “And what the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“You want to marry me?” Ryan asked.

“You’re going to be the most perfect flower half-giant,” Gary sobbed at Tiggy. “There will never be one as beautiful as you.”

“I am beautiful,” Tiggy said as he cried.

“It’s just,” Kevin said. “You know. You’re… dainty.”

“I’ll show you dainty,” I snarled at him.

“Ooh,” Kevin said. “Say that again. That did things to my penis like you wouldn’t believe. And can you call me Captain when you do it? Don’t ask. It’s just a thing.”

“GUYS!” Justin shouted.

“WHAT!” we all shouted back.

“A little fucking help here, you godsdamn assholes!”

I took off down the path, feeling my magic beginning to crawl along my skin. The others were crashing after me, and as we burst into a clearing, I was prepared for anything, be it manticores or fire geckos or a band of roving Darks that needed to be eradicated.

Instead I crashed into Justin’s back, and the others smashed into me. We were all knocked off our feet, landing on top of the Prince on the ground.

“Ow,” I managed to wheeze. “Gary, your hoof… it’s on… my balls.”

“Oh please,” Gary said from somewhere above me. “You act like it’s the first time I’ve ever touched your balls.”

“He touched your balls?” Ryan growled near my shoulder. “Why the hell is he touching your balls? Was that before or after you touched his asshole?”

“Cannot… breathe,” Justin groaned below me.

“I love you guys,” Tiggy said near the top of the pile.

“Huh,” Kevin said, peering down at us. “That looks as if it would be more comfortable if you were all naked. I can help with that if you’d like. I’m down for a Sam Just Got Engaged Orgy.”

“Oh no,” I moaned. “He capitalized it and everything.”

“Sam got engaged?” a high-pitched voice buzzed from above us. “To who?”

We all looked up slowly.

There, fluttering in the air in front of us, were hundreds of tiny naked men with wings.

In the front flew the king of the Dark Woods fairies.


Dimitri.

With his tiny mustache.

And his tiny penis.

“Hi, Dimitri,” I sighed.

 

 

WHEN ONE has an audience with the king of the Dark Woods fairies, one should expect to feel extraordinarily uncomfortable. Not only was Dimitri a lecherous little fellow on par with anything Kevin could dish out, he did so while naked and usually after having trapped me somehow or tying me up.

Not as sexy as it sounds, trust me.

I might have accidentally agreed to marry him at one point, only to have escaped when Gary kicked a bunch of fairies in the face, and then I left him at the altar while we ran away. I didn’t think he’d actually ever gotten over that.

I felt bad.

Sort of.

However, it was something that I needed to put up with, given that Dimitri knew more about the Dark Woods than I ever would. True, he could be an enigmatic asshole about it, but he was a necessary ally. A treaty was in place between him and the Crown, negotiated by Justin, that said the fairies would offer assistance in matters of life and death. And given that finding the Great White seemed to qualify, here we were. Dimitri was the only person who would know how to find him.

But first.

“Sam,” Dimitri said, hovering near my face. He’d waited until we picked ourselves up off the ground before speaking again.

“Dimitri,” I said as politely as possible. “How… adequate it is to see you again.”

“The pleasure is all mine,” he whispered, leaning forward to stroke my cheek with his tiny hand.

“Gross,” I muttered. “I mean, uh. Yes. The pleasure.”

“I like him,” Kevin whispered behind us. “He seems like a good guy.”

“Oh boy,” Gary said. “We’re going to need to have a talk about a few things later.”

“Like sexy things?”

“No.”

“Oh.”

“What brings you to my neck of the woods yet again?” Dimitri asked, wings fluttering furiously. “Can’t stay away, can you? One would think you were stalking me, Sam of Wilds.”

And that gave me an idea. A very, very unclean idea.

Ryan’s hand was on the hilt of his sword when I grabbed it to keep him from drawing. Dimitri’s shrewd eyes tracked the movement.

“What can I say?” I said lightly. “I have an appreciation for… the little things.”

“Really,” Dimitri said, eyeing me up and down. “How fortunate for me.”

“It really is,” I said, trying to stand seductively, hip cocked, thinking about how I could incorporate my nipples into the conversation.

“Will you excuse us for a moment?” Ryan snapped before dragging me back toward the others. I winked at Dimitri over my shoulder and licked my lips in what I hoped was showing that I wouldn’t mind going down on that tiny wiener.

“What are you doing?” Ryan hissed in my ear as soon as we were huddled together, Kevin’s head hanging above us.

“Flirting,” I hissed back. “It’s the only way he’ll tell us what we want.”

“But you’re terrible at flirting.”

“Excuse you! I’m amazing at it!”

“You’re really not,” Kevin said. “In fact, you might be the worst I’ve ever seen.”

“What?” I stared at them. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m pretty godsdamn hot.”

“Well, we really have no one to blame but ourselves for that ego,” Gary said. “All of us. But not really me. Or mostly Tiggy.”

“It’s true,” Tiggy said, nodding solemnly.

“What about all the things that want to have sex with me?” I demanded.

“Oh, honey,” Gary said. “That’s because you’re adorable, not because you know how to flirt.”

“You are not doing this,” Ryan growled. “I’m not going to just stand there and watch while you flirt with a man who’s not even as big around as my cock.”

“Oh my,” Gary said, staring down at Ryan’s crotch. “Hello, Knight Commander.”

“Even Justin thinks this is a good idea,” I said, glaring at them.

Justin blinked. “I think what now?”

I smiled at him because he wasn’t on my shit list like everyone else. “Remember? You told me that you liked how I jumped in feetfirst without overthinking things and that my plans were super awesome and that you were my best friend 5eva.”

The others turned slowly to look at him, mouths open wide.

He took a step back, hands raised in front of him. “Don’t look at me like that! I didn’t say that at all!”

“He really did,” I said. “We were sitting by the fire, and he told me he admired me and that I should leap for my future or something. Also, he said that I look good in nice trousers.”

“You were hitting on him?” Ryan snarled at the Prince.

“You are such a liar, Sam of Wilds!” Justin cried.

“The sexual tension is just ridiculous,” Kevin breathed. “Just kiss already!”

“And what happens when Dimitri figures out you aren’t intending to sleep with him?” Gary asked.

I shrugged. “By then I assume we’ll be with the Great White, and since it’s the size of a mountain, we’ll probably be running for our lives before I inadvertently punch it in the eye and save the day, since that’s what I seem to do with dragons. Dimitri won’t have time to remember. Don’t worry, I got this!”

They all gaped at me.

“Aaaand break,” I said. “Okay, team. Good talk. Let’s get back out there and do what we came to do.”

And with that, I turned around and slinked back toward where Dimitri and the other fairies waited for us. I rolled my hips and let my hands trail down my chest. “Hello,” I said when I came to stand in front of him again, voice husky and warm. “How lovely it is to see you again.”

“Really?” Dimitri asked suspiciously. “You think it’s nice to see me?”

“Quite,” I said. “Gosh, is it hot out here or is it just me?” I untied the top of my tunic, letting it open against my collarbone. “There. That’s much better.”

Dimitri’s eyes strayed to my chest. He was falling right into my trap. “You said it was just adequate to see me again only moments ago.”

I coughed. “Er. Right. Well. That was before I saw you properly. You’ve done something different with your… penis.”

“Oh,” he said, looking down at the appendage. “I suppose I did. I painted it blue.”

“I can see that,” I said. “It’s looks—”

“Stop staring at it,” Ryan whispered harshly behind me.

“—like you’re a very good painter.”

“Indeed,” he said, sounding pleased. “I even got the underside, see?”

I struggled not to choke as he lifted his dick. “Oh yes! Quite thorough. You know what they say: a thorough man… can be… thorough. In. Other things.”

“Oh my gods,” Gary moaned from behind me. “This is painful.”

“I’ve never heard that saying before,” Dimitri said, flying up near my face. “But it rings true. I am very thorough. In all things.”

“I want to be you when I grow up,” Kevin breathed.

“Quite,” I said, taking a step forward. I reached out and rubbed my finger on the top of his head. His eyes rolled back and his wings flapped harder. I had to think of another compliment. At least one more. Everyone knew that when you were attempting to seduce the fairy king to get on his good side, you had to pay him three compliments. So I said the first thing that came to mind. “I’ve always wanted to go for a mustache ride.”

“That’s nasty,” Tiggy declared. “That’s nasty, Sam.”

“We’re going to end up going to war with the fairies,” Justin said dully. “I can see it now. We are going to go to war with the fairies, and my father is going to murder me.”

“Sam!” Ryan barked. “I have a beard now! That’s better than a mustache.”

“Shh,” I said to Dimitri as his eyes darted over my shoulder. “Don’t look at them. Hey. Hey, little guy. It’s just you and me here. Just the two of us. Look into my eyes. There you go. Hey. Hey there, pretty eyes. You look… just swell.”

“What’s this about you being engaged?” he asked, crossing his tiny arms over his tiny chest.

“What?”


“The dragon said you were just engaged and that you were planning on having an orgy.”

“Hells to the yeah!” Kevin called.

“Oh, that,” I said hastily. “Just ignore him. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. You know how dragons are.” Aha! An in! “Right? Dimitri? Right? You know how dragons are? Say, maybe a large dragon that no one has seen for a long time that I really don’t care about but I’m going to ask you anyway?”

He narrowed his eyes.

“Oops!” I said, stripping my shirt off over my head before I threw it back over my shoulder. Water sprinkled down from the tree canopy above onto my bare shoulders. “How did that happen? My nipples are just out here and everything. And now I’m getting all wet.”

All the fairies gasped as one. Even Dimitri looked horrified.

“Wow,” I said. “That was not a reaction I expected. Rude.”

“What is this?” Dimitri whispered as the fairies began to murmur urgently behind him. “What have you done?”

I frowned. “What do you mean? I’m seducing you so you tell me where the Great White is and—oh. Shit. I totally didn’t mean to say that. Crap. Uh. Ignore what I just said. Heyyyy, you. You have to be at least as tall as you are to ride this ride. Mmm.”


“That’s enough,” Ryan said, coming to stand next to me as he glared at Dimitri. He shoved my tunic at my chest as if trying to preserve my modesty. “You don’t get to ride this ride. In fact, this ride is closed to the general public for repairs. And I’m the repairman. Therefore, I’m the only one that gets to… wait. Hold on. I swear this made more sense in my head. Okay. Maybe not. Taste steel instead, you fiends!” He pulled his sword from the scabbard at his side and posed in front of me.

“Dude,” I said in awe. “I love you so hard right now, you don’t even know. You douchebag.”

“Gross,” Justin muttered. “It doesn’t matter where we are. We could be standing on top of dead bodies or in the middle of the woods surrounded by naked men, and they still manage to find time to flirt.”

“Put down the sword,” Dimitri barked. “Don’t you see what he’s done? He’s been marked.”

Well shit. Justin was wrong. I should have planned more. This was all his fault. “Uh, no, I wasn’t,” I said, struggling to pull my tunic back on. It was wet and tangled, however, and wasn’t quite cooperating.

“Wizards,” Dimitri spat. “It always comes back to wizards. You do not see the creatures of the forest engaging in warfare. That’s because they understand and respect their magic. From the smallest of beings to the biggest, the magic is one with the earth.” He shook his head angrily. “And then you have men. Men, who seek nothing but more power. It’s never enough. There’s always a need for more.”

“That’s not true,” I snapped. “Not all of us are like that. We’re not Darks.”

“Really?” he said, fluttering toward me, ignoring the way Ryan snarled at him. “Why are you here? The truth, Sam.”

“I’m here for the Great White.”

“For more power, then. Just like all other men.”

“What? No! That’s not—” I stopped myself. Because he was speaking the truth, wasn’t he? There was a reason I was gathering the dragons of Verania, aside from a prophecy. I felt stronger after I had them at my side. I felt… powerful. “Okay, look. It’s not like—”

“And he has risen,” Dimitri ranted. “And now you have been marked for consumption. You’re lucky to have survived once, Sam of Wilds. How you did, I will never know. But do not mistake that for anything more than it is. You were lucky. When the shadows begin to spread, apprentice, it becomes evident that gods have little time for mortal men.”

And a memory burst through the chaos of my mind, rising and—

The Great White. I’ve heard the stories. Tell me. When did you last see him?

He is not your concern. Gods have little time for mortal men.

But he’s not a god. His clock ticks just like yours and mine. It may tick slower and longer, but it still ticks.

The Dark Woods are deep. I can see far.

How far?

Your human mind could never understand.

Specifics.

I am specific. You’re just choosing not to listen.

You never do anything without a price, Dimitri.

That is true. A bit of advice. Stay out of the Dark Woods. There are things far worse than myself.

I’m not afraid. Of you or anything else. I have proven time and time again that I am more than capable of handling myself.

Chaos always rises from complacency. I like you, Sam. You are not like the others. I’ve always been able to see that. There is something inside of you that burns differently than anyone who has come before. I thought to harness it for myself, but I won’t be the one to force it. But remember. The Dark Woods are known to you now. And you are known to them.

—the words from that long-ago day in the forest echoed in stunning clarity.

“You knew,” I breathed.

The fairies fell silent.


Dimitri cocked his head at me.

I held my tunic in my hands as I took a step toward him. “That day. In the Dark Woods. When we were going to rescue the Prince. We discussed the Great White. And you warned me. You told me that chaos rises. You knew.”

“I am of the Dark Woods,” he said stiffly. “I know many things. Like when magic burns part of the forest away in a burst of life. Tell me, Sam. How did you do it?”

“Is it alive?”

“The bird you brought back to life?” he mocked. “Really, Sam. How could I possibly know that?”

How did he know about— “The Great White.”

“Should it matter to you?”

“You owe me.”

He laughed. “And how do you figure that, apprentice? You have done nothing but make a mockery of me and my court. You do not respect the ways of the—”

“You were supposed to guard the seal to the shadow realm that held Myrin.”

“Oh snap,” Tiggy said.

“How do you know that?” Dimitri snarled, and I had to remind myself that even though the fairies were small, this was still their forest. The trees answered to them and no one else. I didn’t want to fight, because there was a chance we would lose.

“Something Randall said,” I told him. “In Meridian City. He said that the seal was supposed to have been safeguarded. He never said by who and I didn’t think to ask, given that Feng attempted to assassinate us shortly after.”

“I knew it was him,” Dimitri hissed as the fairies buzzed angrily. “The traitorous fool. How dare he come into my woods and betray us all. Does he still breathe?”

I shook my head slowly. “Burned. By his own bombs.”

Dimitri sighed, shoulders slumping. “We were the guardians. But we became… distracted. At our own revelry. Fairies are not that different from dragons in that we are consumed by thoughts of treasure. And the Dark Woods are full of treasure. My lust for gold and gems blinded me from my oath.”

“You were trying to warn me,” I said quietly as Ryan leaned against me, letting me know he was there. “In your own way, you were trying to warn me about what was hidden. You knew about the prophecy.”

Dimitri’s wings drooped. “The gods are… fickle, Sam of Wilds. They always have been. I had hoped it would be the same concerning you. I know that Randall and Morgan of Shadows wished for the same thing. That you would never have to know the weight of shadow.” He eyed my scars closely.

“It’s a small price to pay.”

“Being marked? Or being consumed?”

I shook my head. “He won’t. It won’t get that far.”

“Can you predict the future now too?”

“No. But I know what I’m capable of. And I’ve done what’s been asked of me so far. I have four dragons at my side. I just need the fifth. And I need you to show me the way.”

The fairies behind him began to fly up and surround Ryan and me, spinning in a slow, lazy circle. I felt the flutter of wings against my ear and cheek, my neck and shoulder. They didn’t speak, but I could feel the energy flowing within them, like a swarm of bees just underneath my skin.

Dimitri floated in front of me. “Men,” he whispered, shaking his head. “They bring nothing but death and destruction. Are you afraid, Sam of Wilds?”

Ryan put his hand in mine, squeezing tightly.

“I am,” I said. “But not of you. Not of the Great White. Not even of Myrin.”

“Then what are you afraid of?”

“That I won’t be able to do the right thing when the time comes.”

He flew forward and pressed his hand against my forehead. I tried to ignore the fact that his blue dick was swinging right in front of my eyes. Honestly. I knew the worst people. “You are right to be afraid,” he said as his people swirled around us. “I told you once that the Dark Woods were known to you and you to them. I can see it in your head that you’ve stood before a god. But he was made of nothing but stardust. How would you feel standing in front of a god made of flesh and bone?”

“You know where he is,” I whispered.

And the king of the Dark Woods fairies grinned, razor-sharp. “Oh yes. Because he has awoken. And he is expecting you.”







Chapter 18: The Great White

 

 

“SURE,” GARY muttered to himself. “Let’s keep going into the Dark Woods. Nothing creepy here. Oh, no worries about anything. So what if there’s no path left? And so what if we’re following someone who gets their point across by bad-touching? Nope! This sure wasn’t a bad idea at all. I mean, we’re only where pretty unicorns such as myself don’t go for very good reasons. Because of the dying.”

“There, there,” Tiggy said, and I looked back behind us in time to see him brushing his fingers over Gary’s mane. “Pretty Gary. My pretty Gary.”

“Damn right I’m pretty,” Gary snapped. “Even in the middle of a forest adventure that I want no part of, I am godsdamn gorgeous. It’s how I do. Give me more compliments so I feel better about everything.”

“I like your tail,” Kevin said. “Especially when it’s up in the air.”

“Dude,” I scolded the dragon. “Now is so not the time.”

“Just because you’re not getting compliments,” Gary said with a glare, “doesn’t mean you get to take away mine.”

“I like it when your tail is up in the air,” Ryan told me.

“Aww, babe.”

“I want to go home,” Justin mumbled.

“Chin up, dude!” I told him, trying to sound cheerful. “If you’re into that sort of thing, I’m pretty sure Dimitri’s been eyeing you a little bit. Or you can just wait till we get back to the castle and I’ll totally find you a boyfriend.”

“Because that worked so well last time,” Justin said.

“Oh,” I said with a frown. “Right. My bad. No more personal ads because of people who want you to be their meat puppet.”

It had been five days since Dimitri and his fairies found us in the Dark Woods and dumped a few more revelations in my lap. Most of that time had been spent trekking deeper into the Dark Woods than I’d ever traveled. The canopy above wasn’t so thick that we couldn’t see the sky, but it was still eerie being this far in. The Dark Woods were the heart of Verania, and I didn’t know that anyone had actually been to their center and made it out alive. It was a wilderness that would most likely remain untamed for generations. There was no incentive for men to spread into the Dark Woods; in fact, all the stories of monsters and Darks were enough to keep even the bravest from going too far.

Except for us.

Because we were a special kind of stupid.

Kevin had had a difficult time at first, knocking down trees left and right, much to the horror of the fairies. They way they’d screamed, you would have thought he was murdering their families. We had all stared at them when, after Kevin crunched a particularly large tree, they started wailing and hovering above the tree, shrieking in a language I’d never heard before that reminded me of birds.

Dimitri had not been impressed.

He told Kevin to fly.

Kevin refused, saying he was not going to leave his beloved to the wild machinations of the forest.

Gary had rolled his eyes at the dragon’s protectiveness, but unfortunately, his erection had given him away.

Which was not something I cared to remember.

Boundaries. We really needed new boundaries.

So instead of Kevin flying or killing more trees, the fairies had flown ahead and coaxed them to lean away, creating a winding path through the forest where the trees bent at odd angles, all to avoid Kevin’s feet. The control they had over the forest was impressive, which made me wonder why they allowed the Darks to stay there to begin with. I asked Dimitri, but he started spouting off a long speech about the balance between good and evil, and literally four seconds later, I was bored out of my mind and started collecting pinecones. I had picked up about thirteen before one of the fairies saw me and starting screaming that I was picking up forest babies and taking them away from their homes. That, of course, had set off all the other fairies, and if you’ve never had a hundred naked men flying around your head while they scream at you for stealing forest babies, then I absolutely recommend avoiding it at all costs.

Nights were spent around a fire while the fairies blinked in and out as they whispered to the trees.

So to say that by the fifth day we were all cranky would be an understatement. The trees were getting thicker, and it was getting harder and harder for Kevin to make his way through without crushing anything. Gary was wet and miserable. Tiggy’s nose was leaking like a faucet. Justin didn’t want me to find him a boyfriend. Ryan liked when I lifted up my tail. Dimitri was still naked.

All in all, not one of our best adventures.

(Except for the Ryan thing. That was pretty okay. We had tried to sneak away one night to get a little alone time while everyone was sleeping, only to be interrupted by Gary opening his eyes and shouting, “WHERE ARE YOU GUYS GOING? CAN I GO? WHAT ARE YOU DOING? WHAT IS HAPPENING? CAN I GO?”

I didn’t get laid.

Gary got punched in the throat.

Fair is fair.)

It also didn’t help that we’d been steadily climbing all day, heading toward what felt like a more mountainous region of the Dark Woods. I didn’t remember a mountain range on any map of the Dark Woods, and the peaks weren’t anything in comparison with the Northern Mountains, but we were much higher than I’d ever been in the Dark Woods.

I just wanted this whole thing to be over with so we could go back to Castle Lockes and sleep in our own beds. I missed my parents. I missed the King. I missed Pete and the City of Lockes. I missed the labs. And I missed Morgan so, so much. I needed to apologize more than I’d already done. I wanted everything to be set right between us. Then I could do the same with Ryan, promising him that I would never keep anything from him again for as long as we both lived (the length of which I didn’t much like focusing on). After that, we’d kick Myrin’s ass and have our happily ever after.

That was what kept me going.

It was enough.

“How much farther do we have to go?” Gary asked behind me.

“I don’t know.”

Two minutes later: “How much farther now?”

I ground my teeth together. “Still don’t know, Gary.”

Three minutes later: “So, question.”

“Gary.”

“How much farther?”

I almost choked him to death. I only stopped because his neck was larger than the grip of my hands. I told him as much. After he shrieked at me for the next half hour for apparently calling him Fat Neck, he said, “It’s just a question. Ask Dimitri.”

“You ask Dimitri.”


“This is your quest, asshole.”

“You’re on this quest with me, asshole.”

“I’ll show you an asshole!”

“Yesssss,” Kevin hissed as he stepped over a tree that had bent itself almost horizontal.

“Dimitri,” Justin said loudly.

“Prince,” Dimitri said, fluttering back toward us.

“Would you tell these bitches how much further we have to go?”

“Of course, my lord. Bitches, we’ll arrive when we arrive.”


“Ooh,” Tiggy said. “Tiny man’s got words. Tiggy smash?”

I sighed. “No, Tiggy. No smash.”

“You lucky,” Tiggy told Dimitri. “I smash. I smash gooood.”

Dimitri didn’t look impressed. Which made me impressed, because Tiggy was scary as all fuck. It was about then that I realized I was an extraordinarily complex person, because my logic typically made no sense.

It was a rather disconcerting revelation to be had in the middle of a forest.

“I need to go talk to Dimitri,” I said to Ryan, pitching my voice low so no one could overhear.

Ryan glanced at me, reaching up and wiping water from his beard, which was just unfair, as I wanted to rub my face against it. His lips quirked at my obvious interest. “You sure about that? We could probably just sneak off for a little bit. Try to put this thing to some use.”

“Whoa,” I breathed. Then I shook my head. “Stop trying to distract me with your evil sorcery! You know my one true weakness is to ride your face. And now you have the beard? My gods, the power you wield could destroy the world!”

I realized then that everyone had gone quiet around us.

I looked at the others.

They had stopped and were staring at me with varying looks of lust and disgust.

“I said that loudly, didn’t I?”

Ryan was bright red. “You practically shouted it.”

“Oh. Wow. My bad, dude. Sometimes I don’t know my own volume, especially when it comes to your face.”

“Or when you come on his face,” Gary said.

“Boom,” Tiggy said, fist/hoof-bumping Gary.

“This is your fault,” I hissed at Ryan.

“My fault? How is this my—”

“You grew that beard, knowing full well that it would make you hotter and that I would find you irresistible to the point where I am starting not to care if we have an audience. You did it on purpose.”

“I had no idea that you would be like this,” Ryan said.

“You liar.”

“And you’ll never prove it.”

I gaped at him. “Sass. My gods, the sass.” I turned and glared at everyone else. “Why are you all still staring? The fate of Verania is in our hands! Do none of you take that seriously?”

The fairies turned away, fluttering off into the trees. Dimitri moved to follow them but stopped when I called his name. He turned, a disturbing smirk on his face, as if he expected it to be an invitation to actually watch me try out Ryan’s beard by riding his face. I felt just terrible at having to disappoint him. Instead I shooed the others ahead of us, telling them we’d bring up the rear, and promptly cut Kevin off before he could make a disgusting remark about that.

Ryan eyed me warily. “What’s this about? What do you need from him?”

And it stung more than I cared to admit that I couldn’t just come out and tell him to trust me, because I didn’t know if he did anymore.

So I smiled weakly at him and said, “I just had some questions about the Great White.”

He nodded stiffly. I thought he was going to lean in and kiss me, but then he seemed to think better of it, and any remnants of the good humor we’d had moments before was gone. I sighed as I watched him trail the others. He didn’t look back, not even once.

“Trouble in paradise?” Dimitri asked me.

“Shut up,” I mumbled.

“It happens. The fire that once burned bright is now in danger of snuffing out completely, no matter how much you feed it. It’s a tragic truth. How sad. I will mourn for the both of you. On a completely unrelated topic, how long is it considered proper before throwing one’s hat into the ring to court another after the demise of their previous relationship? I’m asking for a friend.”

“Oh. I don’t know. I guess it depends on the situation. Is your friend—wait a godsdamn minute.”

“It was worth a shot.”

“I resent everything about you.”

“Spoken like a true ex-boyfriend.”

“We’re not exes—you know what? I’m not even going to get into this with you right now. I’m on a quest, and I am going to save Verania, and I have questions.” I began stomping after the others, sure that Dimitri would follow.

I wasn’t disappointed. He flew at my side, wings flapping furiously. “I’ve told you all I can.”

“Bullshit. You’ve told me nothing.”

“Fairies are an enigmatic bunch.”

“No, fairies are assholes. There’s a major difference.”

“Insulting my entire species probably isn’t the best way to get me to do what you want.”

I bit my tongue at the retort before it spilled forth. He was right, of course. If Morgan and the King could see my diplomacy, they’d be shaking their heads in disappointment in that way that only parental figures could.

I considered trying to flirt with him again, but I couldn’t muster up the strength for such an impossible task, so I said, “Did you know? About Randall.”

“What about Randall?” Dimitri asked, because he was a fucknut.

But I’d played these types of games before, with him and others. If this was how he wanted to go about it, then I would. For now. “That the Great White was his mentor.”

Dimitri was good at many, many things. Even I could admit that. But he wasn’t capable of getting the surprise off his face before I caught it. “He told you?”

“He did.”

“That… was unexpected.”

“Why?”

“Randall forsook his name. Which meant he forsook the one who’d taught him.”

“Randall of Dragons.”

“Yes.”

“Can you blame him?”

Dimitri flew under a low-hanging branch, the leaves on the trees stretching toward him as he passed. “It’s not my job to blame him.”

“He gave up his name because he felt as if he didn’t deserve it anymore.”

“He told you this?”

“No,” I admitted. “But it’s pretty obvious, if you think about it. He felt… guilt. Over Myrin. That he didn’t see what was happening before it was too late. Or if he did see it, he ignored it. I don’t know which it was. I don’t know that it matters. It was too late, regardless. And when all was said and done, after everything he’d sacrificed, what was a name?”

“A name is an identity,” Dimitri said. “It defines you. Mine is the name of my father, and his father before him. I carry the line of my people. You are Sam of Wilds. Without it, you would not be as you are.”

“I haven’t always been Sam of Wilds.”

“And you were not as you are now.”

He was starting to talk in circles, and if I let it continue on much longer, I’d get lost. I didn’t have time for that. Not if we were getting close. “Randall wasn’t insulting his mentor. If anything, he was honoring him by giving back what he felt he hadn’t earned. Even if they weren’t on speaking terms, he must have thought he’d failed him.”

Dimitri snorted. “You speak of honor as if you know what it means. Your cornerstone acts as one who knows the taste of betrayal.”

I refused to rise to the bait. “We’re not talking about him.”

“We’re not?” Dimitri asked. “I thought we were discussing many things.”

“The Great White.”

“That too.”

“When was the last time you saw him?”

“Why?”

“Because I asked.”

“I don’t know what concern that is of yours.”

“How do you know where we’re going?”

“We’re in the Dark Woods. This is my domain. I know all that happens here.”

“Like the bird.”

“Like the bird,” Dimitri agreed. “I almost took you then. It was a close thing. You would have been mine, and I would never have let you go.”

“Why didn’t you?”

He shrugged. “I thought that I’d give you time to come to me. Sometimes I wonder if I made a mistake that day.”

“I dreamed of it. The dragon.”

He made a low humming noise. “He is the oldest living thing in the world. Of course you did. What did he say to you?”

“What makes you think it said anything?”

“Curious,” Dimitri said.

“What is?”

“You. You always have been. From the very first day, you have been this thorn, but not buried in my side. More like you were scraping my skin. Not wholly unpleasant.”

“Did you know him?”

“You’re not speaking of the dragon.”

“No. But how did you know?”

“You call the Great White it, like he’s a thing, this unnamed thing that you haven’t begun to accept.”

“It’s not my god.”

“He never asked to be. He just is. But yes, to answer your question, I knew Myrin.”

“Did you know that all of this would happen?”

Dimitri laughed. “I didn’t have all the pieces. I warned Randall the day he and Morgan set the seal. I told him that all things came full circle. That the mistakes of the past have a tendency to become the problems of the future, especially if they aren’t corrected as they should have been. No, Sam. I didn’t know that all of this would happen exactly as it has. I didn’t know about you, though I could understand your importance. The gods do not speak to me. I am but the caretaker of the forest.”

“You told him to kill Myrin?”

He looked at me sharply. “I never said that.”

“You said corrected.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“Isn’t it?”

“I do not advocate death. I breathe life.”

“If he’d killed him, we wouldn’t be here.”

“The path would have gone in a different direction,” Dimitri agreed. “But here we are, and I think this is where we’re meant to be. The actions that have led to this moment are as much yours as they are theirs. This is your history, Sam of Wilds. You carry the weight of their past because it has been placed upon you. Their mistakes have become your future.”

“That… sucks.”

“Indeed it does,” Dimitri said, and he sounded far too happy at the prospect. “The last time I saw the Great White was the day the seal was locked.”

I stopped. Dimitri turned to look back at me, eyebrow arched. “It was there?” I asked dumbly. “Randall never—”

“Randall didn’t know.”

“But you did.”

“It is my forest. I know all that happens here.”

“Then why do you allow the Darks to—”

“We’re not speaking about them,” Dimitri snapped. “We’re speaking about the dragon. My patience is being tested, Sam of Wilds. Ask your question before I decide this conversation is no longer necessary.”

“I stood in front of him,” I said slowly, choosing each word carefully. “At first I thought he was a mountain.”

Dimitri waited.

“With the other dragons, I felt them. In my head. Like they were little pieces of me. With him it was… different. Like he was everything.”

The forest was loud around us, the birds calling, the trees swaying.

“He did speak,” I admitted. “He told me that he had awoken.”

“There was more.”

You are not ready.

“There was,” I said. “But it doesn’t matter. What matters is that I’ve gotten four of Verania’s dragons behind me. He is just one more. My question to you, Dimitri: Will he listen?”

Dimitri smiled a terrible smile, like he knew I was full of shit. “He will test you. Like you’ve never been tested before. He will judge your worthiness. And if he finds it lacking, you will fail. I don’t think I need to explain what would happen then.”

And I was cocky, sure of myself. I’d gotten four dragons. I’d been tested. I could do it again. I had to do it again. There was no other option. “I won’t fail.”

Dimitri watched me for a moment. I struggled not to squirm. Then, “He will listen. But the real question is, will you?”

“What the hell is that supposed to—”

“We’re here.”

I blinked. “What?”

That terrible smile widened. “We’re here.”

 

 

THE OTHERS had stopped ahead in a clearing. I burst through the tree line and almost tripped over Kevin’s tail into Tiggy’s back but was able to catch myself before I stumbled. “What’s going on?” I asked, walking around Gary to stand next to Ryan. His sword was drawn, his face pinched.

“They just stopped here,” Justin said, pointing at the fairies. “Wouldn’t let us go any further. We thought they were waiting for you.”

The fairies had formed a wall of sorts in the middle of the clearing. They were hovering in midair like a cloud of buzzing bees. They faced away from us, staring off to the other side of the clearing into the deep woods. The trees were bigger on the other side, and thicker. The forest behind us was bright and cheery. The forest ahead looked dark and ominous. The difference was startling to see.

It didn’t help that there was a wide creek running in front of us that led toward the edge of the clearing to our left, which ended in a cliff that the water fell over. I didn’t know how high it was, but by the sound of the waterfall, it seemed to be a long drop.

Dimitri flew past us and joined the cloud of fairies in the middle of the clearing. I heard him speak in a low voice, but I couldn’t make out his words over the sound of the water.

“He tell you anything?” Ryan asked me.

I shook my head. “Not really. Nothing I didn’t know already. Vague bullshit. The usual. I really hate fairies. And gods. And grandmas. For once I would like it if someone came to me and said, Hey, Sam. This is exactly what you need to do, step by step. You’re welcome.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” Ryan said with a tight smile.

“Um, we’re not having fun,” Gary said. “In case you couldn’t tell, my mane is wet and flat, no one has picked my hooves out in at least a full day, and I’m pretty sure if I have to shit in the woods one more time, I’m going to massacre everyone without caring how much I might love them. Except for Tiggy, of course, because he is my most favorite thing ever.”

“Holla, bitches,” Tiggy said.

No one could argue with Gary, because Tiggy was pretty much everyone’s favorite.

“He said we’re here,” I told them. “But I don’t see anything.”

“Your eyes aren’t glowing,” Gary said. “Not like with Zero. Maybe we’re in the wrong spot. Or he’s on the other side of the river. Which, you know, is just great, because how are we going to get across?”

“Do you hear him?” Ryan asked. “You know, in your head?”

I frowned at him. “That makes me sound like I’m crazy.”

He rolled his eyes at me. “You’re the one who hears dragon voices when none of the rest of us can.”

“Fair point. No voices in my head. Kevin?”

The dragon shook his head. “I got nothing. Maybe he’s not here.”

“Great!” Gary said, stomping his hooves in the grass. “We should probably just go home, then. Everyone? Everyone! It looks as if today’s event has been canceled. If you could please direct us to the nearest tavern so that I may have a wine or six and sit in front of a fire while someone rubs my thighs—”

“Not it,” Ryan said immediately. “Ha! I got one! I don’t have to rub Gary’s—”

A loud boom echoed throughout the forest.

“Huh,” Gary said, looking down at his hooves as if the answers could be found in the ground under his feet. “That’s not a good sign.”

I took a stumbling step toward the fairies. They immediately scattered and began to spin like a tornado, their wings glistening from the rain. Dimitri was at their center, and he looked back toward me.

“What is it?” I asked him as Ryan gripped my elbow.

“In the end,” Dimitri said, voice soft and hard to hear, “it is about the choices you make. Never forget that.”

“I don’t understand.”

Another boom burst from the trees. Birds took flight, crying out as they flew away.

“He’s coming,” Dimitri said. “He’s calling for you, Sam of Wilds. This is what your choices have led to. This moment.”

“Sam?” Ryan asked. “What’s going—”

But before he could finish, I was hit by the strongest wave of magic I’d ever felt in my life. I’d felt something similar with Kevin. With Zero. With the feathered dragons. It was wild and strong and threatened to crack me right down the middle, but those times had been nothing compared to this. It was pure magic. There were no voices in my head. No threats, no promises. There was only magic, and I couldn’t breathe.

My back arched as my head tilted back. My skin was crawling with it, gold and green and white. There was so much white that I thought it was going to consume everything. My heart thundered in my chest, and my blood was singing, feeling like it was going to burst out from underneath my skin and fall to the earth, getting soaked up into the ground like an offering.

“His eyes,” I heard Justin say. “Do you see his eyes? They’re—”

“Sam,” a voice whispered fiercely in my ear. Arms came around my chest and clutched me tightly. “Sam, I need you to listen to me. Whatever it is, you need to fight it. You’ve done it before and you can do it again. I’m here, okay? I’m here with you, and I need you to fight this.”

I could. I could push against it, force it back. I could fight it so easily.

But I could also let it consume me, and wouldn’t that be the easiest thing of all? To let whatever coursed through me take over completely? I wanted to give in because of the way it made me feel. It promised me things without words. I could have it, if I let it have me. I could make it my own if I just gave it myself. If I just took that last and final step into nothingness, it would give me everything I could ever wish for.

It was a choice.

And for a moment, I considered giving in.

Ryan Foxheart said, “Sam.”

I began to push it away.

Curious, a voice whispered in my head. How curious you are.

The magic slipped from me.

I gasped as I collapsed against Ryan.

“What the hell was that?” he demanded. “Your eyes were—”

“The Great White,” I panted. “It’s coming.”

“I don’t see it,” Kevin said, sounding worried. “If it’s as big as you said it was, shouldn’t we be able to see it?”

The ground began to shift beneath our feet as it was cracked apart by a great roar.

“Well that just fucks up my day,” Gary said as we all looked down in horror. “Like, really fucks up my day.”

“Oh shit,” I breathed.

“He’s coming,” Dimitri singsonged, and I was convinced that I would never hate anything more than I hated Dimitri at that very moment.

“Tiggy!” I snapped as I pushed myself up. “Princely sack of potatoes!”

Tiggy moved without question, taking three lumbering steps before reaching out and grabbing Justin, throwing the Prince over his shoulder. Justin squawked in anger as Tiggy turned back toward me.

Trees began to fall in the forest as I turned toward Ryan. “Babe,” I said, “you gotta ride my best friend.”

His eyes bulged. “Now is hardly the time for that, Sam. Or ever! What the hell are you even—”

“Gary,” I said quickly, “remember that time you allowed Ryan on your back because you were riding in all badass to save me at Kevin’s keep?”

“I did look amazing, didn’t I?” Gary said, stumbling forward as the ground split along the edges of the clearing. “Granted, I only allowed it because you were in danger. Everyone knows that’s normally racist as all hell to allow—”

“Gary, I have something to tell you.”

“Yes, Sam?”

“It’s not racist.”

“What? Of course it is.”

“Do we really have time to be talking about this now?” Ryan snapped.

“Do you trust me?” I asked Gary.

“Yes,” Gary said immediately.

“I need you to let Ryan ride you.”

His eyes narrowed. “Are you propositioning me? Because that’s not—”

“Why does everyone think that?” I growled. “No. I’m not propositioning you. I need you to get him the hell out of here. You and Tiggy don’t stop running until you can’t run anymore. Do you hear me? You run.”

“But—”

“Please,” I begged him. “You have to go.”

“What about me?” Kevin asked.

“You’re with me,” I said, looking up at him. “It may be big, but you’re gonna be faster. And if we take this to the sky, then we’ll have a chance. I need you to help me, Kevin. Can you do that?”

Kevin nodded without hesitating.

“What the hell are you planning?” Ryan growled at me, grabbing me by the shoulders and shaking me a little. My scars felt like they were on fire. “You’re going to do something stupid, aren’t you?”

“Hey! I resent that. I never do anything stupid.”

But his eyes were wide and wild, and his grip was biting. “Sam,” he said, voice hoarse. “I’m going with you.”

I leaned forward and kissed him fiercely. “That’s not how this works,” I mumbled against his lips as another roar echoed through the forest. “You gotta trust me, okay?”

“I trust you with my life,” he said, pressing his forehead against mine. “But I don’t trust you with your own.”

I ignored how much that hurt. I could deal with it later if I wasn’t being slowly digested in a large stomach. “Well, you gotta try,” I said, “because that’s what I need you to do. I need you to go.” I shoved my pack into his hands.

He took it but didn’t step back. “You don’t have to do this!”

I grinned rakishly at him. “Of course I do. I’m Sam of Wilds.”

“Don’t,” he begged. “Please, just wait. We’ll figure this—”

The forest floor lurched, knocking us apart. I landed on my back, staring up at the gray sky, rain falling on my face. It took a moment for my head to clear before I pushed myself up. I was near the edge of the creek, water splashing up and onto my hands. Ryan had fallen back toward the others. He was on his knees next to Gary and Tiggy. He started to rise, and I could see the determined set of his jaw. Once he was on his feet, he was going to come for me, like he always would.

Would he? the voice whispered. Would he always come for you? Humanity is such a strange thing to be afflicted with.


I looked toward the cliff edge.

Then back at Ryan.

Then toward the cliff again.

And decided to do the stupidest thing I’d ever done, regardless of what I’d just said to Ryan.

The problem with me having stupid ideas was that I tended to broadcast them on my face even before I spoke them aloud. Gary had said it was a manic expression, like I’d gone suddenly and unequivocally mad, and that it wasn’t very attractive on me. I’d glared at him. He’d licked my face.

So that must have been the look on my face when the idea hit me, and I could see Gary’s eyes widen, and Ryan shouted my name, but this was the only way. I had to get them to leave before it came.

“Kevin!” I bellowed. “Catch me!”

And without looking to make sure he’d heard, I ran along the creek as it started to break apart, toward the edge of the cliff. I had the forethought to send up a quick prayer to the gods that the drop was as far as I hoped it would be; otherwise Kevin wouldn’t be able to get to me in time. Either the fall would be short and I would die as soon as I hit the ground, or it’d be too short, and I’d land face-first in the mud and be really pissed off at myself.

I didn’t hesitate as I reached the edge of the cliff.

I jumped.

There was a brief moment when I hung suspended in the air, arms and legs cartwheeling, throat squeezing tightly as a scream rose through me, that I realized there was a reason people tried to plan ahead. It was to avoid moments exactly like this.

The drop was much, much bigger than I thought it would be.

In fact, I wouldn’t have been surprised if it was the biggest waterfall in all of Verania.

Birds flew below me.

Birds.

“Oh fuck,” I said weakly.

Then I started to fall.

Water splashed against my face as the wind roared in my ears. I started to gather my magic, sure I was going to die, trying to think of something, anything I could do to stop the inevitable death, all the while cursing myself for actually jumping off a fucking cliff to make sure my brave idiot of a boyfriend didn’t try to stand in front of me, all dashing and immaculate, while the biggest dragon in the world bore down upon us.

Ryan was right. I had stupid ideas.

It was not the best revelation to have while falling.

I had time for life to begin to flash before my eyes (and wasn’t that a disappointing thing to see, that I hadn’t done at least half of the sexual things I’d wanted to do to Ryan—why, oh why had I not thought to get one of those sex swings like Mama had at the Tilted Cross? It would have been glorious), and I thought lightning was beginning to arc from my fingertips to do what, I didn’t know, when there was a flash beside me, and claws circled around me, jerking me up upward, cutting off my manly screaming and knocking the breath from my chest.

“You idiot,” a voice snarled in my ear. “Ryan is going to murder you!”

I opened one eye first to make sure I hadn’t actually died. Instead I was being held in a gigantic fist, black wings spread wide and catching an updraft, dark eyes glittering dangerously at me.

“Dude,” I breathed. “That was awesome. I am a motherfucking genius. Hurray for not dying!”

“Yet,” Kevin snarked at me. “I’m pretty sure Ryan will take care of that for you once this is all over. I don’t think I’ve ever heard him make a noise like that before when you jumped. You’re lucky I was already coming after you.”

The adrenaline was still coursing through my veins, and I felt light-headed. “Yeah, but did you see how badass that was?” I demanded.

“So badass that you’ll probably not get laid for a year,” Kevin agreed. “Let me know if you’ll need some help with that.”

“They get out?” I asked, looking down, trying to see what I could. But we were stuck in some clouds, and they were wet against my face.

“Last I saw.”

“Good, now we just have to—”

There came a thunderous roar behind us.

“—not die,” I finished weakly. “Definitely not die.”

“That’s your plan?” Kevin screeched at me.

“It seemed like a good plan at the time!”

“We’re gonna die!

“Shut up and let me—”

We broke through the cloud that surrounded us, and the Dark Woods appeared below. I jerked around in Kevin’s grip, trying to look in all directions at once. At first there was nothing but trees and rain and more trees, and I bent forward, trying to look behind us. There was nothing there, absolutely nothing, but it couldn’t be hidden. It was too big. It had to be somewhere and I—

Something caught my eye behind us.

I squinted at it.

There was Kevin’s underbelly, his back legs, his tail, the clouds, and it looked as if they were starting to glow strangely. It was soft at first, like a lantern in the dark. But then it grew brighter until it was bright and furious orange, and my eyes widened as I began to beat Kevin’s claws with my fist.


“Oh my gods,” I squeaked. “Up, up, go up. He’s right behind us, and he’s breathing fire!”

“Hold on!” Kevin shouted, spreading his wings as far as they could go. We hit an updraft and rocketed skyward, but not before the clouds behind us broke apart with a burst of flames that hurtled toward us. I lifted my legs as high as they could go, muscles burning as I pressed my feet to Kevin’s underside.


The fire missed us by a good distance, but the heat from it was excruciating, and I thought my clothes were going to catch and burn. Kevin’s tail got caught in the fire, and he cried out before whipping it up and away.

“You good?”

“Yeah,” he said through gritted teeth as we rose through the clouds. “It’ll be fine. Just remind me to scratch his fucking face off when I get the chance.”

“Yeah, I don’t know if that’s a good idea. It seems like it would just piss him off. And if he’s not mad now, I don’t want to see what would happen when he was. Can you set me on your back? I’d rather be on top.”

“Baby, you can top me anytime.”

“Not gonna happen,” I muttered as he lowered his head and lifted his arm above his neck. I clambered on top of him, sliding between the spikes along his neck until I found the sweet spot on his back that allowed him to move as he needed to without the threat of knocking me off. I settled down between the boney spikes, grabbing one and pulling myself forward. With Ryan and Tiggy behind me, it’d been a snug fit, the half-giant holding us both so we wouldn’t slip off. Since I was alone now, I wrapped both arms around the spike and held on tightly.

I craned my neck to look behind us, half-convinced he would be right there, jaws stretched wide, fire blooming, but there was nothing. I didn’t know if that was better or worse.

“Do you see him?” I shouted down at Kevin, blinking against the rain.

“No. And I’m completely fine with that.”

“Get as high as you can! We need to stay above him.”

“We’ll lose the clouds if we go too high!” he snapped back.

“Just do it.”

“Then you better hold on to something.”

“What? Why are you—oh my fucking gods, you dick!”

Instead of being like a normal fucking dragon and rising gradually, Kevin turned his face upward, his body shifting until it was almost perpendicular to the ground. I held on as tightly as I could, pressing my face against the back spike, trying not to slide off. I started to lift off Kevin, my legs sliding back, and I squeezed my eyes shut, almost biting my tongue clean in half as we rose through the rainstorm. If it went on much longer, my arms were going to be the only thing on Kevin, and they were already tiring.

And then we broke through into sweet, warm sunlight.

I gasped as Kevin leveled out.

I opened my eyes.

The sun was bright. The sky was blue above us. There was a curve to the horizon, and it felt like I could see forever.

“Holy shit,” I said, my voice carried by the wind. “This is—”

It was calm. It was peaceful. It was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen.

Below us was a storm that stretched out across Verania.

Everything felt still. Like we’d crossed from one world into another.

“Have you ever been this high before?” I called down to Kevin, breathless.

“Once or twice,” he said. “But not in a very long time.”

“It’s… amazing. I can see why you fly.”

“Usually it’s without the threat of death. Well, that was before I met you. Now it seems like the only reason I’m in the air is if something wants to eat me or if I’m getting wizards blowing their whizbangs and their sparklies at me.”

“Dude. That sucks. My bad.”

“Eh, worth it.”

I took a deep breath and leaned over as far as I dared, trying to see if I could find the dragon before he found us.

I had a dizzying sense of vertigo as I stared down below us. The cloud cover belied how high we were, but what I was seeing wasn’t exactly what my brain was telling me. I saw the clouds below. But in my head, I could see straight through them all the way to the ground below.


“Oh man.” I swallowed thickly. “If I throw up on you, I am so sorry.”

“If you do, I’m going to eat you myself,” he said, glaring back at me.

“Bullshit. You love me too much.”

“Try and see, wizard. Remember the truth corn lady? I left her feet behind. I’ll leave nothing of you behind but the memories.”

“That…. Okay, that was actually quite impressive. Well played. Any vomit I might have had is now firmly back in my stomach where it belongs.”

“Thank you for sharing.”

There was nothing below us. I was starting to get uneasy. I would have thought the Great White would follow us much more closely. Granted, if he was as big as I thought he was, he couldn’t move as fast as Kevin. He would be a lumbering thing, something we needed to use to our advantage.

First I had to find him. I didn’t like the idea of going back down into the clouds, but if we didn’t see him soon, we’d have to. I couldn’t run the risk of him ignoring us and going after the others.

For the next minute, I scanned the clouds below us.

And it was the longest minute of my life.

I heard no voices in my head.

Felt no pulse of something like I had with the others.

And I thought that it was because he was shielding himself. That when I’d felt him before, it was because he let me.

I was about to tell Kevin that we had to go back down when I saw it.

I didn’t know what it was at first. There was something poking up above the clouds, thick and white, offset from the gray storm. It looked to be as wide as Kevin’s neck, which Tiggy couldn’t wrap his arms all the way around, even at the thinnest part, much to the dragon’s glee.

I narrowed my eyes, trying to make sure I wasn’t seeing an illusion. But I saw the way it split the clouds, like a fin below the surface of the water. Or below a sea of sand, and I shuddered at the reminder of the horrors that had hidden below the desert. I was about to point it out to Kevin when the thick white something rose even higher.

It was a boney protrusion.

Attached to the end of a wing.

A wing that made even Kevin’s impressive span pale in comparison.

“Oh my gods,” I whispered.

The wing split the clouds as it rose through them. It took me a moment to figure out that the dragon below us was flying sideways, one wing pointed up toward the sky, the other hidden below us toward the ground. The wing continued to rise through the clouds, getting bigger and bigger, until I was sure it was the biggest thing in the world.

Kevin tensed as he caught sight of the wing below us, the spikes on his back rattling together until he twitched and straightened them out, body rigid, wings spread and coasting on the wind to avoid making any sound. He turned his body until we were heading the same direction as the Great White, trailing behind him enough that we could dive into the clouds if needed.

There was a shadow of a body now, through the clouds. If it wasn’t an illusion, then we were most likely fucked. Kevin had grown in the last year until he was the size of the largest house in the City of Lockes, something that he was quite proud of.

The dragon below us appeared to be bigger than the castle itself.

The wing began to fall toward the clouds as the dragon straightened himself out. For a moment I was sure he was going to dip back below the clouds, but then he seemed to level out, large white spikes rising up from the cloud surface, much larger than the ones on Kevin’s back. I saw the quick flash of a long tail, the tip of which broke through the clouds before disappearing underneath.

But what was most magnificent and utterly terrifying was the hard ridge that rose on the top of his head as he moved above the clouds, fanning out in a half-spherical protrusion. Sharp, pointed juts of bone stuck out from the top of the crown, gleaming brightly in the sunlight.

It was exactly as I’d seen in the vision, down to the last detail.

It’d been real.

All of it.

What Vadoma had shown me was real.

“That,” I breathed unnecessarily, “is a big motherfucking dragon.”

Kevin turned toward me, eyes wide. “Do you think we could just leave it alone and go home now? I mean, honestly. Does it really matter if the bad guys win? We could always just move. I’ve heard living in exile is all the rage right now. Also, I don’t like how inadequate I feel. I liked being the biggest thing in the world before this. Do you know what this does to my self-esteem? You know Gary has a size kink. What if he sees this fucker and we don’t get back together because I don’t measure up?”

“I really don’t think that’s something we should be worrying about right now,” I hissed at him. “In case you didn’t know, there is a fucking dragon five times your size right below you.”

“And it begins. Oh look, Kevin, that dragon is bigger than you. Oh look, Kevin, he’s so charming. Oh Kevin, I’m so sorry, but I have to stay late at the office tonight and don’t know when I’m going to be home!”

“He’s going to hear you!”

He rolled his eyes. “You know our hearing isn’t that good. I’d be worried about him smelling us before he hears us. And his nose is still down in the storm, so that’ll fuck with his sense of smell. Watch. Hey! Hey, you! Unicorn-husband-stealing motherfucker! Up here!”

“Oh my gods shut the fuck up!” I snarled at him, sure that we were about to die.

“Ah, see? Didn’t even hear us.”

And he hadn’t. He moved slowly, his wings taking almost a full minute for each movement up and down. I thought he could probably move fast if he wanted to, but the boney crown was moving side to side, as if he were searching for us. The area behind the crown looked free of protrusions and spikes, but I didn’t know how to use that to our advantage. If only I could get down to it and try to talk to him. I could talk my way through almost anything. If that didn’t work, I could at least try to hit him in the eye as I’d done with all the others. That seemed to work too. Granted, the idea of punching a dragon’s eye that was probably twice the size of me wasn’t too appealing.

We coasted above the Great White for a time, the dragon below us moving almost lazily as he flew over a specific area. There were breaks in the clouds below as the rainstorm started rolling on, and I could see the tiny trees of the Dark Woods so very far away. My stomach felt oily at the sight of it, and more and more of the Great White came into view as the clouds cleared. It was the biggest creature I’d ever seen, all scale and spikes and muscle. Even my vision of him hadn’t truly impressed upon me the sheer scope of him.

“He’s not doing anything,” I said, frustrated.

“And we can’t take him head-on,” Kevin pointed out. “I may be faster, but I don’t know that I can outrun him forever. And I can’t feel him. Not like I could with the others.”

He was right about that. Aside from the initial wave of magic and the voice momentarily in my head, I couldn’t feel anything about the Great White. But it wasn’t as if he wasn’t there at all. Instead, there was a void in my mind where he should be.

Like he was shielding himself from me.

“We can’t keep this up,” I said. “Eventually he’s going to either look up or go back down. And we don’t know how far the others got. We can’t take the chance of him finding them before we do anything.”

“Dimitri will protect them,” Kevin said. “And now that I’ve said that aloud, I realize how ridiculous that is. We gotta do something. Now.”

I closed my eyes and raised my face toward the sun, trying to think of something, anything I could do to get the dragon’s attention that wouldn’t result in the immediate and most likely painful death of Kevin and myself. If only we could get closer somehow and just get him to listen to me. But I didn’t know how amenable he would be to Kevin being near him, and it wasn’t like I could get to him by myself to—

I opened my eyes.

“Oh no,” I whispered fervently. “I’ve just had the worst idea ever.”

My skin felt cold as I peered back down at the dragon below us. Either this would work or I would die, and the chances were greater for the latter than the former. But we were running out of time, the forest below us revealed as the clouds disappeared. I thought maybe that’s what the dragon had been moving in circles for, that his massive size had been enough to shift the clouds away.

Smoke streamed from his nostrils, leaving trails behind him that rippled along the massive spikes on his back. His tail moved back and forth almost lazily. The crown of his head turned from side to side as he scanned for something, most likely me.

“I’m gonna do this,” I said, trying to psych myself up. “I’m gonna do this.”

“What?” Kevin asked, starting to sound slightly hysterical. “What are you gonna do?”

“I need you to get above him,” I said, never taking my eyes off the Great White. “Don’t let him see you. The sun is low enough that your shadow should stay behind him if we move quick enough. Get as close to his front as possible, but don’t go any lower.”

He looked back at me with narrowed eyes. “Why do I have a feeling you’re planning something that Gary’s going to yell at me for?”

“Least of my worries right now,” I said through gritted teeth, mouth flooding with saliva in that way that signaled I was about to be sick. “Oh my gods, I am so fucking stupid. Oh gods.”

But I didn’t have a choice.

Kevin moved carefully, making sure to approach the Great White from the rear. It was only moments before we were above him, Kevin’s shadow encompassed by the Great White’s on the earth below. We couldn’t stay right here forever. If I was going to do this, I had to do it soon.

My hands were sweating.

My heart was about to beat out of my chest.

My breaths were light and quick.

Everything was in sharp clarity, the colors bright.

I said, “Listen to me. Whatever you do, you don’t come after me. You get the hell out of here. Find the others. You tell—you tell them this was my choice. That I did this because it was the right thing to do.”

“What the hell are you doing?” he demanded.

“I need you to trust me.”

“Trust you? I barely even know you!”

I grinned at him. “Love you too, dude.”

And then I pulled myself up until I was standing on Kevin’s back, the wind whipping around me.

“No,” Kevin said, shaking his head furiously. “Don’t you do it. You hear me? Don’t you—”

I ignored him as I turned away, facing his tail, my arms behind me as I held on to the spike on his back.

“Sam! You sit your ass back down right now!”

I took in a deep breath and let it out slow.

“Who the fuck do you think you are!”

I glanced over my shoulder, winking at him. “I’m Sam of Wilds. See you soon.”

And then I turned and started running.

Kevin’s back was wide enough that I was able to move left or right to dodge the spikes. The muscles beneath my feet shifted as he tensed. The wind at my back pushed me along, my strides swift and sure. My eyes watered. I heard him shout my name as I reached his midback. I heard him scream for me as I neared his tail, but it was muted now. The blood was roaring in my ears, the scars on my chest felt as if they were electrified, and I saw green and gold darting around the edges of my vision. There was magic here. It carried me past the moment of no return, my mind whiting out at the last possible second.

I took a breath.

I balled my hands into fists.

And then I leaped from Kevin’s back into nothing, narrowly avoiding his tail as it whipped by me.

It wasn’t like jumping from the cliff.

I wasn’t suspended in midair.

I saw the sun, and then I saw the dragon and the clouds below as I began to fall.

Kevin roared above me.

I folded my hands against my sides as I fell face-first toward the Great White.

BAD IDEA, my brain supplied helpfully. THIS WAS A VERY BAD IDEA.

It took only seconds, but they passed by in an age.

I didn’t even have the wherewithal to scream as I plummeted toward the Great White.

I narrowed my eyes against the wind.

There was the green-black of the forest, but then all I could see was white, white, white, and the moment before I landed, the moment before I crashed into it, I thought, no, and the green and gold were as bright as I’d ever seen them. The air around me liquefied, the moisture being sucked out of the sky and gathering below me, water swirling in a swift eddy until it was bigger than I was. I hit the surface of the water, feeling it close up and over my head, slowing my descent, bubbles trailing from my nose and mouth. I slid through the depths of it, burst through the other side in a shower of droplets that caught the sunlight around me, glittering brightly.

I landed on the back of the Great White’s neck, water raining down around me, in the shadow of the dragon’s crown.

“That,” I wheezed, rolling onto my back, “was so fucking awesome. Stupid, but fucking awesome.”

And the dragon known as the Great White said, “Wizard.”






Chapter 19: The Choice

 

 

I PUSHED myself up slowly, the skin beneath my hands wrinkled and tough. It was thrumming, like it was roiling with magic just underneath the surface. It was warm and vital and alive in a way I’d never felt before. The way it emanated from the dragon was overwhelming, and the green and gold felt out of control, like if I were to just let it go, my magic would take over and everything could be consumed.

It was a seductive thought.

I tried to push it away.

Why, though? a little voice whispered in my head. Why can’t you let it? It would be so easy. All you have to do is close your eyes, and there will be green, and there will be gold, and it will become everything you hoped it would be. The things you could do with it, Sam. You could end this. You could end him. And then the star dragon would be a liar. There would be no sacrifice. Vadoma would be a liar. Ryan would not be upon a slab of stone, a shell, a husk, that which makes him him having crossed the veil.

I squeezed my eyes shut, gritting my teeth against the onslaught. Because that voice was right, wasn’t it? It would be easier. To let it all out, to see what I could become, to be stronger than anything else in the world, stronger than Myrin. I could control it. I knew I could. I could control it and shove it back when I was finished—

“No,” I ground out, hands fisted at my sides. The air tasted burned and crisp around me, like it was lightning-struck. I opened my eyes, and everything was covered in a haze of white, like the brightest light was shining from within me. It was too much, too strong, too powerful, and I wanted it, and I didn’t. It was everything and nothing, and as it railed against me, as it bowled over me, I knew it was right there, right there for the taking, and all I had to do was—

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.

“No,” I whispered.

And then it was gone.

All that was left was the sky above. The clouds below.

I stood upon the back of the oldest living creature in the known world, his great wings moving slowly up and down. I couldn’t see Kevin, though I thought he was near, having ignored my order to find the others. He was stupid like that. I might have loved him just a little bit.

“Why have you come here?” a voice asked, the words reverberating all around me. I couldn’t be sure if they were spoken aloud or just in my head, but I didn’t think it mattered.

I stepped forward until I was back in the shadow of the crown, which blocked out the worst of the wind. I reached up and pressed a hand against it. It was smooth, the skin stretched tight over bone that was as hard as steel. The moment my fingers touched the Great White, there was a little burst of light in my head, and I thought of Zero, the way his garden had grown in the ruins in the desert, of Pat and Leslie, their devotion to each other, the weight and power of their dreams.

And I thought of Kevin, bright and brash Kevin, who’d been scared and unsure of his place in the world until he’d carved himself a home in the hearts of a hornless unicorn, a half-giant, a knight, and a wizard’s apprentice.

I pulled away from the Great White, seeing my handprint left upon his crown, the green and gold burning like a brand into his skin. I watched as it faded until it disappeared altogether.

“Just because my kin believe in you, apprentice, does not mean you have what it takes to fulfill what the gods have demanded of you.”

I stared up at the back of the dragon’s crown, unsure of what to do next. Unfortunately for me, my mouth moved before my brain did. “Dude, four out of five ain’t bad, you gotta give me that at least. And the star dragon keeps saying he’s impartial, but we both know that’s a lie. Also, it’d be totally cool if you could stay out of my head, because that’s just rude. Don’t be a dick.”

Man, Morgan and Randall were going to kick my ass if they ever found out about this.

“Why are you here?” the Great White asked again.

“You know why.”

“I would hear you speak it.”

I was barely able to restrain the eye roll as I began to list the reasons rapid-fire. “The short version? Prophecy, villain, bad-touch grandma, sexy wannabe cornerstone, snake dragon monster thing, mated lesbians, my boo, best friends, adventures that are capitalized so you know they’re true, saving the world, best friends 5eva, the King, Pete, my parents, the people who hate me because of Lady Fucking Tina who I loathe with a fiery passion that will never cease, my home, my country, Morgan, Myrin, Randall, who, by the way, told me to tell you that I can be as annoying as anyone or anything you’ve ever seen before in your long, long life. I think that about covers it all.” I frowned. “Wait, no, also, I’m here because I need your help, and it’d be super cool if we could just do this thing without the whole rawr-I’m-going-to-pretend-to-eat-you-but-it’s-actually-just-a-test thing that dragons seem to do to me for reasons I still don’t quite understand. Okay, now that’s all.”

There was a beat of silence. Then, “It would appear Randall was correct,” the Great White rumbled. “For once in his life.”

“Because that’s what you took away from that whole speech,” I said. “And I take offense to that. I was bad-touched by my grandma. Come on, dude. Priorities.”

“I warned you,” he said. “In the woods. I warned you. And yet here you stand.”

“Yeah, I know you don’t know me and all, but seriously. Telling me not to do something is a surefire way to make me do it. I’m kind of an asshole that way. Also, not to be repetitious, but four out of five dragons. That’s gotta count for something.”

“I see your heart, apprentice,” he said. “There is strength within it. And goodness. Even now, after everything you’ve done, after everything that’s been done to you, you have not allowed yourself to be consumed by the darker path of magic. That is to be commended, given the power you wield. But still I stand by my prior decree: you are not ready.”

“That’s fucked,” I said, a little angrier than I’d been just a moment ago. “That’s fucked, and you know it. I have done everything that has been asked of me. All of this was pushed down upon me, all these secrets and lies and a godsdamn destiny that I never asked for, and I have done it all. I went to the desert. I went to the mountains. I have faced Myrin and survived. These are not my sins, but I’ve taken their burden upon me. You don’t get to tell me I’m not ready when I’ve done everything I’ve been told to do.”

“You have fire,” the dragon said. “And strong wits about you. But you are reckless. Arrogant. You do not understand the weight of sacrifice, the power in facing what is lost.”

“And you do?” I demanded. “You turned your back on Randall when he needed you the most! He had you, and then Myrin came and you left. You were his mentor. You should have been there for him. You should have been there when Myrin fell into darkness, but you hid yourself away in the woods, sleeping the centuries away while he and Morgan suffered—”

“Don’t you speak to me about suffering,” the Great White snarled, and there was a burst of pure white magic all around me that I could do nothing to fight. I was rooted in place, unable to move. “You know nothing about suffering. I warned him of the path that leads to darkness, and he made his own choices. He is human; therefore, he is fallible. He fell prey to the entrapments of his kind, of love and loyalty to one who would bring him to ruin. And here you stand, speaking of a unicorn and a half-giant and a knight. Tell me, wizard. If you could end this now, if you could save the world and all its people, would you sacrifice the ones you love?”

“I would find another way,” I snapped.

“And while you are finding this other way, the world descends into chaos and madness. Villains will rise and heroes will fall because you cannot make the decisions necessary. There is no place in this world for love, not while it stands upon the brink of destruction. I warned Randall. I told him of the dangers of giving his heart unto another, and he ignored my counsel.”

“Myrin was his cornerstone! You can’t ignore that kind of magic!”

“You can,” the Great White said. “You can, and if you hope to succeed, if you hope to fulfill your destiny, you must do what Randall could not, Sam of Wilds.”

“What?” I breathed, skin buzzing.

The dragon’s wings suddenly folded into his sides as he tilted his head downward. I was knocked off my feet and landed on my back against the inside of the crown. I was pinned in place by sheer force as he hurtled toward the earth. The sky disappeared into a mass of swirling clouds. Thunder rumbled around us, and lightning flashed. Rain slashed down as I closed my eyes, waiting for whatever end was to come.

His great wings opened, the air causing them to billow like sails. The pressure against my body increased exponentially until I thought I would be crushed under the weight of it, but as he slowed to land, it lessened quickly, and I slid from the crown back down to his neck.

I knew the moment he touched down, hearing the felling of trees, the branches and trunks cracking and splintering under the sheer mass of him. I ran for it, moving out from underneath the crown toward his right side. The rain hit hard, and I was instantly soaked as my feet slid out from under me, sending me sprawling. I landed roughly on dragon skin and began to slip off his side. There was a moment that I was freefalling before I was snatched out of the air and clutched against a familiar chest.

“Kevin?”

“You fucking idiot,” he snarled at me as he landed a ways off from the Great White, who made no move to follow. “What the hell were you thinking?”

“Honestly? I don’t know that I really was.”

“No shit. There’s going to be no end to how much Gary, Tiggy, and Ryan are going to murder you.”

“Eh. We were above the clouds. They didn’t see anything.”

“Oh, trust me, they’ll know.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” I said, glaring up at him.

He bared his teeth. “Watch me, pretty. Think of it as payback for the heart attacks you almost gave me. I have six of them, Sam. Have you ever felt a heart attack coming on in six hearts?”

Maybe that made me feel a little guilty. “What would I have to do to make you keep this to yourself?”

He grinned. “Oh, I’m sure I can think of something.”

I grimaced. “Dude. Stop leering at me. It’s disturbing and gross and—”

“Are you quite finished?”

“Eep,” Kevin and I both said.

The Great White was crouched down toward the ground, his massive head cocked, eyes narrowed as he watched us. The destruction from his landing was terrifying, dozens of trees having been torn from their roots, crushed under his extraordinary hands and feet. His tail lay curled around him, ending in a barbed club of what looked like pure bone. His wings were folded at his sides, and I wondered how something so large could have remained hidden for so long.

“Okay,” Kevin said, “I’m feeling a little insecure about my size right about now.”

“You,” the Great White said. “Dragon.”


“Who is he talking to?” Kevin whispered to me.

I sighed. “You’re the only other dragon here.”

“Oh. Shit. Right. Okay. I’ve got this. Watch and learn.”

“Wait! Don’t do that weird thing where you talk like—”

“Greetings, O massive one,” Kevin said. “I hear ye spaketh to me. I shall spaketh to thee in return so that thou and thine may spaketh together in conversationeth like dragons of old. Eth.”


“Godsdammit,” I muttered.

“I’m so good at negotiation,” Kevin whispered to me.

“We’re not negotiating!”

He ignored me. “Hear ye, hear ye, oh gigantic dragon! In exchangeth for your services in destroying the villain knowneth as Myrin, I offer to you a favor in return!”

“And what favor is this?” the Great White asked.

“Maybe you should stop talking,” I suggested to Kevin. “Seeing as how he could eat us both in a single bite.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, pretty,” Kevin said. “I’m a dragon. He’s a dragon. We’re practically best friends already. Besides, I know how to handle situations just like this.” He raised his voice again as he addressed the Great White. “Thou are truly a gracious dragon. And I promise, no trickery to attract thou thither.”

“That’s not even a word!”

“It is so a word! Forgive him, oh significant one! He knoweth not of what he spaketh. He is a human, so therefore he is naturally stupideth and tiny and smells odd, but I like him, so I put up with him. Thou art understandeth me?”

“Put up with me? Now you wait just a godsdamn minute—”

“A favor!” Kevin said brightly, though something sounded off about it. “If you assist us in our quest of the destiny of dragons to end the darkness that surrounds Verania, I shall bestow upon you the greatest thing I have to give: my hoard.”

“And furthermore, it is I who has to put up with you—wait. What?”

“My hoard,” Kevin repeated, not looking down at me. “I will give unto you my hoard.”

“You would give to me your hoard?” the Great White said, sounding surprised for the first time since I’d heard him speak.


“Kevin,” I said, feeling numb. “You can’t. You know what your hoard means to you. It’s—”

“It’s not much,” Kevin admitted. “I have a lot of books because I adore stories of adventure. And I have brooms. Many, many brooms for reasons I do not wish to discuss presently. But there are gold and gems and coins and all manner of shiny things. But I would give it to you if it meant you would help us.”


“All of it?” the Great White asked as thunder rippled overhead.

Kevin swallowed thickly. “All of it.”

“Stop,” I said hoarsely. “You stop it. You hear me? You stop it right now. You stupid dragon. Why would you do that?”

Kevin finally looked down at me. “Because it’s the only thing I have to give, Sam. Of course I would give it up for you. And besides, I have a second hoard already that I refuse to part with. Do you know what that hoard is?”

I shook my head, blinking away the burn.

He pulled me up until we were eye level, leaning close. “Are you ready? Are you ready to hear what my second hoard is?”

I nodded slowly, sure that I was about to hear the greatest secret in the known world.

He whispered, “I would give him my hoard of books and brooms and shinies, because I already have a second hoard that means more to me than anything else. It’s the hoard of friendship.”

I gaped at him.

He stared at me, eyes wide, unblinking.

I gaped at him some more.

He had to blink a little because of the rain.

“Dude,” I finally managed to say. “That was the dumbest thing I have ever heard anyone say ever. And it totally gave me a heart boner! You asshole.”

“Ha! I made you have feelings.”

“You bitch!”

“And since I gave you a boner,” he purred, tongue snaking out and scraping along my cheek, “I can think of at least six things we can do with it.”

“Ugh,” I moaned, trying to wipe the copious amount of dragon spit off my face. “It’s a heart boner, you dick. Not a real one.”

“Give me forty seconds. I can make it a real one.”

“Trial reconciliation,” I reminded him.

He sighed. “With my love. Yes, you’re right. I cannot do anything to jeopardize that. Good thinking. But if your mother and I choose to end it, you’ll be the first one I come to for comfort. And by comfort, I mean—”

“I know what you mean,” I said hastily.

He nodded. “Good. Good, glad you know.” Then, “Okay, but just so we’re clear, comfort means really dirty sex. Like, really gross. As in I’ll do things to you that will make you so uncomfortable, you won’t know whether to spread your legs or get a restraining order.”

“I already know which one I’m leaning toward,” I assured him. I reached out and ran my hand along the top of his snout. “You didn’t have to offer that.”

He shrugged as if it was nothing, but I could see the way his eyes darted to the side. “I’d do anything for you, Sam. You’re my friend.”

“I know,” I said. “Which is why I can’t let you do that.” I twisted in his grip until I was looking back at the Great White. “You can’t have his hoard. I won’t let you take it from him.”

“Sam—”

“No,” I told him. “That’s not how this works. You shouldn’t have to give up anything. Not one single thing. Not to him. Not to anyone.”

“Curious,” the Great White said. “You are both but children, barely having learned to crawl, but there is loyalty between you that extends so much further than one would think. I wonder if the gods could have predicted this. Tell me, youngling, why would you be willing to sacrifice your hoard for this… this human?”

“Because he would do the same for me,” Kevin said, rain sluicing down his snout.

“We’re bros,” I told the Great White. “That’s what bros do for each other.”

“He’s also my stepson who I would just destroy if he—”

“Dude.”

“Oh. Right. There’s a time and place for everything. My bad.”

“So not what I meant.”

“It’s cool. We can just talk about this later.”

“Gods, seriously.”

“My word, Sam, stop trying to argue my way into your pants. It’s unbecoming in front of present company.” He looked back at the Great White. “Sorry about this. You know how Sam gets. Oh, that’s right. You don’t know how Sam gets. Are you in for a rude awakening.”

“Heart boner gone,” I muttered.

“I have no need of your hoard,” the Great White said as he shifted, knocking down another section of the forest with his tail. “There is only one thing that I require.”

I had a feeling I didn’t want the answer. “And what is that?”

The Great White raised his head until he loomed over us. Lightning flashed behind him, electricity crawling through the dark clouds. I blinked against the rain. “I will make you the wizard you need to be. By the time I am done with you, your training will be complete. There will be no need of the Trials. You will ascend from an apprentice to a full-fledged wizard, and in doing so, will have the power and strength needed to harness all of the dragons of Verania. Only then will you be able to defeat the man in shadows.”

“But Morgan is—”

“Morgan is your mentor,” he said. “But he is also the brother of the villain you must defeat. The same villain that has marked you for consumption.”

A chill rolled down my spine. “How do you know about that?”

“I can sense it along your skin, Sam of Wilds. It leaks.”

“What does that have to do with Morgan?”

“He and Randall could not do what was right when the time came. They were given the chance to end the darkness before it became something more. Because of their weakness, because of their love, they chose instead to banish him.”

“They did it because they had hope, however slim it may have been.”

“Which is a weakness,” the Great White snarled. “Do you not fault them for their choices?”

I had. I thought maybe I still did. But I also thought I understood it more than I ever had before. “Would it have mattered?” I asked instead. “It’s always been leading to this, hasn’t it? The prophecy. My destiny. It’s a path set long before I was ever even a thought.”

“Possibly,” the dragon admitted begrudgingly. “But the paths set in stone can often be diverted.”

“Stone crumbles,” I whispered.

“Indeed.”

“What are you asking of me?”

The dragon’s eyes began to glow, white and pure. I felt him swirl within me, the strength of him overwhelming. I thought it more than all the other dragons combined. It took my breath away, the sheer size of it. My own eyes burned again, and I knew they were shining brightly in response.

The dragon spoke, whether aloud or in my head, I didn’t know.

But he was everywhere.

He said,

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.

 

I blinked. “Did you—did you just rhyme at me?”

“Was that supposed to be a love poem?” Kevin asked, sounding confused. “Because I thought love poems were supposed to be about dicks and stuff. Like, roses are red, violets are blue, I would love it if I could put my penis in you.”

“He wasn’t telling me a love poem,” I said, sounding scandalized. “What the hell.”

“He was asking you to run away with him,” Kevin pointed out. “In this forest deep. He was probably talking about his butthole. Which, I mean, I suppose you can do that. If you want. But seriously. I’m all the dragon you’ll ever need. You know what they say, once you go Kevin, you’ll finally know heaven.”

“Oh my gods. Name one person besides Gary that says that.”

“Carl.”

“Who the fuck is Carl?”

“This guy. From this thing.”

“What guy from what thing?”

“This thing. You weren’t there.”

“Where was I?”

“At the… food. Store.”

“The food store.”

“Yes. The food store. You were buying food.”


“What kind of food?”

“Grapefruits.”

“Aha! I have never bought grapefruits in my life! I don’t even like grapefruit!”

“Curse your strangely specific palate!”

I turned back toward the Great White, feeling smug. “Yeah, dude. Listen. I’m not going to do whatever your weird little poem said. I’m just going to ask you to help me. That’s all I’m here for. So, mighty dragon, will you please assist me in protecting Verania from a douchebag villain?”

And the Great White said, “No.”

I… was at a loss for words. “Um. What?”

“I said no.”

“Why not?” I demanded.

“Are you willing to cut ties with the human world and follow me?”

I snorted as I tilted my head back to look at Kevin. “Is he being serious right now?”

“I think he’s being serious right now.”

I looked back at the Great White. “You want me to follow you. Into the Dark Woods. For up to a year. To become a full-fledged wizard. And in doing so, say goodbye to my friends and family.”

“Yes.”

“Not gonna happen, dude.”

“Then we’re done.” He began to turn away, the ground beneath us shaking with every lumbering step he took.

“Hey! Hey, now wait just a godsdamn minute!”

He didn’t stop.

“Kevin!”

“On it,” he said, spreading his wings. We lifted off the ground, and he moved quickly, flying up and over the Great White, then landing in front of him, blocking his path. Kevin kept his wings spread, as if he thought the bigger he looked, the more intimidating he’d be. I didn’t have the heart to tell him it wasn’t really working.

The Great White looked down at us, eyes narrowed.

“You can’t just leave!” I demanded of the rather large dragon who could have squashed us both. I wondered if this was what Randall meant when he said that sometimes I could be really stupid.

“Can’t I?” the Great White said, lips curling over enormous teeth. “I made my offer. It was declined. I see no reason for anything further to be said.”

“I can’t just leave with you. And for a year? Are you out of your mind? One, the desert dragon is only awake for a year. Two, what do you think Myrin would do to Verania while I’m gone? Three, I won’t leave my family behind. Especially not my cornerstone.”

“Cornerstones,” the Great White said with a derisive huff. “You put so much weight upon them, and for what? Assurance? Security? What exactly does a cornerstone do for you?”

“A cornerstone keeps a wizard from going Dark,” I recited dutifully, not sounding as sure as I’d hoped I would.

“Why should that be dependent upon a single person?” the Great White asked. “Should you not have the strength within yourself to keep from falling into darkness?”

“Morgan and Randall said—”

“Randall’s cornerstone turned away from the light, and Randall himself did not. Morgan of Shadows lost his cornerstone to time, and yet he still stands as the right hand of the King. They have survived centuries without their cornerstones at their sides, and you don’t think you could last a year?”

“But they—”

“They have told you what they wanted you to hear. A fairy tale, Sam of Wilds, and nothing more. A cornerstone does not keep you from madness. That is something you must do yourself. I am offering you something that you should not consider lightly. The path is set in front of you. It diverges. Only you can decide which direction you take. It matters not to me.”

“How can you say that?” I snapped. “If Myrin comes for us all, he’ll eventually come for you!”

The Great White bared his teeth, and Kevin clutched me tightly to his chest. “Do you think the follies of men matter to me in the slightest? I am older than men. I watched as you crawled from the oceans, gasping for breath. I watched as you swung from the trees. I watched as you stood on two legs for the first time. I watched as your minds grew into conscious thought only to give way to greed. Humanity has been a blight upon this world. Its destruction would be no great loss. I have survived much, much worse than Myrin. Let him come. Maybe a cleansing is what is necessary to destroy the cancer.”

“You’d let that happen?” I was stunned. “You’d let the world fall?”

“It’s a course correction, apprentice. Sometimes it is necessary.”

“I won’t let that happen.”

“You will try,” the Great White said. “I have known about you, Sam of Wilds, for a very long time. I must say that I’m not impressed. You think with your heart and not with your head. It will be your undoing. You do not know suffering. You do not know sacrifice. Everything has been handed to you. You are haughty and irresponsible. You act without thinking and somehow land on your feet. That will not always be the case. One day you will learn what sorrow is. And it will be more damning than you could possibly imagine. Come away with me, apprentice. In this forest deep. Into the dark of the wild. A year is what I require of you. Leave all the trappings of your humanity behind and I will give you the power to bring an end to the darkness.”

“Kevin,” I said flatly while glaring up at the Great White, “we’re done here.”

“Sam—”

“No. This was obviously a waste of time. He’s not going to help us. We need to find the others. They’re probably worried.”

Kevin sighed. “That’s most likely an understatement. I can already hear Gary’s… everything.”

“I told you once that you were not ready,” the Great White said, and I was so done with all his shit. “It would seem that I was right. You are just like all the others that have come before you. It will bring you nothing but ruination.”

I sputtered at him, but he was already lumbering past us, the ground shaking, the trees crashing down. “Yeah, well, screw you, pal!”

He ignored me.

But I’d gotten the last word in, so I won.

“He must be really fun at parties,” Kevin muttered. “How disappointing. You meet your idol, your idol turns out to be this weird old conspiracy theorist who wants you to follow him into the woods alone. This is why you should never look up to anyone. You always end up being let down or creeped out. Well, except for me. Everyone looks up to me and gets exactly what they are hoping for.”

“A gaping asshole and a variety of sexually transmitted diseases?”

Kevin smiled softly down at me. “You honor me, pretty.”

We watched as the Great White headed deep into the Dark Woods. Eventually he disappeared from sight.

 

 

THE FAIRIES found us first, glowing brightly in the fading light.

They swirled around the ruins of the forest, exclaiming over the fallen trees and trampled animals that still twitched, even though some of their insides were on their outsides.

Kevin sat me down as Dimitri approached, wings flapping furiously. “What have you done?” he demanded.

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t have the time or the patience for your shit right now, Dimitri. I really don’t.”

He glanced up at Kevin, then back at me, eyes narrowed. “Did you offend him?”

“Me? I don’t offend anyone.”

“You offend me!” one of the fairies screeched.

“Except for Harry,” I said, rolling my eyes. “But he doesn’t count because he’s still pissed at me that he wasn’t able to go through with the officiating of when you tried to force me to marry you. Which was forever ago, and he should get over it!” I added, raising my voice and glaring at Harry.

“You will tell me what you did,” Dimitri said, fluttering in front of my face.

I waved my hand as if trying to get rid of an annoying insect. “I declined a ridiculous invitation. Also, you should know that the Great White is a bit of an asshole. In case you were wondering.”

“You declined. An invitation. By the Great White.”

“Wow,” I said. “I didn’t know your face could turn that purple. That’s impressive.”

“Do you wish to die?” Dimitri snarled at me.

I cocked my head at him. “Was that a threat? Because that sounded like a threat.”

“You need him. You know what the prophecy says! You require—”

“You know what?” I took a step toward him. “I am getting sick and tired of people telling me what I need. What I must do. What’s required of me. And I’m really fucking sick and tired of this godsdamn prophecy. I never asked for this. I never wanted this. This was thrust upon me, and I am paying for the sins of those that came before me. The Great White chose to walk away without helping me. Without helping Verania. He has turned his back on me and all of you. I could do the same. I could turn my back on the people that need me the most, because I am tired of it all. But I’m not going to do that, because I am better than that. I’ve stopped Myrin before on my own. And now I have four dragons to back me up. It will be enough.”

I spun on my heels, pushing past Kevin and leaving the fairies behind.

I heard Dimitri speak quietly after me.

He said, “For all our sakes, I hope you’re right, Sam of Wilds.”

I didn’t look back.

 

 

GARY AND Tiggy and Ryan all yelled at me when they found us a couple of hours later.

Justin did that thing where he looked like he didn’t care, but obviously it was just an act because best friends 5eva.

“Is it done?” the Prince asked when the others had finally quieted down. Tiggy had gathered Gary and me in his arms, holding us close. Ryan stood next to him, hand wrapped around my ankle, anchoring me to him. I felt a little bit better. I loved my idiots. “Did he agree to help you?”

I smiled at him. It felt stretched too wide. My hands trembled the barest amount. “It doesn’t matter. It’s time to go home.”

And with that, we began the journey toward the City of Lockes.

 

 

THERE WAS a moment before we left the Dark Woods that I felt a little pulse at the back of my mind, a white light that echoed dully.

He whispered, Remember, apprentice: a year is what I will require when you return to me. And make no mistake, you will return.

And then it was gone.






IV: City of Lockes






Chapter 20: Home Again

 

 

ANYTIME WE came home to Castle Lockes, there was always a raucous welcome, the King, Morgan, and my parents all happy and excited to see us return.

This time was no different.

We’d been gone for a long time, far longer than we ever had before.

I didn’t think I could be blamed for the way my eyes burned at the sight of my parents standing next to Pete and the King at the gates to Castle Lockes, the word of our homecoming having spread as soon as we entered the City gates.

“Sam?” Rosemary Haversford said. “Sam?”

And then she was running toward me, dark hair trailing behind her, dress billowing, shoes smacking against the cobblestone. My breath hitched in my chest at her bright smile, the way her wet eyes shone.

She was upon me before I could take another step, her arms wrapped around my shoulders, her head tucked just underneath my chin. I sagged against her as she laughed. “My boy,” she whispered. “My son. Sam. Oh, Sam. You’ve come home.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

I felt a big hand on the back of my neck as Joshua Haversford, my father, leaned forward, pressing his forehead near my ear. “Hello, Sam,” he said in that big voice of his.

“Hi, Dad,” I managed to say.

And it was good.

 

 

I COULDN’T sleep.

It was strange. We’d been on the road for ages, staying in taverns when we could but mostly camping out on the side of the road upon thin blankets as we dozed around a fire, our stomachs grumbling with hunger.

But here I was in my bed, full from a feast in our honor, not having to worry about waking up in a few hours to take my turn on watch, and I was wide-awake, staring at the ceiling.

Ryan was curled next to me, snoring lightly on my shoulder, his legs tangled with mine, arm thrown over my chest. His hair was longer than it’d been for some time, and I knew it’d most likely be shorn off the very next day, bright and early, along with his epic adventure beard, before he met with his knights. They’d line up for his inspection, and he’d have a hardened expression on his face. He’d bark orders at them, growl at them for smudges on their armor or the dullness of their blades. They’d stare straight ahead while he berated them, but they would all know it was an act. He would be happy to be standing in front of his knights again, and they’d be thrilled to have their commander back.

He deserved it.

And he obviously had no problem sleeping, if the drool on my shoulder meant anything.

I closed my eyes again, trying to clear my mind, focusing on the sounds of the castle.

I opened them again minutes later.

I sighed and slid out from underneath Ryan, careful not to wake him.

He rolled over onto my pillow, smacking his lips and sighing. I leaned down and pressed a kiss against his cheek.


He slept on.

The halls of Castle Lockes were mostly empty. I nodded at the knights who stood guard in various entryways, but didn’t stop to talk to them. I was too busy sorting through the tangled web in my head, trying to find a thread to start with, to tug on to see where it would lead me.

I found myself in the gardens, the stars shining down upon me. They didn’t mean to me what they had when I was a child, or even a year ago. Not with everything I knew now. I couldn’t see myself wishing upon them, or at least not in the way I used to. Knowing that the gods were actually listening to me but doing nothing but shuffling me as a pawn upon their cosmic board took a bit of the magic away.

I walked through the plants and flowers until I came upon the hidden entrance toward the rear that led to my mother’s secret garden. I hadn’t been back here in a long time, not since that night before Ryan’s wedding to Justin when I told him that he was my lightning-struck heart, that I thought I loved him. Everything that had followed had been a whirlwind, and I’d been caught up in it.

I pushed my way into the secret garden and—

“My King?”

Good King Anthony of Verania sat on a bench my father had made for my mother, a lantern lit next to him, a book sitting unread on his lap.

“Sam,” he said, mustache twitching as he gave me a small smile. “It is rather late. After all the excitement, I would have thought you’d have dropped off to sleep immediately.”

I shrugged, playing with the hem of my tunic. “Me too. But you know how it goes.”

He nodded sagely. “I do. But mine comes with the curse of age, something you should not be experiencing for quite a long time to come.”

“I suppose.”

He patted the bench beside him. “Come, Sam. I would have you sit with me. It’s been a long while since I’ve had some alone time with you.”

“At least buy me dinner first, Your Majesty,” I teased him as I stepped toward the bench.

He rolled his eyes fondly. “Sit your ass down, Sam.”

I did. He put his arm around me, and I laid my head upon his shoulder. We sat quietly for a while, watching the fireflies dancing in my mother’s garden. Instead of trying to think of everything, I thought of nothing at all, allowing myself to just breathe.

The King spoke first. “Justin told me of your adventures.”

“Did he?”

“Yes.”

“We’re best friends.”

“Are you.”

“5eva. And before you ask, yes, he knows this, because I tell him all the time.”

“Is that right.”

“And as such, I assume he told you how awesome I was and that everything that happened went exactly as I planned and I looked amazing while doing said plans.”

“That… isn’t quite how it came out.”

I sighed. “He gushed and used more superlatives? Gosh, that’s so like him when he talks about me. I’m not a god, King. I’m just a man, no matter what Justin says.”

The King chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you for watching out for him.”

“It’s what we do.”

“He’s worried about you.”

I stiffened slightly. “How so?”

“He thinks all of this might be too much for you.”

I tried to pull away from the King, but his arm tightened around me. “No offense, Your Highness, but your son should keep his mouth shut.”

“Unless he’s singing your praises?”

“Precisely. In fact, that’s how it should be for everyone. If you could make that a law, I’d greatly appreciate it. And maybe do something about those We-Hate-Sam-A-Lot posters I saw on the sides of buildings when we came back into the City.”

“Saw those, did you?”

“Yeah. And they wouldn’t have bothered me as much if they hadn’t drawn me as a demon with the bodies of children and puppies littered around me. I mean, I haven’t used children and/or puppies in a spell in at least a month.”

“I have noticed an increase in both children and puppies in the City since your departure.”

“Oh, no worries. I’ll make sure to take care of that now that I’m back.”

“Dissenters often are the loudest because they feel the need to shout,” the King said, squeezing my shoulder. “I hope you know that.”

“Have there been many articles written about me in the paper since I’ve been gone?”

“Oh, yes. Daily.”

“And how many signatures on that petition that demanded my removal as the apprentice to the King’s Wizard?”

“Just under fifty thousand. And I gave it great consideration when it was presented to me before I ultimately vetoed it. Granted, the papers the next day accused you of having bewitched me for your devious plots. There was also the implication that you and I were rather voracious lovers because you had a thing for my mustache.”

“I do have a thing for your mustache,” I said. “I mean, my gods, have you seen it? I demand that you declare it to be a national treasure.”

“I’ll get right on that.”

“See that you do.”

“Have you spelled me to do your bidding?”


“Eh, that seems like a lot of work.”

“I thought as much.”

“Thanks. You know. For the veto thing.”

He snorted. “You’re welcome.”

“Did you even consider it?”

“Do you really need to ask?”

“I suppose not. But fifty thousand is a lot of people.”

“It is.”

“I don’t know what I did to make them so angry,” I admitted as I looked down at my hands.

“You exist,” the King said. “You exist and are something that they don’t understand. That is the way of things, Sam. People live their ordered lives. They go day by day. They go to work. They come home. They feed their families. They live in their homes. It is measured. It’s routine. And then you come along, a boy from the slums, plucked seemingly from obscurity toward greatness. You can do things that most others cannot. It is wondrous, but they do not understand. And there is fear in the unknown. For the longest time, they could ignore it because you were just a child. But now you’ve become a man and have found happiness in the love you feel for Ryan Foxheart. Call it what you will, be it jealousy or fear or anger. It means the same thing. You were given gifts that they were not. They are loud, Sam. But they are not the majority. I often find that the will of the people is a quiet thing but one that is capable of amassing into something quite extraordinary. You’ll see. There may be those that are against you, but they will never be everyone.”

“A lot has happened.”

“Has it?”

I nodded slowly. “It didn’t go the way I thought it would. Vadoma. Ruv. The dragons. Myrin. It’s…. I just didn’t expect it to be like this.”

“What did you expect?”

“I don’t know exactly. Just—I thought, maybe, it’d be. You know. Easy. I know you probably don’t realize this, but I get myself into a lot of scrapes.”

“You don’t say.”

“Shocking, right? People like to capture me.”

“I can’t imagine why.”

“Exactly! I mean—wait. You’re insulting me, aren’t you.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said, and I could hear the smile in his voice.

“I’m worried too,” I said, the words out before I could stop them.

“About?”

“Just… how do I know if I’m doing the right thing?”

“What does your heart tell you?”

“The Great White said I shouldn’t let my heart rule over me.”

“The Great White isn’t the be-all end-all.”

“Isn’t he? The gods said—”

“The gods,” the King huffed. “They sit in judgment and do little else. They have underestimated you, Sam, as I think most everyone else has. They don’t see the scope of your heart. Not like I can. Not like your family can. They don’t know you like we do. We know what you’re capable of. You may have a destiny, Sam, but what you do with it is up to you. And whatever you think is right, you will have my support.”

“I still hate that word.”

“And yet there it is.”

I pressed my face against his chest and breathed him in. “I missed you.”

He kissed the top of my head. “And I you, Sam.”

Sleep was easier after that.

 

 

IT WASN’T until days later that we heard from Randall. Morgan had attempted to reach him via the summoning crystal numerous times since our return to Castle Lockes, but it’d gone straight to a message that said, “You’ve reached Randall’s crystal. I am unable to answer at the moment, either because I am ignoring you or I have fallen and I can’t get up. If this is Morgan, please send help. If this is Sam, I am ignoring you. Have a blessed day.”

“Wow,” I said. “That’s… oddly specific. And rude. Also, why is it the people who tell you to have a blessed day turn out to be the biggest assholes? Have you noticed that?”

Morgan just stared at me from across the labs.

“It’s a thing,” I insisted.

I felt somewhat vindicated when Morgan didn’t send help to see if Randall had fallen.

Granted, any goodwill I’d built up toward Randall went immediately out the window when I opened my eyes in the middle of the night only to find him crouched beside me next to the bed, his face inches from my own, his bulbous nose almost scraping against my cheek.

“Boo,” he said.

I screamed.


Ryan shot up, wearing nothing but the skin he was born with, jumping out of the bed, bits and bobs swinging to and fro as he scrambled for his sword, which was propped against the desk. Once he’d pulled it from the scabbard, he immediately posed and said, “Back away from my beloved, you foul creature of the night, lest you find your head removed from your shoulders!”

Foul creature, Randall mouthed to no one in particular.

“Dude,” I breathed. “You are such a douchebag. I want to ruin you so bad right now.”

Ryan looked slightly bewildered, like he wasn’t sure how he’d ended up where he was. “Sam? What’s happening?”

“You’re making me want to ignore biology and try to get you so fucking pregnant,” I said aggressively.

“Oh my gods,” Randall muttered.

“You brought this upon yourself,” I told him. “For the rest of your life, know that you facilitated in giving me a boner that I am going to stick inside that dashing and immaculate man right—ow, why are you pulling me by my ear! Dude, you’re killing my pregnancy boner!”

Randall pulled me from the room.

“You better be ass up by the time I get back!” I hollered over my shoulder at Ryan. “The things I’m going to do to you when I get back are illegal in Verania and punishable by a fine and at least six months in the dungeons, I shit you not!”

“You will stay in here,” Randall said to Ryan. “Wizards only.”

Ryan gripped the hilt of his sword and took a step forward, but Randall slammed the door and we were already moving down the hall.

“Hi, Randall, nice to see you, Randall. Glad you could make it, Randall.”

Randall ground his teeth together. I thought about telling him how unhealthy that was but figured that it was better to have my ear still attached to my head.

He pulled me down flights of stairs, ignoring my yelps, before he shoved me through the door to the labs. I wasn’t surprised to see Morgan waiting for us, fully dressed, as if he hadn’t yet gone to bed.

“Great,” I said, rubbing my ear after Randall had let me go. “This is just swell. How nice. All of us together again.”

“This is your fault,” Randall told Morgan as he began to pace back and forth. “I warned you against coddling the boy. I told you what would happen if you tried to be his friend. And now look!”

“And I told you that your teaching style would never be mine,” Morgan said mildly, as if he had all the time in the world. “Something that you agreed upon after Vadoma came.”

“He insulted the Great White!” Randall snapped. “Do you understand what that means?”

“Insulted?” I said. “If anyone here is insulted, it should be me! That guy was the world’s biggest asshole.”

“Oh dear,” Morgan said.

“Yes,” Randall said. “Oh dear indeed. Do you know what he’s done?”

“What I’ve done? Now you listen here, you old piece of—wait. How the hell do you know what I’ve done?”

Randall’s enormous eyebrows twitched dangerously. “I had a conversation with the king of fairies.”

I groaned. “Of course. Dimitri. You can’t believe a godsdamn word he says. He is the worst. Okay. Well. Maybe not the absolute worst. It goes Vadoma, then you, then him, then the Great White, then Myrin, then Lady Tina, because there is nothing in this world worse than her. She is my most mortal of enemies, and mark my words, there will come a day when I shall spill her blood upon the earth, and I will rejoice at the act of doing so—”

“Do you see what I mean?” Randall asked Morgan, nodding in my direction. “This is your doing. This reflects upon you.”

“Rude,” I said. “I’ll have you know that Morgan thinks I’m a joy to be around, even if I haven’t completely forgiven him for the whole lying-to-me-about-everything thing.” I looked at my mentor. “I’m getting there, though,” I reassured him.

“Lucky me,” Morgan said.

“What did Dimitri say about me?” I asked Randall. “Because I can tell you right now he’s full of shit!”

Randall glared at me. “He said that the Great White offered you his assistance by requesting something from you in return. And that you refused him. And then insulted him.”

“Oh. Okay. So maybe Dimitri isn’t exactly full of shit, because that’s mostly what happened.”

“I knew it—”

“But that’s not everything,” I said loudly. “And as a sidenote, I can totally see why he was your mentor. You guys are exactly the same.”

“You just said he was the world’s biggest asshole.”

“Oh, did I?” I asked innocently. “Huh. Imagine that.”

“Sam,” Morgan chided gently.

I sighed. “Fine. Yes, he offered to help, and yes, I told him to fuck off—don’t give me that look, I didn’t say it like that. But dude, he totally wanted up on my junk. But not like Kevin wants on my junk, but like, different on my junk. It was no less rapey, but—”

“Sam.”

“Right. Basically, he knew about the marks Myrin gave me without ever seeing them, essentially implied that Randall failed him by taking a cornerstone, said that the both of you were weak for not stopping Myrin when you had the chance, that cornerstones were a lie, and that if I wanted his help, I would have to agree to cut off all contact with everyone I know and go with him for a year to what I assume wouldn’t be a five-star hotel, and he would complete my training, make me a full-fledged wizard without having to pass the Trials, and only then would he agree to join the rest of us in fighting against the Dark wizards.”

Randall gaped at me.

“Did I cover everything?” I asked Morgan.

“I think you did.”

“He is the world’s biggest asshole,” Randall snarled.

“Told you,” I muttered.

“Who the hell does he think he is!”

“Oh, I don’t know. The Great White, your former mentor, the oldest living thing in the world, the final piece of the five-dragon puzzle—and speaking of that, do we really need five dragons? I mean, that just seems excessive. Doesn’t that seem excessive?”

Randall ignored me. “I am going to murder him. Mark my words, I will find him, and I will tear his wings off.”

“Wow,” I whispered. “That was dark. You’re dark.”

Randall whirled on me. “Don’t you dare go after Myrin. Not now. Not yet.”

“Uh. I’m. Not? I don’t even know where he is. And it’s not like I’d go looking for him. I don’t even have a plan yet. I don’t go into things without having a—okay, I totally do, but I’m not going to do that here.”

“What are you going to do?” Morgan asked, sounding alarmed for the first time since Randall had dragged me into the labs.

“I am going to find the Great White and give him a piece of my mind,” Randall snapped. “It’s high time he and I have a conversation.”

I frowned. “But you can’t actually talk to him like I can—right, right, now is not the time to bring that up, you can stop staring at me like that.”

“A cornerstone is everything, Sam of Wilds,” Randall said. “Above all else, you must remember that. Without it, you could fall into darkness.”

“But you and Morgan didn’t,” I said without meaning to.

“What was that?” Randall asked, taking a step toward me.

“Uh. Never mind.”

“Sam,” Morgan said. “Did… did the Great White tell you more than what you’ve already said?”

Have you ever been standing in a lab wearing only pink underwear and socks with bunnies on them while two of the most powerful wizards in all the world stared at you?

Me too.

“Shit,” I squeaked. “Look at the time. I think I’ll just head on back to bed—”

Morgan waved his hand, the door slamming shut before I could get through.

“Sweet molasses,” I sighed.

“Speak,” Randall said.

“I’m not a dog.”

“Sam.”

“Gods, you guys suck. Fine. He said—he said that cornerstones were a lie, that their importance was exaggerated, and that you two survived the loss of yours and didn’t become Dark, so why would I? I mean, there’s no way in hell that I’m going to give up Ryan. Ever. But… he had a point, right? I mean, Morgan, I get why you didn’t. From what you’ve told me, you lived a long and happy life with yours. But… Randall. You… spent so long constructing your magic only to have Myrin—” I shook my head. “I just don’t understand how you didn’t turn Dark.”

“I did.”

I took a step back. “What?”

Morgan sighed and looked away.

Randall bowed his head, shoulders drooping, hair hanging around his face. His liver-spotted hands curled into gnarled fists. He looked ancient. “After Myrin was—after he made the decisions that he did, I was… adrift. There were forces at work upon me that I couldn’t control.” He smiled ruefully, a sharp and brittle thing. “And then I took it upon myself to bring the King of Sorrows back from his madness and… well. It— I shouldn’t have.”

“At least not on your own,” Morgan said sharply.

“Yes. At least not on my own. But I was angry. So very angry, and I thought that I could control it. I was wrong.” He shook his head. “I felt the darkness within me, and I knew that I was on a dangerous path. It took years, and I did my best to mentor Morgan. He succeeded in passing the Trials, though it was more his doing than anything I did. Even still, it became too much, and I banished myself to the North and Castle Freesias to regain control. Those were dark days in which I was convinced I could do the most terrible things with the greatest of ease.”

“Pat and Leslie,” I said slowly. “The mated dragons. They said they were glad to see you healthy and whole.”

“I thought you’d forgotten that,” Randall said. “But yes. They saw me at my worst. And given my bond with the Great White—or at least what remained of the bond—they took it upon themselves to assist my healing. I dreamed for years, Sam. When you have lived as long as I have, a decade can be an hour, and I walked amongst my ghosts. My demons. The anger in all my failings. Morgan did not follow me into the darkness after the passing of his cornerstone, because he was prepared for her to pass beyond the veil. I was not prepared for Myrin’s betrayal. The Great White is a solitary creature who does not understand the necessity that is a cornerstone.”

“You’re worried, aren’t you?” I asked. “The both of you. Because of what Vadoma showed me. With Ryan.”

“We’re always worried about you,” Morgan said. “It’s because we love you.”

“Let’s not go that far,” Randall mumbled.

“I’m not going to let that happen to him,” I said fiercely. “I won’t let Ryan be taken away from me.”

Randall shook his head. “I will go to him. To the Great White. I will find him. I will convince him.”

“Are you sure?” Morgan asked. “He said he never wanted to see your face in this life again. How will you find him?”

“I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeves yet,” the old wizard said. “Sam, you promise me you’ll stay inside the castle until I return.”

“But—”

“Sam.”

I rolled my eyes. “Fine.”

“Morgan, you make sure he keeps that promise.”

“Hey!”

“Go,” Morgan said. “Return when you can. I’ll handle things here.”

There was a sharp crack and Randall was gone.

“Well,” I said in the silence that followed. “That was certainly enlightening. Can I go back to bed now? Or is there any other secret I should probably know about?”

Morgan eyed me warily for a moment. Then, “That’s it.”

I snorted as I turned toward the door. “Why do I have a hard time believing that?”

 

 

RYAN WAS sitting on the edge of the bed waiting for me when I returned to our room. He looked up as I shut the door behind me and leaned against it.

“You ever get the feeling that people know more than they’re telling you?” I muttered.

“With wizards? All the time.”

I winced at that. “Yeah. I deserved that.”

He shrugged. “Probably.”

“Would it make things better if I apologized again?”

“Have you apologized at all?”

I blinked. “Haven’t I?”

“Don’t think you have.”


“Oh. Um. Sorry?”

“Heartfelt.”

“Dude, you know I am.”

He sighed. “I know. But it’s still nice to hear it every now and then.”

“I didn’t mean it. I just—I thought I was doing the right thing.”

“You always think you’re doing the right thing.”

“Yeah, but I’m awesome like that, so.”

“Why didn’t you go with him?”

I frowned. “With who?”

“The Great White.”

I… didn’t expect that. “Should I have?”


“I don’t know, Sam. I’m asking you. Why didn’t you go? If you knew that you could have gotten him on your side, why didn’t you go?”

“I thought it was obvious.”

“Why don’t you explain it anyway.”

“You did hear the part where he said I had to cut everyone off, right? Leave you all behind? You caught the righteous indignation I tried so hard to portray? If not, I can certainly reenact it for you right now.”

“I did, but you never said why.”

I scowled at him. “Because I can’t do that! I can’t just leave. Gary and Tiggy would fall apart without me. Kevin would probably end up burning down the City. Justin wouldn’t have anyone to braid his hair or talk about boys with. My parents wouldn’t have their son. The King wouldn’t have his favorite apprentice to the King’s Wizard. And then—and then there’s you.”

“What about me?”

I pushed myself off the door and stalked toward him. “You. You’d be the worst of all! You would be a mess without me. Who would tell you that you were posing like a douchebag everywhere you want? Who would make sure that you didn’t fucking curse in front of ten orphans who were looking at you with wide eyes like you had just crushed all their dreams because you were their fucking hero and you couldn’t watch your godsdamn fucking language—”

“I feel like you don’t understand what irony means,” he said, spreading his legs a little so I could step between them. His hands went to my hips.

“I literally know what it means. Like, literally.”

He snorted as he looked up at me. “You’re an idiot.”

I shrugged. “It’s been said by men far greater than you and me. And by lesser men. And now that I think about it, men who are also equal to us. Wow. That’s a stunning revelation to have this late in the game. Am I offended? I think I might be offended.”

“You could have gone with—”

“No. I couldn’t have. I won’t leave you all. And I will never leave you.”

He leaned forward and pressed his forehead against my stomach. “Are you sure it’s going to be enough? What we have?”

“One knight, two zany sidekicks, three wizards, and four dragons? Nah, we’re totally screwed.”

He shoved me away.

I laughed at him. “I’m kidding. Gods, it was just a joke.”

“It wasn’t funny.”

“We’ll be fine,” I said, cupping his face in my hands. He closed his eyes and leaned into the touch. “I promise.”

“Are you sure you don’t want what he offered? Sam, he was going to make you a wizard. It’s what you’ve spent the last decade working toward.”

“Eh. I can do it without him. But I don’t think I can do it without you.”

He sighed. “Mothercracker. That was good.”

“You still mad at me?”

“Not as much as I feel like I should be. How do you do that?”

“I could totally suck on your cock right now if it would make you feel any better about it. Let you fuck my face.”

His eyes were dilated when he opened them. “I could go for that.”

“And notice how I’m not even mentioning how you got rid of the beard.”

“So we’re not including the nonstop complaining over the past four days?”

“I didn’t even get to jizz all over it! It’s a fucking travesty.”

Ryan Foxheart smiled at me, and it was such a radiant thing. “Gods, I love you.”

I grinned back at him, just as bright. “I know. I love you too.”

And later, when he rose above me, back arched, hips rolling as he rode me, I promised myself that I would never let anything tear us apart. Not Myrin. Not the Great White. Not any of the villains of the world.

He was my cornerstone.

Nothing would come between us.






Chapter 21: Superfans

 

 

IT WAS delivered by a harried-looking page three days later.

I was eating with the others out in the stable Kevin had commandeered as his own. Shortly after he’d come to stay at Castle Lockes for good, he’d gone back and forth between the City and his old keep over the period of a few months, slowly transferring his hoard into the stable. There were piles of gold and jewels, stacks of books in languages long forgotten, and at least four hundred brooms. When asked about them, Kevin would get confused, saying they were just as precious to him as the gigantic emerald Gary licked every time he passed it by.

Tiggy had told me that Gary had been staying in their old rooms since returning to the castle, evidently taking this trial reconciliation thing very seriously. But none of his stuff had been moved out of the stables, so I thought it wouldn’t be much longer before Gary gave up and admitted what all the rest of us already knew.

We hadn’t heard from Randall, but I wasn’t yet worried about that. I figured it’d take more time to get someone as ridiculously obstinate as the Great White to change his mind, if he would at all.

The map in the King’s office remained still. The Darks, whatever their intentions, were not on the move. It made me uneasy not knowing what Myrin was planning. Morgan thought he would be lying low, licking his wounds after suffering the defeat in Mashallaha, having underestimated my power. I wanted to believe him, but something just felt… off.

But we were all here, we were all together, and we were happy and whole. Gary was snarking at Kevin, and Tiggy was grinning at the both of them, hands inching toward one of many brooms against the wall. Justin was doing that thing where he glared, but secretly he was thinking about how much he loved all of us and never wanted to be apart from anyone here, especially me, because we were best friends 5eva. Ryan and I sat side by side, Ryan’s hand on my knee, and for a moment, even with everything that had happened, even with everything that could still happen, I was content.

I was happy.

“And then I said, ‘Girl, you do not get to talk to me that way, do you know who I am?’” Gary huffed and flipped his mane dramatically. “Obviously she did not know who I was, because she looked at me with this look, this blank look, which did nothing to help her situation. So I said, ‘Girl, don’t you look at me like that,’ and she said, ‘Bitch, I don’t know you, bitch,’ and then I said, ‘Bitch, I’ll tell you who I am, bitch,’ and then I got up in her face, real close like, and said, ‘Bitch, I’m your motherfucking nightmare, bitch.’”

“Motherfucking nightmare,” Tiggy agreed. “This broom my broom now.”

“What happened next?” Kevin asked, sounding enraptured. “Did you become her nightmare as you foretold?”

“If you would let me finish the godsdamn story, you would learn that I did not in fact become her nightmare, because as it turned out, I was actually talking to my own reflection in a window of a shop that I’d just passed by. It was about that time that I realized that I should cut back on day drinking, because nobody likes a sloppy princess such as myself yelling at her reflection in the middle of a street.”

Justin frowned. “And what exactly does this have to do with negotiating tariff tax like we were talking about before?”

“Absolutely nothing,” Gary said. “But that was super boring, so I took over the conversation and turned it into something far more interesting by making it about me.”

“These are your people,” I said as I nudged Ryan.

“Don’t remind me,” he muttered as he cleaned his sword.

It was good.

It was good.

Then came the page.

He was a scrawny thing with big eyes and a nervous tremble in his lips. He squeaked a little as he announced his presence, bowing so low that I thought he’d fall face-first onto the sod that covered the ground in Kevin’s stable. He looked to be of age, no more than nineteen years old.

Gary, of course, found him precious and cooed at him while baring his teeth. It was adorable in a frighteningly aggressive sort of way.

“M-m-my lord wizard,” the page said, taking a stumbling step toward me.

“Apprentice,” Gary coughed.

I ignored him. “Hey, dude. Haven’t seen you around the castle before.”

“I-I’m new. I have. A. Um. Letter? For you. Sam of Wilds.”

“That’s me,” I said, pushing myself up.

He squeaked again, sounding like he was deflating. “Please don’t make my nipples explode,” he moaned.

“Man,” I breathed. “That is just awesome. It will go on forever.”

“He won’t do that,” Ryan said wryly as he came to stand beside me. “He actually can’t do that.”

“Hey! You don’t know. Maybe I’ve just been keeping it a secret this whole time.”

The page’s eyes bulged as his gaze snapped back and forth between Ryan and myself. “Oh my gods,” he said faintly. “It’s HaveHeart. HaveHeart is standing right in front of me.”

“So gross,” Justin muttered behind us.

“And look, everyone! There’s also DragonCorn here too. Everyone loves DragonCorn! Raaaah! Listen to all that applause for DragonCorn. Raaaaaaaahhhh!”

We all turned slowly to look up at Kevin.

He stared blankly down at us. “I don’t know who said that. It wasn’t me.”

“I’m a h-h-huge fan,” the page sputtered as we looked back at him. “Me and my sister. She’s eleven. She j-just l-l-loves you two so much.”

“She sounds very sweet,” Ryan said kindly. “What’s your name?”

“C-Caleb.”

“And hers?”

“C-C-Christie.”

“Does she work in the castle too?”

He shook his head furiously. “No, Knight C-Commander. She’s… sickly. She doesn’t l-leave her r-r-room much.”

Ryan stiffened beside me. “I’m… so sorry to hear that.”

Caleb smiled weakly. “It’s okay. Sh-sh-she has her good days. Sometimes. But sh-she loves you g-guys. Sh-she has all your posters in her r-room.” He blushed, looking down at his feet.

“And she’s here? In the City?”

Caleb nodded.

Ryan looked at me, arching an eyebrow, and I knew exactly what he was asking me without him having to say a single word.

I rolled my eyes and bumped his shoulder. My knight had the biggest heart.

“Tell you what,” Ryan said as he turned back to Caleb. “We could give you an autograph, if you’d like to take it to her.”

I thought Caleb would fall down. “You w-w-would?” he gasped.

“Or,” Ryan said, smiling quietly, “if it’s all right with you and she was feeling up to it, we could visit her. Do you think that would be all right with your parents?”

There was a possibility that Caleb shat himself, but I didn’t think it was a polite thing to ask, especially when it looked as if tears were welling in his eyes. “I-I-I-I-I—”

“Oh my gods,” Gary moaned behind us. “It’s like you just shot feelings all over my face. I just got a feelings facial and I feel so dirty.”

Ryan reached out and dropped a hand on Caleb’s shoulder, causing him to fall silent. “It’s okay.”

Caleb reached up and wiped his eyes. His hands were shaking, and I could see his shoulders trembling. “Y-you w-would do that? For h-her?”

“Sure, kid,” I said, oddly touched by the whole situation.

“That… th-that would be an honor. I-if you could spare the t-t-time.”

“Would tomorrow be all right?” Ryan asked. “Give you enough time to clear it with your parents?”

Caleb nodded.

“When do you finish your page work?” I asked him.

“Five, sir.”

“And where do you live?”

“Midtown.”

“Not too far, then,” I told Ryan. “We could spare an hour or two. Morgan won’t mind. And we haven’t heard anything from Randall, so I don’t think it’ll be a problem.”

“We can meet you at the front gates at quarter past?” Ryan said to Caleb. “If that would work for you.”

“Y-yes. Oh, my lords. T-thank you, th-th-thank you. She will be so h-h-happy.”

Ryan chuckled. “It’s our pleasure. You said you had a letter for Sam?”

“O-oh! R-right. I’m s-so s-sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, waving a hand at him. “It’s probably something boring anyway.”

He handed over a thick sheet of paper, folded and closed with a wax seal. He bowed again so low that my own back twinged at the sight of it. He took a few stumbling steps toward the doors to the stable but stopped when Justin called out to him.

“Page, what did you say your last name was?”

“I d-didn’t, Your M-Majesty.”

“Ah. My apologies. Tell me, please.”

I frowned.

“It’s Marlowe, m-my P-Prince.”

“Thank you. That will be all.”

The page left with one last look at us, his gaze stuttering when he looked up at Kevin, but then he was gone.

“That might have been the most adorable thing that’s ever happened,” Gary said. “And trust me, I know adorable. I mean, look at me.”

“Who’s the letter from?” Ryan asked.

“Mama,” I said. “It’s her seal.” I showed him the large phallus embedded in the wax.

“Subtle.”

“Yeah. That’s Mama for you.” I broke the seal and opened the letter. The paper had been dusted with the scent of roses, sweet and sublime. Mama’s immaculate handwriting curled seductively along the page. “She’s just checking in… apologizing for Feng… ah. She says that she’ll make it up to us any way that we desire, be it boys from the Tilted Cross to participate in a gangbang with Ryan at the center—”

“I am so fucking down for that,” Kevin said.

“—or any other favor that our hearts desire,” I finished.

“Mama never offered to let me be the focus of a gangbang,” Gary muttered.

“Me either,” Tiggy said with a pout. Then, “What’s gangbang?”

“Well, kitten, it’s when eight or nine mens love each other very much and want to deposit as much sperm into a single person as possible to—”

“Why’d you ask him about his last name?” I asked Justin, who was staring toward the door the page had disappeared through.

“You seriously can’t be that stupid, Sam.”

“Well, five or six people would probably beg to differ. But why don’t you fill me in anyway.”

He rolled his eyes. “I want to confirm he is who he says he is. You’re not just going to go traipsing off without confirmation. Don’t be foolish, Sam.”

“Oh my gods,” I whispered. “You love me.”

“You’re about to get hugged,” Ryan warned him. “That’s his hugging face.”

“Sam, you stay the fuck away from me, I swear to the—oof!”

“Shh,” I told him. “It’s already happening.”

Justin sighed. But he didn’t push me away.

 

 

CALEB WAS waiting for us the next evening, wringing his hands nervously, looking slightly pale. His eyes widened as he saw us approaching.

I’ll admit we were probably going a little bit overboard. Ryan was fully knighted out, wearing some of his best armor, his shield strapped to his back, his sword in its scabbard at his side. His short hair was slicked back, his jaw freshly shaven. He looked every bit the knight I’d known the first time I’d seen him in Castle Lockes.

Not to be outdone, I’d put on my ceremonial robes, the ones Morgan couldn’t get me into no matter how much he begged. They were a bit stifling, given how heavy they were, but the dark greens and golds contrasted with my dark skin, and Gary said they made my eyes glitter.

Morgan had glared at me when he saw us until we told him we were trying to impress a sick eleven-year-old girl. Then he’d softened, just like I knew he would.

“We won’t be gone long,” I told him. “It’s just Midtown.”

“And you know who this is?”

“Justin’s already checked into him. Caleb has been in the page program for almost four months. It’ll be fine.”

“You can’t be too careful these days,” Morgan said.

I grinned at him. “I’m Sam of Wilds. What’s the worst that could happen?”

“You could be abducted by villains who either want to kill you, ransom you, or sleep with you.”

“Sometimes all three,” I agreed.

“I hate those ones,” Ryan mumbled next to me.

“We’ll be fine,” I assured Morgan. “We’ll be back before nightfall.”

“Caleb,” Ryan said now. “All right?”

Caleb nodded, head snapping up and down. “I-I didn’t expect y-y-you to look like that.”

“You mean amazing?” I asked, arching an eyebrow at him.

He squeaked. “Y-y-yessir.”

“Thank you.”

“Are your parents okay with us coming to see your sister today? And she is in good spirits? What was her name again?”

“C-C-Christie, Knight Commander,” Caleb said, wiping his brow. “And it’s fine. She d-d-doesn’t know you’re c-coming. It’s going to be such a s-surprise.”

“Lead the way, then,” I said. “Let’s see if we can make a little girl’s day.”

And he did. We followed Caleb through the gates and out into the streets of the City of Lockes. We were stared at as we walked amongst the people, some smiling at us, some glaring. A few gave us a wide berth, actively avoiding having to walk by us. Still others stopped us and asked for autographs. A woman got a little handsy with Ryan, her generous bosom spilling over the top of her dress, pressing up against him as she stroked the metal of his breastplate. He laughed and chuckled and winked, and they swooned over him, as his fans were wont to do. I was used to people fawning over him. He’d always gotten it more than I had, and while I wasn’t actively ignored when they came up to him, it was obvious that they couldn’t care less I was standing right there.

It was fine.

Everything was fine.

“All right,” I said, pushing off the rather buxom woman as she started to describe how she’d just yesterday discovered that she’d gotten over her gag reflex. “That’s enough for now. While I’m sure the Knight Commander appreciates the fact that you can deep-throat, you should probably know that he can do the same and does so quite regularly. On me, if that wasn’t clear enough.”

The woman scowled at me.

Ryan looked amused, even as he blushed.

I thought Caleb was going to pass out in the street.

We moved along.

“D-does that h-happen a lot?” he asked.

“Not all the time,” Ryan said.

“All the time,” I said. “I mean, have you seen him? He’s pretty much the hottest thing to exist. Of course people will randomly come up to him on the streets to tell him they can swallow an ear of corn to the hilt without choking.”

“Did you s-say c-c-corn?” Caleb asked, eyes wide.

“Still,” Ryan said. “You have to admit, that’s slightly impressive.”

“Maybe you can go back and tell her yourself,” I told him sweetly. “And while you’re at it, ask if you can stay with her because you suddenly don’t have anywhere else to go.”

“Please. Like you would ever let me go.”

“I have no one but myself to blame for you.”

“And don’t you forget it,” he said as he grabbed my hand and held on tightly.


We turned down a side street in a part of the City I’d never been to before. The houses were ramshackle, not quite reaching the modesty of the street we’d just left. They weren’t anywhere near the conditions of the slums, but we were in one of the oldest neighborhoods of the City, and the road beneath our feet was cracked, and the houses loomed above us, curling over the street, the sidings in need of a good coat of paint. I looked up, and the sky above was still bright and blue, though it was starting to become streaked with pinks and oranges along the edges as sunset approached. We still had plenty of time, and I told myself the chill I felt down my spine had everything to do with my overactive imagination.

We turned down one more street deeper into the neighborhood. The road was a dead end, with houses that looked a little shabbier. I didn’t know if what I was feeling was pity or worry for Caleb and Christie, but I decided that if the situation looked dire, I would do everything I could to help them. Perhaps Morgan would know something that could help the little girl we were going to meet. I didn’t like it when people suffered and I could do something about it.

We stopped in front of a house at the end of the road. It was missing a few shutters on the windows, and the roof looked as if it needed to be replaced. It was a single story with a small porch, the wood of which was slightly splintered. The door was bright red, a shocking contrast with the drab surroundings.

Caleb stopped in front of the house, looking up at it, wringing his hands again. I was concerned he would rub his skin raw, so I dropped my hand on his shoulder. He looked startled as he glanced at me, a thin layer of sweat above his upper lip. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of,” I said, taking a guess at what worried him.

I seemed to be right, as his shoulders slumped. “I-I— It’s just that y-y-you’re so fancy,” he muttered. “And we’re n-not.”

I glanced back at Ryan, who had a concerned look on his face, brow furrowed. “Can I tell you a secret?” I asked Caleb.

He nodded, eyes wide.

“I’m not exactly fancy,” I said, squeezing his shoulder. “In fact, I came from the slums.”

“Y-you did?” he asked, sounding awed.

“I did.”

“As did I,” Ryan said, taking a step forward.

I thought it quite possible that Caleb was going into shock. “B-b-b-but—”

“You aren’t always where you come from,” Ryan said. “It’s about the path you choose for yourself.”

What a sap. I loved the royal shit out of him.

“Exactly,” I said, already planning on finger-blasting the fuck out of Ryan once we got back to the castle.

He smirked at me as if he knew what I was thinking.

Bastard probably did.

“O-okay,” Caleb said, sounding as if he were gathering his courage. “Okay. L-let’s go inside and—”


He scurried forward, up the stairs, faster than I would have expected him to be able to move. The door was unlocked, and he pushed it open. It creaked on its hinges, and there was nothing that came from the house. No magic, no warnings, nothing. We weren’t stupid, not with everything that had happened. Ryan’s hand was on the hilt of his sword, and I breathed in long and slow, but there was nothing. It was just a house.

I smiled at Ryan. “Ready?”

He nodded. “Let’s go make a little girl’s day.”

And we followed Caleb up the stairs and through the door.

We stood in an entryway, the wooden floor creaking underneath our feet. Off to the left was a large room with dirty windows letting in weak sunlight. There were wooden chairs scattered about and a chest of drawers against the far wall. A stone fireplace took up the other end of the room, the interior blackened with ash and soot.

Farther down the hallway appeared to be a kitchen of sorts, and off to the right were three doors, two of which I thought led to bedrooms, the third probably to the bathroom.

Candles were lit and lining the hallway, casting a sickly yellow glow and creating shadows in the dusty corners.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

Caleb shut the door behind us.

We turned to face him.

“Parents home?” I asked as he reached up and locked the door with a heavy finality.

He shook his head.

“Just your sister.”

He sighed, rolling his shoulders as if ridding himself of the tension. When he looked back up at us, there was a strange glint to his eyes. I frowned at him as Ryan gripped the hilt of his sword.

Caleb leaned back against the door, eyeing Ryan and me coolly. When he spoke, gone were the nerves and the stutter. His voice was smooth and melodic, almost like liquid smoke. “I honestly didn’t expect this to work.”

I groaned. “Gods. There is no sister, is there?”

The smile that curled his lips had a nasty curve to it. “No, Sam. There’s no sister.”

I raised my hands and clapped slowly. “Well played. Tugging on the heartstrings. That was rather devious.”

Ryan drew his sword, the steel scraping against the scabbard. “You’re going to want to step away from the door.”

“Was that an order, Knight Commander?” Caleb asked, looking unmoved by Ryan’s threat.

“For now, it’s a suggestion. But the next time I have to tell you, I won’t be as polite.”

“Oooh,” Caleb said, shivering dramatically. “That just gets me down into my nether region. No wonder she sees in you what she does. I thought she was just crazy. But what do I know.”

“Who?” I asked, the green and gold starting to skirt along the edges of my vision.

“In time, Sam,” Caleb said. “First, I need to tell you a little story.”

“Oh my gods,” I groaned. “Are you fucking serious?”

Caleb looked startled at my outburst. “Excuse me?”

“Somehow you infiltrated the castle, became part of the page program, waited until just the right moment, got us in your clutches, and now you’re going to ruin what I admit is a pretty awesome and dedicated plan by monologuing. Dude, you totally just lost any and all credibility as the diabolical mastermind I was making you out to be. For shame, Caleb, for shame.”

Caleb seemed a little flustered at that. “It started almost two years ago when—”

“I am so bored with this already,” I told Ryan. “Are you bored with this? Because I’m bored with this.”

“At least he hasn’t tried to sleep with you yet,” Ryan pointed out. “That’s different.”

I squinted at Caleb. “Do you want to bone me?”

“What? No!”

“Ouch,” I said. “That’s a blow to the ol’ ego. Are you sure?”

“I don’t want to sleep with you. I’m straight.”

“Huh. That was not expected.” I gave him the Look-How-Precious-Sam-Is big eyes, fluttering my eyelashes just the way Gary had taught me. “Are you sure?”

“Are you hitting on me?” Caleb sounded incredulous.

“Gods, Sam,” Ryan growled. “Now is not the time for that.”

“You don’t even find me a little attractive?” I asked Caleb.

“No!”

“I was having such a good day too,” I said with a sigh. “Well, up until the whole getting trapped in a house with a skinny little twink who thought it’d be a good idea to try and capture us.”

“I’m not a twink.”

“Do you have any body hair that’s not on your head or dick?”

“No! What the hell—”

“Twink,” I said. “Trust me, I would know. I’ve been stuck as one for a long time. I’m hoping one day to become a bear. I feel like I’d be an awesome bear. Maybe even a leather one.”

“What am I, then?” Ryan asked, obviously unable to help himself.

“An otter,” I explained to him. “You’re muscular and furry.”

“I don’t think that’s a thing.”

“It’s a thing,” I insisted. “You’re also a power bottom, but that has nothing to do with you being an otter. That’s just because you’re a rock star.”

He flushed furiously. “Sam, maybe not talk about that in front of others.”

“Why?” I asked with a frown. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of.” I glanced back at Caleb. “Do you think that’s something to be ashamed of?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. You need to shut up and listen—”

“Rude. First you kidnap me and then you tell me to shut up? Caleb, I don’t think we’re going to be friends.”

“Is it kidnapping if we willingly walked with him?” Ryan asked.

“Eh. I like the way that sounds better than us being gullible idiots.”

“Right,” Ryan said before glaring at Caleb. “You kidnapped us. I’m going to kick your mothercracking behind.”

“Ooh,” I breathed. “You done it now.”

“You killed my mother!” Caleb shouted.

And everything.

Just.

Stopped.

“Excuse me?” I asked, gooseflesh rippling along my arms. “I didn’t kill anyone’s mother.”

Caleb began to pace in front of us, teeth gnashing. “I was gone to Meridian City when it happened. For supplies. We never crossed paths, but I’d heard whispers of the apprentice to the King’s Wizard traveling the countryside, scouring the land for a stolen prince. I thought I knew where the Prince had been taken, but we hadn’t confirmed. It didn’t matter. If the Prince had been kidnapped, it was because a god had decreed it so.”

“A god,” I said faintly, little pieces beginning to fall in place.

“A god,” Caleb agreed. “The god. Because my mother had decreed it so. He came to Verania for our salvation, and we were going to ascend with him. She told us that if we worshipped him, he would love us just as much as we loved him. We would be honored because we were his disciples.”

“I didn’t—”

“No,” Caleb snarled. “You will listen. You will listen to how I came back to Tarker Mills to find the village in ruins, its people scattered to the wind. You will listen to the story that was told to me by those who remained, of the fucking wizard who corrupted a god with his magic, who forced the dragon against his will to take from me. The wizard who used a god as his weapon to close his jaws over my mother, leaving nothing left but her feet in front of a keep in a valley near the mountains.”

“Eloise,” I whispered. “The truth corn cult leader.”

His face turned red with rage. “It wasn’t a cult. But yes. Eloise Marlowe. My mother. She invited you into our home, fed you the truth, and you repaid her by using Dark magic to debase a god into doing your bidding. You did this. You murdered her.”

“Hate to break it to you,” I said coldly, “but your mother was planning on sacrificing us to the one you call a god. You can sure as shit bet I was going to do everything I could to make sure that didn’t happen.”

“Maybe not try and aggravate the crazy twink,” Ryan muttered under his breath.

Caleb ignored him, only having eyes for me. “And I swore on my mother’s stumps that I would do everything I could to bring you to your end, Sam of Wilds.”

I grimaced. “That’s… gruesome. You swore on your mother’s stumps? Dude, what’s wrong with you?”

“And then out of all the darkness, I once again saw the bright light of redemption,” Caleb said. “And it was glorious. I knew I could honor my mother and have my revenge at the same time. Especially when it became evident that you were trying to corrupt the other gods who walk this earth.”

“The dragons aren’t gods. Kevin’s ego is already big enough, and I would appreciate if you wouldn’t add to it.”

“And so I came here. I found my new home. And I trained. I worked day and night, preparing myself to infiltrate the castle, to become the shy l-l-little p-p-page that managed to fool the great Sam of Wilds!”

“No offense,” Ryan said, “but it’s really not that hard to fool him.”

“Hey! That’s fucking mean. Also true. I tend to be rather gullible. And now that I’ve let you monologue, I think we’re going to end this right about—”

“Not so fast, Sam. Or should I say Mervin.”

I whirled around.

Next to the fireplace stood the worst person in the entire world.

My most mortal of enemies.

I snarled, “Lady Tina DeSilva. I should have known this had your foul stench all over it! Tell me, when you slithered out of the sewer in which you reside, did you decide today would be a good day to die? Because you shall rue. There will be ruing.”

“Oh boy,” Ryan said.

Lady Tina was wearing a pink-and-white frilly dress that came down to her ankles and was cinched tight at her trim waist. Her blonde curls were held back by a pink ribbon in her hair. Her fingernails were perfectly manicured and her makeup expertly applied. She was shockingly bright and out of place in the grime of the house we stood in. And I wanted nothing more than to pick up a handful of soot from the fireplace and rub it all over her stupid fucking face until she choked with it—

“Sam of Wilds,” she tittered. “How lovely it is to finally meet you face-to-face without a ridiculous disguise between us.”

“Ha! A disguise that fooled you for months! Take that, you abhorrent wench.”

“This is probably going to take a while,” Ryan told Caleb. “So we’re gonna need to hold off on that mothercracking behind-kicking I promised you. Don’t worry. It’ll still happen.”

“Revenge,” Caleb hissed.

“Right,” Ryan sighed. “That. If it makes you feel any better, you’re not the only one who’s wanted revenge. It’s kind of a thing.”

“Oh please,” Lady Tina sniffed. “I never believed you to be who you said you were. I only allowed you into the Ryan Foxheart Fan Club Castle Lockes Chapter because I felt sorry for you. You had my pity.”

“You liar. I got in because I knew more about Ryan Foxheart than you ever did!”

She scowled at me. “His favorite time of year!”

“Fall, because he loves the way the leaves crunch under his feet! What fruit does he hate the most?”

“Lemons, because he doesn’t understand the point of them!”

“Are they just a garnish?” Ryan asked Caleb. “I mean, you can’t eat them by themselves. Talk about a waste of fruit flesh.”

Tina thought for a second before her eyes narrowed. “His hobbies include swordsmanship, boxing, and?”

“Waking up at dawn and going for a seven-mile run like an asshole,” I crowed in triumph.

“This is very odd for me,” Ryan told Caleb. “I mean, I’m standing right here, you know?”

“How many orgasm faces does Ryan have?”

“Six,” Tina exclaimed.

“Damn you, wench!”

“I don’t want to know how they know that,” Ryan told Caleb. “I didn’t even know that. Well, Sam should know that. But the girl? That’s just weird.”

“The most push-ups Ryan has ever done!”

“Four hundred and seventy-six! His favorite song to sing!”

“‘Cheesy Dicks and Candlesticks’! His waist size!”

“Thirty-four, with an inseam length of thirty-six, because with those legs, he could have been a dancer!”

“I’m so embarrassed,” Ryan told Caleb.

And then I knew I had her. “Ryan Foxheart’s real name!”

Tina gasped. “What in the name of the gods are you talking about? Ryan Foxheart is his real name.”

“No, it’s not,” Ryan said.

“Aha!” I cried, pointing my finger at Tina. “Admit it, Lady Tina! You will never know as much about him as I will. And also, I get to fuck his godsdamn ass whenever the hell I want, so you can shove that up your front butt and choke on it. HaveHeart for life.”

“I don’t get to curse like that,” Ryan told Caleb. “Because of the children.”

“Curse you, Sam of Wilds!” Lady Tina shouted. “You’re lying, both of you are lying. You have bewitched him or spelled him to do your bidding, just like you’ve done with the dragons of Verania.” She glared over my shoulder. “Caleb, isn’t that right? You, as one of the highest-ranking members of the We-Hate-Sam-A-Lots, know this to be true. He used his magic to take from the both of us. From you, he stole your mother’s life. From me, he stole Rystin, the most beautiful of all relationships that has ever had the privilege of gracing this world. The magic that they had between them was—was life-changing. Anyone that saw them together knew they were meant to be, until this interloper came into the picture. He has destroyed everything good in the world and twisted my one true pairing into a brotherhood, and I will not stand for it!”

“I didn’t bewitch anyone!” I bellowed. “I won everyone over with my natural charm and biting wit and irresistible body.”

“He’s got nice thighs,” Ryan told Caleb. “I’m a thigh guy, I guess.”

“The truth will be revealed,” Tina hissed. “Your lies will end this day, Sam of Wilds, you mark my words. HaveHeart is finished. Long. Live. Rystin.”

I rushed her, planning on knocking her down into the fireplace and rolling her around in the ash and soot, just to make myself feel better.

But as soon as I stepped into the room in which she stood, a dampening wave washed over me, my magic muffled almost instantly. My foot hit the ground, and I almost didn’t have the strength to lift it again. My chest felt tight, constricted, and I struggled to take in another breath.

I hit an invisible wall in front of me, forehead smashing against it. Dazed, I took a step back, bringing my hand to my head. I felt dizzy and weak, like I was powerless.

“Sam?” Ryan asked as he took a step forward.

“Don’t,” I said through gritted teeth, pulling my hand away from my head, expecting to see blood. There was none. “Stay there. It’s a trap.”

“What?” Ryan growled. He ignored me and took a step forward, the floorboards creaking underneath his feet, his armor scraping together.

“Keep an eye on the other one,” I said as I looked over my shoulder. Caleb was grinning, watching the scene play out in front of him, back pressed against the door. Ryan nodded, pointing his sword at Caleb’s chest.

I turned back toward Lady Tina, who still stood by the fireplace. “How the hell are you doing this?”

She smirked. “Look up, Sam.”

I didn’t want to take my eyes off her, but I did as she said.

And there, on the ceiling, was a thinly painted circle filled with arcane symbols, of which I stood directly in the center.

“No,” I whispered. “It can’t be. Is that—”

“Dragon’s blood,” she singsonged. “One of the few things that can contain a wizard completely. Your magic is useless here, Sam.”

“See you next Tuesday,” I snarled at her.

She blinked. “Um. What?”

“Exactly.”

“Honestly, Sam. I don’t know why I expected anything more than you actually are. I suppose it is better to have the bar set so low to achieve any and all expectations. The story of your life, I imagine.”

“Why are you doing this?”

Her eyes flashed. “Why am I doing this? Sam, have you not been listening? You have stolen from me the one thing that mattered the most. The one thing that made this farce called life worth living. The world was fine until you meddled in things that did not involve you.”

“I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I’m talking about Rystin!” she shouted. “Prince Justin and Ryan were perfect for each other. They loved each other. They were going to get married and have babies and dress them in cute little outfits and go for strolls in the park and be the happiest family that ever lived. They complemented each other perfectly. The beautiful prince. The gorgeous knight. It’s how all the fairy tales go. They are never about the wizard. The wizard is a background character that only comes to the forefront when a silly little spell is required to advance the love of the main characters. But you. You couldn’t just let them be happy. You couldn’t let them love each other like they were supposed to. You came in, and you coveted. You devised a plan, poisoning the ear of the King in the process with the ancient tongue. And then you committed the most cardinal of all sins: you turned Ryan away from Justin. I saw you. I saw you. On their wedding day, you stood beside them, sworn to protect them, and you whispered back and forth with that fucking horse and stupid halfling. And then, just before I got my happy ending with Rystin, you unleashed your final spell and stole Ryan away from him.” Her bosom was rising and falling rapidly, her cheeks flushed, strands of hair falling around her face.

And so I said the only thing I could. “Girl, you a crazy fucking bitch.”

“Crazy?” she screeched. “You think I’m crazy? Oh no. No, no, no. Sam, my eyes have been opened. Whatever magic you used on the people of Verania did not work upon me. I was chosen to remain awake while all others slept under your enchantment. And it was then I realized that it was my duty to open the eyes of others, to wake them up to what was really happening in Verania, in the City of Lockes. To expose you for the villain you truly are. And I won’t let it happen any longer. I won’t let you hurt Ryan any more than you already have. I am here to open his eyes so that he can be awoken and remember the love he felt for the prince of his heart.” She looked at Ryan, giving him a watery smile. “It’s okay,” she said. “It’ll be okay. I promise. I will make you remember your beloved, and you will be able to return to him. You’ll be able to live the life you always wanted, the life you deserved if it hadn’t been snatched from you by this—this impostor.”

“Um,” Ryan said. “Thanks, but I’m fine.”

“Wow,” I said. “That was heartfelt. Thanks, babe.”

“I’m processing. That was a lot of information thrown at me all at once.”

“Excuse you? Information implies a modicum of truth to it.”

He rolled his eyes. “Technicality.” He looked at my archnemesis. “Lady Tina, right?”

She nodded. “Yes. That’s my name. You remember. Come back, Ryan. Come back to the light.”

“Oh my gods,” I muttered.

“I appreciate what you’re trying to do here,” Ryan said, giving her that aw shucks smile that he did so well. “Heck, the fact that you’re so concerned about me is certainly one of my favorite things about the Foxy Ladies.” He winked at her.

She swooned a little.

I almost threw up in my mouth.

“But,” Ryan said, sounding extraordinarily apologetic, “I think… there might have been a misunderstanding here.”

“Misunderstanding?” Lady Tina asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “It’s… okay, you see, it’s like this. Justin and I… well. We were never in love. Ever. Like, not even a little bit.”

“This is so stupid,” Caleb said.

“Shut up,” I said as I glared at him. “Ryan Foxheart is about to drop a truth bomb all up in this shit, and you will sit there and you will take it.”

“What—what do you mean?” Lady Tina asked.

“My real name is Nox. Nox Ashford. I come from the slums.”

“Did I know that was your last name?” I asked with a frown. “I don’t think I knew that was your last name.”

He snorted. “Does it matter?”

“It just feels like something I should have known. I like it.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“Sassy knight,” I said fondly. “You just wait until we get back home. I am going to split you in half, you don’t even know.”

He blushed. “Sam, not in front of my fan.”

I rolled my eyes. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”


“No,” Lady Tina said. “No. That’s not… that’s not possible. You’re lying. Sam is making you lie. Ryan, it’s the magic. It’s a spell. He is making you believe all of this. Listen to me. You have been cursed by Sam of Wilds. He is trying to control you—”

“Look,” he said, lowering his sword, “I don’t know how else to tell you this. But I wanted Sam even before Justin and I ever got together. My relationship with Justin was nothing but a mutually beneficial arrangement. We cared about each other, but not romantically. My heart has only ever belonged to one person, and it will stay that way for the rest of my days.”

“He’s talking about me,” I told Caleb, a rather manic smile on my face.

She took a stuttering step back, shaking her head. “No. I refuse to believe that. I refuse.” She narrowed her eyes as she looked toward me. “This is your doing. I knew I was right. And then when he told me the truth, when he told me what you were truly capable of, giving me the validation I needed, I knew there was nothing I wouldn’t do to free Ryan Foxheart from your grasp. Marching and protesting only gets you so far, after all.” She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath, then let it out slowly. When she opened her eyes again, she looked as composed as she ever was. Her smile was all teeth. “I suppose it’s time to move on to phase three.”

“Phase three?” I asked, brow furrowed. “What’s phase three? And for that matter, what the hell were one and two?”

“Phase one, sow the seeds of distrust into the people of Verania against Sam of Wilds,” she said, back straight and poised as the most proper of ladies. “Phase two, capture Sam of Wilds in an unbreakable prison. Phase three, watching your eyes once you experience betrayal. And finally, phase four, the death of Sam of Wilds.”

“Bitch, I’m going to motherfucking cut you! You just wait until I get out of here. I swear to the gods, you are so dead, you don’t even know!”

“And once the phases are complete,” she said, clapping her hands together gleefully, “Ryan will be free of your enchantments and the world will go back to the way it should have been, filled with Rystin and sunshine, and nothing will ever hurt ever again.”

“Ryan! Stab her! Stab her fucking face off!”

Ryan frowned. “But she’s a girl. I can’t just stab a girl.”

“You can,” I yelled at him. “You can and you will. I would do it, except I’m fucking stuck in dragon’s blood and—wait. Just how in the hell did you get dragon’s blood? And what the fuck did you mean, betrayal? Who’s going to betray me?”

“That would be me.”

He stepped out from the far corner where he’d been hidden in shadows. He was dressed differently than he was the last time I saw him. He wore trousers and heavy boots. A long black coat hung from his shoulders and scraped the wooden floorboards that creaked beneath his feet. His hair had been shorn, and it made a startling difference. Where he’d once been strangely sweet, he was now darkly ominous.

I should have known, given the way my magic felt when I was around him.

I should have seen this coming.

“You,” I breathed.

And Ruv, the Wolf of Bari Lavuta, said, “Surprised, aren’t you? Oh, the look on your face, Sam. If only I could go back in time to do this again and again, I would be a happy man. Your expression is certainly… captivating.”

I slammed my hands against the invisible barrier that surrounded me, knowing it was futile but trying to get at him anyway. Ruv stood there, looking quietly amused in the face of my rage. I reached for my magic as hard as I could, but it was buried too far under the surface. I couldn’t see the green and gold, much less feel it coursing through me. Dragon’s blood was the most powerful deterrent to a wizard’s magic, and for all I knew, it was infallible.

That didn’t stop me from trying to break through it and launch myself at him, wanting to rip him to shreds.

“Let me out!” I bellowed at him. “You motherfucker, let me out so I can kick your fucking ass!”

“Ah, but I don’t think I will,” Ruv said. “We have… time. Before the final act. Time for a discussion about—”

Ryan was moving even as he spoke, surprisingly silent, given how much armor he wore. Lady Tina shrieked and Caleb shouted in surprise, but Ryan ignored them. He was deadly and swift, sword gripped tightly as he rushed toward Ruv.

He didn’t make it.

One moment he was running, teeth bared, and the next Ruv muttered something under his breath, raising his hands toward Ryan. There was a bright flash of sickly yellow light, and Ryan was flung back toward the wall, sword knocked from his hands. He landed with a crash, head almost at the ceiling, the wood cracking behind him. His arms and legs were spread wide as he was pinned to the wall. Before he could recover, the wood behind him snapped and broke apart, moving like it was sentient. It had a liquid quality to it, like it was flowing, and it molded itself over his hands and feet before hardening again with a dull thump. Only then did Ruv lower his hands, and Ryan sagged against the wall, effectively trapped within it.

“Ryan!” I punched the barrier again, feeling the skin of my knuckles split.

“There,” Ruv said. “That’s better.”


Ryan struggled against the grip the wall had on him. He didn’t look like he was in pain, but the sight of him trapped against the wall enraged me.

“I will kill you,” I promised Ruv. “You should know that now. When I get out of here—and you should believe me when I say that I will—I’m going to fucking kill you.”

“Wow,” Ruv said, eyes wide. “That’s rather dark coming from the great Sam of Wilds, don’t you think? You don’t kill people, Sam. That’s not your way. You get others to do it for you. Lartin the Dark Leaf. Eloise Marlowe.”

“Rystin,” Tina added from somewhere near the fireplace. “He killed Rystin. Not a person, but just as important.”

Ruv took in a very measured breath, eyes tightening just a little. “Yes. That too, I suppose. But regardless, I am surprised at you, Sam. Though I suppose once you corner an animal, it will lash out. It is the way of things. Who else has there been, Sam? How many others have fallen because of your incompetence?”

“I trusted you,” I snapped at him.

He arched an eyebrow at me. “Did you? I don’t remember that part.”

“Well. Okay. I sort of trusted you. Obviously I was right not to put my complete trust in you, since you turned out to be a villain.”

Ruv snorted. “It’s really that black and white with you, isn’t it? Even after everything you’ve been through, you see things as divided between good and evil.”

“Uh, yeah, dude. That’s pretty much what this is, in case you haven’t noticed. We’re the good guys, you’re the bad guys. And in case you hadn’t noticed, the bad guys always lose.”

“Tell that to these two,” Ruv said, nodding toward Lady Tina and Caleb. “See if they agree that you’re the good guy here.”

“Maybe not the best pool to draw opinions from,” I said. “One’s mother tried to sacrifice me after making me eat corn and admit to wanting to lovingly butt-fuck the knight you have there against the wall. The other is a psychotic superfan whose vagina I’m going to kick the shit out of just as soon as I get out of here.”


“You will stay away from my vagina,” Lady Tina said shrilly.

I turned slowly to glare at her.

She took a step back, bumping into Caleb, who had come to stand beside her.

I drew my finger along my neck. And then across my crotch.

“Really, Sam?” Ryan sighed.

“Hey! I’m trying to show that I’m a man of my word!”

“It’s funny that you think there’s still a way out of this,” Ruv said. “There’s not, of course. Not even you can get out of a trap constructed of dragon’s blood.”

“How did you even get dragon’s—Zero. You got it from Zero.”

“Smarter than you look,” Ruv said. “I’m impressed.”

“If you hurt him—”

He waved a hand at me. “I didn’t touch your precious dragon. I merely went back after you left Mashallaha and convinced him you needed a couple of vials of his blood in order to complete the bond between the two of you. He was suspicious, but in the end, his faith in you outweighed his mistrust in me. He was already growing more trees by the time I left.” Ruv grimaced. “And really, Sam, that whole your beauty is on the inside rather than the outside speech you gave to him was misplaced, don’t you think? I don’t know that I’ve ever seen anything more disgusting than him.”


“I don’t understand. How are you doing this? Why are you doing this?” Another thought crossed my mind, and it made my stomach churn. “Is she a part of this?”

“She?”

“Vadoma.”

He laughed. “Oh. Her. No. She’s… useful, in her own way. She has a connection to you in blood, but also by the gods. They came to her long before my birth. I had no part in that, nor would I want it. Though honestly, if they never told her about me, doesn’t it make you wonder just what sort of games they play? You have to know that you’re nothing but a pawn to them, Sam, merely being shuffled across the board for their amusement. Do you understand that? The gods don’t care about you. If they did, do you think you’d be here right now? And if you think about it, if you really parse it out, is it possible that you were meant to be here, right at this moment? That everything you’ve done to get to this point mattered not, and nothing you could have done could have changed that?”

“Nothing is set in stone,” I retorted.

“Ah, yes. Because stone crumbles. Isn’t that right? Isn’t that what Zero told you? I had to keep enough distance away so that thing wouldn’t smell me, but I was close enough to hear him tell you that. Stone crumbles. Do you know what else crumbles, Sam?” He took a step forward until he was within reach, but given Zero’s blood, there was nothing else I could do. He smiled as his eyes searched my face. “Iron and steel.”

“What? What the hell are you—”

His hands snapped up, fingers bent awkwardly, and I heard him mutter dis and tae and cos, and I knew what those words meant, I knew what he was going to do even before that rotten yellow light flashed again. His magic, which was stronger than I’d ever thought it’d be, still pulled at me, even though my own was dampened by the dragon’s blood. It was invasive in a way it’d never been before, like it was the anticornerstone. I ground my teeth against the weight of it as his magic did what he’d intended it to do.

Ryan’s armor began to break apart.

Ryan shouted in anger, struggling against the bindings that held him as his armor broke off in chunks like it were cracking right down the middle. His breastplate fell first, then the gardbraces and vambraces from his arms, followed by the greaves and the cuisses from his legs. They landed with loud thunks on the ground, hissing and crackling as they crumbled. The padding he wore between the armor and the thin clothing underneath fell off to the side. He was left barefoot, wearing a tunic and trousers, both made of wool to keep the sweat from dripping down his body under the armor.

He was defenseless.

But he was not afraid. No, I could tell by the look on his face that he was pissed. That armor had been given to him by the King, commissioned when he’d been promoted to Knight Commander. It had been an honor and a physical representation of his oath to the King of Verania.

Yeah. Ryan Foxheart was angry, all right.

Which in turn made me angrier.

I was going to kick so much ass.

But first.

“It’s him, isn’t it?”

Ruv lowered his hands, panting a little at the exertion of his magic. It told me everything I needed to know. “Him?”

“You know who I mean.”

He wiped the sweat from his brow. “I want to hear you say it, Sam.”

“Tell me.”

“Why?”

“You’re a gypsy. The magic you’re using is strong, but it’s wild. Unpracticed. Like it was taught to you in a short amount of time. You shouldn’t be able to do what you’re doing.”

He nodded slowly. “That’s fair. My mentor hasn’t had… the time to give me what I needed. I was nothing. Did you know that? I was nothing, but he recognized my potential. He saw in me what I was capable of. What I could mean. To him.” His lips twitched. “To you. He knew you, Sam, even before you knew about him. He wasn’t corporeal, but the cracks in the seal were large enough for him to seep through, for the shadows to cross, and I heard him whispering to me. At first I thought I was going crazy, that I was losing my mind. But I wasn’t. He was real. And he wanted me. He showed me how, Sam. He showed me how to make them all think I was something I wasn’t, that I’d always been the Bari Lavuta to the phuro of Mashallaha.”

He sighed. “It was so easy. Vadoma’s mind is… well. She wants to believe, and all it took was the simplest of suggestions and she folded, Sam. She just collapsed until I was in all her memories, until I was in all their memories as the second to the phuro. He taught me that. And I am indebted to him.”

“And he used you,” I said through gritted teeth. “To try and get to me. As my cornerstone.”

“Twice he has underestimated you, Sam,” he said. “That much is clear. It won’t happen again, but mistakes were made, yes. The second time was when he came for you in Mashallaha. I tried to tell him, tried to make him understand that you were more than he thought, but… in the end, he realized his mistake. But do you know the first time he underestimated you, Sam?”

“Fuck you.”

“It was your devotion to the knight.” He glanced over to where Ryan was trapped against the wall, still struggling against the wood around his hands and feet. “He thought you could be swayed from him. That no mere grunt could ever take the heart of Sam of Wilds. He thought you would respond to someone of your own kind, someone who understood what it meant to have magic, to be a gypsy. But your love for this—this nothing proved to be rather remarkable. You were not seduced by me. He wasn’t happy. After you left. Partly because of his own failings, but because I too had failed him.”

“Your mentor?” I spat at him. “Are you out of your fucking mind? Wait, don’t answer that. I already know you are.”

Ruv chuckled. “That mouth of yours is going to get you in trouble one of these days, Sam. You have to know that by now.”

“Excuse me? Excuse me!”

“What?” Ruv said, whirling on Lady Tina.

“Yes,” she said, looking rather defiant, Caleb next to her, his dark eyes on me. “Hello. Thank you for finally acknowledging that I am still in the room. Which, if you must know, I will not stand for such rudeness. I am a noblewoman, and I demand to be treated as such.”

“Of course, my lady,” Ruv said, bowing low. He was mocking her, but I didn’t think she knew. “How may I be of service to you?”

“This is all really quite fascinating, I’m sure, what with your plots for revenge and whatever else you’re blathering on about. But in case you hadn’t noticed, I am a white woman stuck in a house with—with half-breeds, and I would like to return to where I belong. I don’t even like spending time in this house for meetings of the We-Hate-Sam-A-Lots, much less standing here listening to you air whatever your issues are with Sam. I get it. Trust me when I say I do. But don’t you think it’d be easier on all of us if you removed whatever enchantment is on Ryan Foxheart as you promised? I would like to return him to the castle to witness the reunion with his beloved that I have already plotted out in my head to make the most delicious of real-person fan fictions that I’ve ever created. I already have it titled. Would you like to hear it?”

He stared at her.

She brought her hands up, wiggling her fingers. “It’s called Rystin: Homecoming; A Story of Love and Triumphant Return of Two Lovers Who Love Each Other Like They’ve Loved No Other Lover Before. My thighs are absolutely tingling at the thought of it.”

“Right,” Ruv said, voice flat. “There is the matter of Ryan Foxheart.”

It was like ice down my spine.

“Yes,” Lady Tina said with a nod. “And if you will just release him from the enchantment… and the wall, we’ll leave you to it with whatever you have planned with Sam of Wilds.”

“Do your worst,” Ryan snarled at him as Ruv took a step toward him.

I groaned. “Don’t tell him to do that, you idiot. Now he’ll do it.”

“It’s okay, Ryan,” Lady Tina said, hands clutched between her breasts. “Soon you will be free from all of this. I promise you.”

“You will be,” Ruv agreed. “Free, that is. From all of this. Do you remember, Knight Commander? In Mashallaha. How many times you threatened to stab me. It’s ironic, really.”

Ryan rolled his eyes. “How is that ironic? I didn’t actually do it. Although now I wish I had.”

“No,” I whispered. “No, no, don’t—”

“That’s not the irony, Ryan Foxheart. The irony here is that I’m going to be the one to stab you.”

I screamed at him.

But it didn’t matter.

Ryan looked confused as Ruv moved quicker than I’d ever seen him move. One moment he was standing near Tina, a small smile on his face. And the next he was scooping up Ryan’s discarded sword by the hilt and charging my knight.

Ryan Foxheart didn’t cry out as the sword pierced his skin just below his rib cage. He exhaled explosively, but the only other sound was the harsh thunk as the sword ran him through completely and hit the wall behind him. His eyes bulged as he looked down slowly at Ruv, who stood in front of him, hand still holding the sword, crimson starting to bleed along the cold steel.

“What?” Ryan whispered. “What?”

And still I screamed.

My hands were bleeding, and I thought two of the fingers on my right hand were broken with how hard I was hitting the barrier that surrounded me, trying to do something, anything, to get to Ryan, to tear Ruv to pieces and to make it all okay again.

But it was the price of magic.

I could bring the lightning out from my heart.

I could hold a bird in my hand and give it life once again.

And I could not break the seal of dragon’s blood above me.

I was shattering, breaking into a thousand tiny pieces, and Ryan coughed weakly, blood dribbling down his chin. He looked up at me as Ruv took a step back. His teeth were stained red, and when he said, “Sam?” all I could think about, all I could remember was the day Morgan took me away from the slums by the hand, and how I’d looked back just once and saw the boy named Nox standing on the road behind me.

I had waved at him.

He’d waved back.

And then I rounded the corner and Nox was gone, and I didn’t think about him again until I sat beside a knight I loved next to a fire under the bright, bright stars on our way to rescue the Prince from the clutches of a dragon, and he’d said You’ve never been turned to stone, Sam? It’s an interesting experience to say the least.

Nox Ashford.

Ryan Foxheart.

I loved them both.

Because they were the same.

So, yes. I screamed for him.

I begged Ruv to let me out.

He ignored me, eyes only on Ryan.

I pleaded for Lady Tina to help him.

She stood shocked, face pale, lips trembling.

I cried for Caleb to make it stop.

He had a smile on his face.

“Sam?” Ryan said again, sounding like he was choking.

“Shh,” I said, face wet. “Don’t talk. It’s okay. It’s okay, sweetheart. It’ll all be okay. I promise. I promise you, okay? You just gotta give me a moment. I’ll get us out of here.”

“Hurts, Sam.”

“I know,” I said, voice breaking. “I know it does. But I need you to be brave for me. I need you to be strong.”

“You… can’t… I…. Sam.” His head rocked back as more blood spilled from his mouth. “Sam, Sam, ah gods, Sam.”

“You bastards,” I bellowed at the others in the room. “I’ll kill you. Do you hear me? I’m going to fucking kill you all.”

“What have you done?” Lady Tina whispered.

“What was necessary,” Ruv said with a sigh. He stretched his neck from side to side.

“You… you promised me,” she said, taking a step back. “You told me that Ryan would be safe. That he would be free.”

“He’ll be dead soon,” Ruv said. “Free from the shackles of this life. And his death will be the catalyst needed to send this world spiraling into darkness.”

“You promised me!” she exclaimed shrilly. “You said—”

He had her pressed against the fireplace, hand around her throat, before she could continue.

“I grow weary of the sound of your voice,” Ruv said, nose trailing along her cheek. “There are much bigger things at work here than your precious games, little girl. Things that you couldn’t even possibly imagine. If I were you, I would be on my knees thanking the gods that you still draw breath.” His fingers tightened, and she whimpered. “Now. Because you have provided such a valuable service in assisting the downfall of Sam of Wilds, I will spare your life. Leave here, without another word, and you will live to see another day. One peep from you, my dear, and you will join your beloved Knight Commander with your blood on the floor.”

He took a step back, hand dropping from her neck.

Lady Tina sobbed quietly. She looked at Ryan, who was losing his battle with consciousness, then at me.

“You don’t want me to get out of here,” I told her, voice hoarse. “Because I will come for you.”

She nodded.

And then ran from the house, the door slamming shut behind her.

“Sam.”

“No,” I moaned. “Save your strength. Please. Just—”

“Need you… to listen. You remember? What I told you.” He coughed weakly. “At the top of the keep.”

I shook my head. “Don’t you do this. Don’t you fucking say goodbye to me. You hear me? Ryan. Don’t you fucking do this!”

“I told you… that I wished for nothing… more than you.”



“Ryan.”

He smiled a bloody smile. “Still mean it.”

And then his eyes slipped shut, his head slumping forward.

I threw my whole weight against the barrier again and again and again.

Ruv clucked his tongue. “Truly a waste.” He shook his head and turned away from Ryan back toward me. “You might as well save your strength, Sam. You’re going to need it.”

Again and again and again.

He turned his attention away from me.

“Leave us,” Ruv told Caleb. “The time has almost come. Do not return to the castle, as they will soon know something is amiss. Wait for my word.”

“I want to watch what happens to Sam—”

“Leave us,” Ruv hissed. “I will not tell you again. He approaches, and he will not be pleased if you are still here.”

Caleb’s eyes widened a little at that. He looked as if he was going to argue but must have thought better of it. His mouth thinned, and he nodded tightly. He glanced at me again before he too left the house, leaving me and Ruv and Ryan.

The only sounds were the dripping of blood on the floor and the grunts I made when I slammed my shoulder into the barrier, knowing it wouldn’t give but not caring.

“You know,” Ruv said finally, “in the end, I do feel somewhat responsible for what happened here.”

I ignored him.

“I told him that I could get to you, that if he just gave me a chance, I could do what was needed. You would choose me as your cornerstone, and I would eventually drag you away from the light and into the dark. I knew of Ryan Foxheart. Everyone in Verania did. But I figured once you tasted my magic with yours, you’d see. I regret that it didn’t work out like I had planned. I didn’t try hard enough. I went along with Vadoma, and I went along with you after that dragon in the desert. I thought you would just see me, see how I helped you, see how good I was, and in the end, you’d just… I don’t know.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “So yes, Sam. I do blame myself partly for this. And if he hadn’t failed right after I did, I do believe I wouldn’t be standing here. Because again, there’s just something about you that causes people to doubt what you’re capable of. You are stronger than you appear.” He shook his head ruefully. “We won’t be making that mistake again.”

“What do you want from me?” I said, trying to push through the haze that had covered my eyes.

“Oh, it’s not about what I want. I don’t know that it’s ever been. It’s about what he wants.”

“How could you? How could you do any of this?”

“Black and white, Sam. That’s all you see. There is so much more in between. Becoming a Dark wizard isn’t the scary story you’ve heard all your life. Morgan and Randall are so absolute in their magic that they leave room for no alternatives. No interpretation. Magic can go both ways, Sam. You know that. You showed me that in the desert. With the sand mermaids. And with him in the water. Do you really think you could have done that with both feet firmly planted in the light? No, Sam. Of course not. Part of you is in shadow. Morgan knows this. Randall knows this. Why do you think they’ve kept so much from you?”

“I will never be like you.”

His smile took on a melancholic curve. “I suspected as much. And so did he, I think. He gave you a choice once, and you threw it back in his face. He made his mistake then, by acting too hasty, trying to consume your magic before it was time. Even the best of us can act without thinking.”

“The both of you can go fuck yourself.”

“Yes, I suppose you think we can. But in the end, it doesn’t matter. You have lost, Sam. There’s no talking your way out of this one, no using your magic to escape impossible odds. Verania will fall, and from the ashes, the age of the Darks will be born, and he will rule over us all.”

I laughed bitterly. “You really think Morgan and Randall will let that happen? Kill me. Fine. Go ahead. But they will never let him win. This is just one battle, and you are in a war, and I promise you, I will find a way, either in this life or the next, to make you pay for what you’ve done.”

“Ah, Morgan and Randall. Even after everything, you still have faith in them. It’s a remarkable thing.” He stepped closer to the barrier. “Misplaced, but admirable. Do you know where my faith lies, Sam of Wilds?”

“Go to hell.”

“In him.”

“You will lose.”

“You know of whom I speak.”

“You will lose.”

“His name, Sam. Say his name.”

“Villains never win. You may have gotten this far, but we all know how the stories end.”

“Now, Sam. Say it. Say his name.”

“Break the blood seal and see how it goes. Come on, you little bitch. Do it. You think I’m scared of you? Of him?”

“Say his fucking name!” Ruv bellowed.

I spat at him and watched the saliva slide down the invisible barrier. “Fuck you. And fuck him. You want me to say his name? You think I won’t. Fine. You will fall, Ruv. Just like your mentor. You are nothing. Myrin is nothing.”

The floor shook beneath my feet, the floorboards rippling. I took a stumbling step back, hitting my bruised shoulder against the barrier. The room grew darker as the flames on the candles flickered before going out completely. The ceiling groaned, a large crack appearing right down the middle, dust and plaster sprinkling down. The crack stopped right before it reached the dragon’s blood.

Ruv took a step back. “He’s coming.”

The shadows began to gather along the floor. Soot and ash billowed from the fireplace, caught in a spiral as it swirled into the air. At first it was shapeless, a vortex spinning lazily. But then the shadows coalesced and there was a strange pull in the back of my head, muffled by the blood spell.

Sam, it whispered.

The vortex rose toward the ceiling, leaking shadows like liquid smoke.

And for a moment, that was all it was: a column of shadow-smoke swirling in the center of an abandoned home in the middle of the City of Lockes.

Then the shadows fell away.

And the darkest of all the wizards stood, a small smile on his face. He wore black robes shot with lines of red. His beard curled down against his chest. His eyes were sparkling.

“Sam,” Myrin said. “How lovely it is to see you again.”






Chapter 22: Sacrifice

 

 

AND BECAUSE I couldn’t not, I rolled my eyes. “Dude, that entrance was kind of weak. I mean, I get what you were going for, but honestly? I’ve seen better.” I felt like I was breaking apart, but I couldn’t let him see fear. I couldn’t let him see I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how we’d get out of this.

Myrin chuckled. “Have you now?”

I shrugged. “Yeah, dude. I mean, you get points for the shadow-smoke thing, but beyond that? Kind of disappointing. You had your lackey here shouting at me to say your name. Who does that? And did you seriously wait until I did say your name before you showed? Because if you did, that’s pretty fucking lame.”

“Oh, Sam. You are not what I expected you to be.”

“So you’ve said before. New material. Learn it.”

“I see you for what you are.”

“Oh?” I asked, arching an eyebrow. “Are you going to psychoanalyze me? That’s neat.”

Myrin took a step toward me, and it took all I had not to take an answering step back, to stand my ground to show him I wasn’t afraid, even though my heart was splitting down the middle. Ryan was breathing, little raspy breaths, but he wouldn’t be for long. I had to get us out of here.


And if it meant killing both Myrin and Ruv, well.

That’s the way it was going to be.

“Your words, Sam,” Myrin said, coming to a stop right outside the circle of dragon’s blood. “They are your weapons. You wield them as a knight does a sword.”

“Is that right,” I said. “How interesting. Hey, here’s an idea. Break the circle and we’ll see just how strong my words are. What do you say?”

“You’re scared,” Myrin said. “You hide it, but it lurks in you, just along your edges. I can see it, Sam of Wilds. And you’re right to be afraid.”

I glared at him. “I’m not scared of you.”

“I do sense some truth in that. Honestly, I do. And it’s admirable. But I never said the fear was directed toward me.” He glanced toward the wall. “It would seem the Knight Commander is but a butterfly pinned to a board.”

He took a step toward Ryan.

And I snapped. “You leave him the fuck alone!”

But Myrin ignored me. “Love is a curious thing,” he said as he stood in front of Ryan, looking up at his bowed head. “Don’t you think, Sam? It creates art and poetry. Death and destruction. Cities are razed because of it. Wars are fought. It is humbling and all-consuming, and it can drive a person out of their mind.”

He pressed a single finger against the hilt of the sword sticking out of Ryan’s stomach. He moved his finger side to side, causing the sword to shift the barest amounts. Ryan groaned, another thin stream of blood spilling from his mouth.

I screamed for Myrin to stop.

“I loved once,” Myrin said. “With my entire heart. And even when I realized my path was different than those I loved, I still loved them. I told them as much. I told them both that nothing had to change, that we could still be as we were. I understood that they could not follow me. I understood that. Our paths would diverge, but I knew what I was meant to do. And even when they begged me, even when they pleaded with me to turn away from my fate, to ignore what I could truly be capable of, I loved them.”

He shook his head as he dropped his hand from the sword. “They said they had no other choice. They did, in the end. Because it always comes down to choices. They chose to burn the love I felt for them from my heart. They chose to encapsulate what remained in shadow. They chose to let me suffer in a realm that only exists to contain the worst of all existence. And I did suffer, Sam. I don’t want you to think I didn’t. Maybe they thought it’d be a shock to the system. Maybe they thought it’d give them time to find a way to bring me back to the person they’d known.” He laughed bitterly. “But it didn’t. It made me more. And I knew, in the end, that I just had to bide my time. That one day I would return and face my destiny.”

He turned away from Ryan back toward me. He stopped just outside of the circle again. “You, Sam. You are my destiny. We are intertwined, you and I. Chosen by the gods. It’s really rather elegiac, don’t you think? There is a sense of fatalism to it. Was I always meant to be here, now, standing in front of you as I am? Do the gods dictate every single move I make? Has the ending already been written? Because if it has, Sam, if everything I have done in my life has led to this, has led to this moment, what am I to do with it? With this culmination? I feel as if I stand upon a precipice, and all it would take is one final step and—”

“Yeah,” I said. “Do it. You step right off that cliff, you asshole.”

He sighed. “You’re not listening.”

“Oh I am,” I said. “You’re monologuing, but I’m listening. And you know what I think about it? About this whole thing?”

“Tell me,” he breathed.

I leaned forward until I could feel the hum of the barrier just beyond my face. “I think you’re fucking crazy.”

His eyes narrowed.

“I think you’re fucking crazy,” I spat at him. “I think you’re just like everyone else who has come before you. Except no, that’s not quite right. You come with a godsdamn pedigree, all this extraneous bullshit. You’ve somehow got Ruv, and I’ll give you credit for that. You got Lady Tina. You’ve got thousands of people on your side, even though they don’t know they’re on your side. You’ve done all of this while remaining hidden in shadow. That’s just going to make your failure that much worse when it happens. Because mark my words: you will fail, Myrin. I will end you.” I glanced over his shoulder at Ruv. “You too. You shouldn’t have touched my cornerstone. You’re going to pay for that.” I felt a savage satisfaction at the way Ruv’s eyes widened. I looked back at Myrin, a nasty smile on my face. “I’ve got four dragons on my side and a need to kick your motherfucking ass.”

“Four? And what of the fifth?”

My smile widened. “What’s the plan? I’m in here, you’re out there. Hey, if you want to come in the circle with me, I’ll make room.” I took a step back, beckoning for Myrin to step inside. “We could see what happens when neither of us has our magic. Because no matter how strong you think you are, even you can’t fight dragon’s blood.”

“Or,” Myrin said, “I can ask Ruv to pull the sword from the Knight Commander’s chest and use it to cut off his head right in front of you.”

“Don’t you fucking touch him!” I roared, rushing forward and banging my hands on the barrier again.

Myrin laughed. “And that is the downfall of love. The way it ensnares you, holds you captive. You are wind and bluster, pounding your chest and inviting me inside, but the moment I threaten something you love, you descend into snarls and teeth. Can’t you see, Sam? It is a weakness. And that is the difference between you and I. You are shackled by it. And I am free.”

“You will never win,” I promised him. “Never.”

“I already have,” he said simply. “You have a choice, here. And you will make it quickly, as I grow weary of this back-and-forth. Either you submit to me or Ryan Foxheart will die here and now. His blood, Sam, will be on your hands, more than it already is. There is still a chance he could be saved as he is now, but he doesn’t have much time.”

“Fuck you.”

He shook his head, a frown on his face. “You have to know you’ve lost. Even now I can see your mind whirring about, scrambling for something, anything you could use to talk your way out of this, to live to fight another day. Sam. You. Are. Wrong. This is it. This is the end.”

“And what do you want me for?”

“You know,” he said, eyes flickering down to my chest.

And I did. Of course I did. “The consumption of magic.”

“It will hurt,” he said. “I cannot lie about that. But it will be over soon. I promise you, and unlike Morgan or Randall, I am a man of my word, Sam. I will break the circle. You will bow before me. And I will consume your magic. It will be swift, and once it is complete, I will let Ryan Foxheart go. However, if you step outside that circle and attempt anything, I promise you that I will do everything in my power to make sure Ryan Foxheart suffers. And you may be thinking that you could take me by surprise, but I will remind you that there are two of us and one of you. No matter how powerful you are, Sam, you cannot come for us both before I rip the life from the Knight Commander. His blood will spill and you will watch.”

“Why?” I asked, trying to stall for time, but for what, I didn’t know. “Why are you doing all this?”

Myrin’s eyes narrowed. “Really, Sam? That’s what you’re going with? After all you’ve said about villains and monologuing. I’m disappointed. That was shameful, even for you.”

I smiled weakly. “What can I say? I’ll try anything.”

“Make your choice now, apprentice. Your dragons cannot save you. Your friends aren’t here. Your beloved is at death’s door. Randall is hiding away in his castle of ice. And Morgan can’t be bothered to even know his apprentice is—”

“You always did try and speak for me,” a voice said mildly.

Myrin closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He let it out slowly. When he opened his eyes again, they were alight with something I couldn’t quite make out, but it almost looked like fear.

“Brother,” he said quietly as he turned. “Quiet as a mouse, you are.”

Morgan of Shadows stood in the entryway, looking calm and relaxed, robes billowing slightly. I didn’t know how long he’d been standing there, but I knew he’d cataloged everything in the room in mere seconds. Ruv, standing near the fireplace and looking suddenly unsure. Ryan, skin slick with sweat, his breath rattling in his chest. Myself, standing in a circle of dragon’s blood, more furious than I’d ever been.

And Myrin, of course. He seemed to only have eyes for Myrin.

“You were distracted,” Morgan told him. “You tend to be when you’re fully involved in your work. That hasn’t changed.”

“Nostalgia,” Myrin said. “That’s what you’re going for?”

Morgan shrugged. “Merely an observation.”

“Morgan,” I said, voice cracking. “You gotta help Ryan. Please, you need to get him away from here.”

Morgan glanced at me over Myrin’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”

I shook my head. “Don’t worry about me. Please. Just help him. He can’t—”

“Why are you here?” Myrin asked, head cocked. “Why are there no others with you? And how did you know he was here?”

“Questions,” Morgan said, lips quirking the smallest amount. “You always did ask questions. If there were answers you didn’t know, it would frustrate you to no end. And you would doggedly pursue those answers until you were satisfied. How strange is it that after everything, these little pieces of you remain.”

“You cannot speak to me as if I am the man I once was,” Myrin said, hands curling into fists at his sides. “You made sure that part of me died a long, long time ago.”

“I know,” Morgan said. “And I will regret to the end of my days not allowing you to pass beyond the veil. It was my cowardice that held on to the hope that one day, we could find a way to…. Well. It doesn’t matter now.”

“You regret not killing me?” Myrin sounded shocked.

“I regret not having the strength to do what I needed to do,” Morgan corrected gently. “If I had, we would not be here. I had hope. But I should have realized that you did not. And to answer your questions, I am here because Sam is my apprentice. I know all the steps he has taken. There was something just off about that page, though I could never put my finger on why I felt that way. But I learned long ago to trust my senses. You do not have much time, Myrin. You have entered the City of Lockes with ill intent. The King’s map will soon sound warning of your trespass.”

“The King’s map,” Myrin scoffed. “Elven magic. It is unreliable. It will show danger in the City, but how accurate can it be? The knights will scour Lockes, but by the time they find this house, it will be over.”

“Will it? And I assume you mean that you’ll have consumed Sam’s magic.”

“Let’s not remind him about that,” I said hastily. “Maybe we can just talk about something else instead.”

They both ignored me. “Yes,” Myrin said. “I will. And then Lockes will fall. The Darks will pour from the forest and Verania will be brought to its knees. Its people will look upon me as I tower above them, and they will beg for me to save them. And I will be kind to them, because the most loyal of animals are the ones that you have not raised your hand to.”

Morgan nodded as if that was what he expected. “There is one minor problem with that.”

“And that is?”

“I won’t let you have him.”

“No?”

“No.”

“I thought not.”

Morgan was moving even before Myrin finished speaking. He clapped his hands in front of his chest, and the house around us trembled at the strength of him. The sound of his hands striking was like thunder, and even as he pulled them apart, even as his magic roared throughout the room, Myrin countered, hands raised and glowing rust red, like dried blood. His fingers were curled like claws, and as Morgan’s arms stretched wide, a bright bubble spreading from the center of his chest—the containment—Myrin answered with a bright flash of light that smashed against Morgan’s magic. It collided with the bubble and ricocheted with a disastrous clang, the shock wave knocking Ruv off his feet, head smacking against the crumbling stone of the fireplace. He collapsed to the ground and stayed there.

Myrin’s magic bounced against the wall where Ryan was still pinned, causing the wood to break apart. Ryan slid to the floor, collapsing against the wall, the sword falling out of him, the flat of the blade landing on his legs. His head and shoulders slumped forward.

Dust and debris swirled around the room as the bubble expanded to encapsulate Myrin and Morgan. They stood facing each other, just out of reach. Morgan’s hands were stretched out in front of him, and they were shaking.

Myrin reached up and touched the curve of the bubble around them. It looked as if it shocked him, as he pulled away quickly, little ripples stretching along the bubble.

“Containment,” he said quietly. “I never thought—you surprise me, little brother. Even now, even after all this time. You used this on me once before. You were younger then. And it wouldn’t have held had it not been for Randall.”

“I have learned much in your absence,” Morgan said through gritted teeth. Sweat dripped down his forehead as his fingers trembled. “I am not the apprentice I once was.”

“No,” Myrin said. “I suppose you are not. But nor am I. You understand that?”

“Yes.”

“You have contained me, Morgan. The problem is that you have contained yourself as well.”

Morgan shook his head. “I have kept you from him.”

Myrin laughed. “Perhaps. But once I am finished with you, I will go to him. He is trapped, just as you are.”

Morgan smiled sadly. “You have forgotten, Myrin. The strength of a wizard is not in his magic, but those that believe in him. Those that will stand at his side, even when all seems lost. And that, Myrin, that belief is stronger than any magic.”

Myrin took a step back. “You speak of—” He turned in time to see Ryan pick his sword up from his lap, the hilt gripped tightly. He crossed it over his chest and, with what seemed to be the last of his strength, flung it upward. It spun in two full circles before the blade struck the ceiling, sinking into the wood painted with dragon’s blood.

The seal broke.

There was green.

There was gold.

And I was angry.

I stepped out of the circle.

Myrin’s eyes widened.

Ryan smiled a bloody smile. “Surprise, mothercracker.” His eyes closed and did not reopen.

“Sam,” Morgan said. “You must listen.”

Magic was rushing over me.

“You cannot let this consume you. You cannot let him consume you.”

The floor cracked beneath my feet.

“Take your cornerstone. Flee this place. Live to fight another day.”

I reached Morgan’s bubble. And as I took another step forward… it pushed me away.

I blinked through the haze, mind clearing. “Let me in.”

“He won’t do that,” Myrin said, sounding awed. “He won’t take the risk.” He turned back toward his brother. “Truly? This is what you’ve decided? You know once done, I will be unstoppable.”

“I think you will find yourself surprised,” Morgan said. “You always did underestimate those you thought beneath you. It was never about magic, Myrin.”

“Love,” Myrin said disdainfully. “You still believe in love. It can do nothing to stop me. I accept your offer.” He glanced back over his shoulder at me. “Run, little apprentice. But know I will come for you.”

And then he turned back toward Morgan.

He raised his hands.

I said, “No. Don’t do this. Please don’t do this.”

Myrin’s hands touched Morgan’s. Their fingers intertwined.

The rust red began to spread to Morgan.

I tried to push against Morgan’s shield, the containment that surrounded them, but it was like I could smell Ryan’s spilled blood, like I could hear the tripping, stuttering beat of his heart. That, combined with Morgan’s strength, even as the rust spread up his arms, held me back. Lightning began to arc through the room, crawling along the edges of the bubble.

I wanted death.

I wanted to kill.

The rust reached his shoulders and began to spread down through his torso.

“Let me in!” I screamed at him.

Morgan smiled at me.

He said, “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.”

And then he was consumed.

His eyes rolled back in his head.

Time seemed to slow around us, and for a moment, all the world held its breath.

Morgan exhaled, a bright spark drifting from his mouth.

It hung between the two brothers.

And then Myrin inhaled, mouth open, teeth bared.

I prayed to the gods.

They didn’t answer.

Myrin closed his mouth around the spark.

The bubble began to flicker as Myrin’s head rocked back, the cords standing out on his neck as he started to seize. He dropped his brother’s hands, and it took an age for Morgan of Shadows to fall to the floor, skin ashy and pale, eyes blank and unseeing.

Another crack sounded in the room, and suddenly Randall was standing in front of me, hands on my shoulders, shaking me furiously. I managed to look up at him.

He said, “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.”

And he was turning then, rushing toward where Myrin stood, the seizures slowing, the magic once again building. He dove toward Myrin, and as Myrin turned his head to look at me, Randall collided with him. There was a sharp flash of light, and they were gone.

The only sounds were the creaking of the crumbling house around us.

Ruv lay upon the floor, groaning, though he didn’t open his eyes.

Ryan had fallen to his side, a pool of blood spreading underneath him.

Morgan stared up at the ceiling, eyes glassy and unblinking.

I waited for him to take a breath.

He did not.

“Morgan?” I whispered.






Chapter 23: Stone Crumbles

 

 

I STOOD in front of the Great Doors that led to the throne room in Castle Lockes, willing myself to push them open.

I couldn’t find the strength.

I stood there for a long time.

Pete came, eventually, out a side door to my left.

“Sam?” he said quietly. “They’re waiting for you.”

“I know,” I said, still staring at the doors.

I felt his hand on my shoulder. I didn’t shrug him off. “Do you need more time?”

“I don’t deserve it.”

“What? What don’t you deserve?”

“To be here.”

I could hear the frown in his voice. “Sam, of course you do. He…. Out of everyone in the world, you deserve it the most. He would want you here, Sam. I know it.”

“Randall? Is he…?”

“No, Sam. He isn’t. We…. No one knows where he is. He hasn’t—I’m sure he’s fine. He’ll be back when he can. You’ll see.”

I nodded tightly, staring at my hands pressed flat against the doors. They were smooth and warm against my fingers.

“Do you remember that day in the alley?” Pete asked me quietly. “When you turned the boys to stone.”

I swallowed thickly. “Yeah.”

“I was walking by his side when we left. Do you know what he told me?”

I shook my head.

“I’ll never forget it. He said, ‘That boy is going to do great things, Pete. You mark my words. He is going to do great things.’ Out of all the years I’d known him, never once had I ever heard him speak about someone like that. And Sam, he was smiling when he said it, a smile that I’d never seen on his face before. But I would see it again and again and again for years to come, because that smile was meant for only you. He loved you, Sam. More than anything else in this world.”

I hung my head between my hands, staring down at the nicest robes I owned, blinking rapidly, trying to calm my aching heart.

“So you will do this,” Pete said, not unkindly. “Because even if you don’t think you deserve it, he does. For all the things he’s done for Verania, he deserves the one he loved the most being at his side.”

I nodded.

“Okay. That’s good. This isn’t the end, Sam.”

“Then why does it feel like it is?”

He shook his head. “Take another moment. But give him the respect he’s owed.”

Pete squeezed my shoulder again before he walked back toward the side door. He opened it, and I heard the murmuring of a crowd before he closed it behind himself and left me alone once again.

The star dragon whispered in my head, a memory like a knife wound.

A warning. All of you will not survive until the end. There will be loss, Sam. And it will burn like nothing has ever burned before. You must remember to keep in the light, even when the dark begins to curl around your feet.

I pushed open the doors.

They groaned as they parted.

The thousands of people who stood in the throne room fell silent, turning toward me.

For a brief moment, I thought of running.

Instead, I stepped into the throne room.

I held my head high.

My shoulders squared.

I would not break.

Not in front of them.

There were tears on some of the faces around me.

Others refused to look at me.

Still others stared with open hostility.

They whispered, He did this.

All his fault.

The gods chose him, but they chose wrong.

All his fault.

How could the gods be so wrong?

All his fault.

He is not strong enough.

ALL HIS FAULT.

I pushed those voices away.

Mom and Dad were waiting for me near the front, at the bottom of the raised dais. They hugged me at the same time, and I stood stiffly, trying to focus on the feeling of them against me, nodding at their whispered words of strength and love.

Gary and Tiggy were next. Gary’s lip was trembling, and Tiggy’s eyes were wide and solemn, and I wanted to tell them how sorry I was, that I should have been better than I was.

Gary hung his head over my shoulder.

Tiggy kissed my forehead.

Pete nodded at me as I passed him by.

The doors to the rear of the throne room were open wide, and Kevin hunkered down on the other side, head pushed through. His eyes never left me. For a moment I thought they flickered completely black, and felt a strange pull in my heart, but then it was gone.

Justin stood on the dais, dressed like the king he would one day be.

He raised his hand and clutched my wrist.

I wrapped my fingers around his.

“I promise you,” he said quietly, “I will do everything in my power to help you. Best friends 5eva. Okay?”

I took in a shuddering breath.

He let me go.

My King broke decorum and hugged me tightly against his massive chest. The crowd murmured behind us, but we ignored them. His chin rested atop my head as I sagged against him.

“I know your heart is breaking,” he whispered to me. “But you have my word that I will help you pick up the pieces and put it back together. It may not fit together as it once did, but it will hold. This is my promise to you as your King.”

He pulled away only to cup my face in his hands. He leaned forward and kissed my forehead before stepping back.

Which left only the last.

There, upon a raised slab of stone, lay the body of the greatest wizard the world had ever known.

Morgan of Shadows.

His eyes were closed, and his hands were clasped on his chest.

His robes were bright and blue.

On his feet were pink shoes whose ends curled up.

His beard had been brushed and cleaned, little flowers braided into it.

He looked as if he were sleeping, and if it weren’t for his pale skin, I thought I could have convinced myself of exactly that.

But I knew better.

I stood next to the stone slab, my back to the people of Verania.

Vadoma’s vision had been wrong this whole time.

I’d always thought it’d be Ryan Foxheart lying before me, sword clasped to his chest.

As I stood above my mentor, I tried to remember if she’d ever explicitly said my cornerstone would be the one who died.

I didn’t even know if the visions she’d given me had been her own or if Ruv had played a part in them.

I didn’t know that it mattered.

Not now.

I bent over Morgan, pressing a kiss against his forehead. I ignored the single tear that fell from my eye and splashed on his cheek.

And for a moment, I thought of the bird.

It would be so easy.

I could have done it.

It whispered in my head.

Somehow, I pushed it away.

I whispered, “I’m sorry.”

I stood back up.

I took my place next to my King, eyes dry, jaw set.

Good King Anthony of Verania spoke of many things that day. He told his subjects of meeting Morgan for the first time, how nervous he had been, only to find that Morgan had accidentally ingested the spores from a Bentati mushroom that very morning and was actively tripping balls. They’d shaken hands, and then Morgan had so eloquently pointed out the colorful smoke that seemed to be pouring out the King’s nostrils.

He spoke of Morgan’s kindness, of how fair he was, and of how much Morgan loved Verania, how he would have done anything for king and country.

He spoke of Morgan’s strength and power, saying that Morgan had never used his magic in an unjust way. That he protected those who could not protect themselves.

He spoke of Morgan’s friendship, and for a moment his voice broke when he said that losing his wizard was like losing a piece of himself, and he knew that no matter how long he lived, no matter what came next, it was a void that could never be filled.

And then he said, “Morgan of Shadows was many things. The King’s Wizard. My friend and brother. A good, just man. He was bright and funny, sarcastic and sassy when he needed to be. He was a protector and wiser than most of us combined. But if there was one thing he was above all else, one thing he believed himself to be above all his other roles, it was this: he was a mentor.”

The gazes of Verania shifted to me.

Damn him.

“Morgan of Shadows gave his life to protect the one he loved above all others,” the King said. “Many of you might not understand why he did what he did. Some of you might downright hate the decisions he made. But know this: Morgan has been by my side for decades. If he were called upon to lay down his life for his apprentice—for Sam—he would do it again, and again, and again.”

I bowed my head, breath hitching in my chest.

“And know that I would do the same,” the King said, voice stern. “Because I know that Sam of Wilds would do the same for me. And if I have my way, as soon as Randall returns, I will be asking him to appoint Sam of Wilds as the King’s Wizard.”

My head shot up as the crowd gasped.

The King extended his hand toward me.

I stared at it.

“Just take it,” Justin whispered in my ear. “Seriously, don’t been an asshole.”

I turned to glare at him.

He rolled his eyes and shoved me toward his father.

This was wrong.

I hadn’t earned this.

I hadn’t passed the Trials.

I’d failed to collect the last dragon.

I hadn’t beaten Myrin.

Randall had disappeared.


Morgan had sacrificed himself for me.

And Ryan….

“I believe in you,” the King said in a quiet voice, hand still held toward me. “That has never wavered. You may not believe in yourself, but I believe in you. I am asking you to trust me.”

For a moment I considered running back the way I’d come.

Instead I took the hand of the King.

He smiled softly at me. I took a step forward to stand at his side.

He said, “Morgan’s sacrifice will not be in vain. The memory of him will never fade. He will be remembered for the man that he was. A wizard. A brother. A mentor. A friend.”

He squeezed my hand.

“Sometimes villains rise. Heroes fall. But we won’t allow those who gave their lives for us to be forgotten. And those that have taken from us, those that have dared to stand before us and strike at our hearts, know this: you have made a grave mistake. Your actions have led to a declaration of war. You have awoken a slumbering beast, and I, as the King of Verania, will harness it to its full potential. This marks the beginning of your end.”

He raised our joined hands, and the people of Verania roared.

I felt like a fraud.

 

 

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.

 

 

“ANY CHANGE?” a voice asked from behind me.

I didn’t bother turning around, just shook my head. I didn’t want to take my eyes off the unconscious man in front of me. His skin was sallow and his eyes a little sunken. His lips were cracked, but his heart was steady and his breaths even.


“What did the healers say?” Gary asked, rubbing his snout on the top of my head.

I halfheartedly tried to push him away. “That they don’t know when he’ll wake up.” Or if had been implied, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it aloud.

“He be okay,” Tiggy said, going to his knees on the other side of Ryan’s bed in the healing ward in the lower level of the castle. He reached out and brushed a large finger over Ryan’s forehead and the tip of his nose. “HaveHeart for life, motherfuckers.”

“HaveHeart for life,” I echoed hoarsely.

Tiggy hummed a little under his breath.

“Any news from Randall?” I asked.

Gary shook his head. I wasn’t surprised. “It’s only been five days,” Gary said. “He’s going to be fine. He’ll come back when he can.”

“Unless Myrin consumed him too.”

Gary winced, and I almost felt bad about it. “Maybe a little optimism, huh?”

I snorted. “That’s almost funny, coming from you.”

“Yes, well, I try.”

I squeezed Ryan’s hand, willing him to open his eyes, to look up at me and tell me what to do.

He didn’t. The healers said it was possible he could hear us and that talking to or around him helped.

I didn’t really know what to say.

“You eating?” Tiggy asked.

I shrugged.

“You eat,” Tiggy insisted. “Or you die.”

“I’m not going to die because I missed a few meals, dude.”

“I bring you food?”

“You don’t have to—”

“I bring you food.”

“No, really, you don’t have to—and you’re already gone.”

“He’s worried about you,” Gary said.

“He does that.”

“We all are.”

“I’m fine.”

“I don’t think you are, but okay. Keep telling yourself that.”

“Gary. Don’t.”


“Yeah, because that’s ever worked on me before. It’s like you don’t even know me. Tell me don’t and I just make it my mission to do.”

“I don’t need this right now, okay?”

“No,” he said, suddenly sounding as angry as I’d ever heard him. “Not okay, Sam.”

“Gary—”

“It’s not just you.”

I blinked at him.

“It’s not just you that’s hurting,” he repeated fiercely. “We all loved Morgan. We all love Ryan. Maybe not in the same way as you do, but just as much. You have locked yourself away to the point where I can’t tell what you’re thinking. You’ve never been like that before. It’s not fair that you do that to us. Not now. Not after everything.”

“Not fair? Are you out of your godsdamn mind? Do you want to talk about fairness, Gary? Fairness is—”

“Sam, I am a hornless gay unicorn in my late seventies. Do you really think I am going to start taking your bullshit now? Because if you do, honeybunch, you are sorely mistaken. I have not put nearly a decade of work into you to have you start acting like a fucking dickbag. I won’t stand for it. I really will not.”

“But—”

“Shut it.”

“You can’t just—”

“Sam. Shut. It.”

“Oh my gods. I hate you so much right now.”

“Keep telling yourself that, princess.”

“I’m not a fucking princess.”

Gary rolled his eyes. “This is what’s going to happen. In a minute, you are going to hug me and you are going to cry. You are going to let it all out, because that’s what you need. And once that’s all done, you are going to eat the food that Tiggy brings you, and then you are going to go to bed. You will sleep all fucking night, and if I have to sit by your bed to make sure it happens, then I will. And then tomorrow, we are going to get up, we are going to be sad over the friends that we’ve lost, and we are going to have hope for those that are still here. And then, when an appropriate amount of time has passed, we are going to smile again, we are going to laugh again, and we are going to find Myrin and kick his ass so godsdamn hard that he forever regrets fucking with us. And when all is said and done, we are going to find my fucking horn, because I am sick and tired of having this bony fucking nub on the top of my head, do you understand me?”

I nodded dumbly.

“Good. Now. Let go of your sexy knight for a little bit so we can begin.”

I set Ryan’s hand at his side.

I turned around.

Gary was there, big and warm, and when I hugged him, when I wrapped my arms around his neck, I did exactly what he asked of me.

I cried.

For Morgan.

For Randall.

For Myrin.

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

Tiggy came back eventually, and he gathered both of us in his arms, whispering how much he loved us, how he would always be there to take care of us, and please, Sam, please don’t be sad.

We stayed there, together, for a long time.

Eventually I ate.

Eventually I slept.

I dreamed of Randall. He told me I had to do what was necessary.

 

 

“IT WON’T hold me,” Ruv said.

I looked through the bars of his cell in the dungeon. It was one of the cells in the very back, the ones meant for wizards. It dampened their magic. He was neutered. Useless.

“It’s doing a pretty good job so far,” I said dryly.

“He won’t let it. Eventually he’ll come for me.”

“Maybe,” I said. “And maybe he’ll even get you. But it won’t be for long.”

Ruv smiled at me. “I liked you. I really did. I think… well. I thought there could be something between you and I.”

“Eh. Couple of things against that. One, I already have a cornerstone. Two, you’re a villain with a mouthful of crazy. Kind of knocks you out of the running, dude.”

“Maybe you’ll change your mind.”

“Doubtful. What’s Myrin’s plan?”

The smile widened. “To burn Verania to the ground and then rise from its ashes like a phoenix of old. It will be remade in his image. And there is nothing you can do to stop it.”

“Watch me.”

His smile faltered.

He took a step back.

I turned and walked away.

“You’ll see, Sam!” he shouted after me. “Soon, you will witness what he is truly capable of.”

And then he laughed.

 

 

“WE’LL FIGURE it out,” Dad said, arm wrapped around my shoulders.

“Together,” Mom said, placing her hand on my knee.

Even if your heart is breaking, I thought.

 

 

“I CAN’T be what you need me to be,” I said. “Not yet. It would be better if it was Randall. For now.”

“Randall’s not here,” the King said, a frown on his face.

“He will be,” I said. “I’m not ready. There is still so much I need to learn.”

“I believe in you, Sam,” the King said, taking my hand in his. “I always have. And I always will.”

My heart was very full, and I couldn’t find the words to tell him so.

 

 

A PAGE delivered a sealed note.

It was brief.

The script was flowery, written in pink ink.

I’ll find a way to make this right.


Lady Tina DeSilva

 

 

“YOU’RE PLANNING something,” Justin said, staring at me suspiciously.

I shrugged. “I’m always planning something.”

“What are you going to do?”

I looked away. “Would you….”

“What is it?”

“If something were to happen to me, would you—just. Could you keep an eye on Ryan? For me?”

“Sam,” he said slowly. “Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

I smiled at him. It felt thin and brittle. “Yeah. I know.”

He hugged me then. Out of nowhere. It was a fierce thing, his arms around me tight and strong, his chin on my shoulder.

It took me a moment, but eventually I hugged him back.

“Dude,” I whispered. “Best. Hug. Ever.”

“Shut up, Sam,” he muttered near my ear. “Yeah. I’ll keep an eye on him. But you’d better not do anything stupid, you hear me?”

“Because we’re best friends 5eva?”

For a moment, I didn’t think he’d respond. But then he said, “Fine, yes, best friends 5eva, gods, I will never say that again.”

I loved my Prince.

 

 

I STOOD in the empty labs.

They echoed with the ghosts and memories of my mentor.

The greatest wizard who had ever lived.

I wiped my eyes.

I didn’t have time to mourn.

Not now.

I took what I needed, filling a small pack. It wasn’t much. I didn’t think it needed to be.

I was about to leave when something caught my eye.

I stopped, unsure of what to do.

Morgan was gone.

So they would be mine now. I didn’t even know how Myrin’s came to be here. Probably Randall’s doing.

I didn’t want them.

But I thought I needed them anyway.

After a brief moment of hesitation, I made up my mind.

The pack was heavier with the Grimoires inside.

I shut the door to the labs behind me.






Epilogue: A Decision Made

 

 

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.

This boy, this somewhat strange and lonely boy, would grow up and give his lightning-struck heart away to a brave and beautiful knight.

After a series of wacky misadventures, they fell in love and things were good.

Then darkness came.

And the boy made a decision.

Because, you see, this boy had a destiny of dragons written in the stars by the very gods themselves. It was said that he would need to collect the five dragons of Verania in order to combat the darkness that rose in the shadows.

The boy did his best.

In the end, even his best wasn’t good enough.

He was warned it would hurt when it came.

That it would burn like no other.

And still he hadn’t prepared himself.

His lightning-struck heart felt cleaved in two.

But the choice he made next was not born of grief and anger, as they sometimes are.

No, the strange and somewhat lonely boy made his decision because the world was so much bigger than his grief. Than his anger.

If he let it go, if he let the darkness rise, then the people of his country would know exactly how he felt.

And he wouldn’t wish that on anyone.

And so he waited until late into the night, when the moon was high and the stars were bright. He hoisted a pack over his shoulder and slipped out of his room, shutting the door behind him.

Two notes were left on the desk.

One was addressed to Gary, Tiggy, Kevin, Justin, the King, Mom, Dad, Pete, and anyone else who might read this.

It said:

I have to do what is right. 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.

 

The second letter was addressed to Ryan Foxheart.

 

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 had 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

 

 

I HAD been in the Dark Woods for three days before I was joined by the fairies. They came from the trees and followed me closely for a time before their king came forward.

“Here you are,” Dimitri said.

“Here I am,” I agreed quietly as I stepped over a fallen log. I thought I was heading in the right direction, even if this part of the forest looked unfamiliar.

“Are you sure about this, Sam?”

“Yes.”

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

“I—thanks, Dimitri.”

He shrugged. “You are not the only one grieving, apprentice. The forest weeps with you. Morgan was….”

“Yeah,” I said. “He was.”

We continued on.

 

 

AS NIGHT fell on the fifth day, a great and terrible storm came.

Lightning flashed.

Thunder rolled.

Rain poured down from the sky.

And still I pushed on.

“We’re close,” Dimitri whispered as we entered a clearing, the fairies in front of us lighting the way. “We’re—”

There was a crash behind us, trees getting knocked down as something heavy landed upon them.

I turned.

A black dragon stood behind me, wings spread, looking majestic as fuck.

“Dude,” I breathed. “Wicked entrance.”

“Yes,” Kevin said as he preened. “It was rather dramatic, wasn’t it? Especially with all this rain sluicing down my muscles. I look badass, don’t I.”

“So badass. I’m not going back.”

He frowned. “I didn’t think you would. Which is why I’m going with you.”

“But Gary—”

“Is angrier than I’ve ever seen him. They all are. And he’s totally going to kick both our asses when we get back, but this is where I belong. With you and the other dragons.”

“The other dragons? What other—”

Two more dragons descended from the sky.

“Ooooh,” the fairies said.

The new dragons were blue and white, their feathers shaking as they landed in the clearing ahead of us. Their eyes flashed as they shook their heads from side to side, flinging water from their snouts.

“Oh dear,” Leslie said. “I have decided that I like snow much better than rain.”

Pat snorted. “Well, if we had just stayed in our cave like I wanted to, we wouldn’t be in the rain.”

“Oh, hush,” Leslie said. “We were summoned here. You barely gave me enough time to make myself presentable before you were pushing me out of the cave. Really, Pat. You may play the part of the gruff old dyke, but we all know you’re just a softie on the inside.”

Pat looked outraged at the prospect.

Leslie ignored her. “Sam,” she said as she bowed her head in my direction. “It is lovely to see you again. Please know that our hearts ache for all that you have lost.”

“Thank you,” I said, trying to keep my voice even. “I don’t understand. How did you know?”

“We are dragons,” Pat said. “We are made of magic. It flows from the earth through us. When someone such as Morgan passes beyond the veil, the earth takes note. We felt it when it happened.”

I nodded, telling myself I was just blinking away the rain that fell from above. “So you would feel if Randall were to—”

“He lives,” Leslie said. “And he is safe. He will return when the time is right.”

Before I could ask another question, the last dragon came.

“Aaaaahhh,” the fairies said.

Zero Ravyn Moonfire landed in the clearing, his body coiling underneath him as he gaped nervously at Leslie and Pat.

“Oh, he is precious,” Leslie cooed. “Tell me, little dragon, do you want a mother? I accidentally ate my rock children and am looking for someone to smother with my love.”

“Here we go again,” Pat muttered.

“I am fourteen years old,” Zero said haughtily. “I don’t want to be smothered. I can take care of myself, thank you very much.”

“I am going to love you forever,” Leslie breathed.

“Sam!” Zero whined. “Tell the weird old lady that I don’t want that. Gods, my life is so freaking hard. No one understands me. No one will ever understand me.”

“I understand a hard life,” Kevin said easily. “Why, this one time, Gary had a headache and only rimmed me for forty-six minutes, when everyone knows a dragon’s asshole needs to be licked for at least an hour to achieve maximum stimulation.”

“These are the dragons of Verania,” I told Dimitri.

Dimitri’s tiny face was in his tiny hands.

It was adorable.

 

 

WE FOUND him hours later, just before dawn.

Or rather, he found us.

We came upon what I thought to be a large hill. If we could get to the top, we’d have a good view of the Dark Woods as the sun rose. Hopefully we could see the Great White, given his size.

I should have known better, of course.

Dimitri didn’t even warn me. He probably just wanted to see me scream, the little bastard.

I didn’t disappoint him.

I shrieked as the hill moved the moment I put my foot upon it.

“That is my face,” the Great White growled as he rose from the earth.

“Gods,” Zero moaned. “As if I needed another blow to my self-esteem, now I’m the only dragon without legs? This is lame. Everything about this is lame.”

“Hey, baby bro,” Kevin said. “Don’t worry about the leg thing. You’re just differently abled. And since I’m the second-biggest dragon here with all four of my legs, I totally got your back.”

“I’m not your baby bro!”

“You sound just like my stepson,” Kevin said fondly.

“I’m not your stepson!”

“See what I mean?”

“Why have you come here?” the Great White asked.

The others fell silent. The fairies hovered above us.

I took a step forward. “You say that you’ve seen my heart. That I wasn’t ready. Please. I ask that you look again.”

“Do you think yourself changed?”

I bowed my head and tried to breathe. “Yes.”

“Look at me, child.”

I did.

His eyes seemed like they were endless as they narrowed.

I didn’t look away, even as tears slid silently down my face.

His face softened. “Your heart has been broken.”

“Morgan is gone. My cornerstone is….”

“You have learned suffering.”

“Yes.”

“Sacrifice.”

“Yes.”

“These are not lessons I wish someone so young has to learn,” the Great White said, not unkindly. “But you are not like everyone else, Sam of Wilds. The forest shines a little less with the loss of Morgan of Shadows, but you must not let his sacrifice be in vain. He gave himself so that you may live. So you could become what this world needs. I ask of you, Sam of Wilds, will you hear me once again?”

I hesitated.

Of course I did.

But in the end, it didn’t matter.

I whispered, “Yes.”

He nodded, and when he spoke again, I felt the overwhelming curl of his magic as it began to pull within me. Only this time, it was combined with four other pinpoints of light that burned as brightly as the sun.

For the first time, the dragons of Verania stood with each other.

And I felt them all.

The Great White said:

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.

“That doesn’t mean he’s trying to get into Sam’s butthole,” Kevin whispered. “It’s not a love poem.”

“What the hell,” Zero moaned. “This is the worst.”

“You will call me your mother,” Leslie said as she stared manically at Kevin and Zero.

“We should have stayed in the cave,” Pat sighed.

“Sam of Wilds,” the Great White said, “do you accept my offer?”

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.

I love you, I thought, even as I said, “I accept your offer.”

The Great White reared up, wings spread wide, eyes burning a blinding white. “Then prepare yourself, my apprentice.”

The dragons of Verania roared around me.

I closed my eyes.

And accepted my destiny.






CODA

 

 

IN A billowing white room, a knight commander named Ryan Foxheart opened his eyes and said, “Sam.”
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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.
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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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Three years ago, Bear McKenna’s mother took off for parts unknown with her new boyfriend, leaving Bear to raise his six-year-old brother Tyson, aka the Kid. Somehow they’ve muddled through, but since he’s totally devoted to the Kid, Bear isn’t actually doing much living—with a few exceptions, he’s retreated from the world, and he’s mostly okay with that. Until Otter comes home.

Otter is Bear’s best friend’s older brother, and as they’ve done for their whole lives, Bear and Otter crash and collide in ways neither expect. This time, though, there’s nowhere to run from the depth of emotion between them. Bear still believes his place is as the Kid’s guardian, but he can’t help thinking there could be something more for him in the world… something or someone.
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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

 

“The Lightning-Struck Heart a stunning fantasy novel that I am certain will go down as one of the top m/m literary picks of the year 2015.”

—Joyfully Jay

 

“…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

 

“All told, A Destiny of Dragons is the perfect summer read. It’s got action! Adventure! Romance! Danger! Hilarity! Snark!”

—The Novel Approach

 

“A Destiny of Dragons is an absolutely brilliant continuation of The Lightning-Struck Heart…”

—Open Sky Book Reviews

 

“This is pure unadulterated pleasure, a fabulous fantasy read. I loved it.”

—Sinfully: Gay Romance Book Reviews






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 have 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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