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he cold doesn’t agree with you but you should have probably 

thought of that before you embarked on this expedition. Winter 

wonderland, winter wasteland. Your fingers feel crystallized even 

through your gloves. Every time you play your lap harp, the sound is like a 

screeching avalanche. 

“Shut up, you’ll call the wild beasts to us,” Misha snaps, her centaur 

hooves stomping on the frost-latticed ground. 

Perhaps she should have thought of that before she hired you as a bard. 

 

● 

 

It’s when the snow is replaced by fire that you know you’re all a bit fucked. 

The flaming ring surrounds your camp when you all wake up. The heat it 

gives off scorches the breath from your lungs. 

Misha’s proud gaze turns to the shapeshifter called Emmett. She will 

T 
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get to the source of magic she seeks no matter the obstacles in her way. 

“Emmett, you know what you have to do.” 

He nods, and takes off his clothes. You look away, because of his nudity, 

and because, despite his thirty winters on this earth, the look on his face 

belongs to a scared little boy as he walks into the inferno. His screams 

echo, and make everyone cover their ears more than your awful singing 

ever did. 

You don’t know how he deactivates the ring of fire, but soon your band 

trudges on. 

Later, as black-ink night leaks over the flame-touched horizon and you 

all take shelter in a beehive network of caves, you stand at the entrance of 

Emmett’s cavern. 

“Come in,” he whispers from where he’s spread out across the gray rock 

floor. 

You step inside and stand vigil as he puts himself back together. It takes 

him a long time to unburn his skin and undo the damage of his vital 

organs. The song you sing to him is too harsh and off-key to be called a 

lullaby, but soon enough he goes out like a light. 

The next morning, as your band packs up and keeps going after Misha, 

you walk alongside Emmett. 

“Just because you can heal yourself doesn’t mean you should let 

yourself get hurt like this,” you tell him. 

Emmett’s smile is a hollow one. “You’re a good kid, you know that?” 

You give him some berries you picked the other day. He smiles again, 

and this time it reaches his dark eyes with the singed lashes. 

 

● 

 

You reach a jade-green forest teeming with birds of rich plumage and 

toxic-colored beetles. 

Misha knows her way around forests, jumping over fallen logs and 

trotting ahead with ease. When you stumble on a raised root for the third 

time in a row, a gigantic hand reaches down from the sky and picks you up 

by the straps of your rucksack. 

“Hey, Neevs,” you say sheepishly. “I think I’ve been making a fool of 

myself.” 

The giant woman places you on her broad shoulder with infinite care. 

You hold onto the moss growing on her skin, careful too not to hurt her. 

You’re always careful with each other. Some of your band seem to forget 

that Neevs might be a giant, but she’s the gentlest soul on this magical 

expedition. 
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“You’re not a fool,” Neevs says, her deep voice rumbling through her 

body and yours. “You just haven’t found your feet yet.” She chuckles. “Or 

your voice.” 

Neevs tells you that her people have always played music and made the 

earth sing. 

“Show me?” you ask, wide-eyed, and another smile curves her rocky 

face. 

She lifts both palms to frame her mouth and blows, a gust of wind that 

flits through the trees, foliage whistling a melodic tune. Like your flute, 

only better. 

“It’s beautiful,” you say after she’s finished. 

You don’t know why you’re crying. It’s just, the expedition has been 

wearing on you. 

It’s just, you don’t know what your place in it is. 

Neevs breathes out another air current, which carries up to your perch 

a plane tree leaf. You blow your nose on it, and she’s kind enough not to 

mention your tears. 

 

● 

 

Misha leaves you camped in a medallion-round clearing and returns 

holding the hand of a young child. You all gather around the dying embers 

of the fire and watch them reflected in the strange child’s onyx eyes. 

Fathomless and ancient, and you know that they are not a child, but a fae 

or a god. 

“This is Enki,” Misha says. “They have a key part to play in achieving 

our goal.” 

As everyone returns to their tents and sleeping bags, Enki curls up 

under a tree, playing with a handful of rocks that might be talismans or 

toys or both. 

“So you’re a loner, too?” you ask as you approach them, curiosity 

winning over self-preservation. 

Enki looks up at you, shrugs, smiles sweetly. 

“It’s okay if you don’t talk. I could sing for you, but I’m told I’m not very 

good at it. Imagine this, a talentless bard on an expedition full of heroes. I 

doubt any of you will be remembered even if you succeed.” 

All because of me. 

Enki looks up at you with eyes absorbing and refracting light. They 

point at their temples, then at yours. Unsure, you nod, and your mind is 

filled with music. It pours out of Enki, a constant mental stream made of 

vibrations instead of sounds. You try doing the same, your mouth shut but 
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your bones singing. Soon, you and Enki are harmonizing, something 

you’ve never managed before, in a language you think neither of you speak. 

 

● 

 

Separated from the others, with an enemy’s arrow sticking out of her chest 

and her blood watering the cracked earth, Misha pierces you with fear-

white eyes. 

“All I wanted was to get my magic back,” she laments, squeezing your 

hand. 

“Misha...” 

“Tell me a story,” she says. Or perhaps: “Tell this story.” It’s hard to 

make out the words with all the redness bubbling out of her parted lips. 

What is a story, you wonder. What is most important? Is it the mission, 

her objective? Perhaps it’s because you’re terrible at your job, but you 

haven’t been paying any attention to the expedition all these weeks. 

Is it the blood seeping through your fingers as you press them against 

Misha’s chest? 

Emmett contorting himself into impossible shapes and forms to make 

everyone around your campfire laugh? 

Neevs talking to the birds that make nests on her shoulders with the softest 

cadence? 

Enki making everyone daisy chains to wear on their hair? 

For all your disinterest for the expedition, you’ve been keeping a close 

watch on the members of your band. So you tell Misha a story, a 

cacophonous, comforting song about her, you, them. She doesn’t ask you 

to shut up, and that, more than anything, is what hurts the most. 

 

● 

 

Injured, not dead. Emmett has to say the words several times for you to 

understand. You open your eyes, and it’s dark out, the stars shining 

overhead. You’re moving, you realize, cradled in Neeva’s arms. Emmett is 

there with you, and Enki, and the others. Misha, too, is secured to the dip 

between Neeva’s collarbones. Her chest where the arrow hit is bandaged 

but clean, rising and falling in stuttering breaths. 

I worked what magic I could, Enki’s transparent voice drifts across 

your mind. There’s a doctor a few miles west. 

You manage a groggy nod, head full of wool. With Misha injured, the 

expedition is over, all guts but no glory for any of you. A bard sings praise 

to the deeds of heroes. But now you think you’re all a bit lost under the 
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canopy of stars. 

“I don’t have any songs or stories in me left,” you say. 

“It’s alright,” Emmett says. “You’ve been taking care of us. Now let us 

take care of you for a change.” 

“How?” you ask, flustered. “All I ever did was--” 

“Say the things we needed to hear most,” Neevs says, and Enki nods. 

You lie back and let exhaustion drag your eyelids shut. Neevs’ rocking 

motions and the rest of your friends’ gentle murmurs lull you to sleep. 
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e are not like them. We were not made for their life. That was 

what my father always told her. I never knew whether he said 

it for her sake or his. For most of my childhood, I’d always 

assumed it was the former, as those who lived the life of an adventurer did 

not often live to see their hair turn to silver or their skin begin to wrinkle.  

Still, it’s no stretch of the imagination to say that most people dreamed 

of life as an adventurer at one point; what one wouldn’t give to be one of 

those rescuing damsels, battling ogres, or uncovering hidden civilizations. 

Not everyone can, though. Some of us are farmers, some of us are 

merchants, some of us, like myself and the rest of my family, work in the 

very taverns those adventurers frequent when they need a break from it 

all. We’re the very people those adventurers are protecting when they face 

the forces of evil. Most of us rarely, if ever, questioned it. Sure, if you lived 

far enough away from the big cities, like we did, you had the occasional 

W 
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goblin raid, but the rest of it all seemed so far removed from our lives. Not 

everyone felt that way, however. 

In the short winter months before my sister left, her yearning for 

adventure had almost entirely swallowed her up. Kastra’s aspirations for 

greatness had become a cauldron at a rolling boil, overflowing with foam 

and bubbles that fell into the fire beneath. To then be told those words by 

our father, though, felt as if he had overturned that cauldron unto her. In 

a form of silent retaliation, she took  

to sneaking out of the house in the dead of night with a blade that she’d 

bought in secrecy. She had to save up nearly a year’s worth of tips she’d 

earned tending the bar of our family’s tavern. 

 Every night, she would sneak back in through our window, smelling of 

sweat and a metallic scent I’d soon learn to be blood. “Y’okay, Kassie?” I’d 

ask her. “’Course I am,” she’d reply with a devilish grin. I never asked her 

where she went but I’d willed myself into believing she was off “practicing,” 

perhaps with one of the neighborhood boys who’d been trained by their 

fathers. Then, on the last week of winter, she left. 

 On Lunae, the first day of the week, an adventuring group that would 

pass through every few weeks came. As was standard for a party like theirs 

taking up quarters in the tavern, their first night in from the wild saw the 

bar turn into a raucous celebration. The minstrels played their songs the 

loudest they could while folks drank and danced through the night. As a 

server, I ran back and forth from the kitchen, dishing out customers’ 

orders until my feet felt like they were going to fall off. Towards the end of 

the night, my job died out with people favoring a drink to food. This meant 

Kastra was still swamped behind the bar, though you’d never know it by 

her demeanor. She lived for this. The entire night, she sang along while 

she poured their drinks and, as the night wore on, she took to a 

conversation with the elven woman from the adventuring group. I had 

been told to clean the tables but found myself lingering by the bar, not 

close enough to be part of their conversation but close enough to listen. 

 The elf spoke to Kastra about all the far-off places she and her party 

had gone. They’d even left the country and traveled to the island continent 

of Ethis where the dragon people lived, something I’d never thought 

possible without the king’s naval fleet.   

 “Oh, how I wish I could come with you,” Kastra professed.  

 “Y’ever thought’a leavin’?” the elven woman asked. 

 “No,” interjected a stern voice from behind sister. Kastra, startled, 

jumped while the elf’s warm gaze soured into a look of annoyance as she 

laid eyes on father, who now stood immediately behind Kastra. In his arms 

were a tray full of clean, wooden mugs. He set them down roughly onto the 
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countertop beside Kastra and returned a look of disgust to the elf. 

 “We are not like them. We were not made for their life, child,” he told 

Kastra, then looked at the elf, “Discuss this with my daughter no further, 

knife-ear.” The slur stung but the elf didn’t show it. Most of Shajara was 

diverse and accepting of others but we lived in Aldder, a small, rural town, 

where non-human racial intolerance was, unfortunately, not uncommon. 

 The energy of the bar eventually died, with Kastra and the elven woman 

companioning each other in the silence of an empty bar. Kastra, leaning 

her entire upper body on the bar and propping her head in her hand, 

poured herself a glass of rye whiskey and promptly downed it with only the 

slightest of a wince.  

 “I… I’m s—” Kastra began, breaking the silence between them, but the 

elf spoke over her. 

 “Don’t be,” she said, reaching out to put her hand over Kastra’s. “That’s 

hardly the worst I’ been called. And you’re not your father.” Before the 

quiet could consume them once more, the elf stood up and left for her 

quarters upstairs. 

   

● 

 

For the next couple of days, Kastra seemed present only in body. She was 

not prone to sulking after one of father’s chastising, so I could tell things 

were finally coming to a head. It wasn’t until another adventuring group 

arrived that she started to perk up. 

 This group, one who I’d never seen before, was much rowdier than 

most. They barged through our doors and proclaimed that they had slain 

a dragon. It was a mighty feat indeed if they were to be taken at their word, 

which no one in the bar did. They didn’t need to be, however, as we learned 

when the final member of their group entered our tavern. He was a 

massive half-orc who stood taller than anyone else in the room and in his 

large hands was the severed head of a blue dragon. 

 “Let it be known,” the half-orc bellowed, “That I, Arazar Jadhav, have 

slain the great blue dragon of Lake Cyne!” He marched to a table near the 

center of the bar and plopped the disembodied head onto the table, which 

shook and knocked the plates and mugs from its surface. I then wondered 

if he had carried the head, which was about the size of a merchant’s cart, 

for the entire five leagues from Lake Cyne to Aldder or if he hauled it by 

wheelbarrow and only just now picked the thing up for a dramatic 

entrance. 

 “You do mean ‘along with these other arseholes also,’ don’t you?” asked 

another from Arazar’s party. He was one of the littlefolk, or a halfling as 
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they were called in the city, and looked like one of the swashbucklers from 

those romance books the young girls like Kastra liked to read. 

 The rest of their party found themselves a booth while Arazar and the 

littlefolk saw to holding up the bar. I’d never seen a half-orc before. I’d 

heard the stories but never seen the proof until then. Arazar’s tusks were 

shorter than that of a full-bred orc, his skin only a greenish-tan, and his 

brow much less pronounced, but he was intimidating all the same.  

 “Mind if I trouble ya’ll for a drink?” he asked, addressing both Kastra 

and I. He flashed a charismatic smile and suddenly it wasn’t intimidation 

that I felt. 

 Kastra coolly asked his preference and he requested an ale for his friend 

and himself. She poured them each a large stein with that frothy foam 

spilling over. As the two took their drinks, the littlefolk made a comment 

about Arazar’s impoliteness and then told us his name. I can’t quite recall 

what it was, though I think it started with a “G.” 

 For the next hour, Kastra schmoozed with Arazar with interspersed 

moments of actually doing her job. The littlefolk grew increasingly 

annoyed the more Arazar spoke with Kastra but he paid him no mind. He 

told us of how he and his group battled this dragon, which had long reigned 

over the great lake, taking out any who attempted to make it to the island 

in its center, which was said to hold a great treasure. Even those who fished 

in the lake were often subject to the dragon’s assault.  

 “But you didn’t tell them you died,” the littlefolk jeered with the 

expression of one in the presence of rotten eggs. 

 “Ah, that I did. Thanks for keeping me honest,” Arazar chuckled but 

quickly noticed mine and Kastra’s look of horror. “It’s an occupational 

hazard, but that’s why you always make sure there’s a cleric in your party.” 

He then unbuttoned the first few buttons of his shirt and exposed his 

incredibly muscular chest, on which there was a large scar that covered the 

entirety of his left pec. I didn’t know whether to roll my eyes or swoon but 

I’m fairly certain I did both. 

 “Went all the way through,” he told us before rebuttoning his shirt. It 

must not’ve gone how the littlefolk had planned, as he further sunk into 

his seat in idle frustration. 

 “But still. You fought a dragon,” Kastra said in a sigh of longing, once 

more wishing that tonight’s adventurers would whisk her away. It may 

have been funny to watch if it weren’t so heart-breaking. 

 “You don’t sound frightened at the thought of it,” Arazar speculated, 

cocking his head in intrigue. 

 “Well, of course not. I’d do anything to do what you do,” Kastra replied. 

 “You know any jackass with a sword can do that, don’t you?” the 
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littlefolk interrupted. Kastra didn’t answer that question, instead hanging 

her head in pre-defeat. 

 “Look, kid, I like you,” Arazar said to Kastra, who raised her head 

slightly, “I don’t want to see you get hurt or nothin’, but if you think you 

got what it takes, we’re lookin’ for someone to help with the horses and 

equipment. Sounds juvenile, I know, but it still requires a brave heart and 

a decent sword, if ya don’t got any magic blood in those veins a’ yours. Our 

last kid turned tail and ran when he saw Ol’ Blue.” 

 Kastra laughed but she still looked downtrodden, “I’m sorry, ser, but I 

can’t-” 

 “Can’t what?” came father’s voice, along with his dreadfully poor 

timing. Arazar sat up straighter in the bar stool as he addressed father. 

 “Ser, I was just talking to this young woman and—” 

 “Well, don’t. You come here to drink or chat up my child?” 

 “Father, please—” Kastra tried. 

 “No,” father cut her off, holding up his finger to her sternum, “These 

people come in here and you start filling your head with nonsense. How 

many times do I have to tell you—” 

 “‘We are not like them. We were not made for their life,’” Kastra 

recited, “Yes, I know the lecture, but did you ever happen to think that 

maybe I was?” I felt her words strike my chest and I could only imagine 

father’s anger as his face turned as red as a ruby. Still, he did not yell when 

he finally spoke.  

 “Leave. Go to your room, now,” he hissed before turning to me. “That 

goes for you, too. I will close up the bar tonight.” 

 Like a mouse when the lamp is lit, I fled as quickly as I could, going to 

the stairs of my family’s wing of the tavern. Kastra, though, took as long as 

she could. When she reached me at the foot of the steps, she looked back 

to see Arazar mouth an “I’m sorry” without father noticing. Kastra only 

replied with a half-hearted smile, then grabbed my hand and ushered me 

up to our room. 

 The rest of the night passed slowly, in silence, until I had fallen asleep, 

and when I woke up the next morning, Kastra was gone. 

 I haven’t seen Kastra since that night. She would go on to send me 

letters every month or so. Turned out, she’d packed her things and fled 

with Arazar. Their group didn’t last much longer after that, though. One 

by one, they all went their own way as the months went by. Soon, it was 

just her and him. They went all across the land, even going to Ethis like 

that elven woman and her group did. 

 Oftentimes, I’d think that she had surely met her match. If I recall, the 

longest she went between letters was a year and a half, but I always wound 
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up receiving a letter when it was most needed. She tried sending father 

letters, too, but he never replied. He and I ran the tavern until I came of 

age. I wound up working in a bookshop in the city not far away from home. 

Then I met a boy. Then he broke my heart. Then I met a girl. She didn’t, 

and a few years down the road we adopted a little boy. He’s almost a man 

himself now. 

 Father passed last week. It still doesn’t even feel real while I sit here 

and write it. I sent Kastra a letter, but I doubt it’ll find her for a few months 

or so. While I was cleaning out his room in the tavern, I found a box of 

journals he had written.  

 We are not like them. We were not made for their life. That was what 

my father always told her. I never knew whether he said it for her sake or 

his. In my childhood, I’d always assumed it was the former. But I’m an 

adult now. I’ve lived to see my own child reach adulthood, and now here I 

sit here with one man’s life of regrets contained in one small box. I think 

that when father told her that because if she left, it meant that he could’ve 

too. 
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he’s there again, waiting at the crossroads. The trees are wary of each 

other here, leaning away from neighboring limbs, delicately 

disentangling roots until there is space, just, for the two twining 

paths to widen expectantly and clash in an ecstatic burst of dust and 

pebbles. In that curtailed space, the forest floor vanishes beneath a 

sentient grid, two vectors crossing at an agreed point of rationality, and 

one can almost imagine how the forest might be charted, measured 

according to the constricts of a human mind.  

But the paths part immediately, diminishing with each inch from the 

point of consummation, and slink into the trees as if they had never met. 

 But the crossroads are there, and so is Janet. She exhales a practiced 

S 
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curl of smoke and stubs her cigarette beneath her heel as she reaches into 

her pocket for another. A small pile of butts gradually mounts at her feet, 

incongruous on their bed of pine needles and decaying leaves. 

 Her hair is red, heart’s blood red, a shade that can’t be distilled and 

bottled, but she’s cropped it tight against her skull. The color bleeds her 

skin of any pigment it might have had, until she is whiter than snow—but 

that was a different fairy tale, and certainly not the one she had thought to 

live in. Her black eyes are an echo of her cigarette butts.  

She stands at the crossroads, this waif with shorn hair, her back 

straight. Her skirt falls well above her knees, and her jacket is a vibrant 

green—she figured she ought to dress the part. The latter still closes over 

the belly that has just begun to swell. 

His name wasn’t Tam Linn, of course. But it was Tom, which frankly 

wasn’t much better. She takes another drag of her cigarette, her hand 

shaking slightly. Had he told her his surname? She can’t remember. She 

stubs out the cigarette, lights another. 

 

● 

 

She hadn’t met him in the woods or in the garden of a deserted mansion 

or anything so fantastically apropos. No, she met him at Starbucks. She’d 

been chain smoking and sketching—a cluster of roses with unusually 

treacherous thorns—but she watched him surreptitiously as her fingers 

guided her pen. Tall but slight of frame, he looked lost as he shuffled to the 

counter. His arms lay crossed over his chest, and his shoulders rounded 

slightly as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He admired her 

work, and after a while, he asked if she’d like to go on a walk. Offered his 

hand, smiled that smile. Dropping the butt in her ashtray, she stood and 

took his hand. When his long fingers curled around hers, she looked up at 

him with her cigarette eyes and shivered, suddenly so cold. His eyes were 

green and pulled at her like vines. 

He led her into the woods, deeper into the gnarled undergrowth than 

she had ever dared on her own. He asked her about her sketching, the 

music she liked, the classes she took at the community college. When the 

light began to wane, she realized that the trees were taller, their shadows 

much longer—and darker?—than they should have been. 

She rubbed her eyes furiously until they watered in protest. “Tom—” 

When she looked again, her words vanished from her tongue. The trees 

were taller still, towering to twice their size. The trunks were rough with 

age and half-strangled with moss that dripped in wet, looping tendrils 

round and round the limbs. Here and there, they formed curtains, carving 
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bowers between the press of moss and tree. 

“Janet,” he told her, brushing a long curl of red hair from her face. 

“You’re more beautiful than I ever thought you could be.” 

Janet decided she must be dreaming. Maybe that was why, when he 

leaned down to kiss her, she led him past a mossy curtain and lay down 

with him on the ground. Or maybe it was because she was a virgin named 

Janet in an enchanted forest with a boy named Tom, and the sheer 

momentum of the story overcame her.  

When she asked him to come home with her—she had fresh apples and 

a bottle of red wine in her apartment—he went still in her arms. 

“It’s... it’s complicated, Janet.” She lay still, waiting, trying valiantly not 

to sink her nails into his bare arms. “You see…it’s, my Lady.” 

She looked at him blankly. 

“You might call her my... ex?” The last word sounded unfamiliar on his 

tongue, a foreign word. 

“You didn’t think to mention this before?” she said in what she felt was 

an admirably even voice. 

“Janet, she is the Faery Queen, and—” 

But Janet was up, her skirt and t-shirt back in place, her converse 

sneakers laced. “You complete and utter bastard!” she hissed. She tore the 

mossy curtain from the tree and ran. 

“Janet, no! You’ll get lost here!” 

“Fuck off!” she screamed. 

“Meet me at the crossroads!” he cried, but his voice was swallowed by 

the forest. Janet ran as fast as she could, leaping over roots, splashing 

through muddy, silted streams, pretending fiercely that the tears on her 

face were trickles of sweat. 

When she finally slowed to a walk, the trees were still preposterously 

oversized. The woods beside Starbucks barely deserved that designation—

they were no more than a thin strip of trees that had yet to be plowed under 

for a mega-plex or mini-mall. But only slivers of light penetrated the 

canopy overhead, and she could see only trees, thick and claustrophobic in 

every direction, unfolding into infinity like a funhouse mirror. 

Hours passed—how many, she didn’t know, her watch seemed to be 

broken—before she stumbled into the crossroads. She didn’t see him, but 

she felt the press of a gaze between her shoulder blades. She squeezed her 

eyes shut and covered them with her palms for good measure. “No, no, no, 

no, no!” she cried. 

When she opened her eyes, she was in the shallow woods behind 

Starbucks, and a full moon was high in the sky. She stumbled to her car 

and dug in her pockets for her keys before realizing there were in her 
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satchel, along with her sketchpad and her phone. She’d left her satchel in 

the woods. With Tom. 

Shivering hard, she walked home and opened her apartment door with 

the spare key under the matt. She stepped into the shower and turned the 

dial to boiling. The heat helped distract her from the blood between her 

legs. She scrubbed herself until she felt raw and crawled into her bed, 

determined to forget everything. Especially him. 

Of course she couldn’t. She dreamed of him, his own face pale, already 

half dead, as he begged her to forgive him, to let him explain. He spoke of 

the tithe, of the wrath of the Faery Queen. “I’m cold, Janet,” he whispered 

before the dream-darkness swallowed him whole. Other nights, he stroked 

her hair as he had that day in the forest, wrapping it round his fists and 

kissing them. After the fourth of these dreams, she dug the scissors from 

her kitchen drawer and hacked at her red hair until only a thin scarlet cap 

remained. “I don’t believe you,” she wanted to tell him. But he wasn’t there, 

so she told her reflection in the mirror instead. Her eyes seemed to 

reproach her in the glass, and she turned away to sweep up her hair.  

Perhaps she was going mad. She could have imagined the whole thing. 

No one at Starbucks remembered a tall boy named Tom. A boy with long, 

graceful fingers and vine eyes. She turned to the songs, the poems, read 

every version of Child 39 she could find, but they didn’t answer her 

questions. Lighting a cigarette with trembling hands, Janet pulled with the 

desperation of a drowning man. 

When she didn’t bleed the next month, she called it stress and ignored 

it. When the second month passed, she bought a pregnancy test at the drug 

store. A tiny cross appeared, and she threw it away from her as if she might 

somehow prevent contamination. 

The third month came, and her body began to swell. Carefully not 

thinking about what she was doing, she put on her best skirt and her green 

jacket and drove her car to Starbucks. Calmly, she ordered a latte and 

sipped it in the sunlight. After licking the last ridge of foam from the cup, 

she stood, straightened her back, and stalked into the woods. 

Feeling ridiculous, she closed her eyes and spun round and round, her 

skirt flying high, shoes scuffing the dirt. “Tom! Tom, True Thomas, Tam 

Lin, whoever you are! I need to talk to you!” She peeled her hands from 

her eyes, and the forest, the true forest, surrounded her. Wary birdsong 

had replaced the muffled roar of the freeway, and the air tasted as crisp as 

the first bite of an apple. When she craned back her head, she couldn’t see 

the sky through the thick canopy. Drawing a shaky breath, she stuffed her 

hands into her pockets, and went in search of the crossroads. 
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● 

 

So Janet stands at the crossroads, chain smoking, waiting for Tom. Is he 

an elf prince, she wonders hysterically, or the slated victim of a tithe? Or 

is he just a boy with a cruel sense of humor, an overactive imagination? 

She drops another cigarette, lights another. He’d said to meet her at the 

crossroads. Had she waited too long? He could have been sacrificed 

months ago. The Faery Queen could have decided to keep him. He could 

have gone back to an ex-girlfriend. A nice, normal, mortal girlfriend. She 

closes her eyes and takes another drag. 

When she opens them, he’s standing there. He’s wearing an oversized 

sweatshirt, torn blue jeans, and sneakers, 

and he couldn’t have looked less fey if he’d tried. Except for his eyes. Vine 

eyes.  

“You came,” he says. 

She pulls on her cigarette, and opens her jacket so he can see the 

swelling. 

His eyes widen, and deepen. Looking into them is like falling down a 

well. “Should you be smoking?” he asks hesitantly. “If you’re… with child?” 

“With child?” she wonders. He could pass as a fairy knight with 

anachronisms like that. “Probably not.” She drops her cigarette but doesn’t 

light another. 

He kneels and pulls a weedy, nondescript stalk from the earth at her 

feet. “If you ingest the roots of this plant, you will not carry to term,” he 

tells her. 

“Oh.” She takes it from him, rolling it between her fingers. It smells 

damp, dark, but not unpleasant. “Is that… what you want me to do?” 

“No,” he says simply. “But I would not presume to choose for you.” 

When she doesn’t answer, he adds, “Perhaps we could talk? I could… buy 

you a coffee?” 

“What about the Faery Queen?” Janet asks in her most scathing voice. 

“Don’t I have to, I don’t know, stalk an elfish procession and wrestle you 

off a stallion or something? Hold you while you turn into a saber-toothed 

tiger or a rabid wolf or the Loch Ness monster?” 

“No,” he says again, quietly. 

“No?” 

“For the spell to be broken, for me to be free of her, you simply had to 

come back to the crossroads and call for me.”  

Janet raises an eyebrow and stuffs the weeds into her pocket—she’d 

think about that choice later. “That’s all? Isn’t that a little, I don’t know, 

anticlimactic?” 



18 
 

“Not for me.” He steps closer. “I needed someone to believe me. To 

believe me enough to come here, unaided” he waves at the surrounding 

trees. “This is not an easy task, Janet. To believe me, to find me, to take me 

home.” 

“Who says I want to take you home?” 

“You don’t?” 

He looks so crestfallen that she can’t help but smile. “I didn’t say that.” 

Janet tilts back her head, considering. “Is your name really Tam Linn?” 

He grins and takes her hand. “Call me Tom.” 
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ome spells must not be broken. Darga said this to me before she left 

us in Tenaris, before she transformed, or whatever it was she decided 

to do. I had no idea what she meant, having never managed to 

complete a spell in my life. I begged her to tell me, but she couldn’t wait 

around to explain, she said. “I will be a scryer at last!” she shouted as she 

merged into the very air before me and disappeared. 

I felt sure I would miss her. Or would I? 

“Slow as slow, Jaran, that’s you. After four years you should be casting 

spells the way Talin does, not trying to remember the words of the simplest 

beginner’s ritual.” That was how Darga had begun every lesson with me of 

late. No wonder I felt resistance. Her long nails were painted in a pale blue 

that shone outside at night. She gave the same color to her lips, and if she 

walked out after dusk all that was visible were her nails and her mouth, as 

S 
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if suspended on quick-moving strings. 

I watched Talin perform her magic effortlessly, waving her hands in 

mid air like some mime dancing, her red hair flashing around her, and 

whatever she conjured always came to life or happened. And this, after 

only six months under Darga’s supervision! 

It was just as well I couldn’t do anything, or I might have brought my 

feelings about Talin to the surface and sent her into a consuming fire. I 

kept practicing, just in case. 

Six days after Darga was gone they put someone else in her place. The 

choice of Grenn was a surprise to everyone, for she handled inventory. 

None of us knew she had any skill beyond conjuring our supplies, the ones 

we—or I should say, the others--didn’t feel like spending time working on, 

like the runes and wands and clothing and jewels and magic crystals. In 

my case I took everything she had available. She did seem a strange choice 

for the powers that be to make Preceptor, young in age that she was. Maybe 

it was because of her eyes. They were a striking cobalt blue that demanded 

the truth, and if she spoke to you, it was impossible to tell her a lie. 

To my surprise, Grenn was more kindly toward me than her 

predecessor, praising my slightest efforts and watching my progress, such 

as it was. 

“I think I know what might help,” she offered, when I had failed to 

complete seven spells in a row. We had been practicing in the lower valley, 

where the mound people had left the remnants of their homes thousands 

of years before. “You lack confidence.” 

Yes, I agreed silently. Not a new idea, Grenn, was my thought. I saw her 

glance at me quickly. Was she a witch who could receive thoughts from 

others? There were very few of those, apart from the adepts, and all of 

them had to be far more experienced than Grenn. 

“You’re familiar with the Sharad?” she asked me. 

A shudder went through me. “Who isn’t?” I said. “A grievous place, 

filled with lost souls.” 

“So you have been there?” Grenn said. 

“No! What? No!” The very idea made my mind contract into itself. I’d 

grown up with legends of the strange forest that was a half-day’s walk away 

on the other side of Tenaris. 

“What you need to do,” Grenn told me, “is go into the Sharad and find 

the silver necklace I left there. It’s a very small chain, but it matters a lot 

to me.” 

“Going into that forest requires advanced magic,” I said to her. “Don’t 

you know who I am? Haven’t you been watching me? You’ll have better 

luck asking the local ravens to fly in for you. Why not do it yourself? You 
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already know how, anyway.” 

“Only when I was in inventory and with an order sheet in front of me,” 

Grenn said. “When I entered the forest the last time, I was on a mission to 

find a book of spells Darga had ordered that had been in a certain cave for 

a long time—or a short time, depending on your realm of vision. That’s 

when I lost the silver necklace. Personal objects don’t count, alas, even 

though I am now the Preceptor—I’m not allowed to go look for them. But 

I do dearly want it back.” 

“Here’s a much better idea. Why not send Talin?” 

Grenn laughed, a gentle laugh. “Because I want you to do this for me. 

It will be good for you. You just might surprise yourself. You can find the 

way, I’m sure. I do have to add, though, you can’t come back here without 

it, without the necklace. It’s your gateway out of the forest. Otherwise, you 

could spend eons walking in circles in there. So there is some risk.” 

She was laying down a challenge. To me. As if it was possible I could 

meet it. Having anyone think I could do something, anything, was just a 

little intoxicating. I said yes. 

“One more thing,” Grenn said, as I turned away. I was already planning 

to study up on the Sharad by interviewing the adepts, the ones who knew 

magic. I saw some of them close by in the field, all spinning in tight circles. 

They could read minds. 

“Jaran, you—” Grenn stopped and looked over at the adepts. For a few 

moments she stayed very still. Then she gave her head a slight shake and 

wrapped her long silvery cape around her shoulders. Its folds were inset 

with lapis lazuli. Darga had always dressed in red cloth that flamed like fire 

when she was in charge. “Just find the necklace,” Grenn said. “That’s all 

you need to do, all you need to think about.” 

And getting back out, I said to myself. 

As soon as I came near them, the dancers stopped their swirling and 

crowded around me, knowing what was up already from my thoughts. 

“Not easy, girl. Back out now while you still can,” said Soris, not only 

leader of the adepts but my deeply unsupportive sister. She was also four 

inches taller than me and delighted in saying “I have always towered over 

poor little Jaran.” 

“Fools go into the forest all the time. Let her find out for herself,” said 

Melaria. She had shape shifting skills I could only dream about and was 

never still, a changeling in constant motion. I watched as different faces 

appeared on her own and disappeared. It made me feel dizzy. She was also 

best friend to Soris. 

“You mustn’t listen to them,” Kira said. She was the oldest adept and 

had been around for more years than she said she wanted to count. Her 
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hair was pure white and dazzling, for she always placed rows of small 

diamonds through it that shone with a flickering scintillation in the 

sunlight. She stared at Soris and Melaria, and they both looked away first. 

“But you do need to follow the signs,” she said to me. 

“They’re invisible,” someone else called out. “You have to guess where 

they are.” 

“No, you don’t,” Kira said. “But you do have to listen.” 

“To what?” I asked. 

Soris and Melaria laughed and spun around, their white skirts flying, 

as they jabbed their fingers randomly in the air. “To the voices, sweet sister 

mine,” Soris said wickedly. “In the forest, there are all those voices.” With 

that, she and Melaria ran off, the others following. Only Kira stayed. 

“She’s right, I’m afraid. The Sharad is full of voices, and only a few tell 

the truth. You’ll need to sort out which ones those are. If any. Only one of 

them will show the signs you need to follow.” 

“I don’t think I want to do this after all,” I said. 

“No one ever does. It is rumored that the voices belong to the ones who 

never found their way out. That may or may not be true. But Darga told 

me most of them cannot be trusted.” 

A thought occurred to me. “Has Soris ever gone into the Sharad?” 

“I have no idea. You should ask Grenn. But if your sister did enter the 

forest, it is apparent she was successful in returning.” 

I would ask Grenn, for if my sister had done it, there was no way I could 

refuse. I didn’t care about the necklace as much as I cared about stopping 

Soris from mocking me. 

“What a strange question,” Grenn said, when I told her what I wanted 

to know. “Even if Soris did enter the Sharad, it has nothing to do with 

whether you can or not.” 

“It has a lot to do with whether I want to look for your necklace.” 

Grenn was quiet a moment, as she had been when we were near the 

adepts, and once again shook her head and looked at me. “But you see, this 

is your choice, no one else’s, Jaran. And if your only reason is to outdo your 

sister, I can tell you this—the forest will not make that easy.” 

“You mean the voices?” 

“I mean the forest.” 

Her words gave me a sudden frisson of fear, but I still felt I had to go 

through with it, had to meet the challenge. If I didn’t, how could I face 

them all, especially my sister? Yet the spells had always eluded me. I was 

no magician, much less a good witch! 

“When it seems there is no way out, allow yourself to enter the stillness. 

That is the most I can suggest to you,” Grenn said. “Just remember this, 
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and I know Darag taught it to you, a true witch chooses her own way.” 

Much later, I realized Grenn had not answered my question. 

 

● 

 

The Sharad Forest is an ancient woodland encircled by the Wearde 

Mountains, where massive waterfalls flow down from high limestone cliffs 

into cerulean pools. It is a place that knows only one season, the deep and 

luxuriant green of summer, even when the cold snows come and cover the 

landscape everywhere else. 

I walked on the small wooden bridge that led across the Halon, known 

as the river of secrets, which Kira had said was best avoided. On the other 

side of the bridge lay the entrance into the Sharad. 

I stood on the bridge longer than was wise. I had five hours of daylight 

to find my way in and back out again, and a necklace to find. But the 

promised voices were waiting, and I hesitated. 

“Don’t be such an infant, Jaran,” I said out loud to myself as I stared 

into the trees. They were the same words, so familiar, that Soris always 

said about almost everything I did or didn’t do when I felt afraid. 

And I had to admit, I was afraid now. 

I could hear the rushing waters of the Halon beneath me. The Sharad 

looked like an ordinary forest, a wide, dense growth of old trees with 

saplings emerging in more open spaces here and there. I could see the 

dappled light on the leaves. The path was wide and clear, as if someone 

had deliberately swept it. Further in, I could see blueberry bushes on its 

edge and moss grew on some large stones that lined the way. All of it 

seemed so peaceful. 

“The cave is only a quarter mile inside the forest,” Grenn had told me. 

“A row of ferns stand quite near a massive oak tree that hides the entrance. 

Walk under its branches to see the opening.” 

It would take but a few minutes to walk the distance. What could be so 

hard about getting there? And out again? 

I took my first step from the bridge onto the path. Nothing happened. 

No voices. I took another into the forest. Still no sound but for the Halon, 

now hidden from sight. I took more steps forward and felt my fear fall 

away. I would find the necklace and return home easily enough, after all. 

“Is that what you think?” A raucous voice cut through the sound of the 

rising wind and I stumbled and had to hold on to a tree branch to steady 

myself. “You are weak, child,” the voice continued, as the wind scattered 

debris across the path. 

“Never mind her, dear,” a soft voice said from somewhere to my left. 
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“She has never gotten over being forced to stay here. It was her own fault, 

of course, not finding the way out again. Here, I can show you where to 

go.” 

“No! Follow her and you will end up drowned in the river!” a high, shrill 

voice shouted behind me. “I know the way. Trust me. Come over here!” 

“Ignore her, Jaran, come with me and I’ll take you to the cave. The 

necklace is there, ready for you. I have guarded it well against these 

marauding ones!” It was a rasping, grating voice and came from a distance 

somewhere ahead of me, where I saw shadows had formed between the 

trees, shrouding the path. 

“Believe her and you will die!” yet another voice said, this one pitched 

low, a guttural sound that worried me more than all the others. “She is a 

deceiver. I will help you. I have been here longest!” 

Laughter suddenly filled the forest, echoing and reverberating off a 

thousand trees, the vibration of it all drilling deep inside my head. I felt 

my body tremble uncontrollably and I opened my mouth, a scream 

hovering on the edge. 

“STOP!” A new, strong voice spoke above the chaos of the others and 

there was sudden silence. 

“So lovely how they obey me,” the same voice said. “Sometimes, 

anyway.”  

I spun around, but of course, no one was there. 

I waited. The sunlight had moved further down. My time was growing 

shorter. I had no wish to be in the forest at night, and an overwhelming, 

deep desire to run out of the Sharad made me take a step backwards. 

“Do you give up so easily?” 

“I can’t do this!” I heard the fear in my own voice. I had foolishly 

accepted the challenge. And I had already failed. 

“That may be true, your failure, or it may be you have simply chosen to 

believe the deceivers. It is always a choice open to you. Just do remember, 

your thoughts are open to me. To all of us, here and now.” 

Shadows began to form high in the canopy of the forest. I had agreed 

to find the necklace, but I had no idea where to go. Again, I was beset with 

the thought of what it would be like, returning home without succeeding 

in my mission. I would never be able to face anyone, least of all Grenn. But 

without the necklace, I’d never get out of the forest anyway, I remembered.  

I felt my body cease shuddering and my heart settled. I was mad to 

continue, when I had no idea how to make anything happen. But so be it, 

I would be mad! I was a mad witch. All the better! 

“What makes you think you are a witch?” Yet again the same strong 

voice, and the words tumbled down to me from above like a melody from 
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the song of the lark. 

“By raven’s wing, I was born a witch!” I said. I took in a breath and said 

it again, louder this time. “I was born a witch!” Liar, I told myself. Yes, 

born into the art, but without even the smallest skill for the dance of it. But 

still, I didn’t want to give in to that. 

“Everything has to be earned, don’t you know. Everything. Prove to me 

what you are.” 

I knew all too well there was no way I could prove it. Born though I was, 

I had no witch abilities, just as Darag had told me over and over. I believed 

her. Why not? Nothing had ever worked. 

“Cast a simple spell. That will be enough.” 

“Who are you?” I asked. 

“Think of me as a guardian.” 

“You mean as I flounder in here perhaps for eternity, you’re here to help 

me? You can be assured I don’t trust you.” 

“Is that so? Cast your spell!” 

I wanted her voice to stop. I sighed and went through some motions 

with my hands the way I had seen Talin do it. To my infinite regret but 

with full expectation of the inevitable, nothing happened. 

“Goodness, I see what you mean,” the guardian said. “That was pitiful! 

But since you don’t trust yourself in the slightest, given the limited flow of 

your thoughts just now, I am not surprised. Still, it will serve you to go on. 

Your destiny awaits. Stay on the path. I’ll handle the voices for you in your 

absence. Go, now.” 

I felt a push from behind and was propelled forward, wondering if I was 

being set up for a great disaster, if this was how I ended up locked in the 

forest forever. But only a few minutes later I stepped into an open glen. On 

the other side of it I could see a high limestone cliff and a cave at its base, 

its entrance small. 

“Now what?” I asked aloud. No answer. All I could hear was the sound 

of a soft breeze through a grove of high ferns. 

Against my will, I walked closer to the opening, studying the ground for 

the necklace, realizing I hadn’t even asked Grenn what it looked like. The 

entrance was wider than it was high, and completely dark. 

“Lucky me. My destiny awaits,” I said aloud. Taking a deep breath, I 

walked in. 

No sooner had I stepped across the cave entrance than light spilled over 

me and ahead of me and I was blinded by it. As my eyes adjusted, I saw the 

space had expanded into a glittering array of gold and silver objects—

statues and masks and gold-rimmed mirrors, silver vases embedded with 

turquoise, headdresses lined with diamonds, jeweled tapestries sewn in 
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gold threads. The white stone walls seemed lighted from within. 

Grenn had said nothing of this! 

Chimes sounded on my left. I looked that way and there, lying in a 

shallow silver bowl, was a necklace with a thin chain. From it hung a single 

pendant engraved with the words “Witch Way,” each letter inset with lapis 

lazuli. I knew of that semi-precious stone, for it was also called “The 

Wisdom Keeper,” and wearing it meant accepting revelation about one’s 

true self. I had never worn it. The image of Grenn sweeping her cape 

around her flashed through my mind, the silver folds of it also embedded 

with lapis lazuli. No wonder she wanted the necklace back. I reached out 

for it, but as I lifted it up a burning sensation ran through my hand and I 

dropped it back into the bowl and looked at my hand. There was no trace 

of anything, yet the sensation was fierce. 

“I ask you again, can you prove you are a witch?” The guardian’s voice 

startled me so that I backed into a shelf of gold masks that had eyes inlaid 

with quartz. As I reached out in a strange compulsion to straighten them 

on the shelf, I had the feeling each one I touched was watching me. 

“Cast a spell on that necklace so it doesn’t burn you. That will do.” 

“Wait!” I said. “If you’re here with me, then you’re locked inside the 

Sharad. If you had any power you wouldn’t be here. Why should I listen to 

you? This is a game, isn’t it? It’s all just a game to you!” 

“If you think so, why not play the game with me? What do you have to 

lose? Cast a spell of your choosing on the necklace. See if you can do that. 

Try. I’ll wait. Perhaps it will be different this time.” 

I became aware the space around me had closed in, as if the air had 

been taken out of it. I was immersed in the light that reflected off all the 

gold and silver, the light itself streaming everywhere, covering me, its 

scintillations bringing with them an odd feeling of serenity. And there was 

just silence, no more voices. 

None of that meant freedom, though. I had no spell to cast! 

Turning around I couldn’t see the cave entrance, for the light obscured 

it. What could I do? Grenn should have sent Talin, not me. I told her so. 

Or maybe even Soris, though that thought did me no service. 

I stared down at the necklace and brought my hand close to it again. 

Instantly, I felt the heat rising from it and pulled my hand away. 

“This is getting me nowhere!” I shouted, and felt laughter rising inside 

me, surely soon to become the scream I’d almost let out before on the path. 

Magic deserved better than I could give it! I was going to be shut in the 

forest for all my days, however many were mine to have. 

In that moment Grenn’s words came to me. “Allow yourself to enter the 

stillness.” I understood her meaning. I had learned the art of stillness at 
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an early age, for I had been a lonely child. It was only by going into a deep 

place inside myself, into utter silence, that I could let go of what troubled 

me. That inner place was but an instant away. All I needed to do was 

choose to be there, and I was. 

I thought for a moment about this journey I was on, intended for no 

other reason than to outdo Soris. There was nothing for it but to follow 

Grenn’s words. I had nothing else. 

I shook my head to clear it and closed my eyes. I held my hands before 

me, palms up, amidst the gilded room in that cave in a forest which might 

not be willing to release me. “All right,” I whispered. “The truth of it is 

enough, whatever it is. I choose to see this. So be it.” 

When I opened my eyes, I saw words hanging in the air before me, 

outlined in crystal. I spoke them aloud, and a feeling began inside me, 

intensely unfamiliar and yet, I sensed, very real. 

 

By the grace of love the spell’s begun. 

By the grace of caring the wish comes true. 

By the grace of heart the truth is known 

By the grace of trust the way is shown. 

By the grace of light the path is new. 

By the grace of sight, the spell is done. 

 

On impulse, I reached down to the necklace again, and this time it 

seemed to reach up of its own accord and fall into my hand, cool to the 

touch. 

“Well-done. Now, you can leave the forest.” The guardian. I could hear 

delight in her voice, and something else—was it relief? 

“Why now?” I had to ask. 

“You allowed the rhythm of life. This is the path of the good witch, the 

true witch way.” 

“But if you know all these things, why don’t you leave now, too, with 

me?” 

The guardian spoke and again I felt the words like the lark’s song, only 

this time it seemed a lament. “Some spells must not be broken. Like the 

one cast on me. I did grievous things across many lives. My penance is 

here, helping you, among others. I no longer find this a difficulty. Not to 

mention, you are a natural.” 

“Oh, no, I’m not!” 

“Yes, you are. Now, you are.” 

No sooner had she said those words than I found myself on the path 

again, exactly where I had begun before, hearing the Halon River close by, 
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seeing the sunlight through the trees, though the light was fading, for sure, 

and it was long past time for me to start my return home. 

At the edge of the forest I hesitated, this time to wonder. Was I 

imagining things? Had I imagined the cave, after all? But I looked down at 

the necklace I held in my hand. No. It was as it was, as it had been. 

Still, would the forest really let me go? I stepped out from the path onto 

the bridge and nothing stopped me. The river below was quiet now, 

flowing in its own kind of serenity, the water so clear I could see the stones 

many feet below its surface, and my own reflection. As if the river saw me, 

too. 

Once home, I held out the necklace and handed it to Grenn. She 

welcomed me with delight. 

“Well-done, Jaran.” The same words as the guardian’s in the forest. She 

gave it back to me. “It’s yours, to keep. You’ve earned it. The words on the 

pendant describe you now.” 

I clasped my fingers around the necklace and a sudden happiness 

surged through me. 

“I met someone in there,” I said. “She says she can never leave the 

Sharad, but she helped me.” 

“So you met the right voice, obviously. Remember what the Sharad 

gave to you. It matters you don’t forget.” 

“I know,” I said, and I put on the necklace and touched the crystal 

words. I felt no different in one way, yet in another, I felt as if I was meeting 

myself for the first time. 

“You have accepted your calling. That’s all we needed to know,” Grenn 

said. 

“We?” 

“Here are the voices you heard.” 

To my astonishment, all the adepts appeared and crowded around me, 

including Soris. 

“Well, I have to say, you have surprised me, Jaran. Not my frightened 

little sister anymore.” Soris was smiling at me! 

I studied their faces. “Which one of you brought me to the cave?” 

“None of us,” Kira said. 

“Then who did?” I asked Grenn. “What about her?” 

Grenn was pensive, as was her way, before at last saying more. 

“She told you the truth. For her, the spell must not be broken. She was 

once among us, until she chose to embrace the shadow self. That has never 

been our way or purpose. Even so, once in the Sharad she became our best 

guardian. You are proof of that, don’t you know?” 

I looked up quickly but there was nothing given away in Grenn’s eyes. 
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I repeated her words softly and smiled at her. “I do now.” 
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here were no tears in the Summer Palace of the Son of Heaven. It 

was true, it was a lie. In the Emperor’s Summer Palace, when his 

presence brightened the hallways like the noonday sun, there were 

no tears. In the Summer Palace of the many wives, consorts and concu-

bines of the Son of Heaven, the bars were lacquered fragrant hardwood, 

the bonds were brocaded silk; the tears flowed unending.  

Lady Ming Yu armoured herself in the long-sleeved gown of an imperial 

consort, swatched in thick silks of jade green that she favoured, after her 

namesake. Seated in the second row, behind the Emperor’s favoured, and 

listened to a new selection of musicians from across the country, plying 

their skills for the Palace. After all, the wives of the Emperor needed to 

have their senses filled with beautiful things, that they might give good 

sons and daughters. The Lady Ming Yu would have spat on the floor at the 

thought of this, adding the shine of her saliva to the lacquered wooden slats 

of the palace, but that was something she’d left with her village. The palace 

had taken everything from her, even displeasure. 

The Lady Jin Ju sat next to her, resplendent in her own gown of heavy 

yellow silk, the colour of royalty, her sleeves decorated with curling stalks 

T 
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of golden chrysanthemums. She tugged at the Lady Ming Yu’s sleeve, 

pulling the stiff silk into place.  

“You should at least dress the part, if you are to come out of your room 

at all. Perhaps I should have your maidservant punished,” said the Lady 

Jin Ju. The first consort wielded words deftly, like an oyster-shucking 

blade, a tiny length of steel employed with leverage to do a job a hammer 

could not.  

Auntie Zhang’s absence weighed on Lady Ming Yu’s heart, as it did 

since the loss of her only human tie to her village. Unbidden, as it always 

did, the sight of Auntie Zhang’s blood dripping off the curved smile of the 

executioner’s blade. Before, these visions would send the Lady Ming Yu 

into paroxysms, fainting spells and hot tears. Now, they just served to 

tighten her jaw and stiffen her back. The executioner was from the Palace, 

the crime fabricated by the Lady Jin Ju. Auntie Zhang, who accompanied 

Ming Yu from her village, to be her maidservant and her sole tie to her 

place of birth, met Ming Yu’s eyes as the sword fell.  

It was either me or you, Auntie Zhang would have said, had she not 

been gagged and her tongue cut out before. The Lady Ming Yu kept her 

gaze steady, her fists relaxed, her shoulders loose. She swore to kill Lady 

Jin Ju for this, and the urge had not faded, not in ten years. 

“My work would be a lot easier, Lady Jin Ju, if I were not interrupted.” 

“How easily one forgets, that heaven gave you gifts for the betterment 

of the Palace. For me. Your station and the help your village receives, are 

as undeserved as the rain that the sky brings to the dirt.” 

The Lady Ming Yu turned to the musicians, focusing her mind. Her skill 

lay in the reading of flows, the slow trickle of fortune and calamity and the 

energies that made them. Yet in the Summer Palace, she had been 

uniquely helpless, for the plots of the many wives of the Son of Heaven 

surrounded her like gossamer spiderwebs, cinching ever tighter around 

the young concubine from one of the far provinces. No way out, not until 

Auntie Zhang’s head was collected in a woven basket and Lady Ming Yu 

was no longer some upstart threat to any of the wives, let alone the Lady 

Jin Ju. Besides, Lady Ming Yu’s ability had a single blind spot. She could 

not divine her own fate, for fate was a raging river, and to observe her own 

was to shift it around her and render her predictions worthless. Perhaps 

this was the only reason the Lady Ming Yu still lived, in the same way that 

the powerless lived in the shadow of the powerful. Because she was useful 

to Lady Jin Ju, because there was something left to take. Her role since 

Auntie Zhang’s death, was to be bound to the Lady Jin Ju, to subtly shift 

the world to change the flow of energy around the Lady, to dissuade 

misfortune, or reflect it onto others.  
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New additions to the Summer Palace were to be scrutinized, dissected 

and pulled apart, which was Ming Yu’s job today. The Summer Palace 

thrummed with the mating calls of the cicadas, and the sighs of the many 

wives of the Emperor. Cicadas spent their entire lives waiting for love, 

emerging from the loam soil to spend their last hours singing. Still the 

cicadas outdid most of the wives of the Emperor, who found his attention 

seldom, if at all; this suited Ming Yu just fine. Those favoured by the 

Emperor, like Lady Jin Ju, were clothed in the finest silks and dined on the 

rarest delicacies, sipping tonic soups brewed over days to improve their 

fecundity. Ming Yu had what the others didn’t, a surfeit of time. Time to 

think, to plot, to design. Just like the construct of the delicate arrangement 

of elements around the Lady Jin Ju; mirrors to reflect bad luck, the 

placement of furniture to free the passage of the unseen, mountains to the 

back of her ladyship and water to the front. All to ensure a safe and long 

life. More prosaically, she could affect fate in simpler ways, to trace the 

lines and flows she saw to nodes, to shift narrow a walkway to engender a 

chance meeting.  

So the Lady Ming Yu sat, in her gown that was worth the monthly wages 

of everyone in her village, and yet only a third of the cost of those above 

her station. There was death coming for the Lady Jin Ju, and the only thing 

stopping the Lady Ming Yu from following her tormentor into the 

underworld was to prevent it. She tracked the flows she saw swirling 

around the Lady Jin Ju, those that were the red and black of rotting flesh, 

winding tighter and tracked them to the musicians. The music was 

passingly good; the Lady had heard better, until she met the eyes of the 

flutist, the one that would end the life of the Lady Jin Ju, and then she 

stopped hearing anything for many heartbeats.  

 

● 

 

“My parents said that the Capital will be sending a delegation through the 

province next week,” said Yan, her eyes on the drying fields of rice. The 

harvest would be thin, with the rains late as they were this season. Stalks 

were turning the colour of the parched dirt they sprouted from, the dry 

wind soliciting a rasp from them instead of the murmur of supple green.  

“They have taken the boys, and last year’s harvest,” said Ming Yu, grit 

picked up by the breeze staining her ruddy cheeks yellow. The ground was 

warm under their backs, the once mighty boughs of the tree at the centre 

of their village now bare, the shade meagre.  

“There’s still us. Or you,” said Yan. Ming Yu’s mother had been one of 

the prettiest women in the village, and it was beginning to show in the 
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delicacy of Ming Yu’s features; her high cheekbones, wide and dark eyes, 

and her hair, supple down to her waist, even if it was as caked with dust as 

all the other village girls’. Compared to Ming Yu, Yan might as well have 

been molded from the mud beneath their feet. Still, she was the most 

beautiful thing in the village to Ming Yu.  

“I don’t understand, we’re not soldiers.” 

Yan clambered up the tree, supple limbed and with as much effort as a 

monkey. She was by far the fastest climber in the village, and had become 

so through hard practice. Falling Swallow, the other children had called 

her, making fun of her name. She was up in the branches in the space of a 

handful of heartbeats. To be fair, Ming Yu’s heartbeats were never a 

reliable timer around Yan. Ming Yu held her breath in and kept it, and the 

noise of the world rushed away; she stared up at her friend, seeing the 

whirls of fate festooning the young woman like the threads of a butterfly’s 

cocoon. Who knew what they would mold her into? No danger on the 

horizon, nothing that suggested harm. Ming Yu released her power, her 

vision turning white around the edges. Power was not without cost; a 

simple viewing would leave her breathless for hours, but this was worth it.  

“I hear they are on a bride hunt, for the Palace.” 

Ming Yu had to steady herself before she answered. “So they take our 

rice, our boys and now our girls.” 

Yan selected a leaf, no different from another, from a branch and teased 

it off. She brought it to her pursed lips and blew a simple tune on its edge. 

“They can’t take everything. They can’t steal our music.” 

“You eat that music, I’ll have rice for dinner. What’s the Palace ever 

done for us?” Ming Yu spat on the dirt, a gob of saliva, glistening in the sun 

like a shucked oyster. A delicacy Ming Yu only remembered in dreams 

now, her only companions were hunger and Yan. The other girl grinned 

down at Ming Yu.  

“That to the Empire.” And she hawked and spat from her perch on the 

tree, her contribution landing squarely on Ming Yu’s. Yan had always been 

physically gifted, her talents wasted on long afternoons bent double 

planting rice in the fields. In the act of spitting on the ground, the leaf had 

slipped from her fingers and fluttered into Ming Yu’s lap. She brought it to 

her own lips, but produced nothing more than a noisy exhalation.  

 

● 

 

The Summer Palace at night had all the stillness of painting, the silver light 

of the moon colouring the grounds. Movement was limited to the flicker of 

shadows, so moved when lantern flames danced with the wind’s breath. At 
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night, the moths, souls of the recently dead according to some, fluttered. 

Guards patrolled, if infrequently. Servants fussed at nocturnal errands, 

their heads bowed, not out of respect for the living wives, but out of fear 

for the many that had fallen on the glazed floorboards. Power in the Palace 

came from position or favour. The Son of Heaven did not deign to dispense 

much favour these days. It was left to his wives and concubines to jockey 

for position through maneuver, or through steel and poison. It was 

rumoured that the Lady Fei took matters into her own hands and stabbed 

an ivory hairpin into the ear of a favoured courtesan, just to gain the bed 

of the Emperor for one extra night. No mistake, the Summer Palace was as 

blood-drenched as any battlefield, with only the absence of screams that 

set it apart.  

Ming Yu had no stake in this fight other than survival. Just being in the 

Palace brought honor to her village, and perhaps deferment of the 

crippling tax arrears her province had fallen into. It was difficult to get 

news from the reaches of the Empire, and even the servants that the Lady 

Ming Yu had befriended would measure their words out carefully, 

sweetened with optimism and salted with half-truths before offering them 

for the Lady’s consumption. Such was the Summer Palace, a veiled reality 

onto itself. Her survival was tied to the Lady Jin Ju, her tormentor and 

only erstwhile ally. Still the rough linen of servant’s robes that she wore at 

night was far more liberating than her gowns in the day. It was not the 

thickness of the material, but the weight of restrictions; the places barred 

to her, the words forbidden to her lips, the people whose gazes she couldn’t 

meet even when she stared daggers into their backs. She was building the 

Lady Jin Ju up by night, but she would burn this entire edifice down; she 

only had to find a fulcrum on which to balance her powers on. She hadn’t 

seen it yet.  

Starting from the Lady Jin Ju’s room, she traced the death threads, 

watching them branch out. Any single consequence was itself the centre of 

a spiderweb of possibilities, in the same way that any perfect feature in 

embroidery depended on every strand of silk. Ming Yu padded down the 

silent corridors, listened to the trees whisper secrets in the dark, and 

stalked the Lady Jin Ju’s death through the sleeping palace. This was a 

death with direction, with will. Not a simple curse that muddled the 

vicissitudes of fate, shifting the angle of a fishbone just so that it caught in 

throat rather than teeth. Yan, her flutist, was going to kill the Lady Jin Ju 

and nothing simple would stop her. So intent was Ming Yu in the use of 

her power that she did not see the threads of death being replaced by 

smears of darkening red on the ground. They were that alike in colour. 

Until her foot bumped the stiffening one of a palace guard, and she saw 



35 
 

the slumped bodies of two of the night patrol.  

Later, she would think that her gift had saved her, that some change in 

the threads she was following inspired her to duck, letting the assassin’s 

blade whistle through the air and bite deep into a wooden pillar. Ming Yu 

crouched, as though trying to match her body to the tight ball of fear at her 

core. She awaited the killing stroke but none came. The would-be assassin 

was staring at another figure down the walkway. The flutist. Yan. 

The assassin made their move, the dark cloth swathing them from head 

to toe making them seem to fade in and out of shadow as they closed the 

distance to Yan, the floorboards which had complained at Ming Yu’s steps 

made no protest at the assassin’s passing. Yan, on the other hand, did not 

move, a rock in the face of an oncoming wave. Her musician’s garb, light 

and loose to allow for the stroke of the er hu’s bow, or the rapid clash of 

the cymbals, hung loose around Yan’s wiry frame, her wooden flute slung 

across her back. When the assassin’s dagger darted forward, it found only 

air. The years had sharpened Yan’s natural talent to something more, she 

didn’t move as much as she flowed, smooth and formless as a river. Her 

feet made the transition from floorboard to pillar without stopping; as 

though the pull of the ground were a mere inconvenience to be ignored. 

One step, two steps, three steps, enough to take her to the height of a man, 

her toes tracing an arc above the assassin’s neck, as she flipped her entire 

body over the committed assassin.  

Knees met wood, hard. The assassin knelt, throat sprouting the wooden 

tip of Yan’s flute like a spring sapling. Light faded from their eyes as Yan 

pulled the sword that had been concealed in their nape. Not a flute after 

all, but a weapon, a thin length of steel, far too thin to parry a strike. An 

assassin’s weapon. What had Yan become?  

Ming Yu made to reach out to her childhood friend, but the person in 

front of her was as far from the Yan of her childhood as she was from the 

girl under the tree. Yan didn’t say a word, wiping her blade down on the 

robes of the assassin. She stepped off to the side, came back with a sword 

from one of the dead guards and, with a small grunt, pushed it into the 

chest of the assassin. 

“The families of the guards will receive the rest of their lives’ wages, if 

they died defending the Palace,” said Yan. 

“Is that all you have to say? After ten years?” 

“I didn’t come here to save you, Ming Yu.” Yan’s face was flat, 

expressionless. There was a focus to her eyes that hadn’t been there when 

the Court stole Ming Yu from the village. A hardness, like her weapon, steel 

hidden in the simple beauty of a wooden flute.  

“No, you’re here to kill the Lady Jin Ju, aren’t you?” Ming Yu 
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instinctively loosed her power. Like Yan, she was no longer the girl she 

was, and this no longer tired her out. Death, she saw around Yan, threads 

of it, spools of it, wound in the tight curls of a silkworm’s cocoon. What 

strange thing would emerge, when all that death had transformed Yan? 

Ming Yu traced the strands back towards the Lady Jin Ju and found the 

flows knotted like a snarled piece of weaving. Death flowed both ways 

between the two. There was no taking one life without the other.  

“You still have your gift,” said Yan. Looking out past the gardens of the 

Palace, waiting for another patrol.  

“There is no killing the Lady Jin Ju without dying yourself, Yan.” 

“In my death, there will be meaning. And there will be more achieved 

in that moment than your years here.” 

The two of them had argued but once before, the night before Ming Yu 

left the village for the palace. But that had been a fight of children, or 

trainees; random flailings with noise and thunder but little lasting impact. 

Now that they were both adepts, in their own ways, a single strike could 

end a battle, a life, a relationship. So Ming Ju and Yan circled each other, 

waiting for openings. 

“I left for the good of the village, Yan. My life for all of yours.”  

“Empty promises. The food came, for a while. When the rains stopped, 

even what little we had was taken to feed the armies. Last I heard, all the 

farmland had been given to a distant prince, and there is no hope for the 

sons and daughters of our ground save toil.” 

Not something Ming Yu had seen coming, the world tilted, a surface 

with a support suddenly whipped away. Her years at the palace. Auntie 

Zhang. All for nothing.  

“The village is gone. And you became...” Ming Yu gestured at the 

bodies. “This.” 

“I only claim credit for the last one. The assassin was after you, by the 

way. You’re welcome.” 

“I won’t let you kill the Lady.” 

“Protecting one of the Emperor’s wives? You’ve really given up 

everything, then. Home. Convictions. Your soul.” 

“It’s not about her.” 

Ming Yu hoped for a pause in Yan’s speaking rhythm, a sign that 

something had gotten through to the girl from home. Yan had always been 

slim, skinny even, but the years had worn her down. Hard years, whetting 

away at something harder. Making it sharp. Making it deadly. Yan rubbed 

the back of her neck, her hand brushing the mouthpiece of her flute almost 

as an afterthought, the touch gentle, almost hesitant.  

“The palace really does take everything. Even the tiniest speck of 
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happiness that dares exist. In a village that poses no threat. From a people 

that haven’t known a sword in generations. You can’t stop me.” 

“Yes, I can. And you know it, Yan.” 

Yan’s hand still on the hilt of the sword in the flute, wooden exterior, 

death within. Alike, the master and the weapon. There would be guards 

soon, the patrol would be missed. Ming Yu had to break the impasse.  

“I’ll do it,” said Ming Yu.  

Yan barked out a laugh.  

“You’re not a killer, Ming Yu,” she said, hand slipping back to her side.  

“Neither were you when I left the village. We all change. I have my 

ways.”  

“You say I die here. If I head back to my guild empty-handed I will be 

just as dead.” 

“I’ll swear to it,” said Ming Yu. “On anything you want. The hope of my 

rebirth. My parents.” 

“There’s nothing you hold dear that’s worth swearing on. Everything is 

dust on the wind or rotting in the ground.” 

Ming Yu held Yan’s gaze for a heartbeat, remembering the heat of the 

summer sun catching eyes darker than stained wood. “I’ll swear it on the 

memory of us. Go before the guards come.” 

 

● 

 

Prince Zhou was the Lady Jin Ju’s biggest claim to position. Him being 

fifth in line to the throne, and with her own pedigree stretching to baronies 

in the North, gave the Lady Jin Ju currency with which to pay for her 

schemes. The Lady Ming Yu had seen him but once in her time in the 

palace; so jealously did the Lady Jin Ju curate his appearances  that even 

in public his face was obscured by an elaborate headdress. As far as she 

heard, even that one glance was more than what the rest of the palace had 

seen. Preoccupied with the murder of the Lady Jin Ju, she didn’t recognise 

his robes of station until he introduced himself.  

“You must be the Lady Ming Yu,” he said. “I am the Fifth Prince.” 

The prince’s words were unsteady, the greeting a stretch of muscles 

long unused. He possessed singularly high cheekbones, and a complexion 

smooth and clear as fresh snow. The Lady Ming Yu made to bow, but he 

laughed and held up his hand. In any case, it would have been an act of 

hypocrisy for the bow; after all, the Lady Ming Yu had killed his mother 

the night before.  

“Your majesty must be occupied with the move to the Winter Palace,” 

she said. Without a measure of the man, she defaulted to her training in 
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the ways of the palace and did not meet his gaze. Even in the heavens of 

the Imperial Court, there were moons and there were suns like Prince 

Zhou. The Lady Ming Yu was only a comet, and her time would be brief 

before she fell back to the earth.  

“We will be moving fast, it seems. The other ladies are also making their 

journeys south. Palanquins and a light escort is all we have.” 

Already the prince’s litter was being prepared, an ornate frame, large 

enough to sit a person, suspended upon two poles to be borne on the back 

of trained carriers. The frame itself was a palace in miniature, with a 

carved roof and painted sides, in the gold of royalty. The prince’s feet 

should only touch the ground of a palace, it was said. A son of the Son of 

Heaven. Lady Ming Yu had her own palanquin elsewhere, a far simpler 

one befitting her station, and yet four strong men whom she might have 

called near cousins in her village would sweat and grunt as they carried her 

on their backs. What meaning had Heaven without the Earth below, she 

wondered. She would bid the prince farewell, the salubrious climes of the 

Winter Palace were not for consorts of her rank. 

The Lady Jin Ju’s voice rang out across the courtyard.  

“You must travel with us, Lady Ming Yu. I insist.” 

 

● 

 

The walls of her palanquin closed in on her, pressing in and clinging like 

wet cloth to her skin. Similar perhaps to her life in the palace, a space 

where neither her legs nor arms could stretch out, where she could see no 

further than the curtains in front of her, borne aloft in a direction over 

which she had no control. Lady Jin Ju’s death was imminent: Ming Yu 

could taste it in the air, even without her magic. She had many enemies, 

who trafficked in both steel and magic, and her death was long owed. It 

was coming to collect, and the interest was substantial.  

Lady Jin Ju was already dead, she just didn’t know it. Over the years, 

the Lady had accumulated curses, jinxes and spells to end a dynasty. Ming 

Yu had redirected them, blocked them, altered the weavings of fate to 

obfuscate the Lady Jin Ju’s destiny. A bespoke protection, more complex 

than a tapestry, surrounded her. As with all works of great craft, it was 

spiderweb complex and snowflake delicate. All Ming Yu had to do with tug 

a little, nudge a little, and the edifice came down, the damage accelerating 

like toppling dominoes, and it would end in blood.  

The arrowhead sprang from the wooden wall of the palanquin like a 

steel mushroom after the rain, and then the air was filled with the impact 

of metal on flesh. There was a pause, for the world and the wounded to 
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draw a single breath, and the screaming started. Then her world went 

sideways.  

 

● 

 

Fear swelled in Ming Yu’s belly, pressing her lungs against her breastbone 

until each breath came hard, sitting on her guts like steel weight. The ladies 

of the palace had no skill in arms, save what they brought with them when 

wed to the Son of Heaven, and what they gleaned through some of the 

displays of martial prowess by soldiers and masters to impress the young 

princes. She had never been in battle, but there was no mistaking the bite 

of steel into flesh, and the screams of the dying.  

She could die herself, in a box of the palace. Or she could be something 

else.  

The palanquin was on its side. Nothing in her life had prepared Ming 

Yu for the scene outside; the dust of the road through the forest they were 

travelling through was stained red with the blood of the retinue. Arrows 

found the escorting soldiers first, the least of them pierced by half a dozen 

shafts or more. The attackers were now setting about the fleeing servants, 

slaughtering in earnest. She counted perhaps half a dozen attackers; clad 

in simple armour, no colours. Mercenaries, then. The Lady Jin Ju’s death, 

long overdue, so big that it would consume all around her. But Ming Yu’s 

death would not be without meaning, like Yan had told her. She prised a 

sword from the stiffening fingers of a dead guard and turned to face the 

assassins.  

Stories in her childhood told of women moved to bloody vengeance 

against the killers of their husbands and lovers. Panic gave her strength, 

but not the speed and the skill to wield steel three chi in length; her slices 

overcommitted, tiring her out, biting nothing but air. Laughter rang out, 

and even those that gathered to watch her turned away; the show was 

done. A simple parry numbed her fingers, the tip of her sword vibrating 

from the strain. The second flung the blade from her nerveless hand 

completely. Her killer didn’t even have the decency to look interested, from 

the slackness in his free arm, to the slight quirk to the corner of his densely 

bearded face, he seemed bored, if anything.  

The edge of the soldier’s blade menaced her until her back hit a tree. 

She moved to beg for her life, prostrate like she was kowtowing to the 

Emperor himself, hands in supplication above her head. Even that last 

desperate move was for nothing, when the dagger she concealed in her hair 

stabbed into his leg, his armour prevented much more than a fingertip’s 

length from sinking into his flesh. Ming Yu’s vision whited out around the 
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edges when the back of his hand found her face. Dizzied, she pressed up 

against the tree for support. She would not die on her knees. Meeting the 

eyes of her killer, knowing that this was the price of the life of Lady Jin Ju, 

she nodded.  

A whipcrack rang out as her killer stood with arms raised overhead to 

deliver her end. A flower in scarlet blossomed on his temple, the concavity 

leaking blood as he tumbled. Yan stepped out from behind the tree, pulling 

her weapon back to her with the snap of metal on metal. A three-sectioned 

staff, three short staves, each over a forearm’s length, held together by 

chain links. Ming Yu had never seen a master wield such a weapon before, 

save in demonstration. The three-sectioned staff was a fickle weapon, 

entering combat with one was like fighting with an enemy and two 

undecided bystanders who might as easily turn on the wielder as much as 

the adversary. A weapon for display, and nothing more.  

Yan’s only acknowledgement for Ming Yu was a glance, before her eyes 

narrowed in concentration and she turned to remaining soldiers coming 

for their fallen comrade. Each hand wielding an outer section, Yan invited 

her opponents to attack. Ming Yu had never seen a master move as Yan 

did with the staff, a weapon that combined the reach of a long pole with 

the fluidity of a whip; one which could block a strike with its middle and 

reply in kind with its flailing end. The first soldier went down, bleeding 

from the head like his fallen brother. 

Ming Yu watched as Yan wielded the staff like an extension of herself, 

spinning away from a slash only to circle the staff behind her back and lash 

it out end to end like a full whip. A blade held up to block was no help, the 

end of the staffed curled around the sword and struck the man in the neck, 

stunning him long enough for her to close the distance and land a flurry of 

blows on his arms, his torso and face. The second soldier hit the ground. 

Three left. Yan slammed the length of the staff onto the ground, raising 

dust and causing her opponents to dance back. When one surged to seize 

advantage, she reversed her strike, pulling her staff back up and shattering 

a jawbone. Two left.  

The second last she caught in a trap, taking his slash in a triangle 

formed from her weapon, locking sword and wrist in the three staves. 

Pulling him off balance, she drove her heel into his gut, and followed up 

with a high kick that caught his elbow with a crunch. The speed of Yan’s 

attacks had caught Ming Yu off guard, but she would not remain helpless. 

Ming Yu’s power could not predict her fate, but it could show Yan’s, and 

Yan’s death was linked to the last of the soldiers, biding his time and 

waiting for Yan’s back to be turned. Ming Yu’s vision outreached her skill 

with a sword, and her victim turned as she attacked, allowing the strike 
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only to pierce his side, a wound to annoy but not maim. The last soldier 

refocused his attention on Ming Yu, ready to attack. He never got the 

chance. Yan choked him from behind with her staff, knee pressed high and 

arching his back like a bow. Ming Yu did not stop stabbing until he was 

silent.  

 

● 

 

Yan and Ming Yu’s second kiss in ten years tasted of the blood of their 

enemies. Yan spat on the floor after, smiling.  

“The circumstances of our first kiss were sadder, but the taste was 

better,” said Yan. 

“You came here for the Lady Jin Ju. Don’t you trust me?” asked Ming 

Yu.  

“Intent and execution are different. Besides, those five are my gift to 

you.” 

“Four, I took the last.”  

“I had him.” 

“No, you did not,” Ming Yu said, and Yan looked away.  

They were examining the corpses of those in the retinue. The attackers had 

been efficient and brutal, leading with arrows and finishing the rest with 

blades. Ming Yu spied the robes of Prince Zhou, pierced by many arrows, 

gaping in a most undignified manner. Yan tugged her away, but Ming Yu 

would not leave the prince to be shamed, bending to cover him up.  

 

● 

 

The Lady Jun Ju was not far, propped up against her own palanquin, 

bleeding from between her clutching fingers. Blood bubbled from between 

her lips when she spoke. “The prince?” 

Ming Yu shook her head.  

“You did this, didn’t you?” 

“You were owed. I only took back what I had given in exchange for the 

lives of my kin.” 

Lady Jin Ju nodded, seeming to fade away for a bit, before coughing up 

a little more blood and spit.  

“I should have watched you a little more closely. Didn’t think you had 

it in you.” 

Yan tapped the Lady on the chin with her weapon, the links tinkling. 

“You’ve not much time left, I could make it shorter if you like.” Ming Yu 

held up her hand.  
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“The prince, why?” 

“It was better to be the mother to the fifth prince than to a nameless 

princess. His father has seen him but three times, and there are less than 

a handful of people that have seen the prince’s face. If they didn’t get away, 

most of them are dead here with him.” 

“What choice had the prince in all this?” asked Ming Yu, the question 

bouncing off so many trees that bore witness to the massacre.  

Lady Jin Ju’s eyes were swimming in tears from the pain, but her gaze 

was as firm as it was in the Imperial Court. “The same choice any of us had. 

Survive or die. Even you, Lady Ming Yu. Even you.” 

“No, you stole everything from her. All for power.” This loud enough to 

scatter the gathering crows.  

“And for her.”  

“Did you ever think to ask her? Look where your schemes have brought 

you.” 

“Gloating is at least one ugliness I did not allow myself, and it does not 

become you. I made the fifth prince. I made you, murderer consort. Now 

ask yourself, what made me, this thing you hate so much. You’re free now, 

you know. Run now, and never look back.” Energy spent, the Lady sank 

even lower into her slouch, as full of life as a castoff snakeskin.  

“Where would I run to? You lied to me about my village.” 

“The lies bought your service. Your service bought me ten years.”  

“There’s nothing for me in the Palace. You took everything from me.” 

“Nothing for a consort of your rank.” Lady Jin Ju turned to look at Yan, 

her head flopping down with the effort. “But maybe the adopted mother of 

the fifth prince.” 

Yan whispered urgently to Ming Yu. “The woman is mad with pain, 

what could we have in the palace?” 

“More than we could running across the countryside. We would be a 

dagger in the house of the Son of Heaven himself.” 

Lady Jin Ju coughed again, and when she spoke, her voice was softer 

than before. “Take a button from my gown. Auntie Hou at the Winter 

Palace knows my secret and brushstrokes. She can forge anything that 

needs to be said.” Ming Yu didn’t remember taking Yan’s hand, but their 

fingers were already entwined and slick with blood.  

“And Ming Yu,” said Lady Jin Ju. “Bury my daughter.” 

 

● 

 

The clothes of the prince were a close match for Yan. The body they took 

some distance from the scene, improvised the lead guard’s kwan dao into 
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a makeshift spade and set it into soft earth without speaking. When the 

deed was done and sweat beaded their foreheads, Ming Yu spoke. “You 

could go, the palace has taken nothing from you. It is not your fight.” 

“The palace took you from me ten years ago. Should I give it ten more? 

I owe the palace much.” 

“It will be certain death.” 

“But with meaning, Ming Yu. What more can you ask?” 

“Not to live a lie in the palace.” 

“Better than the lie we lived in the village. This lie we choose. We will 

be smarter, fiercer, stronger together than apart.” 

In a way, Yan was right. The Palace was nothing but lies, but some got 

to choose the lies they lived. And so they sat amongst the dead, and waited 

for rescue. 
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hen the Queen died, the King wept from sorrow and loneliness. 

The King’s children wept because they missed their mother and 

from fear that a stepmother would treat them harshly. The 

King’s courtiers and his servants wept, some to earn favour with the King, 

some because his loss reminded them of troubles of their own. 

Many weeks later, when the King was still weeping, his chief counsellor 

went to him. ‘It’s time to dry your tears,’ he said. ‘Your country needs your 

attention.’ 

The King threw a winecup at him, a heavy one.  

After that, nobody dared come into his presence without a face full of 

tears. He would follow none of his ordinary pursuits and did little except 

reminisce about the Queen and his small neglects towards her. Every 

evening, after dinner, he would summon his children and the Queen’s 

former attendants. They would speak of her in turns and weep more than 

ever. 

One night, as they sat in silence, exhausted by their tears, the door to 

the King’s chamber opened. The King scowled and his hand closed on a 

W 
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goblet, ready to throw, for he had given orders that these sessions should 

not be disturbed. But the person who entered was not one of his squires, 

as he had expected. This was a stranger, too tall, too thin, bareheaded and 

dressed in rags. 

The King put down his goblet and stared. ‘Who are you? Who let you in 

here?’ 

‘You summoned me.’ The stranger’s voice was as harsh as the scraping 

of a rusty knife. ‘Your servants blocked my way but I pushed them aside.’ 

‘I have summoned no one.’ The King was too astonished to be angry. 

‘Every night you call me.’ The stranger stood in front of the King, 

twitched away the goblet and held it up to the King’s face. ‘I am the Drinker 

of Tears, come to settle among you.’ 

‘Who?’ The King stared. 

‘Human tears are my nourishment,’ the stranger said. ‘Weep and I will 

drink all your tears until you can weep no more.’ 

‘Never ending are my tears and the tears of my people.’ The King drew 

himself erect. 

‘ Then I will cherish you as you nourish me,’ the Tear Drinker said. ‘Your 

enemies will falter when they hear of my presence and your fame will run 

through all the lands.’ 

From then on, the Drinker of Tears was always at the King’s side. The 

mourners collected their tears in bowls and cups which were brought to 

him every night. Although he drank from each one, he liked best the savour 

of the offerings from the King and his family. The Drinker took no food 

and remained as thin as a spear but his eyes gleamed more brightly and 

his voice grew mellow. The King relished his company and took pride in 

his attendance. 

Not everyone was so satisfied. The castle cats hissed at the Drinker and 

the dogs would not go near him. They were banned from the King’s 

presence, even his favourite hound. Ingaret, the King’s youngest daughter, 

found the Tear Drinker’s gaze upon her too often. She did not like the 

darkness in his eyes or the way his face seemed to split in half when he 

opened his mouth. And she grew less and less inclined to mourn her 

mother for the sake of such a stranger. Her brothers and sisters never 

listened to her and she did not trust anybody at court. She went down into 

the town to talk to Lucky. 

Lucky lived in a tumbledown hut, near the gallows tree at the 

crossroads. She earned a scant living by laying out the bodies of criminals 

taken down from the gallows after their death. She was called Lucky 

because people tossed coins into her basket as she sat by the road and she 

called ‘Good luck to you,’ in response. She was not a suitable friend for a 
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princess. But one day, when she was small, Ingaret had escaped from her 

attendants to set out on an adventure of her own. She had quickly become 

lost and frightened, until Lucky found her and took her home. Ingaret had 

been fascinated by her rescuer and visited her whenever she could manage 

to slip away, which was not very often. Now she went down to Lucky’s hut 

at twilight, wrapped in a grey cloak and hood. She brought a basket of 

bread and cheese, all she had been able to sneak out of the royal kitchens. 

‘And the bread is stodgy,’ she apologised. ‘The baking has not gone right 

since my mother died.’ 

‘Nor have you, by the looks of you.’ Lucky frowned as she held a rush 

light up to Ingaret’s face. There was no fire in the hut and the evening was 

cold. Ingaret shivered and Lucky’s frown tightened. ‘You need fire and 

food and cheerful company. You know well you’ll find none of them here. 

Why have you come?’ 

Ingaret sat down on the only stool, to show that she would not be sent 

away easily. Lucky sat opposite, on the heap of sacks she used for her bed, 

and listened while Ingaret told her about the Drinker of Tears. At the first 

mention of his name, she winced and at the end, she shook her head. 

‘Who would have thought your father could be so great a fool,’ she said. 

‘He’ll never get rid of that banewright now, not until he’s sucked the life 

out of you all.’ 

‘What is a banewright?’ Ingaret would have liked to speak up for her 

father but she did not know how. 

‘A worker of evil. Only the hardiest of warriors can tackle them, once 

they have been invited in.’ 

‘My father’s best knights are famous warriors,’ Ingaret said. ‘So are my 

oldest brothers.’ 

‘Are they strong enough to challenge the banewright to single combat?’ 

‘They don’t want him to leave my father,’ Ingaret said. ‘They believe he 

has done no harm and given the King solace for his grief.’ 

‘Then they are not using their senses. You look starved and old, worse 

than the orphans who scavenge outside the city walls. Does your father 

look dried out like a beggar? Do his court creep about like hollow men, 

shadows of what they used to be.’ 

‘Like rag dolls. But grief makes people ill, they say.’ 

‘Not like this.’ 

‘He frightens me.’ Ingaret shivered. ‘His eyes linger on me, as though 

he wants something extra from me. But nobody will listen, whatever I tell 

them. What shall I do?’ 

‘If there’s nobody else, you’ll have to fight him yourself,’ Lucky said and 

Ingaret gasped. When she was young enough to be a tomboy, she had 
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learned to wield a sword and dagger but only in play. 

‘I can’t.’  

Lucky bowed her head.’ I was never a princess,’ she muttered, more to 

herself than to Ingaret. ‘But I found a way to get rid of my husband, when 

his beatings were more than I could bear.’ 

‘How?’ Ingaret was too wretched to feel shocked. 

‘I stuck a knife into him while he was asleep.’ 

‘I can’t let the Tear Drinker touch me.’ Ingaret rocked to and fro. ‘I 

can’t.’ 

‘How else can you stop him?’ Lucky bowed her head. ‘I’m sorry, 

Princess. I’d give you better advice if I could.’ 

 

● 

 

Three nights later, the Drinker stroked Ingaret’s hands when he took the 

cup of her tears from her. 

‘Your father’s tears are the bitterest but yours are the most exquisite,’ 

he said, his voice too low to reach anyone else. ‘Will you weep with pain or 

pleasure if I come to your bed one night?’ 

Ingaret backed away. ‘Shame on you!’ Her voice rang through the 

chamber. ‘Keep away from me!’ 

The Drinker’s grin showed her the sharpness of his teeth and the wet 

curl of his tongue. He held the cup of tears in one hand and pulled her 

towards him with the other for a kiss. She hit out and the tears spilled, to 

the groans if everyone in the room. 

‘Be still.’ It was the King’s voice. ‘Daughter, this is unseemly.’ 

Ingaret twisted away from the Drinker and went to kneel at her father’s 

feet. ‘Keep me safe from him, please Your Grace.’ 

‘What does she mean?’ the King stared over her head at the Drinker. 

Ingaret could feel his grin at her back and the stares of all the court. 

‘She is too modest, my King. If you will grant me her hand in marriage, 

I will soon show her how to conduct herself better.’ 

Even now, the King did not look at Ingaret. His eyes stared greedily at 

the Drinker of Tears and his hands were clenched on his throne. ‘Then I 

need never lose you,’ he said, under his breath. 

‘I will not!’ Ingaret sprang to her feet. ‘I would rather die.’ 

‘Nonsense, child,’ the King said. ‘Remember your duty.’ 

‘My mother would never have chosen such a match for me,’ Ingaret said 

and the King’s face flushed with anger. ‘At least make him prove he is 

worthy of me.’ 

‘I judge him worthy,’ the King said. ‘That should be enough for you.’ 
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‘Let him show his worth to the world. Let me appoint a champion to 

meet him in single combat.’ Ingaret’s head swam in despair. She would 

never have dreamt she could argue with anybody like this, still less her 

father.  

‘I’ll be pleased to humour her, my King.’ The Drinker’s voice was dark 

and cheerful. ‘I will fight any champion who wishes to deny me her love.’ 

The King’s nod was slow and grudging. ‘Be it so,’ he said. 

Ingaret turned to face the room. ‘Noble knights,’ she said, ‘Valiant 

heroes. Which of you will take up my cause?’ 

They did not even avoid her glance. Sour and incredulous stares met her 

from all sides. She looked round and waited but the faces did not change.’ 

‘I will find a champion elsewhere,’ she told her father. 

‘You may have a week and a day,’ he said, the minimum prescribed for 

condemned criminals to appoint a champion for judicial combat. ‘After 

that, the wedding.’ 

Ingaret shut herself in her rooms. Her waiting women brought her food 

and petted her but they could do little else to help. She sent a page with a 

proclamation into the town, an appeal for rescue to any visiting knights or 

soldiers. She did not expect any would respond. 

On the second day, her youngest brother, Randal, came to her. ‘I am 

afraid of that creature,’ he said. ‘But I will fight him, if you can’t find 

anybody else.’ 

Randal was a weakling in body, a scholar who had never cared for 

martial exercises. Ingaret had no desire to put him in harm’s way. 

‘Maybe Hubert will fight for me,’ she said. ‘Or Walter.’ Her two oldest 

brothers had achieved many triumphs at tournaments. They were kind to 

Ingaret, when they bothered to notice her. 

‘I’ve spoken to them,’ Randal said. ‘They won’t go against our father’s 

wishes.’ 

‘Then I will choose someone else.’ Ingaret did her best to smile. ‘Don’t 

worry.’ 

A boy from a street gang sneaked into the castle with the help of a 

kitchen maid. ‘Lucky told me about you,’ he said. ‘They call me Sharpling, 

because I cut them before they cut me. I’ll be your champion.’ 

He was ragged and scrawny. He might be good with a knife but the 

Drinker of Tears would cut him to pieces before he could get close enough. 

‘You have my thanks,’ Ingaret said. ‘I would have chosen you, gladly, 

but I’ve already appointed someone else.’ 

Barney, a lad from the stables, also sneaked in to the castle. Ingaret had 

known him for years, because he looked after her pony. 

‘I’ve watched the knights practice,’ he said. ‘Please let me fight for you.’ 



49 
 

He was sturdy and strong, one of the kindest people she had ever met. 

She would not bring down destruction on him as well as herself.  

‘I would have been honoured,’ she said. ‘But my choice has already been 

made.’ 

Early next morning, she did her own sneaking, down to the armoury to 

pick a sword. She possessed her own dagger, over-decorated but 

serviceable. She sent word to her father that she had found a champion, 

who wished to be nameless. 

 

● 

 

On the day of the fight, only one of Ingaret’s attendants was allowed into 

her room. The woman wept as she helped Ingaret put on her disguise: a 

bandage round her breasts, leather breeches and a thick shirt, with a 

padded jacket left over from her tomboy years. She must have lost weight 

since then, for the breeches hung loose until she belted them in. The jacket 

was uncomfortably tight but Ingaret did not expect to be wearing it for 

long. 

‘He’ll kill you, my lady,’ the woman said. 

‘Better this way than the other,’ Ingaret replied. ‘If my father sends for 

me, say I am too unwell to leave my bed.’ 

A steel-lined cap covered her head, with a cloak and hood over that. 

Her woman escorted her down through the castle, as though she were a 

stranger. 

The practice ground beyond the stables was where tournaments and 

entertainments had been held, in the days when the court had been merry. 

The King sat under a canopy by the castle gates, surrounded by courtiers. 

But hardly anybody else had come to watch. Ingaret had seen packed 

crowds here, folk from the castle and the town, noisy and colourful, ready 

to bet on jousts and races, marvel at fireworks or applaud jugglers. Today, 

only a few stragglers were gathered in small knots, sombrely-clad and ill-

at-ease. Ingaret’s heart was warmed by their reluctance to see her 

champion’s defeat. But even so, their attention weighed her down, almost 

as much as the sight of the Drinker of Tears in the middle of the ground. 

The fight was to be on foot. Ingaret was told that none of the King’s 

horses were tall enough for the Drinker but she wondered if they were 

afraid of him, like the dogs. 

After so long indoors, Ingaret was glad of the wide skies and the wind 

in her face. A fitful sunlight gleamed on the Drinker’s unsheathed sword 

and the painted banners on their poles. Ingaret walked forward with her 

eyes down, to avoid the dazzle. She took off her cloak and did not glance 



50 
 

up at the Drinker of Tears, in case he should recognise her gaze. She must 

have said the right thing to the herald, who stood between them. His 

supporters blew their trumpets, as loudly as if they had the roar of a crowd 

to silence. 

‘By the King’s leave,’ the herald said and stepped back. 

The Drinker of Tears waited for an attack. Fear melted Ingaret’s mind 

and but she must move or she would collapse. She leaped forward, to come 

within the Drinker’s reach, and swung her sword at his heart. He twisted 

away and aimed at her head. She dodged back just in time, and retreated 

as the blows kept coming. She managed to block them, until one bounced 

off her padded shoulder and knocked her cap from her head. 

Her ears rang from the blow but she heard shouts as though from the 

bottom of a well. ‘Ingaret!’, ‘Sister!’ ‘Princess!’ 

The Drinker of Tears lowered his weapons and stared. 

‘I am my own champion.’ Ingaret ground out the words and lifted her 

sword once more. But footsteps drummed towards her. 

‘I claim this fight.’ Randal tried to take the sword from her hand. 

‘Better let me.’ said Hubert’s deeper voice. 

‘You promised me, Princess.’ That was Sharpling, the street boy. 

Before she could answer any of them, she heard the thud of hooves, a 

storm of hooves. The Drinker of Tears backed away, so that she was able 

to look round. She saw all the King’s horses as they charged forward. Their 

ears were flattened and their nostrils flared in panic but Barney the stable 

lad, rode at their head, on the King’s own hunter, and they followed.  

The Drinker of Tears turned and ran, faster than a deer. The horses 

swung round Ingaret and her companions to chase after him. Ingaret 

dropped her sword and her knees sagged under her. Randal held her, while 

they watched the hunt disappear into the distance. Then she let her 

brothers carry her to the King, who remained in his seat. His face was 

pinched and his hands shook. 

‘What have you done?’ he said to Ingaret but Hubert answered. 

‘Let the fellow go, father. We’ll be better off without him.’ 

 

● 

 

Most of the horses made their own way home, by ones and twos. The King 

behaved as though he had woken from a dream, though it was many weeks 

before he admitted Ingaret into his presence. Nobody could find out where 

the Drinker of Tears had gone. But in his absence, people came forward 

with tales from far away or long ago, of such a being, one who drained the 

spirits of those who welcomed him until they died. He could not be killed, 
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they said, but would disappear into the mountains whenever he was driven 

away. 

Hubert caused discreet inquiries to be made about Barney, without 

success. ‘Safer for him to stay away,’ he told Ingaret. ‘I doubt Father would 

be ready to forgive him, despite what we’ve learned.’ 

Ingaret was not satisfied and could not settle down to her old life. At 

last, she dressed once more in boy’s clothes and went down to see Lucky. 

‘I’m leaving home, to search for Barney,’ she said. 

‘Then I’ll come with you, Lucky replied. ‘You’ll travel more slowly with 

me but you’ll be less conspicuous. Nobody will bother an old woman and 

her grandchild or report us to your father.’ 

Ingaret doubted her father would care enough to send after her but she 

would be glad of Lucky’s help and company. ‘Can we go now?’ she asked. 
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eally, that’s it in a nutshell—that’s why it’s totally disingenuous 

to accuse Dreki Interests LLC of nefarious intent.” 

“Now, let’s be candid with each other, Seftis, you're not just 

being disingenuous, it’s downright deceptive, I mean to the point of 

dishonesty, to even refer to any such entity as ‘Dreki Interests LLC.’ You 

and I know that—” 

“Oh, George, please—” 

“—the people watching at home know it—” 

“—this is so out of line.” 

“—and certainly the politicians and the dragons themselves know it. 

We’ll discuss that further after the break in just a few moments here on 

The Dawn Report with George Porter, and special guest harpy Seftis of 

Flock Ekprosopo.” 

The screen cut away from a carefully cropped view of the harpy’s head 

and shoulders, flashing the show’s title screen briefly before turning to a 

commercial for a new type of fire-retardant siding for houses. 

“Ah, quiet the thing,” Vennlig av Sterkfin rumbled, his low voice 

vibrating the couch on which he and Olivia Mason sat. She clicked the 

“R 
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mute button on the remote and the commercials went silent. “My thanks. 

The merchants clamoring every few moments tries the nerves, it does.” He 

tugged on his long beard a few times as if to demonstrate what it looks like 

when a dwarf’s nerves are tried. 

“You’ll learn how to tune it out eventually,” Olivia said. 

“Nah, I’m very observant. Can’t help but notice everything. It’s both a 

blessing and a curse, I say.” 

Olivia cast a hard glance at the Allghoi Khorkhoi, the Mongolian Death 

Worm, currently drooling an acidic puddle through the solid concrete floor 

of the bunker her  grandfather had built under the foothills of the Rocky 

Mountains. “You don’t seem to notice whenever I tell you to leave Slimy 

there at home.” 

“Her name is—” 

“I don’t care what its name is, Vennlig. I don’t want it in my home.” 

“She’s not an it,” Vennlig grumbled in what he almost certainly thought 

was a quiet mutter. As usual, he ignored Olivia on the subject of removing 

the pink-collared, acid-spitting, three-foot-long carnivorous worm. 

There followed a brief, awkward silence during which Olivia watched 

the Worm’s drool eat a fist-sized hole in her floor and Vennlig pretended 

very hard not to notice anything going on in the room at all. 

“Dunno why y’watch them shows, anyway,” Vennlig said at last, 

apparently satisfied that the subject of the Worm had been settled and now 

gesturing with one hand toward the muted television set. “This George 

Porter, he’s not as bad as some, but he shouldn’t give the harpies any —

whatcha call it? Heir time? But they’re not heirs to nothing, I can’t figure 

why you call it that—he shouldn’t let harpies come on his show and talk in 

the first place, is what I’m saying.” 

“Here it comes,” Olivia sighed.  

“Them vultures don’t know how to tell the truth, wouldn’t know the 

truth if it felled ’em outta the sky. Sayin’ the dragons is reasonable folk is 

just about the damnedest lie I ever heard, I tell you.” 

“No one really thinks the dragons are reasonable.” Olivia couldn’t seem 

to stop herself from answering. The right thing to do would be not to 

engage with him at all, and she knew that. Somehow, though, he always 

drew her in. The two of them had become friends in much the same way—

Olivia was never quite sure what had prompted her to let the dwarf into 

her grandfather’s bunker in the first place, and Vennlig had simply acted 

from the very first moment as if it was a given that he was gladly welcome 

and that she enjoyed his company as much as he seemed to enjoy hers. 

“Right, that’s where they trick ya!” Vennlig exclaimed, leaning forward 

and slapping his knees for emphasis. “Them harpies get up in the town 
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square—er, on the television box—” he no longer had to sound the word 

out “—and get everyone arguin’ about whether dragons is reasonable or 

not, and that makes everyone forget that dragons ain’t just ‘unreasonable.’ 

They wanna burn the world right straight to the ground! Whole thing, one 

big cinder, nothin’ but nothin’ left! And then they’re gonna eat everyone. 

I’m talkin’ everyone. That's why y’oughta come an’ live under the real 

mountains with my folk, Liv. Underground,” he paused and cast a dubious 

expression at the decades-old bunker then amended, “real underground, 

will be safe. It’s th’only place what’ll be safe.” 

Olivia tried to tune him out, watching the muted commercials instead. 

This one was for a pest repellent that claimed to keep gremlins out of trash 

cans, pixies away from bird feeders, and goblins from eating pets. She 

imagined what it must feel like to still be trying to live that kind of life—a 

little house with a yard to let a little dog out into, remembering to take the 

trash out once a week, filling a bird feeder and having enough time to 

worry if other little animals got at the birdseed instead, that kind of life. 

Living under the shadow of the dragons and pretending that danger wasn’t 

circling ever lower, all the time... The world hadn’t stopped making sense, 

but it had started making a different kind of sense, and Olivia thought that 

most people hadn't caught up to it yet.  

She found herself almost absently watching the Mongolian Death 

Worm, which was now trying to climb up onto Vennlig’s lap. Without 

pausing in delivering his lecture to Olivia, the dwarf gave the Worm a very 

careful pat and set it back down on the floor. Then he produced a tiny pot 

of salve from one of the many bags and pouches on his wide belt and 

applied a dollop to the resultant fresh acid burn on his hand.  

Not sure I’ve caught up with the different kind of sense, yet, either, she 

mused. More like been caught up by it. 

“I'm talkin’ this whole world, nothin’ but one big charred lump!”  

Tuning out Vennlig wasn’t working. It never worked—it is difficult not 

to hear someone speaking when their voice rumbles like a rising 

earthquake, even when they’re trying to be quiet. 

“If they burn down the whole world and eat everyone, then what will 

they rule and eat after that?” Olivia asked. “I’m not saying that burning 

down a bunch of major cities and demanding a regular supply of virgins is 

an alright way to act, Vennlig, so don’t glare at me like that. I’m saying that 

if you dwarves run around screaming that the dragons are going to eat 

everyone then people won’t listen to you about the parts you’re right about. 

You need to pick your battles.” 

Vennlig’s eyes flicked briefly to the battle-axe he brought with him 

whenever he left his clan’s part of the mountains. It was leaning against 
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the arm of the couch, and the sharpness of the glance he threw it made 

Olivia think that if given the opportunity, the battles the dwarf would pick 

might be all of them. 

“We’re right about everything, though,” he growled. The dwarf took a 

breath as if to continue, but his attention was captured by the television 

again as it showed The Dawn Report’s post-commercial break intro 

screen. “George Porter has returned,” he announced, “give them back their 

voices!” 

Olivia unmuted the show quickly, relieved that she wasn’t going to be 

subject to another one of Vennlig’s terribly earnest but usually long-

winded rants. She turned her gaze back to the TV, but observed her friend 

for a moment out of the corner of her eye. He watched the program with 

the kind of joy she imagined many little kids, ones young enough not to 

recognize the dangers, had felt when the first real fairies and unicorns had 

appeared. Vennlig’s TV addiction was an extra reason to be glad that she’d 

traded a shelf full of mushroom soup cans to a gnome in exchange for 

setting the bunker up with all the modern technology that Olivia had felt 

was necessary. Erfindere was a genius, and it probably helped that her 

tinkering included heavy magic use; all the devices and electronics worked 

now without having had to refit the entire bunker for modern electrical 

needs, and the gnome had proofed everything against any of the magical 

interference that lingered and surged sometimes even now. 

If I hadn’t acted quick when the Mingling happened and disappeared 

to grandpa’s old underground bunker, the dwarves never would have 

accidentally come calling, Olivia thought. And if I’d been working within 

Dreki Interests’ new rules, they would have all marched right back away 

again. Vennlig decided to be a friend, though... but if I didn't find a way 

to barter for all this modern stuff before they ever showed up, would 

Vennlig still have come to visit as often as he does? 

With surprise, Olivia found herself hoping that he would.  

It had taken her time to adjust to living in the bunker. Being off the 

grid, cut off from society. Her grandpa had taken her out here a lot as a 

kid, she knew how to make the water filters work and where the supplies 

were and how to keep the food stocked up and do rough first aid. If there 

was an afterlife—and after the Mingling, Olivia didn’t entirely discount the 

possibility of anything existing—then he was probably up there wild with 

jealousy that she was putting the bunker to use while he hadn’t gotten to 

live long enough to. But actually staying there alone wasn’t the 

culmination of a life of preparation for Olivia the way it would’ve been for 

her grandpa. In fact for the first two months, before the Sterkfin clan’s 

arrival, the isolation was almost more than she’d been able to handle. 
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What should have been a perfect summer season wore on without any 

camping or nights out with friends or time in her garden, and she felt 

cheated and bitterly lonely. It was all the worse because the foothills, seen 

by day through security cameras and at night during brief resupply 

operations, didn’t look as if life as she knew it had ended. The discrepancy 

between what she saw and what she read and learned had tested her 

resolve more every day. 

During the waking hours of those first months she’d mostly been able 

to repress most of the uncertainty, but when she slept vivid nightmares 

had plagued her. Even without the shock of the dragons burning so many 

major cities and eating all those schoolkids, the isolation and doubt would 

have driven her to madness. These days, however, Olivia told herself that 

the dreams had meant nothing and that there had never been any times 

that she’d considered abandoning the bunker. 

I stayed strong, she told herself, summoning some pride. I never ran 

back to any false security. I guess it’s only fair to admit, though, that 

Vennlig’s visits made adjusting easier. At least things have been more 

companionable since he first showed up. No one else even knows where I 

am. Grandpa didn’t have any other grandkids to leave the bunker to. I 

never told any of my friends about it. If it wasn’t for Vennlig, not a single 

soul would ever even come near here— 

A sharp buzz sounded once through the bunker. Something was 

standing on the concealed pressure plate outside the surface door. 

Olivia sat up straight on the couch, turning to Vennlig to ask him if he 

was expecting any of the Sterkfin dwarves —or any other friends who 

might come drool holes in her furniture—to visit today. But a glance at his 

startled expression put that idea out of her head.  

“Probably a tumbled stone or a fallen branch,” Vennlig said after a 

moment during which the only sound in the bunker was the increasingly 

heated argument between George and Seftis. 

The buzz sounded again. Fell silent. Sounded again. The pattern 

repeated. 

The dwarf reached for his axe, wrapping his thick fingers around the 

haft and looking grim. “You put that down,” Olivia scolded. She knew 

damn well that no sound from within the bunker could carry to the outside, 

but she couldn’t stop herself from whispering anyway. “Don’t know why 

you even think you need to bring it with you here...” 

Olivia snatched her smartphone off of the end table nearest her, 

ignoring the blue glow it emanated ever since Erfindere had gotten her 

hands on it and done... whatever the gnome did. She opened up the 

security app and selected “live feed” from the front door icon’s drop down 
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menu. Then she gasped and nearly dropped her phone.  

“What?” Vennlig said, on his feet and hefting his axe before the phone 

hit the floor.  

“It’s a harpy,” Olivia whispered, eyes wide. “What’s a harpy doing 

here?” 

“Nothin’ good,” Vennlig growled. The Worm, perhaps sensing the 

change in the tone of its owner’s voice, or perhaps just doing whatever 

Mongolian Death Worms did, slid itself underneath the end table and 

began to ooze. 

For once, Olivia ignored any damage the slime might be doing. She 

stooped down to snatch her phone up and peered at it more closely. In her 

hands the harpy held a clipboard and a pen. She wore an expression 

suggesting that this was boring routine for her, glasses with a chain around 

the neck so that if they fell off they’d dangle like a necklace, and nothing 

else other than her feathers. The repeating buzz was all that could be heard 

inside, but on the screen the harpy knocked on the door with the sharp, 

impatient gestures of someone who feels ignored and isn’t used to it. Her 

lips were moving.  

“She’s trying to call through the door,” Olivia murmured. Somehow, 

that was reassuring. The human and the dwarf within the bunker couldn’t 

hear a single sound coming through the door. So it was likely that the 

harpy really couldn't hear them inside, either. 

“Silence George Porter again, Liv,” Vennlig said urgently, “and then 

return the voice to this thing. It is good to know what your enemy says, so 

that you can better plan your course of action.” 

The trembling of her fingers made Olivia slower to accomplish this than 

she should have been. But once the television was muted one last time and 

the media volume on her phone turned up, the harpy's voice came through 

clearly. 

“...the door, human resident. Again, we have reliable information that 

there is an inhabited human dwelling here—” 

“How?” Olivia breathed. 

“Sshh,” Vennlig hissed. 

“—and I would be very sorry indeed to have to report to Dreki Interests 

that there’s an unregulated human citizen attempting to evade order in the 

world.” 

Olivia felt her stomach drop and her spine crawl.  

This was it. This was the end. There was no escape. If I don’t go talk to 

the harpy she’ll report the bunker to the dragons, I don’t think it’s dragon-

proof. But if I go talk to the harpy then I’ll be at best dragged back to what 

passes for “civilization” under the dragons. Unless I’m dragged... to the 
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dragons... 

She shuddered, her skin prickling.  

“What are ye gonna do, Liv?” 

“I... I don’t know,” she whispered, “I think... I have to go open the door. 

Oh, god. Hide, Vennlig. Maybe—maybe I can convince her that I’m some 

weirdo who’s been living out here for years, convince her I’d never even 

heard of the Mingling, right?” 

“What?” Vennlig said. “Why?” 

“No time, just hide!” 

Olivia pushed Vennlig, axe and all, in the direction of a closet. If the 

harpy saw a dwarf here, it would be impossible to pretend that she didn’t 

know about the Mingling and thus escape suspicion of evasion. It was too 

late to slip past their notice, but maybe she could still avoid scrutiny, 

tracking, punishment. More obvious, though, was the dwarves’ known 

hatred for dragonkind and their almost universal refusal to come out of 

the mountains and submit to Dreki Interests’ rule. If the harpy saw her 

with a dwarf, her ruse would be up and she’d be accused of worse than just 

evasion. Sedition. Conspiracy. Rebellion. Punishable by death... she 

swallowed hard... death by fire. 

The knock sounded again. Olivia turned off the TV and, though she 

knew it didn’t make a difference, found herself creeping toward the door.  

She was going to have to try to convince the harpy that she’d never 

heard of harpies.  

Her hands shook as she slid back the first of the bolts on the door. 

Should she scream? Act confused? Pretend she thought it was a costume?  

She undid the second bolt. Whispering, she practiced reactions and 

inflections. “Aaah! What are you? Oh, my god, what are you? Ohh! What 

are you?”  

The third bolt stuck, it always stuck, and she had to yank it to get it to 

slide back. Should she try to run? Not that she thought she would get away, 

but would trying to flee make her lies more believable?  

Olivia slid the fourth and final bolt back, arranging her face into what 

she hoped was a shocked expression. 

“Ah, good afternoon, human,” the harpy said in an oily tone, looking 

down at Olivia with piercing golden eyes. “I’m Pioni of Flock Ektheto with 

registrations and licensing.” 

Olivia had only ever seen the harpies on TV or on her phone before. 

Gnomes are petite. Dwarves are stout but short. The harpy was head and 

shoulders taller than most humans, folded wings adding the illusion of 

considerable bulk to the creature’s shape. Olivia's jaw dropped and 

without meaning to she whispered, “Oh, my god, a real harpy...” Then she 
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gasped and raised her voice, “Oh... oh, no! What are you?” 

The harpy's eyes narrowed, and Olivia’s heart pounded painfully in her 

chest. Before her frozen brain could decide whether to run or to slam the 

door, something barreled past her. Something stout but short. Something 

wielding a long-handled battle-axe.  

“Dragon-loving harpy scum!” Vennlig bellowed. 

Pioni let out a screeching cry and jumped away a step. She bent her 

scaled legs, spread her wings wide. 

And toppled over backwards, the head of the axe buried in her chest. 

The echoes of her wild, raptorial shriek rebounded for a moment, 

gradually fading. 

“Ohhhh, my god.” In the ensuing silence, Olivia’s voice came out high 

and breathless. “Oh, oh, oh shit, Vennlig, what’d you do?” She stumbled 

back, leaning against the open steel door, one hand over her mouth and 

one at her throat.  

Vennlig turned a perplexed gaze on her. “I killed her,” he answered 

simply. His expression said plainly that he felt he shouldn’t have to explain 

something so obvious, and that he couldn’t quite understand why she was 

looking at him as though his beard had fallen out—he even stroked it as if 

to be sure it was still attached to his chin. “Ye need a mug of ale or summin? 

Lookin’ a bit pale, there.” 

“I feel a bit pale,” Olivia said faintly. Carefully keeping her voice steady 

and calm, trying not to trigger any recurrence of the shouting and the axe-

swinging, she asked, “Vennlig, why did you kill her?” 

Vennlig paused in the act of pulling his axe out of the dead harpy, one 

boot on her shoulder and both hands on the haft. He glanced up at Olivia 

with a concerned frown. “Listen, she was about t’report you. To the 

dragons. I dunno how y’missed that, Liv, you gotta learn to think quicker 

on your feet.” 

“Yeah, no, I got that,” Olivia answered, finding her composure rather 

more quickly than she would have imagined. She pushed herself off of the 

door and gave herself a moment to be sure that she wasn't going to sway 

or have her knees give out or especially faint. “And that’s —that would’ve 

been bad. But... killing her?” She tried to muster some sympathy, some 

horror for the sake of the dead harpy, beyond the shock of having seen 

Vennlig—her friend Vennlig who cooed softly to an acid-drooling, three 

foot worm and who talked back to the television and had a nervous habit 

of tugging on his beard—that Vennlig murder someone with an axe. She 

couldn’t do it. 

“Aw, don’t worry about it,” Vennlig said with a beard-bristling grin and 

a dismissive wave, “It’s not as hard as it seems, no trouble at all. Wouldn’t 
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do less fer ye. After all, we’re friends, aren’t we?” He finally freed his axe, 

and then whisked a rag out of a pouch at his belt and began to wipe the 

blood off of it. Olivia hid a grimace as he tucked the bloodied rag back into 

his belt. “Alright,” he said, businesslike, and clapped his hands together, 

“help me haul ’er on inside.” 

“What? Why?” 

Vennlig shook his head. “You're doin’ a great job of resisting the 

tyranny of dragonkind, fer a human who’s never had to do nothin’ like this 

before. But y’got a lot t’learn.” His tone was kindly, encouraging even, his 

eyes reassuring. Olivia felt like she was teetering, like she’d stepped 

towards what she thought was firm ground and found that she'd begun to 

pass the edge of a cliff. She sucked in a rushed breath. Vennlig crossed the 

distance between them and patted her arm, saying, “There, there, it's all 

right. I’m not tryin’ to criticize you. Like I said, you done really good so far. 

But it wasn’t gonna be enough forever. You just got a little more t’learn, 

that’s all. So help me drag the harpy in and I’ll show you what t’do next.” 

After another moment of confused indecision one thought finally 

solidified in Olivia's mind. If the rest of her flock knew she was going to 

be in this area, they'll come looking for her when she turns up missing. I 

don't want them to find her on my doorstep. 

The image of a whole flock of harpies, circling shadows sliding over the 

autumn leaves and wicked talons flashing from the sky, jolted her into 

action. She helped Vennlig pull the body through the bunker door, then 

closed and bolted it with a feeling less that she was locking the new 

strangeness out than that she was locking herself more closely into it. 

Silent, Olivia stood staring at the dead thing. Lying askew in the 

bunker's tiny entryway it seemed even bigger, and surrounded by the 

solidity of an old man’s preparations for a pre-Mingling world’s doomsday 

it looked wrong in a way that it hadn’t under the mountain skies. Had she 

really just been watching commercials for keeping Mingling-era pests out 

of suburban gardens, thinking that she was well-adjusted to this world? 

Olivia almost laughed. She hadn’t adjusted to anything. And to prove it, 

here was a seven-foot-tall bird-woman lying dead of a battle-axe wound on 

the floor next to her rain boots and her umbrella and her neatly hung up 

jacket.  

Olivia had bolted for the bunker the moment she understood what the 

Mingling meant, what the dragons and the harpies were doing. Since then 

she’d seen it all on television, remote and alone. She’d met Erfindere, sure, 

and Vennlig and his clan, but they weren’t so different from humans after 

all. All the same body parts, in all the same places, nothing extra, nothing 

missing. Consciously she knew, of course, that Vennlig was a dwarf. But it 
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hadn’t been until this moment that her subconscious had caught up. The 

harpy corpse was undeniable. It was real. It made everything else—the 

news on TV, the stories about Mingling disasters or atrocities on the 

internet, the reality of the immutable strangeness of Vennlig’s very 

existence—real. 

No. She hadn't adjusted at all, merely hidden away. That wasn't taking 

her life into her own hands, as she'd been telling herself for nearly six 

months. Vennlig was wrong, she hadn't been doing well, “for a human” or 

not. She'd been doing nothing. 

It was time for that to change. So though her hands wouldn't stop 

shaking, Olivia balled them into fists and forced herself to take a deep 

breath. Her skin felt like it was buzzing, but when she spoke her voice was 

something approaching calm. 

“We need to cover this all up,” she said. Her mother had been an avid 

consumer of crime shows, but Olivia couldn’t remember a single thing 

about how to dispose of a corpse from any of the episodes she'd found 

herself stuck watching. Besides, all those shows were about people who got 

caught. “Gotta get rid of the body. What can we use...”  

Olivia cast her gaze around the small living area of the bunker. There 

was not much there that would be useful for dead harpy removal. A 

storeroom with jarred food, a tiny bathroom with a stall shower, her bed, 

the bedspread hanging down and partially-burnt at the edges, the smallest 

kitchenette she'd ever seen—The bedspread! Partially burnt at the edges! 

Where’s that horrible Worm?  

“Where’s Slimy?” 

“Her name isn’t—” 

“Vennlig! Where’s your acid-drooling—” she gestured sharply at the 

harpy, raising an eyebrow, “—Worm?” 

“...Ohhh, right,” he replied, then raised his voice a little, “Elskede?” The 

dwarf bent down, his hands on his knees, then made a kissing sound and 

repeated, “Elskede? Elsie, sweets, come on out now!” 

The worm slid into view from beneath Olivia's couch. A moment later 

there was a heavy thud as one of the thick little legs of the couch 

succumbed to acid damage and collapsed.  

“What a good girl, Elskede, yes you are!” Vennlig said in a sugary voice, 

“Come here, my darling, come here. Who’s a good girl, look at the nice treat 

I have for you!” 

The Mongolian Death Worm moved more quickly than Olivia had 

before seen, wriggling across the room and up onto the nearest of the 

harpy's limbs, a crumpled wing. “Good Elsie! There you go then,” Vennlig 

said, straightening. “That was good, clever thinkin’, Liv. Ye’ll get better at 
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this in no time.” 

“How long will it take to dissolve?” Olivia asked, watching the Worm 

begin to deliberately hawk gobs of acid spit onto the body. She wrinkled 

her nose and coughed, then took a quick step back, covering her nose and 

mouth with one hand.  

“Oh, not long!” Vennlig answered cheerfully, grinning down at his pet, 

“Only ’bout two days or so.” 

Two days. Two days in a tiny bunker, her illusions stripped away, 

trapped with an acid-spitting Worm and the dissolving corpse of a creature 

that shouldn’t have existed but had nonetheless been murdered on her 

behalf.  

No. 

She couldn’t stand that. Besides, it was time to do in reality what she 

had only tricked herself into believing she’d already done. Olivia had to 

adapt to what the world had become. That meant one of two options—go 

back out into what was left of the society she had known, submit herself to 

the rule of Dreki Interests, LLC, and try to keep her head down. Or she 

could embrace the new world, find for herself a place within it. Not the 

place the dragons and harpies would make for her. Not her grandfather’s 

hiding place. 

The dwarves lived free. 

“Vennlig? Is there still room for me in the Sterkfin clan?” 
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 was singing on the day I grew feathers. I’d always envied birds and 

wanted to join them on their flights of fancy. 

Flights of fancy was what my mother called it when I’d been 

daydreaming. When I was reading a book instead of washing the dishes or 

taking out the trash. 

One day I told her that I couldn’t wait to grow wings and fly away.  

“Don’t be in a rush to grow up,” she said, “flying is a lot of work, and 

many things can knock you from the sky.” 

I was seventeen when she died. The day after her funeral I noticed tiny 

bumps on my arms, and the spot between my shoulder blades began to 

itch.  

My father didn’t talk about her death, and life seemed to carry on as it 

had always done. I whistled as I did the laundry. The whistling turned into 

humming, and the humming to singing. Feathers broke through my skin 

as I sang. My plumage was beautiful, black with blue shimmer, like my 

mother’s. 

I told my father that I wanted to test my wings. 

“Don’t be in a rush to grow up,” he said. “Just because you have wings 

I 
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doesn't mean you can fly.” 

Days turned to weeks, and weeks to months, before my persistence 

wore him down. I went flying about town. I preened and ruffled my 

feathers. I stretched my neck and trilled. “Look at me. Look at me.” 

They did. They looked, and they talked. They are jealous of my 

plumage. I thought. They are jealous of my song. 

I felt invincible, I could fly anywhere. I turned heads when I flew. Some 

admirers followed as I flitted from tree to tree.  

Magpie was the boldest, leaving gifts for me to find.   

My father noticed the gifts and began to worry. “I wish your mother 

were here. She would know what to say.”  

He asked my grandmother to speak to me. She tsk-tsked, surveying the 

gifts left for me. “You must learn how to judge those who admire you.” 

I pointed to the jewels. “He can be judged by the quality of his gifts.” 

Grandmother shook her head. “Nothing of value can be judged by its 

appearance.” 

“But surely beautiful things are good?” 

“Eyes can be fooled. Some beauty is only seen by the heart.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“Then let me speak plainly. Magpie collects finery to show off. He does 

not cherish things, only cares that he possesses them.” 

I ran my feathers across a fine silk scarf. “If he brings me such gifts, he 

must value me.” 

“To him, things exist to impress others. He doesn’t value them, nor will 

he value you.” 

I nodded again, though not sure I understood. 

Unconvinced, my grandmother sighed.   

When spring came, Magpie left trinkets beneath my window. At first, I 

ignored them. But, one day he left a miniature carved from ebony. I 

studied the intricately carved feathers and realized it was made in my 

likeness. A testament in ebony to my beauty. In the end, I gave in and flew 

with him. He lavished me with precious stones and silver and gold. I felt 

appreciated.  

In time I found my bracelets no ornaments, but shackles binding me to 

his side. My home was not a cozy nest, but a gilt cage. 

“Why am I caged?” I asked Magpie.  

“To display your beauty, of course.” 

“Can my beauty not be displayed on your arm?” 

“You will lay soon. Best to keep you and our beautiful chicks safe.” 

I spent my days weeping. Soon, I did lay, and I cared for my eggs night 

and day. I sang to them and bathed them in my tears. But sadness is not 
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fertile soil in which to grow, and so, only one hatched.  

“A daughter!” Magpie squawked with pride. “She will have her mother’s 

beauty, and her father’s impeccable taste.” 

That day Crow perched outside my cage, peering in at me and my 

hatchling. “Shoo, Crow. We’re not on display.” 

“But you are,” replied Crow. “An exhibit in a museum of fine things. 

One piece of a collection, curated and displayed to the world.” 

“Leave me be.” 

Crow flew away. 

I cared for my hatchling, feeding and grooming her. Once, when 

Magpie came to visit, I asked if we could leave the cage. 

“Nonsense,” he replied. “It is dirty and dangerous outside.” 

I wondered if I would ever leave my cage, and I started to molt.  

Crow noticed on one of his visits. “You do not look well, dear lady.”  

“I’m a prisoner. I have naught to do but waste away.” 

Crow nodded. “I have seen another on the wing of the magpie. Adorned 

in the same finery you once wore.” 

“Yes,” I said, unsurprised. “I have lost my value.” 

Crow cocked his head to the side. “Nothing of value can be judged by 

its appearance.” 

Hearing grandmother’s words made me weep. “Shoo, Crow.” 

Crow flew away. 

The hatchling soon became a chick. My precious girl, sown and 

cultivated in fields of sorrow, had thrived despite that.  

Crow visited daily, bringing treats for the little one, and telling us 

stories from the outside. I found myself longing for each visit.  

When Magpie found out, he was angry. He laughed at Crow’s ugliness. 

“Shoo, Crow.”  

“He’s my friend,” I cried, “please don’t send him away.” 

Magpie ruffled his feathers. “He’s a pest. He makes your cage gaudy, 

and his voice is grating to hear.” 

Crow left, but returned that evening. A small piece of metal glinted in 

his beak.  

“I’m glad you came back, Crow.” 

He said nothing, but worked the gleaming metal into the lock. After a 

moment, the door swung open.  

Too shocked to move, I only stared in disbelief. Recovering, I gathered 

my chick underwing and followed as Crow led us away. 

My chick was unable to fly, so we traveled slowly. Crow led us to my 

father’s nest. As we approached, I could tell it had been abandoned. “Do 

you know what happened here, Crow?” 
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“Your father tried to buy your freedom from the magpie. He went far 

and wide, borrowing from lenders, but it wasn’t enough.” 

I could feel tears in the corners of my eyes. “Take me to my 

grandmother’s house.” 

Once again, Crow led us.  

Feasting on fresh air, sunshine, and open spaces, my beautiful girl 

flourished. She traded her sickly pallor for a lovely glow. She twittered 

playfully, chasing insects in the brilliant spring sunshine. She made friends 

with Vulture, despite his frightening appearance. She thought it funny that 

he had no feathers on his head.  

She was the surest and most beautiful sign of spring. I decided to call 

her Robin.  

When we arrived at my grandmother’s nest, it too was empty.  

Crow ruffled his feathers. “We must stay here. Robin cannot travel 

much further.” 

I set to work making the nest a home once more. I swept and cleaned 

and gathered nesting materials. Robin skipped around, making friends 

with the other birds she met. I let her wander, but never too far from my 

sight.  

Crow looked on with approval at nest I’d made. “He will search for you 

and the chick.” 

I bobbed my head in agreement. “He believes we belong to him. He will 

come to claim what is his.” 

Crow leaned close. “We must prepare for his arrival.” 

“What do you have in mind?” 

He laughed; a harsh sound ill-suited to whispering. “What does Magpie 

love more than anything?” 

I scratched at the ground and shook my head. I was at a loss for what 

he valued most. If he came for us, it wouldn’t be because of love.  

I nested beside Robin, considering the question. Crow flew off, hard at 

work hatching his scheme.  

We passed the next few weeks in the nest, playing house. Robin hopped 

around the meadow, meeting birds, reptiles, and other creatures. She 

befriended everyone. Outside our cage, she was no longer tiny and fragile. 

She had grown tall and strong.  

One night, after Robin fell asleep, exhausted from her afternoon jaunt 

with Box Turtle, Crow came to find me. “Follow me,” he whispered.  

I followed Crow to a large tree on the outskirts of the meadow. He 

pointed at the branches with a crooked feather. “Look up there.” 

Bits of glass, large and small, dangled from every branch. Mirrors! The 

tree was covered in mirrors. “What is this?” I asked.  
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Crow pointed to the highest branch, where a familiar shape preened in 

the distance. “What is the one thing Magpie loves more than all else?”  

“Himself,” I answered.  

Magpie stood there, transfixed by his reflection.  

 

● 

 

Years later, as I stood in the kitchen washing dishes, Robin turned to me 

with a dreamy look in her eyes. “One day I will grow wings and fly away.” 

Tears fell down my cheeks. I replied in barely a whisper, “Don’t be in a 

rush to grow up…” 


