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      This novel contains scenes that include violence and sexual content. One chapter contains a brief scene of a teen being struck. If any of those subjects bother you, please reconsider reading this novel.
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      This novel takes place in the magical world of Fevara, which is the same setting as another one of my novels, The Postman Becomes A Bunny Goddess In Another World. It isn’t necessary for readers to be familiar with the other book to understand and enjoy this title.

      

      Fevara is a world where a number of anthropomorphic races exist, primarily shriekwings (hawk-folk), hootwings (owl-folk), shellbacks (tortoise-folk), and woolytes (sheep-folk). While none of these races play as big a role in the plot as they did in The Postman Becomes A Bunny Goddess In Another World, they will still be present in this story.
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          (DARSHA)

        

      

    

    
      The tavern was full, and cheer permeated the air, keeping company the smells of bread, stew, and ale. With my lute sitting in my lap, tuned and ready, I took a deep breath. Beside the small stage, a table of hootwings were eagerly discussing rumors of a bunny goddess now traveling across the land of Fevara.

      I snorted at that. Rumors of reincarnated gods held no interest to me. I preferred to sing about the things people could find every single day in their lives. Magic was just something that came along now and then, if you were unlucky enough to stumble into it. That’d been my view since I was a child. It didn’t help that the local wizard’s apprentice occasionally bullied me. He’d use the few spells he knew to make my apple sandwiches invisible and hide them, or grow my shoes a size too big.

      My shoes would be just large enough that they were uncomfortable, but not so big that my parents believed they’d been cursed. Ugh. What a jackass Bothan was. I hoped he had flunked out of his apprenticeship and was working a demeaning job now, cleaning pigs for festivals or something ludicrous and gross.

      Thoughts of home and my parents brought a momentary panic to my chest, my heart plucked like the strand of a spider’s web, sending vibrations through my subconscious. Scanning the crowd for familiar faces, I thankfully found none and glanced back at my lute.

      “Well, old girl. I suppose we’d best give these people the show they came here for, huh?” I mumbled at my instrument.

      She’d been with me since I ran away from home years ago, the last bit of my village I still carried with me for some reason.

      Standing and stretching my fingers until they made little popping noises, I strode up to the stage’s edge and clapped my hands a few times to get everyone’s attention. As spoons dropped down into stew bowls and cups of ale hit the bar, I smiled.

      Singing in front of people had never been an issue for me. My mother said I came out of the womb looking for attention. So when I opened my mouth, the most natural words found their place on my tongue.

      “Good evening, fine patrons of The Fox’s Den! My name is Darsha, and I’ll be your bard for the next hour. I hope you all like songs about paying taxes to your queen because I have a lot of them!”

      A loud burst of laughter spewed forth from my somewhat inebriated audience as I took my position and winked.

      “Or maybe we just open with a song about silkflowers blowing in the wind. Does that sound better?”

      A man at the bar, a real burly fellow, raised his tankard and yelled, “Fuck yeah! I love songs about flowers. Sing it for us, bard!”

      And to my complete surprise, he didn’t appear to be joking, even a little bit. Actual enthusiasm and excitement radiated from his bloodshot eyes.

      “Very well. Then this first song is dedicated to the man at the bar, whom I hereby dub Garden Charlie,” I laughed.

      Another eruption of laughter and cheers flew toward the stage, some folks glancing back at Charlie, who stood and took a bow.

      The rest awaited my song eagerly as I lifted my lute, moving fingers up and down the neck, bringing a lively melody of strummed strings. I loved the start of a performance. You had all the energy of an excited audience, songs #1, #2, and #3 ready to fire like nocked arrows, and fingers that just wanted to dance across the instrument until they couldn’t feel anything for the rest of the night.

      Fuck family expectations. This is what I lived for. And I wouldn’t trade my travels for anything so meager as holiday gatherings or feasts with relatives I didn’t care to know. My family was anyone looking for a song. My gatherings were crowds of inebriated patrons swaying dizzily in front of the stage. This is what I aimed for.

      “Everyone, I wanna thank you for coming out to hear me sing tonight. I’m just kidding. I know you’re actually here for the tavern’s famous rabbit tater stew. But I’m willing to pretend some you showed up for me.”

      “I’m here for you, darling!” Garden Charlie shouted from the bar, and I blew him a kiss.

      As I continued my intro, fingers plucking strings just as fast as could be, I hollered, “You see that, folks? I’ll take one excited gardener over an entire room of stew enthusiasts. Stewthusiasts, if you will.”

      More folks started laughing. And that’s exactly when I launched into my first song. A good bard always knew exactly where the jokes ended, and the song began. It was a line in the sand we trained for years to feel out. The transition from narrative to music was important enough that if it was botched, the entire show could be thrown off. And that kind of weight was difficult to shake once the songs began.

      With a quick breath, I launched into the first verse.

      

      
        
        Sprouting up when no one knows,

        Seeds scattered where the wind blows,

        True as night and bright as day,

        The silkflower is not a stray.

      

        

      
        Its pedals spread without control.

        The fragrance pierces through your soul.

        Soft, precious, each flower a reward.

        Nature’s gift to be adored.

      

      

      

      Then, tapping my foot along the stage, I accelerated into the chorus.

      

      
        
        Come round, come round, and feel the wind.

        The pedals free and never pinned.

        Silkflowers dance along the breeze,

        Kissing chins and brushing knees.

        You cannot stop their growth, their spread.

        Brighter days are straight ahead.

      

      

      

      By the end of the first song, I had my audience clapping along in almost perfect rhythm. Who needed percussionists when I had clappers like these? And when the second song finished, half of the tavern was up and dancing, having cleared away several tables and chairs with record speed. I was so impressed that I almost fumbled the last verse.

      As I started the third song, this one about a turtle slowly making its way toward a fallen apple, two pairs of older men spun in the middle of some spontaneous dancing competition. Husbands eager to show off for each other and steal the title of “Best Moves Despite Being Soused,” an award I would NOT be issuing tonight after the show, because it really just boiled down to who fell over last.

      The floorboards beneath them squeaked as one husband dipped his partner, and I heard the cracking of a bad back during one of the quieter parts of the song.

      Ope. And that promptly ends their dreams of winning the Best Moves Despite Being Soused award, I thought, smirking.

      With a few awkward stares and gestures for help, the man with the injured back was able to flag down some assistance. It came in the form of a few younger shellbacks who hadn’t had quite as much to drink.

      While they helped the old man stumble out the front door, one arm tucked over his injured back, I shifted back into another quick, spring-like song about two girls who fell in love while painting each other.

      And before I knew it, I’d spun through my planned repertoire for the evening. The crowd had started to thin toward the end, and I knew it was time to call the show finished for the night.

      With one last burst of energy, I reminded folks, “The life of a bard can be truly hard. We travel from town to town, making folks happy with song and dance. So before you head out, be sure to toss a coin to your singer, oh tavern of plenty. That’s the great thing about booze. It loosens the purse strings, which is why I never sing for sober souls.”

      That last joke brought in a few wry chuckles as folks staggered toward the stage, dropping coins of varying value into my lute case before shuffling off into the night.

      It had to be nearly 10 o’clock by the looks of the moon through the window.

      I scooped up my coin and gave it a quick count. Then, I decided to splurge on a nice dinner at one of those noodle wagons where they basically turned the entire side of their vehicle into a little bar with two or three stools and some nice curtains on the side. I could practically taste the onion broth now, rubbing my hands together after securing my coins in a little pouch.

      Noodle wagons are pretty much what put the town of Redegast on the map. A once-dying farm village had been restoring itself with this unconventional dining option that actually brought folks from the surrounding towns and cities to try it.

      Soon, I thought, imagining a belly full of warm noodles.

      Walking up to the bar, I found the tavern’s owner, an older Black woman named Nella, with her books wide open as she tallied up the night’s profits. Nella looked to be in her 60s, with silver hair mixed 50/50 among the dark strands of her low ponytail. She wore a white shirt under a pair of overalls with little tankard patches sewn into the sides. It looked homemade.

      I raised an eyebrow as I approached.

      “Doing your books at the bar? That’s bold. Aren’t you worried a nosy customer might see some numbers they shouldn’t?”

      Nella chuckled and gave me a wry look.

      “Well, the office is upstairs, and my knee is throwing a fit tonight. So, I figure I’ll just have to take the risk. And if anyone tries to share my business’s secrets, I’ll sic Rendan on them. Isn’t that right, Rendan?”

      A well-muscled man wearing the world’s tightest sleeveless shirt flashed me a thumbs-up from the wall he was leaning against, surveying the bar. His sandy brown hair was cut short, and the man’s mustache was thick enough that it probably needed its own comb. The sleeveless shirt revealed well-toned arms and pale skin.

      I nodded, not wanting to picture Rendan running someone down and then snapping their wrist as they dragged the poor bastard back to The Fox’s Den, kicking and screaming.

      “Riiiiight. Well, anyway, I think the performance went well. Your patrons seemed pretty happy.”

      Nella smiled.

      “Damn straight. Wine sales were up 10% tonight. And ale purchases were up 20%. That’s why I book you every year around this time. You sure I can’t sweet-talk you into staying another night or two? Your coin purse will be fatter than the pigeons in the town square.”

      I shook my head and looked at the floor.

      “I appreciate it, Nella. Truly. I love coming back here each year. But you know my rule.”

      The tavern owner rolled her eyes.

      “Yeah, yeah. Two nights, and you’re off. It’s a stupid rule if you ask me. I know you’ve got to get tired of being on the road so often.”

      I shrugged, trying not to picture the faces of my parents scowling at me. Shaking my head a little, I swallowed a touch of bile. Those thoughts roiled everything from my intestines to my nerves.

      “It suits me. Anyway, I just wanted to tell you I appreciated another great round of stage hospitality. Thanks again for welcoming my songs, Nella.”

      She smiled and placed a hand on my wrist. Her skin was darker than my warm brown tones. And while my nails weren’t painted, Nella’s bore a nice, deep red.

      “You’ll always have a place on my stage,” she said, her brown eyes locking with my hazel orbs.

      And when she said things like that, I believed her. This was the fifth year I’d played in The Fox’s Den for a reason. I always came back for that feeling, a warmth so fleeting on the road. Most tavern owners and theatre operators were entirely transactional, which had its own benefits. Some asked me back. Others found the Flower Bard wasn’t quite up to their standards and refused to have me play again.

      “I’ll see you next year, Nella,” I said, patting her shoulder and turning to go. But her hand gripped my arm tightly.

      “Hold up. It’s the half moon,” Nella said, her tone suddenly turning mysterious and forboding.

      I turned back and cocked my head to the side.

      “So that means. . . half off all drinks poured in Redegast tonight?” I joked.

      Nella didn’t seem impressed with my humor. Her smile thinned into a tight grimace.

      “I want you to have Rendan walk you back to your room wherever you’re staying tonight,” Nella said, like it wasn’t up for discussion.

      I scoffed.

      “Nella, you’re generally pretty good at reading people, but I don’t share my bedroom with the menfolk. My bed has a pretty standard ‘ladies only’ rule. I thought you knew that. No offense to you, Rendan! I saw men, women, and even that androgynous person downing wine glass after wine glass at the bar, checking you out while I played.”

      The bouncer looked flushed and awkwardly scratched the back of his head.

      “Girl, hush, I know who you like to bed. This is about your safety. Surely you’ve heard that the half moon is when the Bone Witch hunts for victims. I heard four women and two men have already disappeared after having the misfortune of meeting him.”

      I bit my tongue. I’d heard the rumors about the Bone Witch. But my attitude with regards to magic was it’d better stay the fuck away from me. I had no use for talk of curses and witches.

      A girl who traveled Fevara playing music for a living learned a few things about keeping herself safe.

      I carried six throwing knives on my person at all times for just such a fateful meeting with danger. During my travels, I’d put out eyes, severed toes, and once gave a man a tongue piercing he’d never forget.

      “Nella, I appreciate your concern, but my room really isn’t far. It’ll just take me a couple of minutes to walk there. If you’re really worried about this Bone Witch, you should keep Rendan here with you. Really, I’ll be fine.”

      And before the tavernkeep could argue with me, I’d slipped out of her grasp (bard trick) and made it past the bouncer to the door. Pushing a blue curtain with an orange fox stitched on it aside, I reached the nob and twisted it.

      “I really wish you’d reconsider, Darsha,” Nella called.

      But I just waved goodbye without turning around and shut the door behind me.

      To my credit, I was cautious as I made my way to the noodle wagon I’d seen earlier in the day. And I had a fantastic meal. I devoured two full bowls of egg noodles with onion broth and diced chicken.

      Tipping generously, I started back toward the inn I’d been staying at. And the belly full of noodles must’ve lowered my defenses because I was dumb enough to try and save time by cutting through an alley. It sat between a small amphitheater and a river that ran through the village center.

      And it was against the backside of said amphitheater that I found myself inexplicably bathed in green light and truly fucked.

      My body moved slower and slower until my bones felt so heavy that they may as well have been wrapped in steel rings. My joints groaned under the pressure, and I grunted in pain, looking around for the source of this queer light.

      It didn’t take long for my eyes to find a bleached skull on a metal pole stabbed into the ground. The green fire engulfing it grew brighter, and I found a dull ache spreading through my body as my bones grew even heavier.

      That’s when a man’s voice spoke up from behind me.

      “My, my. If it isn’t the Flower Bard. What are the odds of running into such a famed performer in a small alley like this?”

      I bit my tongue as fear swallowed all rational thought. My mind spun back frantically to the rumors I’d heard earlier. What did the Bone Witch do to his victims? Did he break all their bones? Eat their bones?

      Shit. Which was it?! I thought.

      The man strolled to the skull pole and looked me over from head to toe. I couldn’t imagine what he was thinking. That my blue dress with white trim had grown a little too tight on me. That my silver earrings really needed a good polish. That my wild black hair could use a trimming.

      My eyes closed as I winced at the increasing pressure placed upon me.

      When I forced my eyes to open again in spite of the throbbing pain spreading through my joints, I found the Bone Witch to be a rather scrawny-looking fellow. Half of his head was wrapped in white bandages, covering an eye. His remaining eye glowed green, like the fire on his skull pole. Each ear was pierced with multiple earrings carved from bone. And he wore a leather necklace with four or five different fingers hanging from it.

      A tight black tunic covered most of his pale body, and a neatly trimmed beard had captured his chin.

      “You know, I’ve been meaning to catch you for a few weeks now so I could give you my notes on your performance, bard. I’ve heard you play here and in Luxton during the Sewing Festival.”

      I gritted my teeth, answering.

      “Y—yeah? What did y—you think?” I asked.

      How long had this weirdo been following me? And why?

      The Bone Witch’s voice contained an odd mix of bitterness and boredom when he spoke.

      “Honestly? I think most of your songs are tacky. And out of all the bards in the United Cities, you are by far the most tacky one running around performing.”

      I wanted to shake off the insult, but my body was too busy literally shaking from the spell to attempt such a move to save my ego.

      A pit in my stomach only grew deeper the more this witch talked.

      “Message received,” I hissed. “You can let me go now.”

      The Bone Witch honest-to-gods tsk tsked me, clicking his tongue and shaking his head back and forth.

      “There you are again, eager to go go go. You know, most bards I’ve seen tend to stay in town for a week or two so they can perform for as many people as possible. But you? Fwoosh! Always flying that coop as soon as you can. Why is that, by the way?”

      Why do you care?! I thought, feeling tears beginning to peek out of the corners of my eyes. The throbbing pain was only growing worse.

      I bit my tongue again and said nothing.

      To which, the Bone Witch responded by tapping his skull pole three times. The light of the fire changed from green to orange, and I felt a new pressure manifest. It sat upon my mind, a maw creaking open and hungry for answers.

      “The power of my spell compels you to answer me. Why don’t you ever stay in one place for longer than two days?”

      I attempted to lock my jaw shut, but the spell dug into my brain like a shovel, and I screamed as my eyes were forcefully pulled toward the skull. I started to cry all the more. Two golden specs of light appeared in the skull’s eye holes.

      And then the words came racing down my tongue with no way of stopping them. The compulsion was too great to resist.

      “I frequently leave because I’m terrified my parents will find me.”

      The Bone Witch made a “Hmmmm?” noise, finally looking interested in my information.

      “And why don’t you want them to find you?” he asked.

      I had even less strength to resist his spell now. So I sputtered.

      “B—because I can’t face them. I don’t want to face them ever again.”

      All interest in my answers seemed to fade as the Bone Witch rolled his eye and sighed. He looked me over from head to toe once more.

      “Gods, I hate cowards. The bones of wimps taste like bitter sand. I’d sooner digest flesh than chew on one of your bones.”

      I gasped, unsure if this was a good thing or a bad thing to hear. He didn’t want to eat my bones. That was a positive, right? But what option did that leave him?

      “W—what are you g—going to do with me?” I stammered.

      The downward pull in my joints had grown nearly unbearable now, and part of me wished that the witch would just put me out of my misery. It felt like my arms and legs were thin threads just waiting to snap at any given moment.

      Above us, clouds covered the moon, and even more darkness filled the alley. I couldn’t even turn my head now; the weight of my bones was so severe.

      After what felt like an eternity, the Bone Witch sighed and walked closer to me, his sandals crunching over gravel.

      “What a waste. I won’t eat a coward’s bones. So I might as well give someone else a chance to enjoy what little nutritional value a coward like you can offer.”

      I tried to shake my head in horror, eyes widening, and stomach sinking into my guts. I wanted to scream, “Get away from me, you disgusting freak!” But unfortunately, my jaw was made of bone. And it was just too heavy to move right now.

      “Oh, I know. You’re such a flighty little thing. It only seems fitting that I curse you in a similar manner.”

      Before I could flinch, the Bone Witch’s hand glowed a bright green, and he grabbed my wrist four times harder than Nella had earlier. A frigid burn centered below my hand filled all of my attention and focus. I wanted to throw my head back and scream, but just as the pain of his curse intensified, I suddenly felt lighter than ever before. And that startling, unexpected feeling robbed me of any howling thoughts.

      After a moment of silence, I realized the Bone Witch had let go of me. I tried to turn and run, but found my feet hovering a foot off the ground in the most bizarre feeling of weightlessness. It was as if gravity wanted nothing to do with me.

      “Whuh!” I choked out as I started to fall forward, but rose higher at the same time. When I was 10 feet off the ground, the Bone Witch called up to me.

      “The best thing about that curse is you’ll never be able to speak of it. Of course, the ironic twist is you won’t get the chance to tell another soul about it even if you could.”

      My arms flailed, trying and failing to find purchase on the amphitheater wall. But magic just kept carrying me upward, ass-first.

      “What did you do to me?!” I shouted, a new fear crawling through my guts.

      “I’ve decided to give you to the sky in the hopes a large bird, a griffin, or maybe even a wyvern can make a meal out of your disgusting bones. To whatever sky creature finds you first, I bid them bon appetit.”

      And with that, the skull’s fire doused. I lost sight of the Bone Witch in the amphitheater’s shadow while floating up higher and higher into the night sky.

      “Heeeeeellllppppp!” I called out below. But no one stirred in the sleepy town now 200 feet beneath me. Not one single soul came to my rescue that night.
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          (DARSHA)

        

      

    

    
      Never thought I’d rise to much in life, though when I was a child, I hoped I might one day spontaneously ascend to godhood. And my parents expected me to climb over my siblings to become the lead clerk in our family’s law firm. Neither happened.

      What did happen is I got cursed by a witch who carried a skull on a stick, and then I started floating up into the sky.

      The first few hundred feet passed quickly. The town of Redegast became a dot of tiny lights from the few fires burning at the guard shacks by the north and south gates.

      My throat quickly grew raw from yelling nonstop after a night of singing. I probably sounded like a horse awoken in the night by its own gas.

      I tried all sorts of things to regain control of my situation, but the curse gave me very little to claw back. I attempted willing myself to the ground, spinning in circles so fast that the spell might break off me like a rope coiled too tightly, and even swimming through the air. But the only thing I managed to accomplish was looking like a right fool.

      Most nights, I didn’t mind looking like a fool. But I was typically paid for it. That’s what bards did. We sang and joked and made fools of ourselves for the entertainment of others. My hands ached in the cold as I continued floating upward.

      What a stupid curse! I thought. If a witch was going to end my life, the least they could do was speed it up!

      Patience didn’t come easily to me, which is why a lifetime of poring through obscure law texts to make case arguments in front of a stuffy judge on behalf of wealthy clients was a death sentence for me. Not that my father and mother cared about that particular complaint.

      “You don’t do work to have fun, Darsha. You do work to leave your mark on the world and accomplish great things,” my mother once told me.

      Little did they know I was going to run away and have a much more fun job than either of them. And little did I know that job would get me cursed by a witch in a dark alley late at night. Life was full of surprises, many of them rotten thanks to magic.

      A harsh chill continued to burn through my wrist, and I stared down at the glowing feather sigil that’d been flash frozen into my skin. The outline of the nonconsensual tattoo ran along my flesh in a sickening shade of cream, while the inside coloring was all grey, like snow mixed with soot.

      The magic felt like a nagging voice, trapping me in a perpetual upward line.

      What was it the Bone Witch had called me? A flighty little thing? Fuck him. I wasn’t a little anything. I stood a proud five-foot-three-and-a-half inches tall. But flighty? He was probably right on the silver with that one, especially now with this curse.

      I sighed. My breath became fog, and the cloud dispersed about as slowly as I was now rising. It didn’t feel like the curse had run out of magic. I was still floating. My ascension rate had just plateaued. Or maybe it was about to completely reverse and drop me onto a plateau.

      No, the Bone Witch said he wanted some sky creature to eat me. A griffon soaring nearby might just take care of that.

      I figured he was joking about the wyvern. Nobody had seen one in the skies in over a decade. The great wyrms were rumored to have all but vanished.

      Though if bunny goddesses are suddenly reappearing and walking Fevara, maybe wyverns won’t be far behind, I thought.

      The feeling of weightlessness was actually kind of irritating once you got past the whimsical nature of your feet not being on the ground. Though given the nature of my floating, I skipped right past any whimsical steps and went straight to, “I’m going to die.”

      Looking up at the stars above, I wondered what awaited me in the sky. Philosophers of Fevara had spent millennia telling stories about what lay above the sky we all looked up at throughout the day. Above the rain. Above the clouds. Above the sun.

      Heavens? Hells? The doorstep of this god or that? It was all way too far over what I preferred to think and sing about.

      My songs were focused on the daily things you could touch and taste and feel. You couldn’t do any of that with stars.

      I could run my fingers over flowers and smell the dirt they sprouted from. I’d take their pedals and use them to brew tea that warmed my lips on cold mornings. And when a woman handed me a bouquet after a show, I felt such adoration and gratitude that it threatened to spill out from me like light from a lantern.

      Pretty rocks, pretty girls, pretty paintings, these were things I loved to sing about. My hazel eyes glanced around in the darkness while I continued to stew on the stars I might be approaching.

      Hours passed as my blue and white dress continued to billow around me. I was grateful for the bloomers I’d decided to wear tonight since I assumed it’d be cold. Unfortunately, I didn’t account for how much colder it got the higher you floated.

      How high was I now? So high that I could no longer guesstimate the distance. Hundreds of feet? Thousands? Still, I rose.

      Gooseflesh continued to spread across my arms slowly, and I shivered from my elbows to my knees. What if instead of eating me, I could persuade a griffin to carry me back down to the village? Then I’d buy him a pie as thanks. Two pies, even!

      Griffins are said to be intelligent, right? I thought. Maybe not the talking kind of intelligent, but at least the kind that could be reasoned with if they were in a good mood.

      I’d once read a book about a mage who had her own griffin that carried her to far-off adventures. I decided then that kind of magic was fine so long as it stayed on the printed page and didn’t jump into my life.

      My fingers twitched, and I pictured the lute left behind on the ground in that dark alley. Would another bard pick it up? Would they know to be gentle with the E string because it was finicky? What about the last tuning peg? Would the lute’s new owner know it could fall out if the instrument was tilted at the wrong angle? If not, they’d quickly learn.

      I sighed a second time. The Bone Witch didn’t even have the decency to curse my instrument alongside me so I could play one last song before fading from existence in the sky’s belly.

      A thought occurred to me as I reached into one of my dress pockets and pulled out a folded strip of purple cloth, careful to keep hold of it all.

      “But he did leave me with my sparrow cards,” I cackled like a silly goose.

      Shuffling the cards tightly in my hands so they wouldn’t spill, I flipped and spun the deck as I had many a time to entertain audience members before a show started.

      The back of each card was painted with a blue sky and a bold, yellow sun in the center. Not a single cloud dotted the design’s horizon.

      When the shuffling was done, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

      “What lies waiting for me beyond the stars?” I asked the cards before pulling one and opening my eyes.

      My draw revealed the Four of Nests. Common interpretations included that to indicate an exchange of property, the striking of a deal, or even a new home. The hand-drawn illustration on the card showed a tree with four branches and a nest hidden in each behind patches of leaves. Some nests had little blue eggs in them. Others were empty. And a small squirrel poked its head out from a den in the tree’s central notch.

      You swung with your sword and missed the target on that one, sparrow deck, I thought bitterly. Folding the cloth over my cards and tying it with white string, I tucked them back into my pocket.

      The striking of a deal lies beyond the stars? Or a new home? Maybe I really would wind up in the realm of a god and stay for a while.

      On the horizon, I spotted the first rays of pale morning light. And it occurred to me I’d been floating all night! How much more sky was there for me to go through before I got to wherever I was going to end up?

      A few minutes later, with the sunlight spreading further into view before me, I felt myself slide into a cloud. Shivering all the more, I decided that even though clouds appeared fluffy from the ground, they felt like taking a frigid bubble bath.

      With vapors near my eyes, they watered all the more, so I shut them tight. I flinched and wrinkled my nose. My body started to freak out if things got too close to my eyes, and this moisture annoyingly decided to make a new home on my face.

      I was about to try and blow the cloud away from me in a fit of desperation when my head bumped into something with a soft DUNK noise. My neck twisted a little, and I soon found my entire body pressed up against a rough surface much larger than myself.

      What the fuck did I just hit? I thought, opening my eyes again.

      The spell didn’t exactly smash me into the. . . compacted dirt? But I still lay horizontally against a surface for the first time in hours. It was awfully awkward, this position. I smelled the dampness of the tightly-packed dirt that’d just drank in a bunch of cloud vapors.

      Had I run into a wall of some kind? A dirt wall? None of this made any sense.

      Was this where the sky ended?

      I couldn’t see with all the dirt pressed into my face. The curse on me clearly hadn’t petered out. But I had enough leeway to push myself upward (downward?) until my feet were all that pressed against the surface.

      “This is. . . unsettling,” I muttered. “I figured I’d be happier to finally have some earth under my feet again.”

      The clouds at last cleared, and I realized in the light of sunrise that I’d indeed hit some kind of landmass. It was the size of a small island. A sky island? I’d never heard of such a thing.

      Before my eyes, I glanced below and found Fevara looking like the patches of a quilt. And those patches were filled with fields, villages, roads, ponds, and even a city in the distance. It was dizzying to see when I realized I was technically looking down.

      Walking took several minutes of planning as I tried not to lose my balance and faceplant upward. But eventually, I made it to the edge of whatever surface I’d bumped up against and now stood underneath.

      I couldn’t look past the edge of the dirt line to see what was above me. So, I prepared myself to cling for dear life, knowing that if the curse did stop, I’d plummet to my death from here.

      Lowering myself until I was flush against the dirt again, I inched my feet toward the edge of the sky island’s bottom side. When I got to my waist, my legs started to pull upward, and I scrambled to hang on to anything. But I found no purchase. The pressed dirt was too hard for me to dig my fingers into.

      Anxiety dug into my brain like a tick, and I found myself fighting the urge to puke.

      “Okay, if there are any gods on this sky island, I could really use some help!” I shouted. “Sorry for barging in unannounced, but if you save me, I promise I’ll. . . start singing songs about your glory. What do you say?”

      More of my body inched away from the sky island.

      “No no no no! Is anybody there?! Tiernan? Bulg? Opha?! Come on! I’ll write songs about you until the day I die. I’ll leave offerings in your temples. Who wants some lifelong admiration from the Flower Bard, huh?”

      More silence greeted me as I cursed aloud.

      My feet pulled higher as the curse yanked me free of the sky island. Everything passed in a blur, as though the spell had to make up for lost time when I wasn’t technically rising anymore. And now I was shooting upward.

      Brick! I thought, seeing the faded red clay at the edge of my vision. Grab the brick!

      And with everything I had, I threw my fingers forward and grabbed a brick jutting out from the side of the sky island.

      I came to an abrupt stop with my arms pulled tight. I’d never been more grateful for sound masonry in my life. This brick was stuck firmly in the side of the sky island. Wild grasses grew around it.

      And I realized that I’d arrived at the sky island’s upper edge. I could finally see the topside from this angle, dangling upward with a curse trying to pull me loose.

      A structure of some kind? Trees? And the brick was part of a path. I could barely make sense of it all, upside down and flailing against the wind.

      Still, I clung there with all my might. I refused to let go! My fingers ached. My arms throbbed. But I did not yield.

      After another hour, the sun was higher in the sky, and I finally found a bit of mercy with the light on my feather tattoo slowly dimming and coming to a stop.

      The magic faded, and my legs fell downward until my knees banged into a brick path.

      “Ow! Holy hells that hurt,” I hissed, letting go of the brick to hold my knees amidst the severe pain now racing through my legs. Nothing seemed broken, but. . . they’d be sore for a few days.

      I lay there on a brick path, curled up in pain and catching my breath. My fingers seemed numb. My knees felt like they were on fire. But I was finally done rising. Nothing had eaten me!

      I might just survive the Bone Witch’s hex after all, I thought.

      Resting for a few more minutes until my heart stopped hammering, I finally got up and took a look at where
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