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        To those in the dark.

        Remember, you are not alone.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The dreams all started the same. I was standing in the ruins of a temple below the ground in the Shadow Timberland. Whispered voices echoed off the stone, unintelligible but familiar. Then the darkness came. Sometimes it seeped in from the cracks in the walls and filled the room like water, other times, it would fall over the room like a shadow or rush at me like a wave. Every time, no matter how I ran or how much I screamed, it would swallow me whole. It stole my voice, my sight, and my body. My consciousness would claw at the void until I woke to the sound of screaming. 

       	It was my voice that woke me in the mundane darkness of my room. Or rather, the room I was staying in. Light erupted from my palm. Not the tiny ball of light I learned from a book, but a light from deep within me so bright that sometimes I worried I might blind myself. 

      The light cast harsh shadows around Bather’s spare bedroom. It illuminated the pieces of my life I had left. The books I had read as a child, my favorite pages of sheet music, and all the books on magic I had taken from Jed’s shop filled the small bookshelf in the corner. The small fox figure the woodcarver in the Timberland had given me sat on the small table next to the ornate four-poster bed. The bed itself was twice the size of the one I had back at the Jolly Snapdragon, and I often felt lost in it. 

      The door opened and Bather—his blonde hair tousled from sleep with a black quilted robe wrapped around him—rushed to my bedside without skipping a beat. He squinted against the light and reached out for me as he sat on the edge of the bed. As he took my hand, I let the light fade. 

      “It’s alright,” he whispered. “I’m here.” He waved his hand and the sconces on either side of the bed came to life, filling the room with a warm glow. 

      I stared down at our hands. I focused on the warmth of his skin against mine and the motion of his thumb as it rubbed the back of my hand until everything felt real again. When I looked up at him, I found his bright green eyes full of concern. 

      “I’m fine,” I said. My voice was rough, and I wondered how long I had been screaming before I had woken the both of us. 

      “Liar,” he smirked. 

      I shifted over to give him more room on the bed and he pulled himself up to sit next to me. He pulled me into his chest and I curled up against him.

      The dreams did not come every night, but often several nights in a row. For over a month, I had lived with Bather and I could count the number of peaceful nights of sleep on my hands. It made the days even harder.  

      I had excepted it to be hard to understand the magic I received when I killed Isadora. It wasn’t. Understanding it was easy, what was hard was controlling it. Witches’ magic is intuitive, like other magical creatures. The first few weeks we spent testing its limits, and we found that there were very few. My magic was wild and untamable. It ran on instinct and desire. My emotions ruled it and, therefore, was hard to control.   

      I moved from place to place with barely a thought. Disappearing from one room and reappearing in the one I wished to be in, like my magic decided it would be too much of a bother just to walk down the stairs. I would be lying if I said it wasn’t a little helpful. But for me, the negatives still outweighed the rest. My emotions tossed things across the room, shattering them against walls, colliding with Bather or on one occasion before things froze over, my brother Lionel.  An occasion I was still trying to forgive myself for.  

      I had destroyed almost every room in Bather’s house by accident at least once. The kitchen was the worst. Years of beautiful ceramics shattered when he startled me when I had gone to get water late at night. But I had learned to put things back together, too. With a wave of my hand and the room would piece itself back together, but memories of the destruction remained. I could trace my fingers along the barely perceptible lines in the tea cups where they had been broken. 

      The exhaustion made it even harder to keep a handle on my magic. It felt like I was stuck in an endless cycle. I was terrified of myself.

       My only distraction was Bather. 

      I had promised him I would do everything in my power to reverse the curse that was placed upon him over three hundred years ago by the high priestess, Mira Safar. Though I know the terms of our agreement had changed—his threat of stealing my soul having been a lie to begin with—I still owed him. 

       Whenever I brought up my promise to him, he dismissed it, saying something like, “That’s not important right now.” Or “I can wait a little longer”.

       So, I continued in secret. It wasn’t hard to do. Bather received a letter a few weeks ago. He read it, threw it into the fire almost immediately, and he had been distant ever since. 

      The passion I had felt from him before in Nosta had been by tentative glances and a nervous dance. The city had, even in the darkest moments, made me feel full of life and hope. I wondered if it would have the same effect now. In the quiet moments, I caught myself staring at the curve of his jaw and the slight smile that rested on his lips when he was reading.

      I thought about how he had kissed me and how he looked at me that one night. I thought I could love him then. I think I still might. 

      It was clear he still cared for me, but his feeling now felt elusive and unreadable. There was a darkness that hovered over him, but on nights like these, he always came when I needed him. 

      I listened to the sound of his breathing. It was steady and even. Eventually, I fell back asleep in his arms. 
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        * * *

      

      I was alone when I awoke the next morning. I heaved a heavy sigh before I sat up. I slipped my feet into the fur-lined silk slippers that Bather had given me, grabbed my robe, and wrapped it around me. The true frost of winter set in not long after I moved in. Snow came in heavy sheets and the towering staircase that led up the cliff-side to Bather’s home iced over. The waves grew more violent against the rocks below, making it impossible for my Father and Lionel,  to visit. Which was for the best. The few times they had before, I was terrified my magic would hurt or frighten them. 

      “Good morning,” Bather called from the sitting room as my foot hit the bottom step. 

      “Morning,” I replied. 

      He was reading in front of the fire and didn’t look up as I settled into the large armchair opposite him. I skimmed the spine of the book in his hand. It was the first volume of the Mage’s History of Spellcraft. He already read it twice just while I’d been here. He was looking for anything that might help me control my magic. 

       I grabbed a book I had pilfered from the collection of things that we had saved from Desmond’s house and my notebook off the side table. I filled the front of the notebook with notes on witch’s magic, what we had learned, and what questions still evaded me. The back, however, was filled with everything I knew about the curse. I knew every word by heart.   

       You shall walk among us, a shadow of yourself. You shall know pain and hunger, but you shall never die. Until the poison heart is ripped asunder, you shall live and lie. And if you dare to touch what you have stolen, all gold shall turn to ash. 

      There was power in those words, yes, but there was no grace to them. The last line didn’t match the rest in rhyme. It was simply the workings of a desperate woman under pressure. She wove the curse at that moment against Bather. Whatever thoughts she put behind those words was knowledge she took with her when she died. 

      If there was one upside to these new powers from Isadora, they gave me some insights into Mira Safar. I was sure there were differences between the magic of clerics and witches, but they were both innate magic, as Bather had explained. They were not learned; they worked on instinct and feeling, but whereas everyone knew holy magic came from the gods, no one knew where witches’ magic came from. 

      What I realized recently was we had to understand the woman before we understood the curse. The book I had found in Desmond’s things was a cleric’s book of prayers. The spine was blank, which meant I could read it without drawing much attention from Bather. 

      An hour passed as we sat in practiced silence only broken by the turning of pages and scratching of pen against paper before Bather got up to make us both tea. 

      There was a knock, singular but heavy, from the hall. I stood and listened intently. I made my way into the hallway and faced the door, waiting for another. A second knock never came, and it didn’t seem like Bather had heard the first. I stepped up to the door and unlocked it. Again, I listened for another sound, but I could only hear the quiet rush of the waves below. 

      I opened the door, and the wind blew in bringing with it a letter. I reached for it and disappeared from mid-air and appeared in my hand. I shut the door as quietly as I could. I inspected the letter. I couldn’t understand the writing on the letter’s front, so flipped it over to examine the seal. The impression of three lines like claw marks was pressed into a deep black wax seal. 

      It was the same as the letter Bather had thrown into the fire, the one that had started his strange mood. The desire to open it was almost overwhelming. I heard movement at the opposite end of the hall and looked up just as Bather stepped out of the kitchen with the tea tray. “What…” He trailed off when he saw the letter in my hand.

      “Where did that come from?” he asked. His knuckles were white as they gripped the tray and I could hear the cups rattle against their saucers. 

      “I heard a knock at the door.” 

      “I’ll take it.” He handed the tray off to me and took the letter. I followed him into the sitting room. 

      “Who is it from?” He did not look up or acknowledge my question. His brow furrowed as he examined it. He said nothing before he tossed it into the fire this time without even opening it. 

      “Not important.” His words were forced and stiff. He turned to me and smiled. It was a mask that didn’t go beyond the surface.  

      “Are you alright?” I put the tray down on one of the side tables and went to reach for his hand. He pulled away. 

      “I’m fine.” He said. His expression was more forced than usual. “Just someone who thinks I owe them something.” 

      I didn’t buy his story, but I knew by now trying to pry the truth out of him wouldn’t work, either. I would not let it go, but I had to be clever when it came to finding the truth.

      The rest of the day went by quietly. Eventually, I told Bather I was heading upstairs to practice mending magic on some of Desmond’s ruined things. I enjoyed mending. It reminded me that not everything my new magic was capable of was destruction. 

      I did spend a little time mending things, but I spent most of my time pilfering through the, for lack of a better word, hoard, of Desmond’s belongings. I was looking for anything more that might help with Bather’s curse, even just another copy of the book of his I had found in the archive. There had to be something more, something I was missing. I had been filtering through the many piles of Desmond’s things quietly at night when Bather was sleeping and I was too scared to. I knew from what I had found in the Silver Archive that he had done at least some research into Mira, but what I didn’t know was if it would be hidden amongst the things we had saved from his home. 

      I pulled stacks of papers out of various crates and grabbed one of Desmond’s journals off the small decorative table I had placed it on the last time I had snuck in here. 

      I flipped past the first few entries that discussed the days after he returned from his time experiment. Within a few entries, he quickly switched focus to Bather and his curse. He had written it down word for word like I had in my own journal. He had underlined poison heart and written question marks next to it. It was the one phrase that hinted at how to end the curse. I flipped further but stopped when I saw Mira’s name. It was a brief entry. Her name, the age she had been when she encountered Bather, nine years older than me at thirty, and where she was born, Vespry, a small town in the neighboring country of Cathus. Then more scribbling about where her current relatives may be. 

      He hadn’t guessed Nosta, which I found odd, since that was where we had met Pedra Safar just over a month ago. She had seemed so well known in the circles there, but then again it had been some time since he had been in Nosta himself.

      I kept reading until the words started to blend together. I switched to the papers, but they were just essays and research Desmond hadn’t written but merely copied and they were dense as the hells. My eyes grew heavy trying to pry something useful out of them. I desperately wished to stay awake. If I was awake the darkness could not find me. I fought against it, but eventually sleep overtook me between the pages of an essay on ancient magics. 

    

  


  
    
      I didn’t think the days could get any longer. But in this house, with her, they stretch on forever. The good days and the bad.

      And now he’s at my heels. I don’t know how many good days I have left. I can almost smell the pitch. I can almost see his leering grin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      This dream was different. I was standing in the thicket outside of Chilery. There was a low burning fire at the center of the small clearing. A voice that still sent shivers up my spine filled the air.

      “Enjoying your power?” 

      I turned around to find her standing behind me just outside of the clearing in the brambles. Isadora looked at me with a scowl on her lips, her head cocked to the side like a curious animal. She was different. Layers of dirt and grime no longer clung to her. Her dress was whole and pristine and her hair was neat in a braided bun. She looked like she must have in a past life. 

      “No.” The answer tumbled out of me. 

      She grinned. There was one thing about her that hadn’t changed. Her teeth were still sharpened and menacing. 

      I stepped back and moved around the clearing to put the fire between us. It was then I recognized it. This was the clearing where I first saw her. This was where I saved Elias. The night that everything changed. 

      “What do you want?” I spat the words at her, finding venom under my layers of fear. 

      “To help you.” She hissed. 

      “I don’t want anything from you.” Anything else, I thought. 

      “I don’t think you get a choice in this either. You have to listen—”

      “No!” I shouted, and the ground around us shook. “I don’t have to listen to a single word you say.” 

      She took a step back and glanced over my shoulder. I turned to look, but there was nothing there. When I looked back, Isadora was gone. In her place, a path was carved through the brush from repeated travel.

       “Find it.” A voice, feminine but hard, whispered to me. The voice was so close as if she was standing just behind me. It sounded familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. 

      I took a few steps forward before I noticed the end of the path was wreathed in darkness. It shifted and moved like fog, but its inky blackness obscured anything beyond. I looked behind me, searching for Isadora, but she was gone. 

      “No,” I whispered. When I looked back, the darkness was closer. 

      “Go.” The voice ordered. 

      “No, please. No.” I begged. I wanted to look away, but I couldn’t pull my eyes from it. 

      A hand came down hard on my shoulder and pushed me forward. I screamed and fell forward with the momentum.
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        * * *

      

       I woke up and the first thing I felt was the cold. My breaths were short and quick and panicked as my eyes shot open. I wasn’t in Bather’s house. I was in the thicket, right where I had been in the dream. Snow fell gently around me through the trees. I scrambled up and looked toward where the path had been, but it was gone and between the trees, I saw only natural darkness. 

      I took deep, grounding breaths that stung with the frosty night air. I looked past where the path had been. The greenery was gone now and in the reality of winter, I could see a large hollowed-out tree off in the distance. Behind me, I heard the crunch of snow. Someone was coming. I stayed still and fought against the instinct to will myself back to Bather’s house. I was not that far from Chilery. If this was someone from town, they couldn’t see me use my magic. I risked quickly summoning a cloak to wrap around me, pulled tight to cover my nightgown before a voice broke through the night air.

      “Rowan?” I recognized the butcher Thomas’s voice. “Is that you?” 

      He pushed his way into the clearing. “What are you doing here?” He asked, pulling his worn winter coat tighter around him. He looked so much older than he had been before his son went missing. The stress of it all had not been kind to him. His rich black hair was speckled with silver and the lines under his eyes were deep and sunken. What caught my eye the most was the crossbow slung over his back.

      “I was looking for something,” I said. It was not a lie but also not an answer. I was a little sad at how good I had become at those kinds of statements. 

      “Your father said you moved away.” 

      “I did, but not too far. What are you doing all the way out here?” I quickly changed the subject.  

      “There's a group of us who walks the woods now. Looking for anything she might have left behind, now that…” 

      “Now that she’s dead, ” I said and then added, “Because I killed her.” 

      He flinched at the cold snap in my tone. “Right.” 

      I was keenly aware that whatever Isadora had been trying to lead me toward was just out of his eye-line. I shifted closer to him to block it even further from view.

      “Well, there's nothing here but sticks and snow.”

      He nodded. “We haven’t found much either.” 

      “It must be hard out here in the cold. Why not wait to till the thaw?” 

      “Don’t want things to get washed away, I suppose.” He shrugged. “I don’t think there’s much left to find.”

      “Why?” 

       “I think she ate them or used them all up. Either way, I don’t think they’ll be anything left for us.”

      My heart sank into a deep dark space in my chest. He wasn’t looking for Isadora’s belongings, he was looking for his son. Anything of him that was left that he could bury. He was looking for answers. They all were. 

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. He just shook his head at me. “If I find anything, I’ll let you know.” 

      “You’ve done enough already.” He kept his voice steady and strong, but I could see angry tears crystallizing on his eyelashes. “You shouldn’t be out here in the cold.” 

      “I’m fine.” 

      “Let me walk you back to the Snapdragon.” He nodded back toward town. 

      “I’m fine really, Bather is around here somewhere too.” I imagined Bather calling out to me through the trees and a second later… 

      “Rowan, are you alright?” It sounded almost exactly like his real voice. Only I could tell the difference and sense the magic woven between the words. 

      Thomas took a step back away from the direction the voice had come. Despite his determination to step into the woods and look for answers, he was still afraid of the unknown. The citizens of Chilery were particularly nervous around anything magical after what had happened. Father had told me that a simple mage had come to town and half the town locked their doors until he left. It made me feel better about leaving him and Lionel, one slip up and there would be a mob outside our door with pitchforks. 

      “Well, I’ll leave you two to your business, then.” He nodded and backed away a bit more before turning and heading back toward town. I walked for a moment in the direction I had made Bather’s voice come from until I thought I was far enough away from him.

       I willed myself back to the house and into the room with Desmond’s things. There was a horrible crashing noise as I appeared, knocking into a stack of books that had a brass vase and an hourglass balanced on top. I had sent both careening to the floor. 

      I motioned toward the hourglass on an instinct that I didn’t know I possessed and watched it piece itself back together. The last crack sealed as Bather opened the door. I quickly banished the cloak.

      He surveyed the mess, the dented vase, the papers near the door that I had fallen asleep amongst, and me standing deep within in the room boxed in by stacks of his old lover’s possessions. 

      “Everything alright, little one?” 

      “I’m fine,” I said, but my voice was shaking. 

      He cocked an eyebrow at me. He knelt and picked up one of Desmond’s journals I had been flipping through. 

      “I just startled myself.” I lied. I slipped off my now muddy slippers leaving them out of sight behind a chest. 

      “How’d you get over there?”

      I made myself appear next to him. He was still looking at where I had been when I bumped my hip against his. “You’re getting very good at that.” He smirked. 

      I shrugged and walked over to pick up the vase and hourglass. “Obviously not good enough.” I held up the vase as evidence before placing it on a crate. 

      He looked down at the journal he was holding and began to flip through it. “Practice is practice,” he said. “Were you reading this?” 

      “Sort of.” 

      He looked down at the other papers I had collected. “Rowan...” he groaned as he began to catch glimpses of what was written. 

      “What?” I moved back to him and placed my hand on the side of his face pulling his gaze away from the papers. “I made you a promise. I want to keep it.” 

      “Don’t worry about me.” 

      “Well, we can’t fix this” I gestured violently at myself. “So, what else am I supposed to do?” 

      “You don’t need to be fixed.” He said calmly, putting his hands on my shoulders. We had had this fight before more times than I could count and I wasn’t really in the mood to have it again. 

      “You’re perfect… You just need to learn how to control it.” 

      “I know, I know, but I tried that. I’m trying, but I feel like I have nothing to show for it.” 

      A few of the books I had been reading flew from the floor across the room as a nice emphasis on my point.  

      He sighed and dropped his hands from my shoulders. 

      “Sorry,” I whispered. “I’m just frustrated.” 

      “It’s…” He trailed off, thinking better of whatever he was going to say. “I understand. I just don’t want you to worry about me too much.”

      I knew he was worried I would become obsessed with finding a cure like Desmond. It took over his whole life and for all Bather knew; it was his undoing. Though there was no proof of that, I knew it was what he thought. He didn’t want me to obsess over it too.  

      “It's a nice distraction. I can’t focus on my magic all day or I’ll go insane,” I said. 

      He nodded and a pained expression passed over his features before he pulled me into a tight hug. My face pressed to his chest, and I curled into his embrace, holding him tightly. I clutched at the back of his shirt as he buried his face in the crook of my shoulder. 

      I could have stayed there in that moment forever, his arms around me and the scent of smoke and tea surrounding me. He tried to pull away, and I held him strong for just a few more seconds before letting him go. He kept hold of my hand and lead me out into the hall. 

      “You should try to get some sleep.” He pulled his hand from mine and turned toward his room.

      “No.” Bather was startled as I practically shouted the word. “Sorry I just…”

      His brows knit together. “Are nightmares getting worse?”

      I shook my head. “Not not really, it's just the last one…” I took in a shaking breath. “The last one, it was different. I don’t… Can I sleep with you?” 

      He didn’t need to know the last one had been moments ago and not, in fact, the one I had last night. At least not yet. 

      My question hung in the air for a moment and I tried to read his expression as he weighed what I had said in his mind. 

      “Of course.”

    

  


  
    
      I can’t have what I want and help her. She needs peace and time to heal. No one’s life was more peaceful with me in it.

       Especially not now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I changed into a clean nightgown and cleaned the remaining evidence of mud off my feet before I found myself standing outside the door to Bather’s room. I had been living in his house for a little over a month now and I still had yet to step foot in it. It felt very private, and I knew dragons had a tendency to be… territorial, so I didn’t even dare peek when he was out. 

      Not that I wasn’t curious to see it. I was very curious to see his room for a multitude of reasons. My father always said that you could tell a lot about a person from the places they inhabit. 

      I knocked, and the door shifted open at my touch. It was large and lush, just as the rest of the house had been. There was a large ornate rug that covered almost the whole floor save a foot or two at the edge. A small fireplace was built into the corner of the room. Along one wall was a small bar cart and a long golden velvet sofa. Of course, in its center was an enormous bed, ornately carved with swirls that reminded me of smoke. The bedding was a dark grey. It felt strangely empty despite all its fineries. 

      Bather was standing in front of a dark wood wardrobe on the opposite wall from the sofa, having just closed it. He had changed into a set of silver silk pajamas that emphasized his broad shoulders. I hovered in the doorway. 

      “Are you going to stand there all night, little one?” he asked.

      I stepped into the room and shut the door behind me. 

      “Thanks again,” I said. I approached the bed tentatively.

      “I wish these dreams would stop haunting you.”

      “Me too.” I thought about telling him what had happened. The dreams weren’t getting better or worse, but with the latest one, it seemed they were getting stranger. They hadn’t changed until now. 

      I climbed into the bed on the right. He sat on the left side on top of the covers. He pulled a book off the nightstand. There was no writing on the spine or cover and I didn’t recognize it.

      “I’m going to stay up and read a little while,” he said, “But you get some sleep.” 

      He moved a curl out of my face and tucked it back into the wild mess of my hair and smiled. His hand was warm and when his skin left mine the cold in its place left me longing for his touch again. 

       He waved his hand and all the sconces beside the one closest to him went out.  

      I snuggled down into the blankets and snuck a peek at the pages of the book. Quickly, I realized that would give me no answers. The harsh lines and sharp angles of the writing were a language I could not read but recognized. It was the same script that was on the letter Bather had thrown into the fire. “What are you reading?” I asked. 

      “It's just a bit of fiction.” 

      “Really?” I had only ever seen him read heavy tomes on history or magic. “What is it about?”

      He smirked. “It's a love story.” 

      “Wow. I didn’t think you were the type.” 

      He looked over at me. “What made you think that?” He locked eyes with me and something about the way he looked at me made me blush. 

      I looked back at the pages. “What language is that?” 

      “Draconic.” 

      “Oh, so it’s a dragon love story,” I smiled. 

      “It is.” 

      “Have you read it before?” 

      “I have.” It was clear that he would like to be reading it now instead of answering my questions, but I was having too much fun asking them. 

      “So, what’s the love story?” 

      He sighed. “I thought you needed sleep?” He looked down at me cuddled amongst his sheets. I smiled, trying to look extra innocent. 

      “My father used to read me stories to fall asleep.” 

      “Well,” He looked back to his book and for a moment I thought I was going to get my way. “I am not your father.” 

      I groaned. “Fine. Keep your secrets.” 

      He smirked. I kicked him under the blankets. 

      “You know the whole being mysterious thing just gets annoying the longer you do it.” 

      He laughed. 

      I stayed silent for a few minutes before I rolled over to look up at him. Too stubborn to admit that I was still afraid to go to sleep, I said, “You know…” 

      He sighed before I had even finished. 

      “I don’t know a lot about dragons. Despite living with one.” 

      “Hopefully temporarily,” he added. I tried to ignore the pang in my chest. 

      “Tell me something, anything you think I should know.” 

      “And then you will go to sleep?” 

      “Promise.” I crossed my heart for good measure. 

      He studied my face for a moment and then sighed and closed his book. I smiled and sat up, knowing that I had won. 

      “Well, what would you like to know?”

      “How many dragons are there?” 

      “Hm.” His eyebrow quirked up. 

      “What?” I said. “That felt like a good place to start.” 

      “It's just not information we like to give out,” he explained. “But a few thousand, at least.” 

      “That’s it?” 

      He nodded. 

      “How many were there before the hunts?” I whispered. 

      “More.” He looked down at the cover of his book. “And few stayed in this kingdom after. It was only my family and a few others.” 

      “Jinyan?” He was the only other dragon that Bather had ever mentioned beyond his sister. Also, the only other I had met. 

      “His family yes and two others.” He paused and his eyes darkened. “And a few lone dragons stayed. We were all too stubborn to leave what was ours.” 

        “It's hard to leave your home,” I replied. 

       He looked back at me. “But sometimes it's the right thing to do.” 

      As I held his gaze I wasn’t sure we were talking about dragons anymore. I found myself leaning forward, drawn in by the emerald pools. Then he looked away and opened his book again. 

      “I think you should try to sleep now.” 

      I didn’t argue. It was more information than I thought I was going to get anyway. I slid back down under the blankets and turned away from him. I could feel the warmth of him against my back through the fabric. Eventually, I fell asleep to the sound of pages turning and my dreams were quiet. 

      I awoke as the bed shifted. I peeked my eyes open and watched as Bather tried to quietly and carefully pull himself out from both the blanket and my arm. I tightened my grip on him and pulled him back against me.

      “Oof, good morning.” 

      “Good morning.” I buried my face in his back and breathed in his smell. “Where are you going?” 

      He gently took hold of my arm and pried it off of him. “The books I ordered should be in and we’re out of tea.” 

      I gasped dramatically. “A true tragedy.” 

      He stood and smirked at me. “One that I will remedy.” 

      “Will you be alright on your own?” I asked. I knew that going into town still made him uncomfortable. He distrusted the people there as much as they distrusted him. 

      “Will you?” he countered. 

      I waved him off. “I asked you first.” 

      He turned away from me and started pulling clothes from the wardrobe. “It should be a quick trip.” 

      A nonanswer that I didn’t want to accept, but I did anyway. I watched as he pulled a cream shirt–practically the same color as his skin–over his head, covering up the small scars that peppered the sculpted muscles of his back. They were arrow wounds I could tell by the shape. When he was drunk the blacksmith used to show off his scars from when he was in the army. Lionel and I used to listen to every bloody word in his stories dreaming of adventure. I sighed. 

      He looked at me over his shoulder. “What?” 

      “Nothing.” 

      He turned back to face me. I couldn’t help but notice as his eyes roamed down the outline of my body under the silk of his sheets. 

      He cleared his throat. “I’ll be back soon.” He leaned onto the bed and reached over to cup my chin bringing my eyes to look at him. “Practice something useful while I’m gone.” 

      He hesitated for a moment and I could have sworn his eyes drifted to my lips before he smirked and let go. He left and a few minutes later I heard the front door open and shut. 
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        * * *

      

      I did not, in fact, practice anything while he was gone. In fact, after many days of practice and magic and searching for answers getting me nothing but sleepless nights, I did absolutely nothing. I grabbed one of my favorite romance novels and made myself comfortable in the sitting room. I lit the fire with an absent-minded wave of my hand a made a mental note that that technically counted as practicing my magic. 

      The day wore on with the ticking of the clock on the mantle. There were no windows in Bather’s home, but I could sense the descent of the night before the clock struck six. 

       The sound of heavy pounds echoed down the entryway from the front door. I froze and straightened in my chair. It was a knock I didn’t recognize. Beyond that, I knew the weather was still too poor for any human to brave the steps. 

      I willed myself to appear in the entryway. The knock came again, strong with intent.

      I opened the door slowly. On the other side was a man with dark hair. His face was round with no sharp edges but had an intensity to it that was unmistakable. He wore a strange coat that comprised patchwork red silks and leather. I recognized him instantly. 

      “Jinyan?” I looked him over suspiciously. He looked down at me with the same brand of curiosity that made my skin crawl. 

      “Well, I am surprised to see you here.”

      “Why?” I crossed my arms. “Bather’s my friend.” He smirked at the word friend, and I regretted the choice immediately. The front Bather and I had put on the last time we saw him was not that of just friends. 

      “Yes, but weren’t you trying to save your precious little family?” He continued. “Shouldn’t you be with them?” 

      “They’re not far,” I said, choosing my words carefully with him now. 

      “Well, where is he then?” He looked past me down the hall. 

      “He’s out.” 

      His attention snapped back to me so fast I was surprised I didn’t hear his neck crack. 

      “He left you alone?”

      “He trusts me.” 

      “Yes, he’s very gullible,” he sneered.

      “Watch it,” I said defensively and out of instinct. I regretted it until he chuckled. 

      “You’re still so trusting of him. It's adorable.” 

      “As I said, we’re very close,” I replied.

      “Of course.” He looked past me into the house with such intense curiosity he either couldn’t hide it or wasn’t trying to. “Why don’t I just come in and wait for him? Bather and I are friends, after all.” He threw the word back at me. 

      “I think acquaintance is a more apt description.”

      His attention snapped back to me again, this time with a murderous glare, and a low growl escaped his lips. “Now you should watch your words.” 

      I felt a tingle run over my skin, as if my magic was reminding me it was there and I should not be afraid of him. I felt bold, so calmly I said back to him. “I’m surprised such a powerful dragon is afraid of the truth.” 

      Firelight flared in his eyes.

      “Now listen here, you little human whore!” 

      He reached out to grab me, but never closed the distance. My hand twitched and I took a slow step back as my magic held him at bay, frozen mid-lunge. I could see the rage in his eyes shift to pure white fury. 

      “You should know,” I said, raising my hand toward him. “I’m not human anymore.”   

      With a flick of my wrist, I sent him flying backward off the stairs. He twisted in the air tumbling as his form began to shift. I caught just a glimpse of red scales before I slammed the door shut and locked it. 

      There was a roar from outside that shook the walls. Then the whole cliff shuttered as something heavy crashed into the rocks. I staggered back down the hallway. I had made a huge mistake. I knew that. But I also didn’t regret throwing him out, at least not yet. 

      Then there were the sounds of claws against wood. Bather’s beautifully carved door was being slashed. He wouldn’t make it through, he couldn’t, Bather had said there were wards here too. No one that wished to do harm could enter. Desmond had placed the wards not too long before he disappeared. 

      With every sound of claws scraping against stone and wood, my faith in the protection faltered. And then after a particularly loud bang against the door, I found myself in my room. Not in Bather’s home, but in the Jolly Snapdragon. 

      I froze. This was not the first time I had brought myself here. By accident when the homesickness became overwhelming, I would blink and find myself moved from one bed to the other. 

      I listened for the distant sound of a dragon’s roar but all I could hear was the sound of quiet laughter just on the other side of the door. I cracked it open just enough to see out. From my room, I could see out the archway that lead to the main dining room. The tables visible from my vantage point were empty. This time of the year was obviously slow for the Jolly Snapdragon, the family inn, no one came this far up the peninsula in the dead of winter. It was too dangerous and too cold. 

      After a moment I heard my father’s voice. “I don’t like his friends.” 

      “Then you should tell him.” Genevieve’s voice drifted from the dining room. 

      “It’s not my business.” I could hear the gentle sound of glasses and tankards being picked up and put back down. They were in the nightly business of dusting, polishing, and closing up. 

      “You’re his father. It definitely is.” 

      They were talking about Lionel. I agreed with Genevieve. Lionel's friends were troublemakers with no brains between the lot of them and they’ve only gotten worse as they’ve gotten older.  They were prone to pranks that I would not technically classify as harmless despite what they said. A few of them even used to bully the younger kids. They stopped when the disappearances were happening but I wondered if they would start up again. 

      “I have to let him find his own way through the world.” 

      “Like Rowan?” I could hear a tinge of judgment in her voice that took me off guard. I gripped the edge of the door harder. 

      “Rowan saved this whole town.” I couldn’t see either of them but imagined my father brandishing the bottle he was polishing at her. 

      “And then just left?” I understood her resentment now. Genevieve didn’t know what had happened, we didn’t tell her what I had become. She had never really seen me use my magic and Father and I both agreed that if she knew she would have insisted I stay. She would have fought anyone who looked at me sideways. We hadn’t considered the effect not telling her would have. 

      “She had her reasons and she owed it to Mr. Bane.” 

      She sighed. “That’s a load of horse shit.” 

      “Why don’t you head home.” My father’s tone was tight and short. I knew it well. He was done with the conversation. “I’ll finish up.” 

      “Jack…” Genevieve paused. I fought the urge to peak out further. “Fine,” She replied. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

      I listen intensely to the quiet that followed. The sound of my father’s chair scraping against the floor as he stood. The clank of metal together as he picked up the tankards and his heavy tired footsteps as he made his way toward the kitchen. 

      I ducked out of view as he walked past my door and into the kitchen. 

      I knew I should leave. I should go find Bather, tell him about Jinyan and then leave Chilery. Then my father sighed, it was heavy, weighted with worry and I knew I had to see him. 

      I dared to push the door open just a few inches more. He looked tired but not as nearly as worn out as I feared. His hair was longer and he had it pulled back in a small tuft at the back of his neck that I knew Genevieve must be secretly planning to cut off in the night. 

      He opened the one drawer in the kitchen that would screech with the horrible sound of wood against wood. For as long as I could remember it was where we kept the sweets. When Lionel and I were younger and prone to trying to sneak a piece of candy in the night the drawer would always alert our parents before we back it back to our rooms.

      Father stuck his hand in and pulled out a paper-wrapped hard candy. He popped it in his mouth before sighing, closing the drawer, and stepping out of my view. I listened intently to his footsteps as he made his way down the hall to his room and waited until I heard the door click shut before I moved. 

      My heart ached to talk to him, to hug him, to hear his mundane stories about what was happening in town but I knew I should find Bather. Maybe after I did I could stop by and see him. Maybe Lionel would be home then too.   

      I went over to my dresser quietly slid open my drawers and pulled out one of the more worn shawls that I had left behind. I was thankful that after yesterday’s unexpected trip to the thicket I had chosen to dress for the day in a thick cotton shirt and wool trousers rather than staying in my nightgown all day. I wrapped the shawl around myself and took a deep breath before I willed myself out into the cold. I appeared in the alley behind the Snapdragon.  It was cold but the wind wasn’t bad in the alley and I took a moment just to breathe. I looked up into the rolling grey clouds and let the snowflakes fall onto my cheeks. 

      After a moment of peace, I pulled up my shawl to form a makeshift hood and headed out onto the main street. The sun was already behind the tree line thanks to the early winter night. If Bather was still in town he’d be at the general store.  

      I hurried down the street until I could see the store, a warm glow spread out from its large front window. I stood across the street and glanced inside. There was no one but the shopkeep. I debated going in to ask how long ago Bather had been there but if I knew anything about this town it was that almost everyone here was prone to gossip with very few exceptions. If I spoke to him I couldn’t sneak back out of town without my father and Lionel knowing I had been there. 

      Besides that, I was still on edge. I could feel the magic just under my skin like static and I was worried if I was startled or got too worked up what might happen. I needed to find Bather quickly and quietly before anyone saw me. I heard laughter and voices coming up the street. I quickly backed into the shadow of the ally between the buildings behind me. 

      I held my breath as the group grew closer and passed. Though they were bundled up I recognized a few of them. Friends of Lionel’s most of them were the ones I didn’t like.

      I stayed very still until their voices were distant.  I stepped out and traveled further down the road toward the bookshop. There was a new owner that Bather had been corresponding with, some distant relative of Jed’s. The ache in my chest at the thought of him deepened when I laid eyes on the shop. 

      All the memories came flooding over me in a wave, crashing down and drowning me.  Years of sitting at the back of the shop tucked into the window seat with Lionel devouring stories about far-off places. Jed smiling with a stack of sheet music set aside for me that he had pulled from all over. My father and Jed laughing as Lionel and I argued over the newest children’s book. 

      Then the darker memories followed. Jed twisted in pain held aloft by magic. Magic that now flowed through me. The image of Isadora’s hand deep in his chest, her arm thick with his blood. 

      I was so engrossed in my own memories that I didn’t notice someone had come up behind me until a hand came down on my shoulder. I spun, moving faster than humanly possible, and pushed out with my magic. The person standing behind me was shoved down into the snow and skidded to land in the middle of the street. I saw a flash of red and my hands lit with fire ready to strike.

      “Ro! Ro, it’s me!” The figure turned quickly and I saw my brother’s face frightened staring back at me. 

      “Oh, my gods.” I rushed to him. The red scarf that he had been wearing lay in the snow next to him. “I’m so sorry. I thought…” 

      “It's okay, it's okay.” He waved me off as I tried to help him up. “I snuck up on you.” 

      “But I should have been more careful.” He stood and winced.  “Are you hurt?” 

      “Just a little bruised. What are you doing here?” 

      “I’m looking for Bather.” 

      He looked behind me toward the bookstore. “He stops by the Snapdragon sometimes on his way out. Come on.” He started walking back toward home.

      “I just came from that way I didn’t see him.” 

      “Why not just wait for him back at his fancy cave.” Lionel thought Bather’s lack of windows was very disappointing. 

      He tried to hide it but I saw as he winced with each step. 

      “I hurt you.” 

      “I’m fine. I landed on my ankle I just need to walk it off.” 

      “No, you need to rest it.” 

      I looked around to make sure we were alone. I put Lionel's arm over my shoulders. “Hold on to me okay?” 

       I hadn’t used my magic to take anyone with me when I willed myself from one place to another but Isadora had been able to move people other than herself which, in theory, meant I could. I closed my eyes and focused on home. I heard Lionel gasp and felt the air shift drastically from the harsh winter to a comfortable warmth. I opened my eyes and we were in the kitchen. 

      “That was so cool,” Lionel whispered. 

      “I’m just glad it worked,” I admitted. 

      I helped him to his room and onto his bed. I lit the candles on his desk without looking at them. His eyes widened. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have…” 

      “No, it's fine!” He said quickly. “It's just, weird.” 

      He was so in awe of my abilities even after they had hurt him. I wanted to tell him to stop it, tell him he should be afraid of me, mad at me but what good would that do? I had so few people left in my life why would I push him away? “Let me look at your ankle.” 

      He hissed as he pulled his boot off. It was swollen and red but not bruised. Hopefully only sprained. 

      “What in the hells?” 

      Lionel and I both jumped and the sound of our father’s voice. He was standing in the doorway looking between the both of us. I was thankful my magical instincts did not kick in for him as well. 

      “Rowan, what are you doing here? What happened to you?” He pointed to Lionel’s exposed foot. 

      “She was looking for Bather,” Lionel said quickly before I could answer. “I ran into her by the bookshop. But then I slipped on some ice.” 

      I shot a look at him that father couldn’t see. I didn’t like when he lied for me, at least not when we hadn’t planned it ahead of time. It usually meant I owed him something. Father looked between us with the discerning gaze of a parent but then if he knew that we were lying—which I have a strong feeling he did— decided not to say anything. 

      “Well, it's good to see you, sweetheart.” He stepped into the room and hugged me. “But I thought you were staying out of town.”

      “I am.” I said, “I supposed to but… someone came looking for Bather and he was in town so…” I trailed off hoping he would just fill in the blanks on his own. 

      He nodded. 

      “I should really go find him.” I didn’t like the idea of him getting back home to find either a path of distraction or Jinyan waiting for him. 

      “But you just got here and we never see you,” Lionel whined. 

      “If she’s got to go, she has to go.” Father winked at me. 

      “I don’t understand if you can just like appear where ever you want why can’t you visit more often.” 

      “Lionel!” Father snapped.

      I glared at him. “Because it's not safe.” I glanced at his ankle and he shrunk into the bed every so slightly. 

      He grumbled something that I couldn’t understand beyond the words stupid and whatever. 

      Father hugged me again. “Go on sweetie. We’ll see you whenever you want.” 

      “Thanks.” 

      I turned to face Lionel so Father could see. I ruffled his hair and mouthed, I’m sorry. Then I disappeared.

    

  


  
    
       The roar pierced the air like thunder. I felt dread colder than ice flowing through my veins. These cursed human feet could not carry me fast enough back to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I appeared outside the front door. The beautiful carvings of the Star Scraper Mountains were almost unrecognizable. I reached out and ran my hand along one of the large gashes from Jinyan’s talons that crisscrossed the door. There were marks on the cliffside around as well, scrapes as long as I was tall. I wondered how long he had raged against it before he had left.

      I took a moment to imagine what the doors had looked like before. I pressed my palm against the door focusing on the memory. Slowly I watched as the scratches fuse back together. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do. There was only a nearly invisible seam where the slashes had been mended, like a long-healed scar. 

       I tried to open the door but it was locked. I tried to appear just on the opposite side of the door but found myself again on the top step, the wind whipping my hair into a nest of tangles. It felt like getting shoved out of a room. There was magic around Bather’s house that had not been there before. I felt unwelcome. 

       I knocked. I heard Bather’s heavy hurried footsteps and then silence. I could practically sense him on the other side of the door. 

      “It's me,” I shouted against the wind. There was a split second where I didn’t know if he’d open the door, but it swung open quickly. 

      His hair was a mess and I could just imagine how many times he had run his fingers through it. His claws were out at the ready but faded the moment he saw me. His face was awash with relief.

      “Thank the Gods,” he hissed. I realized I don’t think I had ever heard him invoke the gods before.

      He pulled me inside, looked out over the cliff’s edge and down at the waves nervously, and closed the door behind him before looking at me again. His face was more composed now and only read of concern. 

      “What happened? Where were you?” 

      “I couldn’t get in.” 

      “Hells,” He swore. “When I saw…” He gestured to the door flustered. “I redid the wards. I didn’t think… Rowan, I’m sorry.” 

      “It's fine. It just felt…strange.” 

      “Who did that?” He looked past me as if he could see through the door to its exterior. 

      I let out a heavy sigh. “Jinyan–” 

      His shoulders relaxed but let out a low growl that sent a shiver up my spine. “Did he hurt you?” His hands were balled into fists by his side.

      I couldn’t help but smirk as I replayed the events in my head. 

      “He didn’t get the chance. He came to see you.” I sat down on the stairs, the events of the night finally starting to wear me down.  He knelt in front of me.“I might have upset his ego a bit though.” I looked at the door. 

      “I’m sure he deserved it.” 

      “I mended it, though. The door.” 

      He smiled and patted my knee. “Well, thank you, I love that carving very much.”

      I returned the smile but it was half-hearted. “I was scared he was going to break in. I ended up at home.” 

      He sat down next to me on the stairs, our sides pressed together in the narrow space. He took my hand in his as I continued. “At first I was going to leave but I saw my father and I just wanted to look at him, then I went to look for you but...”

      “Something happened?” 

      I nodded, I didn’t look up at him, instead, I focused on our hands. “Lionel saw me. He scared me. I don’t know, I think I thought he was Jinyan” 

      “Is he alright?” 

      “His ankle is sprained I think. He landed on it when I…” I didn’t think I’d be able to forget Lionel's face when he was looking up at me from the ground. He would never admit that he was scared of me but, for at least a moment, he was. 

      “But he's not hurt, not badly?” He asked again. 

      I shook my head. “He should be okay but–”  

      “Then it's fine. He’s your brother he loves you no matter what. Believe me.” There was a weight to those last two words—the weight of experience. I hadn’t pressed him anymore about his sister, I didn’t want to push him further away than we had already drifted. I wished he would tell me though. All I knew was the very end of her story, a story that I was never meant to hear. 

      I didn’t know what to say. He was probably right Lionel would forgive me, father—if he ever forced the truth out of Lionel—wouldn’t blame me. It would take much longer for me to forgive myself. 

      He wiped a tear from my cheek.   

      “Did Jinyan say what he wanted?” he asked.

      “No, I think he just wanted to see you. I wouldn’t let him in and well…” I gestured toward the door. 

      “Hmm.” We stayed silent for a moment as he pondered. “Well, thank you, I don’t like the idea of that snake inside my home without my supervision.” He squeezed my hand. I looked up at him and found him staring at the door. 

      I thought about the letters he had been receiving. If they were in Draconic maybe they were from Jinyan.

      “Does this have anything to do with the letters you’ve been getting?” 

      “Don’t worry about the letters.” He pulled his hand away from mine. 

      “You didn’t even read the last one.” 

      “It's not important.” He snapped. 

      His words hung in the air. The silence clung to both of us, neither willing to break it. He knew I knew he was lying. 

      He closed his eyes and sighed. I stood and turned to head upstairs.

       “I’m going to get some sleep.” 

      “Wait,” he said quietly. 

      I stopped on the second step. He stood and faced me, his eyes now even with mine. He reached out and pulled me into a hug. “Thank you.” He whispered. 

      I wasn’t quite sure what he was thanking me for but I returned the embrace. He clung to me for a moment as if he could not bear the thought of letting go but eventually, he did. I felt his eyes on me as I headed up the stairs. 

      When the darkness found me and I awoke screaming, Bather didn’t come to hold me. I sat alone in the room that was and wasn’t mine and listened for footsteps that never came.

    

  


  
    
      Worry had found its way deep into my bones. I spent the night sleeplessly keeping watch outside on the landing. I stared down at the waves and the rocks below. I thought of the times I had broken my body against those rocks. I had begged for an end to this life. Now as the memories brought an ache to my bones I only wished that my old life would die without me. 

      I should send her away. Somewhere safer, somewhere he isn't watching but the thought of her alone... I couldn't bear it. Not while her past haunts her just the same.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      I stayed in bed well into the early afternoon the next day and Bather didn’t try and rouse me. When I came downstairs he was sitting at his desk pouring over papers that looked older than he was. He looked more exhausted than I had seen him in a long time. 

      “Did you sleep at all?” 

      He looked up at me, and the corner of his mouth twitched up. “Did you?”

      I shrugged. “At some point.” 

      I didn’t mention the nightmares or ask him why he didn’t come to me. There was something behind his eyes that told me he had enough worry weighing down his thoughts. 

      A soft knock came from the front door. Bather sat up at attention and motioned silently for me to stay where I was. Quietly and with the grace of a predator he stood and crept into the hall. The only sound of his journey I could hear from the sitting room was the soft click of the lock and the whoosh of wind as he opened the door quickly. The door shut again without any exchange of voices, no roar of anger or snide comment. 

      Bather appeared a moment later in the archway, another letter with the same black seal clutched in his hand, the tips of his fingers half-transformed into claws. 

      “Another one?” 

      He did not look up or acknowledge my question. His brow furrowed as he examined it. 

      Then in one fluid motion, he opened it with a single curved claw.  A tense minute passed as he scanned the paper and his hand began to shake. His hand dropped to his side as the paper crumpled in it. He swallowed hard and stared down at the carpet with such intensity I thought it might catch fire. 

      “Bather?” I said slowly. “What is it?” 

      He shook his head. “I…I have to go.” He started for the stairs, all the while not daring to look at me. 

      “What?” 

      I followed him upstairs and into his room.

      “What do you mean?” 

      He pulled a leather traveling bag out of his dresser and placed it on the bed. “I have to go to Nosta.” 

      “What, why?” 

      He opened the dresser and began pulling out clothes. I stepped between him and the bed as he turned to place them in the bag. 

      I grabbed his wrist. “Bather, what is wrong? Tell me.” 

      A faint glow began to leak from my palm without meaning to, my magic tried to pull the truth out of him. Bather yanked his hand away. 

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…” I clutched my hand to my chest.

      He sighed. “I know.” He tossed the clothes onto the bed behind me. Then he placed his hands on my shoulders and finally looked at me. There were tears threatening to break free at the corners of his eyes. 

      “I’ve been summoned to the city.” He said “By an elder dragon, Cinnir Black. Jinyan as well. They’ve both signed it. But it’s Cinnir’s request.” He bit out the last word.

      “But it's not a request.” 

      He shook his head. 

      “And you don’t want to go? That’s why you burned the other letters. They were from him.” I said. 

      He sighed again and this time a hint of a growl broke in at the end. His eyes drifted to the fireplace in the corner of the room. “I don’t think I can avoid it anymore.”

      “Why?” I leaned forward trying to pull his gaze away from the fire but he stayed focused on the flames. “Who is he?” 

        “He, as far as I know, is the oldest living dragon. You can trace his family line all the back to the first dragons. We don’t have royalty or leaders like other races do, but simply because of history there are some families and some dragons that are more respected than others.” 

      “And he is well respected?” 

      “He’s feared,” he said. “But to him, that’s the same thing.” 

      “What does he want from you?” 

      “I don’t know.” He spit the words. “Nothing good.” 

      “Does he know… that you’re cursed?” 

      “I doubt there is a dragon on this continent that doesn’t know. Mira made a very clear warning out of me to any other dragons looking to encroach on human land.”

      I mentally noted another piece of the puzzle of Bather’s past. Encroach on human land.

      “He scares you?” I asked the question but I already knew the answer. 

      I was surprised when he nodded. 

      “He has a complicated history with my family that makes him already dislike me. If I don't show he will try to find me and it doesn’t matter, what or who is in his way.”

      He didn’t have to say it but the truth was there in the quiver of his voice, he was talking about Chilery, my family, and me. 

      “So, I have to go,” he added.

      He moved around me to grab his bag off the bed and began roughly shoving shirts and trousers into it. He turned away from me to face the wardrobe. 

      I stood for a moment a watched him. I studied the slump to his shoulders and the tense muscles in his jaw. I knew what I needed to do. 

      I sighed. “I’ll start packing too, then.” 

      I think it took him a moment to really hear what I had said because I made it all the way to the doorway of my room before he called after me. 

      “No. Rowan, you are not coming with me.” He followed me into my room. He grabbed my wrist just as I reached for the dresser. “It's too dangerous.” 

      “If it's that dangerous you shouldn’t go alone,” I countered.

      “I can take care of myself.” 

      “Can you?” I retorted. “I’ve seen you scared but never this scared.” I placed my hands on the side of his face. He was shaking, out of fear or anger, I couldn’t tell. His eyes were cold and harsh but I knew in my gut if I let him do this alone I’d regret it. “Let me come with you. Or…” 

      I disappeared and reappeared just behind him. I stood on my tiptoes to whisper in his ear. “I’ll just follow you on my own.” 

      He growled. I stepped around him to see his face. The pupils of his eyes had shifted to their natural reptilian slit. 

      “Somedays I wonder if the gods sent you as a second punishment.” The words were harsh, almost cruel but there was a slight upturn to the corner of his mouth.  

      “Fine.” He said through gritted teeth. “But you can’t speak with Cinnir, see him, even be in the same room with him. I rather he not even know you exist but I think it's too late for that.” 

      “I can keep myself busy,” I assured him. “I can go to the Archive and look into my abilities. Maybe even reach out to that professor—” 

      “Professor?”

      “Winn. We met him on our first night—” 

      “There is no way that boy was a professor.” He said. 

      “He was. I don’t know if I trust him enough to tell him… what I am, but maybe I can learn something from him.” 

      His eyes narrowed. “That sounds… reasonable.” 

      “Then we’re agreed. I’m coming with you.”  

      “It would seem.” He admitted. He looked me over, I could see a longing in his eyes to say something more but he held his tongue and left me alone to pack. 

    

  


  
    
      I want to run. I want to go far away where they'll never find us. I want to take her far away and love her like I want to love her but that is too selfish. I could never be that selfish. She would never forgive me.  

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      We woke up early the next morning to pack the last of our things. Bather was more reserved in the morning. Stoic and quiet as we went about last-minute preparations. The fear from last night was gone and replaced with a somber acceptance. He magically helped me send a letter to my father to let him know that we were going out of town for a week or so. I took one last look around the room that I had come to think of as my own, my eyes lingered on the small carving of the fox on my side table before I closed the door. 

      I met him at the bottom of the stairs my bag in hand. I placed it on the floor next to his. He smiled at me softly. “Ready?”

      I nodded.

      “And I can’t talk you out of this?” he asked and not for the first time. 

      “No, but you can try if you want.” I smiled innocently. 

      He chuckled softly and it was nice to hear it after yesterday. He picked up my bag, opened his enchanted satchel, and shoved it inside before doing the same with his own.  

      “One last thing.” He turned and faced me blocking the door a surprisingly wicked grin stretched across his face. “There’s not enough space for me to transform on the landing outside. You’ll have to jump on.” 

      “As long as you catch me if I miss,” I smirked, leaned in, and trailed my hand down his arm. 

      He stepped backward, out of my reach with his back nearly pressed against the door.  “Always.” His smile softened again and he turned. “I’ll make us invisible once we’re in the air.” 

      I grabbed his hand before he could open the door. 

      “You're sure?” I asked again. 

      “Yes. I’ll be fine.” 

      The curse limited his true form and I worried about what kind of effect trying to cloak us would have. He had made the journey before and I knew that but there was something in my gut that told me this was a bad idea. He had only recently learned he could even still use this ability for a brief moment when we had snuck into Senton’s office. On top of that, he looked more tired than he had even yesterday, I was almost certain he didn’t get any sleep last night. I said nothing though and released his hand.  

      He opened the door and we stepped out onto the landing, the wind whipped at us like sheets of ice. I suddenly dreaded the idea of flying. I closed the door behind us as he stepped to the edge.  He looked back at me, winked, and then jumped. In one fluid movement, his body shifted, limbs lengthened and scales shifted into place, his wings unfurled just as he began to plummet and with one heavy beat, he shot up. He was majestic as his emerald scales shone against the grey sky.  

      He arched around and back toward the landing. I backed up to the door and watched as he drew closer then I took a running leap at him. He changed his trajectory to match mine and I collided with his back. I grabbed desperately at his scales for a hand hold all the while sliding back. He felt me sliding and went into a drive sending me forward and I was able to grab onto the base of his wings. 

      “That was a truly awful idea!” I shouted over the wind and felt the low rumble of his laughter from beneath me. 

      I kicked him gently as he turned south. I leaned down and kept the side of my face against him. He was warm against my skin and kept the bitter cold of the wind at bay. 

      As we passed in a wide arch over the water back toward land I felt the shiver of magic pass over me. He had cloaked us, to anyone below we were now invisible.

      Within an hour I could see the vast tangle of trees that made up the Shadow Timberland. A few thin trails of smoke crept toward the sky out of the trees. I wondered if one was Nissa or the woodcarver. 

      Suddenly, I felt Bather shudder. I tried to shift around to see his face but it was nearly impossible from my position. “Do we need to stop?” 

      “I’m fine.” His voice rolled through the wind like thunder deep and layered in his true form. But again he shuddered now more violently and we dipped as he lost control momentarily. 

      “Bather!” 

      He groaned in pain and we began to tumble. I held on tight as we began to spin. I felt his form beneath me begin to shrink. I tried to keep calm and not panic. I clung to him and tried to pull at memories of Nosta. The streets, the archive, and the lake shore on the edge of the city where we trained. I narrowed in on my memory of the lake and attempted to will us out of the sky. 

      The sound of shattering ice surrounded us and then the shock of cold as we hit the water. The world turned into a dark shifting blue and a muffled light that promised the surface. With one arm I held Bather’s now human form to me and kicked toward the light. I found only thick ice, in my panic we had moved too far from where we’d fallen through. I could feel my magic desperate and wild flowing through me and I focused it as I bang my fist against the ice. It shattered out and I heaved Bather onto the edge before climbing onto the ice myself.  Bather pulled himself the rest of the way out of the water slowly as I sat coughing up water on the ice. He crawled to me and pulled me close against him, the heat of his body enveloping me was not even enough to keep out the chill. 

      “W-we need-d t-to gets d-dry,” I stuttered. 

      Bather nodded and pulled away from me. He began to rub his hands together, turning and twisting them until a faint light glowed between his palms. I could feel the magic sizzle in the air as he continued the spell movements until one final abrupt twist. A wave of heat cascaded over us and the faint smell of burnt hair filled the air as we became dry in an instant. 

      I could still feel the cold like a ghost trapped inside my bones but it had to do for now. I looked past him and saw the shore not too far from us. “Come on.” 

      I stood gingerly testing the ice and held out my hand to him. He took it and I helped him up. His knees nearly buckled but he caught himself. 

      We made our way carefully to the frozen sand. I could see the nearby buildings up on the raised wall that was made to keep out the high tide. Bather leaned heavily against me mumbling apologies as we made our way up the stone steps and to the front of a tavern. The image of a broken anchor adorned a hanging sign at its front. 

      I was thankful it was still morning. The only odd looks we earned were from the lonely barkeep who looked up from a large ledger book to watch us enter. There was a low burning fireplace at the back, I took the table directly in front of it. I eased Bather into the chair and went back to the barkeep. His salt and pepper hair was kept short but his beard was long and it was obvious his skin had seen years of harsh sunlight. He looked me over. 

      “Do you have any food? Something warm?” 

      “I got some stew from last night I can warm up?” He said leaning over to look over my shoulder at Bather. 

      “Fine.” I didn’t want to know how long exactly it had been sitting and at this exact moment, I didn’t really care. 

      “Give me a minute.” He pushed off from the bar and disappeared through a door to the right of it.

      Bather’s face was in his hands when I returned to the table. I pulled the other chair around so that I could sit right next to him. I rubbed his shoulder gently. He looked over at me and the bags under his eyes were violet and in stark contrast to his pale features. He looked exhausted. 

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I thought I could make it.” 

      “What happened?” 

      “I don’t know.” He rubbed his eyes. “I just couldn’t hold it any longer.”  He swore and slammed his hands down on the table. “I could feel it pushing at me, suffocating me, until I had to change.” 

      We needed to break his curse. I had already decided to continue checking it at the Silver Archive, maybe even talk to Winn about it while we were here but this solidified the decision even further. 

      “We made it. That’s all that matters.” 

      “Thanks to you.” 

      “Well, you know…” I shrugged. 

      He chuckled then winced. He took my hand in his and squeezed it. 

      “Thank you.” He leaned forward and pressed his forehead against mine his eyes closed. I closed mine and listened to the even sound of his breathing. We stayed like that for awhile until the barkeep came over and placed two bowls of stew in front of us.  

      When we were warm, rested, and full of questionable but edible stew we left. When we got a little way away from the tavern Bather stopped to pull our two bags out of his satchel. I took mine and he waved me off as I tried to take his. 

      “I can manage,” he insisted. 

      I was too tired to argue. We linked arms and he lead the way to the address in the letter. It was in the northern end of the city where the wealthiest and most extravagant homes were situated and in the distance on the very edge I could just see the outline of the Senton Estate. A shiver went down my spine, but not because of the cold.  

      “I think we’re here.” Bather nodded toward a building ahead of us at the dead end of a small road. He straightened his spine and released my arm electing to hold my hand instead. I tried not to think too much of the gesture. For all I knew, he was putting on an appearance for anyone who might be watching. Just as we had for Jinyan at the bath house. 

      The inn despite being equally lavish to the buildings around it certainly stood out. Unlike most of the homes in the area, instead of having a gate and a small garden beyond this building was butted directly up against the road. Its facade was polished and pristine, cream stone gilded on its corners and around the windows. It was a greater, almost forceful show of wealth compared to the rest of the district. In gilded letters above the entrance, it read The Golden Star. 

      Two men dressed in white and gold uniforms that matched the building opened the double doors for us as we approached. I was surprised to find the lobby fairly simple–well simpler than the outside at least–with a single desk at its center flanked by two grand staircases that lead upward to a balcony and hallways beyond that lead further into the building. The entire room was paneled in white painted wood.  

      The woman who stood behind the desk smiled at us as we entered. 

      “Good Morning.” She wore a similar uniform to the men outside but the white was outweighed by more gold. Abstract swirl embroidery ran up her sleeves and around her collar. Her black hair was pinned up into a tight bun.

      “Evening,” Bather replied. “I believe an associate of mine arranged for a room.”   

      “Your name?” She asked, looking both of us over. I leaned into Bather’s arm. Something about the way she looked at me made me uncomfortable. We still looked disheveled from our journey. Bather looked as if he hadn’t slept in several days, large chunks of my hair had fallen out of my braid, and both of our clothes were wrinkled.

      “Bather Bane.” 

      She nodded and opened the ledger on the desk and scanned the page for a moment before she tapped twice on the page with her finger. “Ah, yes there you are.” 

      She looked back up at Bather. “We have you in a suite, one moment.” She picked up a small brass bell off the desk and rang it. Another uniformed man, this one in a flat cap, came around the corner at the top of the stairs and hurried down to us. She handed him a key and he nodded. 

      “Doyle will take you to your room,” the woman said. She closed her ledger with a heavy thud. 

      Doyle held out his hand for my bag and I handed it to him. Bather gripped his tighter and the man caught the hint and did not offer the same to him. 

      We followed him up the stairs and down one of the two halls. Eventually, we reached what felt like the very back of the building. Doyle stopped at the door at the end of the hall. It was similar to the others we passed but it came to a sloped point at the top rather than an arch. He unlocked the door and pushed it open for us. 

      The first room we entered was a large sitting area with a sofa, two chairs, and a low table arranged around a fireplace. Everything was various shades of blue and gold. It was lavish but somehow not over the top. The walls were paneled with a deep brown wood but the two arched windows at the back let in plenty of light and had a grand view of the city from atop the hill.  

      Doyle followed behind us as we entered and closed the door. He crossed to a set of double doors and opened them to reveal a large bedroom with a dresser, vanity, and four-poster bed that all matched the sitting room as well. He placed my bag on the end of the bed. 

      “The bath chamber is through that door” He pointed to a door to the left of the bed. “Do you need anything else?” 

      “No that’s fine, thank you, Doyle.” Bather placed his bag on the floor and pulled a gold piece out of his pocket and handed it to him. 

      “Thank you, sir.”  Doyle gave Bather a shallow bow and left without another word. 

      The moment the door closed and we were alone Bather’s shoulders sank. He was still drained. I felt it too. 

      “This is very—“

      “Showy,” Bather offered. 

      “‘Nice’ or ‘Expensive’ was what to came to mind.” 

      “Money doesn’t matter to Cinnir. Plus, I would wager this is the nicest inn in all of Nosta. He would think it the only thing worthy of our station.” 

      “Our station?” 

      He smirked. “Dragons.” 

       “Right of course.” I shrugged. “We lowly humans don’t deserve anything like this.” I played with one of the tassels on the rope that tied back the velvet curtains. 

      “I don’t think he knew you’d be here.” 

      I smiled back at him. “Right because had he known he would have found us an even nicer room.” 

      He chuckled. “Absolutely.” He looked down at me for what might have been the first time since we arrived and held my gaze in silence for a beat too long, his eyes shining like emeralds. If anyone was going to look away it wouldn’t be me, I couldn’t bear it. 

      As he had with all the other wonderful moments he broke away. “I should go see if I can find Jinyan and speak to him before Cinnir calls on me.” 

      He picked his bag up off the floor and turned his back to me and headed into the bedroom. He placed his bag next to mine on the bed.  

      “You should rest,”  I insisted.

      “I’m fine.” He opened his bag and began pulling out clothes.  

      “That’s what you said before we plummeted out of the sky.”  With a wave of his hand, he shut the double doors between us that lead to the bed chamber. “Bather!”  I shouted. 

      I waved my own hand and opened the doors again. He was halfway out of his shirt and tossed it onto the bed as I stomped toward him. I shoved him onto the bed a little harder than I meant to with my strength now backed up by my magic. The bag with my things tumbled off the bed. I kept my hand on his shoulder, he was warm but his skin still had a chill to it that I knew was not normal.

      “We are both going to rest.” 

      “Careful, little one, that sounds like a threat.” There was a teasing lilt to his voice. 

      “Maybe it is.” I tightened my grip on his shoulder and he winced. “I’m pretty sure even I could take you right now.”

      “Ah.” He grabbed my wrist and I loosed my grip massaging slightly before pulling my hand away. “I think you’ve been able to take me for a while now.” 

      I knew he meant since I had become a witch but something about his tone made me blush. 

      “Rest,” I said again gentler. “The last thing you want Jinyan to think is that you’re weak.” 

      “Now that is the best argument you’ve made.” He smirked and leaned down to pick up the bag that had fallen and right it, leaving it on the floor. He took his own bag and placed it besides it. 

      Sensing I had won I looked toward the door that Doyle had said was the bath. I could still feel the cold clinging to my bones. “I’m going to take a bath. I expect you to be here when I’m done.” 

      He nodded, not looking back at me, and laid back on the bed kicking his boots off. 

      The bath had a single enchanted faucet that flowed with perfectly heated water. As it filled I undid my braid and tried to comb the tangles out of my dark curls with my fingers. My hair had gotten longer and wilder since I had moved in with Bather. It framed my round face like a lion's mane that trailed to my mid-back. I had never let it get this long before but something about it felt like it suited me now. 

      I lowered myself into the water and let the warmth melt away the last of the chill. I sat in  the bath thinking about Bather and me until the water got cold. I wanted desperately to be back at the place we were on our last night in the city. He had kissed me then as if he wanted nothing but me. Then he pulled away. He had said he was afraid of hurting me. 

      That felt like a lie now. Part of me wanted to know the truth. I had had plenty of chances to ask him for it but I didn’t. Maybe I didn’t ask him because I was afraid of the answer. I wondered how far I could push him in this dance around each other. Would he give in or would he run? I don’t know which I was more afraid of. There was something about the city though. I felt a little bolder here, determined, I was done holding back. Maybe I would find the truth. 

      When I returned he was almost exactly where I had left him. Still shirtless, he lay at an angle on top of the covers the lower half of his legs hanging off of the bed. I watched him from the doorway to the bath as his chest rose and fell interrupted by the occasional soft snore. I wondered if I could use my magic to move him fully onto the bed without waking him. Instead, I curled up on the sofa in the sitting room and let the exhaustion wash over me. 

    

  


  
    
      When I awoke she was asleep. She had tucked herself into a small ball on the sofa. I sat in the chair nearest to her and just watched her sleep. I wished I could stay in that moment forever. Peaceful, quiet, and… No. I couldn’t even think of it. Couldn’t let the truth coil around my heart. 

      But she had been right, I wouldn’t have made it without her. I’d be lost without her, in more ways than one.
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      We slept through the rest of the morning and well into the afternoon. When I awoke Bather had already changed into new clothes, a pair of black trousers and a thick green shirt. He was seated in the chair closest to my head. His coat was draped over the chair behind him. 

      “Afternoon.” He looked miles better than he had been this morning. The bags under his eyes had lighted to an acceptable color and there was a flush to his cheeks. 

      “I wanted to wait until you were awake before I left,” he said. 

      I sat up. “You’re going to look for Jinyan?”

      “I should try to find him before Cinnir calls on me, try to figure out what this is about.” 

      “Right,” I said.  I noted how every time he said Cinnir’s name it was as if he would rather do anything else.

      “And you can go speak to your professor,” he suggested. 

      “I think I’ll just head to the archive. I don’t even know if he’ll remember me,” I admitted.  “Maybe I should have sent word or something.” 

      “Oh, he’ll remember you,”  he smirked. He patted me on the shoulder. It was a surprisingly awkward gesture and it seemed like he regretted doing it. “You get dressed, I’ll wait for you.” 

        I got dressed in a hurry, the excitement of being back in the city finally settling in. I might be able to find answers here. Not just for me but for Bather. If anything, finding a cure for his curse seemed an even more pressing matter than getting my magic under control. 

      I was surprised when he took my hand in his as we walked out of the inn, his bare palm warm against my gloved hand. The woman at the front desk watched us intently as we exited. He let go when we reached the edge of the upper district. 

      “Be safe.” 

      “You too.” 

      He nodded and turned away heading east. I stood where he had left me and I watched him walk away until he rounded the corner and was out of sight. 

      I looked toward the distant towers of the university. I took a deep breath, pulled my scarf a little tighter, and set off in that direction. 

      The spires of the Silver Archive were dotted with snow. The large double doors at the building’s front were left open only enough to let in one person at a time to keep out the cold. An archivist stationed just inside the door nodded to me as I entered. In the late afternoon light, the towering stained glass windows of the gods painted the room with color. I stared up at them, the Twins were depicted with their eyes closed, smiling and at peace, while their Watchers looked down on us with vigilance. 

      It was busier than I had last seen it, each of the long wooden tables in the central annex were almost full of students. I followed the signs toward the north annex that was dedicated to the magical arts. I passed the courtyard and the study rooms down a short hall until the space opened up once more into a chamber just as tall as the central one. The stained-glass windows that depicted various mages were shorter than the ones of the gods in order to make room for the towering shelves that lined the walls with rolling ladders to reach them. The aisles between the stacks were tighter here to fit as many books in the space as possible. Above it all rotated a massive arcane instrument. I didn’t take the time to examine it before, but now, I took a moment to step to the side and gaze up at it. 

      It was part clock and part globe; a section of it seemed to tell the weather and another piece was carved with runes I did not understand. From within the polished brass pieces, there was a faint warm light.  

      I stopped a female archivist as she passed with a stack of books almost half her size. “Excuse me, is Archivist Aiden working today?” 

      I had decided on the walk over that it would be best to ask for the same archivist I had worked with the last time. Adding to the list of people who know I’m looking into strange topics seemed unnecessary. 

      “I think so.” She looked toward the tables. “Have a seat, I’ll see if I can find him.” 

      I went over and claimed one of the few empty chairs squished between a young boy that looked almost Lionel’s age and an older refined gentleman with a grey goatee. I pulled my notebook and a pen out of my bag and opened to the back pages that I had dedicated to Bather’s curse. 

      There was a gentle tap on my shoulder and I turned to find Aiden. His finely groomed mustache was now accompanied by an equally well-kept beard. 

      “Welcome back.” He smiled warmly. “You asked for me?”

      “Yes.” I turned more fully in my chair to face him. “You helped me so much last time I was hoping you might be able to again?” 

      “What are you looking for?”   

      “Any books that mention the high priestess Mira Safar, please.”

      “Okay…” He looked over his shoulder and waved down one of the other archivists. “That might take us a while, anything I can get you while you wait?” 

      The other archivist came up behind him. He turned to them and pointed back toward the central annex. “Mira Safar in religion. I’ll meet you there.” 

      He turned back to me for my answer. I waited until the other archivist had left. 

      “Do you remember that book I was looking at before the one with the banned author?” The older gentleman next to me glanced over at me and looked me over for a moment. 

      Aiden shifted uncomfortably. “Unfortunately, that book has been re-catalogued .”

      “What does that mean?” 

      “You’ll need to get your professor’s permission to remove it from the archive.” The man next to me chimed in. 

      I looked over at him and then back to Aiden. He shrugged. “That is the case.” 

      “But I’m not a student.” 

      “I’m sorry, Are there any other materials I can get you?” 

      I felt defeated before I even started. “Anything about natural magics, how they work, or even how they feel,” I asked. I hoped that being more direct this time would grant me different results.  

      Aiden nodded. “I’ll be right back.” 

      As he walked away I could feel the man next to me eyeing me. I turned to him catching him just before he looked away. He flipped the page in his book. 

      “Natural magics?” 

      I faced forward and looked ahead at the books shelves across from us. “Yes.” 

      “A strange topic for casual reading.” He said with casual judgment.

      “I have strange interests.” 

      He snorted. “That is clear.” 

      I huffed and shut my notebook. I crossed my arms and waited.

      Aiden returned a few minutes later empty-handed. Before the disappointment set in he motioned back toward the hall, I had entered through. “I set you up in a reading room.” 

      He looked to the back of the man’s head. I smiled. “That’s wonderful. Thank you.” 

      I stood up and followed him. When we were out of earshot of the table he whispered. “Professor Langston likes to be in everyone’s business. I remember your reading habits from last time and I thought you might like some privacy.” 

      “Was I that memorable?” That was mildly concerning. 

      He laughed. “Not too many people request obscure books, find missing pages, and ask about banned mages all on the same day.” 

      “Well, when you put it like that…” 

      “Here we are.” He stopped in front of one of the study rooms. There was a window in the hall of crown glass that let you see into the room. He held the door open for me. Inside there was another large window on the wall across from the door that looked out into the courtyard. It was furnished only with a simple table and two wooden chairs. Seven books were separated into two stacks on the table. 

      “This is what we could find on the priestess so far.” He pointed to a pile of two. “And natural magics. Just the basics for now. If you’re looking for more specific examples let me know.” 

      “Perfect.” I smiled at him. I was glad I had asked for him again. 

      “Anything else?” 

      I glanced beyond him into the hall. “Do you have any other books by that author that don’t require permission?” 

      “I’ll see what I can find.” 

      “Thank you.” 

      “If you need me you can pull this.” He motioned to a weighted chain that hung just next to the door then left closing the door behind him.

      I sat facing the courtyard and pulled the stack of two closer to me. I recognized one of them, I had seen it in Bather’s collection. It was a fairly hefty book on the Bolin Massacre.

       I wasn’t the fastest reader so I read just enough to glean the basics. The Bolin Massacre was the mass slaughter of a town on the eastern border that happened over the course of a single night. Then I flipped through it scanning the pages for any mention of Mira. The text was small and hard to parse through. Eventually, I gave up and laid the book open on the table. 

      I glanced out at the courtyard. There was no one in sight, no one that could see what I was about to do. I held my hand over the book. I didn’t know if it would work but focused on Mira Safar. The way her name would look printed in the text of the book and slowly the pages began to flip on their own, then faster and faster until they came to a stop toward the end.

      The high priestess Mira Safar was one of the first people to step foot in the village after the event. She had this to say, “What happened here was the kind of violence that taints the soul. The people who did this will never know peace, the gods will make sure of that.” 

      Her words seemed to echo over the field and down the river like a promise. Only one of the attackers was slain by the villagers that fought back. Mira was brought to the village to try and commune with their spirit in an effort to locate the others. 

      The book went onto say that none of the other attackers were ever found and the ritual to speak with the dead person’s spirt was unsuccessful. I copied down everything about Mira. I was excited that they had quoted her directly. If I could find more, and maybe understand the way she spoke, I could better understand the curse. 

      I reached for the other book but I didn’t have much hope for it after reading the spine, The Holy Few was pressed into the woven fabric. It was also an incredibly thin book but an interesting read. It chronicled the rise of the priesthood and clerics throughout the known world and how compared to other deviations of magic. There were incredibly few practitioners. The list, at the time the book was written, was a total of fifteen names which Mira was listed among. 

      Since Aiden had not arrived with more books by the time I had finished the two he had given me, I switched to the ones he had provided on natural magics. 

      Bather and his curse was my first priority but finding a way to better control my new magic was not far behind. The author of the book was nowhere to be found in a similar way that Desmond’s name had been struck from the record and as I read it became clear why. 

      The book discussed how once magical creatures have died, the magic that they possessed has no lasting trace inside the body. They went on to say that the only exception he encountered in his experiments was the fae. Their blood remained steeped with magic that could be harvested if done so within a few hours from death. 

      Tink. 

      I was horrified to think of the experiments that must have occurred to come to this conclusion. 

      Tink. 

      I looked up at the noise just as another pebble hit the glass. Outside in the faint glow of the light from the lanterns around the courtyard was a man with a soft ashy brown mop of curls and light freckles across his flushed cheeks. 

      Winn.  

      He smiled and waved at me. He was wearing something like a cloak and a coat combined made out of dark grey wool. He motioned toward the room then himself. 

      I smiled and nodded. He grinned and then hurried out of the courtyard. I stood and checked my hair in my reflection in the window. A few moments later, there was a knock on the study room door. I opened it and there he was. His curls were still wet from the snow. He was still grinning. 

      “Rowan.” He remembered me at least. That was a good start. “This is a pleasant surprise. I thought you were going to remain a mystery forever.” 

      “I still might.” I countered.

      “Then I’ll take every moment I can get.” He winked at me. I laughed, there was something about him that felt so easy. I stepped out of the way to let him in. 

      As I closed the door he leaned against the table and picked up one of the books I had yet to start it was on the fae. The room suddenly felt much smaller with the two of us in it. 

      “The Fae?” 

      I snatched the book out of his grip. 

      “You get more interesting every time I see you.” 

      “I’m curious about their magic.” 

      “You know, they say, people who get curious about the fae tend to go missing.” 

      I laughed. A year ago that might have worried me but not now. I had met a fae, and I survived it, and so much more. “I think I’ll be fine.” 

      “If you say so.” He picked up another book off the table, this time one of the stack that mentioned Mira. 

      “The Bolin Massacre?”

      “Are you always this nosy?” I went to grab the book but he pulled it up and out of my reach. 

      Without thinking my magic reached for it and made it disappear from his hand into mine. 

      He stared at the book bewildered. “Thats new.” He whispered. 

      “I…” 

      There was a knock, and the door opened. “I couldn’t find any more by–” Aiden stopped in the doorway. “Oh.” 

      “Aiden?” 

      “Professor Hayward. Hello.” Aiden glanced between the two of us. “I just wanted to show you this.” 

      I placed the book I was holding back on the table and he handed me a large leather tome. I recognized it from the last time I had been here. It was the record of dragon genealogy. 

      “We found the missing records and added the page back in,” He explained.

      “Oh!” I clutched the tome to my chest. “Thats amazing, thank you.” 

      “Thank you for pointing it out.” He glanced at Winn again then back to me. “I couldn’t find any more by that author in the public section though.”

      “That’s fine. Thanks for looking.” 

      He nodded, smiled at Winn then left closing the door behind him. Winn picked the book back off the table and held it out of reach. 

      “Do that again,” He said as if we had not been interrupted. “You weren’t like this before.” 

      “How do you know?” I laid the leather tome on the table.  

      “I would have noticed. Did you make a deal with the fae?” 

      “What?! No, do I really seem like someone who would do that?” I reached for the book this time focusing to keep my magic at bay as I stretched to my tip toes. 

      “No, but you don’t look like the kind of person running around with a dragon either.” 

      I gave up a rested back on my heals. “Who told you?” 

      He shrugged and lifted the book even higher. “People talk. Do it again, please?” He whined the last word like a child who was asking for sweets. 

      “Not here.” I hissed. 

      He dropped his hand and leaned forward grinning. “I know a place. Very private. Let me buy you a drink.” 

      He handed me the book.  

      “How private?” 

      He held out his hand to me. “Only one way to find out.” 

      Something inside me was screaming this was a bad idea. You didn’t wander off with strangers, that was the rule, and despite our handful of meetings that’s exactly what Winn was. However, I was a stranger to him too and if anything, he should be afraid of me. 

      Shoved the book in my bag and took his hand. 

    

  


  
    
      When I walk these streets alone I am haunted by memories. 

      Eva, dressed in the finest human fashion and drunk on fairy wine she snuck into the party we just left, walks beside me laughing. The sound of it would echo off of the cobblestones in the late night air.   

      We were both so happy then. I didn’t know it, but we were.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Winn never let go of my hand as he led me toward the tavern district where we had first met. The lights in the district shined even brighter against the snow covered rooftops. Music poured out of doorways as we passed. All the outdoor seating that was available last time had been put away for the winter and the streets felt wide and welcoming.

      Eventually, we came to a stop in front of a corner building. It was three stories tall and the wood beams that lined the plaster exterior had been painted red. The door was built into an alcove in the corner of the building and faced out toward both streets. Quiet instrumental music drifted out of one of the upstairs windows. There was no sign above the door that bore the name of the establishment, just a rose painted onto the building facade. 

      He held the door open for me and ushered me inside. The first floor was broken up into smaller sitting areas divided by curtains of wispy fabric, with cushions and upholstered chairs that called for you to sink into them. A few of the seating areas were taken by a group of gentlemen and two couples. Winn lead me past all of it, past a waitress dressed in a red dress holding a tray of drinks and up the stairs. 

      The second-floor landing led out into a large carpeted sitting area with cushions. Across the way, another set of stairs led upward. Winn however headed toward one of the four doors that lined the surrounding walls. The first door he tried was locked but the next swung open. 

      “After you,” he smiled. 

      I peeked inside. The room was small but there was a double window that looked out on the back alley below. There was a red lounge in one corner of the room and a round table at its center surrounded by five chairs. More sheer fabric hung from the ceiling and covered the wood paneled walls. 

      “What is this place?” I whispered. 

      “A place for private conversations.” He smirked and I imagined it was also a place for many different private matters. He picked a flat wooden hook off the table. He hung it off the door nob on the outside before he closed the door behind us. “So, they know we want drinks.”

      “Very important.” I smiled. 

      “Indeed.” He made himself comfortable on the lounge in the corner. “So, how do I say this?” 

      “What?”  

      “What are you?” He looked up at me with a hint of awe in his expression.

      I crossed my arms. “What makes you think that I’m anything?”

      “What you did in the archive… that was different.” 

      “Mages can’t do that?” I asked.

      “Not like how you did.” 

      I pulled a chair out from the table and spun it to face him. Before I could respond there was a soft knock at the door. The waitress we had passed earlier opened it just enough to poke her head in her blonde hair falling like a curtain obscuring our view back into the space beyond. “What can I get you?” 

      “Two glasses of wine, please. Red, whatever is open already.” Winn answered quickly. 

      She simply nodded and disappeared out of sight closing the door soundlessly. 

      He looked back at me and his expression soften. “I’m sorry, I should have asked what you wanted.” 

      “That sounded perfect.” Although something harder would have been nice too. “Before I answer your question can I ask you something though?” 

      “Of course.” He leaned forward placing his elbow on his knees. “I’m an open book.” 

      I looked out the window at the lights of the city. I don’t think I wanted to see his reaction when I asked, “How do you feel about witches?” 

      He laughed. “I think that they’re just a story people tell.” I looked back at him and something about my face made him stutter. “But… I mean…. They may have existed once but not anymore. Why?”

      There was another knock at the door and the woman came in and quietly handed us our glasses. I took a large gulp of mine before she even left the room. 

      When the door was shut again I said, “They definitely still exist. I killed one.” 

      He nearly choked on his drink. “You what?”

      I nodded. “And now…” 

      I closed my eyes and willed myself to the opposite corner of the room. When I opened them Winn was still looking toward my chair where I had been a moment before. I cleared my throat and he sat up straight as a post. “How?” 

      He stood and very ungracefully hurried over to me placing his glass on a desk as he went and stopped a few paces short. 

       “Honestly, that’s the easiest part, almost thoughtless, like blinking.” I put down my glass as well. 

      “No, not that, I mean that’s amazing but you weren’t like this when we met.” He smiled, seeming possibly a little giddy. “It's like I can feel it”  He stepped closer his hand tracing through the air around me.  And it warmed my heart to see he wasn’t afraid. At least not yet. 

      “Apparently, it is a side effect of killing a witch. Bather says magic never disappears; it has to go somewhere.” 

      “And their magic went into you. Fascinating.” He took both my hands in his, I’m not sure he even realized what he was doing as he turned over my palms to look at them. In the blink of an eye, he had turned from a cocky flirt to an excited schoolboy. Suddenly he looked up. 

      “Wait, you killed a witch?” 

      “Yes, she cursed my family. That’s why I was here when we met. I was looking for a witch-killing blade.”

      He smiled wickedly. “Somehow that is even better than what I had imagined.”

      I smirked. “What had you imagined?” 

      “So many things.” The way he looked at me then made me blush. “Why are you here now?” 

      “Bather has some business to take care of.” 

      His eyebrows inched a tad closer to his hairline. “Really? And you offered to join him?” 

      “I figured I could use the time for my own research.” I shrugged trying to downplay the situation. I pulled my hands away from his and picked up my glass. I stepped around him to take the spot on the lounge. 

      “Your own research being?” He sat across from me abandoning his drink on the table. 

      “I want to learn how to control my magic and–” 

      “You can’t control it?” He leaned back slightly. It was the first time I saw him look nervous since we had met. 

      “Not always,” I admitted. “If I get emotional things tend to get out of hand. Sometimes I do things without thinking like at the archive. Which is fine, until the wrong person sees.” 

      “You were lucky it was just me.” 

      “Was I?” 

      He smiled. “I’m great at keeping secrets.” 

      “Why do I feel like that is the first time you’ve lied to me since we met?” 

      He gasped and clutched his chest in fake offense. “I would never lie to you.” 

      “Why?” I was so genuinely curious. Why had he chosen me that night to dance with? Why had he been so happy to see me again now?

      He leaned in and I leaned forward to match him. “I can’t say no to a pretty face.” 

      “No, really.” 

      “Really.” He rocked forward and then hesitated. “And there was something about you. When I saw you that night, it was like I was meant to talk to you. Like, if I didn’t go up to you I’d regret it.” 

      I laughed. “You might regret having done it more.” 

      He leaned back and reached for his wine. “What is the other thing you’re researching?” 

      “What?” 

      “You said your magic and… And what?” He sipped his wine and watched me from over his glass. I was impressed he had actually been listening. 

      I shifted uncomfortably for a moment and looked down at my own drink. I didn’t know if I had any right to tell Winn about Bather’s curse. It was something that made him weak and vulnerable. I knew he wouldn’t want the whole world to know. But if Winn could help then it wouldn’t matter. It would be worth it. 

      “Bather,” I said. “My friend--”

      “You guard dog, or dragon rather,” he teased.  

      “Yes. He’s cursed and I’m trying to help him find a cure.” 

      “You could talk to Professor Lilum, she–” 

      “I’d rather not talk to anyone else. Not about… this.” 

      “Alright…” There was a twinkle in Winn’s eyes as he looked me over. “Something tells me I’m going to regret being your friend.” 

      Maybe he was right, maybe I shouldn't drag him into this. “I can go.” I stood. 

      “Wait.” I looked back at him and he was grinning. “I was only joking. Tell me about it.”

      I pulled out my notebook and flipped to where I had written down the curse. “He was cursed by Mira Safar.” 

      He took the notebook. “Safar? This was why you were talking to Pedra at Senton’s?”

      I nodded. He took a moment to read over the curse. Then looked at a few of my other notes. I sipped at my wine and looked out at the city while he stewed over everything.  

      Finally, he said, “I’ll help you with this, I will.” 

      “But?” I could feel the word coming before he said it. 

      “But please let me study your magic. Let me write down what I learn and publish it.” There was a hunger in his eyes that made me hesitate. 

      “Winn, I don’t know it…” 

      “Witches are myth more than fact. To be one of the first to study it, to publish on it…” He trailed off his eyes far away and wide. He looked back at me. “You must know by now that there is virtually no research on the subject.” He reached out and took my free hand in his.  

      “I told you I can’t always control it, Bather has been helping but… I don’t want to hurt you.” 

      He squeezed my hand. “Maybe I can help with that too. We can do both and help your dragon.” 

      “He’s not mine,” I replied. 

      He smiled “Whatever you say. But I can study your magic while I help you learn to control it at the same time. What if this happens to someone else and they don’t have someone like your dragon or me to help them through it? You could help them.” 

      I wondered for a moment what it would have been like if someone had written down everything I know now. What if I had found it in the archive? Maybe I would have known what I would have become.  

      “I won’t mention you by name,” he amended. “And I can wait to publish it as long as you like, I can wait till I’m dead.” 

      “What would be the point of that?” I asked.

      “To be remembered,” he said. His voice was full of a strange reverence that I didn’t understand. 

      He was truly an academic in all the best and worse ways. I thought about what Bather had told me about Desmond. That he focused so much energy on his studies that it consumed his entire life to the point where he put himself in danger. Could I trust Winn not to do the same? Could I trust him not to tell anyone about me?

      I held on tight to his hand. I could feel my magic pulse from me to him. I asked only for the truth and begged he wouldn’t notice the soft glow under my palm. His eyes stayed locked with mine. 

      “Promise me that you won’t tell anyone.” 

      “I promise.” I could feel the truth of his words. 

      “Promise me that you won’t obsessive over this.” 

      He was visibly confused. “Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself.” He smirked but I could feel through my connection that he couldn’t make that promise because it would be a lie. I would just have to make sure I didn’t let it happen. 

      I let go of his hand. “Fine.” 

      “You’re in?” He looked like he had just been given the greatest gift. 

      “I’m in,” I said.

      “Great!” He took me by surprise and pulled me into a hug. “You won’t regret this, I promise!” 

      “I already do,” I said under my breath. He gave me a sideways glance but let it go. 

      “What are you doing tomorrow?” 

      “Nothing that I know of.” 

      “Fantastic! We can start then. I have class in the morning but you can come after, around lunch.” I was surprised he wasn’t vibrating from excitement. 

      “Alright.” I stood up. “I’ll see you then.” 

      “Wait.” He stood and reached for my hand this time I pulled away. “It's still early.” 

      “I don’t want Bather to worry.” The truth was I was more worried about Bather than he probably was about me. I had been gone much longer than I had planned to be and if he had found Jinyan who knows what might have happened.

      “At least let me walk you back.” 

      I smiled at him. “I think I can make it on my own.” 

      I closed my eyes and willed myself back to our room at the Golden Star, only slightly disappointed I couldn’t see Winn’s face when I disappeared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Bather wasn’t in the sitting room when I arrived. I checked the bedroom and the bathroom, all empty. Either he hadn’t found Jinyan or he had and things hadn’t gone to plan. Or he was weaker than he let on and collapsed somewhere. Or he had simply run away. 

      No. He wouldn’t leave me. I took a deep breath trying not to give in to the thought spiral. 

      I wished I understood how Isadora had been able to track Bather and me before. She had been able to reach out to my mind in my dreams and with music. 

      I wondered if I could do something similar now to reach out to Bather.  

      I did the only thing that felt natural but also very silly. “Bather?” I called his name aloud to the empty room. 

      There was silence for a moment before his voice filled my head. “Rowan?” 

      Relief washed over me. “Where are you?” 

      “I’m on my way back now. I’m sorry, this took longer than I expected.” 

      “It's fine, ” I whispered.  It was strange to have his voice in my head, almost more intimate. 

      “I got a little lost,” He admitted. He was whispering too now. 

      I laughed and I heard him sigh before I felt the connection fade. I felt more lonely than I had before.

      I changed for bed and got settled but didn’t dare fall asleep. I stayed up reading by candlelight the book on the Bolin Massacre more closely. Eventually, I heard the door to the suite open and shut quietly. I closed the book and tucked it under my pillow. 

      Bather crept into the bedroom a moment later. “You’re still awake?” 

      “I wanted to wait for you.” 

      He nodded. It was hard to read his expression in the dim light. 

      “Did you find him?” I asked.

      His shoulders slumped and I knew his answer before he spoke. “No. But I have a few more places to check.” He reached down to his bag and began pulling things out and placing them into the drawers of the dresser. “How was the archive?” 

      “Good. I ran into Winn.”

      Bather stopped and turn to face me. “And?” 

      “I told him about…” I gestured to myself. Bather looked a little surprised. “Not entirely on purpose,” I admitted. 

      He nodded and crossed his arms. “How did he react?” 

      “He was very curious. I think I trust him not to tell anyone about me.” 

      “Keep the discovery to himself.” 

      I rolled my eyes. “Something like that. He’s going to try and help me understand my magic.” And more importantly a cure for you. I thought.

      “Good, that’s great.” Despite his words, he did not sound thrilled. A tiny voice inside my head dared to wonder if he was jealous. 

      I settled down deeper into the blankets as he went back to putting the last of his things away. When he was finished he turned back to me his silk pajamas in his hands. “Actually, would you…” 

      His eyes met mine and he fell silent. 

      “What?” I urged.

      He threw the pajamas over his shoulder and ran his fingers through his hair. “Jinyan owns a theater. I was going to go to tomorrow’s show.” He cleared his throat. “Would you like to join me?” 

      I smiled. Even in the low light of the candle, I could see the flush that colored his cheeks. 

      “Of course!” 

      I had seen theater troops when they had passed through town during the summer. They had performed in the field or in one of the old barns telling dramatic stories that held my attention with every word but I had never been to a proper theater. There was a time when I dreamed I might perform in one but that dream felt so distant now. “I can’t wait.” 

      “I can’t promise much class but it should be fun,” he shrugged. 

      “Sounds perfect.” 

      There was a long pause where we just smiled at each other. His eyes drifted down to my lips for just a second before he looked back up and his smile faded.  

      “Well,” He walked around to my side of the bed and leaned over to ruffle my hair.  “Goodnight.” 

      He headed into the bath chamber. The sound of running water beyond the door lulled me to sleep.  
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        * * *

      

      I was in Chilery again. I was standing in Isadora’s clearing. I could see the path from before, its end obscured by darkness. I looked around for her but I was alone. I waited for the darkness to move but it just shifted like a cloud of smoke.  The longer I watched it the more I felt at ease. 

      It felt… like it belonged to me. This darkness was different than the others. I took a step forward and the darkness moved up the path the same distance. I took another step and the darkness matched my movement. It was so close now and could almost touch it.

      I reached out and a hand came down hard on my wrist. Isadora was standing next to me, her hand gripped my wrist so hard it ached. “Not yet thief.”

      “I thought this was what you wanted.” 

      “Things change” she hissed. “I’ve been watching you.” 

      “Can’t you just stay dead?” I tried to pull my wrist free but she held firm.  

      “Isadora.” The other voice that plagued my dreams came from behind us. Isadora flinched. “Your time has ended. Let her go.” 

      She let go of my wrist and spun to face the voice. I pulled my hand back from the darkness and the darkness retreated further down the path. 

      “You asked for my help.” She spat into the trees. I turned to look but there was no one there but Isadora shouting at nothing. “I was at peace until you dragged me back here.” 

      “Rowan.” The voice came from behind me. Isadora and I both turned to face it but there was nothing. “Go.” 

      “No.” It was a whisper. I couldn’t tell if it was mine or Isadora’s but the wind picked up and began to whip through the clearing. I looked back toward the end of the path and wind scattered the darkness. 

      If you go. You will lose him. Isadora’s voice filled my mind. I turned back to her, her expression was unreadable and I wasn’t sure if I had imagined what I heard. 

      Then the ground shook beneath me. Cracks began to splinter the ground into darkness, true, pure nothing spilled out of the cracks. I stepped back away from them. Voices came from all around me. The same woman’s voice was the loudest. “Balance is lost.” 

      Balance… 

               Lost… 

       							          Destiny… 

                          Balance…

      The voices got louder and louder and the darkness oozed from the cracks crawling over brambles and frozen dirt toward me. I turned and ran. 

      I ran toward the cliffside. I would not lead the darkness to Chilery. The voices turned to screams and I heard trees behind me cracking and breaking as more of the earth fell away. The wind still whipped around me mixing with the voices making a terrifying cacophony.    

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw the darkness reach around me. 

      “Destiny can wait. Love can not.” Isadora’s voice was hard and it pierced through the wind. It was the last thing I heard before the darkness drowned out the sound, the light, and the wind. The world was nothing. 

      I became nothing so quickly that I had no time to scream, no chance to panic. I simply stopped existing as anything other than thought. For a moment I was calm and then I felt alone. I thought that nothing could be worse than the darkness, but loneliness crashed over my consciousness like a wave. I was nothing and no one with no one to save me from myself and my thoughts. 
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        * * *

      

      I awoke. Was I awake? I felt awake but the darkness was still around me. I couldn’t see anything, couldn’t feel anything with the exception of warmth beside me. I tried to scream again and I felt hands on me in the dark. They were warm and firm and the only thing I could feel and then the darkness scattered. 

      I was sitting up in bed. Bather's face took up almost my whole vision. His hands were on my face. It was hard to tell in the dark but it looked like he was crying. I lunged forward and held him close to me. I needed to feel him, I needed to feel something that was real. 

      “Are you alright?” He rubbed my back. 

      “Did-d you see it?” He must have seen it. The darkness was still there when I had awoken. It was all around us, turning us to nothing. 

      “I—“ He trailed off. I wanted to see his face, to know what he was thinking but I didn’t want to let go. It had felt real again like it had in the Timberland. The other dreams had felt more like memories, nightmares, but this one and the last with Isadora had been different. “I don’t know what I saw.” He pulled me even tighter against him. “You’re shaking.”  

      He pulled us back down to the mattress. He tucked me against him, my head pressed against his chest. The warmth that radiated off him was a pleasant reminder that I was real. 

      “I don’t know what it wants,” I whispered. 

      “Just try to sleep. There’s nothing we can do now.” His own voice was shaking slightly.  

      I tried to focus on happy things. The warmth of Bather’s arms around me. Memories of my Father and Lionel. The excitement of going to the theater tomorrow but all I could hear was the voice like an echo at the very back of my mind. Balance is lost.

    

  


  
    
      Her eyes were voids, black and endless. She screamed and I held her by the shoulders, I whispered her name, “Rowan, I’m here.” 

      Her chest rose and fell in rapid breaths and she looked forward. Her eyes saw nothing, they were nothing. “Please come back to me,” I begged. I felt the tears begin but I ignored them. Something settled into the room, magic old and threatening. I had felt something like it before. 

      Rowan screamed again. I shook her. “Please, little one, I’m here.” I placed my hands on the side of her face and stared down the darkness. “Come back to me.”

      Finally, the darkness scattered revealing the hazel jewels behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Bather gently woke me in the morning. He whispered an apology for having to leave. Jinyan owned a few fishing boats. He was going to the docks early to try and catch them before they went out. He pressed a quick kiss to the top of my head and turned to go. Without looking I reached out and grabbed the edge of his shirt. “Be safe,” I grumbled into the pillow. 

      He chuckled. “No promises.” 

      I opened one eye and glared up at him. 

      “I’ll try my best,” he amended and I let go. A minute later I heard the door shut behind him. I tried to get some more sleep but the bed felt cold and empty without him. I kept expecting to find darkness behind me every time I turned over. 

      The one happy thought I had latched on to as I tried to fall back asleep after my nightmare was that if I was going to attend the theater I needed to find something to wear. I slowly pulled the drawer open where I had seen Bather tuck away a bag of spare gold. I hesitated for a moment. Stealing from a dragon was universally recognized as a bad idea. Then I opened the bag. 

      It was more gold than I had seen in my lifetime and not a single copper or silver piece among them. I took four pieces, not enough that he would miss it but more than enough to afford a dress. I asked the woman at the front desk where I might find a dressmaker in the merchant’s district and set off. 

      The shop that I found was small and cozy. One wall was lined with shelves filled with various luxurious fabrics. The opposite wall had a long rack of pre-made dresses and gowns, a few had tags with names on them. Two dress forms stood in the front window one wearing a long green gown made of silk with a velvet panel down the center, the other was a simple day dress, red with a white shift underneath. In the back corner next to a door that presumably lead to the seamstress’s area were three mirrors and a pedestal.   

      The woman at the counter could not have been much older than me. Her light brown hair was pinned up in a bun on the top of her head. She wore an apron over her own dress adorned with pins, needles with thread hanging off, and tucked into a pocket with a pair of fabric shears. She looked up as I entered. 

      “Good morning, Miss. How can I help you?” 

      “Hi.” I glanced back to the rack with dresses. “I’m going to the theater tonight. And—“ 

      “You need something to wear?” She smiled and came around the counter. She had sweet dimples and a softness that put me at ease.

      “Yes,” I sighed. 

      “Which theater are you going to?” She moved around me to flip through the dresses on the rack. She held one up to me and then put it back. 

      “Um, I don’t know. It’s sort of a surprise.” 

      She looked back at me over her shoulder. “Is this a date?” 

      “Oh.” Was it? “I don’t know.”  

      She smirked and turned back to the dresses. “Do you want it to be?” She pulled out another gown and held it up, it was purple and green silk. I reached out to touch the smooth fabric and thought about her question. 

      “I think so.” The words slipped out of me. 

      She pulled away the dress I had been caressing. I was a little disappointed she had deemed that one unworthy. 

      She turned back to me and pulled a piece of paper out of her apron and looked it over. “What’s your budget?” 

      I pulled out the four gold. 

      “I can work with that.” She motioned to a chair by the pedestal. “Wait here, I’ll be right back.” 

      She left through the door at the back and I caught a glimpse of another woman, much older, hard at work at a table covered in flowing gold fabric. I sat and waited alone with my thoughts.

      I had feelings for Bather, that was true and undeniable but what those feelings were felt complicated. It felt like we had so much history crammed into such a little space in time. All I knew right now is I couldn’t see my life without him. 

      She returned with a waterfall of black silk cascading off a hanger and out of her arms. I left ten short minutes later with a beautiful dress and four less gold. 
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        * * *

      

      I walked a few blocks from the dress shop before I tucked into an alley and I thought of Winn. I tried to remember his features, the curl of his hair, and his genuine smile. When I opened my eyes I was standing in a cluttered office. 

      A sofa was shoved into one corner with a worn blanket thrown over it. The desk that was stacked high with papers was shoved into another. There were two large cabinets filled with an assortment of strange items. Almost all of the floor space, with the exception of a small path from the door to the center of the room, was covered in piles of books.

      I could hear voices talking on the other side of the chamber door. Winn’s voice carried over the rest, commanding and clear. “Be sure of your intention not of your ability.”

      I cracked the door open slightly to peer out into the room beyond. It was a classroom but at the moment all the desks had been pushed to the side and a group of students stood at the center repeating a series of complicated hand movements as Winn wove among them, barely looking older than most, his soft brown curls fell messily over his brow. He wore a simple white shirt under a blue vest. He rolled up his sleeves as he circled, fixing their forms and giving notes. 

      I spied an archway on the opposite side of the room that led out into a hall. I closed my eyes, prayed that no-one would see me, and willed myself to the other side of the archway just out of sight of the class. 

      My hands shook but I took a deep breath and walked into the classroom with what I hoped seemed like a sense of purpose. A few of the students turned at my entrance, their magic sparking and fizzling out. Winn looked over and a wide grin spread across his face. 

      I gave him a small smile and gave him a motion to continue but he waved a hand to gather everyone’s attention. “We’ll finish this lesson tomorrow.” 

      The students exchanged curious looks but began to filter out. A few of the female students glared at me as they went. 

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I said. “I could have waited until you finished.”

      He shrugged. “I was almost done.” 

      I placed the dress, neatly tucked away in a protective garment bag, on to one of the desks. 

      “What's that?” He looked down at the bag with an undeniable curiosity. 

      “I just picked up something to wear tonight. We’re going to the theater.” 

      “May I?” He motioned to the garment bag. 

      I shrugged and he undid the ties that held it closed. The black silk of the skirt tumbled out like a rolling wave. He pushed the fabric of the bag to the side to reveal the bodice and neckline. He breathed out a low whistle.

      “That's one lucky dragon.” 

      I blushed. 

      “It's my first time, I wanted to look the part.” I stepped up next to him and began redoing the ties. He kept staring at the dress until it was out of sight. 

      “What are you wearing with it?” He asked when he finally looked back up at me. 

      “What do you mean?” 

      “What coat?” 

      I looked down at the coat that I was wearing. It was the one Bather had bought me in Orchglen, it was still fairly new if a little worn from our journeys but it was the only one I had brought with me.

      “Don’t get me wrong, that one is lovely but it doesn’t quite match.” 

      “And you’re an expert?” 

      “In what beautiful women wear to parties?” he grinned. “Absolutely.” 

      I laughed as he began a series of arcane motions. When he finished a heavy black wool coat with matching fur trim fell out of nowhere into his arms. 

      “Try this on.” He held it out to me. 

      “Did you just steal this?” 

      “I borrowed it.” He shrugged. “Just try it.” 

      I gave him what I hope would come off as a disapproving look but took the coat from him. I removed my own and placed it beside my new dress. The inside of the coat was lined with silk and glided on effortlessly. It was a nearly perfect fit, the sleeves fell just past where they ought to. 

      “Perfect,” he breathed. 

      “Almost.” I wiggled the sleeves at him. 

      He shrugged. “You won’t need gloves.” 

      “Can we get to work now?” I asked removing the coat. 

      “Yes, ma’am.” He winked and turned toward the door to his office. “Come along.” 

      He led me toward the door at the back of the classroom that I knew led to his office. The door was still left ajar from my spying. He held the door for me and then closed it behind us as we ducked inside. 

      He moved around to sit behind the desk. I perched myself on the arm of the sofa. 

      “Sorry about the mess.” He cleared the scattered papers and stacked them into one pile and placed them into a drawer. 

      “It’s fine.” There was something about the organized chaos of his office that fit the idea of what I had imagined Winn to be: an academic bachelor. 

      He grabbed a pen that I had not noticed was tucked behind his ear and a blank sheet of parchment. “I stayed up last night trying to find any record of witch's magic and it was frustratingly vague. I did find one mention of what you told me, how you got your magic.” 

      “Killing a witch?” 

      “It was a very old fairytale. Some knight who killed a witch for cursing a princess and was blessed with magic.” 

      “Not the most reliable source?” I wagered. 

      He smirked. “No. So, I need  you to tell me everything that happened.” 

      “Everything?” 

      He nodded. “Everything.” 

      And so I did. Well, almost. I told him everything from the moment we got the Witchkiller from Jinyan until the moment I realized what I was. I did not tell him what Isadora had told me, then and in my dreams since, “do not make my mistakes.”

      Winn stayed quiet for the most part, only ever speaking up to ask me to clarify something all the while he scribbled down every word in handwriting so illegible it rivaled my father’s. The sun had gotten low when I finished.

      He nodded. “Okay.” 

      “Okay?” I repeated.

      “Well,” He stood. “I need to think on everything… This is a lot to process.” He gestured to his notes. “Plus, I talked to Professor Lilum and got some recommendations on where to start looking into your dragon’s curse.” 

      “Really?” I said, “But you didn’t—“ 

      “I didn’t tell her anything you wouldn’t want her to know.” He assured me. “It’s simply my own curiosity.” 

      “Thank you.” I stood. A glimmer of hope that I might be able to set Bather free beginning to bloom.   

      “But first before we get to that I want to try just one thing,” He moved around the desk to stand in front of me. “It's a ritual to gauge your ability. We do it with all new students.” 

       “Are you sure that that’s a good idea?” I looked around the office, there were so many things that could go flying or be set on fire. 

      “Yes, you’ll be fine.” He reached out and gave my hand a squeeze. “It’s called a Lumen test. I’ll show you.” 

      He took a step back and stood directly in front of me. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and continued to breathe even breaths. “You feel the magic around us and imagine pulling it into your body.”    

      Slowly his skin began to glow. Faint at first but eventually it was like standing next to a burning fire. He opened his eyes and looked down squinting against the light as he inspected his arms. It was almost beautiful, something like I would imagine a god to look like. 

      “May I?” I asked, reaching toward his arm. 

      He smiled and offered it to me. I expected his skin to be warm, maybe even hot to the touch but he was no warmer than I was. On a normal day, Bather gave off more heat than he did now. 

      “Then you just let it go.” He took one large breath and as he exhaled the light faded and his skin returned to the same warm beige it had been before. I poked one of the freckles on his arm. 

      “It seems simple,” I admitted. Even now I could feel the familiar hum of magic in the air, plentiful after Winn’s demonstration. “But simple spells and I don’t really get along.” 

      “Just try.” He smiled. I could imagine he was a very good teacher. 

      I smirked at him. “I hope you’re not too attached to anything in here.” 

      “Just close your eyes, Miss Cedargren.” 

      I did as was told. I took a deep breath and reached out with my senses and felt the magic in the air around me. With the next breath, I imagined pulling it into me and pictured myself aglow as Winn had been.  

      Even with my eyes closed I could see the shift in light. Brighter and brighter. Winn gasped and I opened my eyes. He was shielding his eyes. The room was filled with light as if the sun was within its walls. I looked down at my hands and had to squint against the light. I let go of the glow and watched it fade from my skin but the feeling of the magic within me still made my skin tingle. 

      “Incredible.” Winn took my hand as the last of the light faded from beneath my skin and a static shock traveled between us.  

      A metallic crash broke the silence.  A small metal device that hovered just a few inches above Winn’s desk and had been slowly spinning had clattered to the ground. Winn knelt down and picked it up, frowning. 

      “Sorry, did… did I break it?”  I asked as he turned it over in his hand inspecting it. 

      “I don’t know.” 

      He placed it on the desk and took a step back. I followed his lead and gave the desk some distance. He held out his hand and made a gesture like turning a doorknob in the air, waited a moment then let his hand drop. 

      “Hmm.” He huffed and blew stray bits of curls out of his eyes. He rolled up his sleeves and tried the motion again. Still nothing. He glanced over at me. Then moved behind me not taking his eyes off the contraption. 

      I kept my eyes on him turning to face him but he placed his hands on my shoulders and turned me back to face the desk. 

      “You try.” He repeated the motion slower this time for me to see the details in the finger movement.

      “I don’t know if that's a good idea. What are you trying to do?” I turned back around to face him again. 

      “Ideally re-enchant it but right now I’m just trying to get it floating again.” 

      “What was it doing?” 

      “It measures ambient magic. Its helpful for doing large rituals.” He shrugged. “You probably overwhelmed it.” 

      I nodded and turned back to the desk. I raised my hand toward the desk and as I did something felt different, wrong. The air felt… empty. I hesitated. I couldn’t describe it but it felt familiar. I gasped as the memory hit me and grabbed the device off the desk and raced out of Winn’s office.

      He followed after me as I left his classroom entirely. Once I was in the hall a few doors down I opened my hand. We both watched as the device slowly rose from my palm and the rings began to circle each other once more albeit not as smoothly as before. Winn’s eyes widened. 

      “There wasn’t too much magic,” I said, watching the device. 

      “There wasn’t enough…” Disbelief hung on his every word. “How did you know?” 

      “I’ve seen it before.” 

      “Where?” He took back the device and ushered me back toward his classroom. 

      “A friend’s house,” I recalled what I knew of Desmond’s reputation and Winn’s reaction the last time I mentioned him and elected to leave his name out of it for now. “He was missing and everything was tossed.”  

      He stopped in the center of his classroom and just stared at me. “Everything you say intrigues me.” He grinned.

      “I don’t know if that’s a good thing,” I admitted. 

      He shrugged. “I’d personally like to be more interesting and mysterious.” He wiggled his eyebrows. 

      I laughed. “Well, maybe if you spend enough time with me I’ll rub off on you.” 

      He held my gaze with a strange bit of intensity. “I hope so.” 

      He cleared his throat and clapped his hands, I jumped at the sound. “So, the question is where did the magic go?”

      He waved his hand and after a few seconds of waiting, he sighed. “Right.” 

      He walked over to a rolling chalkboard that was tucked into the corner and rolled it out into the room. “Magic can’t be destroyed. So the magic here and at your friend’s house had to have gone somewhere. What’s similar about the two locations?” 

      He wrote similarities, on the left section of the board I smirked as I watched him fully transition to Professor Hayward.

      “I thought we were going to focus on Bather’s curse.” 

      “No offense to him, this is much more interesting.” He pointed again at the board. 

      I thought for a moment comparing the two places. 

      “He was also a mage.” I offered. 

      “Oh, was he?” He grinned and added owned by mages to the similarities list. “And you were present at both.” 

      “But it was already like that when we got to Des- his house.” Winn certainly caught my slip because I watched his chalk skip a beat as he wrote my name in the column, but he said nothing. 

      “Are you sure?” 

      “Yes,” I said automatically but realized there was no way to know that for sure we only noticed it after Bather had made his decision to save Desmond’s belongings. “I don’t know.” 

      “Were you a witch then?” I flinched. He was the first person who had said it out loud, who had called me what I had become since it had happened. I didn’t like hearing it, I don’t know if I ever would. 

      “No. This was a while ago.”  I leaned against one of the desks at the edge of the room. “Before we met,” I added. 

      “Did the magic ever return?” 

      “I don’t know we haven’t been back there.” 

      He looked back at me with a strange expression I couldn’t quite place. “Could you ask your friend?” 

      “No,” I said quietly. 

      He must have sensed from my tone not to push that subject. “Well, I certainly hope it returns.” 

      “I imagine it’d be hard to teach a class like this.” 

      He laughed. “Maybe I’ll have to have it in the courtyard, my students will be thrilled.” 

      I nodded. “I remember when I was a kid we would always ask our mother if we could have our lessons outside.” 

      He came to lean on the desk next to me close enough our shoulders brushed. “I’m sure you asked when it wasn’t winter.” 

      “True.”

      He looked at the board. “Was your friend researching anything in particular?” 

      “A few things. Bather would know more, but I did look through some of his notes when I was there.” I felt something in my hand and looked down and realized I had summoned a few of Desmond’s papers again. 

      “Here.” I handed them to Winn. Trying to ignore the more present tingle in my fingers. 

      He took them slowly. Only when I looked up at him did I realize what had happened. “How did you do that?” 

      “I don’t know, I just did. Most of the time I don’t think about it.” 

      Winn waved his hand in front of the chalkboard but all the markings remained as they were, the magic was still gone. Just not for me. 

      “Maybe you have natural magic?” 

      “Like a dragon?” 

      “Or a fae, yes.” He huffed. 

      Natural magic, Bather had explained to me, came from within magical creatures, a part of them, and came as easy as breathing. My magic came without thinking, yes, but it didn’t feel natural. It certainly didn’t feel like a part of me. And maybe it was because of Isadora, but it felt… stolen. 

      I gasped. 

      “What?” He stood straight at attention. Winn’s face, with his tight concentrated expression started to go out of focus as the pieces slotted into place in my mind. 

      “Rowan?”

      “The magic didn’t just disappear. It was taken.” I locked eyes with him. “I think I took it.” 

      “No, that’s impossible.” He shook his head, his curls starting to rival mine in their chaos. “That’s not how magic works. It’s—it's not absorbed, it's funneled, used, formed, or shifted. It’s not destroyed or created, it’s just molded into different shapes.” His hands flailed wildly again as he tried to explain. 

      “That's not what it feels like.” I insisted. 

      “It goes against the laws of magic, it can’t…” He paced in front of me. 

      “When you asked me to do that spell, I pulled in the magic around me but I don’t think I let it go.” 

      “No one could hold all that much power inside them they’d explode.” 

      We both fell silent for a moment as if we expected me to do so right then. But I didn’t, I remained whole and brimming with magic. I could feel it down to my toes but I could also feel it fading, not leaving me - but almost like it was getting settled, finding the places inside my being where it fit in with all the rest. 

      “I think I…” My mouth was dry. “I have to go.” 

      “What?” He turned to me panicked and reached out for me but stopped short. I wondered for a moment if he was afraid to touch me. “You can’t go now.” 

      “I’ll be back tomorrow. No, not tomorrow, you're busy. The next day then. I have talk to Bather,” I rambled. “I’m sorry. Please don’t tell anyone. I’m sorry.”

      I disappeared before he could respond. 
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        * * *

      

      I reappeared in the alley by the Silver Archive. The winter air cooled my face and postponed the growing panic in my chest. I summoned my dress and both coats I had left in Winn’s office. I wrapped the new one tightly around me before stepping out into the road. 

      It was risky to appear on the street like that, but I had to get away. I had to think without Winn’s questions, without seeing the look on his face. It wasn’t fear but it wasn’t far off the mark. Somewhere between wonder and worry. 

      I walked back toward the Golden Star quickly. Bather still wasn’t back when I arrived. 

      I ripped off the coat, tossed my things on a chair, and paced in the sitting room. Maybe my theory was wrong. Magic had never disappeared from Bather’s home. There was no way of knowing if it had ever left Chilery. When we fought Isadora, Bather only used his natural fire, that magic came from within. I thought back to when she had taken the children. The town had always felt hollow afterward but I always figured it was because of the weight of what had happened. It couldn’t be every time a witch used her magic. Someone would have noticed someone must have noticed. Desmond. I thought. He must have known. 

      Then I remembered, he did. 

      The sound of screaming filled my head. A man in pain, agony. I dropped to the ground as I felt waves of emotions flood over me:  sorrow and rage. Just as quickly as it came it disappeared. I clutched at the carpet waiting for my breath to even. 

      “Rowan,” The voice from my dream called out to me from somewhere. It felt ever-present but far away. 

      “Leave me alone,” I whispered. “Please.”

      The door creaked and I stood with unnatural speed. Bather stepped into the room his coat off and draped over his arm. I wiped a tear away from my face just before his eyes met mine. 

      “Hey.” He smiled. “Did you just get back?” 

      “Yeah,” I said my voice shaking ever so slightly. 

      His brows knit together. “Everything alright?” 

      I nodded. “Any luck?” I asked deflecting, hoping he would take the bait and I could take another moment to let my heart beat slow. 

      “Nothing yet. Hopefully, he’ll make an appearance tonight, if not he owns several businesses in the market district. I'll try those tomorrow if I need to.”  He took off a new scarf that he must have gotten while he was out and placed it on the chair between us. It was white and looked incredibly soft. “What about you? Did you end up seeing that professor?”

      “Yes, actually.” 

      “Learn anything?” Bather smirked and headed into the bedroom. 

      “More than I thought I would,” I said quietly. 

      I watched him as he took off his coat and placed it on the chair in front of the vanity. He rolled his shoulders back and sighed. I found myself walking toward him. 

      He turned as I got closer and smiled at me. I should tell him. About the missing magic and what it could mean for Desmond. I should tell him about the voices too. When they just haunted my dreams I could ignore them and pretend in my waking hours that it had never happened but now…

      “Are you sure you’re alright?” he asked. 

      My thoughts must have read on my face. “I’m just thinking about the dreams I’ve been having.” Admitting half the truth was better than hiding all of it from him. 

      He pulled me into a hug. “Don’t let them get to you. They’re just dreams.” 

      I wished I could believe that. 

    

  


  
    
      If I said it enough maybe it would be true but dreams like that are never just dreams. Not when there is magic involved. I should tell her but she’s already been through so much. What good would it be to add to her worries? 

      Maybe if I wish hard enough the darkness won’t come for her tonight. I remembered when I looked into her eyes and saw hope. I wanted to give her that again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Bather left me alone in the bedchamber to change for the evening. I was nervous when the woman at the shop wouldn’t let me try the dress on when I bought it, but the dress was perfect - as if it had been fitted by magic, and maybe it was. The black silk hung off me like liquid darkness, fitted in at the waist it flared out in a trailing pool at my feet. The deep neckline left little to the imagination and I was suddenly very glad of the coat Winn had borrowed. I had to use a little bit of magic to help with the long row of fabric buttons that closed the back of the dress. I pinned my hair out of my face but let it fall down my back unfettered. 

      The skirt swished with every step as I joined Bather in the sitting room. He was dressed in a fine silk suit, all black with the exception of a red cravat. He was looking out one of the windows, his expression unreadable. When he turned to face me I swear he stopped breathing.

      “I…” Whatever he was about to say felt short and he just gazed at me until I felt a flush journey from my cheeks down my neck and my chest. 

      “Are you ready?” I asked. 

      “When did you get this?” He stepped toward me and reached out toward the silk at my waist but stopped just short of touching it.

      “This morning. I realized I didn’t have anything to wear.” Something compelled me to spin so he could see all of it. 

      He blew out a shallow breath. “I did borrow some money for it, I hope that’s alright?” 

      “Whatever it cost it was worth every penny.” He picked my coat up off the chair where I had left it. “Did I pay for this as well?” 

      I turned as he helped me into it. “Winn found this one for me actually.” 

      “Hmm.” 

      “You don’t like it?” I turned back to face him. 

      “No. Unfortunately, I do.” He smirked. I smacked him gently on the arm before I linked my own around it.  
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        * * *

      

      Bather led the way to the theater. We walked deeper into the city than I had traveled before. Past the towers of the university and the merchant's district. Eventually, the buildings shifted into strong imposing marble facades. “Where are we?” I whispered.

      We rounded a corner and found ourselves in a large square with a fountain at its center. The water was frozen-over mid cascade.   

      “The city center.” He pointed to the largest of the buildings. “The House of the Throne, where the king meets the people.” 

      “He doesn’t meet them at the palace?” 

      “He’s too paranoid to have the common people in his home.” The distaste in his tone was obvious. 

      “Weren’t you invited to the palace?” 

      “That was a long time ago in a different time with a different king.” 

      We cut through the square following a steady path of well-dressed people. We cleared the square and the street beyond was awash in the light spilling out from the open door and large windows of a towering four-story building. It was just ever so slightly shorter than the House of the Throne. The off-white marble of the building was carved with intricate detail and bore the likeness of two dragons arching over the massive double doors. 

      Banners next to the doors were adorned with the illustration of a helmed knight in shining armor and a beautiful woman with long white hair and read “The Heart of Battle ”. 

      We followed the crowd inside and up the marble staircase to the second floor. More stairs reached out to our right and left leading to a balcony above. The railings were painted gold with rich, red accents dotted everywhere throughout the space. A massive crystal chandelier hung above us.

      “When you said Jinyan owned a theater this wasn’t quite what I expected,” I whispered. 

      “Never forget who you’re dealing with,” he replied. 

      In other words, never forget Jinyan is a dragon. But whereas some dragons hoard land, treasure and gold, he hoarded property, people, and influence. The line between human and dragon blurred the more you wondered what might be considered a hoard. 

      A boy in a red velvet suit-coat ribbed in gold and a matching flat cap took our tickets and lead us to another set of stairs to a curved hallway. This new hall was dotted every few feet with tasteful nude portraits. Painted with such similar reds to the walls I almost didn’t notice them. Almost. 

      The boy stopped at the first of a series of archways. More velvet curtains obscured the space beyond the arch. He held them open for us and I got my first glimpse at the theater proper. 

      An even grander chandelier then the one downstairs pulled my attention first. The magical light inside shifted and shone through the crystals sending beams of light around the space below to where velvet-cushioned chairs stood like soldiers in neat rows. 

      The filigree that adorned the walls and ceiling was carved with a life-like detail that I couldn’t comprehend and gilded with gold, silver, and platinum. On the ceiling around the chandelier, two dragons chased each other through the sky. Above the stage with its heavy curtains that promised more wonderful things to come, the sun and the moon mirrored one another in their paths around the world. On either side, massive silver trees with golden flowers looked as if they had always been there and the theater was simply built around them. 

      The private boxes were crafted to resemble abstract clouds, swirls turning inward and around each other. Inside sat beautiful ladies dressed in furs and silks, and men in tailored suits or embroidered and bejeweled mages robes holding glasses filled with wine. 

      It was then that I noticed we, too, were in a box just like the others. Bather gently nudged me forward toward two of the four chairs. A table sat between and separated the two pairs. I sat and couldn’t help but lean forward on the cushioned edge of the box to look at the people entering below. 

      “Enjoy the show,” Our guide said before quietly before letting the red velvet fall closed again. 

      “This is beautiful.” I breathed. When I turned to look at Bather he was smiling at me. 

      “I hate to admit it but he does have good taste.”

      “Or he’s found others that do,” I suggested.

      He laughed and it was full and real. It was a laugh that I had not heard in a long time.  

      “I like seeing you happy,” I said without thinking. 

      He blushed. “You say that like I’m never happy.” 

      “Not like that.” I poked him in the side and he flinched then chuckled.  

      “Do you know what the show is about?” I asked. I looked back toward the stage. The curtain undulated slightly as somewhere beyond actors and crew hurried to their places.  

      “A woman takes her brother’s place in the king's army.” 

      “Is it a true story?” 

      I looked over at him, there was an earnest softness to his expression. “I don’t think so.” 

      A quiet cough came from behind us. The boy who had led us to the box had returned this time with a tray with two crystal flutes of pink sparkling wine. 

      “We didn’t order–” Bather started but the boy cut in. 

      “Complements of our patron.” The boy cut in.

      He placed the glasses on the table next to Bather. 

      “Then give him our thanks.” 

      The boy nodded and left. The lights of the chandelier began to dim. Bather took one of the glasses and sniffed it before handing it to me. I sipped it. I had never tasted anything so fine, the bubbles tickled the roof of my mouth in a way that made me wonder if there was magic in the distilling. 

      Bather too took a polite sip from his own glass and smirked. 

      The lights dimmed further and a swell of music began from somewhere below. The curtains parted to reveal a painted backdrop of rolling hills and a festival pole around which many dancers were poised, ready to begin. Then they did. 

      My attention was focused only on the stage. All thoughts of Jinyan or curses or witches fell away. The only thing that mattered was this story. 

      The woman’s name was Adeline. She lived outside of the capital of an unnamed kingdom. Her brother was a drunk and useless party boy so when the king's men came to town with a notice of conscription she took his armor and the notice and went in his stead. 

      She trains with the other soldiers all the while wearing her brother’s helmet to hide her face. It becomes quickly apparent that she is one of the best fighters there and is brought to the palace to audition for the royal regiment. That’s when Adeline catches the eye of the princess. The princess asks to speak with her and unlike the other knights  Adeline is sweet, kind, and does not try to woo the princess. She is surprised when the next day it is announced that she has been assigned to the princess’s personal guard. Many scenes followed of the princess trying to flirt with and remove the helmet of Adeline. Despite her duty and her best interest, it is obvious that she forms feelings for the princess when she comforts her after a duke, the princess’s cousin is killed in battle.

      All the while, the king's advisor is suspicious of this newcomer and well-trained soldier. He thinks Adeline is a spy and tries to corner her several times. After one of these encounters she runs, the princess sees her and follows after and not knowing she’s been followed she thinks she was alone she removes her helmet. The princess gasps, Adeline turns, and…

      The curtain fell as the lights dimmed... 

      I turned to Bather as the lights began to come back up. “What that can’t be–” 

      He reached out and took my hand in his and squeezed it. “It's just the intermission.” 

      “Oh.” I looked back to the stage. Of course. 

      He tried to unlace his fingers from my own and moved to stand. I held my grip.  

      “Where are you going?” 

      “I’m not just here for the show, remember?” 

      I let go of his hand.  I had completely forgotten. He stood and straightened the front of his suit. 

      “I’ll come with you.” I tried to stand as well but he put a hand on my shoulder. 

      “No,” he said firmly. Then his expression softened. “I don’t know how long I’ll be.” 

      He leaned down so our faces were mere inches apart. I felt my breath catch in my chest. “I wouldn’t want you to miss the show.” 

      And then to my surprise, he actually kissed me. It was soft and short but the press of his lips felt electric. Then he turned and was gone. 

      He was truly the most confusing creature I have ever met. Upon reflection even more so than Nissa or the woodcarver. Weeks he had spent distancing himself, putting up a wall between us as if trying to forget what feelings might have bloomed between us. He only showed comfort in the darkness of night and now this.

      I tried not to think about it. Tried to play it off as a quirk of the night. Rationalize that maybe he had done it in case Jinyan had been watching. But none of that felt like the answer, Bather felt like a riddle too complicated for me to solve. 
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        * * *

      

      The lights dimmed again warning that the end of intermission was near. Bather still hadn’t returned. I leaned over the edge of the box to scan the crowd. I looked for his golden hair amongst the gentlemen but I saw no sign of him. I leaned back just as the lights dimmed and the music began to swell. 

      Adeline and the princess were still staring at each other then the footsteps of the advisor came fast approaching. The princess tells Adeline to run while she’ll distract the advisor. 

      That was when I heard footsteps of my own. I turned to look over at the curtains. Bather's hand slipped through and began to part them before he stopped. They fell closed again. 

      “Bather.” A voice I did not recognize called out to him. 

      “Cinnir.” Bather’s voice was cold but polite. I heard Bather step away from the entrance to the box. I stood and quietly crept toward the curtains. I didn’t dare open them even to peek but I needed to hear them over the play. 

      “You look well,” Cinnir said. 

      “You sound surprised.” 

      “Well, with all this talk of curses…” He trailed off letting Bather sit in his words. 

      “I’ve found ways to manage,” Bather bit out. 

      “I’m so happy to hear that and so happy you’ve come. I saw you brought your…What is she?” My skin crawled at the way his voice wrapped around the last word. 

      “She had things to do in the city,” Bather replied ignoring the question that was asked. 

      “Hmm. She’s pretty… for a human.” I couldn’t see what happened but something made Cinnir chuckle. “Oh, come now. Relax, enjoy the rest of the show. We’ll talk in a few days.” 

      “Why am I here, Cinnir?” Bather hissed. 

      “All in good time, youngling.” 

      “I am not young anymore.” 

      “You are to me.” There was a hint of a growl to Cinnir’s voice though it kept its casual tone. 

      “Watch the show, sit with your little human, drink Jinyan’s wine, and have fun. The serious business will start soon enough.” 

      “What are you planning?”

      There was a long pause. Cinnir chuckled again but this time it was cold and cynical. “Retribution.”   

      I took a step back from the curtains as I heard Cinnir leave. Bather entered the box a moment later and seemed surprised to see me standing there. A strange smell drifted in with him, it was caustic, bitter, and familiar. 

      His jaw was tight his hands were balled into fists at his side and I swear even in the low light I saw blood dripping from his fist. He took a breath, not nearly as deep as he should, to calm his nerves. 

      “You should be watching the show.” He whispered. 

      “Cinnir is here?” I replied. I took a step forward and reached my hand out to him but he took a step back, backing up against the curtain. 

      “Yes.” He breathed. “Just to taunt me.” 

      “Bather…” 

      “Sit. Enjoy the show.” He motioned toward the chairs.  

      “Fine.” I held out my hand to him and waited. If I had to pretend that everything was fine then so did he. He looked down at my hand like it might burn him or maybe like he might burn me but he eventually relented and laced his fingers into mine. 

      I pulled him back to the seats but did not let go even after we had sat. I tried to focus on the show. I wanted to know the end but my mind circled around Cinnir’s last word Retribution.

      It was the kiss that pulled me back into the story. The audience gasped and I focused on the princess and Adeline for the tail end of it. When they pulled away they just held each other's faces for a moment. The princess begged Adeline not to go but she whispered, “I have to.” 

      She was going into battle, I think. The invading forces that had been mentioned in act 1 had come to their doorstep. Adeline cut through soldier after soldier until… There was another gasp from the audience and myself included. I watched, my heart breaking, as she was struck down by enemy men. Her helmet fell off the soldiers around her look and time freezes. Light illuminated one of the private boxes that had been empty since the beginning of the show, the princess is standing there. 

      “No.” She whispers. Then she screams it loud and full of enough heartbreak I began to cry. She ran out the box and a few moments later she runs on stage pushing soldiers out of her way until she makes it to her love. She kneels by her and places Adeline’s head in her lap, her hands slick with blood when she pulls them away. Adeline reaches up weakly. 

      The curtain fell slowly, somberly. There was a beat of silence and then the theater erupted in applause. As the curtain raised up once more a few of them began to stand then more and more as the various actors took their bows. 

      I leaned over to Bather. “You could have told me it was sad.” 

      He sighed and reached over to wipe away a tear. “That would have ruined the ending.” 

      A raucous cheer began filled with whistles and shouts as the princess took her bow. Then she held out her hand and the actress that played Adeline stepped out and the sound was almost deafening. She bowed, then the two of them joined hands and bowed together before joining hands with the rest of the cast. 

      After their final bow, the actors paused and all gestured off stage. Then stepping out from the edge was the dragon of the hour. Jinyan dressed in an iridescent red suit with a white scarf draped over his shoulders. I gripped Bather’s hand and he held on so tight I was glad of my newfound magical strength. 

      Jinyan took to the center edge of the stage and bowed as the cast and a confused audience clapped for him as well. “Thank you.” The music faded as he began to speak. “Many of you may not know me, but I am the owner of this fine theater.” 

      This was met by a more confident round of applause. 

      “What is he doing?” Bather hissed. 

      “And I would just like to thank you from the bottom of my heart for coming out and supporting the arts. We do hope you will do it again. Have a wonderful rest of your night!” 

      He stepped back and joined hands with the cast for one last bow and when he straightened and the curtain began to close he looked right at us. 

      “Rowan.” Bather’s eyes were locked on the spot where Jinayn had been. 

      “Yes?” 

      “Get me behind that curtain.” I didn’t need to ask what he meant. I knew and trusted him. Whoever was behind that curtain they were Jinyan’s employees and not likely snitches. I grabbed my coat held his hand even tighter and willed us backstage beyond the curtain. I reached out at that moment hoping for someplace unseen and felt canvas hit my face as we appeared behind the backdrop painting. 

      Bather dropped my hand and took off. I followed after him. There was already no sign of Jinyan on stage Bather turned to follow the flow of actors. I let him go as I turned to one of the stagehands busy tiding up the props on a table to the side. “Excuse me, where did Jinyan go?” 

      They pointed to the center of the stage and a just barely visible trapdoor. I smirked. Of course he did. I waved my hand as I walked toward the door, opened it, and jumped in. I landed softly on a pile of pillows below. It opened up to a corridor that lead back past dressing rooms and storage spaces. I looked into everyone as I scurried past cast members and down the length of the hall until a heavy wooden door at the end that was left ajar. I could feel the cold air drifting inside from the gap. I opened it fully to a view of the back alley. There was no sign of Jinyan. 

      “Rowan!” Bather called from somewhere behind me. I tried to focus on Jinyan and let my magic reach out to him, seek him out but was like reaching out in the dark to find a wall.

      Bather came into view down the corridor and caught sight of me. He pushed past the bustling cast and crew getting changed and ready to depart. 

      “Any luck?” 

      I shook my head and nodded back to the door. “He’s gone. He left through a trap door on the stage” 

      Bather cursed in a language I didn’t understand though the meaning was apparent. “He’s toying with me.”

      “Hey.” I took his face in my hands. “If you want to find him, you’ll find him.” 

      He nodded and leaned his forehead against mine. Behind him, I could see a few actors including the one who had played the princess watching us from down the hall. 

      “We should go,” I whispered. 

      I took his hand and lead him out the back door into the alley. Snow fell softly around us as we walked back to the Golden Star. When we arrived the woman at the front desk stopped me and gave me a letter. It was a note from Winn. Bather watched intently as I shoved it in my pocket, whatever it was could wait until tomorrow.  

    

  


  
    
      Her face was lit by the light of the stage and she looked so happy and so beautiful at that moment. I let myself pretend. At that moment I let myself love her, I let myself feel it and it felt like catching on fire. 

      Then he came to shatter the illusion. He was a curse in his own right. A looming shadow over us all. 

      Loving her was selfish. Loving her was an unkind thing to do. Even if she did want to hold my hand. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Once we were in our suite I tossed my borrowed coat onto a chair and collapsed onto the sofa. I looked back and found Bather hovering by the doorway still in his coat. His eyes were locked on the floor. 

      “What’s wrong?” 

      I stood. He took a step back from me before I’d even moved. What was happening? Something had changed. “Bather, look at me.” 

      He did. I saw a hint of that same fear in his eyes that had been there when Cinnir’s letter had arrived. 

      “What’s wrong?” I asked again. 

      “Nothing.” His voice was quiet and lacked its normal confidence. “You should get some sleep, little—“ 

      I cut him off. “Don’t lie to me.”

      He went quiet. I took a hesitant step forward like I was approaching a startled animal. 

      “Rowan…” He put up a hand and I stopped. “I can’t do this.” He gestured between us. I knew instantly what he meant but I couldn’t believe it. I felt like the floor has dropped out from under me.

      “What?” I don’t know what I expected him to say but it wasn’t that. “What do you mean?” 

      “I can’t be close to you. Not while…” He looked away from me. 

      “Bather, stop pulling away from me. Ever since I became… you’ve kept your distance, why? Is it because I—“

      “It’s nothing to do with you. You’re perfect.” He stepped forward and looked down at me like he really meant it. “It's just safer this way.” 

      “Safer for who?” 

      He hesitated for a moment. “I couldn’t bear to see you hurt.” 

      “I’ll be fine. I’m already hurting now. I’ve been hurting, you are the one thing that makes all of this worth it.”

      The words tumbled out of me and I knew I meant every last one. I was tired of us stepping softly around our feelings. 

      He shook his head. 

      “Cinnir will stop at nothing to get what he wants. He’s already threatened your life. He was ready to burn Chilery to the ground to get me here. This is my life. This is what you want to be part of, fire and destruction?”

      “That is not your fault, that’s not you.” 

      “Maybe not anymore but I was just like him.” 

      “That’s the past it doesn’t matter. The person you are now, the person who helped me save my family, who saved me, that’s what matters.” 

      “The past always matters.” He grabbed me by the shoulders. “It’s why we’re here now. It’s why I helped you then. My past will always find us. Someday you’ll understand.” 

      “Help me understand now! I’m tired of being in the dark. I’m in it, in my dreams enough already.” 

      “I can’t.” He whispered. He let go of me and backed away. 

      “Why not?” I shouted. 

      The room erupted. The couch and chairs slid across the room slamming into the walls and tables, the vases of flowers on them topped over and shattered against the floor. The fire surged in the fireplace singeing the carpet as the windows cracked. 

      Bather never took his eyes off me, never showed me any fear. 

      “Why not?” I said again calmer but firm. “If you want me to be scared, make me scared. I can’t be terrified of a shadow. Tell me why I should be afraid.” 

      He huffed and I could have sworn a bit of smoke came out. “Fine. Maybe then you’ll understand.” 

      I got the feeling his meaning went deeper than just Cinnir. 

      He moved one of the lush chairs back to its proper place and motioned for me to sit. I did so without a word. If I chose the wrong one I had no doubt he would use it as an excuse to change his mind. 

      He replaced the other chair in its position across from mine. He sat. 

      “Cinnir…” He sighed and ran his fingers through his hair ruffeling its purfect golden wave.

      He stood and moved to pace in front of the fire, now burning low from my outburst. “Greed…” He stopped again. 

      I waited patiently until he found the right words. 

      “I told you Cinnir has a reputation. I have no doubt he made sure himself how imposing of a reputation it truely is.” He stared me down with a grave expression. “Dragon’s hoard all kinds of things beyond gold, Jinyan with his friends and property. There's someone out east I’ve heard of that hoards exotic animals. It’s whatever we find vaule in; our compulsions make us crave more and more. I think Cinnir find’s value in fear and in the power it brings to him.” 

      “He used to cover himself in pitch and use it to set himself on fire. Not just in battle. He would show up covered in it whenever he wanted someone to fear him.” His eyes got very far away and he stopped pacing. “When I was young I remember he came to speak with my parents. He came to congratulate…” He trailed off and turned away from me. “He just stood there and it dripped off him. We could smell it for days after.” Detest hung on Bather’s every word. 

      “He sounds like a bully,” I said. 

      “He’s a tyrant,” he said quietly. “And he’s lived for so long people started to believe he’s unkillable.” He looked back at me. His expression was hollow and haunted. 

      “What do you believe?” 

      He hesitated. “I think he has to be very smart to have lived this long.” 

      I stood up. “I’m still not afraid of him.” 

      “Rowan,” he growled my name and it sent a shiver up my spine.   

      “And I don’t understand what any of that has to do with you…” I hesitated. “ And me.”

      “He used to round up and execute humans for their crimes against our kind. Some deserved it but most didn’t. He has nothing but hatred for you.” His voice cracked on the last word. 

      “I am not human anymore,” I repeated the words that I had said to Jinyan but they felt heavier now. Everything in the room shook as if there was an earthquake, my magic backing up my words as I spoke them. “He doesn’t scare me and you are nothing like him.”

      “You’re wrong.” He whispered. 

      I took a step forward and was surprised when he held his ground. I lifted my chin and stood up as straight as I could. “Then prove me wrong. Tell me why.” 

      His jaw quivered. “No.” 

      “No?” I repeated. 

      “No,” he said again. His voice was steady this time. 

      “Why not?” I pleaded for the third time tonight.    

      “Because I like how you look at me now and you won’t look at me like that afterward.” 

      It was like all the air had been sucked out of the room. He brought up his hand slowly and tucked one of my curls behind my ear. I closed my eyes as his fingers grazed my skin and I felt a tear fall loose. 

      “Get some sleep. I’ll be back.” 

      I opened my eyes and he had already turned toward the door. “No.” I reached out and grabbed his hand. 

      “I’ll be back,” he repeated. He held my gaze and I almost believed him.

      “Promise?” 

      He stopped but didn’t turn to face me. “Promise.”

    

  


  
    
      It's too late. I said it all too late. I should have said it to her in Chilery and now she’s in danger again because of me. 

       I should have never let her think I was anything more than a monster. That was the first mistake. The second was thinking that maybe it didn’t matter I was. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Bather was still gone when I awoke the next morning. I tried to ignore the ache in my heart and rolled myself out of bed. I thought about reaching out to him with my magic but decided that maybe as much as it pained me giving him space was the best choice. 

      In his note, Winn had told me to meet him at the archive the next day. I arrived just after it opened but there were already students seated at every table. I headed toward the very back of the archive. After a bit of help from the archivists, I found him waiting for me in the doorway that lead to another private study room. He stepped inside and held the door open for me. 

      “Welcome.” He smiled. 

      The room was pretty bare a single table with two wooden chairs and a small window that looked out to the street. There was already a large stack of books on the table.

       “I wasn’t sure you’d come after yesterday.” 

      Yesterday with Winn felt so far away now. So much had happened. I hadn’t even had time to process my thoughts about the missing magic and my own abilities. I felt nervous all of the sudden. 

      “I’m sorry I left so quickly,” I said. 

      “It’s fine, I’m curious to know what you were thinking when you left though.” 

      “Maybe I’ll tell you a little later.” 

      He nodded. “Fair enough.” 

      There was an awkward pause as he waited for me to sit. 

      “So, I haven’t really been able to sleep since we last talked.” He admitted. “ I couldn’t stop thinking about the loss of magic and I want to run some tests. I wrote to the archive and requested some books that might be helpful for today, both on arcane studies and on curses for your friend.”

      I recognized a few of the books I had originally read last time I was here in his pile.

      “Where do you want to start?” I asked. 

      “That’s up to you. I know where I want to start, but you’re the one who asked for my help.” 

      I didn’t really want to focus on either. The thought of trying to unweave the mysteries of witches’ magic seemed overwhelming but thinking about Bather made our fight last night replay in my head. But maybe if I could just help him things would be better, maybe then he would let me in. 

      “Let’s start with Bather.” I pulled out my notebook and I saw him deflate ever so slightly out of the corner of my eye. “Save the best for last,” I added. 

      “Indeed.” he grinned.

      He sat across from me. “Let me see this curse again?” 

      I flipped to the back of my notebook where I had written down and slid it across the table to him. He read over it a few times and pulled out his own notebook to copy it. 

      “This is sloppy spellwork,” he said. “I mean most holy casters are more…” He paused searching for the right word. “Off the cuff, but this is something.” 

      “The town was on fire she didn’t exactly have a lot of time,” I said. 

      “Hell of a friend you’ve got there.”  He mumbled. 

      “Hey!” The pile of books toppled over as my magic rattled the desk just enough to spook him. “He’s changed.”

       I didn’t know if that was true but, even after last night, it felt true enough that I didn’t feel like I was lying. 

      “I’ll take your word for it.” He went back to my notebook and started reading through my haphazard notes. 

      “I’m afraid we’re running out of time,” I admitted the thought I had kept to myself out loud.

      “What makes you think that?” he asked, not looking up from his book.

      “He’s getting weaker and he doesn't seem to be worried about it but what if the curse is getting worse somehow?” I pushed away the memories of my father and Lionel when Isadora’s curse forced them to fade away into sickness. 

      “That seems unlikely.” He looked back up at me. “It might not be that he’s getting weaker. It might be that he’s extending himself more in smaller ways.” 

      “What do you mean?” 

      “From what you described it seems like she’s cut off his connection to his natural magic but some of it is still slipping through. Just not quite enough to sustain his form.”

      “So, the more of his magic he uses the less he’ll be able to hold his form?” I asked, trying to follow his thought process. 

      “Yes, at least not for as long. But if that is the case it would only affect his natural magic, he could still use arcane movements to channel magic from around us.” 

       “When we flew in he tried to camouflage us. Turn us invisible,” I said.

      “Is that one of his natural abilities?”

      “I believe so.” When he had first told me about it at Senton’s he said it was something dragons learned to do during the hunts.

       “Then that follows the idea.” 

      “So, it’s not getting worse?” I asked. 

      “Most likely not.” He closed my notebook and handed it back to me.

      That was a relief. I felt my shoulders relax ever so slightly. “I think I’d still like to help him as fast as we can though,” I admitted. 

      “What’s the rush?”  

      I didn’t think telling Winn about a secret meeting of dragons in his city was a good idea. “He’s vulnerable.” That was all I said. 

      “Not according to the note in there that just said can’t die.”

      He pointed to where he had written it on his own. 

      “That’s true but if he’s weak and can’t defend himself he’s vulnerable in other ways.” 

      I could tell Winn wanted to push me for more information but thought better of it. “Well, let’s talk about the stupid ideas first. Get them out of the way.” He winked.

      I laughed. “I’m intrigued.” 

      “As I said, I talked to Professor Lilum. It was a very long conversation, she loves to talk. Took up my whole lunch.” He pulled over one of the books. “You're welcome, by the way.”    

      “Thank you for your sacrifice.” 

      “Happy to be of service.” He smirked. “She told me about something called an unweaving ritual. It seemed like something your friend might not have tried.” 

      “Why not?” Bather had hundreds of years to try and break this curse and had supposedly tried everything. 

      “Well, first, it was stricken from the record. The only remaining copy of the ritual is in the lower level of the Silver Archive.” 

      “When was it stricken from the record?” The chances that Bather hadn’t heard of it were pretty good. He hadn’t really dealt in arcane magic much before he was cursed but he knew someone that did. Winn flipped to an earlier page in his notebook. 

      “Seventeen fifty-two AM. If you’re wondering Desmond Cann wasn’t even a member until Eighteen twenty-three.” 

      He was too clever, or I was too sloppy. “What made you think I was wondering that?” 

      “I did a little research into your dragon. He had some very interesting friends.” 

      Friends was an understatement when it came to Desmond. I wondered what else Winn had learned about Bather. 

      “I also don’t think he would have recommended it.” 

      “Really?” Desmond was desperate to find a way to break Bather’s curse I couldn’t believe that there was anything he wouldn’t have tried. 

      “It was designed to remove an enchantment, blessing, or curse from something but magic is tricky. The longer it's part of something it weaves itself into its very being. The ritual had side effects, sickness, scars, loss of memory, even madness.” 

      “I can see why he might not have recommended it,” I admitted.

      “That’s not why. For the most part even with the side effects, the ritual was successful for humans. Then it was performed on a fae. They were killed. Magical creatures are made with magic as an innate part of them and even with proper instruction, the ritual had a hard time differentiating the right magic to remove. It supposedly worked on a few magical creatures before it was deemed too dangerous.”

      “Right, so that is definitely a last resort then.” I conceded. 

      “Agreed, because in addition to it being very dangerous the book we would need to cast it is very hard to get to, and while I can as a professor it would raise a lot of questions.” 

      “Is there a less dangerous and stupid option?” 

      “A few.” He opened the book that he was holding. “Have you tried actually ripping out his heart?” He smirked. 

      “Ha ha.” I pulled the book that he had away from him. “That is not an option.” In truth, I was worried it was an option that Bather had already tried. 

      He shrugged. “I’m just saying that that feels like a pretty straightforward answer.” 

      “What’s this?” I looked down at the book I had snagged. 

      “Cleansing spells. There’s one that supposedly can cleanse a person’s soul.” It was clear he didn’t believe the spell's legitimacy. 

      “How low on this list is this then?” I asked. 

      He took the book back from me. 

      “Honestly, pretty high, it's easy to do and there are no side effects that I could tell. The curse mentions a poison heart I figured it was worth a shot. We’re trying everything, right?” He took the book back from me and flip to the page with the right spell. 

      I sighed. “Unfortunately, I think Bather has already eliminated a lot of our options.” 

      “Have you tried talking to Pedra Safar? It was her family that cast it in the first place, she must know something.” He handed me back the book so I could look it over.

      “She’s not going to just tell me how to break it though.” 

      “No, but,” He shrugged. “Get on her good side and she might give you a nudge in the right direction. The worst she can do is tell you to leave her alone and then we're just back where we started.” 

      I thought about it for a moment while I looked over the page in front of me not really taking anything in. He was right there was no harm in at least trying. Pedra had helped us at Senton’s when she could have told the guards about us or worse.  “Do you know where I can find her?” I asked.

      “Of course.” He ripped a piece of paper out of his notebook and drew a rough map with some instructions.  He held it out to me but pulled it back when I reached for it. “I am going that way tomorrow morning if you want some company.” He grinned.

      I snatched the map out of his hand. “I’ll think about it.” 

      “Should we talk about you now?” There was a hopeful lilt to his tone. 

      I sighed. There was no use avoiding it now. “The friend whose house it was, where the magic was missing. It was—“

      “Desmond Cann.” He finished for me.

      “Right, yes, you're very clever I get it.” I rolled my eyes and continued. “He was researching witches when he and the magic in his house disappeared.” 

      “You think witches took him?” he asked. 

      “I think they killed him,” I whispered. 

      He leaned in over the table. “Why?” 

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. 

      “Maybe he got too close to learning something they didn’t want him to know.” He offered. “Many magical creatures closely guard their weaknesses.” 

      I shivered and I swore I heard a ghostly echo of the cry I had heard yesterday. 

      “Maybe. I brought these.” I pulled Desmond’s notes on witches out of my bag. There wasn’t much of note that hadn’t been blacked out but maybe Winn would have a better perspective on them as a mage. 

      He looked them over quickly turning them around to read the notes that had been squeezed into the margin. 

      “A coven of witches?” His eyebrows shot up nearly to his hairline. 

      “There’s more.” I pointed to one of the only other readable portions. “He noticed that the magic was disappearing too, or a least that there was something happening.” 

      “‘There is a change to the flow of magic in the fields. There’s been a shift, it's like I went from swimming in the ocean to standing in a stream.’” He read Desmond’s words aloud.

       They made more sense to me now than they had when I first read them. If the magic nearby was being used by enough witches it might have affected the whole area. 

      Just a little further down the page was the note that I remembered even clearer, Stolen magic. It was smushed into the margin next to something else that was unreadable.  

      “When I killed Isadora and absorbed her power I thought that was what he meant by stolen but maybe he was talking about something else,” I admitted.

      “The ambient magic.” He said briefly looking up at me from the notes.

      “Exactly.” I nodded. 

      He turned to his notebook again jotting down Desmond's notes word for word, even marking out where the ink blots obscured other writing. 

      “Bather tried to use magic to get rid of the ink spots but it didn’t work.” 

      Winn held the paper up to the light. “I bet it's enchanted. A lot of professors here use enchanted ink to prevent cheating or forgeries.” 

      “So,” He continued as he handed me back the paper. “This is all very interesting and I will be thinking about it for a long time but you want to learn to control your magic. Right?”

      “Please.” I breathed. 

      He leaned forward again and whispered, “Show me something.” 

      “Here?” I whispered back even though there was no one who could hear us. 

      “Something small.” 

      I looked past him out to the street there was no one walking by at the moment. Suddenly my mind went blank, all the magic I had done in the past month, all the magic I had seen Isadora do, left my mind as he put me on the spot. So, I did the one thing that I could recall. 

      I made light. 

      I summoned a ball of light about the size of an apple but it was brighter than any lantern. Like a tiny star, it sat in the air hovering between us. 

      I looked up from it to see him transfixed by it, squinting against the light but refusing to look away. “Can you make it smaller?” he asked.

      The thought barely crossed my mind before the ball shrunk to the size of a gold piece. It reminded me of the little light spell, the thought made me smile. 

      “What did that feel like? Did you have to concentrate on it?” 

      “No.” I closed my hand and extinguished the light. “I barely had to think about it at all.” 

      “I’m so jealous.” 

      We spent the rest of the late morning and early afternoon doing similar little tests. Winn wanted to see how much of my magic felt like how creatures with innate abilities described their own. We spent time comparing the descriptions of fae, dragons, and other magical creatures to my own experiences. Nothing seemed to quite match up. Fae felt the closest but not quite right. One fairy author wrote about the give and take of magic and how it felt like trading a piece of yourself for a piece of something else. That was nothing like how magic felt to me. 

      Eventually, we called it for the day, picked up the books we had pulled, and like the professor he was Winn insisted that we return them to their rightful homes ourselves. 

      I leaned against the shelf behind me as Winn continued to replace books in their rightful homes. He turned and reached over my shoulder, his face suddenly much closer to mine and I could see every freckle. “Hi.” He chuckled. 

      “Hi.” I smiled. He didn’t move his arm after the book had been put away, he simply leaned against the bookcase looking down at me. 

      “Listen.” He whispered. “I know you’re freaked out and you have every right to be but…” 

      “But?” 

      “It’s pretty amazing.” His gaze shifted from my eyes to my mouth then back up quickly. “You’re pretty amazing.” 

      I slinked to the side out from under his arm and down the stacks a bit. “You sound like Bather.” 

      “Really?” He followed after me as I left the row. 

      “You’re the most powerful creature in the world, Once you understand your powers you’ll be--” I said in my best low voice.

      “Amazing?” Winn finished. 

      “Something like that.” 

      “Well, then that’s definitely something that we agree on.” He caught up to me and linked his arm with mine. We made our way out of the weaving rows of bookcases and toward the exit of the North annex. 

      “Hayward!” A voice called out followed by several perturbed shushes. 

      We turned to see a young man around Winn’s age hurrying towards us. His hair was short, brown, and a little tousled. He wasn’t dressed in the colors of the archive or the university just a simple black coat over brown trousers and simple cotton shirt. He whispered apologies to the tables of readers as he passed. He looked somewhat familiar and I guessed that he must have been part of the group that was at the tavern when I first met Winn. 

      “Hey,” he whispered as he approached us. “Where have you been? We haven’t seen you.” 

      Winn turned and continued walking us out his friend falling into step behind him. “The semester started, I do have to teach occasionally, remember.” Winn retorted. 

      “Don’t give me that.” He looked past Winn to me. “Hi.”  He smiled and revealed two deep dimples that gave his face a childlike joy.

      “Hi,” I replied. 

      “Donavan.” He slowed to move around behind Winn and come up to walk beside me instead. He extend his hand to me. 

      I took it. “Rowan.” 

      “Rowan?” He looked back toward Winn and wished I could have seen his expression. “It's nice to meet you.” He looked back to me. “So, are you the real reason I haven’t seen this idiot lately?” 

      “I don’t know. I’ve only been in town a few days,” I said.

      “Ah, disappointing. He is just a boring book worm.” He grinned.  

      Winn stuck out a foot and tripped Donavan sending him tumbling forward just as we reached the central annex. Several people stopped what they were doing to look at the commotion. I stifled a laugh and Winn looked down at Donavan smirking. 

      “Sorry what did you say, Don?” Winn held out his hand to help up his friend. 

      “That was cheap,” Donavan whispered. The onlookers grew bored, moved on, and went back to their business. 

      “It was funny though,” Winn smirked. 

      I couldn’t help but giggle. Donavan looked at me. “No, no, no. Don’t  listen to him.” 

      “Don’t worry.” I looked at Winn. “I don’t very often.” 

      Donavan smirked. “I like her.” He clapped Winn on the back. “Can I borrow you for a second, professor?” The sarcasm dripped off the last word. 

      Winn looked at me like he was waiting for permission. 

      “Yes, of course.”   I glanced out into the room and spotted Aiden. “I actually have one more book I want to ask about.” 

      “Great,” Donavan said. 

      “I’ll come find you.” Winn smiled and let his friend lead him away. 

      I hurried over to Aiden. “Hello again,” he said as I approached. 

      “Hello,” I replied. “That book on dragon lineage that had the page replaced, can I see it?” 

      “Of course. I’ll grab it for you. I think study room three is free if you want to wait there.” He smiled. 

      “Thanks.” 

      I only had to wait a few minutes before he arrived with the large leather tome. He handed it to me. “Thanks again for noticing the page,” he said.  

      “Of course,” I replied. 

      “I only wish we knew who had removed it in the first place.” That was something I had wondered about as well. “Let me know if you need anything else. 

       It was easy to spot the new page. It was bright against the worn yellowed parchment of the others. I opened it, and the script on the new page differed slightly from the other but matched enough that over time it wouldn’t look out of place. I scanned down the page until my eyes caught on Bather’s name. Next to it was his year of birth with an open-ended dash next to it. For such a small mark on a page, it felt rather ominous waiting for the second date, the year Bather would die. I ignored the squeeze that thought gave my heart and looked below his name. Eva Bane. (1750 -1907 AM) 

      Eva. His sister. Now I knew her name. I suddenly felt like I was looking at something I ought not to be. I stared at her name a moment longer before I looked further down the page for yet another name that drew my curiosity.  Cinnir Black (823 AM - . 

      If the date beside Cinnir’s name was to be believed he would be over a thousand years old by almost five hundred years. Not only had he lived through the dragon hunts, but he had also seen the great war of man and the mage’s discovery of magic. 

      I never doubted Bather’s fear of Cinnir’s power and influence but I was beginning to understand its origins.  If I had heard tales of anyone who lived this long I would think they were unkillable too. There were many other dragons listed in his family line but all before him. He had no children, no siblings, and his last known relative, a cousin, had died four hundred years ago. 

      I looked back up above Bather’s name. Ezra and Ryder Bane. Bather and Eva’s parents. The date of death on both their names was solidly durring the middle of the dragon hunts a year appart. First his father, then his mother and eventually Eva. All taken from him. The longer I looked at the dates on the pages the stronger the ache in my chest became. 

      In an effort to destract myself from the feeling and out of curiosity I flipped through the book until I found Jinyan’s name listed twoard the back. I was surprised to see he was one of six siblings, the youngest. That last bit did not surprise me. Three of his siblings a sister and two brothers were still alive. The other three had dates of death listed after their own omimous dash. 

      I jumped as a knock echoed of the door to the study room. I turned around and opened the door without even getting out of my chair. 

      Winn was waiting on the otherside already wearing his deep blue cloak. He looked rather offical standing in the doorway, dressed in the colors of the university and its symbol emblazoned above his heart. 

      “Ready?” he asked. 

      I noddded. I closed the book and grabbed my bag off the floor. “How did you get to be a professor?” I asked as I stood. 

      “Are you asking because I’m so young?” He smiled smugly.

      “Yes and no.” I admited.  

      “It's kind of a long story,” he said. 

      “Its a long walk.” I countered. 

      We walked out of the archive and back into the busy streets of Nosta.

       He sighed. “I lived on Alson, the island just off the southern coast. My mother raised me by myself until I was ten. She worked at the library so I spent a lot of time reading, learning.” 

      “That sounds nice.” It reminded me of all the days I spent held up at the back of Jed’s shop. 

      “It was.” His voice was softer as he continued. “Then she got sick, and I didn’t know it at the time, but she had asked all of her friends to take care of me when she was gone. None of them were really well off enough to take on another mouth to feed so instead they pulled together money to send me here and to enroll me in the universities youth progam.”

      “That’s amazing.” It was nice to know there were still people that kind out there. 

      “And I’ve been here ever since.” He smiled. “I don’t think they could get rid of me if they tried.”

      I looked up and sighed as I saw the hints of the sunset painting the sky pink and purple over the steeples and towers of the university district. 

      “I wish I could stay here forever.” 

      “Why can’t you?” 

      I kept my eyes on the sky as we walked. “I just can’t. It’d be too exhausting having to hide my… witchness in a city full of mages. Plus, my family is back in Chilery and…” 

      “Bather?” 

      “I was going to say that I would miss them.” I corrected him. “But yes, I… I owe him.” 

      Winn just nodded. “What if we find a cure? You won’t owe him then?” 

      “Right…” 

      For all my trying to break Bather’s curse I hadn’t given any thought to what things would be like after. Would he leave Chilery? I would still be a witch, I know what I had said to Winn but I don’t know if I would ever feel safe living with my family again. That hurt a little too much to think about. 

      “I think I’m just focusing on one step at a time,” I replied.

      “Hmm.” He nodded. “I play chess too much. I like to be several moves ahead.”

      “So, what’s your next move.”

      He grinned. “You’ll just have to wait and see.” 

      We walked in silence for a few minutes and watched the sky darken before Winn pulled me to a stop a few buildings down from the Golden Star. I turned to face him. He didn’t say anything just smiled and reached out to play with one of my curls. 

      “What is it?” I asked. 

      “Can I ask you something?” He said.

      I smiled. “Sure.” 

      “Why me?” 

      “What?” 

      “I’m just some guy you met once at a bar and then ran into at a party. Why trust me with all of this?” 

      I shrugged and told him the truth. “I just felt like I could. You seemed like a good person.”

      He smiled and then leaned in and kissed me.  

      It was soft and sweet at first then he buried his fingers in my hair and it suddenly had a purpose.  My head started spinning. My heart and my voice were caught in my throat. Pull away. I needed to pull away. But why? Winn was sweet and kind and funny. He looked at me like he wanted me, like I was this amazing prize but Bather…

      I pulled away.  He took a step back giving me space. 

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      He shrugged trying to play it off but he kept his eyes on the snow. “I would have regretted it if I didn’t at least try.” He smirked and finally looked up at me. “He’s lucky.” 

      My mouth just hung open, I didn’t know what to say. Too many things had happened too quickly and there were too many thoughts rattling around in my head. 

      He hesitated for a moment then leaned forward and this time kissed me on the cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Then he turned away and walked off back toward the university.  

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I must have stood in that spot in the road for several minutes after Winn left. After I moved past the shock of what had just happened I slowly began to remember what I was going back to and begrudgingly my feet began to carry me the rest of the way to the Golden Star. 

      I had left our suite in the broken shattered state it had been in after my fight with Bather the night before. I decided I would fix it the way I had made it—with magic—when I got back. However, when I opened the door I found the room almost as perfect as it had been when we arrived. The only evidence that we had been here was Bather’s coat draped over one of the chairs and the doors to the bedchamber left open. 

      Bather stepped into the sitting room just as I shut the door. “You’re back?” He sounded a little breathless.

      “You sound surprised,” I said.

      “I just… I’m glad to see you.” 

      “Did you clean my mess by yourself?”

      He shrugged. “I needed something to do.”

      “When did you get back?” I took off my coat and tossed it on top of his. The tension in the air was almost tangible. 

      “Sometime after noon.”

      “And Jinyan?”

      He sighed. “He remains elusive.”

      I nodded. The silence seemed to stretch on forever as we just sort of hovered in the sitting room. 

      “I’m sorry.” He said quietly. I wasn’t quite sure what part of last night he was apologizing for, I don’t know if he even knew. 

      I couldn’t help but close the distance between us and pull him into a tight hug. He gasped as if I had knocked the wind out of him. He hesitated for a moment then hugged me back just as tightly. 

      I didn’t know what to say. I knew he was scared. He was scared that Cinnir would try to hurt me. I knew he was afraid I would reject him after I learned about his past. I also knew I didn’t care about any of that. I wanted to give us a chance to be happy but maybe that was selfish. Maybe now was not the time. 

      Eventually, I pulled away from him first. He left his hands on my waist. “I’m going to get ready for bed,” I said quietly.

      “Alright.” His voice was low and full of an emotion I couldn’t place.  

      He let me go as I turned and headed toward the bath chamber. I could feel his gaze like heat on the back of my neck as I left him but I didn’t look back. 
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        * * *

      

      I stood in the ruined temple. There was a strange sense of comfort to be here again after my last dream. I was miles from Chilery and the memories of Isadora. I was seated on the ground as if I had just fallen from the opening above. I looked up and could see the star-speckled sky beyond bare branches through the hole in the ceiling. 

      I waited for the darkness to come. Every muscle in my body tightened in anticipation but when it finally began to fill the room it crept in slowly. Seeping in through the cracks and corners of the walls, like sap leaking out of a tree. I stood and looked over toward the carvings of the gods then back to the darkness. Would it be worth it to run? Would it chase after me? I tried to will myself to the forest floor above but something held me back. It was like a hand on my shoulder, gentle but firm. This was where I needed to be. 

      I looked up at the carving of the Gods and the Watchers. There was something off about it but I couldn’t place what it was. My mind felt fuzzy around the edges when I tried to look to closely for what was wrong. My attention was pulled to the silver writing around the carving’s edge. I gasped and the sound echoed around the chamber. I dared to step closer around a tendril of darkness that was slowly trying to wrap its way closer to me. The writing was no longer runes. It was words, words I could understand. Balance is lost, Balance is lost, Balance is lost… over and over again the same three words. “Rowan.” 

      I turned to face the voice. It was the same one as before, feminine, firm, and unwavering in its authority. There was no one behind me only a slow-building pool of darkness. I knew it would catch me. It always did, but the hope that I might wake up before still bloomed in my chest. Another thought crossed my mind at the same moment and I felt myself step forward. What if, just this once, I didn’t run?

       I took another step forward. Maybe this is just a dream, I told myself and even in that moment, it felt like a lie. I took another step and the darkness caressed the tips of my boots. I took a step back. The darkness followed me keeping the distance. I took a deep breath.

      “Nothing will change unless you change it.” 

      I couldn’t tell if the words were my own thoughts or the voice pushing me forward but I walked into the darkness. 

      I felt that nothingness was over me, I lost my sight first, then my sense of feeling, next my breath, and my voice. The panic set in, I wanted to turn back, to leave, to run but I couldn’t feel which way was out. There was no end and no beginning to the dark nothing that surrounded me. I wanted to scream but there was no sound. Then for just a moment in the darkness, there were two pinpricks of light, like eyes looking back at me. 

      Then they were gone and I was alone. 

      Only alone.
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        * * *

      

      I first knew I was awake because I could feel my body shaking. The shivers shook through me and when I opened my eyes and still found darkness, a sob came free from somewhere deep in my chest. There were hands on my shoulders pulling me up so I was sitting. Then there was light. It was a warm flickering light. Fire came into focus, a ball of rotating flickering flame and beyond it Bather’s face. His hair was tousled from sleep and his brow was furrowed. 

      I reached out and touched the flame. I cried out in pain as it burned but the burn was good, the burn told me I was real. 

      “Rowan!” 

      Bather pulled the fire out of my reach and extinguished it. As the room went dark again I reached out for him and clutched onto the front of his shirt. The darkness only lasted a second as Bather waved his hand and lit the sconces in the room. I didn’t let go of him.  

      He placed both his hands on the side of my face and looked me over. “What happened?” 

      I just shook my head words were still too hard. Another broken sobbing sound broke out of me. 

      “My gods,” he whispered. He shifted both of us in the bed until I was sitting in his lap his  arms wrapped around me. 

      Was there no escaping this? Was this my future running from my own dreams and haunted by the ghosts of the past? 

      “It found me again,” I said finally. 

      “It's just a dream,” he whispered.

      “It's n-not.” I choked out. 

      Bather stiffened. 

      “What I saw in that temple. It's haunting me and she’s haunting me now too. I feel like I’m going insane. I don’t know if it's real or not.” My face was hot with tears and Bather tried to wipe them away. “It feels real. It feels like they're trying to tell me something. I can’t figure it out and I don’t know if I even want to.” 

      “Who’s trying to tell you?” 

      “Isadora.” 

      “What?” He pulled away to look at me. 

      “She wasn’t even in this dream, there’s someone else too.” I rambled on. “I recognize her voice. I know I know it but I just can’t place it. It's like trying to catch smoke. And there’s a man who’s in pain I hear him too. I… I…” 

      I started sobbing again too hard for the words to come out. 

      “It's alright, it's okay…” He rubbed my back. 

      “It-t-t’s not.” I stammered between shaking breaths. “I d-don’t even know why i-it’s happen-n-ning.”  

      “We’ll figure it out.” He rubbed my back. 

      “When?” I looked up at him. His eyes were watery. 

      “As soon as we can. Until then, don’t listen to Isadora or anyone else. Your voice is all that matters.” 

      “But—“ 

      “Listen to me.” He growled and took my face in his hands again so I could not look away from him. “Your voice, your choices are all that matter. Isadora Crane is gone. You killed her. She has no right to the rest of your story.” 

      Your time has ended. The voice’s words echoed in my head. 

      I just nodded. I tried to hold on to all the moments that Bather had told me I was powerful. All the moments he and Winn looked at me with awe. I could feel the power in my bones as I sat there tangled in Bather’s arms. 

      Why was I letting myself feel powerless when I had become something so much more?

      “I used to dream of Mira Safar almost every night after… I dreamt of everything I could have done differently. I woke up screaming in pain. It felt as real as it did the first time.” 

      His arms tightened around me and pulled me in closer. I stayed quiet and let him continue. 

      “Magic is strange and as much as the mages pretend, it's unknowable. It can find us even in our dreams.” 

      He so rarely offered stories about the aftermath of his curse I didn’t know what to say, almost afraid if I did speak he might regret it. 

      “I don’t know if what you are seeing is real or if it's your memories and whatever of Isadora was left in her magic haunting you, but I know that whatever it is you are more powerful than her.” 

      I looked up at him and I knew at that moment he believed it. 

      “I wish I could see myself the way you do,” I whispered. 

      He smiled. “I wish the same.”  He sighed and leaned in to kiss my forehead. “But for now sleep,” he whispered. “I’ll keep you safe.” 

      I closed my eyes and chose to believe him.

      No more dreams came for me and I woke against Bather’s chest with a newfound sense of reckless confidence. He was right. Maybe I could not avoid the darkness but I would not let it rule over me either. I would try to ignore the voices when they called to me, both Isadora’s and the others.

    

  


  
    
      It was as if I had summoned my own nightmares at the mere mention of them. It came in flashes, arrows, the chains, the cheers, then her face. She was smiling in the dream like she hadn’t been then. 

      It was the kind of smile that held a secret behind it. One she taunted me with, one that I would never know.  

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
       A letter had been slid under our door in the night. The same black seal as before told us it was from Cinnir before Bather even opened it. 

      “What does it say?” I glanced over his shoulder to look at it even though I knew wouldn’t be able to understand it.

      “He wants to meet with me tomorrow night. Here, in another of the rooms.” His voice was tight.

      “Here?”

      “Yes.” He looked as if he wanted to throw this letter into the fire too. 

      “Why? Does Jinayn own this too?” I asked.

      He looked up at me and a hint of amusement passed over his features before returning to quiet rage. “That is a very good question.” 

      “You should ask around,” I suggested.

      He nodded but his attention turned back to the letter. 

      “That’s not all is it?” I said. 

      He shook his head. “He…” Bather gripped the paper harder crumpling the edge. “He’s invited you as well.” 

      “Oh.” I was almost relieved. I knew Bather wanted me nowhere near this meeting, no convincing on my part would have changed his mind of that but if Cinnir requested my presence… “Then I’ll be there.”

      “You don’t have to—“ he started. 

      “Cinnir doesn’t make requests, right?” I repeated his words back to him.

      He growled and the letter burst into flames in his hand. “I hate this.” 

      “I know.” 

      I took his hand and blew the ash from it then leaned in a pressed a kiss to his palm. 

      “If Jinyan had just kept his mouth shut. I might not be here, and more importantly, you wouldn’t be here.” 

      “What do you mean?” 

      “Jinyan told Cinnir where to find me. I know it,” he hissed.

      I knew he didn’t, he might suspect it at best. It dawned on me that knowing why he was here to meet with Cinnir was not the only reason he wanted to find Jinyan. 

      “That’s why you want to find him.” 

      “I thought I could… I thought we had an agreement.” 

      “You thought you could trust him,” I said the words he had backed out of. 

      “I was a fool.” 

      “You don’t know that for sure,” I said. I wasn’t convinced that trusting Jinyan was smart at any point but I also didn’t know him the way that Bather did, dragon to dragon. 

      I looked out the window behind him. “You’ll find him and then you’ll know.” 

      I wished I could make it true that somehow my magic could help him but Jinyan was too clever and had lived too long to let even my magic find him if he didn’t want to be found. I wanted Bather to tell me more about Cinnir too. What he had told me had only lead to more questions. 

      “So, tomorrow?” I said. 

      He let out a long heavy sigh before he placed his hand on the side of my face tilting my head gently back to face him.  

      “We could still run away,” he breathed. 

      “Do you really believe that?”

      “I want to.” He shifted closer and I saw his lip quiver as he leaned in. “Rowan, I—“

      There was a knock at the door. Bather stepped around me and quickly put himself between me and the door. “What?” Bather growled. 

      “I uh…” The nervous voice of one of the staff came from the other side. “There is someone downstairs for Miss Rowan.” 

      Winn. I forgot he was coming to walk me to the temples. He had both the best and worst timing. 

       “That's Winn. It's fine.” I assured him.

      Bather relaxed, almost deflated even. “I see. Then you should go.” 

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” I grabbed my coat and stood on my tip-toes to whisper in his ear. “We’re talking about you today.” 

      I kissed him on the cheek hoping it would stun him long enough to not ask for an explanation and it did. I was sure I was out the door and halfway down the hall before he moved from the spot I left him. 
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        * * *

      

      Winn was leaning against the front desk skillfully ignoring the side eye from the woman to whom it belonged. He grinned at me and held out his arm. “Ready for some divine intervention?”

      “More than you know.” 

      I linked arms with him without hesitation and we stepped out into the cold. The sky above was dark with rolling clouds that threatened snow and perhaps something more but for now, the air was still. 

      “About yesterday,” I said. 

      “Yes, I was thinking. Maybe I could teach you a few more arcane movements. Make your life a little easier that way if you slip up around someone—“ 

      “No—I mean that’s a great idea—but I was talking about…” Even the memory of the kiss caused my lips to warm. 

      “Forget it,” he said quietly. 

      “But…” 

      “I mean it.” He patted the hand that rested on his arm. “I’ll be fine.” 

      I nodded the paused a beat, “So, arcane movements?” 

      “I could teach you the one for teleportation. Since you like to flit about,” he smirked. 

      “It is pretty fun,” I admitted. 

      He laughed and unhooked his arm from mine and began to show me the finger positions first as we walked.. 

      It was strange how in the light of day laughing with Winn and after waking up to yet another letter from Cinnir making my timeline even shorter, my dreams felt so far away. I felt powerful again.  

      I tried to match Winn’s fingers. He adjusted them slightly for me. He navigated the city streets deftly barely glancing up from our hands. 

      “How long have you lived here again?” 

      “Since I was ten. Okay, that’s step one.” He said finally happy with my fingers. “Now…” He moved his hands around in a circle either hand going the opposite way of the other, my brain hurt just looking at it. “Try that much.” 

      I dropped my hands. “That’s not all of it?” 

      “Not all of us are as lucky as you.” 

      For once I didn’t argue that I was lucky. 

      We spent the rest of our walk to the holy district practicing the movements of the teleportation spell. They were annoyingly complicated and had to be done quickly. I was able to do them all but about the speed of a snail. 

      Winn kept me from walking into people and snow banks as I focused on his lesson and eventually we came to a stop. I looked up to find a fairly mundane street. Thin two-story stone homes pressed tightly together between alleys. Winn turned for a moment looking around getting his bearings. 

      “This way.” He pulled me down one of the wider alleys. At the entrance, I noticed a small symbol carved into the side of one of the buildings. Two stars with four more below them. An old symbol for the Gods and their Watchers. 

      The alley emptied into a small square. “Here we are.”

      There were seven buildings in the square around a small park. Each looked a little different from the next, one had a set of columns that framed the door, one had arched windows that looked out to the park, and so on but all were simple in their designs. 

      “This is it.” 

      He smiled. “Were you expecting something grander?” 

      “Kind of.” 

      “There used to be but when the Gods fell out of favor a century back they were demolished to make way for expansion. The king had these built a few decades ago.” 

      “Why?” 

      He shrugged. “Maybe he thought it was just safer to be on their good side.” 

      “I don’t think I could have found this without you,” I admitted. 

      “I’ve got some things to do but I can come back and get you in a few hours if you like?” 

      I looked around the square suddenly a little nervous. “That would be great.” 

      “Good luck.” He winked and left me to it. 

      I took a closer look at the buildings around and above each doorway the name of a god was carved, with the exception of the largest building that bore two names, the twins Marxis and Zephyer. I didn’t know which, if any, Pedra claimed as her sole patron. 

      The twins, as the prime deities, seemed like a safe choice. 

      The light inside the temple was dim and it took my eyes a moment to adjust. There were no windows to the outside so the only light came from sconces on either wall and a large votive on the left that was filled with at least fifty candles all in various stages of life. The whole room was a mosaic of black and white tiles, the most intricate part was in an indent just behind the votive. It depicted the twins holding hands above the world in Marxis’s free hand a mote of light and in Zephyer’s a black orb. They both seemed at peace, their eyes closed with a faint smile. 

      The silence was broken as one of the two doors at the opposite end of the chamber opened. A young man, maybe fifteen, dressed in a long white and black tunic and black trousers stopped when he saw me. 

      “Can I help you?” he asked. 

      “I’m looking for Pedra Safar.” 

      “Oh um, she’s out at the moment but you're welcome to wait. She should be back soon.” He motioned to one of the benches that sat just in front of the mosaic and votive. 

      “Thank you.” 

      He nodded and moved past me to collect the burned-out candles. I sat and watched as he moved back and forth between one of the back rooms replacing all the candles that had completed their purpose. When he was finished he left through the same door.

      Eventually, I removed my coat and scarf and placed them on the bench beside me. Time seemed to stretch on in while I waited. With no windows to the outside, it was hard to know what time it really was. I made myself busy summoning Beginner’s Mage Craft from Bather’s house and flipped through it. After Winn’s suggestion of faking it I figured I should start by studying up on the basics. The illustrations were surprisingly intricate and depicted the exact measured way each arcane movement needed to be performed. I passed the basic light spell that I had learned what seemed a lifetime ago. 

      The door to the temple opened as a figure in a white cloak entered. Outside snow was coming down in heavy sheets and the figure had to push against the wind to shut the door again. As the person leaned against the closed door the hood fell back to reveal Pedra. Her many braids were no longer adorned with charms but were now woven with black and white ribbons. She wore plain winter clothes all black under her white cloak but a red pendant hung from around her neck. She caught her breath and looked up and finally noticed me. An unreadable emotion flitted across her features before she suppressed it and smiled.

      “I hate the cold,” she muttered. 

      I shrugged. “I’m used to it.” 

      “I never want to be.” She undid her cloak and just let it fall to the floor in a heap next to the door. “How are you?” 

      It threw me off how casual she was. As if we were longtime friends already and I had just dropped by. That was what I wanted this to be but that wasn’t what it was. 

      “I’m…” I didn’t know how to answer. I didn’t want to lie but I didn’t know what was the truth. “I’m managing.” 

      She frowned and nodded. “Well, congratulations.” She headed toward the doors on the opposite end of the chamber. 

      “For what?”

      “Saving your family.” She pushed the door open and I could see a hallway beyond. “I’ll make us something warm to drink and you can tell me all about it.” 

      Then she disappeared beyond the door and I was left alone again in the main chamber. In a state of shock, I closed the book and returned it to my bag. If I listened carefully I could hear the sound of metal and porcelain being manhandled down the hall.  A minute later she returned with a silver tray balanced on her arm and a pale wooden chair floating after her like a dog following its master. The chair came to a stop and landed gently at the end on the marble bench I was sitting at. She placed the tray on the end of the bench and sat down on the chair. I spun to face her and the tray straddling the bench. 

      “I took a guess that you were a hot cocoa kind of person.” She handed me one of the cups. It smelled rich and heavenly.

      “How did you know I did it?” I asked. She had known the moment she’d seen me I had saved my family.

      “You’re a witch.” She said calmly between blowing on the contents of her cup. Then her expression shifted to concern. “I’m sorry did you not? I suppose you could have still—“

      “No, I did. I saved them but how did you know I was a witch? You barely looked at me.” 

      “Oh.” She looked like a kid who had gotten caught sneaking out. “I can see it. But don’t worry.” She waved her hand dismissively and I could see streaks of light just barely trail after her fingers. “I doubt anyone else would be able to.” 

      “Because you’re a priestess?” 

      She nodded taking a long sip of her cocoa. “So, what brings you to my humble temple?”

      “Bather had something he needed to do in town and I wanted to thank you, for your help that night.” 

      Her eyebrows raised and she tried to hide a smirk behind her mug when I mentioned Bather. 

      “And I don’t really know that many people in the city,” I added, hoping she would see me as a lonely girl simply looking for friendship. Which was not untrue. 

      “And how is he?”

      “Fine,” I replied a little too quickly.

      “Really?”  

      I sighed and it was heavy with the memories of weeks of lessons, tense conversations, and the last few days. “I don’t know. I wish I did, but he never tells me what he’s thinking.” 

      She chuckled. “Dragons hoard everything even their emotions.” 

      “Do you know a lot about dragons?” I asked. 

      She shrugged. “I know more than most because of his history with my family but not a lot. Why?” 

      “Just curious.” I took a sip of my hot chocolate calculating whether or not to use the natural opening she had given me to ask about Mira. “What was she like? I mean I know you wouldn’t have known her but did you hear stories or…” 

      “She was strong, loving, and apparently she fought off a bear when she was six to defend her family.”

      “I’m going to assume the gods helped her a little on that.” 

      She laughed. “Probably, but she hated violence and war. She was from the east, beyond the mountains in Cathus, her family fled here to escape the civil war.” 

      “Eventually, she learned there were people with hate in their hearts everywhere she was.” 

      We both fell silent staring up at the mosaic. 

      “He really thought I was her? That night at Senton’s?” Pedra looked at me, her expression calm but curious.

      “Yeah.” 

      “That must have been hard for him.” 

      “He was terrified.” I admitted and she looked at me with such kindness I dared to ask, “What happened that day? What did he even do?” 

      “He hasn’t told you?” 

      I shook my head. 

      “Then it's not my place to say.” She gave me a sad smile. “But I will say this, there was violence on both sides and Mira was not blind to that.” 

      Her smile broadened. “What is he like?” She took a sip of her drink waiting expectantly for my answer. 

      “Oh. He’s…” I didn’t really know where to start. I thought all the way from the beginning when we first met until now. Looking back I could see now that even then there was a softness to him. He had been willing to help me because he understood what it was like to lose your family.

       “He’s kind,” I said finally. “He doesn’t always want to be but I think he can’t help it. I know he has a lot of regrets but… I don’t know.” 

      “No, keep going,” she encouraged me. 

      “I think he’s a better person than he gives himself credit for. I mean he’s also an idiot.” 

      She laughed. 

      “He’s completely self-righteous but also incredibly self-deprecating. It's infuriating.” I laughed. 

      “He sounds like a handful.” She smirked.

      “Absolutely,” I agreed. “But so am I.” 

      “That.” She clinked her cup against mine. “I do not doubt. I’m glad you found him though, loneliness is a unique poison.”

      “I don’t think I was lonely before—“

      “No, not you, him.” 

      “Oh.” 

      What she said echoed around my head, sinking in and I tucked the words in a safe place in my mind for later, the word poison at the forefront. 

      “I’m glad I found him too,” I said eventually. 

      She nodded. 

      “Are you really alright?” 

      “I don’t really want to talk about it.” That wasn’t really true. I was interested if she had any advice. Her magic up close seemed the most like mine from what I’d seen. 

      “Well if you ever do. I know I had a hell of a time when I became this…” She gestured around the temple. “Just know I’ll help however I can.” 

      “Thanks,” I said I meant it sincerely. “So, you became this way, you weren’t like this when you were born?” She looked at the mosaic and I added, “If you don mind me asking?

      “I’m an open book.” She put her cup down on the tray. “Obviously it runs in the family but it was never promised that I would get any magical abilities. I had to prove that I was worthy of them. My parents raised me to be a balanced and kind person.“

      “Balanced?” Balance is lost. I could hear the words whisper through my memory.

      “Yeah. My mom always said there is no such thing as a wholly good person. Everyone has good and bad in all of them the important thing is to keep them balanced. It's cheesy, I know.” 

      “No. I like it.” 

      “Excuse me?” We both turned to look as the young man who had greeted me returned. “Madam Safar, could I get your assistance in the back please?” 

      “Of course, just give me a minute.” 

      He nodded and left.  

      “Sorry. Duty calls.” 

      “No worries,” I said getting up. “We should do this again.”  

      “I would love that. But,” She stood. “Rowan, I know what you’re doing.”

      My heart skipped a beat but I tried to play it off. “What do you mean?” 

      “I know you think I know how to reverse Bather’s curse and you think that if we become friends I might like you enough to tell you. I won’t.” 

      “Please I owe him.” The plea tumbled out of me before I could stop it. 

      “And he owes many others an even greater debt. I do want to be your friend but I can’t tell you what you want to know.” 

      “But you do know?” 

      “Yes.” 

      I sighed. If I was a lesser person or if I did not respect Pedra I would have considered using magic to make her tell me. Although, even if I considered it, I doubted it would work. There was something about her and her divine magic that felt like the opposite of mine.

      “Then I’ll just figure it out on my own. Goodnight, Pedra” I turned to leave. 

      “Do you know if he even wants it broken anymore?” 

      I turned back to her. “What do you mean?” 

      She shrugged and stood. “Just a thought.” She picked up the tea tray. “Do you need me to walk you out?” 

      I shook my head. She smiled and left me to leave on my own. 

      I took one last look at the mosaic before stepping out into the park and took a deep breath of the crisp, winter night air.

    

  


  
    
      I am still scared.

      Scared of falling so deeply in love with her that I could never find my way out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The city was quiet and if I was very still I could hear the snowfall. That had not gone how I had hoped, I left only with more questions than answers. I waited for Winn by the fountain.  He was carrying a large paper bag when he arrived. I stood on my tiptoes to try and get a better look inside as he joined me. 

      “Just supplies for class.” He said shifting the bag to the other side. I saw the top of a wine bottle just barely peeking out. 

      “Really?” 

      He shrugged. “Mostly.” 

      “How did it go?” 

      I sighed. “She's amazing but she saw through me.” 

      “I figured. She’s pretty clever,” He said. “Worth a shot though.”

      I nodded. “I feel like I learned a few things that might be helpful though.” 

      “Care to share?” 

      We turned onto the main thoroughfare that lead back toward the university and eventually the upper district. 

      “Maybe later. I feel like I have to think about it for a while.” 

      He nodded. “Fair enough.” 

      “There you are!” A familiar voice called. 

      I turned to see Jinyan jogging after us. He stood out from the white and grey of the city in a dark red coat with black trousers. 

      I stopped and Winn followed my lead. “Who’s that?” He whispered. 

      “Bather’s friend.” That was all I could get out before Jinyan caught up to us. 

      “Jinyan.” I pasted on a forced smile. “This is a surprise.” 

      “I’m full of surprises.” He glanced at Winn. 

      “Winn Hayward,” Winn said taking the opportunity to introduce himself in the short moment he had Jinyan’s attention. 

      “Jinyan.” He smiled and then focused his attention back on me. 

      “I wonder if I could speak to you,” He looked at Winn like he was a nosey child. “Alone.”  

      I turned by to Winn. “Give me a minute.” 

      I followed after Jinyan, across the street and out of earshot of Winn at the end of an ally. 

      “Bather is looking for you,” I said. 

      “He always was a terrible hunter.” He smirked. 

      “He wants to know why he’s been asked here.” 

      “I’m sure he does but I wasn’t looking for Bather. I was looking for you.” 

      I looked him over. He forced casual air now incredibly off-putting. “Why?” 

      “I wanted to apologize for my behavior the other day at Bather’s. I said some rather nasty things and lost my temper.” I was surprised at how genuine he sounded. 

      “Yes, you did.” 

      “I am very sorry. You and Bather did me a great service by severing my ties to Senton. Sometimes I wonder if it was worth more than the price I paid you for it.” 

      “What did he...” I wanted to ask him why Senton had kept him and what he had him do but I stopped, it felt like an overstep but he indulged me anyway. 

      “He used me for plenty, a guard dog, a conversation piece, and a hound hunting down his lost… property.” 

      A shiver ran through me and I knew I would regret asking him to elaborate.

      “He deserves whatever comes to him,” I whispered. 

      There was a gleam in his eyes and he smiled at me. The most genuine smile I had witnessed from him. “The indictment. I take it that was your doing?” 

      Indictment. So something had come of the information I had passed to Winn and Pedra. “Perhaps.”  

      “It's a shame nothing came of it.” He shrugged. 

      “What do you mean?” 

      “He’s a snake, like me, we can slither our way out of most anything. I made the mistake of thinking I could outplay him because he was human.” 

      “You’re lying. He must have gotten arrested or fined or…” I don’t know what motive he would have to lie to me but I couldn’t believe it, that slimy creature could have not gotten out of this unscathed. 

      “Why would I lie to you about this? I want him to… face justice. As much as you do. I just have a different definition of the word.”

      “It had to have done something. I told people, I wrote down what we’d found.” I insisted. 

      He laughed. “I think you told the wrong people then.” 

      “No—“ He held up a finger to stop me from talking. He pulled a watch out of his jacket pocket to check it. 

      “Tell Bather we’ll see him soon.” He put the watch away and turned his attention back to me. “Again, my sincerest apologies, Rowan. Good day.” His voice curled around my name and I felt uneasy.  He stepped out of the alley we had ducked in and flowed seamlessly into the flow of people without another glance in my direction. 

      I looked back over to Winn. He was watching me with a curious expression. I hurried over to him. It couldn’t be true, everything was there in the office the truth of all his dealings, all the women less lucky than me. He could not have gotten away with it. 

      I grabbed Winn by the arm and pulled him off the street. “Ow! Rowan, what's wrong?”

      “What happened to Senton?” I asked.

      He froze. “What?” He glanced behind me and pulled me further off the street and around the back of a building. 

      “What happened to him after that night? I gave you papers, what did you and Pedra do?” I said. “Tell me he was caught. Tell me they put that man away for a very long time. ”

      He paused for a moment too long. 

      “Winn. Please tell me—” 

      “We’re keeping an eye on him,” he hissed. 

      “What do you mean?” I said slowly. 

      “There wasn’t enough evidence, Rowan. We tried to get the council to search his office like you said but there wasn’t enough cause…”

      “Wasn’t enough…” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I didn’t want to lose my temper especially not out in the open but I also wanted to rip Senton apart with my bare hands, I wanted to set him on fire. Bather should have burned them all in the clearing that night. I could still feel those men’s hands on me.  

      “Rowan…” I opened my eyes again. I had heard that tone of voice before but from Bather when I was moments away from turning his sitting room into a disaster zone. Winn’s brows were knit together and he tried to keep the focus on my face but his eyes kept darting to my hands. Then I felt the heat of the flames. I didn’t dare look down for fear I would lose control but there was fire in my hands now, I could feel it lick up my arms just past my shoulders. It didn’t hurt, it was my magic and it wouldn’t dare. 

      “...Maybe we can talk about this later.” Winn finally finished. 

      “No, tell me everything. Now.” There was a magical echo to the last word that I had not intended. “Please,” I added and I felt the flames falter. 

      “We looked for his office after you left during the party but we couldn’t find it. I went back with an investigator but I think he was tipped off because there was nothing in the drawer you mentioned. They searched the whole office and they probably would have stopped there if it wasn’t for the Pedra. She pushed them to check the whole estate.” 

      “And they found nothing?” 

      “They found tunnels. Secret rooms and passages through the estate and out of the grounds but Senton played it off as being a paranoid noble. Without any evidence of him holding anyone or trafficking them against their will the investigation couldn’t go any further.” 

      I should have taken the papers, he must have known that someone was in his office after Jinyan’s contract was destroyed. How could I have been so stupid? 

      “I should have done something that night,” I whispered. “I should have taken the papers I found.” 

      “Rowan, don’t blame yourself.” He reached out for me gingerly placing a hand on my shoulder. “Even if you had I don’t think I would have been enough. He’s… slippery.”

      “He’s a snake.” I spat. Jinyan was right. “He’s worse than any dragon I’ve met.” 

      “I’m sure that's true, but there’s nothing else we can do now.” 

      I turned away from him. I tried to make my breath more even but I was shaking. I could feel my magic vibrating inside me along with my rage. What was the point of having so much power if I couldn’t do anything about it? I could teach him a lesson, maybe just scare him. The night in the Timberland played over and over in my head. The men pulling me by my hair, their voices, and their taunts. The hopeless feeling that I was alone. Bather saved me then. But who was going to save the next Blonde or Brunette who was written into a ledger like packaged goods? 

      “Rowan, you need to calm down,” Winn whispered.

      “No.” I turned on him he took a step back and I felt the heat around me rise. “Don’t tell me what to do.” 

      I pulled in the magic from around us and in a blink of an eye I was standing on the edge of the Senton estate. A small forested hunting ground to my back and a pristine lawn the only thing between me and the manor. 

      Flowing out from me I could see tendrils of dark magic spreading like shadow. As they touched the lawn they singed the grass like a black flame. I started marching forward. 

      I heard movement behind me and I knew Winn had followed me. No doubt he would have been right behind me if there had been enough magic around him to sustain it. 

      I could hear him stumble after me, he may have even called my name but my focus lay on the building in front of me. He got in front of me and the look in his eyes made me stop but just for a moment before I pressed forward moving to step around him.

      “Rowan.” His hands pressed hard against my shoulders holding me back. It took every ounce of focus not to just send him flying back onto his ass. 

      “Rowan.” He said again trying to pull the entirety of my focus away from the estate. “We will get him. We will. But it can’t be like this.” 

      “Why not? How would his men have done it? How would he have done it? Would they have ripped him from his bed in the middle of the night? Held him up from his hair and told him how much he would go for?”  

      I watched the realization flash across his face. He didn’t understand that this was personal not till now. “Rowan…” 

      I disappeared and reappeared behind him continuing forward letting my magic carve a dark path threw the lawn falling off me like waves of shadow and black fire. He followed after me I heard him curse as he tried to cast something on me but there was no magic for him now. 

      He reached out for me but he hissed as the heat from the flame around me was too strong. 

      I felt something shift in the air and without thinking raised my hand in front of my face. An arrow stopped an inch from my palm and turned to ash as my magic reached out to it. Flashes of memory—my father’s crossbow bolt meeting a similar fate at Isadora’s hand—flitted across my mind as several other arrows fell around me, missing the mark so clearly it was not worth trying to stop them. 

      Then bells filled the air, loud and omnipresent warning bells. The sound shook me for just a moment long enough to realize what I must look like. 

      What was I doing? 

      I let the flames around me dissipate and Winn wasted no time, he grabbed my hand and pulled me back but I couldn’t look away. Time seemed to slow for a moment and I heard a sound in the wind. Again, I raised my hand and the arrow stopped an inch from my palm. I snatched it out of the air and threw it back with all the force of my magic. I didn’t have to look to know that it hit one of the large glass windows off the terrace. I turned and let him pull me away. 

      We ran until he was able to teleport us away. He tried to teleport both of us but at the last moment, I rejected the magic that reached out for me and shunted myself back to the inn. I couldn’t bare the idea of facing him, of trying to answer his questions now and definitely not his judgment or perhaps worse his pity. 

      In my frenzy, I missed the mark and ended up in the courtyard behind the Golden Star. My breath came in uneven waves. The world began to tilt. What was I doing? What had I done? No. Almost done. But if Winn wasn’t there I would have. I know I would have.  

      The panic settled into me and I could feel my magic leaking out of me again in waves of shadow. I couldn’t hold it back. The holly bush nearest to me in the garden began to wither and shrink. I needed to be far away from here, somewhere no one could see me. Where no one could find me.
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      My knees hit the frozen dirt of the forest floor of the Shadow Timberland as I collapsed. It was eerily quiet until I let out a rage-filled, bone-chilling scream. The sound filled the air and if there was anyone nearby I was sure there was some base instinct that would tell them to run from it. A wave of magic radiated off of me. It hit the trees and there was an explosion of light. I closed my eyes to shield them from it and when I opened them I was surrounded by a pocket of green. 

      The leaves on the trees nearest to me were in full bloom again as if it was the peak of spring. The moss on the base of the trunks and covering the ground around me was vibrant and filled the air with the smell of warm, wet dirt. Beyond the small circle of trees around me, I could see the snow-covered branches still claimed by winter. 

      I didn’t understand it. After all the lessons, research, and hours spent practicing, I was still no closer to understanding why or how my magic did the things it could. The only things I knew for certain were possible were things I had seen other witches do. The things I had seen Isadora do and if I was to be a witch, I didn’t want to be a witch like her. 

      I ripped off the bottom of my skirt and tied up the rest. The cold didn’t bother me like it had before, I could last without the layers for a little while.  I climbed up one of the newly verdant trees. I scanned the skyline for the mountains and they were easy enough to find, the Star Scrapers rose high above the horizon, one ever so slightly higher than the other. The carving on Bather’s door was truly an impressive likeness. 

      The thought of Bather sent a pang through my chest. I should tell him what happened, where I was, maybe where I was going or… I could just try to be fast about it. 

      I willed myself back to the ground. I would explain later. I had someone I needed to see. 

      Using the mountain range as my guide I tried to retrace my steps from my first time in the Timberland, months ago. Or was it weeks? Time had felt like a strange soup ever since that fateful night in the thicket. 

      I tried focusing on the woodcarver’s cottage but every time I felt my magic grab hold of the location it was as if I tripped mentally. Some other magic was keeping me away, I would have to find it on foot. 

      The woods grew dark as the sun grew closer and closer to the horizon. But through the darkness, a clearing, and the shape of a small single-room building appeared.  

      There was no light spilling out of the single window in the cottage and no smoke trailing from the chimney. The door gave no resistance as I opened it. It was tidier than the last time I was here. Every tool was put neatly away on her workbench, not a single wood shaving dotted the floor, and the bed in the corner was made. 

      It was clear she had gone. For good–or maybe she left for the winter months to somewhere warmer–there was no way of knowing. I tried to call out to her in my thoughts but it felt like shouting into the void, not even an echo to be heard.

       Defeated, I sat on the bed and it creaked with my weight. The magic in the air felt thin, used but not gone. The woodcarver was the only other witch I knew. She wasn’t like Isadora. She was kind, albeit a bit strange. And if she had lived as long as she had seemed to, she was doing something right. I had hoped she could answer some of my questions. Tell me how to hold on to my sanity and control the power trying to crawl its way out of me… or into me? None of it made any sense. 

      I cursed the gods. If they created everything that meant they created witches and I couldn’t fathom why. Hot, angry tears began to form in the corners of my eyes. What a cruel trick of fate I had been pulled into. I was happy in Chilery. Before missing children and witches, I was happy. I knew what life was going to be like. I would help my brother learn to read, I would take over the Jolly Snapdragon from my father when he outgrew the work. I would host music nights and hire traveling performers to come to town in the summer. And yes, maybe I was lonely at times but I dreamed a handsome traveler would come to town and fall in love with me, he’d stay and maybe we would have a child. It was simple but I didn’t care. 

      Now I had a power people would kill for and I’m sure some have. Maybe that’s how Isadora got her magic. She killed a witch, who killed a witch, who killed a witch. That couldn’t be it, because then how did it start?

      A blue light began to filter into the space from outside and I froze. I had not heard the sound of anything approaching. I slowly raised off the bed to peek out the window as the light grew brighter. I leaned over to look out the window.  The light came from the fur of a creature that was not quite a fox or a bear. It was the forest guardian I had seen before. It paced for a moment in front of the cottage then sat. It stared at the door like it was waiting for something, for me. 

      I opened the door but did not cross the threshold. The creature stared at me but did not  move. I stepped out of the cottage. It stood and huffed at me. 

      “You were chasing me last time too,” I whispered. 

      It cocked its head at me. 

      I took another step toward it. It made a strange clicking noise and I stopped. It circled me once, and then on the second circle, it stopped to sniff the pocket of my jacket. 

      The pocket suddenly filled with weight. I reached in and pulled out the small fox carving the woodcarver had given me. I had left it at Bather’s house, why had this creature summoned it to me now? 

      “What are you trying to tell me?” I said aloud. “I’m tired of riddles.” 

      The guardian narrowed its eyes at me. I felt judged. 

      I reached my hand out slowly to touch the creature. I flinched as it lowered its head to meet my hand. Its glowing fur pressed against my fingers and I felt a pulse of magic. It growled and backed away keeping its eyes locked on mine. It turned and headed deeper into the Timberland before it stopped and looked back over its shoulder at me, waiting. I looked back at the cabin and then turned to follow. 

      I didn’t recognize the path but a sinking feeling in my stomach told me I already knew where we were headed. After a few minutes, it stopped and began to pace in a circle around something. As I crept closer it came into view, the exposed corner of a building, a hole broken through the ceiling into the room below. 

      I was surprised that I didn’t feel afraid. It felt as if everything, everything in the past few months—maybe even my whole life— had been leading to this moment. The guardian stopped and stood on the opposite side of the hole from me.

      I sighed and stepped closer to look down into it. By the faint light of the guardian’s fur I saw the ledge that I had tried to use to get down before but I couldn’t see much past that in the darkened chamber. Just looking down into the dark, past what I could see made me feel queasy. I looked around the forest floor kicking over piles of snow and decaying leaves until I found a rock about the size of my palm. I held it tight in my fist until it began to glow. I tossed it down the hole and it illuminated the space. 

      I got down on my knees and stuck my head in to get a better look. I had expected it to have changed but it was just as it had been before. I could see the stone carving of the Gods that ran the length of the one wall with just a hint of light reflecting off its silver border. 

      The guardian made a whining sound and I pulled my head out to look at it. Its head was turned toward the sky intently sniffing the air. The wind picked up and howled through the trees. It whined again and nudged me with its snout toward the hole. “Okay, okay.” I gently pushed it away and looked down to where my light stone had landed and closed my eyes.  

      When I opened them I was standing inside of the ruin, the light was lying just in front of my toes. I looked up and the guardian had stuck its head into the hole to look down at me. It whined and tried to push in further but couldn’t fit. It pulled away and I heard a disgruntled harrumph as it settle in on the ground above. 

       I sat in front of the carving, the silver border that ran around its edge at my eye line. I half expected it to look how it had it my dream. Balance is lost. The memory of it flashed behind my eyes like the imprint of light.  But it was the same it had been the first time, old worn silver runes. I stared up at the gods Marxis, Zephyer, and their watchers: Aien, Florian, Pansef, and Severan. I never paid much attention to the gods but I knew the basics. The twin gods were the embodiment of creation and destruction respectively and the Watchers they created to help guide the world toward harmony represented nature, love, war, and death.  

      I felt as if they were watching me in this place. If there was some grand plan for me they were the ones who had written it. Nissa had called me fate-touched once, but what was fate if not a tapestry woven by their hands? 

      I closed my eyes and spoke into the darkness. “I don’t understand what you want from me.” 

      I opened my eyes and looked down at the runes and knew I touched them before, that was when the darkness came for me, but the urge to reach out for them filled me again

      “I just need answers.” I touched my fingers to touch the silver. I waited for the darkness to come, for the hungry void to swallow me up but it didn’t come for me. Instead, a light shone from behind me casting my shadow on the wall over the carving. 

      I turned slowly. I pulled my magic to the surface, waiting, ready to be called upon. There was a woman behind me. At least it resembled a woman. Her hair, eyes, and hands glowed with an ethereal white light. The rest of her skin was the deep blue almost black of the night sky. The swaths of fabric that draped over her were almost darkness given form. Just the sight of her made me want to cry, but the feeling was too overwhelming to name, not fear, not joy or sadness. Reverence might have been the closest word I could use to describe what I felt. 

      “Hello.” Her voice, feminine but strong, filled my mind though she did not speak. I recognized her voice from my dreams. “I— I am glad you have found your way back to… us.” She motioned toward the carving. It was then I noticed the blank space in its facade. The twin goddess Zephyer was no longer pictured, instead I ventured to believe she stood before me. 

      The goddess of darkness, destruction, and chaos looked back at me, her eyes bright shining beacons of light amongst the midnight black of her skin. 

      “Your voice…”

      “I…” She paused her head cocked to the side like she was trying to think of the right word. “I have been calling out to you.” 

      “Why?” I breathed.

      “There is much…” She looked up toward the opening in the ceiling. 

      I waited for her to look back at me,  to continue but she never did. 

      “I don’t understand,” I said. 

      Her eyes bright and unemotional turned back to me. “Apologies, psychical form is… limiting, distracting. It is hard but I will try to answer your questions.” 

      Too many questions came bubbling to the surface at once. I asked the first that came to mind. “Why are you in my dreams?” 

      “Balance is lost, the void is coming.” 

      A shiver went down my spine and I couldn’t help but look around the room. There was no sign of the darkness yet. 

      “I tried to show you, to warn you.” she continued. “Balance must be restored or it will consume you all.” 

      “The darkness was a warning?” I stammered.  “Why not come to me like this? Why terrorize my dreams and send me Isadora?” 

      “I am not as good at communication as my brother.” There was a sharp tone to her voice. “I sent Isadora to you because I mistakenly thought she might guide you.” 

      “To what?” I was getting increasingly frustrated but tried not to show it. 

      “There is something you need to retrieve. But though her reasons were misguided she was right to stop you.” In the last dream Isadora was in she stopped me from looking past the darkness. “That must wait.” 

      “Please explain. What do you mean the balance is lost? What does it have to do with me?” I begged.

      “Witches were created to keep the balance of magic in this world.” Her voice was emotionless and steady.

      “Created? By who?” I was shouting now but she didn’t seem phased. 

      “By me.” I took a step away from her. 

      “What?” 

      “They are my holy children.”

      “Witch magic is divine?” I faltered. 

      “It is my divinity, it is raw power, it is consumption, it is destruction, it is the darkness from which we all came.” 

      I took another step back. This couldn’t be happening, maybe I never woke up from my last dream. 

      “You are right to fear the darkness but you can not stop it if you run from it.” 

      “But how am I supposed to stop it?” 

      Why me? Was the question I wanted to ask and as if she read my mind she answered. 

      “Chance. Fate. Call it whatever you want. But you killed Isadora, you have her gifts now, and you are friends with the priestess.” 

      I shook my head.“Pedra? What does she have to do with any of this?” 

      “Balance cannot be found alone.” The light in her eyes flickered. “This form is fading.” 

      “What do you want from me?” I stammered. She couldn’t leave, I was no closer to understanding any of it. 

      “You must return the balance. My children, they are greedy and there are not enough of my brother's children to balance.” 

      “I don’t understand.” I pleaded.

      “In time…I will call… until then…” Her form was fading like a ghost, she grew transparent.

      “Wait!”

      “Make them understand.” Her voice faded like an echo in the chamber as the last of her faded away. 

      I appeared above the temple back on the forest floor and scrambled away. I wanted to be as far from that place as I could. Far away from fate and far from the gods. I should have never asked for their help. The brief thought crossed my mind that perhaps now the dreams might stop. 

      I kept walking in the Timberland. Driven by my own desire to understand my thoughts. Call it fate. That was what she had said. When Bather had told me about how Nissa could see the future he said that a person’s fate is always changing. Parts are set in stone but others aren’t. 

      Perhaps I could still change this thread of fate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The wave of exhaustion barely passed before I blinked and found myself back in our room. My feet ached from walking miles in the Timberland. I had gone over every choice I had made that had led me to the darkness, to the void. I obsessed over every path I had left to take. I was not some great hero meant to restore balance. I was just a girl who wanted to save her family.   

      I fell face-first into the bed not bothering to change out of my muddy clothes. My head was spinning. Just as I felt the sweet release of sleep begin to wash over me, the double doors to the bedroom swung open. “Rowan.” Bather’s voice was a mix of relief and worry. I turned and sat up to face him. He looked like a mess, hair wild and heavy bags under his eyes. 

      “What’s wrong?” I scooted to the end of the bed as he came toward me. 

      “Just come here.” He pulled me into him. My face was buried against his abdomen. “Where were you? We were worried.” I wrapped my arms around him. 

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered into his shirt, his warmth and fiery smell engulfing me. “Wait…” I pulled away too. “What happened?” He said into my hair. 

      “So many things.” 

      It felt so good to be held by him. It felt safe and warm and uncomplicated after all that had happened. 

      “Maybe start at the beginning.” He offered. 

      “I went to speak to Pedra Safar,” I began. “But—“

       His arms tightened around me. I pulled away slightly to look up at him. He met my gaze, he always looked at me as if he was thinking a million things at once but now more than ever. 

      “Why?” He breathed.

      “Because I still owe you whether or not you think I do. I thought maybe I could win her over and she would tell me something, anything that could help.” 

      Shock flooded his face, and then it softened. 

      I kept rambling before he could argue, “She saw through that, but she still said things that might be helpful. I like her. Whether or not she helps us, I think you’d like her too.”

      “I’m not going to argue because I know better.”

      He smirked but then the same corner of his mouth turned down.

       I inched up the bed so our faces were level with one another. I reached slowly up and traced the line of his jaw. He let out a small gasp and reached up to take my hand in his. For once I knew what he was thinking.

      “Hey, I’m not going to let this consume me, I have plenty of things besides you to keep me busy.” I had to tell him everything. I should tell him about Jinyan, what I almost did to Senton, and then there was the temple and Zephyer… 

      Slowly, I pulled away from him. “There’s more, more that happened.” 

      His brows knit together. 

      “Jinyan found me.” I held my hand up, halting his reaction before it could form. “He just wanted to talk.” 

      “He never just wants to talk.” Bather hissed. “Whatever he, said he wanted to get inside your head.” 

      “No, he apologized.” 

      Bather laughed but he was clearly not amused. “I’m sure.” 

      “He seemed strangely sincere.” I tried to recall the important moments of our conversation but after he mentioned Senton the rest became a blur. 

      “Yes, he’s had lots of practice, Rowan—“ 

      “Just listen,” I begged and he fell quiet.  “He apologized for how he acted back home but then we started talking about Senton.”

      Bather’s lip curled like he had smelled something awful at the mention of the man. “That creature doesn’t deserve any more of you or your time,” he said. 

      “He told me that it’s all still the same. The papers I gave Pedra and Winn, the notes I wrote down about what we had seen in his office, it didn’t do anything.”

      He sighed. “I would have been surprised if it had.” 

      “Why? Why does it have to be like this?” 

      “People who have that much power have learned ways to make sure they keep it. At all costs.” 

      I let out a sound that was somewhere between a frustrated sigh and a scream. The lights in the room flared and I felt my hair lift off my shoulders for a moment.  

      “See,” he added. “Jinyan wanted to distract you with Senton.” 

      It was as if I had been plunged into the frozen lake all over again. He was right I had let myself think too highly of Jinyan. 

      “Not just distract me,” I said and suddenly, I couldn’t look him in the eye. Instead, I focused on the fire in the next room I could just barely see past him. “I think he wanted me to…”

      Bather knelt at the end of the bed trying to meet my eyes but I wouldn’t look away from the fire. I could still feel the rage in the back of my mind pacing like a caged animal. 

      “What?” 

      “I didn’t believe him but when Winn said it was true, that there was no justice, I lost control. I went to his estate.” I gripped the covers of the bed in my fists. “I don’t know if I was going to kill him but I was definitely there to hurt him.” I finally looked back at him. I had to look down, his face was just ever so slightly lower than mine with him on his knees.  

      His expression was frustratingly unreadable. He looked calm and patient. He placed a hand softly on my knee and stayed quiet waiting for me to continue. 

      “I didn’t though.” 

      He just nodded. 

      “Winn stopped me.” 

      Bather smirked. “He’s good for something I suppose.” 

      I could help but let a nervous laugh slip through. 

      “He’s good for a lot.” I reached up and flicked his nose. “But I didn’t want to face him after that, so after we got away I went to the Timberland.” 

      I thought about telling him the rest, but that felt like too much.  I don’t care what she said, that could wait just a little longer. 

      “I just wanted to be alone,” I lied. 

      He stood back up and looked down at me. He sighed. “I’m so sorry.” 

      “Why are you sorry? None of this is your fault.”

      He shook his head like he didn’t believe me. I wanted to know every thought in his head. I inched up the bed and stood on my knees so our faces were level with one another. I reached slowly up and traced the line of his jaw. He let out a small gasp and reached up to take my hand in his. 

      “Rowan.” His voice was pleading. 

      “Shhh.” I brought his face close to mine, pressing his forehead to my own, and my eyes closed. “You have to let me in too. I want to help you. I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what you’re thinking.” 

      He pulled me closer and he pressed a light kiss to my cheek. “We’d never get anything done if I told you everything I was thinking.” I heard the smirk in his words but I knew it was a mask hiding the truth from me. 

      I sighed, too tired to fight for the truth anymore tonight. I kissed him gently, he froze for a moment until I pulled away. I didn’t get far though, I looked down at his hands resting gently on my hips. Memories flooded my mind, the feeling of his hand trailing circles on my stomach. I looked back up at his face to see his brow-furrowed eyes focus beyond me for a moment before he met my gaze. He had an intensity to him that made my mouth go dry and my stomach flip. 

      “I don’t know what I would do if something happened to you.” His voice was raw and quivered with emotion. 

      I took his face in my hands and he closed his eyes leaning into my touch. “Hey, hey…” 

      “And I know it’s not my place to worry…” 

      “What do you mean? You are my friend.” Maybe more, I thought briefly. “You have every right.”  

      He opened his eyes to look at me and moved one hand to cup my cheek. I leaned into his touch. “And I think you should be worried about everyone else,” I said. 

      “Senton would have deserved whatever it was you had in store for him,” he said and I know he meant every word. 

      “Maybe,” I admitted. 

      “But the world isn’t made for people like us.” 

      Us.

      “They will always fear what they can’t understand.”

      “Then maybe we can try to make them understand,” I said and it was as if I could feel Zephyer’s gaze on me at that moment. “That can be our new mission. After Cinnir, after your curse is broken. We will make them understand us.” 

      A soft smile played across his lips then faded. 

      “I…” He trailed off looking away again. But I pulled his attention back to me.

      “Yes?” I wished so hard that he would tell me something, any piece of the truth. Then I saw my palm glow against his skin for a moment and it took me a moment longer to realize what I had done. 

      “Wait—” I tried to stop him, but he was already speaking.

      “I want to kiss you.”

      His words hung in the air. I wondered if he knew my magic was what had made him say it. Neither of us moved for what felt like the longest minute of my life. Then I moved my thumb to brush across his lips and he let out a shaky breath. His thumb on my waist moved to hitch itself under my shirt. His skin was hot against mine. 

      He leaned forward slowly and I could tell he was giving me the time and the chance to pull away. I didn’t. He moved his hand from my cheek to the back of my neck burying his fingers in my curls. I tilted my head back and my chin nudged against his. He made a sound deep within his chest that rumbled through me. Then his lips pressed to mine slow and soft and patient, focusing on one lip then the other. His hand made its way fully under my shirt and up my back pulling me closer. 

      It was all too slow, I wasn’t as patient as he was. I moved my hands to his hair and the back of his neck, pulling his head back, he moaned into my mouth and it sent shivers down my spine. If he had wanted to kiss me all this time why hadn’t he? Why now? What had changed?

      I slowed and he mimicked the movement. 

      “I’m sorry.” He said, breathless. He moved to pull away but I kept my grip on him. 

      “No, please.” 

      He stopped and looked down at me. “I can’t do this, we can’t do this.” His pained expression looked so much like disgust and I felt so fragile at that moment I almost believed he didn’t want me.  

      “Why not?” 

      “You deserve so much better than me.” 

      “What? That’s… that’s stupid.” 

      He laughed and tried to pull away, but I held on to him, my fingers still woven into his hair. “Stupid? You don’t know…” He shook his head. “I’m a mess. My life is a mess, you’ve seen it yourself. I’d only make yours more complicated. You don’t deserve that.” He brought his hand up and brushed my hair out of my face. 

      “Because my life is perfect?” I threw back. “Bather, I don’t want to have this fight again. My life has fallen apart and the one good thing I have is you.”

      “You don’t mean that.” 

      “Yes, I do.” 

      “You wouldn’t if you knew…” 

      “I know you now. That’s enough.”  

      He moved his hands back to my hips trying to push me away. I held on to his shirt.

      He growled. 

      “Rowan.” He said my name with so much desire and emotion it almost made me cry. 

      “This is my life and I can decide who I want ” 

      “We just need to wait.”

      “Why? Until when?”

       “Until I know what he wants. Until we know–” His voice cracked. “Until we know we’ll make it out of this.” 

      “Last time I checked, you can’t die.” I pointed out. “Unless you cured yourself and just decided not to tell me.” 

      “There are worse things than dying.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      “I could lose you,” he whispered.

       There was an ache deep in my chest and I could help but lean forward and kiss him again. I expected him to push me off, to pull away now but he didn’t. He kissed me harder than before, messy and wild. He pushed me down onto the bed and loomed over me his hand gripping the blankets on either side of my head. I pulled at the hem of his shirt and he broke away from me just long enough that I could pull it over his head. He moved his hand under my head to support me as he kissed my neck. 

      I ran my nails across his back and felt him shiver. In one blink of an eye, we had switched places. I was on top of him straddling his hips. He looked up at me with an expression that resembled awe. I leaned down and kissed his jaw and his neck, he groaned and I could feel it reverberate through my lips. He weaved his fingers in my hair and pulled me back up to his lips. He kissed me desperately like he had been starving for it. His other hand slipped under my shirt again, exploring my waist and breasts.  

      I was shirtless too and everything slowed. His kisses were well-placed and deliberate. He kissed my lips, my jaw, my neck, my breasts, my stomach, and my hips. I returned the gesture. I took my time and kissed each of his scars and up the length of the longest. 

      He flipped me over so he was on top of me again. He pushed my skirts up off my legs so they piled around my waist. He made his way down one leg then the other pressing soft kisses against my inner thigh. I was only slightly disappointed when came up again to kiss my mouth. I reached down for the laces of his trousers. He reached down and took hold of my wrists. 

      “What’s wrong?”

      “We can’t.” He closed his eyes. “I can’t…” 

      There was conflict written all over his face. 

      “Then we don’t have to.” I breathed. “I’ll take whatever you will give me.” 

      “Whatever I have is yours.” He whispered.

      Even in the dim light, I could see a single tear roll down his cheek. I kissed it away. 

      He lay beside me on the bed. I turned on my side to face him and he mirrored me. He reached out and tucked a curl that had fallen back into place with the others. I reached out and traced his jaw again before I pulled his face to mine and kissed him one last time. 

       He wrapped his arms around me as I lay next to him and he pulled me close against his chest and not even the weight of my thoughts could keep me awake against the rhythmic lullaby of his heartbeat. 

      I didn’t know what love really felt like but I thought this might be it.

    

  


  
    
      I couldn’t fight it anymore. I would let myself love her. The choice would be hers to follow me into the fire.  All of her questions I will answer, every request granted, everything I own is hers.
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      I could stay in bed like this forever wrapped in soft sheets and Bather’s arms. His skin was soft and warm enough to keep out the winter chill beyond our blanket paradise. Memories–thank the gods only memories– of my encounter with the goddess Zephyer filled my dream and kept me from true peace. I knew she had been trying to warn me about the darkness now but I still didn’t understand why or how I was supposed to restore balance. I still didn’t quite understand what was imbalanced in the first place. After minutes of staring at the ceiling I realized I had to ask for help and someone whose area of research was how magic and the gods are connected might be the perfect place to start. 

      Winn. 

      Shit. 

      Bather had said he had gone back out to look for me. I was so distracted getting tangled up with Bather that I hadn’t reached out to him to tell him I was alright. I slid gently out from under Bather’s arm, pulled on my nightgown, and hurried into the sitting room closing the doors to the bed chamber behind me. 

      “Winn?” I whispered, reaching out to him with my magic. There was no response. I closed my eyes and tried to focus. 

      “Winn,” I said again this time a little louder. This time the darkness behind my eyes shifted. There was a strange sense of falling out of my body till suddenly I was standing in a long hall. 

      I tried to see the details, look for any defining features but it was all fuzzy around the edges the more I tried to focus on it. Then the sound of footsteps came from behind me. They were running away. I turned to see Winn he was looking at his watch and running but the longer I looked he didn’t seem to be getting any farther. 

      I walked forward and was able to gain on him in a matter of steps. 

      “No, no, no. I can’t be late.” I heard him whisper. 

      That was when I realized I was standing in a dream. I had dreams not quite like this but equally as stressful. A small wave of relief washed over me. If Winn was dreaming, albeit anxiously, it meant he was asleep and wasn’t out looking for me. 

      I looked at Winn a little longer from behind. I wondered if this was how Isadora had reached out to me in my dream, the one when she had been alive. I pulled myself out of Winn’s mind and crashing back into my body. 

      I staggered back suddenly solid, heavy, and a little dizzy. Most of my magic felt effortless this was the first thing that felt like it had really drained me. After I knew that Winn was at least somewhat safe I hurried to find a pencil and paper. 

      I tried to write down every moment of my encounter in the temple word for word from the moment the forest guardian appeared until I was back in the Golden Star.

      I tucked the finished account into my bag just as the sun began to rise. I crept back into bed chamber and climbed back under the warm covers. Even in sleep, Bather reached out to me. I wondered how I ever thought he didn’t have feelings for me. 

      With the words out of my mind and onto paper, I was able to get at least a few hours of sleep before my anxiety about meeting up with Winn would let me sleep no longer. When Bather’s breathing shifted and I could tell he was awake I whispered. “We should get up.” 

      He groaned and pulled me closer to him to kiss my neck. It sent tingles down my back and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “No.”

      “Yes,” I pulled away and turned to face him. “I need to check in with Winn, and make sure he knows I’m alright.” 

      He sighed and let me go admitting I was right without saying it. 

      I sat up. “Are you going to keep trying to find Jinyan?” I asked.

      He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms. “I’m starting to believe he doesn’t want to be found.”

      “You think he’s avoiding you.” I looked back at him.

      “It wouldn’t surprise me. Plus, after what you told me it's probably best if I don’t find him and…” He sat up and reached out to grab my chin. “I’d rather spend time with you.” 

      My heart fluttered. “Okay,” I whispered. 

      “If that's alright?” he added. “I wouldn’t want to impose on your lessons.” He smirked. 

      “No. It's perfect actually!” I nearly jumped off the bed. “Get dressed.” 

      “No.” He said but kept smiling. “You’re planning something.” 

      I simply smiled. 
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        * * *

      

      The snow had blanketed the city overnight and came down in fluffy clumps as we walked to the university. A group of children ran past us throwing snowballs at each other. There was a quiet calm that blanketed the city. Despite my trying to hurry Bather insisted on stopping for breakfast on our way at a little bakery near the Silver Archive. We could smell it from a block away and my feet could barely carry me fast enough. I realized I didn’t really remember when I ate last.

      Warm chocolate muffins and spiced buns were on display in the window. We bought enough for at least four people to eat as we walked. 

      Bather laughed. “You’d think you’ve never had chocolate before.” 

      He reached up and wiped some from the corner of my mouth. “It's just as good every time.” I smiled.

      I felt warm, full, and happy. He leaned in and pressed a kiss to the corner of my mouth. He tasted like cinnamon. 

      “I’m thinking…” I said.

      “That's dangerous.” He smirked. 

      “Shut up.” I tried to trip him but he avoided it. “Winn and I have been talking about ways to get rid of your curse. Maybe we could try one today?”

      There was a long pause where Bather just kept his eyes on the road ahead of us. I stayed quiet and let him weigh his thoughts on his own. 

      “Alright.” He said finally. “Maybe one.” 

      “Great.” I gave his hand a squeeze.

      I realized a few minutes later, after being thoroughly lost, that I hadn’t ever had to find Winn’s classroom before on foot. I had always just appeared in his office or we had met in the archive. I had to stop and ask for directions from students at least three times before we reached the east side of the seventh floor and I began to recognize the hallway and the portraits of slightly different judgy mages than the ones on the previous floors. 

      All the desks were absent from Winn’s classroom, there were traces of chalk ruins that had been erased from the floor and Winn was nowhere to be seen. Bather knelt to examine what was left of the last lesson while I went to knock on the door to Winn’s office.

       “One second!” He called.

      “It’s me.” 

      The door swung open almost before I finished speaking. He rushed to hug me then pulled away quickly to look me over much like Bather had the night before. “My gods, where did you go? Are you alright? Did anyone see you? I went looking for you.” 

      I put my hand on his chest to stop him talking.“I just needed to get away. I’m fine.” He looked like he didn’t believe me. He looked over my shoulder at Bather. “I’m fine, really.” I repeated. 

      I pressed my hand into his chest and felt the weight leave my bag as I summoned the papers I had written this morning to the inside pocket of his vest. He must have felt them because he looked back at me like he was about to say something then held his tongue when he saw my expression. 

      “I was worried,” he said. 

      “I know, I’m sorry.” I let my hand drop. 

      “Were you worried about her or your reputation? A rogue witch who was last seen with you can’t be good for advancement,” Bather said cooly. 

      Looked back at him so fast I was surprised my neck didn’t crack. He ignored my scathing look his attention still on Winn. 

      “I was worried because she’s my friend,” Winn bit out. “Wow, that Desmond must have really been some friend for you to have such low opinions of mages.” 

      “Winn!” I snapped.

      Bather growled and I stepped fully between them. One hand on each of their chests. 

      “Stop it. Both of you!” 

      They glared at each other for a moment longer before both took a slow measured step back. Winn tore his attention away and looked back at me and softened. 

      “Well, I’m glad you’re okay,” he whispered.

      “You didn’t think she could take care of herself?” Bather hissed. 

      “Don’t say that like you weren’t worried,” I said turning on Bather. 

      “That’s different.” He reached out and took my hand. He looked down at me with such open affection I thought I might melt. 

      It didn’t make me any less cross with him though. “I brought you here for his help remember,” I said. “Be nice.” 

      When I turned back to Winn I caught him staring at Bather and I joined hands for just a second. “My help?” 

      “Yes.” 

      “I take its time to put our ideas to the test then?” He looked from me to Bather.

      Bather nodded. “If you would be so kind.” He layered on the fake nicety.

      “All we have right now are crazy ideas.” 

      “That’s all I’ve had left for a while. Show me what you have, professor.” Bather smiled. 

      Winn nodded toward his office and Bather followed. 

      The boys compared notes and I chimed in with things I had learned about Mira. Even after their spat, Bather was still in such high spirits he didn’t mind talking about his curse for about an hour. He still didn’t mention all the ways he had already tried to break it, but as Winn offered several of our suggestions he let us know which he had already tried. Including ripping out his own heart which Winn had said as a joke not prepared for Bather’s very serious answer.  He admitted that Desmond had shot down the cleansing spell on some technicality. All that was left when we finished was the unweaving ritual.

      I tried to talk Bather out of it but he had replied. ”You spent all this time on me, I might as well try.” 

      It was not a reason that I thought was good enough to try an extremely dangerous ritual but I had to admit I was curious if it might work. Just maybe not yet.

      “Let's at least try the cleansing spell,” I insisted. 

      “Yes,” Winn agreed. “If you can’t even remember why he said no to it in the first place what's the harm?” 

      Bather sighed. “Fine.” 

      A chalk runes on the floor and some minutes of Winn mumbling to himself later the cleansing ritual was complete. 

      “Well?”  Winn clapped his hands together to get rid of the extra chalk residue.  

      “I feel exactly the same,” Bather said. He was calm, resigned even bored. Maybe Pedra was right maybe he was tired of trying. It was fine because I felt defeated enough for both of us. 

      “How do you know if you are supposed to feel any different?” Winn asked.

      “I know what it’s supposed to feel like,” Bather said defensively. “Fire in veins and in my soul.” 

      “Okay…” Winn put up his hands and stepped back away from Bather. “I’ll just go get that super secret book that could definitely, maybe get me fired then.” he reached around the door into his office and grabbed his satchel off the back.  

      “Do you need us to go with you?” I followed him as he headed out of the room. 

      “No. I don’t think the two of you would make this excursion as inconspicuous as I need it to be.” 

      “Okay. Please don’t actually get fired because of us.” I whispered. 

      He winked. “Don’t worry about me.” 

       I went back to find Bather had made himself comfortable on the sofa in Winn’s office. He smiled at me when I entered. “And you said that I had no organization skills.”

      “Be nice.” 

      He patted the cushion beside him. “Come sit, little one.” 

      I smiled at the return of the nickname I once hated, and somewhat still did, but it held a different meaning now. I sat beside him and he curled his arm around me as I leaned into him tucking my feet up onto the sofa. 

      “I wish there was another way,” I whispered. “A less dangerous one.” 

      “I’m sure there is,” he replied. “The more I learn about Safar the more I think the answer must be simple. So simple I’d never think of it. So human I’d never consider it.” 

      Human. I sat up and pulled away to face him. “That’s why you wanted my help?”

      He shrugged. “I had already tried all my answers. A mage’s mind full of spells and rituals hadn’t gotten me any closer. Despite… Despite everything Mira Safar was a woman who was trying to do the right thing for her people. Why not get help from someone like her?”  

      “I was just trying to save my family.”

      “Yes, and that was why I trusted you. But why did you have to?” He leaned forward. 

      “What?” 

      “Why did you have to save your family in the first place?” 

      “Because I got them cursed.” I didn’t understand why he was making me go back over my mistake. 

      “Because you couldn’t stand by and watch Isadora rip your town apart. When you had the choice to try and stop it you didn’t hesitate.” 

      I didn’t know what to say. I thought back to the first day we had met. Had he really thought all this then? 

      “But you then you had me sign that contract?” 

      He chuckled. “I wanted you to be afraid of me.” 

      I smirked. “It didn’t really work.” 

      “Yes, I know. Thank you for the reminder.” He leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. 

      “We will figure this out.” I took his hand in mine and started tracing the lines of his palm. “I promise.” 

      “Maybe today,” he offered. 

      “Maybe…Do you think Desmond didn’t know about the ritual or do you think he decided it was best not to tell you?” Winn seemed to think that he wouldn’t have known the spell existed but I still wanted to know what Bather thought. 

       “I don’t know. He was very… he could be overprotective. If he did know, I don’t think he would have told me,” he admitted.

      “Hmmm, it sounds like two overprotective people in a relationship leads to problems.” 

      “I’m not overprotective,” he smirked. “I’m the right amount of protective for some who’s in love with you.”

      My heart felt like it might swell out of my chest. He said it so simply like it was a truth he had always known, not a revelation, just a simple part of his being. 

      I smiled. “I can handle myself.” I quipped. 

      “And what exactly happened yesterday?” 

      “Nothing that I can recall,” I smirked. 

      He laughed and took my face in both his hands and pulled me into a kiss. I was so upset that we had wasted all this time worrying about our futures when we could be doing this. I wanted this forever.  

      We were breathless and disheveled when Winn cleared his throat and we pulled away from each other.  

      He was standing in the doorway holding a book that was nearly the length of his forearm. It was bound in thick leather and chains had been attached to the spine and had the length to wrap around it several times but now dangled loosely. 

      “Come on you two.” He rolled his eyes. 

      We got up and followed him into the classroom. I summoned back one of the student desks and he placed the book on it. It took up the whole desk. 

      “Right.” He flipped through until he found the section. A large circle of glyphs had been drawn across both pages and instructions were smashed into the margins in very small print. Winn pulled a few pieces of chalk out of the inside pocket of his vest.  He handed one to me and one to Bather as we shifted to look over his shoulder at the book. “Slowly, with intention and precision.” His voice took on its professorial tone. 

      “Do you always have those on you?” I looked at the pocket the chalk had come from. 

      “Not everyone can be a witch.” He smirked. 

      I laughed nervously. “That’s very true.” 

      We divided the circle into three and each took a section. For the better part of an hour, we meticulously recreated every rune exactly. I didn’t need to look over to see when Winn drew the last to know it was done, I could feel the magic shift in the air. It was if it stood at attention, waiting for our next command. I looked over at Bather and I could tell he felt it too. 

      “What next?” Bather looked at Winn. 

      “Stand in the center,” he replied. “The rest is up to the two of us.” 

      Bather nodded and straighten up. He brushed the chalk from his hands and took a step toward the circle. 

      “Wait.” I stepped around the circle to him being careful not to scuff it. I pulled him by the collar down to my level and kissed him. “For luck,” I said as I pulled away. 

      He smiled at me then turned to Winn and nodded. 

      Winn looked at me. “I’m going to need your help with this.” 

      I took a deep breath and nodded. I tried to squash the worry bubbling in my chest that my magic might do something to upset the spell but it stayed at the back of my mind as I took my place opposite the circle from him. 

      I raised my hand and lifted the book into the air so it floated between us and above Bather.  We both held one hand above the ruins and with the other we began a pulling motion, pulling from the air and pressing down into our hand. The sections of the circle began to light one by one as we inched our way around it. We kept pace with each other as we made our way around the circle. I focused on the feeling, the idea of pulling the magic out of the air but not keeping it for myself, instead I focused on sending it into the spell. I tried to ignore the feeling at my feet that every time I lit another of the symbols, a little bit of magic traveled from the floor up through me. 

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Bather twitch. Winn must have seen it too because he stopped. “Should we stop?” he asked. 

      “No,” Bather said through gritted teeth. The muscles in his neck were tense, the vein there looked as if it may pop at any second. He rolled his shoulders and closed his eyes. 

      Winn continued and I followed suit. The circle was nearly fully lit when Bather growled and fell to one knee. I almost crossed the circle but Winn held out his hand. 

      “Stop,” he warned.

      “I’m fine.” Bather insisted but his voice was strained. 

      “Are you sure?” I wanted him to turn and look at me. I wanted to see in his eyes that he wasn’t lying. 

      He stood up. “Keep going.” 

      I looked back at Winn. He had his eyes on me, waiting for me to decide. I took the next step and he followed. Two more and the circle was finished. There was a terrible whooshing sound like all the air had been sucked toward the center of the room. The light from the circle stretched upward toward the ceiling almost forming a barrier of light separating us and Bather. 

      He cried out in pain and clutched his chest. His claws had come out and he pulled at his shirt ripping large tares in the fabric above his heart. 

      “No, no, no.” I panicked and inched closer to the circle. “Bather!” 

      Winn hurried around the circle to me. He held me back from stepping any further. 

      “Don’t stop it!” Bather shouted. “Please.” 

      His features began to shift. He became an ever-changing vision of scales, skin, teeth, claws, bones, and hair.  He collapsed again to the floor. He twisted and writhed in pain, with each breath came a new sound that broke my heart. His eyes bulged and shot open the whites of them were bloody. Then he began to cough up blood. 

      I had to stop it. We had to stop. “Winn.” I looked back over my shoulder and locked eyes with him. “Please.” I mouthed. 

      He nodded and let me go. I bent down and smudged a section of the circle at my feet.  The light faded instantly. 

      Bather gasped and then fell still, his eyes closed again. I rushed over to him and sat next to him smudging more and more of the chalk as I went. I pulled his head into my lap. His brow was slick with sweat. 

      “I’ll get him some water,” Winn muttered and hurried away. 

      “Bather?” I called his name softly. 

      He smiled weakly at the sound of my voice. 

      “I… I don’t think that went well.” he wheezed. 

      I smiled through my tears. “No, I don’t think so.”

      He laughed, winced and sat up. “Thank you for trying.” 

      “I’m sorry it didn’t work.” 

      “I’m used to it by now.” 

      Winn’s hurried footsteps returned. He handed Bather a glass of water and then a slightly smaller glass of amber liquid. Bather downed what I assumed was the strongest liquor Winn could find first. 

      “Well, that was eventful,” Winn said. He looked down at the two of us on the floor and then around at the smudged runes. 

      “No one can accuse us of making life boring.” I smiled. 

      “No,” he agreed. “But if we're done almost killing dragons I’m going to put that back where it belongs.” He nodded to the book that was still floating just above us. 

      “Of course,” I said. “Can we use your office? Again.” 

      “What's mine is yours.” 

      He left with the book and I helped Bather up and into Winn’s office. I placed him down on the sofa. He groaned and stretched. 

      I sat next to him.“How do you feel?” 

      “Sore, but I’ll be fine.” He admitted. 

      I reached out and began to mend the rips to his shirt. He placed his hand gently over mine as I moved it. 

      Suddenly the room went dark. The magical torches around the room snuffed out in an instant. Then a horrible crashing sound in the distance. I felt Bather move his arm in front of me. 

      I held on to him and stood pulling him with me into the classroom. 

      I heard footsteps and I could see the vague outline of Winn in the fading light from outside. He was still carrying the book.

      “What just happened?” 

      “That wasn’t you?” Winn’s voice came from a few feet away. 

      “No.” 

      “Are you sure?” 

      “She’s sure.” The room lit up as Bather's hand ignited with flame. The fire cast long shadows around the room and across our faces. It made the disapproving look Bather gave Winn look even more grave.

       Meanwhile, Winn moved to one of the sconces and tapped it. 

      “These were enchanted with everflame.” He shot a worried look at Bather 

      Bather straightened now at attention and moved to the one closest to him. He waved his hand over it. Then his brow furrowed. 

      The sound of hurried footsteps in the hall began and grew louder coming toward us.

      “Put it out,” Winn whispered to Bather. “They’ll know.” 

      “Know what?” I whispered. 

      Bather did so. Winn hurried to place the book inside his office then moved to the window and looked down as we lost light again. “The whole campus is dark. That shouldn’t be possible.” 

      “Winn—” I stopped. 

      The flicker of torchlight came into view as the footsteps reached us. Bather took a casual but deliberate step in front of me. Holding the torch was an older man who looked to be in his late seventies or so but I knew as a mage that probably meant he was much older. He was dressed in the gilded blue and white and black robes of the high mages. His white hair was long but pulled out of his face.

      “Sir Ian.” Winn stepped forward in front of us. “What’s going on?” 

      “That is none of your concern Master Hayward. The campus is in lockdown. No one leaves. Is that understood?” He glanced at the rest of us. 

       “Of course.” Winn nodded. 

      “We will let you know when it is safe.” The high mage nodded in return and pulled the doors to the room shut.  Winn locked the door behind him. 

      We all stayed silent until the sound of footsteps faded. I looked out the window. Winn was right there wasn’t a single flicker of magical light left on the campus. The only light was from a few torches as other high mages ran from building to building.  Across the way, I could see the archive, where light normally shone through the intricate stained glass windows there was none.

      “The magic’s gone.” I looked back to Winn. He nodded. “I couldn’t have done all of this, could I?” 

      “Of course not,” Bather said. He summoned his fire again to light the room. 

      “But then what caused it?” Winn looked between the two of us. 

      “It couldn’t be witches, could it?” I said. 

      Witches were rare. That’s what I had read, that’s what the stories said. The conversation with Zephyer bubbled to the surface of my thoughts. 

      “It's the only thing I know that can steal magic. But we didn’t even know that until a few days ago so…” Winn shrugged. 

      “How many would it take to do something like this?” Bather asked. 

      “I don’t know.” Winn started pacing. “Rowan, you were able to drain my whole classroom and maybe a little more but you’re also new to your abilities. There’s no way of knowing if the stronger the witch or the older, the larger the radius.” 

      “Well, then–” Bather was cut short as somewhere above us there was a scream. It wasn’t the type of scream of someone in pain or of surprise, it was a scream of the agony of loss, and rage. I had screamed like that, I knew the feeling in my bones. 

      “Someone is dead,” I whispered. 

      Bather nodded. 

      “What is going on?” Winn hissed before he stomped toward his office.  

      “Things are falling out of balance,” I whispered so quietly that only Bather could hear me. 

      “What?” he asked.  

      “Nothing.” 

      “Well, we might as well get comfortable.” He leaned against the wall and slid down until he was seated on the floor

      “We're just going to stay here?” I asked. 

      “We can’t leave. If we try to on foot they’ll ask us why we disobeyed the lockdown.” 

      “But—“ 

      He cut me off. “If we use your magic to leave that high mage will have an awful lot of questions for your professor.”  He patted the floor beside him. 

      I huffed but sat.  

      “We do have somewhere else to be tonight,” I reminded him. “Or did you forget?” 

      “I couldn’t even if I tried but let's see how long this lasts.” 

      We heard another scream in the hour that passed as we waited but it was further away somewhere below. Winn eventually came out with his notebook to sit with us. He locked eyes with me and looked down at the papers that I had given him now sticking out from between the pages of his notes.  

      He went over what he knew–leaving out any new revelations I had given him in front of Bather–and asked both of us more questions about witches. Bather tried to fill in the gaps with stories that he had been told. Winn took notes quietly until we had nothing else of note to give him. 

      I helped him with the markings that were left for the unweaving ritual. The night grew heavy outside and Bather began to pace. We had to meet with Cinnir and Jinyan in just over an hour. 

      “You can go,” Winn whispered to me. “I’ll think of some way to explain it if Sir Ian returns.” 

      “No, it's alright. There's still time.” If need be I could get us back to the Golden Star a minute before our meeting with the dragons and we would still be on time. 

      There was a knock on the classroom doors. 

      “Professor Hayward?” a gruff voice from the other side called out. 

      “Yes?” Winn moved toward the door but motioned for me and Bather to stay where we were. 

      “I’m lieutenant Veris of the city watch. We are evacuating the tower please unlock the door and come with us.” 

      Winn hesitated for a moment before opening the door. 

      There were three city guards waiting on the opposite side and a number of frightened students and professors with them. We followed them down the winding circular staircase that ran threw the center of the tower. Bather held my hand in a vice grip as we past by guard after guard.

      “Something very bad happened here,” he whispered. 

      I nodded.  

      One of the students behind us moved to catch up with Winn. 

      “Professor Hayward, do you know what happened?” she asked. 

      “No, not yet.” He said and patted her on the back. “I’m sure the high mages have it under control.” 

      He glanced at me with a look that told me that his confidence in the high mages was in fact lacking. 

      The guards led us out of the tower and away from the university. They lead us past a line of battle mages and that was when I could feel the magic in the air again. They let us go on our own from there. The other professors waited to make sure the students didn’t stay and gawk but then they left and it was just the three of us looking up at the dark towers and spires of the university. The battle mages didn’t seem particularly bothered by our hovering but a few of them kept their eyes trained on us. 

      “Some of those students live on campus, right? Where will they go?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Winn admitted. “A friend's house maybe if I was them I’d just find a tavern to go pass out in.”  

      “Tell us as soon as you know more,” Bather said.

      Winn nodded. “I’ll walk with you a little ways.” 

      He ended up walking us all the way back to the upper district. None of us said a word as if we were frightened anything we said would be overheard despite the street's relative emptiness. 

      I grabbed his hand before he left. “You should tell them why the magic’s gone.” 

      “We don’t know if it was witches,“ he whispered. 

      “We don’t it’s not,” I retorted. “You’ll still get the credit.” 

      He smirked, “I don’t think I’m worried about that anymore.” 

      “Rowan, we have to go,” Bather said quietly.

      I squashed Winn in a big hug before turning toward Bather and more unknown danger.

    

  


  
    
      I could feel my true form clawing under my skin trying to get out. It felt like it was working. Then it felt like it was ripping me apart. 

      Who’s to say that wasn’t what it was meant to feel like? This is not a curse from a storybook. It was born in fire and rage, if it would have to be ripped out of me I would do it. 
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      We went to our room and dropped off our things before heading down to the floor just below us. Bather paused at the door. He looked like he wanted to run but he lifted his fist and knocked anyway. 

      “Come in.” I recognized Cinnir’s voice from the theater. 

      Bather took a deep breath. “Ready?” he mouthed. 

      I nodded. 

      He pasted on a mask of indifferent confidence I had seen him wear before and he swung the door open. 

      Unlike our suite, this room was not meant for rest. This was a meeting place. It was formal and imposing. The dark wood-paneled walls stole the light from the space. None of the sconces were lit leaving the burning fire in the hearth as the only source of light in the room. It cast long eerie shadows around us.

      The room was also almost exactly below our own.  

      Jinyan stood by the window looking out at the city and next to him seated at the head of table conversing with him was an imposing figure. Even sitting I could tell he was at least as tall as Bather if not taller. His long black hair fell like ribbons of silk that framed his face and ended just past his shoulders. His clothes–a pristine white silk shirt under a black velvet doublet that accompanied matching trousers–were impeccably tailored. 

      He looked older than both Jinyan and Bather’s human form but not as old as I had expected. He didn’t look as if he was much older than my father. However, there was strength and precision behind his every movement that gave him a less than human quality. He turned to look at us as we entered. 

      “Bather, glad to have you join us at last.” He stood but did not cross the space to meet us. “And this must be…” 

      Cinnir turned his attention to me waiting for Bather to make an introduction.  

      “This is my companion, Rowan.” Bather placed his hand on the small of my back and lead us over to them. It was not lost on me that he had not offered Cinnir my last name. “Rowan, this is Cinnir Black.”

      “It's very nice to meet you.” I resisted the urge I felt to bow. 

      “Charmed.” Cinnir held out his hand to me. “You came all this way just to accompany him? It must have been a long journey, Gods knows he couldn’t haven taken you by air.” 

      “He can manage just fine,” I said. Bather’s hand pressed a little harder against my back. “But I had my own business in the city as well,” I added.  

      “Really, like what?” He motioned to the chairs around the table. Bather pulled one out for me before sitting between me and Cinnir. 

      “Just some research at the archive,” I said. I was trying my best to keep it polite but vague. 

      “So, you are an academic?” Cinnir glanced over at Jinyan as he took his seat on the opposite side of him but turned his attention back to be quick. 

      “Just curious.” 

      He grinned. It was upsetting, he was both handsome but extremely unsettling a combination that was hard to come to terms with. 

      Bather placed his hand on my thigh under the table. 

      “Well, I would love to hear more about this research but perhaps another time.” Cinnir turned his attention to the other dragons in the room “We have more pressing matters to attend to.” 

      “Yes, why have you brought me here Cinnir?” Bather’s tone was sharp.  

      “I didn’t bring you here,” he corrected. “I merely requested your company.” 

      “Of course,” Bather amended. 

      “Has Bather told you much about our history, Rowan?” 

      I didn’t know if he meant their personal history or dragon history in general but my answer was the same for both. “Not as much as I’d like.” 

      He chuckled. “Allow me to give you a history lesson.” 

      “Is this really necessary?” Bather cut in. 

      “Context, I believe, would be important for this conversation.” 

      “How about making it a fast lesson,” Jinyan suggested. 

      “So, impatient aren’t they?” Cinnir winked at me. 

      I smiled politely. 

      “You see for over a thousand years our kind was prosperous. We had wealth and land and traded with humanity willingly but then over six hundred years ago they decided our generosity was not enough. They wanted what we had and decided to call us monsters, a threat to modern society in the new Age of Might.” 

      “The dragon hunts,” I said quietly. 

      “Yes. Did Bather tell you that part of the land that this city was built on belonged to my family?” 

      “I didn’t get a chance, ” Bather seethed. 

      “But then the King at the time decided this was where they wanted their precious capital so they attacked me. I barely got away with my life. Then after it was all over they gave us gold, the weapons they used to kill our kin and land far away in desolate reaches of the world.”   

      “Yes, I thought you said you would never come back here again,” Bather said. He spoke in the same way he often did to me like he wanted to avoid a certain subject. 

      “Sometimes you must do things that are uncomfortable to do what is right.” 

      “Retribution?” He repeated Cinnir’s word from the night in the theater exactly. 

      “Yes. I deserve… we deserve more than what was granted to us. A few pieces of land on the outskirts while mortal men get a whole kingdom over which to rule.” 

      “You want a kingdom?” I asked dumbstruck. 

      “Not just any kingdom, I want this one. It’s on the land of my ancestors.” He was unnervingly calm as he spoke.

      “And how do you expect to achieve this?” Bather asked.

      “In a few day's time we will launch an attack on this city.”

      I fought the urge to gasp.

      “What?” Bather looked to Jinyan who shrugged. 

      “Cinnir thinks it's time.” He said.

      “It’s time?” Bather laughed; it was wild and manic. His attention was back on Cinnir. “What do you mean? We barely survived the last war with humanity, you want to start another?” 

      “It is that very reason we must strike now. They will be weak and we will show them we are not so easily beaten down. While they went back to their short little lives, we remembered.” 

      “Why now when you are at peace?” I asked and he looked at me like I was nothing more than a child. 

      “This is not peace. This is exile. Those few of us who dare to live among them like Jinyan and Bather are all eventually punished for what they are.” 

      “I got what I deserved,” Bather said, quiet but firm. 

      “No, no.” Cinnir shook his head. “It was those who took your family's land that got what they deserved.”

      Bather dared to glance at me and it did not go unnoticed. Cinnir looked from Bather and then to me slowly. 

      “We should focus—“ Jinyan tried to interject but Cinnir cut in again. 

      “Miss Rowan. Would you mind terribly if we dragons spoke in private?” 

      I looked to Bather, he gave me a single nod but did not turn to look at me. 

      “Fine,” I said. “I’ll be upstairs.” 

      Bather followed me to the door and held it open for me. I was not happy being thrown out and I probably would have put up a fight if I thought it mattered. The only part of leaving that was difficult was not reaching out to him as I turned to go. Jinyan may have respected our relationship but Cinnir would use it against us. I was understanding more and more why Bather had been afraid of him.

      “Jinyan.” Cinnir turned to him. “Make sure she makes it back to her room safely.” 

      Jinyan just nodded and moved to join me in the hallway. He and Bather locked eyes as the door shut. 

      “I  think I can make it on my own.” 

      “I know that.” Jinyan held out his hand for me to lead the way. “Let's go.” 

      “What kind of past do Cinnir and Bather have?” I dared to ask once we were far enough back down the hall. There had to be more than what Bather had told me.“Why is he so scared of him?” 

      Jinyan huffed. “If he wanted you to know he would have told you. I’m not in the business of telling other people’s secrets.” 

      I turned on him and he stopped just fast enough not to run into me. “Really?” 

      He looked taken aback. “Yes.” 

      “Then how did Cinnir know where to find Bather? How did he know about me?” 

      His jaw flexed and he just glared at me. 

      “That’s what I thought. I think I can find my way just fine from here. Go back to your new master, Jinyan.” 

      I turned to leave but his hand came down hard on my shoulder, claws poked through my shirt and into my skin. I disappeared out from under his grip and appeared behind me. 

      I shoved him forward. He spun to face me but I just pushed past him leaving him staring after me as I headed back to our room.

      Once I was out of his eyeshot I hurried upstairs. I prayed to Zephyer or any god listening that my magic could do what I wanted. I quietly lifted the sofa with my magic and moved it out of the way so I could sit in the center of the room. I placed my palms against the floor and focused on Bather, his voice, his eyes. I let my mind shift to Jinyan and Cinnir. I focused on all of them until I felt my consciousness slip away from me through the floorboards and the dusty layers between floors then the ceiling muffled voices became louder and clearer. Finally, I found my vision above the meeting room. Cinnir was standing now. Bather’s hair was ruffled in the way it always was when he ran his fingers through it too many times. 

      The door to the room opened and Jinyan slipped back inside. “She's back in their room.” He took his place between the two of them against the wall.

      “Wonderful. Can’t have their kind listening in. Plus, I gathered her presence made you a little uncomfortable.” 

      “Then why did you invite her at all.” 

      “I wanted to meet her. I wanted to see with my own eyes, your newest obsession.” His eyes brightened at the last word. 

      “She is simply my friend,” Bather said calmly but his hands were slowly transforming into claws by his side. He put his hands behind his back but if I had noticed Cinnir certainly had.

      “But she doesn’t know your past.” Cinnir transformed a single finger into a long black claw and started carving a line in the finely crafted table as he moved around it to close the distance with Bather. 

      “Can we get on with it?” Jinyan chimed in. 

      Cinnir's attention snapped so fast to him that I was surprised his neck didn’t crack. I was certain Cinnir debated clawing his throat out, but took a long pause to rethink it and said, “You’re right. We have business.” 

      “Jinyan. You can’t really want to be a part of this? This city is your home, think of everything you’ve built here.” 

      “Everything I built I had to do so from the shadows. I’m tired of having to pretend, I am tired of being under their control,” he said. “We deserve more than what they gave us.” 

      “They gave us freedom. What more could you want?” 

      “We want what was taken,” Cinnir growled. 

      “Have you been stuck like this for so long you’ve forgotten? You are power incarnate, flame given form, you are a dragon!” Jinyan shouted.

      “I haven’t forgotten. Have you?” Bather spat back. “A fight against them only ends  in destruction. The hunts were nearly our end and he wants to throw away peace for revenge.” 

      “Think of Eva—“ 

      “Don’t you dare!” he growled. “Don’t you bring her into this. My sister died because she was just as arrogant just as vengeful. I won’t make her mistakes.” 

      Jinyan stepped back as if he had been slapped. “Mistakes?” He took in a shallow breath and sized Bather up. “You are no dragon.”

      He spit at Bather’s feet and the carpet hissed and sizzled before he shouldered past him out the door. 

      Cinnir stepped up to Bather and placed a hand on his chest to stop him from chasing after Jinyan.

      “We need to send a clear message that we are not satisfied any longer.” 

      “You were never satisfied, Cinnir. You will never be satisfied even with the whole kingdom under your claw. We are at peace.” He looked past Cinnir out the door that Jinyan had left through then back to him. “Do not do this.” 

      “Why did you come all this way if not to be a part of something greater?” Cinnir reached for Bather’s shoulder but he pulled away. 

      “What do you get out of this? You attack, you send the message what then?” 

      “I will make demands to the crown,” he said simply.

      “What makes you think they will listen? They will just hunt you down and put an end to you like all the others.” 

      “I have grown stronger in my age, they might find that my hide is thicker than most.” 

      “You’ve lost it, Cinnir,” Bather hissed.

      “Should I take that as a no?” Cinnir glared down at Bather. I could see his age and experience and at that moment Bather looked so young. 

      “I will not be part of this message.” He spat the word back at him. “But best of luck.” 

      He turned and left Cinnir standing alone in the room. Cinnir watched him go and smiled. Even after Bather had gone I kept watching Cinnir. A minute or so later Jinyan returned. 

      “I told you he wouldn’t understand. We’ve lost him.” 

      Cinnir nodded. “He’s as stubborn as his mother. But perhaps…” He placed his arm around Jinyan and lead him toward the windows. 

      “Perhaps?” 

      “Tell me more about this girl.” He said and as they turned away from me I could have sworn I saw a faint glow on Jinyan’s shoulder, just under Cinnir’s palm. 

    

  


  
    
      Fools. Old fools. They will bring all down for nothing. For greed. That is the one curse a dragon will never escape. Greed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Bather paced back and forth in front of the doorway to the bedroom. I sat on the bed watching him. It was practically morning but neither of us had gotten any sleep.

      “Should we warn someone?” I asked. 

      “They’d be mad to go through with it. Nosta has an army of battle-ready mages and they would have been outnumbered even with my help.” 

      It was clear he was trying to convince himself more than assuage my worries. 

      “But?” 

      He stopped, perfectly framed in the arch of the doorway. “There was something… Cinnir has something else planned. I could see. Just behind his eyes, there's something else.” 

      I stood. “Worse than what he already told you?” 

      “I don’t know and that scares me more.” He grabbed his coat off the chair, “I need to find them.” 

      “And do what?” I stood and got between him and the door 

      “I don’t know, maybe I can make them see reason.”

      “You couldn’t last night what makes you think it will be any different today?”

      “Rowan, I have to try. They will ruin everything. Years of trying to rebuild our station, our kind. Jinyan has been working so hard I still don’t understand why he’d agree to this. If I don’t at least try I am going to regret it forever.”

      I did not think that Cinnir understood reason or would hear it from Bather if he did but I didn’t say that. Bather’s eyes bore into mine begging for one small piece of hope.

      “Okay, I’ll go with you.” I turned toward the chair I had thrown my coat on. 

      “No.” Bather grabbed my wrist. 

      As I turned back to face him he shifted to interlace his fingers with mine. He didn’t take his eyes off our joined hands as he said, “I need to do this alone. If they still respect me at all they’ll respect me more if I go alone.” 

      “That’s stupid,” I said. “Why are all dragons so stupid?” I made all the furniture in the room shutter.

      He chuckled softly and then sighed. 

      “Stay with Winn.” He gave my hand a squeeze. “Just in case.” 

      I nodded. “I will.” 

      He brought my hand to his lips and pressed a soft kiss against the top of my hand. It brought back memories of our last trip to Nosta after we got the Witchkiller, he had kissed my hand like this then. But then we were full of hope, we had won our prize now he was walking away toward uncertainty. 

      He dropped my hand and grabbed his coat and turned to leave. I turned away from the door, there was an ache in my chest that I knew would only grow if I watched him go but then he came crashing back into me. He grabbed my face and pulled me to him. His lips met mine in a hurried, frantic dance. I tried not to focus on how it felt, like a kiss you gave when you weren’t sure you were coming back. Then it was over, and he was out of the room before I opened my eyes. 

      I heard the door to our suite click closed behind him. 

      I felt the panic trying to set into my bones. My breath became shaky and shallow. I closed my eyes and tried to push it down. I had to leave this place, this room felt empty and hollow. 

      I grabbed my coat and my bag and left before the feeling could consume me. I walked calmly but quickly toward the university district until a shiver crept up my spine.   

      I slowed. There was a shadow walking beside me. It was long and powerful and walked with purpose. I looked over to see Cinnir walking beside me. He was wearing a long fur coat that faded from white at the top to grey and then black at the very bottom. I glanced beside him and behind us there was no sign of Jinyan. He was alone. 

      “Miss Cedargren.” He began, his eyes never leaving the road in front of us. “I was wondering if I could speak to you?” 

      “You already are,” I said calmly. I noted the use of my last name despite neither Bather nor I offering it yesterday. 

      “You and Bather are quite close. It is incredibly obvious. Could you talk to him for me, for us? Try to get him to see reason.” 

      “Reason?” I repeated. “You want to destroy a city to send a message and you think that’s reasonable.” 

      “We deserve retribution for what was done to our kind, what we are owed is more than gold and a few petty trinkets.” 

      “Why do you need him?” I asked.

      “The more of us there are the clearer the message. And,” He waved his hands dismissively. “Bather’s family was once well known and respected in this kingdom, he’d be…recognizable.”

      “What happens after this grand message?” I asked. “What next?” 

      “One step at a time.” 

      That answer was the kind someone gives when they don’t know their next step or don’t want to show their hand. Cinnir did not strike me as the kind of person who did not plan ahead. 

      “You want my help but refuse to trust me?” I said.

      I made the choice to veer away from the direction of the university. I didn’t want him to know where I was headed and if Winn saw me he might get dragged into all of this. 

      “Perhaps if you help me convince young Master Bane I will tell you both our next steps.”

      I lowered my voice to a barely audible whisper. “I don’t think attacking this city will get you what you want.” 

      “Justice is all I want.” His voice took on a low rumble. “Hundreds of my kind were slaughtered during the hunts. Noble historic families made extinct in a matter of months.” He stopped walking and turned to face me. I mirrored his movement. “And you expect me to move on while they spend our gold, live on our land, and take what’s ours?”  

      “There has to be another way.” 

      “You are a foolish child if you think so. Sometimes violence is the only way. You will learn.” 

      He turned back forward and continued on our way. I followed in step with him. 

      It was clear he did not know the language of reason so I said something that I knew I may regret. “It doesn’t matter what I think, Bather is not fit to fight.” 

      He smirked. “But he will fight for you. Jinyan told me how you gained your magic. You stole it, with Bather’s help, from the noblewoman Isadora Crane.”

      Noblewoman. I made a mental note of the title for research later. Of course, Jinyan had told him I was a witch. I was curious why he hadn’t mentioned it before.

      “Bather didn’t help me steal anything. He helped me save my family.” 

      “Now that’s the part of the story that’s the most unbelievable to me. The Bather I knew had little love for humanity, other than the odd mage.” He elongated the last word in his sentence. It was unsettling how much he enjoyed flaunting how much he knew about us. 

      “And then you, a human girl comes to him asking for help and he just agrees. Then again maybe he thought he would get something out of it if he played his cards right. He is a dragon after all.” 

      He stopped at the intersection of the road we were walking and the road that lead to the main square and the House of the Throne. “A witch in his pocket is quite the prize,” he drawled. 

      “If you are trying to make to turn me against Bather, you are wasting your time,” I snapped. 

      “Do you really think he had no idea what you would become? We’ve all heard the stories, even a young one like him.” 

      “He didn’t know they were true.” I could feel my magic bubbling just below the surface of my skin.

      “But he must have known they could be?” he shrugged. “Maybe I’m wrong. Or…” 

      “Enough.” I went to slap him, my fingers arched like claws to scratch his skin as I did. He caught my wrist just before it made contact. Lightening fast he spun me around and pinned my arm behind my back. The joint of my elbow ached against the pressure. 

      A passing older couple who was watching our strange interaction immediately looked down and hurried away having made eye contact with Cinnir. 

      “Careful,” he whispered in my ear. “I’ve eaten witches just like you for less.” 

      “You haven’t met a witch like me,” I hissed. 

      I closed my eyes and reached out in the darkness aiming for the alley behind the Jinyan’s theater. I felt a shift in the wind and Cinnir lost his grip on me but it also felt as if some other magic was trying to snatch at me and keep me there. I gasped as I felt claws rake against the skin of my back and my eyes shot open. I made it to the alley I collapsed against the wall. I reached back inside my coat and under my shirt and felt the wet slick of blood on the back of my shoulder. 

      Something had tried to stop me mid-transportation. No, not something, someone. Cinnir had magic and more than just the average dragon. 

      I’ve eaten witches just like you for less.   

      I shot to my feet had ran toward the university district. I stayed off the main streets as much as I could ducking between buildings and down alleys. There was no doubt I looked suspicious. I didn't care. I had to talk to Winn. 

      I slowed when I reached the central garden by the university towers. I had almost forgotten about yesterday. There were mages dressed both in the king's colors and the university’s posted guards at the doors to each building. Those who bore the king's colors had the added benefit of leather armor. Even from where I stood I could sense the magic they were enchanted with. It would take a large hit to do them any sort of damage. 

      The archive had the least amount of guards with only two, one of which was an archivist that I recognized from my visits. I headed in that direction, hopeful he would recognize me and let me in without many questions, from there I could send a message to—  

      “Rowan!” I turned to see Winn running toward me from the garden across from the archive. 

      I stopped. He linked his arm with mine and pulled me away from the steps a little too rough to be normal. Something else was wrong. 

      “You can’t go in there,” he whispered. 

      “What?” 

      “Hold on.” 

      He waved politely to the two stationed at the doors and lead me away from the university district in silence. When he had deemed us far enough he pulled me into an alley. 

      “They’ve warded all the university buildings against witches,” he said quietly.

      “You told them?” I know I had told him it was alright but there was still an ache that settled into my heart for a moment knowing that he actually did.

      “I didn’t have to.” 

      All my emotions were replaced with confusion. “What do you mean?” 

      “They already knew. Someone already told them before I could.” 

      “You said no one else had encountered a witch in over a hundred years.” 

      “That’s what I was told,” he said. 

      We both flinched as the sound of footsteps approached. Winn put his hand on the wall of the alley beside my head his arm blocking my face from the view of the street and leaned in so our noses almost touched. 

      “But someone else knew?” I whispered. 

      “And was keeping it a secret just like we were.” His breath tickled my lips as he spoke. 

      A group of students passed by the alley. They were whispering in hushed tones about what might have happened. Even after they were gone Winn didn’t pull away. 

      “I just don’t understand what they want. It couldn’t have just been to kill a few mages.” 

      “I might know.” He pushed away slightly so he could take in my whole face. “Wait, who died?” 

      “High mage Aleister. Professor Nebin and a few others they haven’t given names for yet.” He rambled quickly. “But what do you mean you might know?”

      I locked eyes with him and didn’t dare say then next part out loud instead I said it directly in his mind. “Do you think a magical creature could become a witch?” 

      He flinched as the words echoed through his thoughts without his consent. 

      “Sorry,” I whispered. “I’d want to—“

      “It's fine, understand. I don’t see why they couldn’t. Why do you ask?” He pulled further from me lowering his arm. “Rowan Bather isn’t—“ 

      “No! No. But—“ I stopped as a few more people passed the alley. “There’s another dragon in the city who I think might be.” 

      “You think they had something to do with this?” 

      “I don’t know but…” He’s planning on attacking the city. I finished telepathically. 

      “How long have you known about this?” He stepped back from me. 

      “Just last night,” I said. “Bather doesn’t know if he’ll really go through with it but I ran into him on the way here—“

      “Rowan.” He grabbed me by the shoulders. “If you’re right if he had something to do with yesterday… We have to go, now. ” 

      He pulled me down the alley and back toward the university. He cornered one of the mages standing guard. “Where’s Balik?” 

      “He went to meet with the king.” 

      “Damn it,” Winn swore.

      Winn turned as I followed him toward the center of the city. Behind me, I heard someone gasp. My breath caught in my throat as a shadow passed overhead. People started to look toward the sky.

      The shadow crashed into the tallest tower of the university and as it stopped I could make out the shape. Large leathery arched wings poised and ready, a long scaled neck curved around the tower to peer down at the city as talons gripped the stone and cracks splinted up and down the exterior. The dragon was as black as pitch but its scales reflected the light like oil on water. It scaled further up the tower, large stones falling as it went. As it reached the peak it dug its claws into the roof and ripped open the stone like the skin of a fruit. It pulled back its head and roared before it released a torrent of flames down into the opening it had created. 

      That's when we heard the screams. The shock switched quickly to panic. People began running away from the university district pushing past us. A student who had taken the time to grab his books before he took flight nearly knocked me to the ground.

      “Rowan!” I felt Winn’s hand grab mine. He pulled me away and we fell into the flow of fleeing citizens. 

      Then there was another roar further away. A red streak shot through the sky overhead. A red dragon barreled toward the upper district. I knew who the dragon was soon as I followed his trajectory. Jinyan beelined toward the Senton estate. Even at distance, I could see an angry glow brewing in his throat. 

      “No,” I whispered.  

      I willed us closer. Winn stumbled as our feet found new footing blocks away from where we had been moments before. We were closer now but the buildings blocked out the view of the estate. 

      I brought us closer, to the bottom of the drive that lead up to it. But I was too late. The extravagant estate was engulfed in flame. I could see a few people fleeing down the drive. Winn had been right; this was not what I had wanted. 

      Jinyan peeled away from the inferno back toward Cinnir who had released his grip on the tower and was now circling the city. I could see the thin lines of arrows arching through the air toward them. But they rose higher, out of reach, and picked up speed away from the city. 

      “We have to go.” Winn pulled away back toward the other lavish homes nearby. He pulled us into an alley. He put his hands on the sides of my face trying to hold my attention. “We need to get somewhere safe.” 

      I nodded. I had no words. 

      “Come on.” 

      He took me by the hand and lead me out of the alley and away from the upper district. I didn’t know where he was leading me but he walked quickly and with purpose and I trusted him. I glanced at the people on the streets with us panicked, some running for cover and some calling out the names of people they cared for. As I watched the chaos around me my only thought was of Bather. It was at that moment I knew two things. I loved him. And I needed to find him, right now.  

    

  


  
    
      I think I knew I wouldn’t find them the moment I stepped outside. They would be far from the city. Somewhere they could transform without being seen. Maybe the docks, if they crossed the lake I might be able to catch them.

      Maybe Rowan was right. I could warn someone but who would trust the word of a dragon? There was no one left here who knew my family no one left in this city that knew me, save one person and I had just sent her away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I blinked and when I opened my eyes Bather was in standing in front of me. My feet were wet, we were standing on the sand of a beach with my back to the lake.  His back was to me as he stared out at the city.  His hands were balled into fists but there was no trace of scale or claw. 

      “Bather…” I took a slow step toward him trying not to startle him. He tensed but did not turn to face me. I reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder I gently tried to pull his attention away from the city. He was as firm as stone and I pulled harder. Eventually, he eased at my touch and turned away from the chaos and smoke. 

      He wouldn’t look me in the eyes but I could see they were red and wet from the tears that also stained his face. There was also ice behind the bright green now as he looked past me.

       “I should have warned them,” he whispered. 

      “There wasn’t time. Do not blame yourself for this.” 

      “Then who?” he asked.

      “They did this, they were going to do this with or without you. If we hadn’t come here they still would have done this.” 

      “I should have stopped them last night. I should have done something.” 

      “What would you have done?” 

      “I could have challenged him, fought him. Maybe if I convinced Jinyan we could have taken Cinnir down together.” 

      “You would have fought him here? You would have destroyed just as many buildings if not more if you had. Who’s to say that wasn’t his plan? He could have used your anger like Jinyan tried to use me against Senton.” 

      I said it and my thoughts began to spiral. Maybe Jinyan had got what he wanted when he goaded me into going to the Senton estate. If he and Cinnir had worked with other witches to disable the university then who’s to say Jinyan didn’t send me to weaken Senton’s magical defenses? 

      “And they’re probably long gone by now.” He growled. “Left me to clean up their mess.” 

      Rage was bubbling up and mixing with the panic inside me. Isadora had been able to track people. I tried countless times when we first arrived to find Jinyan, but that was he was hiding from us. Now they had just attacked the city, they were tired, and they were cocky maybe, just maybe, I could find them now. 

      I focused on Jinyan, his smug face in human form floated into view in my mind almost instantly. I pulled at the details around him but couldn’t make out much beyond what was just behind him. Familiar black wood paneling.

      “I know where they are.” I hissed. 

      “What?” Bather spun to face me and something about me made him step back. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” I blinked and when I opened my eyes we were both back at the Golden Star. Cinnir was looking out the window like a child who had finally won his father’s praise. But I wasn’t looking for him. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw red.  Jinyan didn’t have time to react as I crossed the room to him and shoved him against the wall. He tried to push me off him but I held my ground. I was just as strong as him now. 

      “Good to see one of you has some fight.” He grinned.

      “You used me!” I shouted.

      “So what? You wanted to kill him yourself the other day,” he spat. His eyes had transformed into their reptilian counterpart.

      “There were other people in there!” 

      “If they were in that house they were just as guilty, girl. They deserved what they got.” Jinyan hissed.

      “You don’t know that,” I spat back. “For all you know, they were just as trapped in that house as you were.”  

      I could have sworn I saw something like regret flash over his features but it was gone in a flash.  Bather tried to pull me off Jinyan.

      “Then their stupidity killed them.” 

      “You heartless snake.” I reached out and scratched across his face for just a moment I imagined my nails were just as sharp as Bather’s claws. Jinyan howled in pain, I had left three long, angry gashes on the side of his face. 

      “Enough.” Cinnir’s voice boomed and we all flinched. I had known he was in the room but I hadn’t cared.  

      I let Bather pull me away from Jinyan. 

      “What’s done is done,” Cinnir said firmly. He took a step closer to us. “Do you morn for humanity?” 

      “Of course I—“ 

      “I wasn’t talking to you, witchling.” Cinnir spat. His eyes flared with black fire. He looked to Bather. “I see the sorrow in your eyes. They have done nothing for you. They have taken away who you are and you morn them?” 

      “They have done plenty for me.” Bather stepped up to him. It was my turn to hold him back. 

      Cinnir sighed. 

      “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Your family became so compliant to the human rulers. You were practically their pets,” He paced around us. “I was not surprised when I heard of what happened to your sister. You were their lapdogs, and everyone knows what they do to dogs who bite their masters.”

      I could feel every muscle in Bather’s arm tighten as I held him firm.

      “Why now?” I asked. “Why not a few years after the hunts had ended, why wait hundreds of years?” 

      “Because we could. And because I’m patient.” He stopped and looked down at me. “I knew the humans who lead the hunts would die out, their knowledge of our weaknesses lost with them. Then all we needed was the right moment.” 

      “The blackouts, you are working with witches?” I asked.

      “No, we would never partner with such fickle creatures.” He looked pointedly between the two of us and for a moment I doubted my theory. “But we heard word they were moving toward the city and wagered they would cripple it just enough that we would have our moment.” 

      “And Senton was just a bonus,” Jinyan said from behind me. “I really didn’t think you would be quiet that easy to aim.”

      I turned on him too fast for Bather to stop me. I reached out toward him but this time instead of hitting his chest I went through it. I passed through shirt and skin and bone like it was nothing and grabbed his heart in my hand. He gasped and clawed at my arm it left long gashes but I held firm against the pain. I would heal. 

      Cinnir laughed from behind me it was a manic disturbing sound. 

      I leaned in. “You will live to regret this day,” I promised and I felt a wave of magic wash over the two of us. A curse. 

      “Rowan. Not like this.” Bather whispered. His hand was on my shoulder but I didn’t remember when it got there.   

      I released his heart and pulled my hand out. It was slick with blood up to the wrist. Jinyan gasped and grasped his chest but it was whole and unharmed. 

      Cinnir purred. “Amazing.” He slowly moved to stand beside Jiyan. He glanced down at his bloody shirt. “Bather is truly lucky to have you. I do hope we meet again.”

      He placed his hand on Jinyan’s shoulder and I knew what was coming before it happened. 

      “No!” I shouted. I lashed out with tendrils of shadow to hold them here but I was too late. They were gone.

    

  


  
    
      This will be the end of us all.
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      Cinnir was a witch. 

      He had killed, eaten, who knows how many witches and took their magic. He was unfathomably powerful. When I told Bather what I had figured out after Cinnir disappeared he did not take the news well. We left the meeting room in shambles and headed back to our suite.  

      We were only inside for a moment before a series of hasty knocks came from the door. We both fell silent. Bather moved quietly toward the door. 

      “Oh, just open up!” Winn called from the other side of the door.   

      Bather rolled his eyes and opened the door.  

      “Please stop disappearing like that.” Winn stepped inside quickly. “Or at least take me with.” 

      “Sorry.” 

      “You.” He spun and pointed at Bather as he relocked the door. 

      “Hey!” I tried to step between them. 

      “What the hell is going on?! When were you two going to tell me there are bloodthirsty dragons in my home?” Winn shouted.

      “There’s always been at least one.” Bather snipped. 

      “Stop it. Both of you shut up!” I shouted, dark magic flowed off of me in waves. They did stop, there was one peaceful moment of quiet.

      “What do you mean there's always been one?” Winn asked.

      “Oh, I’m sorry professor did you think you knew everyone in your precious little city.” 

      I sighed and gave up collapsing into the nearest armchair.

      “I’d like to think that I would know that there was a dragon!” 

      “Why? So you could—“

      “Rowan.” Pedra’s voice filled my mind and drowned out Bather and Winn’s auguring. “I’m sorry for the intrusive communication but I need to speak with you. Where can I find you?” 

      “The Golden Star,” I said aloud. Both Bather and Winn stopped to look at me. Bather moved quickly to kneel in front of me. He grabbed my hand. “Rowan, who are you talking to?” 

      “I’ll be there shortly.” Pedras voice was strained as it faded. 

      I focused my gaze back on Bather. “Pedra is coming.” 

      “What? Why did you tell her where we were?” 

      “Because I trust her, she might be able to help. And she didn’t ask about you, she asked where I was.”

      “I doubt she’ll curse you again,” Winn said. 

      “You don’t know that!“ Bather growled and stood turning on Winn. 

      I appeared between them. “She’s my friend and I trust her but you can hide in the other room if you are really that worried.”

      Bather looked as if I had slapped him but I didn’t care. He was being a child, they were both behaving like children. He nodded and turned toward the bedroom.

       “Cursed or not, I never thought a dragon would be such a coward,” Winn mumbled.

      “Winn!” I snapped. 

      I expected Bather to turn back and lash out at Winn but his shoulders just sagged as he closed the door to the bedroom behind him. 

      “What the hell?” I shouted at Winn and the contents of the pristine lavish sitting space erupted. The chairs skidded across the floor and anything smaller than the side table flew up and across the room in various directions of chaos. One of the two brass bookends flew at Winn and hit him in the arm. 

      “Ow! Gods.” 

      “Sorry, I just…” I lost my anger as the room stilled. I watched him massage the spot I had hit. “I’m sorry,” I said again.  

      He looked back at me, his stern glare melted ever so slightly as we locked eyes. 

      There was a knock at the door and Pedra’s voice called from the other side. 

      “Rowan?” she called.

      I waved the door open. Pedra stepped inside and shut it without even glancing my way. She was wearing a black cloak pulled up over her braids, she let the hood fall as she turned to face us. 

      “Winn.” She was surprised. “What are you…Nevermind, where is he?” 

      “He had nothing to do with any of this,” I said defensively.

      “I know that,” she said. “I can tell the difference between black, red, and green thank you.” 

      “Good. Because—“ 

      “Is he here?” She looked between the two of us and then to the closed doors that lead to the bed chamber. “Oh, for the love of…” 

      She waved her hand and the doors flew open. Bather nearly came tumbling out, clearly having been listening just on the other side of the door. 

      “You need to take her, and get out of here.” She said to him not giving him any time to recover. 

      “We can’t just leave,” I interjected. “This isn’t over.” 

      “If  they find you together if they realize what you are.” She pointed to me. “They won’t hesitate to ask questions.” 

      “Why do you care what happens to us?” Bather questioned. 

      “Because she’s the one who told them the attack yesterday was witches.” Winn cut in from behind. I looked at him and then back to Perda. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      “I had to say something.” She looked at me. “I’m sorry.” 

      “Don’t apologize, you did the right thing,” I said. 

      She looked back to Bather.“But I care because Rowan’s my friend.” 

      “You barely know her.” He pointed out. 

      “I know she’s a good person, she been through a lot, she tried to help get justice for women she’d never even met, and she saw the good in you.”A faint glow began to radiate off her as she spoke. Bather took a step back. “That’s certainly the kind of person I would want to call my friend no matter how long I’ve known them.” 

      “Regardless,” He collected himself and stepped forward again. “ Rowan is right we can’t leave. This isn’t over. Cinnir wants the whole kingdom.”

      “What?” Pedra and Winn exclaimed at almost the same time.

      “You can’t be serious?” Winn looked at me like I might say that Bather was blowing things out of proportion but I had no comfort to offer him. “And I suppose that is the one you think is a witch?” 

      “You told him?” Bather asked. 

      “I wanted to make sure it was possible,” I said.

      “It's definitely possible.” Pedra chimed in. “Is he?”

      I nodded. 

      She swore a series of curse words I didn’t expect a priestess to know let alone use. 

      “Can you...” Bather started then hesitated for a moment. “Can you do something?”

      “I could try to curse him but… if he is a witch it might not work well. Your curse could barely hold in your natural form if he has more magic…” She shrugged. “Regardless you should still leave.” 

      Bather sighed. “Then in that case Winn, can you get me an audience with the king?” 

      “Why on earth do you want that?” Pedra questioned.

      “I need to speak to him before Cinnir has a chance to send his message,” he explained.

      “If he’s a witch it might already be too late,” I added. I did not like this idea in the slightest. I didn’t agree with Pedra that we should leave but going directly to the king seemed like a step too far. 

      “It’s the gesture that will matter a dragon made this mess if a dragon tries to right it–” 

      “Then it all balances out.” Pedra finished for him. 

      Balance. The word that haunted me. 

      “He can’t get you an audience,” she said. 

      “Hey,” Winn said defensively. 

      She waited for him to chime in but he just looked away. “Right. I can though. If you’re sure?”

      “I am.” 

      Bather said it with confidence so convincing I couldn’t tell if it was a lie. 

      “Alright then. I let you know when it's set. You come with me.” She pointed at Winn. 

      “I’m sure they're going to love seeing the two of us again.” He smirked at her and held the door open for her.

      Pedra looked between Bather and me. He flinched as she patted him on the shoulder on her way out. “Good luck.” 

      “I’m not afraid of the king.” 

      “That's not what I meant.” She smirked at me and closed the door to the suite leaving us alone. 

      There was a beat of silence before the clock went flying off the mantle past Bather’s head. “Gods!” he exclaimed.  

      “Are you insane?” I asked. “Dragons and witches just attacked the capital city and you want an audience with the king?”

      “You don’t have to come with.”

      “You were afraid of Pedra thinking you were involved and you don’t think the king will?”

      “He understands the politics.” 

      “Politics?” I spat. “You’ve got to be joking.” 

      “I’m going to meet with him. If I don’t do something it will only get worse.” 

      “Why is this your responsibility? Aren’t there other dragons out there that give a shit?” 

      “No!” He shouted his eyes flared with green flame. I stepped back. 

      He backed away from me. “I’m sorry.” 

      I was too angry to tell him that he didn’t frighten me. I wanted answers, I wanted to know what possessed him to play diplomat. 

      “What do you mean ‘no’?”

      “No one that will stand up to Cinnir.” His eyes didn’t leave the carpet. “I have to be the one to intercede. And if the rest of them hate me for it,” He shrugged. “I’m already the outcast.”  

      I bridged the distance between us and lifted his chin to look at me. “But you don’t have a plan.” 

      “I’ll think of something.”

      “That’s not good enough. I can not let you go in there flying blind.” 

      He sighed. “I have an idea, I just need to think it over.” 

      “Tell me.” 

      He let out a stiff laugh. “No. You’ll hate it but I need you to trust me.” 

      “Bather.” I hissed and shoved his chest. 

      “Hey!” He grabbed my shoulders to stop from falling backward, then he pulled me close. He leaned down and pressed his forehead to mine. “Just let me have this one last secret and I promise I will tell you everything.”

      I let the weight of that vow sink in. Every question about him, his sister, and his past answered. 

      “Promise?” I whispered. 

      “If everything goes to plan I’ll have no choice.” He wrapped his arms around me and lifted me up until our lips met. I kissed him slowly wrapping my arms around his neck. He placed me back on the ground and whispered breathlessly. “I promise.” 

    

  


  
    
      I will have to say goodbye to her if she asks. I will have to let her go when it becomes too much for her.

      I wanted to see this through to the end. I wanted to see what she would become. But she deserves the truth and if she sees me as a monster I will have to let run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Winn and Pedra met us outside the Golden Star early the next morning. Pedra was dressed in thick wool formal robes that matched the black and white of her temple. “Ready?” 

      She looked at me, and I nodded. She looked to Bather. 

      “Someone has to try to set this right,” he said. 

      She smirked. “No one said it has to be you.” 

      Winn scoffed. I glared at him and he looked away quickly. 

      “I did,” Bather responded. 

      Pedra shot me a look that I didn’t quite understand before she turned to lead the way to the House of the Throne. 

      There were city guards or battle mages on every corner. The streets were nearly empty and the few people who were out hurried to their destination with their eyes on the sky. 

      Winn fell back from walking with Pedra to match my pace. “Couldn’t talk him out of it?” He whispered but there was no doubt that Bather could hear him. 

      “No.” 

      “She tried.” Bather leaned forward to look past me to Winn. He smirked. 

      “Because she’s the smart one.” Winn winked at me. 

      “On that, we can agree.” 

      I rolled my eyes and let go of Bather’s hand. I left them to bicker and caught up to Pedra. 

      “What is the King like?” I asked. 

      “He’s fine. He’s fair but a little paranoid. I’m sure this hasn’t helped.” 

      She stopped as we passed one of the guards and once we were out of earshot she continued, “I think he’s tired of it. He’s been ruling since he was sixteen and he’s gotten unkind with age.” 

      “Will he listen to Bather?” 

      “He will with Winn and I here to vouch for him. If he tried alone I don’t know if he would have gotten such a warm welcome.” 

      I looked back at Bather. He and Winn had gone from quipping at each other to talking animatedly about some arcane nonsense. I hoped that Pedra was right. 

      

      Pedra left us outside the House of the Throne. She arranged for Winn to make the introductions when we arrived. She had other duties to deal with healing the injured from the attack.  

      We waited for a moment in a small receiving chamber before the doors opened and we were called inside. The hall inside was long and built as if its only purpose is to intimidate those who enter. At the far end, The King sat on a raised platform on an ornate throne gilded with gold and silver. His hair was gray and trimmed short under a simple golden circlet. There were heavy lines around his eyes that showed how the years of stress on the throne had aged him. To his left, one slightly smaller throne sat empty. On either side of the platform were two royal guards armed with spears. 

      But none of that drew my attention, there was a man I did not recognize in the process of whispering something to the King. He wore the colors of the university rich blues and delicate silvers woven into a long coat that reach the floor, under it a plain black doublet and shirt with matching trousers. A pair of half-moon glasses rested on the bridge of his nose. 

      He turned to face us and nodded as he looked at Winn. 

      “Who is that?” I whispered. 

      “Headmage Vornas Balik, he is a sitting member of the king’s council,” Winn replied quickly before they could hear us.  

      He lead the group of us up to the platform and bowed as we reached the King. “Your majesty, may I present Bather Bane.” 

      Bather gave a shallow bow. 

      “And Miss Rowan Cedargren.” 

      I curtsied clumsily. 

      The king did not even glance in my direction his eyes were focused on Bather. Headmage Balik next to him, however, took time to look me over after Winn’s introduction. He adjusted his glasses before he moved his focus to Bather. 

      “Thank you for meeting with me your majesty,” Bather said his voice calm but full of an authority I had not heard before.

      “The priestess said you wish to speak on behalf of your kin?” The King’s voice was powerful but there was an aged quality to it that almost made my throat hurt on his behalf. 

      “I wouldn’t dare to speak on the behalf of anyone but myself. I came here to speak out against the two that attacked your city. This attack is not good news for either of us.” Bather said calmly. “The dragon hunts were a devastating part of our history, and as it stands we, as a kind, have made agreements to try and prevent anything like that from happening again.”

      The older mage sat forward slowly and cleared his throat. “With all due respect Mr. Bane but didn’t your sister break such accords?” 

      “She did not.” I jumped as Winn spoke up next to me. 

      “And pray tell how you know this Master Hayward?” Balik asked.

      “Yes, do tell.” Bather hissed. A few guards flinched, tightening their grip on their weapons. 

      Winn stepped forward so he stood just to the side of Bather. “Since my friendship with Miss Cedargren, I’ve been doing research into… yourself.” He said addressing Bather before turning back to the council. “The land she attacked was theirs under the treaty, she claimed it properly a good deal before the settlement.” 

      Bather gave Winn a curious look but nodded in agreement. 

      “Well then,” The king said through pursed lips. “What do you suggest?” 

      “The two dragons who lead this attack are a singular entity; their actions do not speak for all of our kind.” Bather hesitated, “At least they do not speak for me, and I would hope I am not alone in this thought.” 

      “Get to the point.”

      “I came to offer what I can to help bring both Cinnir Black and Jinyan to justice for their crimes against this city and the crown.” 

      “And what can you offer?” Even I could tell the King was growing impatient. 

      “A dragon lure.”

      I heard a small gasp escape from Winn and I looked over at him. He didn’t meet my gaze.

      “That would be very helpful if they weren’t all destroyed.” Balik countered. 

      “They weren’t.” Winn looked at Bather and his expression told me he had already figured out where his plan was heading.

      “Not all of them,” Bather continued. “A select few were gifted to respected families as a sign of peace. My family received one.”

      The king leaned forward again, he looked like a starving man that had just been offered a steak. “And you are willing to part with it?” 

      Bather shifted under the king's intense gaze. “I am willing to lend it to this kingdom as a sign of good faith if it will help to end the violence.” 

      “And what do you ask in return?” Balik asked, his eyes were cold as he looked from Bather to Winn and even at me. 

      The king looked at his advisor and then back to Bather awaiting his answer. “Nothing but the item is returned to me and after they are dealt with our kind and yours return to a state of peace.” 

      “We will kill them.” The king's words were harsh but they were true everyone in the room already knew it. “You are willing to aid in the bloodshed of your own kind?” 

      “You execute human traitors, thieves, and murders very easily, why should I not entertain the same luxury?” There was an insult hidden in his statement, I knew the lilt behind Bather’s words well enough. The king didn’t seem to notice it, or maybe he didn’t care, Bather’s response seemed to be enough. 

      “We will accept your aid. Bring us the lure tomorrow.” 

      “Unfortunately, I will need to retrieve it from my family hoard.” 

      “What?” I gasped. Every eye fell on me. I couldn’t help myself. That was impossible, his curse barred him from ever touching a piece of it. Not a single coin. Going there would risk him losing all of it.  “Bather?” I tried to whisper but the sound echoed in the open chamber.

      Bather turned back to the king as if I had said nothing. “The journey will take time.” 

      “How much time?” The King’s eyes narrowed. 

      “If we have assistance reaching the base of the mountain,” He looked to Winn who nodded. “The climb will take at least three days and it’s heavily warded and I will be able to disenchant them upon arrival.”

      “Why can’t you simply fly up to the cave's position? You have been blessed with the gift of flight have you not.”

      I wondered if he did not know the full extent to Bather’s curse or if he was trying to antagonize him. 

      Bather shifted uncomfortably under the King’s glare. “There is a chance the wards will not recognize me. A sudden landing could trigger them.”

      “How are you meant to disenchant them if your mere presence might trigger them?” The Headmage chimed in. 

      “I am still the caster who set them. I know their location and know how to unravel their arcane pattern.” 

      Balik nodded satisfied with Bather’s answer.  

      The king was silent for a few moments before he said, “Fine.” 

      He waved a dismissive hand. “But you will take two of my trusted court with you on this treacherous journey. Lady Vina and the honorable Gensin Rask.” 

      Bather bowed and stepped back. 

      “And you will leave today,” the King added.

      Bather nearly tripped as he moved backward toward us but kept his composure. “We will need at least a few hours to prepare.” 

      Winn addressed the King and the Headmage. “I’ll arrange everything so we can this evening.” 

      “Very well.” The King stood and waved his hand to dismiss us. “They will meet outside shortly.” 

      We all bowed in unison and turned to make our leave as the king exited through a door to the right of the platform. “Winn,” Balik called. “May I speak with you for a moment?” 

      We stopped. Winn reached out for my hand and gave it a squeeze. 

      “I’ll catch up.” 

      He turned back toward the Head mage. I watched the beginnings of a hushed conversion over my shoulder before we were ushered out of the chamber. The guards led us out of the castle in silence. Bather’s eyes were fixed ahead the whole time.  

    

  


  
    
      The thought of bringing strangers to my hoard, my home, might have once been a nightmare but not anymore.

      It had been hundreds of years since I could even step foot there. Beyond that there was nothing there for me now just memories of a family I no longer have.

      I would rather risk it all to save the life I have now than hoard a tomb of treasure I can’t even touch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      We waited in the receiving chamber with the two guards that had escorted us out. I was starting to get nervous about the length of Winn’s conversation with Headmage Balik when we heard the sound of voices approaching. 

      Two figures entered the chamber. The woman had bright ginger hair with curls similar to my own, perhaps a little less wild. She was wearing a polished breastplate and a golden gambeson underneath. She took us in with curiosity. The man next to her gave us a much harsher once-over. He was wearing a black wool shirt under dark stained leather armor with the seal of the crown pressed into it above the heart. 

      “Hello.” The woman held out her hand to Bather. “I’m Lady Vina.” 

      Bather took her hand and gave a slight bow. 

      “You were fast,” I said.  

      “Balik sent us a message.” She shrugged.

      “Ah.” I nodded. 

      I felt like you wouldn’t be able to cut the tension in the room with an axe even if you tried. 

      “You must be Gensin Rask.” Bather held out his hand to the man. 

      He gave it a firm shake. “So, we're headed up north?” Rask asked.

      “Yes. To the Star Scrapers.” Bather replied. 

      He nodded. “Going to be dangerous this time of year.” 

      “It's dangerous most of the year.” Vina countered. 

      The doors to the hall opened and Winn joined us. “Go get your things.” He said to us. “We’ll meet back here in two hours.” 

      “Do you need any help?” Vina asked. I knew it was a polite way of trying to keep an eye on us but I didn’t feel insulted by it. So, far I liked her. 

      “We’ll be fine.” Bather linked arms with me. “We don’t have much.” 

      “I could actually use a hand,” Winn said. 

      Vina wasn’t fazed in the slightest and turned her attention fully to Winn but I could feel Rask’s gaze watch us as we left. 
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        * * *

      

      Certain he was following us, we took the long way back to the Golden Star. As much as I would have liked to do it under better circumstances I was happy to be leaving the inn. We didn’t know for sure if it belong to Jinyan, but it still felt like we were under his thumb there.  

      We met back up with Winn, Lady Vina, and Rask outside the western gate to the city. All three now carrying various packs of supplies.  Winn had already drawn a large sigil when we arrived. He ushered all of us onto it. 

      “Ready?” he asked.

      He didn’t really wait for an answer before he started the spell. 

      The cold wind whipped around us as we arrived at the base of the Star Scraper Mountains. Winn also offered to help set up everyone’s tents magically. Rask accepted the offer, but Vina did not. 

      “No offense,” she said. “But I trust my own hands more.” 

      After the tent, he had brought for Bather and I was set up, Winn brought us inside. The inside of the tent was warm and comfortable. It was also thanks to a bit of magic just a few feet larger than the exterior as well - even Bather could stand comfortably at its peak. A thick, cushioned bedroll took up most of the floor space. 

      “Very nice,” Bather admitted. 

      “And the best part of the enchantment is that no one outside can hear anything inside. So if we need to discuss anything…” Winn let his statement hang in the air for a moment. 

      “Lady Vina!” Bather called and waited. There was no sign of movement from outside and if we were very still we could just hear her and Rask discussing the attack. 

      “Just checking.” Bather winked at me. 

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. 

      “Glad you approve.” Winn moved on gracefully from Bather’s condescension. “Mostly I think we need to talk about you, Rowan.”

      “Me?” 

      “Yes—“ Winn started.

      “No, I want to talk about you.” Bather stepped forward so he towered every so slightly over Winn. “Why did you lie?” 

      “About what?” Winn shrugged but cast me a nervous glance. 

      “About… My sister.” 

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Winn put emphasis on every word and held Bather’s gaze for a long moment until Bather just nodded.

      Winn turned back to me as if that interaction had not happened. “If you are going to do magic around them just be careful and use the arcane movements when you can.” 

      “That doesn’t usually go well and don’t know–” 

      “Hey, you three ever going to join us?” Rask called from outside. 

      “I will eat your food,” Vina added.  

      “Later,” Winn said and quickly ducked out of the tent. 

      Bather ducked down to leave but I pulled him back. 

      “Wait. You need to tell me what happened to your sister. With your curse. Bather, I can’t be in the dark anymore, if your past is going to affect any part of this journey I need to know it. You promised.” 

      Bather had begun shaking his head even before I finished speaking. “I—I…” He took two deep shaky breaths and for a moment I recognized the signs of panic I often fought myself but his eyes focused on me with an intensity that could have set me on fire. “We shouldn’t keep them waiting. Later. I promise.” 
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        * * *

      

      We sat around the fire and ate as Bather explained the path we would take tomorrow. We would stop in Martine and pick up any more food or supplies we might need then continue up the mountain path until we reached an outcropping then the climb would become more vertical.

      I couldn’t eat much, I was too nervous and ended up throwing most of my food into the fire.   

      “Shouldn’t we be able to see more stars from here?” Vina asked, her eyes locked on the sky above. It was a clear night but there were swaths of darkness in the sky that seemed out of place. 

      “In the city, we don’t see as many but I figured out here…” She trailed off as we all looked to the sky. 

      Rask shrugged. “Maybe your eyes just need to adjust.” He went back to his food. 

      As the rest of us kept our eyes on the sky I swore I saw a star sputter and disappear into the black. 

      “One went out,” Vina said a second later. She pointed to the spot I had been looking at. “Just there.” 

      Rask looked back to the sky. “That’s a bad omen.” 

      This time Bather shrugged. “The sky is ever-changing, stars are born and stars die.” 

      “It's true,” Winn said. “Some ancient mages thought that stars were pure magic, to see one die meant there was less of it in the universe.” 

      “Like I said, a bad omen.” Bits of meat flew out of Rask's mouth and into the fire as he spoke. 

      “You scared of a little mountain, old man?” Vina finally tore her eyes away from the sky to smirk at him.

      “Yeah right, I guarantee that I beat you all to the top.” 

      Bather chuckled. “After you.” 

      I looked over at him. His golden hair was orange in the firelight and although he was smiling and laughing there was a tightness to his jaw and in his shoulders that wouldn’t melt away. 

      I reached out and took his hand in mine, interlacing our fingers. He looked away from the others to our hands and gave mine a squeeze. 

      After the fire faded the others retired to their tents. Bather stayed staring at the very last embers. His eyes were dark and unfocused. 

      “Martine,” I whispered. “That's the town where…”

      “Yes,” he breathed.

      “Are you alright?”

      He smirked. “Not in the slightest.” He picked up a handful of snow and threw it on the embers. They hissed and the last of their glow went out. He stood and nodded toward our tent.  

      “There are things I should tell you before then,” he said quietly. 

      This was it. This was the moment I had waited for. For so long I had wished to know Bather’s story and now I was afraid. There was some small part of me that wondered if he was right to be afraid to tell me if I would think less of him.

      The tent felt smaller now as we entered. The single lantern that hung from the support beam painted the canvas with warm light. He sat on the bedroll and patted the space next to him. 

      I sat beside him and waited.  He was quiet for a long time, looking out the small gap in the tent's front. His eyes were distant and I knew he was seeing more than what lay before us. 

      “You don’t have to tell me,” I said breaking. “I want to know but…” 

      He looked toward me and smiled. It was soft and there was a sadness in his eyes that didn’t quite match it. “I made you a promise and it's time.” He took a deep breath. “But I don’t know if I can do it alone.” 

      I turned fully to face him my legs crisscrossed under me. “What do you need?”

      “Make me tell you.” He said it so quietly I thought I miss heard him. I had to have, there was no way he was asking what I thought he was.

      “What?” 

      “Make me tell you.” He took my hand and pressed it to the side of his face. “Use your magic.” 

      My heart wanted to crack in half. He had felt it, he had known that I had forced him to tell me his feelings that night. I felt hollow. 

      “Bather, I…” I started to pull my hand away but he held it against my face. 

      “It's fine. Do it.” 

      “No, that night, I didn’t mean to—“

      “I know.” I was crying now. “But if you hadn’t I would never have told you. I would have let you walk out of my life forever if you wanted to. I still would.”

      I shook my head trying to get the tears to stop. “I don’t want to.” 

      “Then ask me.” He squeezed my hand still against his cheek. 

      I took a few breaths to steady myself. I placed my other hand on his face too. I stared into his eyes, bright emerald pools full of secrets. I thought of all the questions I wanted to ask him and my palms began to glow faintly against his skin.  “Tell me your sister’s name.” 

      He smiled and tears began to roll down his cheeks. “Her name was Eva.”

    

  


  
    
      Her magic flowed through me like a warmth had been injected directly into my veins. Her eyes, speckled with different shades of brown and green, bore into me, pleading to hear my words and they willingly fell from my lips. 

       “What was she like?” she asked.

      “Full of life.” I closed my eyes and let myself remember her. The two of us racing on the wind between mountain peaks. Drunk at human parties her short blonde hair bounced as she danced. In any form, you knew we were twins but she was the one people looked at.  

      “She could light up a whole room just by walking in. People noticed her and she liked it that way. But she was impulsive and emotional.” I stopped to take a breath and felt as Rowan wiped my tears away with her thumb.

      Did you see the way he looked at us? Eva’s voice echoed in my head. We were standing on a street in Nosta, just the two of us. He thought we weren’t good enough to be there, I know it! 

      Her teeth had shifted from human to more pointed as she talked. 

      “What happened to her?” Rowan’s voice pulled me back to the present. I opened my eyes and focused back on hers. 

      “Our families’ land encompassed the mountains and had for centuries. After mother and father died, it was just us. Eva became possessive of our land, of the mountain, of our home. It was in our nature to be possessive, but this was worse. Things were all right for a while but eventually, time passed and the humans nearby forgot about us. They began mining at the base of the mountain on our land.” 

      “We had the right to defend it then. She went to teach them a lesson, and I went with her. We burned the mine and destroyed the town. When it was done I went home but she wasn’t finished, though. She had become… unsatisfied with what we had and pushed to find more wealth for us elsewhere.” 

       They need to remember who we are. Her last words to me echoed in my thoughts. I wondered if she would have sided with Cinnir if she had been here now. No, I told myself,  she hated him even more than I did. 

      “She attacked villages outside our borders. She wouldn’t listen to me and then…” I shook my head trying to shake away the memories. I didn’t want to say it.

      “Tell me.” She whispered and I felt her magic flow through me in another wave. 

      “She didn’t come back. I looked for her for days until I ended up at Martine but she-sh…” I balled my hands into fists in my lap my claws, half transformed, punctured my palm. “She was already dead.” 

      Rowan let out a shaky breath. I wanted to pull away from her, not because I didn’t want to tell her but because I couldn’t bear for her to look at me while I told her the rest. 

      “They had mounted her head on the clocktower.” Rowan nodded. “She had burned their crops and half the main street. But they had butchered her. Cut her up and sold off pieces of her as trophies like she was an animal.” 

      Her hands were shaking as she held my face now. When I looked back up at her there were tears in her eyes. “I had been searching for her in this form. I knew any town she had visited would have shot me out of the air when I flew over. But when… when I saw her up there left to rot… They deserved so much worse.” I spat the last words. I meant it even now. I didn’t regret what I had done. 

      “Tell me what happened next.” She commanded. Connected to her magic I could almost sense her thoughts full of curiosity, desperation, and heartbreak. She felt sorrow for me and it cracked me open. 

      “There was a tavern next to a clock tower. There were men outside telling stories about how they had helped to slay the great beast. I turned them to ash first, I set the tavern on fire, then the next building, and the next until the only sound around me was fire and screaming.” 

      I waited to hear the screaming again as I had every time before when I thought of this day. Another reminder of the curse that haunted me. But the screams never came. 

      “Bather?” Rowan’s brows knit together, a delicate line of concern appearing between them. She could see something in my expression that worried her. I could not feel the curse’s hold on me in that moment but I said nothing that would give her hope and instead continued my story. 

      “I left. I let them rebuild and then came back and I burned it all again and again. They tried to offer me gold or revenge. They rounded up the men who killed my sister and offered them to me in exchange for peace. Their own people, they were willing to trade like cattle to appease me. I killed them but I didn’t stop. She was all I… I had.” 

      “Eventually the townspeople tried to stop me.” She took a hand off my face and placed it on my shoulder and the scar that lay just beneath the fabric there. I nodded. “They had rigged to large crossbow bolts attached by a long barbed chain. One bolt hit here.” I placed my hand over hers. “The other on my leg and with every stroke of my wings the chain cut into me. I had no choice but to land.” 

      “That's so cruel,” she whispered. 

      I shook my head. “It was clever. They used to do it in the hunts.” 

      “The priestess had arrived the night before she had come to try and help the town rebuild. She appeared in the street a shining beacon full of divine rage. She pulled me to the ground and then… I had never felt anything like it. Like my body did not belong to me anymore. She forced me to shift back.” 

      I could see the moment so clearly in my mind. I was covered in dirt and blood in the center of the street at her feet. She leaned down and placed her hands on my shoulders. She just looked at me for a moment, her expression was not full of anger but of pity. I will never forget that look. “Then she placed her hand on my heart and…” 

      The words echoed in my head of their own volition.  You shall walk among us, a shadow of yourself. You shall know pain and hunger, but you shall never die. Until the poison heart is ripped asunder, you shall live and lie. And if you dare to touch what you have stolen, all gold shall turn to ash. But this time my heart felt lighter when I heard them. 

      “She cursed you.” She said the words that I couldn’t seem to find.

      I nodded. 

      She put her other hand back on my face. “What happened next?” she asked. 

      “Pain, so much of it. Devine magic rewriting my existence. I couldn’t look away from her until I was unconscious. I woke up miles away from the town, alone. I spent days raging against the curse, testing its limits until I couldn’t any longer. I swore that I would never again hold any love for humanity. Then…”

      I hesitated. I could feel her magic pulling at my words pleading for them to be spoken. I reached up and took her hands in mine and pulled them away from my face. “Then I spent a very long time alone until a very stubborn woman showed up at my door asking for help.”

      She laughed through her tears and it was beautiful.

      I thought that Rowan being afraid of me was the worst thing that could have come of this but I was wrong. She looked at me with pity.  

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      It looked as if there was an invisible weight on Bather’s shoulders as we trekked up the road. The weight of what he had told me last night still clung to him. Whereas I felt like a weight had been lifted, I knew the horrors of his past and still loved him. I knew he felt regret for what he had done. I wondered if the men who killed his sister would have felt the same if he had given them the time.

      He led the way to Martine not looking back at us but not looking up either. His eyes were transfixed on the slush of dirt and ice beneath his boots. The road curved around the mountain as it inched higher and higher. 

      I quickened my pace to match his. When he saw me he slowed to let the others pass us. “Hello.” 

      “Hello.” He glanced over at me. 

      “I haven’t changed my mind about you, you know.” 

      “I know and I’m not sure how I feel about it,” he admitted. 

      “I won’t lie to you. You did things that were horrible.” He closed his eyes and turned away from me. I placed my hand on his arm. “But so did they. So did Eva.” 

      “I just don’t understand how you can still say that I’m a good person. You know it's a lie.” His voice cracked. Vina looked back at us and I lowered my voice. 

      “The truth is that you are broken but you are good. The you that I know, now. That's the one that matters to me, and maybe I’m a fool to see it that way, but I’m not going to change my mind.”  

      Bather pulled me to a stop. He looked down at me reaching up to cradle my face. “I don’t deserve you.” 

      “I decided what I deserve.” I stood up on my toes to kiss him, a simple peck but the weight of our whole world seemed to rest on it. 

       We continued on and eventually as we rounded a curve in the road Martine came into view. “Finally,” Rask grumbled. 

      “I thought you were going to be first up the mountain?” Winn smirked. 

      “Yeah,” Vina chimed in. “Tired already?” 

      I couldn’t help but laugh as Rask quickened his pace so he lead our little party into town. I liked Vina. I could tell by the way she walked and the way she carried herself that she had years of training, she was a lady and a soldier but she was also just a woman. Playful and fun and I had the urge to want to know her better. She reminded me a little of the knight from the play but I hoped her story would have a happier ending. 

      As we drew closer, I realized Bather was no longer beside me. I turned and found him a few paces behind us. I stopped and turned back. He gripped the strap of his satchel, his eyes locked on something in the distance behind me. “I’ll meet you when you’re finished.”

      I looked back over my shoulder and could see the outline of a clock tower through the snow. “Stay safe.”

      He nodded. I turned back and hurried to catch up with Winn, Vina, and Rask. 

      The buildings were short and squat and built of stone mined from nearby. The town center was easy to find because it was the only place that had two-story buildings and, of course, the clock tower. 

      “What’s his deal?” Rask nodded back toward the edge of town where we had left Bather. Vina looked over, awaiting my answer as well. 

      “Not a fan of small towns.” 

      Rask chuckled but accepted my response with no further questions. Vina gave me a strange look but looked away, back toward our path. 

      “We shouldn’t be long anyway,” Winn added. 

      I lost sight of the clock tower as we passed between a few taller buildings. Winn led the way with the same location spell that Bather had used in Senton’s estate. We took a shortcut through an alley and found ourselves in the town square. I followed as we cut across to the general store, but I trained my eyes on the clock tower. 

      I don’t know what I expected. Maybe I expected to turn and see a long sun-bleached dragon skull still mounted on the top of it or built into it now as a point of pride. It was just a clock tower. Some of the wood beams and bricks were obviously newer, replaced as the years went on. 

      I watched as a mother and her daughter, no older than six, passed by us. They both looked up at the clock tower as they went. The little girl had a silver coin in a vice grip between her fingers. They turned down an alley between two of the buildings behind the clock tower. 

      Curiosity flourished and I peeled off from our group and followed behind them at a distance. The alley dead-ended at a small shrine. The stone carving at its center was too far to make out the details. The carving was above a small plinth covered with long burnt-out candles and carved into it a small slot just big enough for a gold piece. 

      The girl looked up at her mother as they reached it. 

      “Go ahead,” the mother said. 

      The girl reached out and placed her coin in the slot. I never heard it the bottom. 

      “Good job.” 

      The two of them turned and walked past me out of the alley. I approached the carving. It was worn by the weather but there were two clear figures holding hands, a man and a woman. At first, I thought it was an altar to the gods but then I saw what was carved behind them both like looming shadows, two dragons. 

      I disappeared and reappeared in front of Bather, still making his way around the edge of town. I grabbed his hand and willed us back to the alley. 

      “Rowan, what are you doing?” He grabbed me by the shoulders and looked around frantically. “Someone could have seen you.” He whispered. 

      “I don’t care.” I was giddy, too excited, and willing to be reckless to show him. “Look.” 

      I pointed to the shrine. He looked and I saw the moment of understanding pass over him. He knelt to inspect the carving further. He reached out to trace his fingers over the woman.

      “That’s you and your sister isn’t it?” I asked. 

      “It…That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I watched a little girl give a coin.” I pointed to the base. 

      He ran his finger along the slot in the stone. “Why do this?” 

      I looked back at the carving. It was easy to see how I had mistaken them for the twin gods. 

      “Were you and your sister twins?” 

      He looked up at me. “Yes.” 

      Just like the gods. Twins are rare and stories used to say they were blessed because they were made in the gods’ image. It was bad luck and an unholy omen when one twin died without the other. 

      “When I talked to Pedra she hinted that Mira knew that what the people did to you might have been wrong, too. She said she knew that there was violence on both sides.”

      “But—“

      “What if this is their way of paying for what they did that day?” I offered. 

      Bather shook his head and looked back toward his sister. He was silent for a long time. I knelt beside him. 

      “Where do you think it goes?” He asked eventually. 

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe they donate it.”

      He nodded. 

      “Does it look like her?” I dared to ask. 

      He nodded again. 

      “She’s very pretty.” 

      He smiled. “Yes, and she acted like it.” 

      I smiled. 

      “Excuse me.” We both turned to see an older man at the end of the alley. His white hair stuck out from his knitted hat in puffs on either side of his head. It was clear his coat had been mended many times. The nicest thing on his person was his walking stick which was a beautifully polished spiral of fine wood. “Can I answer any questions about the shrine?” 

      “Oh um…” I looked at Bather. 

      He stood and brushed the snow from his knees. “No thank—“

      “Where does the money go?” I chimed in. I would not let him just walk away, at the very least for my own curiosity I needed one answer. 

      “To ask for forgiveness,” he said. “It goes to the family.” He gestured toward the carving. 

      “What?” Bather was stunned. 

      “To the dragon. Should he pay his own penance, and if he’s still alive it goes to him.”

      “I don’t think it does,” Bather said. 

      The man shrugged. “Believe what you like. That’s was what I was told.”

      “Who told you?” I asked. 

      “My father used to watch over it. He was the mayor,” he said. “He told me the stories his grandfather told him. Now I watch over it, keep it clean, and make sure no one vandalizes it.” 

      “That’s very kind of you.” I smiled. 

      “Don’t know who will do it after me. Don’t have any kids of my own.” 

      “Maybe…” Bather hesitated. “Maybe after you, your debt will be paid.” 

      The old man shook his head. “I don’t know about that.” 

      “Let me help.” I fished in my bag for a coin. 

      “Rowan, no.” He tried to grab the coin out of my hand but I pulled it out of reach. 

      “This is my money.” It was true. Just a spare silver that had been left at the bottom since I left home. I narrowed my eyes at him. “I can do what I want with it.”

      The old man laughed. “Better let her do it, son. I know that look.” 

      “Where do you take the money?” I asked. 

      “Nowhere. It just disappears and goes to where it's supposed to.” 

      “We’ll see about that,” Bather whispered just loud enough so I could hear but he stepped out of the way and gestured to the slot. 

      I bent over and dropped the coin in. He leaned down and whispered. “I’ll just give it back to you later,” he whispered. 

      “Don’t you dare,” I whispered back. 

      When we turned back to the old man he had gone. 

      “Come on.” He placed his hand on the small of my back. “We should go find the others.” 

      “Wait.” 

      I turned and pulled him down by the collar of his coat and kissed him. I kissed him and kissed him trying to tell him how much I truly loved him in a way that words could not express. When I pulled away he pulled me back and it was his turn now. He kissed slowly and was sure of every movement. It was like a waltz where overstep was perfectly in time. 

      Finally, we broke apart and he pressed his forehead to mine. “You are…” 

      “Infuriating?” I offered. 

      He laughed. “Yes.” 

      I giggled. He sighed and kissed my nose. 

      “They’re going to think you’ve run off.” He said. 

      “Let them.” I smiled. 

      He laced his fingers with mine and pulled me back down the alley. 

      “Come on, little one.”  
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        * * *

      

      The rest of our group was standing outside the store when we returned to the square. Winn was gesturing wildly and was clearly arguing with Rask. Vina was behind them, leaning against the building, the bags of fresh supplies at her feet.

      “See I told you.” Winn gestured in our direction before walking away from Rask to stand next to Vina. The two of them exchanged whispers.

      “Where you run off to?” Rask huffed and looked past us back to where we had come from. He didn’t wait for my answer before turning on Bather. “And I thought you were too chicken to show your face around here.” He poked a gloved finger into his chest and Bather rocked backward. 

      I stepped forward between them. I could feel my anger pulling my magic to the surface. It hummed just below my skin waiting to strike. I stared him down. “He changed his mind.” 

      Rask tore his glare away from Bather and aimed it toward me. 

      “And I was just looking around.” 

      He huffed. “Next time–” 

      “Rask,” Vina called. “Enough. We have what we need and they’re here. Let’s go.” 

      He held eye contact with me a beat longer before turning away and marching past Winn and Vina. 

      “Sorry about him,” Vina whispered as we joined them. 

      “I expected nothing less,” Bather replied. 

      She hid it well, but something like disappointment flashed across her features before she wrapped her scarf tighter around her. 

      I felt a tug on my sleeve. I let go of Bather’s hand as Winn pulled me back to follow behind the others at a distance. “Are you okay?” Winn asked.

      “I’m fine.” I could still feel my magic itching under my skin. “I don’t like him,” I whispered, my eyes locked on the back of Rask’s head. 

      “You can’t let him get to you, if–” 

      “I know.” I snapped and as I did, I could see a flash of light out of the corner of my eye from my palm. I closed my palm, squashing out the light, but not before Winn noticed it too. 

      “Rowan, he will–” 

      “I’ll be fine.” I didn’t want to hear what he thought Rask would do if he found out I wasn’t just a mage. He already had made it clear what he thought of Bather. He was ready to run his blade through him at any moment if he thought he stepped out of line. Not that he knew that would do very little. 

      “I control my magic.” I reached out and squeezed his hand. “As long as he controls himself.” 

      Winn nodded and let go of my hand. “He’s just paranoid.” 

      “Those can be the most dangerous people.” 

      “You sound like him.” He motioned to Bather as we sped up to join the others. 

      “Sometimes he’s right.” 

      “Meh,” He shrugged and laughed before jogging to catch up with Vina and Rask. 

      Bather reached out for my hand without turning to see if I was there. I matched my pace with him, took his hand and we followed behind the others. 
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        * * *

      

      The path up the side of the mountain grew thinner as we climbed. At one point wide enough for a large cart to make its way up and down the switchback, grew so thin that we had to continue our way up in a single file line. Bather led the way with Rask and Lady Vina behind him, then Winn and myself at the rear. 

      I kept my eyes forward locked on Rask as his eyes bore a hole into the back of Bather’s head until the path became too slick with ice and snow. I dug into the side of the mountain with my fingers a little stronger than a normal human might have been able, but Vina and Rask were too preoccupied trying not to slip themselves to notice. Both had their swords out, using them as walking sticks to dig into the ice. 

      The wind began to pick up as the sunset. Vina kept glancing nervously above us. 	“How much further like this?” she called up to Bather. 

      “An hour at the most.” He called back pointing up to an outcropping above us. “We should be able to camp there.” 

      The minutes passed by painfully slowly in silence as we inched our way forward. Ten minutes passed, then twenty as the wind whipped around us mercilessly. It was at the thirty-minute mark it began to snow. It was light at first but then became heavy shifting towards a blizzard. 

      “We should stop!” Rask shouted. 

      “Where would you suggest?” Winn shouted back against the wind. 

      “Quiet!” Vina snapped.

      “We stop here and wait for the storm to pass.” Rask kept on. 

      “That could be hours!” Winn retorted. “We’re almost there.” He gestured to the vague shadow of our destination through the storm. 

      “Be quiet,” Vina said again. 

      I felt the mountain vibrate under my hand ever so slightly. 

      “Listen to her.” Bather turned back and gripped Rask's shoulder. He shrugged it off. 

      “Don’t—“ 

      There was a crack like thunder above us and we all stopped. A low rumble followed. Winn looked back and locked eyes with me before a chunk of ice the size of a soup pot flew past his head. 

      Bather’s voice split the air. “Run!”

      We pushed forward as fast as we could on the narrow path. Another chunk of ice, this one far larger than the size of sheep, hit the rock just behind me almost knocking me off the mountain. The path behind me caved in after the strike. Winn reached back and grabbed my hand. 

      More ice and rock began tumbling past us. I looked up and saw a large swath of mountain rubble heading toward us. I pulled Winn back out of its path and shouted to Vina, but it was too late. It knocked her off the mountainside into free fall. Rask managed to dig his sword into the ice but could only hold against the force for a moment longer before he too was flung out of reach. 

      Time seemed to slow. Rather than trying to hold on Bather leaped from the side and dove after Rask, his form shifting. His claws reached out and snatched him out of the air. At the same moment, Winn pressed behind me and summoned an arcane shield above us deflecting the debris over us. I watched as Vina got further and further away from us. 

      I reached out and grabbed hold of her with my magic. She froze mid-air as ice and stone continued past her. It gave Bather enough time to arc around and fly beneath her. I let her go and she collided with him grabbing onto the base of his right wing. 

      Bather locked eyes with me as he flew past. His deep green reptilian eyes bore into me before he took off toward the outcropping we had spotted. Winn held on to my waist with one arm while his other hand kept the shield above us. I pressed my back against him keeping us against the mountain and as far from the edge as possible. 

      The rockslide slowed and a moment later everything was still. Winn’s breath was ragged in my ear. “You good?” he whispered. 

      I nodded. We stood there breathing heavily in silence too afraid we might enrage the mountain further for a minute, two, three. The storm began to slow and the snow drifted gently around us. Finally, Winn shifted out from behind me still holding on to my waist. 

      “I can get us to the landing,” I whispered. 

      “That’s too risky Rask and Vina might notice something is off. Especially after what you just did.” 

      “What was I supposed to do just let her fall?” 

      “No, of course not.” he sighed. “We just have to be careful.” He squeezed my waist. 

      “Then hold on and don’t forget to sell it.” 

      I focused on the outcropping we had seen from below and blinked. I heard Winn gasp and when I opened my eyes Bather sat in front of us. The moonlight glinted off his scales as he looked toward the gap in the clouds. I had never really gotten a moment to just look at his true form, not like this. 

      There were veins of yellow and gold that appeared on his scales in the light. He was as tall as a two-story building, his wings were curled in at the sides he loomed over Vina and Rask protectively. Vina was unconscious and Rask looked shaken and a little angry. 

      Bather’s massive head whipped to face us teeth bared as the sound of our footsteps arrived with no warning. He recognized us and his form began to shrink and move toward us at once until Bather was human again and had reached us. He pulled me to him and kissed me. He held my face and looked me over. “You’re alright?” 

      I nodded. “You?” 

      “Fine”

      “What happened to Vina?” Winn asked. He moved around us and over toward the others.

      “She fainted,” Bather said. 

      “If she already didn’t like heights I could only imagine what she thinks of them now,” I replied. 

      “How much farther up this bloody mountain?” Rask spat. 

      “If we keep going we could make it by an hour or so after sunrise.”

      “We should rest.” Winn countered. “If we push ourselves it will only be more dangerous.” 

      I sat beside Vina and pulled her head into my lap. Her breathing was even but there was a cold sweat covering her forehead. Rask watched me carefully as I pulled a dry piece of cloth out of Bather’s satchel. I pressed it against her brow. 

      “I don’t want to be here any longer than we need to. Every moment that we waste is a moment the dragons could launch a second attack. I don’t understand why you don’t just fly us up to your precious little cave.” He stood squaring up to Bather despite being a head shorter. “You seemed perfectly capable a moment ago.” 

      “I told you.”  Bather looked down at him his eyes almost fluidly shifting between human and reptilian. 

      “Rask.” Winn tried to get between them but neither gave him the chance. 

      “I don’t believe you.” 

      “Give it a break, Gensin,” Vina croaked. 

      The three turned and I looked down as her eyes opened. 

      “Careful,” I whispered as she sat up.

      She grabbed her sword from where it lay next to her and I saw Bather’s hand twitch with the faintest bit of claws. She stuck it into the ground and used it to help herself up. I stood with her hovering by her side.

      “Ma’am.” He leaned toward her. “We don’t have time for this drake's tricks.”

      “No, what we don’t have time for is this.” She gestured to the three of them. “I’m not going to let your prejudice derail this mission. We’re going to make camp for the night. Here. Winn is right we need rest, I need it.” She looked to Bather, who nodded, and then back to Rask.“Understood?”

      Rask nodded. We made camp for the night and Vina didn’t take her eyes off Rask for one moment. Meanwhile, I kept catching him looking at me.

    

  


  
    
      There was no pain. No creaking protests of my bones or stretching feeling as my skin tried to hold me back. The shift was smooth and effortless. I felt strong, I felt free and I almost felt…

      No. I would not let my self hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      We set up camp. Bather and I went into Winn’s tent to warm up. His was similar to ours but there was a table and chair at the center and his bed roll had been shoved off to the side.	“I don’t think they noticed anything,” he whispered. 

      “Good,” Bather hissed. 

      “We should talk about tomorrow,” Winn said. 

      Bather sighed and nodded.

      I went to call the others but stopped at the exit of the tent as I heard Vina and Rask’s hushed voices. 

      “He has agreed to help us. He is on our side.” 

      “I don’t trust it. And that girl…”

      “You don’t have to trust it just believe it until he proves otherwise.” 

      “But—” 

      “If everyone was as paranoid as you I wouldn’t be what I am.” She hissed. 

      Rask sighed. “My Lady I—“ 

      He stopped as I made a show of coming out of the tent. They were standing just outside of Vina’s tent. 

      “We’re going to go over the plan for tomorrow.” I nodded back inside our tent. 

      “We’ll be right there.” Vina smiled. “Thanks.” 

      I nodded and went back inside stopping beyond the opening. I could feel Winn and Bather watching me as we waited. 

      “They are hiding something.” Rask's whisper was barely audible. 

      “Maybe it's because you are looking for a reason to turn on them.” I heard the crunch of Vina’s footsteps as she left him to join us. 

      I backed away from the opening and moved to stand beside Bather. “Everything alright?” he asked. 

      I didn’t get a chance to answer before Vina entered the tent. Rask followed a moment later. 

      “It certainly is a benefit to have mages in your pocket,” Rask murmured as he looked around the space. 

      Winn just shrugged.

      We gathered around the table. Bather grabbed his satchel and pulled a small leather book with gold detailing out of his bag. A ribbon was placed inside as a bookmark. 

      “This is what we're looking for.” He placed the book open on the table to the page that had been marked. There was a detailed illustration of what resembled an ornate metal lantern or a censor. The holes in the metal where the light would shine through were in the shapes of stars and the silhouettes of dragons. Several gems adorned the top where a chain was attached and disappeared off the page.  “Or something similar.” 

      “You don’t remember what it looks like?” Rask pulled the book closer to get a better look. 

      “It's been a few hundred years, apologies if the memories are a bit fuzzy,” Bather hissed. 

      “Will it be easy to find?” 

      “A simple locating spell should be able to help you find it.” Bather looked to Winn and he nodded. 

      “How big is it, the hoard?” I asked. I regretted asking when I saw Bather’s shoulders tense but he took a deep breath and looked at me before pressing his hand into the table. 

      Winn picked up the book as spidering sparks of fire began to burn a pattern into the table. It revealed the outline of a series of cave systems twisting out from one central cavern like a maze curling back and in on itself. When it was done he tore his eyes away from mine toward the table.

      I reached over and took Bather’s free hand in mine lacing our fingers together. 

      “It should be somewhere in the central chamber.” He pointed to a spot near the back to the left. “Here maybe.” 

      “Why are you telling us this?” Vina asked. “Aren’t you going in with us?” 

      “I can’t.” Bather bit out. 

      Rask chuckled and it took every bit of self-control not to throw him across the room.

      “It is his curse.” He smirked. “He can’t touch it.”

      “Oh.” Vina looked down. “Sorry.” 

      “It's alright,” Bather said, his voice soft until he addressed Rask. “I see you did your research.”

      “Wanted to know who we were getting into bed with,” He shrugged. “Didn’t think you could be a dragon at all with it but that was clearly not the case.” 

      “No,” Bather said. “It's not.”  

      “So, somewhere back here?” Winn pointed. 

      “Yes. But be careful, there’s a lot of magic in there and a lot of shiny trinkets. Don’t lose your focus.” Bather looked pointedly at Winn for a beat too long before extending his gaze to Vina and Rask. 

      “We’re there for the Lure,” I said. “Just that, everything else stays.” 

      Bather shrugged. “You can take a few coins for your troubles if you like.” 

      “But just a few?” Vina smirked. 

      “Exactly.” 

      She laughed. “Well, it seems simple enough. Get to the cavern, head this way, and Hayward will find it with his fancy finger waving.” 

      “Not really even that fancy.” He added. “It’s a pretty simple spell. I bet even you could do it.” 

      “Yeah, I’m good.” She grinned at him. 

      “Are we done then?” Rask asked. 

      “Not quite.” Bather let go of my hand and pointed to two spots on the map he had singed on the table. “There are two traps near the entrance. Here and here.”

      “Of course, there are,” Winn smirked. “It was feeling a little too easy.” 

      “I should be able to disarm them.” 

      “Should?” Vina repeated. 

      “If the magic recognizes me.” 

      “And if it doesn’t?” Rask said. 

      “Then he should go first.” He pointed at Winn. “An arcane shield should deflect the flames.” 

      “I don’t like how many times you're using the word should,” Winn admitted. “But fine I’ll be our canary.” 

      “Great.” Rask clapped his hands and made me jump. “I’m going to bed then.” 

      He turned and stomped out of the tent. 

      “What's with him?” I asked Vinna.

      She sighed. “In general or right now?” 

      “Right now.” 

      “I don’t think he likes that you saved his life,” she admitted. 

      “I’ll be sure not to next time.” Bather quipped. 

      She laughed. “But seriously thank you, both. For everything.” She smiled softly and left us.  
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        * * *

      

      The morning climb was practically vertical. Winn sent up ropes to help us and we made the slow journey upward. Bather was last to climb so he could catch any of us if we fell. Rask kept watching me like he was waiting for something. 

      “Something tells me we're here.” I heard Vina say just as I made it to the top. 

      Before us stood a massive cave opening. It was wide enough that a full-size dragon could pass in and out with ease. The tunnel beyond it lead deep into the mountain where the light could not reach. 

      Vina tried to make room on the outcropping for Rask, Winn, and Bather as they joined us. The outcropping was thin outside of the cave entrance; it didn't span its entire width and barely fit all of us. There was a silent agreement between the humans in the group to avoid crossing the threshold until Bather said otherwise. 

      He squeezed past Vina and me to step just inside. He knelt down and felt the floor of the cave for a moment. 

      He looked back at us. “Moment of truth.” He transformed one hand into a claw and cut a long gash into his opposite palm. 

      I hissed and looked away as he let the blood drip onto the spot he had located on the cave floor. At first, nothing happened. I looked back as he stood. Maybe he was right when he said the magic might not recognize him cursed. Then there was a strange howling sound. It became louder and louder until a blast of wind shot out of the cave at us. Everyone else managed to hold our ground as it hit us but I teetered back. My foot slipped out from me but before I could fall and before my magical instincts could kick in. Rask reached out and grabbed hold of me by the front of my coat.

      “Careful.” He said and pushed me a little too hard away from the edge so that I bumped into Bather. 

      I turned to him. “Does that mean it worked?” I asked. 

      He looked down at me and I could see a little glow of pride. “It does.” He looked to the others. “That should be it.” 

      “We’re safe to go?” Winn checked. 

      “Indeed.” Bather nodded.

      “What a shame,” Rask leered. “I was so looking forward to watching you run for your life.” He winked at Winn.

      Vina glared at him. 

      “What?” 

      She turned and headed in Winn and Rask followed. 

      Bather grabbed my wrist and held me back for a moment. 

      “Here.” Bather took off his satchel and placed it over my shoulder. “Take whatever you want.” 

      “Are you sure?” 

      He didn’t respond, instead, he leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to my lips. Before he pulled away he rested his forehead against mine. “Just you though.” 

      He glanced over at the others as he pulled away.

      I gave his hand one last squeeze before I turned back toward the opening. 

    

  


  
    
      I said it and I meant it. I had for a while now. Whatever she needed she could have if I could give it to her. Everything. Even if she had never loved me, it's all hers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a vast cavern maybe a mile across and the back wall found its end out of sight. It was brimming with treasures. Some mundane and others glistening with wealth. Piles of gold and silver as far as the eye could see dotted with statues, trinkets, large pieces of ornate furniture, and weapons. 

      It took your breath away. I looked at the others and found their mouths agape as well. But as I took in their expressions a strange wave of protectiveness came over me.  This was Bather’s and I could see the greed in their eyes. Rask especially, but when he caught me staring he shifted his features into an unimpressed scowl. 

      “What’s even the point of having it all?” He huffed. “He should show it off at least.” 

      “Because then someone would kill him for it. That's the whole reason the hunts started in the first place, remember?” Vina said although her eyes were focused on a very beautiful patterned long sword not too far off the main path that had been loosely carved through the mountains of treasure. 

      “And who did they steal it from?” he retorted. 

      I glared back at him. 

      He shrugged. “I’m just saying.”  

      “Let’s just get going.” Winn pulled a small piece of metal out of his pocket and cast the locating spell. He moved past Vina to lead the way further in. The coins beneath our feet clinked with each step we took. The piles seemed unorganized but knowing Bather that was probably untrue. The path that wound through it all was wide enough that a full-sized dragon could traverse it with ease but Rask stayed just behind Vina and me as we walked. 

      Winn took a left turn at a table with gold filigree with an overflowing glass bowl of rough-cut gems. 

      “So, Rowan,” Rask started and there was something about his tone that set me on edge. “You’re a mage. Where did you study? Here at the university?” 

      “I—“ 

      “She’s self-taught.” Winn cut in. “Until very recently.”  

      “You must have been a prodigy. How come the king has never heard of you?”

      “How do you know what the king has heard of?” Vina chimed in. 

      “It’s my job.” 

      “Pretty sure it’s not.” She mumbled under her breath.

      “I lived up north,” I said calmly. I looked back at him, his stance was still casual with the exception of his left hand that rested on the pommel of his sword. I pretend not to notice and turned back. 

      “Whereabouts?” 

      “Just leave her alone.” Vina shot back.

      “It's fine,” I assured her. He was fishing for something but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of backing down. “Chilery.”

      “Chilery?” He paused. “Didn’t they have a witch problem not too long ago?” 

      I stopped, coins skidded under my feet with movement. “How did you know?” 

      “I told you. It's my job.” 

      “Well we did but it was taken care of,” I said a little too forcefully. 

      “Then maybe you can give crown some advice when we return.” 

      “I—“

      Winn placed a hand on my shoulder. “She’d be happy to tell the king everything she knows.” 

      “Good.” Rask forced a smile. 

      “Can we focus, please?” Vina’s hand was on her pommel now too but unlike Rask, her attention wasn’t focused on me, it was focused on him.  

      Rask fell silent and motioned to Winn. He redid the locating spell but stayed between me and Rask calling out directions to Vina instead of leading the group. 

      We traveled deeper twisting and turning around the mountains of treasure until we lost sight of the entrance. At the intersection of three paths that had been carved through towering stacks of gold bars, marble statues, and priceless works of art Winn called for us to stop. 

      “It's somewhere here.” 

      Vina scanned the precarious towers and the piles of coins just beyond them. “Wonderful.” 

      “Let’s get searching,” Winn said. 

      “We should split up and cover more ground.” Rask offered. His suggestion earned a disapproving glare from both Vina and me. I didn’t trust him for several reasons one of which was that I thought he might stuff his pockets full of gold the moment any of us weren’t looking. 

      “Don’t wander too far though,” Winn added. “The spell has a short range. It's not far.” 

      Rask nodded and we all turned our attention to separate sections of treasure. 

      I started to shift statues out of the way careful not to disrupt the integrity of the piles they presided in. Nearby I could hear the shifting of coins and the opening of surely ornate furniture drawers. “Do we know how big it is?” Vina called. 

      “He didn’t say,” I called back. 

      “Great.” I heard her grumble before continuing her search.  

      I searched for a few minutes before I looked back at the others. Vina was out of sight but I could hear her muttering to herself not too far off. Winn had his back to me and had clearly gotten distracted by some old magic scrolls. Rask kicked over a pile of gold bars and began to search through what lay underneath. 

      I turned back to my section took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I pictured the image of the lure that Bather had shown to us. My palm began to warm. I opened my eyes and looked down at it. There was no glow, only a warmth. I moved it over the treasures in front of me and the temperature changed. I smiled. It was like the game we used to play as children. Hot or cold. 

      I began to climb the mountain of marble and gold before me following the heat. The coins shifted and trickled down the pile with my weight. My foot knocked down a porcelain vase and I heard it shatter. I winced, I would have to remember to mend later. 

      “You alright?” Winn called. 

      “Fine,” I replied. 

      My palm cooled and inched back down until it warmed again. There behind a marble bust, I saw a brass chain trailing out of the pile. I grabbed hold of the chain and my palm burned to an almost painful heat for an instant before it returned to its normal temperature. This was it.

      I pulled but there was resistance. I stopped, nervous that if I pulled too hard I might damage it. I shifted the bust and let gravity slide it down the pile. With it out of the way, I dug around the pile. The integrity began to give, and the whole thing shifted. The frame that I had been using as a foothold slipped and I began sliding back down to the ground. 

      “Shit,” I muttered under my breath. Once the gold settled I looked up and saw the dangling chain leading to what looked like an ornate lantern. 

      “Hey I—“     

      I heard a thud followed by something heavy and soft hitting the ground and coin behind me. I looked back and saw Rask stepping toward me over Winn’s body. His sword was grasped tightly in his hand. 

      I don’t know if it was magic or adrenaline but it was as if time slowed I saw his blade arching toward me. I tried to will myself away but he was too fast I felt the blade dig itself deep into my shoulder. I felt it scrape against bone as I pulled away and appeared on the other side of him and Winn’s unconscious form. 

      I screamed but in rage, not pain, I would heal. I knew it even now the white-hot burning in my shoulder told me that in a matter of moments, I’d be fine. Now I was just angry. 

      Vina scrambled toward us pulling her own blade. 

      “What are you doing?” she shouted. 

      “She’s one of them. She’s a witch!” He spat at me. “This is a trap. She and the drake they’re going to kill the king.” 

      “We’re trying to help you!” I hissed against the pain of my healing shoulder. 

      “Rask, you’ve lost it.” 

      “You’ve seen what she can do.” His hands were shaking. 

      “They saved our lives! If they were going to turn on us then why not just let us fall?”

      “I—I don’t know, but…” His eyes narrowed. “She can’t be trusted.” 

      He lunged at me but I caught him mid-air. He froze and as I held him aloft in the air, I could feel every muscle in his body and I knew I had hold of them all. I know what it felt like to lose control of your body. Isadora had done it to me, to my father, and to Jed. I understood now how she had done so easily. I let my magic seep into him, his muscles, his bones. He stiffened as I forced him to release his blade. 

      He gasped for air and I realized I had forgotten to let him breathe. 

      “Let him go.” Vina’s voice was calm and steady, it cut through the pain and haze of rage. “Let me talk to him.” 

      I looked at her and then back at him, I could feel his will fighting against me and I could see the fight in his eyes but I let him go. At the same moment, I willed myself a ways back toward the way that lead to the mouth of the cave. Far enough he could not charge at me and near enough that I could see them still. 

      “Rowan!” Bather’s voice cracked from outside as he called my name. There was no doubt he heard my scream.  

      “Stay where you are!” I shouted back. “I’ll be fine.” 

      “What’s happening?” 

      I didn’t respond. 

      “Gensin.” Vina took a step toward Rask her blade lowered. “We have to believe that they are trying to help us.” 

      “No. It's a trap.” He insisted. He looked back toward me. 

      “It's not.” She took another step forward. He whipped his attention back to her. 

      “She’s bewitched you. Just like Hayward.” 

      “What?” I couldn’t help but laugh although in the moment it came out more as a cackle which certainly didn’t help my case. 

      “There is no spell on me.” She said gripping her blade a little tighter. 

      “I didn’t say there was.” He brought up his blade and lunged at her. 

      She was ready. She countered his attack and when in for her own trying to disarm him. 

      I flitted closer ready to intervene. Rask saw me appear out of the corner of his eye and spun to aim at me instead. I ducked with the speed of shadow and the sword swung over me hitting only black tendrils of dark magic that now flowed off of me. Vina used the moment to kick out the back of his knee sending him down but he carried the movement as spun out, tripping her with his blade and knocking her prone with a heavy thud. The clash of her armor against stone and gold echoed through the cavern.      

      She growled and kicked up onto her knees. She held her sword backward and swung out aiming for his temple with the pommel. He blocked the strike with his own sword the edge of the blade slipped past her bracer cutting into her wrist. 

      She cried out and I reached out to pull him off her with my magic. He dug his blade into the stone to slow his movement as I sent him flying backward. He pulled a dagger free of his harness and threw it in my direction as he got back up to his feet. 

      I grabbed it with my magic and tossed it back at him. He struck it out of the air with his sword. Vina came up behind him, her sword now in her off-hand, she went for his shoulder non-lethal attacks now forgotten. He screamed as her blade met its mark cutting through his armor. He turned slashing wildly, she pulled away but not quite quick enough as the very tip of his blade caught the side of her face. Blood came quickly from the wound, bright red against her skin, matting her curls. 

       “Rask!” she shouted. “Enough!” 

      He either didn’t hear her or chose not to. He brought another of his daggers down toward her plunging it into her clavicle while his other hand brought the pommel of his sword down on her head. She crumpled to the ground. 

      I ran toward him as he spun to face me. He readied his blade but I disappeared and reappeared behind him. He turned at the sound of coins scattering as I landed, but he was too slow. I thrust my hand forward and felt like placing my hand in a bucket of cold ice water as I reached through his chest and his ribcage and grabbed his heart. His sword clattered to the ground. He looked down at my hand in his chest. 

      Then there was a sharp pain in my side and pulled back my grip still around his heart. I pulled myself free of his dagger and his heart free of his body. 

      He stayed standing for a few seconds longer before he collapsed. I looked down at his heart still warm in my hand then down at him. There was no hole in his chest armor, just a dark blood-soaked patch of leather. His eyes unmoving stared up at the ceiling of the cavern in the last moments of rage and horror. 

    

  


  
    
      Helpless and hopeless. This was the curse, to hear her scream and be able to do nothing. I dare to go inside. Dared to run to the edge of the tunnel. I only stopped when I heard her voice. Steady, sure, and angry. 

      I looked down a the coins just a few feet away from me now. Taunting me, whispering to me to caress them.  

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I caught sight of myself on the polished surface of a silver platter. My hair was wild, no longer tamed inside a braid and my eyes were empty and expressionless as they looked back at me. I didn’t recognize that woman. I let the heart drop and I think it was squishing thud that made the panic set in.

      I looked back down at Rask. I had killed him. He was trying to kill me but still. I had killed him. But he had hurt Winn and he attack Vina. Vina…

      I hurried back over to her. The wound on her neck was deep but wasn’t bleeding as profusely as it would have had Rask hit anything vital. The side of her head was bad, it needed stitches and would definitely scar. I leaned down to listen to her heart and her breathing before checking on Winn. 

      He had no visible wounds beyond what was sure to be a serious lump on his head. I shook him awake.

      His eyes lulled in his head a moment before they focused on me, then my shoulder, then the bloody cut in my jacket, and the blood on my hands. 

      “Rowan!” He reached up for me. “What happened?” 

      “I’ll explain in a second we need to help Vina.” 

      I helped him up and brought him over to her. His eyes fell on Rask’s lifeless body for a moment but didn’t say anything. He knelt down next to Vina. 

      He swore and gently tilted her face so he could get a better look at the wound there. “Do you have a thread?” 

      I nodded, not sure if I was right but I stuck my hand into Bather’s enchanted satchel wishing for needle and thread.  Relief washed over me as I pulled out my hand clutching a spool of black thread. 

      He took it and handed me back the needle. He pulled off a section of the thread cutting it with Vina’s discarded sword. 

      “Rowan?” Bather called again no doubt disturbed by the sudden silence that had followed screams. His voice was closer now and I worried how close he had dared to get. 

      “I’m fine!” I called. 

      Winn placed the thread across her face and began a complicated arcane movement. The thread began to glow and shift on its own accord; it was jittery and uneven movement as it began to try and stitch up the wound. I looked up and saw that Winn’s hands were shaking. 

      “Breathe,” I whispered.

      He sighed and stopped the movement and shook out his hands. He took a deep breath and began again. This time the movement of the thread was smooth and the stitches were even. He moved on to the wound on her shoulder which took only a few stitches. When he was done he used another spell to clean the blood from her and me before. 

      “She’ll need to see a healer as soon as we get back,” he said. “But that should be good for now.” 

      I nodded. 

      He looked back at Rask then reached up to touch the back of his head. He winced as he felt the lump. 

      “I knew I didn’t like him.” 

      “He figured out what I am,” I whispered. 

      “I think he figured it out a while ago but was too much of a coward to try anything around Bather,” he said. His eyes rested on the heart that I had left on the ground next to the body. 

      “Did you do that?” 

      “Yes.” 

      “Get rid of it.” He looked back at Vina. “Killing him in self-defense is one thing. That… Is a lot.” 

      I raised my hand shakily toward the heart and watched as it turned to ash. I summoned a wind to carry it away, scattered somewhere amongst the hoard. 

      Winn lifted her head gently into her lap and she began to rouse. She groaned and brought her hand to her face. “Careful,” Winn whispered. 

      She opened her eyes and looked up at the two of us. There was a beat and then it was like she remembered what had happened all at once. She sat up reaching wildly for her sword. 		“Where–” She stopped as she saw Rask’s body. 

      “I…” She held up her hand to stop me. 

      Winn tried to help her as she got up but she pushed him off and used her sword to support her weight instead. She walked over to him and stared down for a long time without saying anything. 

      I didn’t want to speak. I didn’t know what to say. I certainly didn’t get the impression that the two of them were close, and he had tried to kill her, but he was also supposed to be on her side. The side of the king. The king whose kingdom had been attacked by witches and now she knew that I was one. 

      She took a deep shaky breath. “Did you find it?” 

      “I think so,” I said. 

      “Good.” She turned away from Rask. “Let's get it and get out of here.” 

      Winn looked from me to her. “Are you–” 

      “The more I think about it the less okay I will be.” She bit out. 

      I didn’t need to hear anymore. I hurried over to the pile that held the lure and pulled on the chain. It was loose now after I had fallen and came free of the pile. 

      It was simpler that the picture that Bather had shown us. It was hammered brass round with a small base at the bottom. The cutouts were in the shape of stars and the glass jewels that adorned its top was scratched and had lost their shine. 

      “That’s it?” Winn stepped up next to me and Vina joined us a moment later. 

      “Not quite as impressive as you imagined?” she asked. She reached out and I let her take it from me. 

      “Not quite.” He admitted. And I had to agree, I had expected a dragon lure to be more…shiny. 

      It split open down its center as Vina opened it. The inside was blackened from use and there was a strange powder in its base. 

      “I wonder how it works,” I said. 

      Vina took a flint out of her pocket and lit the debris inside it. It gave off a strange scent, metallic and sweet. It was then I realized what was happening. 

      “Wait!” I snatched it out of her hand and tried to snuff it out but it wasn't working. Winn wrestled it out of my hands.

      “You go. I’ve got this.” 

      I appeared on the outcropping but Bather was nowhere in sight. I ran down the tunnel until I saw his silhouette against the gold. I appeared in front of him my feet skidded and shifted  on the coins. “Bather.” I pressed my hands against his chest and pushed him back. 

      His hand came up to grab my wrist and I realized he wasn’t trying to push against me. “They put it out.” He said but his voice was distant. “I’m fine.” 

        	His eyes were locked on the coins he was now standing on. It was all still there. He kicked an emerald the size of a cherry with the toe of his shoe. 

      A nervous laugh bubbled out of him and he knelt down. 

      “Wait.” He stopped and looked up at me. “Are you sure?” I whispered. 

      “No.” But he reached down and grabbed a handful of gold anyways. He let it go slowly, letting the coins filter through his fingers. 

      He laughed again. The curse was broken.

      “How? Why?” I wondered. 

      “I don’t know.” he beamed. “But we can figure that out later.” He stood and picked me up and spun me around. 

       	I giggled for a moment as he spun me but then I heard the sound of Winn and Vina’s approach. 

      “Bather, Bather stop.” He stopped but didn’t let go. “I killed Rask.” 

      “What?!” He looked nervously toward the sound of approaching footsteps. 

      “He tried to kill me and attacked Vina.”

      “We’ll explain all that later,” Vina called as she came around the curve between two piles of the hoard. “Can we please leave?” 

      Bather took in her wounds and nodded. “We should see if Safar can fix you up,” he suggested. 

      “She better,” she smirked. I was glad to see that a little of her mood had not been lost. She looked back one last toward where we had left Rask’s body. “I’ll meet you outside.” She said quietly and began to make her way down the tunnel.

      “We should probably bring that with us.” Bather pointed to a pile of books and things I recognized from Desmond’s house atop a pile of gold. There I saw the Witchkiller lying amongst the treasures near the wall near the tunnel. Its red leather grip was like blood against the gold. Without thinking I appeared next to it. I picked it up. Before I had held it the hum of the magic within felt warm and welcoming, now it felt like a cold threat.  This blade wasn’t meant for me now. It was my opposite, my enemy but enemies can work together in desperate times. I shoved it into Bather’s satchel.  

      As we made our way out a single gold piece fell from the ceiling. It nearly clocked Winn in the head. 

      “Where did that come from?” He looked up. 

      I looked and there, nearly impossible to see between the stalactites, was a small hole that shone through with light, it was rectangular just big enough to fit a coin. I picked up the one that had fallen and handed it to Bather. 

      “Penance.”

    

  


  
    
      I looked down at the coin in my hand. I smiled at Rowan.

      I would let her think it made me happy. Cinnir was right about one thing though, gold and trinkets weren’t enough. This was their penance, their reparation for taking my sister’s life? Gold.

      This is what we have been reduced to. Dragon’s love gold, they love treasure. Even the priestess, it would seem, thought it would be a fair way to repay me.

      No. I loved my sister and they can give me all the gold it will never equal her.

      They have never understood our kind but maybe Rowan is right maybe I can make them see.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      We returned to Nosta by magical means, Winn took Vina and Bather was with me. We decided it was safest to arrive at Winn’s apartment in the city. It was cluttered in the same way as his office only larger and with a bed.

      Things moved very fast from there. I sent word to Pedra who met us before we headed to the House of the Throne and healed Vina to the best of her abilities. The king agreed to let the Lure remain in Bather’s care until the battleground was set as long as Vina accompanied us. He and his advisors would discuss a location to launch the attack on Jinyan and Cinnir and would notify us in the morning.

      The king asked to speak to Vina alone before we left. I wondered if he would ask her what happened to Rask. I wondered what she would say. No shouts were heard and no guards descended so I assumed, for now at the least, we were still on the same side.

      She followed us back to our new inn, another rather fancy establishment in the upper district called the Pearl. Winn left us to make arrangements with Headmage Balik and the battle mages but Pedra came back with us.

      As soon as we were in the room she asked Vina the question were all thinking, “What did the king ask you?”

      She looked taken aback by Pedra’s directness. “He asked where Gensin was. I told him he was caught in the avalanche.” She said before I could ask. “What he really wanted to know is if the Lure worked.”

      Bather nodded. “He wants it.”

      “Desperately,” Vina agreed. “He gave me orders to try and take it after Cinnir is dead. I’m sure he’ll tell others too.”

      “Greed poisons men's hearts as much as it poisons dragons.” Pedra locked eyes with me for just a moment before she turned her attention back on Vina.

      I looked at Bather, he had moved over by the window and parted the sheer curtains that hung there to look out at the city. I left Pedra and Vina to discuss what had happened and what might tomorrow and joined him.

      “How did you feel?” I whispered.

      “Like I’m doing what’s right but betraying my past anyway,” he replied.

      “You know, we could ask her what broke the curse. She might tell us now.”

      “I don’t feel any different than before. I thought I would feel powerful, or whole, or just different, but I don’t even know when it happened.”

      “Do you want to?”

      He was quiet for a moment. “Maybe tomorrow.” He said finally. “We have enough to worry about now.” He smirked.

      “Sounds like a plan.” I smiled.

      “Rowan?” Pedra stepped up to us. “Could I talk to you for a moment?”

      “Of course.”

      This suite was one large room with a sitting area and bed in one space so she lead me toward the bath chamber. I closed the door behind us. She perched on the edge of the marble bathtub.

      “How are you?” she asked. Concern lined her forehead.

      “Terrified. Everything is happening so fast,” I admitted. I thought about telling her what had happened in the hoard, both with Rask and the curse.

      “And it feels like it's all on your shoulders?”

      “It feels like it's on both of ours. Bather and mine. Cinnir is setting the world out of balance.” When Zephyer came to me I wanted so badly to run from this fate, from witches and magic but I couldn’t leave these people to deal with Cinnir on their own. Even if I could, Bather wouldn’t.

      She let out a heavy sigh. “I wondered if she’d called to you.”

      She knew, of course, she knew. She spoke with the gods plenty on her own. It felt almost comforting to know that she knew and that I didn’t have to tell her.

      “Being watched by the gods is not always the most wonderful place to be.” The intensity of her stare made me wonder if she did choose her own path or if it was chosen for her. “But it's also nice to know there’s someone watching out for you.”

      “I don’t feel like she’s watching out for me,” I said. “I feel like I’m her pawn.”

      She smiled. “Then make moves until you become the queen.”

      “That's not how chess works.” I pointed out.

      “Who said anything about chess.” She smiled.
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        * * *

      

      We were awoken in the early morning by a heavy knock on the door. Vina roused from her spot on the sofa to answer the door. A messenger had been sent with the information from the king.

      “What’s the news?” Bather asked.

      “We’re to meet with Balik and Winn and they will take us to the farmland to the east of the city.”

      “Farmland? But what about—“

      “I’m sure the crown has already compensated the owners, little one.” Bather kissed the top of my head. It was still mildly annoying when he guessed what I was about to say.

      We dressed quickly and Vina waited on the sofa sharpening her blade. I grabbed Bather’s satchel off the chair where I had left it on the night before.

      “Vina?” She stopped sharpening. “I’m sorry about Rask.”

      She put her sword down. “Are you sorry he tried to kill us or sorry you killed him?”

      “Both?”

      She sighed. “I’m not happy he’s dead but if he wasn’t I probably would be. It's messy and complicated but it's too much to try to understand. All I know for sure is you saved my life. Twice.”

      She picked back up her sword. “But if you ever do betray us I will kill you.”

      “By all means,” I said, and I meant it.  “Speaking of that…” I pulled the Witchkiller out of Bather’s satchel. “I wanted to give you this for the fight.”

      “No, I’m good–” She went to start to sharpen her blade again.

      “You’re going to want that one,” Bather said from behind me.

      “It's a Witchkiller,” I explained. “If we're going to have any chance of killing Cinnir it should be in the hands of a trained fighter.”

      She put her sword aside and stood to face me. “Thank you.” She took it gingerly and took a step back to give it a spin.

      “Of course but you should know, if you kill a witch you become a witch. I didn’t know when I fought Isadora. She was the witch Rask mentioned from Chilery.”

      She lowered the sword and looked at it.

      “How about I just try to knock him down for you then?” She smiled nervously.

      I smiled back at her. “Sounds like a plan.”

      “We should go.” Bather tried to usher us out the door.

      Vina nodded and put the Witchkiller on her back. She turned to leave, but then hesitated and turned back to me. “Rowan,” she said. “Thank you for trusting me with this.”

      I nodded and realized it never even crossed my mind she might use it against me.

      We headed toward the university district. The walk felt longer than it had before, there was too much time for my thoughts to spiral around all the things terrible things that could happen in the next few hours. Many revolved around Bather insisting to join the fight. If Bather really was no longer cursed that also meant that he could die.

      I made a quiet vow to myself that I would not let that happen.

      My heart sank the closer we grew to the university. There were large chunks of rubble in the street still that were too large to be cleared in the days since the attack. I looked at the tower that Winn’s classroom had been in. It was what  Cinnir had hit first and it had sustained the most damage. Half of it was gone and there was a long blackened crack down its center.

      Winn and Headmage Balik met us just outside the Silver Archive. As we approached I could see from the side that the beautiful stained-glass windows of the main hall had been broken in several places.

      Winn waved to us as we approached. They were both wearing the mage’s colors, silver and blue. They wore the same leather armor that we had seen the battle mages wear a few days earlier.

      “Good morning.” Balik nodded to us. “I hope you slept well.”

      “We didn’t,” Bather said dismissively.

      “But we’re ready anyway,” I said.

      “Professor Hayward says you’ve been self-taught but are quite proficient in the arcane arts.”

      I glanced at Winn. “I am.” He didn’t meet my eye.

      “We don’t typically let civilians on the battlefield but he made me understand that this perhaps is not up for debate.” Balik looked at Bather for an answer rather than myself.

      “You are more than welcome to try and get her to stay her,.” Bather offered.

      A hint of a smile crept over Balik’s features. I was comforted to see a little softness to his hard exterior.

      “And you will you fight for us?” He studied Bather over his glasses.

      “No. I will fight Cinnir for myself and because it is the right thing to do,” he replied.

      “Fair enough.”

      Balik teleported all of us to the battlefield. And it was a battlefield, rows of mages and soldiers lined the field between mounds of tilled, frozen over, dirt of farmland. There were three large standing tents at the back, nearest to the house. I spotted Pedra hurrying in and out of one with someone else dressed in the colors of her temple. They were carrying boxes of supplies.

      Balik led us toward another of the tents. He held it open for us. It was simply furnished with a large table at the center surrounded by six chairs. Two mages male and female were seated lacing up their armor.

      “Give us the room,” Balik ordered.

      They got up without a word. The woman looked over Bather closely as she left.

      “Hayward. Take the Lure and set it. They’ll show you where.” Balik motioned for him to leave.

      Winn held out his hand to Bather. He reached into his satchel and handed over the Lure. I wondered if the others also noticed the moment of hesitation I had seen when he had done it.

      “I was informed that there is a possibility that the black dragon is a witch. Is this true?”

      “Yes,” Bather answered. “As far as we know.”

      “That presents complications.”

      “They’ve accounted for that, sir,” Vina spoke up. She unsheithed the witchkiller.

      “May I?” Balik looked to us for an answer. I nodded and he took it from her. He took a moment to examine it.

      “Another of our treasures that we have volunteered,” Bather added.

      “That will do quite nicely.” He handed it back to Vina. “I will make sure your contribution to this is remembered.”

      Bather nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Whenever you’re ready we will begin.”

      Balik left and Vina followed after him. Winn came back in a moment later.

      “Are you ready, Professor?” Bather smirked.

      Winn didn’t even address him. His attention was fully on me.

      “Before you go out there. I need to talk to you.”

      “What’s wrong?” He looked like he remembered something he’d rather not have.

      “You need to be careful out there. If you use your magic, like really use your magic you’ll take from the surrounding magic all the mages on the battlefield will be helpless.”

      “Then why am I here?”

      “I’m not saying don’t use it at all, I’m just saying… be strategic.” He moved further into the tent. “Here, let me show you some things you can use.”

      “I’ll stall for time,” Bather said without a second thought and disappeared out into the field.

      Winn walked me through a few rough arcane movements that the battle mages would be using so I wouldn’t arouse suspicion. We got maybe five minutes in before Bather returned. “They’re getting restless.”

      I nodded.

      “When in doubt watch the others,” Winn said quickly before we both stepped out into the winter sun.

      The Lure hung off a curved metal rod in the center of the field. The other fighters had arranged themselves around it in a loose semi-circle opposite the tents. It was an intimidating sight but there was a small voice in the back of my head that made me wonder if it would be enough.

      I followed Winn and take my position amongst a few of the other battle mages. They eyed me curiously. Bather stepped up to the lure and opened it. He took a deep breath and breathed out fire into it. The contents of the lure caught and began to smoke the same eerie purple. “Get ready!” He shouted and took off running toward the tents.

      Just by the time he had reached them he had transformed and shot into the sky. Then a shadow appeared over us without warning.

    

  


  
    
      I will end him. For her. For my mother. For myself.

      I will end him or die trying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Cinnir landed violently knocking over several fighters in his wake. In one lunge he grabbed a mage off the battlefield and swallowed him whole. One flash of bright arcane light was visible between his teeth as they gave one last attempt to fight. He loomed over me glaring with blood dripping off his teeth. 

      Bather crashed into him the two of them carved a path through the field before they disappeared and reappeared above us in the air. Jinayn came swooping in from the left setting a swath of the field on fire. The others focused their efforts on him while I kept my eyes on Bather and Cinnir. I looked away for a moment for Vina and saw her across the field through the fire next to Pedra both of them focused on the same place as me. 

      Bather and Cinnir disappeared and reappeared lower toward the ground. Cinnir managed to throw him off and sent him into the grain store. I glanced at the mages nearest to me; they all seemed focused on the battle. I moved with motions that Winn had shown me but an attack against Cinnir was not my goal. 

      I called forth all my memories of the darkness and threw them in his direction. I watched as his eyes went black and he began to flail in the air temporarily blinded. Bather took the opportunity to slash out at his wing. Cinnir roared as he managed to cut a gash through the top of the wing, it was in rough shape but still functional. Vina leaped out of the smoke and flames below propelled by Pedra’s magic she took the Witchkiller and slashed at his tail. It caught and she elicited another roar from him as she rode the blade down the length of his tail. 

      Steaming dark red blood covered her as she landed back on the ground. Cinnir disappeared and I felt my magic lose hold of him. Something told me to turn and just as I did he reappeared above the field tents. “Look out!” I shouted amplifying my voice. All conscious effort to conceal my magic at the moment was lost. The mages nearest to me turned just in time to throw up shields to protect the tents from a torrent of black fire.

      Cinnir rose above the field and with one earth-quaking roar was lit aflame. Like the stories, he was a terrifying sight covered head to toe in black and orange flames. This time however he no longer needed pitch to stay alight. He had magic. 

      Bather tackled Cinnir, his teeth catching his neck. He used the momentum to carry them both upward and as far from the fighting as he could. Cinnir spun free of Bather leaving a nasty gash along his neck but even from below I could see as his magic started to heal it. 			“Enough.” Cinnr’s voice boomed over the battlefield and even those who were focused on Jiyan looked up at what happened next. He appeared behind Bather and before he could turn Cinnir’s teeth dug into Bather’s side and for a moment they both began to fall. Then Cinnir broke away spraying blood over us. I watched horrified as Bather came crashing to the ground his form shifting as he hit. 

      “No, no, no.” I whimpered as I ran to him I skidded on my knees in the dirt to reach him dodging stones and magic. He was in his human form now, his grey silk shirt ripped and soaked through with blood. 

      “No.” I could barely see him as tears began to cloud my vision. “We don’t even know what broke the curse. This isn’t fair! This… Pedra!” I screamed her name over the din of battle. She could heal him. She would heal him. 

      Bather grabbed my hand his own slick with blood. “Rowan.” He whispered my name between wet coughs. 

      Then I heard her. Isadora’s voice filled my head, Don’t make my mistakes. 

      “Pedra!!!” I screamed again. 

      The dragons roared and spells flew overhead but I didn’t care. I scanned the field for her but couldn’t see her. I looked back down at him. 

      “Rowan,” he croaked again. “I—” He winced in pain. 

      “Shhh.” I brought my face to his and pressed a kiss to his forehead. “You’re going to be okay” I pressed my forehead to his. “I love you,” I whispered. 

      When I pulled my face away from his he was wearing the familiar smirk I had come to know. 

      “You always were a little foolish,” he whispered. 

      “Shut up.” My hands were shaking. I looked again for Pedra but found nothing. I could see Vina not far from me, sword at her back a crossbow aimed at the sky. 

      Bather gripped my hand tighter. Rowan! Isadora’s voice shouted in my head. 

      I looked back at him to see his bright green eyes focused only on me. Maybe, I thought, maybe I could heal him. I can heal myself why not him? Just because no one has seen a witch heal doesn’t mean they can’t. 

      I moved what remained of his shirt out of the way, the bite mark was deep and in this form covered the whole of his side. I pulled my hand from his and placed them both on his stomach. 

      “What—“ 

      “Shut up and stay still,” I hissed. 

      “No—” His protest dissolved into a fit of bubbling coughs. 

      I didn’t care about the dragons, I didn’t care that I would leave the mages helpless, I was not going to lose him.

      I could feel the magic in the air, wild and chaotic from the fighting, I focused on his wounds, I imagined them closing and healing. I imagined him whole and handsome and alive. Bather groaned and I could feel my magic latch on to him, to something inside him, but I felt it protest against me. He twitched violently and I pulled my hands away. 

      I was hurting him. It wasn’t working, why wasn’t it working? 

      Rowan. Zephyer called to me now. Maybe this was a dream, a nightmare. We hadn’t gone to battle yet. None of this was real. Our magic takes, she whispered.  

      Cinnir roared overhead. No this was real. 

      You have to take what you need. The voice whispered. Then I felt a hand on my chin, unseen it lifted my head toward the sky. 

        I understood. 

      I screamed reaching out with every ounce of rage in me pulling the magic from the air until it felt empty. When it was done my hands were wreathed in black fire and it spread up my arms licking my neck. 

      My hands, like claws, slashed at the sky. Cinnir screamed in protest, long gashes appearing in one wing. I grabbed hold of him with my magic, my hand outstretched I closed my fist and squeezed. I pulled him down from the sky pushing at his very being shifting scales and claws into flesh. He was human by the time he hit the ground. With one swift movement, I pulled him skidding on the ground like a skipped stone to me. 

      He hissed at me his sharp teeth bared as he came to rest by my boots. He didn’t look like a powerful lord of dragons. I could see the fear in his eyes behind the rage. I stepped on his chest. “Take his hand.” 

      He reached up and clawed at my leg, I felt the claws dig in deep even scrapping bone in a few places but I didn’t care. I would heal. I pushed harder on his chest and he gasped as I felt something pop. “His hand.” My voice echoed over the landscape. 

      Somewhere nearby I heard people calling my name, Winn and Vina. I ignored them. 

      Cinnir’s eyes only held fear now. I could see in my shadow that loomed over him that the dark fire had spread to wreath my entire form. It danced in the curls of my hair. 

      He reached out and grabbed onto Bather’s forearm which lay limply at his side now. I placed my hand over where they met and Cinnir began to scream. 

      If the fighting around me had not already stopped around me, it did at that moment. There were no sounds, no more shouting, just his screams as I watched Bather’s wounds fade and new pools of blood begin to soak through Cinnir’s tunic. 

      I didn’t stop until I felt Bather’s hand around my wrist and he sat up gasping for air. I removed my foot from Cinnir’s chest but he did not move except to writhe in pain.

      I reached my hand out and called out to the Witchkiller. I begged for it to come. I felt its own magic fight against my will to summon it. “Please,” I begged. 

      I felt a weight materialize in my hand. I didn’t even look back to see if it was there I just shoved it downward, driving the blade into his neck. I felt it hit the dirt beneath and one last breath escaped from his lips.

      His death was not like Isadora’s, he did not go quietly. A wave of light cascaded out of him. Bather was shoved to the side and I was thrown into the air as his form shifted to a massive black-scaled dragon. The light, pure magic wove its way through the air and found its way to me as I lay on my back breathless and looking up at the clouded sky until it all faded. 

      I sat up and scanned the battlefield for Bather. He had landed several feet from me after the blast.  

      I scrambled up and over to him. I pulled him to his feet. He was still weak but he was whole. He was mine. 

      He looked down at me and I couldn’t read his expression. 

      I turned at the sound of armor and footsteps.  

      “You need to run,” Vina shouted pulling my attention away from Bather. She pointed her sword toward the soldiers. I could feel the air was empty of magic and all of them, every single one had discarded their bows for swords. 

      “Witch!” One shouted and they advanced. 

      I held on tight to Bather and we disappeared. 
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