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LATE ONE EVENING, THE ring of the bell heralded a visitor to the Keep, but when the dragon went down to the lower gate, the only thing waiting for him was a velvet wrapped bundle. An offering? Occasionally people from the village left offerings on the step but when the bundle started to move and a corner of the fabric fell away, revealing a small human, no larger than a bottle of ale, the dragon knew it was something else. It was too small to have rung the bell by itself, but there was no sign of the person responsible. The only movement was the trees and bushes rustling with the wind. The Fearsome One bent to examine the human. Tuft of hair as pale as rice. Eyes like obsidian. A line of drool escaping from its downturned mouth. The Fearsome One huffed and shifted to his other form. He pulled the bundle into his arms and wiped the human’s mouth. There were no teeth, just pink gums and a soft tongue. The Fearsome One touched the youngling’s hand and his finger was enveloped in a tiny fist. A strange feeling settled in his chest.

Soft footsteps behind him made him turn.

His human lover, Otto the Tenderhearted, approached with raised eyebrows. “What is that?”

“I was relying on you to be of more help, my heart.” Otto was young. Younger than the Fearsome One by half a millennium, but also fairly young for a human man, just old enough to have left home within the last decade. Even so, Otto should know the answer to his question. “It is a youngling of your kind.” The little one squirmed and tilted its face towards the Fearsome One when he spoke. As a dragon or a human, his voice was the same deep rumble, but he lowered it for the sake of the little ears. “Abandoned. I presume, as it did not sprout on the step.”

“I am aware what a baby is,” Otto said in his brattish way. “Furthermore, I know that they do not sprout out of the ground. I was wondering, what you were planning to do with the child.”

That also seemed obvious. Though it had been centuries since they had had an infant at the Keep, and that had been a dragon, he thought they could manage. “I believe we must harbor the youngling. It has neither teeth nor claws.” A small sound came out of somewhere on the child that was not its mouth. “And I do not believe it can breathe fire.”

“No.” Otto seemed to be holding in a laugh, which to the Fearsome One’s way of thinking was completely out of place for the situation.

He frowned at his lover. “It is helpless.”

Otto gave him a strange look and then held out his arms. In human form the dragon shifter had excellent dexterity, but nevertheless, he handed the fragile bundle over with some relief.

Otto lifted the velvet shroud and the ruffled tunic underneath, checking something. “He.” That was a part of the human language that dragons had never bothered to master. The first humans that came to live with the dragons had all been men and the dragons had adopted “he” and “him” as well, even if the words had no distinction for a dragon.

Otto pulled out a scrap of paper that had been stuck to the youngling’s chest. “It is part of a scroll.” He frowned. “Oh my. He has had his Fate Map done.”

Fate Maps were important to humans; given in the first few days of life by strange creatures magically tied to the Otherside called Tellers, for a hefty tribute. The Fearsome One had met a Teller once, the only thing interesting about it had been its mismatched eyes. One looked like it was made of gold and he had had trouble not imagining it holding a place of honor on a stack of jewels or mounted on a chain.

“He had people,” the Fearsome One said. “People who cared enough to see that done.”

Otto nodded and rubbed his fingers across the fine velvet used to swaddle the youngling, more evidence that he did not come from nothing. “Unfortunately, all that is left is the top of the Fate Map, telling us only the star and moon position at his birth. It has not even been a week.” He sighed and it seemed to deflate him.

Otto might have been upset that the child had been discarded at such a young age; humans were not like dragons, they tended to group together because of blood ties but sometimes they threw their own away, something poor Otto knew from experience and that might be a source of pain. Or he might have been mournful at the loss of information from the Fate Map. Otto believed they laid out the sacred path. In the eyes of optimists, Fate Maps provided structure and prevented selfishness. But they were often vague and easily twisted into weapons humans could use against each other.

“What will become of him? Even his name is missing.” Otto the Tenderhearted had come by his name honestly—the poor dear looked close to tears. “To be so stripped of identity and purpose is cruel.”

It was cruel, even for humans. There was a reason this child had been wrapped in velvet, so rare and fine, but left at the gates of the dragons’ remote mountain home.

“His people were frightened by whatever was promised by the Teller,” the Fearsome One said. “He has been left here to protect either himself or his family from his Fate.” He looked into his lover’s eyes. “To have him here will bring trouble.”

“Yes, but whatever it is, it can be no match for dragons,” Otto said simply. The dragons were the most powerful creatures in the kingdom, they kept to themselves to avoid drawing unwanted attention and because it suited their natures. They had no interest in kings and queens and fighting wars. “You will protect him as your own.”

His trust in the Fearsome One was a limitless treasure. Dragons did not have many weaknesses, and he had fewer than most, but his chosen human could drive him to his knees. “You command me with a word, as always.” The smile he received in return for acquiescing was blinding. He sighed and a bit of smoke came out, as thin as mist. His fire had no real color and his smoke was the same. “If we are to raise him here, we will have to call him something.” His lover understood how dragon names worked, having earned his own after saving a crane with an injured wing, despite the creature pecking at him. “I will claim him, and when he is older, I will give him his dragon name.”

Otto inclined his head. “Thank you.”

“Since he is also yours, you have the right to bestow on him a human name.” The Fearsome One looked at the soft wrinkly creature that could not even hold its own head up. “If I may make a suggestion, give him something such a little thing can wear comfortably.”

Otto’s face became serious and he looked as wise as the mountain as he thought it over. “How about Yury?”
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Yury’s hands were bloody and his boots were soaked through, but he could not stop; dragon graveyards did not dig themselves. Many humans preferred open air burials, especially in the winter when the ground was hard, but he could not stand the idea of leaving the dragons on top of the mountain for the birds to feast on. And so, he dug.

With every scratch of his shovel against hard ground, Yury scraped the bottom of his own soul. Every being he had ever loved, or who had ever loved him, had died in one night. He promised himself that as soon as this was done he could let go and drop to the ground, and let the mountain have him, but he had to finish this one last task; he was the only person left to do it.

From that first moment, twenty years before, when he had been abandoned at their gate, Otto and the dragons had never failed to protect and care for Yury. Why he had been discarded by his own blood but welcomed so fully by strangers was something he often wondered, but in that moment, standing over trenches in the side of the mountain he called home, Yury had no room in his mind or his heart for questions; all he had was grief, and the surety that he would never be loved again, and he should be the one going in the ground.

A heavy residue of magic, that he could not see but felt like a mixture of sap and overripe fruit, coated his hands. The sticky feeling was all around him, in the Keep where he had lived with the dragons, and all over the ground and dripping from the trees, befouling every part of his home.

It had all started the evening before. There had been something in the air all day, like lightning about to strike. The dragons had been restless. Otto had been quietly worried, biting his nails as he only did when things were really weighing on him. And then the Fearsome One had come to Yury in human form and handed him a cloak and told him to leave the mountain by the back way and not come back.

“What did I do?” Yury asked. The moment he had not even admitted to himself he had been waiting for was coming true, the moment he would be cast out again. “Why are you sending me away?”

The Fearsome One had frowned, and it had taken Yury a moment to realize the expression exactly mirrored his own, it was when the dragon shifter’s hair had started to grow long and turn pale that he caught on to the fact that the Fearsome One was transforming into Yury’s duplicate.

He had known that the dragons had almost complete control over their human forms—their auras, their smell, and their voices were the only things too tightly tied to their true selves to completely change—but they mostly stuck to a preferred shape, and none of them had ever before mimicked Yury.

He had stumbled back a step. “What are you doing?”

“A bit of distraction, my little sprout.”

The small name was like a tail whip to the gut; Yury had not been called that since before he could ride. When all of the dragons had allowed him onto their backs, the Fearsome One had dubbed him Yury Beloved by Dragons.

“I do not know who is coming,” the Fearsome One said. “But you must not be taken. Go, my son. Go and live.”

Yury had shaken his head and clenched his fists. “What about you?”

The dragon’s borrowed straight brows tilted as his eyes softened. “Live. And that will be enough for us.”

And then the Fearsome One had pushed Yury, and he had obeyed, running out of the Keep by the back entrance and racing down the mountain as the skies opened up and unleashed a furious rainstorm, like a waterfall of spears. It was the wrong season for rain like that. Winter was ending, the old snow was mixed with mud, but the heavy rains and lightning should not have come until late summer.

He had run and run, making it to the village. His thin tunic and wool overrobe were no match for the freezing rain that stuck to him. He had his herbal pack but it was nearly empty and contained nothing valuable enough to trade for a warm room, so he had huddled under the awning of the blacksmith’s, staring into the darkness.

No one bothered him. The types of people who wanted to live at the foot of a mountain that reeked of magic, with fierce monsters as neighbors, did not go looking for trouble with other humans. Plenty were willing to risk themselves for a chance with a dragon, either to fight or to fuck, but mostly they made the village their home because they were drawn to the mountain’s power.

The dragons had hinted that they had built the Keep for much the same reason. It had been hundreds of years prior, in the time of the old empire. The dragons never answered questions of what had come before the mountain, where they had lived, or even how long they lived. Even to Yury, dragon history and lore were shrouded in mystery and riddles. But he knew the mountain was unique.

“She is our green mother,” the Fearsome One would say. “We suckle her and grow.”

Yury would only wrinkle his nose. “Please refrain from saying suckle. Dragons do not even have nipples.” At least not in their true forms.

“Someday, you will learn of all of the gifts the mountain has given you.”

The last time they had had the exchange, Yury had felt bold enough to say, “The mountain gave me you and Otto. That is enough.”

“What a fierce heart you have.”

He had always wanted to be called tender like Otto, but it was not Yury’s way and he accepted that a fierce heart was nearly as good. If he loved fiercely he could be a protector. Or so he had thought.

Yury had been told to leave and not come back, but when the storm died down, he trudged back to his home. And found nothing but bodies.

Seven dragons and dear Otto. The Fearsome One was in his natural form, whether he had died that way or reverted back in death there was no way for Yury to know. The Fearsome One and Otto were tangled up together, clinging to each other still, so that was how Yury had buried them.

Seven graves. Seven trenches, not as deep as they should have been because the ground was still too hard, but wide enough for large, winged bodies with tails. The graves should have included bells, as the villagers did when they chose to go in the ground. It was a practice built around protecting against the gruesome fate of being buried alive. Yury had no small bells and so no such protection was given to his fallen family. It was just another way he had failed them.

After he filled the graves, Yury tossed marigold seeds into the air to symbolize rebirth. They fell onto the freshly turned dirt. The sky split, as lightning hit the mountain like a whip hitting steel. A groan ran through the cliff above him and the ground beneath Yury’s feet rumbled. Cracks formed and a foul steam billowed out, followed by red burning rock. Red and orange and black spread over the graves but no farther. He turned towards his home; the thick steam was coming out of the mouth of the Keep.

It was not a full eruption, the entire mountain top was not going to blow, it was just a trickle, but it was enough to kill. He held his hand out; ash tickled his skin. Magic.

He should run. But he knew everything he had left of the dragons would be destroyed.

Hoping he still carried the favor of the mountain, Yury tied a sash around his head, covering his nose and mouth, and ran inside. He went down a small passage. He did not have much time but he saved what he could, grabbing a stack of books and an engraved box. But the tunnels filled quickly and his path out the front was blocked. Sweat dripped down his face and into his eyes. His chest tightened, despite his attempts to protect himself he could feel ash filling his nose and throat.

He headed out the back way, as he had been forced to do the night before, but the mountain cried out and a boulder came down in front of him.

He leaned against the side of the tunnel and panted. “This is where I die.”

“That is not your Fate.” Despite the world burning around him, the voice was strong and clear and the hand that landed on his arm was cool. “Come with me, human of the Hoard Guard.”

The words did not make sense, he was guard of nothing, least of all the dragons or their hoard, unless you counted the small armload of things he was failing to save from destruction, but he allowed himself to be led through the dark ash fog.

He stepped out into the light of the fading day, near the hot springs of the Mist Wood on the wrong side of the mountain. Falling to his knees, he tore off his face covering and started to cough and vomit.

When he had emptied his stomach and throat, he spat on the ground. The cool hand returned, this time to the back of his neck, and a waterskin appeared in front of him. He gulped down what he could before retching. Then he rinsed out his mouth and wet his hands and cleaned his face, clearing his eyes of the grimy ash that tingled with power but told him nothing else about what the mountain wanted.

Finally, he looked up into the face of a Teller.
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THE TELLER WORE A WIDE straw hat with an attached veil. It was impossible to guess her age. Her face was unlined and unremarkable, except for her mismatched eyes. One dusty blue. The other molten gold. That was the eye tied to the Otherside, the one that could see Fate. Or so the stories went. Yury had never had occasion to meet a Teller; he had never been present when a child was born.

She continued to stare at him until he became embarrassed. He ran a hand over his face, he was sporting as much of a beard as he was capable of growing, he knew it would be the color of straw and very unimpressive and probably filthy like the rest of him.

“Thank you for getting me out of there.”

She continued to stare at him.

He scrambled to his feet and put his fist to his breastbone and bowed. “I am Yury. Beloved by Dragons.” The words burned.

“Yury.” She tilted her head to the side. “Did they give you that name?”

“Yes. My human father did.”

“It does not suit you.”

He knew he was frowning, and he knew it was rude, but he could not make himself stop. “You do not know me.”

“I do. I met you at your birth.”

The mountain had stopped rumbling but he was not sure when. His ears were still ringing. “You are mistaken.”

“I am sure I am not.” The Teller shook the hot ash off her veil, there were no singe marks, as if the magic had no interest in touching her. “Your Fate Map cost me my position. I have been shunned for twenty years.” She took his hand and examined where the ash had entered his cuts, forming a black line on his palm. It still tingled, as if he had slept on his arm or gotten into a stinging nettle. “Though the cost for you was much more.” She ran her finger over the line and the wound closed, leaving only the mark. He had grown up with magic in others but it had never been a part of him. “I was not mistaken then. And I am not mistaken now.” Her nail was sharp against his sensitive palm. He tried to pull his hand away but she held his wrist tight. “I met you at three days old and I gave you your Fate Map.”

“You know where I come from?” Yury’s knees weakened. “You know the family of my birth? And the name they bestowed on me?” It was too much. It was all too much.

“None of that is important at the moment.” She released him. “Your path forward is all that matters. Planting the dragons in their mountain as you did was the right thing to do. Step one of your journey is complete. Come along, we must get you bathed and ready.”

“Ready for what?”

“Your Fate.”
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HIS FATE INVOLVED TRAVELING in near silence, all the way to the city. Kings Rest looked much as Yury remembered it—formidable and ugly, like the skull of an animal that had been picked over but not yet whitened in the sun—except that the Winter Tournament had just finished, so it had the added layer of a city waking up from a long party. The gutters smelled like stale vomit and broken bottles littered the packed dirt and cobblestone streets. The Teller, who had finally introduced herself as Sibylla, walked quickly, several steps ahead of Yury. He did not mind. He found her company less than desirable.

Something crunched under his boot. He looked down at the remains of a bottle of ale. When he lifted his head, Sibylla was gone. He spun around and nearly tumbled into a young man that looked like he had not slept in days.

The man was wearing velvet robes that were rumpled and stained. He had a string of ivy across his shoulders and dead leaves in his messy, honey-colored hair. He reared back as if Yury was the one that stank. “Watch yourself!”

Yury stuck his chin up but managed to make a small apology. And then he noticed the distinct nose and brow of the man. “Your Highness.”

Prince Konrad burped, made a face, and then waved his hand in irritated dismissal and shuffled away.

For a moment, Yury watched him go. Then he felt a tug on his elbow. Sibylla was back at his side. “Come.”

She pulled him into the next street. Once there, Yury got new clothes, a silk overrobe and sash, and thick trousers—all in black—and sturdy boots. And then she led the way down a narrow merchant street to a tea shoppe. It was nearly empty, but Sibylla still managed to disturb a stout woman with a baby on her breast and a small child at her knee. The woman jerked away as the Teller passed.

Sibylla ordered a pot of strong tea and bread and cheese and then took possession of a table in the back. The stool Yury chose wobbled under him. He gripped the seat with both hands and tried to hold still. Sibylla removed her hat and settled in.

Neither of them spoke as they waited. Yury would have tried to make conversation about the weather, but he was not sure a Teller had cause to notice such a mundane thing. He looked around the room. It had once been a nice building, but time had done its work and the plaster was patchy and the wood needed oil. On the wall directly behind Sibylla was a fresco that was faded or had been scrubbed.

He stared at it until he could make out a woman with long pale hair styled into an elegant pile on the top of her head, supporting a crown. It was the first queen. She had died decades prior, along with the baby she was carrying. The king’s grief had been so great that he had ordered all of her likenesses removed and immediately remarried and had an heir. Prince Konrad. The surly man from the street.

Yury had never given it much thought, he rarely thought about the royal family at all, but steeped in his own mourning he felt the strangeness of the king’s actions. He pitied the first queen, being scraped from her people’s memories. He wondered if any secret shrines existed in people’s homes or if everyone had been perfectly happy to forget all about the unfortunate queen.

The tea finally arrived and was poured.

It was strong and hot and loosened Yury’s tongue. “Why did you come for me? Do you know what happened to the dragons? Did you know it was going to happen?”

“The dragons were killed. And the person who arranged it is up on your mountain right now,” Sibylla said. Yury almost knocked his cup over as he pitched forward at the words but the Teller gave him a quelling look. “Drink your tea. They will not get what they want. You made sure of that when you gave the dragons back to the mountain.”

“I do not understand.” Yury had not been thinking about the mountain protecting the dragons’ bodies, he had no reason to think any such thing. “Why am I sitting here when I could be confronting them? Defending my home.”

“You have done enough for now. Do not fret over it.” Sibylla blew on her tea and took a measured sip. “The time will come that you will have to do more to fight your enemies. But that is not a battle you can win now. You will need to prepare, so that when the time comes, you can win.”

“So, what am I to do, build an army?” Yury’s tone was flat.

“No, silly boy. You are going to build a temple.”

A server came with a platter of bread and cheese. Sibylla tore off a hunk of bread and put a slice of cheese on it and then handed her creation to Yury.

As he reluctantly took a bite, she asked, “What do you know of Fate Maps?”

Yury chewed. The bread was like a plank of wood. He took a quick sip of tea and then wiped his mouth. “Nothing at all. Dragons do not have them. And I received none.” Or not one he had seen. He had been left with the dragons without even a name. But Sibylla claimed that was not the whole of the story.

“I will tell you the truth of them, even the parts that others like to forget. Fate Maps are the sole purview of Tellers. Only we can receive the message from the Otherside. But they are not a direct prophecy of all that will happen in a life. Some are vague, offering only a few signposts.”

The Teller made her own little stack of bread and cheese, while staring at Yury. He was not sure if he was supposed to fill the silence. He nodded to show he had understood her.

The Teller sniffed the cheese and then put the food down and wiped her hands. “For some people, with ordinary lives, there is little more to say.” She shot a sour look at the woman at the front of the shoppe. “For some, the end of the path is the most important, and it is unclear the direct route to safety.”

“And mine?” Yury asked. “What did mine say?”

“Just enough to terrify your family—the family that you were born to.” Sibylla’s gold eye seemed to dull to flat bronze. It was believed that people who fell off their path or intentionally denied Fate were punished, if the deviation was bad enough the person would be forced to become a Teller in their next life. A lonely, frustrating existence that could only end after proving enough devotion to Fate. “Fate is not clear, even to a Teller, but that does not mean it is negotiable. When people react badly to a Fate, and try to thwart it, they just more firmly set their feet to the path.”

“My family feared my Fate?” Yury was not sure if that was better or worse than just being unwanted. “That is how I ended up with the dragons.”

“They feared what it would mean for them. That is why you were discarded.” Sibylla blinked. Her golden eye gleamed. “But Fate has not given you up.”

His gut twisted. “What do I need to do?”

“You need to bring your dragons back.”
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First thing in the morning, the bell for visitors rang, sending the children scurrying. Niko struggled to match their pace, it had been a long night as there were three little ones that would not go to sleep when the headmistress took away the lanterns. They sought out Niko. He had come of age, but his life at the orphanage had not changed much. Edda the Headmistress allowed him to stay and even gave him an alcove all his own for his sleeping mat, as long as he tended to the younger children. So, with three little ones clinging to his legs, he had found a small window that offered a view of the full moon and let them sit in the pale light as he leaned against the rough, cold wall and told them stories. He had fallen asleep that way and woken up with children sprawled across his legs and a knot in his shoulder.

After a quick rinse, using the half frozen communal bucket, the children lined up along the wall by age. They were almost silent as they waited for the visitor that, after a humiliating inspection, could take them away. They all hoped to be chosen, even knowing what might come of it.

No one came to the orphanage looking for a child to love and raise, the idea of it was beyond even nursery stories; the people who came were looking for young bodies to break or mold. But it was the best the children of the orphanage could hope for, and even that was now out of reach for Niko.

He might have been tempted to leave the orphanage on his own, to search out a different life, but he did not know where to go or what to do. Because of his features—full lips, uniquely dark blue eyes framed with dark lashes—the option bandied about most often was the pleasure houses. Niko had no knowledge of what kind of things happened there or how to do them, and he doubted his ability to learn. He had been chosen for apprenticeships before but had failed miserably at each.

The first time he had been chosen by a weaver who needed someone with small hands. Niko did not remember much about it. The second time he had been taken by a baker but brought back after a month. He was returned without explanation. And then he had been taken away by a fisherman and kept for only a few days.

He did not know what was wrong with him, why he had always been rejected. The only thing he could work out was that he moved slowly, afraid of doing something wrong; he had often been slapped across the head because he never picked up the pace. If he had been allowed to speak up for himself, he would have said that their constant yelling and abuse did not help him move faster, but objecting to his punishments or making excuses for his failures only ever brought even harsher punishments, and now his life had been whittled down to the dormitory and trying to prepare other children to be chosen.

Niko paused in front of Cezary. As the oldest child, he was at the end and too tall to even pretend to be younger. Being the tail of the line was like being the last persimmon in the seller’s cart, something handled and passed over again and again, each time leaving a bruise. Especially for those like Niko who had been chosen and brought back, or Cezary who could not hide his poor vision no matter how many times the headmistress begged him to try.

Niko reached up to pat Cezary’s shoulder. His tightly curled hair, which he usually kept short to his head, was starting to grow in, making his large ears less noticeable. “Chin up, Cezary. Maybe this time it will be you.”

Cezary’s eyes narrowed as he focused on Niko. “We both know it will not be me.”

There was nothing Niko could say to that, nothing they had not already said many times before.

Niko stationed himself in the corner, out of the way. The door opened. Niko tried to stay still, but he could not resist going up on his toes to get a better look at the far end of the room. Edda came in, followed by a stranger in a wide hat with a long veil and a heavy cloak that dragged on the floor.

Edda went halfway down the line of children, but the veiled stranger turned and looked out into the passage. After a moment, a man joined them.

His pale hair was half pulled up into a sleek knot. His clothes were dark and lacked ornamentation, even his sash was a plain leather strip, but they looked new and of fine quality.

He glanced down the line. His gaze landed on Niko and lingered. Niko ran a hand over his own dark hair. He kept it cropped close to his head, not even long enough to warm his ears. His tunic was too short and had frayed edges and clumsy patches he had done himself. There was nothing shameful in that, and even if the man in black did not agree, Niko was not in line to be picked. Telling himself all of that did not take away the heavy press of being unwanted. The man looked away, turning to the stranger in the veil.

“Are you sure he is here?” His voice was low and rich like a honey treat.

The veiled stranger made an impatient gesture and the man started at the top and slowly moved down the line of children. Niko gave up his position against the wall, moving closer to the line. The younger children were getting restless. Niko pointed his finger at them, hoping to get them to behave. He caught Cezary’s eye and they shared a grimace.

As the stranger came closer Cezary started to mutter.

“Quiet,” Niko whispered.

Cezary squinted at the person in the veil. “They are a sorceress. Mark my words, whoever gets picked will be eaten, or used as some kind of pet.”

Niko flinched. They had all heard the stories of the king’s sorceress but Niko had never paid them any attention. What difference did the outside world make to him when he rarely left the walls of the orphanage. “Watch your words or the king’s guard will have you,” Niko whispered, because sometimes the world came inside and threatened to put you in a cage.

“Better that than letting those people take me.”

The visitors approached the end of the line. The veiled stranger pointed. “That one.”

Cezary gasped and stumbled back. Niko caught his elbow.

The man stopped in front of Niko and he was surprised to find they were nearly the same size and possibly only a few years apart in age. But as young as his face looked, the man’s dark eyes were eternal and sad. Niko wondered how he could exist in the same world and at the same time as such a creature.

The man frowned and looked Niko up and down. And then he took a small step closer. Niko’s legs weakened. He had not eaten since midday previous but he did not think that was why his body failed him. It was the man.

The children’s whispers joined to make one high-pitched hum. Many were repeating Cezary’s fears. The man did not seem to hear them; he continued to silently assess Niko. He gave in and dropped to his knees, nearly bumping the man’s legs. His black overrobe was not soft but it smelled like smoke and trees, and Niko wanted to cling to it, or make a cocoon so he could emerge a butterfly. As these thoughts spun through Niko’s head, the man stayed perfectly still. Niko dared a glance up, expecting to see irritation or mockery. It would be understandable. But the man was looking down with dark eyes devoid of emotion.

Edda the headmistress finally came over and whispered, “You do not want this one. He is more trouble than he is worth. Not to mention being too old. He is only here out of mercy.”

“Mercy?” The stranger looked around the room and frowned. He dropped into a crouch. His shiny hair fell over his shoulder like an avalanche. He pressed the tips of his fingers to his chest, just over his heart, and tipped his head down in a brief bow and whispered, “Shall we make an exchange? My name is Yury. Can I have yours?”

Niko barely knew the rules of proper introduction, but he knew names were valuable and must be protected. A small name was given at birth, if the family had enough to trade for a Teller it was given along with their Fate Map, and then built on with time as titles and accomplishments were added. Orphans and the abandoned children were not expected to have anything but a small name. The name the man offered held no explanation of who he was in the world or who he claimed as family. Even if it were meant to deceive or offend, Niko was not in a position to ask questions or refuse to give his name in return.

“A name for a name.” Niko bowed his head. “I am called Niko.”

“Are you now?” Yury stood up.

The stranger in the veil turned to address the headmistress. “Is this boy Nikolai the Abandoned?”

Niko looked at Edda, but he stayed on his knees. He did not trust in his wobbly legs. “Headmistress?”

“Abandoned he was.” Edda frowned. “If I recall, it was a rainy night. His papers were wet. Niko was all we could make out.”

He had been taught ‘Niko’ and had been called it all his life. He had even learned to write it. He had never been told where it came from, or that he had been left with papers at all.

Yury turned his intense gaze to Niko. “I am looking for one named Nikolai, whose Fate aligns with mine.”

Fate was a mysterious force, the thing to blame for casting them into the dark waters, but also the thing that reached down and chose some children to save while ignoring the cries of others. Niko was not sure he wanted Fate’s steady eyes on him. “You believe I am that person?”

“Do you know what a Fate Map is?” Yury asked.

Niko managed to nod. He had never seen one in person; they were not the kind of thing abandoned children had.

“You might be the one I am looking for.” Yury’s voice gave no hint how he felt about that.

The other stranger lifted their veil, revealing Teller eyes. “I told you he is the one.”

“And I told you that before I remove him from the only world he knows I want proof. I must be certain.” Yury looked down at Niko. His voice was sharper than it had been at first, but his eyes were starting to betray warmth. “Would you be willing to submit to a test? If you pass, I will insist that you leave with me immediately.”

An offer, any choice, was rare in Niko’s world. He had never previously been asked if he would like to join a certain profession or stay behind. He had no idea what kind of test Yury was offering. Would it hurt? If he failed would he die? Niko found that despite not having the answers to his questions he did not have to consider it.

He nodded.

Yury gripped Niko by the elbows and helped him stand. “Sibylla. Not here.”

The Teller came forward in a silent shuffle, the layers of her clothing hid her legs and Niko had the horrible thought that she might have more than two, like a spider. She looked around the room and sniffed. “Yes. We require privacy.”

Niko gave Cezary one last look as he was taken out of the room.

The headmistress herded them into the salon off of her office. It was where she took her tea and entertained the king’s representatives when they came. One of the dubious benefits of being of age at the orphanage was the evenings spent in the salon with the headmistress. She would sip her brandy laced tea and recite the royal lines of the Four Kith Kingdoms and how they connected to the fall of the old empire. A more moral age, she claimed, though it preceded her time by many generations and she had only her histories to rely on. But Edda was the type to look to the past for goodness instead of being a source of it in the now.

Her search for refined sensibilities and finer feelings also led her inexplicably to the current king of Sylvania, whom she adored, claiming he had smiled and winked at her once when she was but a schoolgirl. She often wondered aloud if she had received her post at the orphanage because he somehow remembered her. She also loved the king’s only heir. Prince Konrad was a tournament champion, known to be as ruthless and cunning as he was handsome.

Edda’s admiration did not extend to the other kingdoms’ royal offspring. King Evzan of Cipul had two sons of age, and Edda found them both wanting for reasons that never went beyond her belief that the princes were spoiled from island living and too much sun. Rain and cold were apparently necessary for a strong character. The bald, bearded crown prince of Vanghyll was gifted a passing mention as someone better suited for a fishing boat than a palace. She only spoke of the brood in Cleredok when she was well into her tea and she wanted to show off that she could recite all twelve princes and princesses in birth order.

“Too many children,” she would often muse. “They will starve each other out.”

Niko thought the royal coffers and adoration of a kingdom could be divided twelve ways, but Edda compared it to the year of the drought which caused a hungry winter and a sad influx of orphans and abandoned children. There had not been enough blankets and slippers to go around. He doubted the children of kings and queens faced the same problems, but he always hummed and agreed with the headmistress, as long as it allowed him a place in front of the fire.

The hearth was cold for Yury and the Teller’s visit, though a stack of wood sat ready. No one moved to sit on the hard sofa with its cream and green velvet cushions and Edda did not invite them to.

The Teller looked around. “This will do.” She flicked her long fingers at Edda. “You may go.”

Edda’s mouth dropped open and then curled into a disdainful smile. “You are welcome to it. I suppose.”

They waited until she had left and closed the door behind her, and then the Teller and Yury turned to look at one another.

“Let us continue.” The Teller reached into her cloak and pulled out a pair of dainty, black gloves. “Nikolai the Abandoned, come close. Put these on.”

Niko’s stomach twisted. His hands were small compared to other lads his age, but they were still much too large for the gloves. He was sure he was being set up to fail, and he wondered what would happen if he popped the seams or tore through the delicate material, but he obediently took them.

He had never touched silk before, and the gloves had an almost sticky feeling against his dry, chapped skin. And then he experienced one of his episodes that he referred to as memory blankets. It was when he touched something and had an emotion drop over him. The flash of emotion he received from the gloves was delight, but it had a cruel edge to it, like the children that would tear the legs off beetles and then laugh. He pressed his hand inside the first glove. It seemed to grow, accepting his fingers and then the rest of his hand, right up to his wrist. Feeling emboldened, he shoved his hand in the second one. He had successfully donned the gloves.

As he waited for the verdict on his test, he realized that something was very wrong. The gloves had not only accommodated his hands, but they also came alive and prickled his skin like angry bees. The gloves showed no sign of the change, but the silk was attacking him. His eyes filled with tears. He counted the tiles on the floor, trying to distract himself from the pain. Finally, unable to take any more, he cried out and ripped the gloves from his hands and threw them. They landed almost soundlessly at Yury’s feet.

Certain he had failed and ruined his last chance at having any kind of life, Niko put his hands in his armpits and hung his head. He would spend the rest of his days cold and forgotten, remembering the moment he had destroyed everything because he could not wear a simple pair of gloves.

“Why did you pull them off?” Yury asked. “Why did you throw them?”

“I am so sorry,” Niko murmured. “I should not have done that. But they hurt.”

“You did well,” Yury’s voice was a rumble that Niko still somehow found words in. The words he most wanted to hear. “Those gloves are woven with hair from a sorceress. Only someone unusually gifted could sense it.”

Niko’s head jerked back. He wondered how they had gotten the hair and what had happened to the sorceress, but one look at the Teller told him it was better not to know. The rest of what had been said caught up to him. He wanted to ask about his memory blankets and what it all meant, but what he said was, “I am not gifted. I could not be.”

Yury knelt next to the gloves. He had a strange black line on his palm. As his hand neared the gloves the black mark twitched. “For me it is warm, like putting my hand too close to a fire.” He scooped up the gloves and handed them off to the Teller. “You are who I was looking for.”

The Teller smirked. The expression hung strangely on her face. She put the gloves in her pocket. “Has your trust in me paid off, Yury of the Hoard Guard?”

There was his real name and title, the one he had for some reason not offered Niko.

“Yes, yes.” Yury wiped his hands on his thighs. “Come, Nikolai the Apprentice. We have much to do.”

As if he had been playing the spinning game, Niko felt impossibly light. He swayed on his feet.

Yury’s hands were warm and firm. “Steady. Let’s get you out of here. If you are ready.”

He was leaving. He had no idea where he would be going or what would be required of him; he was too nervous to ask any questions. With the Teller looking on the specter of Fate was too heavy. The hand of Fate was reaching down to pull him out of the dark and all he could do was accept. The only regret he would have in walking out the door and never coming back was leaving Cezary behind. The poor lad had been left at the orphanage as soon as his parents figured out he could not see properly. Niko had taken an immediate liking to him. Though it would not be the first time Niko left Cezary behind, it would be the last.

“I am ready to be your apprentice.” Niko could not help the smile that spread across his face so wide that his dry lips cracked.

Yury did not smile in return, but he bowed his head. “So, Fate desires.”
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Chapter Three
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Yury felt a moment of relief, and then a new weight settled on his shoulders. He did not know what to do with an apprentice and did not deserve the trust he saw in Nikolai’s eyes.

They stepped out of the room and nearly bumped into the headmistress who was waiting like a guard or moat that must be crossed.

Sibylla brushed by her with purpose and a firm, “We are taking him.”

“Wonderful.” The headmistress bowed low, it was as obsequious as it was insincere. “I know not your plans, but if you have need for a sturdier child, I can send you with a few more.”

Yury would take all of the children if he could; the orphanage was awful. It was better than the street, but not by much. Perhaps someday he would load up a wagon with children, but for the moment it would not be a kindness. The orphanage was cold and dismal but the mountain was worse. And at least the orphanage had space enough for all of them. Yury had one fragile life in his hands and he was not convinced he could even manage that.

“Nikolai is the only one we came for,” Yury said.

She walked them towards the front door. “If he was still one of my charges, I would have you sign to take possession of your apprentice, and accept your donation, but Niko is of age.”

Yury felt the jab in the words, as if he should offer something for the lad. His hand flexed over his bag, not sure he had enough to trade for what they would need and a tribute to the orphanage.

“I have been traded for three times before,” Nikolai whispered, suddenly at Yury’s shoulder. “You do not owe her anything.”

Yury looked Nikolai over. Niko was on the small side, despite his round cheeks, it was unlikely he had ever had a decent meal. His tunic and trousers were too short, exposing his bony wrists and ankles. His wool slippers were as worn and shabbily patched as the rest of his clothes and unfit for walking outside in the cold.

“Edda the Headmistress, does my new apprentice not have extra clothes or any possessions?” Yury asked.

“The children are cared for by generous donations and a stipend from our king.” Her lips thinned. “Niko is no longer a child. He has been given a place to live and hearty food.”

“As a mercy?” Yury asked.

Nikolai hopped from foot to foot. “In exchange for helping with the children.”

“And this work does not equal adequate clothing?”

“It was adequate for his life here,” Edda said.

Yury opened his mouth to let her know what he thought of the life poor Nikolai had been living but Sibylla shot him a quelling look and then dropped her veil. He thought that it might be a hint that he was going about things the wrong way. He did not know how to deal with his fellow humans, and if they were all like the headmistress, he was not anxious to learn.

“Farewell, Niko the Abandoned. Do not come back.” The headmistress held the front door wide. “This is the last time you will cross this threshold.”

“That is a promise worth keeping; this is a horrid place.” Yury said. He shot a look over his shoulder as he stepped onto the stoop. “Close the door, before you let out the cold air and freeze the whole street.”
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“GIVE HIM FOOD AND CLOTHES,” Sibylla the Teller said as the doors slammed behind them. Niko flinched at her tone.

She handed Yury something which he put in a hidden pocket. “What will you do?”

“I will return when it is time to find the others.”

Niko let out a relieved breath; he would not be traveling with the Teller. Niko did not know if finding others meant there would be more people joining the two of them or if she meant when Niko had failed and needed to be replaced.

He could not focus too much on it. He had a more immediate problem. The snow had melted into mud which in turn had frozen and started to melt again. The resulting brown sludge had found a hole in his right shoe and was seeping into his stocking.

The Teller shuffled down the street towards the arena and the part of the fortress where the royal family resided. Yury had turned to watch her go, when she disappeared into the crowd he rubbed his face and sighed. He looked at Niko and then down to the grimy half frozen mush at their feet. Niko crossed his arms and waited for whatever would come next.

Yury looked up and down the street. “If you can make it that far,” —he pointed at a haberdashery just a few buildings down from the orphanage— “we can get you sorted.”

The cheery sign on the shoppe promised the end of all winter chills. “Sorted?”

“Boots are our first priority.”

Niko glanced down at his slippers and then back up to Yury. Boots? Proper boots would keep his toes where he like them: attached to his feet. “I can make it.”
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TRUE TO HIS WORD, NIKOLAI did not complain or even flinch as they walked, except for when they passed a pack of king’s guards who took up too much of the street, sending everyone else into dirty snowbanks, and even then the whimper that escaped him was covered with a cough.

The shoppe was small and smelled of glue and freshly tanned leather. There was a fire keeping the place warm and Nikolai’s underfed body shivered with the change from the cold outside. Yury put an arm around him, pressing a hand between his sharp shoulder blades, urging him to step closer to the fire, but the way was blocked by a shopkeeper in a splendid cape with tassels.

“Are you in the right place?” His stare was heavy with suspicion and judgement. “There is the king’s charity shoppe down the lane.”

“That is where the headmistress gets our shoes,” Nikolai whispered into Yury’s ear.

They were standing so close that when he turned their noses almost brushed. Yury dropped his hand and took a neat step back. “Then we do not want to go there.”

Yury had his bag with the herbs he meant to trade. The ones he had were difficult to collect and he was confident would be deemed valuable enough to get what they needed.

Nikolai moved to a nearby table full of caps. He held his hand just above a wool one in dark grey. “Truly, the charity shoppe is fine.”

It was not fine. Whatever the headmistress claimed, those thin slippers and patched trousers were inadequate for being inside the orphanage and Nikolai would freeze to death in them on the mountain.

“We need fur-lined boots.” Yury opened his herb bag and pulled out a vial of caterpillar mushroom tonic. It was made from a rare fungus that takes over the body of a caterpillar, growing underground before sprouting up like grass. The tonic could shrink tumors and give energy, but it was most prized for curing sexual issues. “If you cannot help us, just say.”

“No, no. Forgive my haste.” The shopkeeper bowed low. Yury nodded and then he tipped his head slightly towards Nikolai. The shopkeeper pivoted to face Nikolai and bowed even lower. “I would be pleased to serve you. And my brother has the draper next door.”

Yury waited.

The shopkeeper cleared his throat. “He suffers from sore joints.”

“Ah, yes,” Yury said. “I have something for him, if he has ready tunics and trousers. Thick ones.”

The shopkeeper sent a boy next door, while he showed Nikolai to a stool and measured his feet. Yury wandered around, picking out warm stockings and a wool wrap. He went to the table of caps that Nikolai had been admiring. Nikolai, like the rest of the orphans, had short hair, that probably kept lice at bay but would leave his poor ears exposed to the cold wind. The caps varied in quality and thickness. One was even fur-lined. Nikolai had seemed interested in a plain wool one that could be rolled up or pulled low over the ears.

“We will need a cap as well.” Yury held it up for Nikolai to see. “This is the one you liked?”

Nikolai looked at him with impossibly large eyes, he glanced at the cap and then stared at Yury for a moment before nodding.

The boy came back with an armful of clothing. It was all white hemp and very plain.

“Is there no other color? Yellow? Or better yet blue?” Yury asked as if he was not in unrelenting black.

The boy shook his head. “My apologies. He has only these two sets of finished clothing. Someone ordered them but never came back.” He set his chin. “They are a fine white. Double treated with lye and set out in the sun.” He looked distressed that he had to hand over the garments to someone that did not appreciate the almost perfectly milky color.

“Fine. They will do.”

The boy narrowed his eyes, still clutching the clothes to his chest.

Yury held out the tonic for joints. “Twice a day with broth.”

The boy repeated the instructions under his breath as they swapped the bottle for the clothes. Yury laid them out. They were well-made, he was not happy about the light color but he supposed it did not matter too much if they became stained. There would be no one around to judge Nikolai for it. Satisfied, Yury nodded to the boy.

“Do you need tailoring?”

“There is the privacy screen.” The shopkeeper pointed. “Have your lad try them on.”

Nikolai pulled on Yury’s sleeve. “I should have said earlier, but I do not think I am worth all this. Whatever you are doing, I do not think I will be of help.”

Yury had no reassurances to offer. According to Sibylla, Nikolai’s Fate was to be at Yury’s side. She had kept Nikolai’s Fate Map to herself, until they had parted ways outside the orphanage.

As soon as he had heard that the dragons could be brought back, Yury had wanted to get going on his Fate. If the dragons could be reborn and it was up to Yury to make it
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