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He had been twenty years old for exactly four months, and in those four months the most interesting things that had happened to him were a dented bicycle and a mildly confusing conversation with his landlord about the plumbing. He had grown up in this city, in a row of narrow houses behind the fish market, and he had learned early that the world rewarded the quiet, the steady, and the unremarkable.

His mother had died when he was twelve, and his father had left for the north when he was fourteen, and the leaving had been gentle and practical and entirely without drama, the way everything in his family was done. They wrote letters. They called on holidays. They were, in every way that mattered, a family of quiet people leading quiet lives.

He had chosen the bookshop because it was quiet. He had chosen the room because it was quiet. He had built his life, brick by patient brick, out of the particular comfort of a world that made sense, and he had been, until approximately thirty seconds ago, entirely at peace with that choice.

Loric had always believed that nothing interesting ever happened to him, and the universe, it seemed, had decided to prove him wrong in the most dramatic way possible.

He came home from his shift at the bookshop at eleven at night, tired, damp from the drizzle that had followed him through three streets, and carrying a bag of groceries that had cost more than it should have. The room he rented was on the third floor of an old building near the harbor, small and crooked and full of the particular smell of old wood and salt air, and he loved it the way a person loves a pair of shoes that fits even when it's falling apart.

The light from the hallway fell across the room in a long yellow rectangle, and in that rectangle the dust motes danced, and on his bed, in the middle of his ordinary gray sheets, the girl lay like something out of a story he had never believed in.

He had a moment, standing there, in which the whole of his careful, quiet life offered him a choice. He could back away. He could close the door, go downstairs, call the police, and let the world sort itself out the way it always did. The girl would be someone else's problem, and he would go back to being ordinary, and the universe would stop trying to prove him wrong.

He did not back away. He did not know why, at the time. Later, he would understand that he had been waiting his whole life for something that did not make sense, and that this strange, bleeding girl in his bed was the first thing that had ever truly surprised him.

He closed the door. He set down the groceries. And he crossed the room, very carefully, like a man approaching a miracle.

He unlocked the door, pushed it open, and froze.

There was a girl asleep on his bed.

She was lying on her side, curled around his pillow like a cat, and she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. Her hair was the color of embers, red and gold and faintly luminous, spilling across his gray pillowcase like spilled fire. Her skin was pale, almost luminous, and her face was young and sharp and utterly peaceful in sleep.

And she was wearing nothing but what looked like a very large, very old shirt.

Loric's first thought, in the chaos of his mind, was that the shirt was his. It was the faded band shirt he kept in the bottom drawer, the one he never wore anymore.

His second thought was that he should call the police.

His third thought was that she was breathing, and that her breathing was slightly too slow, and that there was a dark stain on the sheet beneath her shoulder that looked very much like blood.

"Okay," Loric said, to the empty hallway behind him. "Okay. Okay."

He closed the door very quietly. He set down the groceries. He approached the bed the way a person approaches a sleeping animal: carefully, slowly, ready to retreat.

The girl did not move.

The stain was blood. It was dark and drying, and it spread from her left shoulder down her side, and there was a tear in the shirt at the shoulder, and beneath the tear there was skin, and beneath the skin there was — nothing. No wound. Just unbroken, pale skin, faintly warm to the touch when he dared to brush his fingers against it.

She was healing. He could almost see it happening, the way the light moved beneath her skin, the way the edges of the tear seemed to be pulling themselves together even as he watched.

The bookshop had taught him patience. The customers had taught him that most problems were small, and that most small problems could be fixed with a kind word and a clear head. He reached for that patience now, and he found it, and the finding was the whole of it.

She was not a threat. He knew that the way he knew the shop's layout, the way he knew the bus schedule, the way he knew the particular creak of the third stair. She was small, and she was wounded, and she was wearing his shirt, and she was looking at him the way a person looks at a door that has just opened.

The words that came out of her mouth were not the words of a threat. They were the words of a queen, or a refugee, or both, and they were formal and strange and full of a dignity that did not fit her borrowed clothes.

He made tea. He did not know why he made tea. It was the thing his mother had always done when the world stopped making sense, and it was the only script he had for moments like this: put the kettle on, and let the steam do the talking.

Loric stood beside his own bed, in his own room, at eleven thirty at night, and watched a stranger's wound close itself, and felt the whole of his ordinary life quietly crack open.

He was still standing there, frozen, when her eyes opened.

They were amber. Not brown, not gold: amber, the color of old resin, with vertical pupils that widened as they found him.

She looked at him for a long moment. Then she sat up, very slowly, and the shirt slipped off one shoulder, and she pulled it up with a dignity that was somehow both comical and regal, and she said, in a voice that was low and formal and utterly unlike any voice he had ever heard:

"You have my thanks, human. Your roof has sheltered me. This is a debt I will repay."

"I'm sorry," Loric said, because it was the only thing his brain could produce. "What?"

The girl frowned, and the frown was the first genuinely human expression he had seen on her face. "You are confused. Understandable. The crossing is disorienting for your kind. I shall explain simply: I am Vela. I am — " she paused, and something flickered in her amber eyes, a shadow of pain, " — I am far from home, and I am wounded, and your window was open."

"My window," Loric repeated. "My window was open, and you — came in."

"Indeed. The wind was favorable." She said it with complete seriousness, as if climbing through a third-story window in the rain were the most natural thing in the world.

Loric sat down on the floor. He sat down because his legs had stopped cooperating, and the floor was a solid, ordinary surface, and he needed something ordinary to hold onto.

"Vela," he said, testing the name. It felt strange in his mouth, like a word from a language he didn't speak.

"Yes."

"Where are you from, Vela?"

She was silent for a moment. The rain tapped against the window. Somewhere down in the street, a car passed, and the headlights swept across the ceiling like a searchlight.

"I am from the Deep," she said at last. "You would not know it. Few of your kind do. It is — " she searched for a word, " — the place beyond the veils. The place where my people live."

"Your people."

"My people," she said, and then, very quietly, as if it were the most important thing she had said all night: "The people of the wyrm."

Loric stared at her.

Vela stared back.

The rain continued.

"Okay," Loric said, from the floor. "Okay. We're going to start over. My name is Loric. I'm a student. I work at a bookshop. And you are — you're telling me you're a dragon."

"I am telling you I am of the wyrm," Vela said, and there was a flicker of something proud and ancient in her amber eyes. "Whether your small word 'dragon' fits is a matter of translation, not truth."

"Right," Loric said. "Translation. Sure."

He looked at her: the ember hair, the amber eyes, the impossible wound that had closed itself while he watched, the faded band shirt that was definitely his.

He was a practical person. He had always been a practical person. He did his homework, he paid his rent, he kept his head down. Nothing interesting had ever happened to him, and he had considered that a feature, not a bug.

But there was a dragon girl sitting on his bed, wearing his shirt, bleeding his sheet, and looking at him like he was the one being unreasonable.

"Right," Loric said again. "Okay. I'm going to make tea. Do you — do dragons drink tea?"

Vela's expression softened, just slightly, into something that was almost amusement.

"Tea is acceptable," she said. "I am also hungry."

"Of course you are," Loric said, and he got up off the floor, and he went to the tiny kitchen, and he made tea, and he toasted bread, and he fed a dragon girl in his one-room apartment at midnight, and the whole of his ordinary life quietly rearranged itself around the fact that nothing was ever going to be ordinary again.
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The ordinary had asserted itself in the small rituals of the morning: the coffee, the bus, the familiar streets. But the ordinary had been different now, and the different had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the particular strangeness of a life that had acquired a secret at its center. He had carried the secret the way a person carries a hot coal, carefully, close to the chest, and the carrying had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the first weight he had ever borne gladly.

He had lain in bed for a long time, watching the sun move across the floor and the girl move with it, and he had felt the particular strangeness of a life that had suddenly acquired a passenger. There were practical questions he should have been asking. Where had she come from, exactly? How long did she intend to stay? Was there, somewhere, a family of worried dragon people looking for their daughter? He asked none of them, because she was asleep, and because the questions felt too large for a Tuesday morning.

Instead, he made coffee, and he stood at the window, and he looked at the city the way he had looked at it a hundred times before, and it looked different. The same streets, the same roofs, the same gulls. But he was different, and the different was the whole of it, and the whole of it was strange and bright and entirely without precedent.

The lecture that morning had been a blur, and the blur had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the particular difficulty of concentrating on economics when the most interesting thing in your life was asleep in your apartment. He had taken notes he could not read, and he had answered a question about supply curves with a sentence about toast, and the professor had looked at him with the particular concern of a teacher who had seen students unravel before.

The bookshop shift had been the anchor, and the anchor had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the particular comfort of routine. He had shelved books, and rung up customers, and helped an old woman find a mystery novel, and the ordinary had held him together the way the ordinary always did.

The walk home had been the longest walk of his life, and the longest had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the particular terror of not knowing whether she would still be there, whether the whole strange night had been a dream, whether he would open the door to an empty room and a life that had gone back to being ordinary.

The first morning with a dragon girl in his room was, Loric decided, the strangest morning of his life.

He woke at seven because his alarm went off, and the first thing he saw was Vela asleep in the patch of sun that fell through his window onto the floor, curled around his one good towel like it was a treasure beyond price.

She had, at some point during the night, moved off the bed and onto the floor, and she lay in the sunbeam with her ember hair spread around her like a corona, and she was making a sound that was almost — purring.

Loric lay in bed and watched her for a long moment. The sun made her look almost ordinary. Almost human.

Then she opened one amber eye, looked at him, and said, with complete dignity: "I am not purring."

"I didn't say you were," Loric said.

"You thought it."

"How do you know what I thought?"

"I know," she said, and closed the eye, and went back to sunbathing.

Loric got up, made coffee, and started the day. He had a lecture at nine, a shift at the bookshop at one, and a dragon girl in his apartment. The first two were normal. The third was not.

The walk had been the same walk he took every morning, and the sameness had been a comfort, and the comfort had been the whole of it. The streets had been waking up around him, the bakers opening their doors, the fishermen hauling their nets, the city settling into its familiar rhythm.

He had rehearsed the words as he walked. There is a dragon girl sleeping in my room. She climbed through my window last night. She says her name is Vela. The words had felt absurd in his mouth, and he had said them anyway, because the absurd had become his reality, and the reality required witnesses.

Marek's silence had been the whole of it. Marek, who never went quiet, who could talk through a fire alarm, had been silent for a full ten seconds, and the silence had been the most eloquent thing Loric had ever heard from him.

"Marek," he said, into his phone, as he walked to campus. "I need to tell you something, and I need you to not scream."

"I never scream," Marek said. "I am a man of composure and dignity. What's up?"

"There's a dragon girl sleeping in my room."

There was a long silence.

"Say that again," Marek said.

Another silence. Then, very carefully: "Loric. My friend. My brother. Is this a metaphor?"

"No."

"Like, a girl who's really into dragons?"

"No. An actual dragon. Who is a girl. She climbed through my window last night and fell asleep on my bed."

"You need to call the police."

"She heals bullet wounds by sleeping."

"Loric. Loric. You need to call the police and then you need to run."

"She made tea disappear," Loric said, which wasn't quite accurate but captured the spirit of the thing. "I'm not calling the police, Marek. I'm calling you. Because you're my friend, and because I need someone to tell me I'm not losing my mind."

The silence on the other end of the line stretched for a long, long time.

"Okay," Marek said at last. "Okay. I'll come over after class. With beer. And maybe a priest."

"Bring the beer," Loric said. "Skip the priest."

The lecture was a blur. Loric sat in the back row and took notes he would never read, and his mind kept drifting back to the apartment, to the girl in the sunbeam, to the impossible weight of the thing he had stumbled into.

After class, he walked to the bookshop and started his shift, and the shift was normal, and the normality was a relief. He shelved books, he rang up customers, he helped a woman find a mystery novel for her book club. Ordinary things. Safe things.

At five, Marek appeared in the doorway of the bookshop with a six-pack and a look of intense, focused purpose.

"You're off shift in ten minutes," Marek said. "I've been counting. Let's go."

They walked back to the apartment together, and Marek was uncharacteristically quiet, and the quiet was worse than the noise.

"She's still there?" Marek asked, at the foot of the stairs.

"I don't know," Loric said. "I haven't been home since morning."

"So she could be gone."

"She could be."

"She could have been a dream."

"She could have been," Loric said, and he unlocked the door, and he pushed it open, and Vela was sitting on the floor in the sunbeam, surrounded by everything shiny he owned.

His coins. His keys. His watch. His grandmother's old brooch, which he had kept in a box on the shelf and never worn. The foil wrapper from a chocolate bar. All of it arranged in a neat, glittering circle around her.

She looked up at them, and her amber eyes were bright with something that looked almost like guilt.

"This is a very poor hoard," she said, with great dignity. "But it is yours, and it is acceptable."

Marek stared. The six-pack slipped from his fingers and hit the floor with a sound like a small explosion.

"Loric," Marek whispered. "Loric, she's real."

"She's real," Loric said.

"She's a dragon."

"She's a dragon."

"And she's hoarding your stuff."

"She's hoarding my stuff."

Marek looked at Vela, and Vela looked at Marek, and the two of them regarded each other with the particular wariness of a man and a dragon meeting for the first time.

"You're very loud," Vela said, after a moment. "Like a small bird that has seen a cat."

"I'm a man of composure and dignity," Marek said, faintly.

"You are a small bird," Vela said, and she went back to arranging the coins, and Marek sat down on the floor next to Loric, and the two of them watched the dragon girl hoard shiny things in silence.

"I'm not losing my mind," Loric said, after a while. "Right?"

"You're not losing your mind," Marek said. "You've just — you've got a dragon girl in your room, is all. Happens to the best of us."

"Does it?"

"Absolutely," Marek said, with the conviction of a man who had decided that the only way to survive this was to commit fully. "Happens all the time. You're fine. We're fine. Everything's fine."

Vela looked up at them, and there was something ancient and amused in her amber eyes.

"You are both very strange humans," she said. "I like you."

It was, Loric decided, possibly the strangest compliment he had ever received.

And also, somehow, the warmest.
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He had learned that her appetite was not an appetite but a force of nature, and that the grocery bill had nearly doubled, and that she considered bread, cheese, and jam to be the three pillars of a civilized existence. He had learned that she did not understand money, and that the concept of paying for things struck her as deeply strange, and that she had tried, on the second day, to pay for her share of the food with a small, glowing stone, which he had been forced to gently refuse.

He had learned that she talked in her sleep, in a language he did not recognize, and that the language sounded like fire and wind and the particular music of a place far from here. He had learned that she was afraid of the vacuum cleaner, and that she regarded the elevator with deep suspicion, and that she had formed an inexplicable attachment to a chipped mug he had been meaning to throw away for years.

The learning had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the particular texture of a life being rearranged around a person who did not fit any of the categories he had known.

The question of her leaving had hung over everything, unspoken, and the unspoken had been the whole of it. She had said she was healing. She had said the wound had been deep. But she had not said when the healing would be complete, and Loric had not asked, because the asking felt like the beginning of an ending.

Instead, they had fallen into a rhythm. The rhythm was strange and small and entirely theirs: tea in the morning, toast at noon, the sunbeam in the afternoon, and the long evenings of talk and silence in equal measure. The rhythm had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the beginning of something neither of them had named.

The knock on the door had come on the fourth evening, and the knock had been Marek, and the meeting had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the moment when the strange small world of the apartment had opened to include one more person.

The question of whether she was safe had been the undercurrent of everything, and the undercurrent had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the particular weight of a secret being carried. He had told no one, at first. The telling had felt like breaking something fragile, and the fragility had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the reason he had waited until Marek had cornered him with questions he could not deflect.

The lying had been terrible, and the terrible had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the particular discomfort of a person who had never been good at lying. Marek had known. Marek always knew. And the knowing had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the reason the truth had come out over a six-pack of beer and a very long silence.

By the third day, Loric had learned a great many things about living with a dragon girl, and the learning had been, at every step, absolutely absurd.

He had learned that Vela slept in sunbeams, and that when the sun moved, she moved with it, tracking the light across the floor like a plant. He had learned that she could and would eat an entire loaf of bread in one sitting, and that she considered cheese the finest food in the human world, and that she had strong opinions about jam. He had learned that she was, beneath the formality and the ancient pride, desperately lonely, and that she had not slept properly in weeks before she found his window.

He had also learned that she did not, in fact, need his shirt anymore. She had found an old jacket of his, and she wore it like a robe, and she had somehow acquired a pair of his socks, and she looked, in his clothes, like a very serious, very beautiful, very small queen.

"You need to go outside," Loric told her, on the third morning. "You can't just stay in this room forever."

"I can," Vela said. "This room is satisfactory. It has a sunbeam. It has cheese. It has you."

"It has me," Loric repeated.

"You are satisfactory," Vela said, with the air of a queen granting a great honor. "You are a satisfactory human."

"Thank you. That's — that's very kind. But you still need to go outside. You need air, and light, and — " he gestured vaguely, " — things."

"I have air. I have light. I have things." She gestured at her hoard of shiny objects. "This is sufficient."

"What about the people who are looking for you?"

Vela's expression flickered. It was quick, barely a shadow, but Loric caught it.

"What people?" he asked, carefully.

"Nothing," she said. "There are no people."

"Vela."

"There are no people," she repeated, and her voice was flat, and Loric knew, with a certainty that made his stomach drop, that she was lying.

He didn't push. He had learned, in three days, that pushing Vela was like pushing a stone wall: pointless, and slightly dangerous. Instead, he made tea, and he gave her toast, and he waited.

The waiting paid off that evening.

Marek came over after class, as he had every evening since the discovery, and the three of them sat on the floor of the tiny apartment — the only seating arrangement that accommodated all of them — and ate takeout, and Vela ate most of it, and the conversation was strange and wonderful and full of Vela's peculiar blend of ancient formality and modern confusion.

"What is this?" she asked, holding up a piece of sushi.

"Raw fish," Marek said.

"Raw fish," she repeated, and ate it, and her eyes went wide. "This is acceptable. This is very acceptable. I will have more."

"You've eaten my entire roll," Marek said, mournfully.

"You will acquire more," Vela said, with the air of a queen dismissing a peasant. "I will eat it."

Loric laughed. It was the first real laugh he had managed in days, and it felt good, and Vela looked at him, and for a moment her amber eyes were soft.

"You laugh," she said, quietly. "You laugh, and it is a good sound."

"You make it easy," Loric said.

"I do not intend to," Vela said, and there was something almost wistful in her voice. "I have never made anyone laugh before. I was always — " she searched for the word, " — the fire. The fear. Not the cause of laughter."

"What were you in the Deep?" Loric asked, gently. "What was your life there?"

Vela was silent for a long moment. The rain had started again, and it tapped against the window, and the sound filled the room like a heartbeat.

"I was the daughter of a queen," she said at last. "I was the heir of the Ember Court. I was — " she stopped, and her voice cracked, just slightly, " — I was everything. And then I was nothing."

"What happened?"

"The veil tore," Vela said. "There was a storm, and the veil tore, and I fell through. I fell through, and I landed here, and I have been here ever since." She looked at him, and the amber eyes were bright. "I have been here for a month, Loric. A month of hiding in alleys and sleeping in rain, and then I found your window, and your room, and your sunbeam, and I have been — " she searched for the word, " — I have been warm. For the first time in a month, I have been warm."

Loric did not know what to say. He sat on the floor of his tiny apartment, in the light of his one lamp, with a dragon girl who had been cold for a month, and he felt something shift in his chest.

"You can stay," he said. "As long as you need. This room is yours, Vela. The sunbeam, the cheese, the — all of it."

Vela looked at him for a long moment, and then she did something he had never seen her do. She smiled. It was a small, fragile thing, barely a curve of her lips, but it was real, and it was the most beautiful thing Loric had ever seen.

"You are a good human," she said, softly. "A very good human."

"Don't tell anyone," Loric said. "I have a reputation."

"What reputation?"

"I'm the boring one," he said. "The one nothing interesting ever happens to."

Vela's smile widened. "That reputation," she said, "is about to change."

Outside, the rain continued, and the city went about its business, and somewhere in the dark, a man named Konrad looked at a map and made a mark, and the mark was a city, and the city was the one where Loric lived.

The hunt had begun.
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The apartment had acquired a rhythm in those first days, and the rhythm had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been strange and domestic and entirely new. He had learned to leave the curtain half-drawn so the sunbeam would fall across the floor by mid-morning, and she had learned to be awake for it, and the two facts had become the first of their private customs.

The shopping had been an expedition. She had insisted on coming, and he had wrapped her in his largest coat and told her to keep her head down, and she had walked through the market with the particular dignity of a queen touring a foreign province. She had asked about every food she had never seen, and she had refused to be rushed, and the trip that should have taken twenty minutes had taken two hours, and the two hours had been the whole of it.

The money had been a problem, and the problem had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the first time he had seen her look small. She had no money, no papers, no way to exist in his world, and the no-way had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the first crack in the easy rhythm of their strange new life.

Marek had come over on the fourth evening, and the coming had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the first test of their secret. He had brought beer and questions, and the questions had been sharp and kind and entirely unavoidable, and the truth had come out over the second bottle.

Marek had taken it better than anyone could have expected. He had sat in silence, and the silence had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the particular stillness of a man processing the impossible. And then he had said the only thing that mattered: they would need a better plan than hiding.

The plan had begun with the library, and the library had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the beginning of the search for the heartscale. And the search had been the beginning of everything that followed.

The toast had been the beginning. She had watched him make it three times, and on the fourth morning she had taken over the task with the particular intensity of a scholar mastering a difficult text, and she had burned two slices before she got it right, and the triumph on her face when she produced an acceptable piece of toast had been worth every crumb.

The humming had come next. It was a low, resonant sound, not quite a melody and not quite a vibration, and it seemed to come from somewhere deep in her chest, and it made the floorboards hum in sympathy, and it was, Loric decided, the most peaceful sound he had ever heard.

The secondhand shop had been Marek's idea, and the idea had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been an adventure. Olwen had seen through them in about four minutes, and the seeing-through had been gentle and kind and entirely without judgment, and the kindness had been the whole of it.

The coat had been the revelation. Vela had loved it on sight, and the loving had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the first time Loric had seen her look at something in the human world with pure, uncomplicated joy.

The fourth day with Vela was the day Loric realized his life had stopped making sense, and he had started to be okay with that.

He woke to the smell of toast and the sound of humming. Not the humming of a radio, or a song he knew, but a low, strange melody that seemed to come from the floorboards themselves, resonant and ancient and somehow warm.

Vela was in the kitchen. She had learned how the toaster worked, and she was making toast, and she was humming, and she was wearing his jacket and his socks and a look of intense concentration that made her look like a very serious child.

"You're making toast," Loric said, from the doorway.

"I have observed you," Vela said, without looking up. "You press the lever, and the bread becomes warm, and then it is ready." She pressed the lever, and the toast popped up, and she caught it with the speed of a striking snake. "It is a simple magic. I have mastered it."

"It's not magic. It's a toaster."

"All things are magic," Vela said, "when you do not know how they work. This is a truth of the Deep. I have simply chosen to share it with you."

Loric sat down at the tiny table, and Vela placed toast in front of him with the ceremony of a queen serving a favored knight, and he ate it, and it was good, and the morning was strange and warm and entirely unlike any morning he had ever had.

"Today," Loric said, "we're going to get you some clothes."

Vela's eyebrows rose. "I have clothes. I have your jacket. I have your socks. I have the shirt."

"You have my clothes," Loric said. "You need your own clothes. Clothes that fit you. Clothes that are — you know. Yours."

"I do not understand why this is necessary."

"Because you can't live in my jacket forever."

"I have lived in worse," Vela said. "I have lived in rain, in alleys, in the shadow of a broken wall. Your jacket is a palace. Your jacket has pockets."

"Vela."

"My jacket has pockets," Vela said, and she put her hands in the pockets, and she looked at him with the particular stubbornness of a dragon who had decided something.

Loric looked at her. The jacket was enormous on her, swallowing her small frame, and her ember hair spilled out from under the collar, and her amber eyes were bright and fierce and utterly immovable.

"Fine," he said. "We'll go to the secondhand shop. It's two streets over. You can wear the jacket, and I'll — I'll say you're my cousin from overseas, and we'll get you clothes that fit."

"The jacket," Vela said, "stays."

"The jacket stays," Loric agreed. "But we're getting you pants that aren't my pants."

The secondhand shop was a small, cluttered place run by a woman named Olwen, who knew everyone in the neighborhood and had opinions about all of them. She looked at Vela with open curiosity, and Vela looked back with the particular stillness of a dragon assessing a potential threat, and the two of them regarded each other for a long moment.

"Your cousin from overseas," Olwen said, to Loric, with the skepticism of a woman who had heard every story in the book.

"Cousin," Loric said. "Yes."

"She's very quiet."

"She's — she doesn't speak the language well. She's still learning."

"I speak it perfectly," Vela said, with great dignity. "I have simply chosen not to waste it."

Olwen laughed. It was a big, warm laugh, and it seemed to surprise her, and she looked at Vela with new eyes.

"Come on, then, cousin," she said. "Let's find you something better than that jacket."

The fitting was an adventure. Vela had opinions about everything. She rejected the dresses with a sniff. She rejected the bright colors with a shudder. She gravitated, instead, toward dark, practical clothes, and she found a pair of jeans that fit her, and a gray sweater that she pronounced "acceptable," and a long coat with a high collar that she loved on sight.

"This," she said, holding the coat like a sacred object. "This is good. This is a coat of power."

"It's a coat from the secondhand shop," Loric said. "It cost eight dollars."

"It is a coat of power," Vela repeated, and she put it on, and she looked at herself in the small mirror, and something in her face softened.

It was the first time he had seen her look at her own reflection with anything like peace.

Olwen watched, and when Loric came to the counter to pay, she said, quietly, "She's not your cousin, is she?"

Loric's heart stuttered. "She is."

"Son," Olwen said, and her voice was kind, "I've been running this shop for thirty years. I know when a person is running from something. And that girl is running from something big."

"She's not — "

"I don't need to know," Olwen said. "I just need you to know that you're not the only one who sees it. And if she needs a place to hide, the back room of this shop is always open. No questions."

Loric looked at her, and the kindness in her face made his throat tight.

"Thank you," he said. "I don't — thank you."

"Go on," Olwen said. "Take your cousin home."

They walked back through the drizzle, Vela in her new coat, and the coat made her look almost human, almost ordinary, and Loric felt something complicated and warm in his chest.

"The shopkeeper knows," Vela said, as they climbed the stairs.

"She knows," Loric said. "She said she'd help if we need it."

Vela was silent for a moment. Then she said, quietly, "Your world is strange. In the Deep, no one helps without a price. There is always a price."

"Here, sometimes, people just help," Loric said. "It happens."

"That is a strange magic," Vela said.

"It's the best kind," Loric said.

They reached the apartment, and Vela took off the new coat, and she hung it on the hook by the door with the ceremony of a queen hanging her robes, and she stood back to admire it, and she looked, for the first time since he had met her, like she belonged somewhere.

"I like your world," Vela said, quietly. "I like the coat. I like the toast. I like the — " she hesitated, " — I like the you."

"The you," Loric repeated.

"The you," she said, and her amber eyes were soft. "You are the best part of this world, Loric. I have decided."

He did not know what to say. He stood in the tiny apartment with a dragon girl in a secondhand coat, and the whole of his heart felt like it was too big for his chest.

"Come on," he said, when he could speak. "I'll make dinner. And then you can tell me about the Deep, and the Ember Court, and everything else you've been keeping inside."

Vela looked at him for a long moment. Then she nodded, slowly, and she sat down at the tiny table, and she began to talk.

And the story she told was stranger and sadder and more beautiful than anything Loric had ever heard.
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The first night had been the place. She had described the Deep with the particular precision of a person describing a home she had lost, and the words had painted a world of silver light and ancient stone and rivers that glowed like veins of fire.

The second night had been the people. She had told him about the courts, and the wyrms, and the particular texture of a society built on fire and memory and the long patience of creatures who measured time in centuries.

The third night had been the loss. She had told him about the Ember Queen, and the vanished mother, and the heartscale, and the ten years of searching, and the voice had cracked and steadied and cracked again, and Loric had sat across from her and done the only thing he knew how to do: he had listened.

The listening had been the whole of it. He had not offered solutions, because he had none. He had not offered comfort, because he did not know what comfort looked like for a creature who had lost a world. He had simply been there, across the table, with tea and toast and the particular steadiness of a person who was not going anywhere.

The first night had been the shape of the place, and the shape had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been vast and strange and beautiful. He had seen it through her words: the caverns like cathedrals, the rivers of light, the sky that was not a sky but the underside of another land. He had heard about the courts, and the fire, and the long memory of a people who measured their lives in centuries.

The second night had been the loss, and the loss had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the Ember Queen, and the vanished mother, and the ten years of silence. He had watched Vela's face as she spoke, and the watching had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the particular weight of a grief carried for a decade.

The third night had been the heartscale, and the heartscale had been the whole of it, and the whole of it had been the hope. She had spoken of it the way a person speaks of a door that might still open, and the hope had been fragile and fierce and entirely hers, and Loric had understood, in that moment, that he would help her find it, whatever it cost.

The listening had changed him because it had given the strange girl in his apartment a history, and the history had given her a weight, and the weight had made her real in a way she had not been before. She was not a mystery to be solved or a problem to be managed. She was a daughter, and a refugee, and a keeper of a fire that had been burning for a thousand years.

He had started to see her differently after the third night. The formality, the pride, the strange blend of ancient dignity and modern confusion: they were not affectations. They were the surface of a person who had been shaped by a world he would never see, and the seeing was the whole of it, and the whole of it was the beginning of something he did not yet have words for.

The questions had come later, in the quiet of the apartment, with the tea gone cold and the night pressing against the windows. What did she need? What did she want? What would happen when the wing healed, and the choice had to be made? The questions had no answers, and the no-answers were the whole of it, and the whole of it was the particular uncertainty of a life that had suddenly, gloriously, stopped making sense.

The story of the Deep took three nights to tell, and Loric listened to all of it, and the listening changed him.

The Deep was a world beneath the world, a place of great caverns and deeper seas and skies that were not skies but the undersides of other lands. It was a place of fire and stone and ancient magic, and it was ruled, in its scattered courts, by the wyrm.

The Ember Court was one of the great courts, and Vela's mother, the Ember Queen, had ruled it for three hundred years. She was wise and fierce
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