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      The great god Ulthir was lonely.

      He was the epitome of loneliness sitting by himself on the top of his mountain. He exuded solitude from every pore of his being. Nothing else existed except for Ulthir, his mountain, and the stars above him. Since he was the only one who existed, he defined loneliness at that point, at the start of everything.

      Because Ulthir didn’t have a mother, let alone a grandmother, he didn’t have someone to smack him upside the head and tell him to do something about his loneliness. He was the great god Ulthir! He could do whatever he liked. He didn’t need anyone to tell him anything.

      So it took him longer than he wanted to eventually come to the conclusion that maybe he should create something to alleviate that pesky loneliness of his. (Some of the tales of the Before Times state that it took him eons. He adamantly denies that it took him that long.)

      (Perhaps a single eon. Not several.)

      Like all proper mountains, snow capped the top of Ulthir’s. One day, when he was not just feeling sorry for himself and moping like a god half his age, Ulthir gave a great (not self-pitying) sigh. He might have been laying down on the snow instead of sitting in his proper seat at the time.

      The snow reacted to the great expulsion of his breath, dancing up and swirling a little before it settled back down again.

      Ulthir blinked, startled.

      That was new.

      Something else in all the universe had just moved, not just Ulthir.

      So he blew again, delighting in how the snow swirled up for a moment then settled back down again.

      However, even the great god Ulthir grew tired of forever blowing and sighing. There had to be something else he could do. Plus, he was cold lying flat on his stomach on the snow. Not very comfy at all.

      At one point, Ulthir had blown so hard he was dizzy when he sat up. That made him stick his hands in the snow and raise them up, watching the snow gently fall from his fingers, a dazzling white stream against the cold black sky.

      Some of the snow melted on his bare fingers, forming into ice crystals.

      When he blew those off, they twirled a bit before settling back down again.

      It didn’t take long for Ulthir to figure out not just how to form ice crystals, but proper tops. They followed the same crystalline structure as the snow, with sharp points on the top and bottom, while the sides were flat planes that slightly bulged in the center.

      When Ulthir set his tops to spin, for the first time, there was laughter in the universe. It echoed across the cold stars, making Ulthir’s great seat on the mountain tremble. When the laughter sunk down into the shadows of the snow, Ulthir felt it taking root, sending tendrils down, beneath his domain.

      He didn’t pay attention to what was below, not at first. Some of the writings of the Before Times claim that was the beginnings of the world of men. Ulthir wouldn’t deny that might be the case, though he’d like to think that creating a world took more forethought, even for a god such as he.

      For a while (not even a single eon) Ulthir delighted in watching his crystal tops dance before his seat. They frequently kicked up the snow that lay there, their sharp points digging through the cold white fluff.

      Eventually, the tops got all the way down, through the snow, and into the black earth that lay underneath.

      Ulthir may have been disturbed and cursed a bit when he saw the flecks of black on his clean crystal tops. However, after he stopped one set of twirling tops to clean them off, the next set promptly got dirty.

      He was stuck again, instead of forever blowing snow to watch it dance, now he was forever blowing dirt off spinning tops to clean them.

      How did the universe get so messy? Particularly when there were still so few things in it?

      There were some questions not even the great god Ulthir could answer.

      Still, Ulthir was intrigued by the dirt. Maybe he could do something with it.

      Again, after a short while (nowhere near even a decade, or so Ulthir swears) the great god started experimenting with making dirt tops. He invented clay—dirt that hardened with just a little heat applied—then set those tops to dance beside the pure crystal forms.

      It got him thinking about what else he could create out of clay.

      It didn’t take him too long to create a form that resembled his own. But this wasn’t a simple top that he could just set spinning. No, it needed more.

      He tried using ice inside the clay creature, but that didn’t work. So instead, he took the cold winds that blew on the mountains to give the creature breath. Then he took the fire of life, turned that into blood, and filled the creature with it.

      However, the clay creature just lay there, inert.

      Ulthir may have sworn at it. A bit.

      It wasn’t until he exposed his creation to the bright light of day that the creature stirred and began to move.

      Ulthir named him Eomar because it sounded like a good name. It could mean whatever he wanted it to, so Eomar became the first man, the first dancer, the first, well, everything.

      Ulthir set Eomar to dance among his crystal and clay tops. But Eomar was clumsy, and sometimes stepped on the tops, breaking them. Plus, Eomar wasn’t tireless, unlike his other creations. When the light receded, Eomar needed to rest.

      Plus, Eomar seemed to have inherited his creator’s loneliness. Not that he was copying Ulthir when he gave great sighs and moans. Ulthir had never sounded as pitiful as that. Really.

      So Ulthir made Eomar a mate, named Eowin. She, at least, was a lot more graceful and didn’t step on things or break them. Many nights, after she tucked her husband in, she came to look at the stars with Ulthir for a while before she rested.

      Light seemed entranced with Eowin. Ulthir would sometimes see her dancing alone, with just the stars as her companions. She was more practical than either Ulthir or Eomar as well, and so, instead of complaining about how empty everything was, or how alone the three of them were, she went ahead and did something about it.

      The light that loved Eowin so much made her fertile. Both Ulthir and Eomar were a little befuddled by that, but Eowin easily bore her children, one after another. Hundreds, then thousands of them.

      It was getting a little crowded on Ulthir’s mountain. And as much as he loved the company, sometimes, he still needed time alone. (Everyone needs a little “me” time, right?)

      About that time, Maloneal came into being—whether borne by Eowin, created by Ulthir, or birthed by the stars has never been precisely determined. Different tales tell different origins of the trickster. Perhaps all three played a role. Or perhaps Maloneal simple assumed himself into being. (Ulthir wouldn’t put it past that arrogant twit.)

      Maloneal wanted to leave Ulthir’s mountain. The words, “This mountain isn’t big enough for the two of us,” were spoken, maybe in anger or perhaps in jest.

      After many adventures, Maloneal eventually led Eowin along with her children on a daring escape, taking them into the green fields of the world that had grown below, showing them how to sow wheat, hunt the creatures who lived there, as well as build sturdy shelters.

      Ulthir was fit to be tied. He huffed and stomped angrily across the top of his mountain. Even his crystal tops no longer brought him joy.

      He may have gone a little overboard at that time, nearly destroying all his creations, first through flood, then through fire. He’ll acknowledge that his reaction was a bit excessive. He’s a big enough god to admit that perhaps, maybe, he went slightly crazy at the time.

      However, Ulthir also discovered that when left on their own, Eowin’s children were fascinating to watch. Much better than plain tops. Though he still kept a few of those out of sentimental value, continually dancing at the foot of his great seat on the mountain, he spent most of his time looking below.

      Eowin left the earth and came back up the mountain to be with Ulthir, though she tended to only come out after the sun had set, to spend time with him under the stars, looking out over the cold expanse of snow, down onto the hills and valley far below.

      Eomar stayed with their children on the world below. In time, he fashioned a few of his own: the lesser, local gods, who people could use to communicate with Ulthir and Eowin. They lived where Eomar placed them, haunting mountains, rivers, glens, forests, and even occasionally, cities.

      Maloneal came and went, depending on his mercurial mood. After the local gods and goddesses were established, he may have then decided to show off a little (I know, I can tell, you’re all shocked, shocked I say) when he siphoned off a bit of that divine essence and brought magic to people.

      Mostly, Ulthir ignored those on the world below, or so he’d claim. He’d deny that he’s old too, though he’s been there, up on his mountain, since the beginning of time. It is more and more difficult for people to prompt him into action. Possibly because he claims not to be lonely anymore: so many people to watch, little stories to follow, small lives to live to the fullest. And he has Eowin who still dances for him sometimes, when the stars align and the moon is just right.

      It is possible though, to get through to Ulthir, to get him to grant a boon.

      This is the tale of one such hero who makes that attempt. And it didn’t take him eons to do it, either.
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      Killian woke with a start, his blood on fire.

      It was strange, really, for him to be sweating and so warm. Though it was only the start of fall, the nights already had a bite to them, as evidenced in white clouds breathed out by his army once the sun set, tent sides stiff with frost, and heavy piles of furs on his cot.

      Except that Killian didn’t feel any furs weighing him down. Had he kicked them off in his sleep? He remembered pulling them up and dropping off quickly, even with the huge battle coming in the morn.

      It took him a moment to realize that something else held him down. Firmly. So firmly, in fact, that he couldn’t sit up. Couldn’t lift his head to look down his body. Was barely blinking. Couldn’t move.

      Yet, he was breathing. Wasn’t he?

      Or was that part of why it felt like his blood was on fire? Because his lungs burned without air?

      It was only then, over the crackling roar of the blood in his veins, that Killian heard the chanting in a foreign, snaky tongue. Lots of hisses there, long drawn out vowels and very few clicks of “K”s or “T”s. (Killian couldn’t help but remember when he’d expressed interest in learning a language other than Common, how one of his tutors had exclaimed that all them “furine” words would be the death of him. Had the man been prescient?)

      Killian couldn’t turn his head to look, but he would bet that there was a wizard standing by his left shoulder, reading from some ancient tome and casting a spell over him.

      Why someone would do such a thing wasn’t even a question.

      Killian was the chosen one. All his life, he’d been favored by the Twins of Fate. He was destined to lead the armies of King Rodwell to victory over their sworn enemy, King Harald. Of course, his enemy would try to do something as underhanded as destroy him, the champion.

      Though sending a wizard meant that they not only wanted to kill Killian, but to disfigure him, discredit him, or discombobulate him and his troops somehow.

      But how?

      Above Killian’s head all he could see was the unbleached material of his tent, lit with an unnatural yellowish-green glow. He couldn’t make out what was happening to him. Though he tried, he found he couldn’t even close his eyes now that he’d managed to open them.

      That was when his arms fell off.

      It was so disorienting.

      He could still feel them, lying there on either side of his long, muscular torso. He couldn’t move them, couldn’t wiggle his disconnected fingers, couldn’t try to lift a hand to see if maybe it could attach the other arm to his shoulders.

      He waited a few moments to see if maybe his legs would fall off as well. But no, they appeared to be fusing together into a solid whole. Soon, he was one long torso, or maybe just a head with a body.

      His eyes changed at that point. He felt them retreat into his head while his snout pushed out. Colors faded and scents increased. Though he couldn’t see the damned spell caster, he could now smell the peaty smoke that clung to his wool cloak, the bitter scent of the spell, even the faint traces of the mustard and ham the asshole had had for dinner.

      What was Killian turning into? Long snout, solid body…

      Was this damned wizard turning him into a snake?

      As soon as the thought occurred to him, Killian felt himself start to shrink.

      He feared he wasn’t being turned into some majestic or frightening snake, or even something poisonous. No, probably a common garter snake that could easily be smacked with a club or skewered with a sword. Hell, possibly even thrown into a pot and boiled alive.

      Killian had to escape. Had to stop this wizard somehow. Had to reverse, or possibly change, this spell. He had an army to lead. A battle to win. A war to end.

      What would his brothers- and sisters-in-arms think of him, transformed as such?

      Killian had been lucky his entire life. He swore he’d felt the sticky fingers of fate prodding him along frequently. He’d never fought them, never sought a different path for himself, but just gone along and done what he felt had been required of him.

      After all, if the fates and the gods had taken that much interest in him, surely that meant he was destined to do important things?

      Not to be ignobly trampled underfoot.

      As the dimensions of Killian’s world shifted, growing smaller moment by moment, he called for help as loudly as he could in his mind. He pleaded with the Twins of Fate to notice his predicament. He howled loudly to any and every god he could think of—Temulous the god of thunder, Acronomi the god of snow, Heloki the goddess of rain, and even Hilthadul the little local goddess of white rabbits—screaming how unfair it all was, how he deserved better, how he must survive this.

      In short, he despaired as mightily as any hero dying on a battlefield, their assured victory stolen from them at the last moment.

      No matter how often Killian thought about what happened next, he was never really certain.

      It didn’t feel as though the sticky fingers of the Twins pushed at him. He never had the impression of some sort of intervention.

      Maybe the wizard messed up the spell at that point. Maybe instead of eye of newt he’d used eye of pigeon or some other inferior ingredient.

      Or maybe Killian, for once, took hold of his own fate instead of merrily going along with whatever the gods intended for him, by yelling and pleading about how this needed to stop.

      He heard the turning of a page as the wizard continued reading from his tome, casting his spell.

      The air in the tent whooshed suddenly, as if someone had opened the front flap and a gust had blown through.

      Killian felt the change immediately. Instead of shrinking, he started to grow. Rapidly. His snout pushed out. He could see the edges of it, out past his eyes, something yellow-greenish in color. Were those huge nostrils at the end of it? And did he have whiskers now, drooping down off his chin?

      Then his arms reattached themselves. That was very weird. He didn’t really have shoulders anymore, so they kind of stuck themselves to the front of his torso. They felt weak and spindly after being disconnected from his body for so long.

      Something else was growing out of his back, almost directly opposite his arms. They hurt being folded and compressed underneath him, growing more uncomfortable as his increasing weight pressed down on them.

      Killian found that the spell holding him in place was loosening. Was that because of the change? Was it only meant to contain someone of a certain size, a size that Killian had just a few moments ago surpassed? Or was it because the shape of him was no longer so snake-like?

      Moving his eyes carefully (because he couldn’t turn his head fully, not yet) Killian was able to look to the side.

      There was a wizard standing there. Killian actually felt relief at seeing him. Though this was a nightmare, at least he wasn’t imagining it. There really was someone next to his cot holding a big book in his gnarled hands that he was reading from.

      He looked just as ordinary as Killian had assumed, wearing a sensible beige shirt and gray trousers under a heavy, purple cloak, instead of evil-wizard garb, like black silk robes with lightning bolts embroidered across the chest. His greasy gray hair tumbled down to his shoulders, in need of a good wash and probably a trim. Dark eyes bore into the page, fortunately not noticing that something had gone awry.

      Had been aiming for worm, and gotten wyrm instead?

      The wizard looked well fed, so money wasn’t the only motivating factor here. (What did one pay a wizard to get him to turn a champion into a snake? Had he asked for King Harald’s daughter in marriage? Killian had heard rumors of a new suitor eager to prove himself. Killian had assumed the newest suitor would use the field of battle to test his mettle, not, well, this.)

      A great crack suddenly sounded in the small space.

      The cot that had been supporting Killian broke, dumping him flat onto the floor.

      Killian found he could move his jaw. A great forked tongue snaked out and curled back in his mouth without him thinking about it.

      Interesting. The number of scents he now tasted/smelled had trebled.

      He didn’t know what all of them meant. But he thought he sensed a certain scent of triumph from the wizard, along with the fact that the man was younger than Killian had originally believed—just prematurely gray.

      The wizard looked up at the crack, abruptly losing his place.

      As the words ran dry, Killian found his strength flooding back into him.

      His greatly increased strength.

      He surged up from the floor, intending to shout at the man.

      No words came out.

      His snout really wasn’t meant to form such sounds. He had fangs, not teeth.

      Killian found himself coughing, as if the words choked his throat and needed to be cleared.

      A hissing stream of black gunk flew out of his mouth unexpectedly, landing directly on the wizard’s face.

      Killian immediately tried to apologize. That had been rather rude of him, even if the wizard had been in the process of turning him into…whatever.

      However, it turned out that Killian hadn’t coughed up gunk. Or merely gunk.

      Given the man’s immediate screams, the sizzling of his skin, as well as the way he dropped his spell book to clutch at his face, Killian had to assume that he’d spat out some sort of acid.

      At first, Killian was horrified. That wasn’t the way he ever wanted to kill someone. Even someone as evil as this wizard.

      Later, he did find himself mostly okay with it, given what the wizard had been doing to him.

      Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, the wizard’s screams alerted the guard who’d been standing outside at the front of the tent, oblivious to what was going on inside. The solider ducked his head inside, looking to see what was the matter.

      “By Ulthir’s great balls!” the man swore. “A dragon! He’s attacked Killian!”

      It took Killian a moment to piece together what the guard saw.

      There was a person lying on the ground, his face eaten away by acid. He’d be difficult to recognize.

      And a great beast, namely, him, just sitting here.

      A mute creature, who couldn’t speak and explain to the guard that he’d made a mistake.

      More soldiers rushed in. Killian knew it was time to beat a hasty retreat. He did not want to kill, or even accidentally injure, any of these good fighters.

      They had no such compunction, racing straight toward him with swords drawn.

      Killian thought quickly. He turned and spat at the side of the tent, weakening the tough fabric with acid.

      Then he burst through the side, his wings automatically unfurling and taking him up into the air while those good men of his hurled spears and shot arrows at his rapidly retreating back.

      At least Killian learned at that time that his hide was armored. Most everything thrown at him clanged off harmlessly.

      Only his wings were vulnerable, and he didn’t discover that until after he’d flown away, landed, and tried to fold them back down again, only to find an uncomfortable arrow stuck between the webbing of one, while the other bore a horrible gash.

      However, now that he’d gotten away, the only thing he could think about was how to get back. How to convince his men that he was not the enemy.

      How could he still lead them in battle, even after he was no longer, well, himself?
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      There are many stories told about the Twins of Fate. They almost always start with humble beginnings, such as an old woodswoman—let’s call her Nell—who greatly desired children but she and her husband didn’t have any for years.

      No one is certain what exactly changed the tide of their life. Prayers to a local god? Some miraculous herb? Promises better left unsaid? No one is quite certain.

      Nell will have you know she didn’t do anything unnatural to get pregnant, thank you very much. Those children were conceived and borne the usual way.

      However, even from the start, there was nothing natural about them.

      Except their names. Stories have altered them, of course, making them fancier or prettier or giving them extra meaning. But Nell originally called them Erin and Sara, partly because she liked the names, but mainly because one was her mother’s name and the other was her mother-in-law’s.

      The twins didn’t look like their parents, who were plain and ordinary. The girls were both strikingly beautiful, like changelings who’d been left behind by one of the local goddesses. Any who saw them were arrested by their beauty, so much so that Nell tended to put scarves over their heads anytime they made the long journey into the nearest town, hiding their faces so they could walk around the market and not be bothered.

      They weren’t born as bald as normal babies. No, straight out of the womb they both had long hair. Given any chance, one sister’s hair would tangle with the other’s.

      Watching tendrils of hair creep toward one another and bind together was one of Nell’s first hints that her children weren’t normal.

      Another indication that something was different was her children’s coloring. Erin’s skin was as white as newly fallen snow, while her hair was as black as the sky above Ulthir’s mountain. Sara, on the other hand, was born with a natural tan, her skin almost golden in color and turning a dark brown whenever she was out in the sun, even for the shortest amount of time. Her hair was so blonde it looked white, particularly when entangled with her sister’s.

      Who was older, and who was younger? That’s a secret that only Nell knows, and she’s not telling.

      The babies didn’t have the chubby cheeks that normal children did. Instead, they were long and skinny. Nell did what she could to put more meat on them, feeding them venison stew with hearty vegetables, roasted pork shoulder with crispy skin, and as much porridge as the girls could stomach.

      Didn’t help.

      They grew tall, taller than their parents, in short order. They were mostly good girls. Of course, there were tears now and again, skinned knees and early bedtimes without supper. But there was also laughter with the four of them crowded around the kitchen table, rolling dice and playing games of chance.

      By the time Sara, the golden-skinned one, was ten, she started being able to predict what the exact roll of the dice would be. There was no cheating involved, despite the mounting accusations. Sara just knew.

      Just as Erin, the one colored so starkly, started to know the history of things. She could touch an object in the small cabin and tell Nell who’d made it, when, and why. As well as what the object had been used for recently. (Nell started keeping them out of her and her husband’s bedroom after that, in an effort to keep Erin away from their bed. There were things children shouldn’t know about their parents, though she suspected they knew anyway.)

      When the twins were about twelve, Nell came upon them in a small clearing in the forest, playing a game that they’d obviously been playing for some time now.

      Later, she learned that they called the game, “Make the frog jump.”

      The girls stood in the sunny meadow, back to back, their hair all entangled, the breeze blowing softly, tickling the edges of the grass. They kept their arms outstretched to their sides. Despite it looking somewhat awkward, they grasped each other’s hands, fingers intertwined tightly as they spun around, like one of Ulthir’s tops.

      “You see him?” Sara asked.

      See who? Nell wanted to know, but she didn’t ask. She merely stood and watched her girls work some sort of magic. (Though none of the close relations were wizards, there were rumors about what exactly Great-Grandmother Elisa could do with a little snow, as well as that weird cousin who no one talked about and his strange ways with birds and bats.)

      Both of the girls had their eyes closed as they spun. When they abruptly stopped, the girls both looked in the same direction, as if someone were standing to the side of them, as clear as day.

      Maybe Nell did see the shadow of a person standing there, given the intensity of the girls’ stare. However, the image flickered off and on, like wind-blown trees with dappled sunlight underneath.

      (Though Nell loved her daughters very dearly, they also sometimes, maybe, might have spooked her a little.)

      “What’s he done?” Sara asked. She sounded more clinical than curious, as if they were actually discussing a frog and not a person.

      “He’s been begging his wife to go visit her mother. So that he can spend some time with his mistress,” Erin said. She, at least, sounded less detached, as though the story she was viewing had some interest to her.

      Not much, though.

      “Ah,” Sara said. “And if we encourage her to go see her mother, maybe she meets up with her old lover, the one from before her husband. She just needs a little push.”

      “Exactly,” Erin said with a grin.

      One of the pairs of hands of the twins started to glow, as if a sliver of the sun had embedded itself between their entangled fingers.

      Before Nell could step out from under the trees, the light flared so brightly she had to shield her eyes. When it faded, her girls still stood in the center of the clearing, both of them wearing a self-satisfied smirk.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Nell asked as she crossed over to them.

      “Nothing, Mama!” they said in a chorus as they stepped apart.

      Though they now faced her, locks of their hair were still intertwined, showing just how closely they’d been standing.

      Nell sighed as she took in the sight of her girls. She could see it now, though it’d always been there, that otherness that filled her children. They were night and day, darkness and light, past and future.

      Despite the normality of their birth, they were different, too different, to stay in the woods with her and her husband.

      They needed training, and not at some fancy magic school that neither her or her husband could afford.

      And though it broke her heart, Nell had to do what was right for her children.

      “Come,” Nell told Erin and Sara. “It’s time for us to go visit the Lady.”

      The girls looked at each other, then Sara shrugged. “Always was a possibility,” she said.

      “I thought you didn’t like the Lady,” Erin said, peering closely at her mother.

      “Like is not the same as respect,” Nell said. “And besides, we get along fine. Particularly when I bring along some of that apple scrumpy of your father’s.”

      “Hmmm,” was all Erin said, though she still looked puzzled.

      Seemed that even when her darling daughter poked, she couldn’t always see a person’s past.

      Particularly when that person happened to be a local goddess.

      Nell packed a small bag for the girls, stood stoically as they said their goodbyes to their father, then marched them out of the house for the last time.

      It didn’t really matter which direction Nell went, which of the well-worn paths through the trees that she followed. She just had to keep her intent clear in her mind, where it was she wanted to end up. Despite any misgivings, Nell knew where they needed to go.

      So Nell led them up the familiar path, heading toward the same clearing  where she’d found the girls earlier that day.

      Except that when they stepped out from under the trees, the meadow was completely different.

      Instead of being a small, flat field filled with grass and flowers, busy bees buzzing between them with birds cheering them on from the sidelines, now a large oak stood in the center of it. Nell wasn’t certain what the phase of the moon currently was, but in the clearing, the full moon was caught in the branches of the tree.

      As soon as Nell’s feet touched the silvered grass, the Lady walked out of the tree. She was tall and slender like the twins, her hair as red as the leaves of the maples during the fall. A soft coat of bark covered her skin, greener in the summer and more gray come winter. Her eyes were the color of pale pine wood, large and round in her long sharp face.

      What Nell told the Lady, and what the Lady said in reply, is up for interpretation. Was the Lady happy for the company? Resentful of having two teens thrust on her? Eager to shape their power? Angry at how undisciplined they were?

      That’s all up to the teller of the tale.

      For ours, a couple of rounds of scrumpy might have been involved, the girls also getting a small sip. In the end, Nell left the girls behind, backing away slowly from the grand tree, blowing kisses to her children, giving a deep bow to the Lady, before stolidly turning and marching into the woods, tears blinding her as she went back to small house in the woods where only the remembered echoes of laughter remained.

      As for the girls, some legends proclaim they stayed with the Lady. Her tree shot up, growing taller than all those around it, the top branches brushing the sky and tangling with the stars. The twins worked from there, following and guiding people along their path.

      Other tales say that the Lady took them to Ulthir, up on his high mountain perch, so that they could see all the lands and work their magic there.

      Still others say that the girls only stayed with the Lady for a short while, before finding their own cave in a nearby hill. Locked away from the light, they lived on the dreams they sought, the lives they changed, the merry dances they led.

      As for Nell, well, she and her husband continued leading ordinary lives that were possibly softer and sweeter now, as luck now always landed in their laps and anything they turned their hands to led to gold.

      But their stories are for another day.
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      Killian spent the next hour trying to talk, to get his new mouth to form words. He could hear what he was trying to say in his head, but he couldn’t force the sentences through his snout.

      All that came out was more of that dripping acid. It was kind of disgusting. At least it would do the job of protecting him from an attacker. He actually had a pretty good range with the acid, able to spit it ten yards, easily. No decent accuracy—that would only come with practice.

      He stayed in a clearing far from the coming battlefield, spitting and swearing (at least in his head) while slithering from one side to the other. (Oh, how he missed being able to pace!)

      His body was now about twenty feet long, from snout to tail. Between six to seven of those feet seemed to be his “upright” section. He was much broader now than he’d been as a man, and perhaps three times as big around. His arms were shorter and weaker than before, and his fingers had grown long and spindly. He doubted that he could even pick up the great sword that had once been an extension of himself.

      Despite there only being a sliver of the moon lighting the clearing, he could see. His night vision had improved greatly and he wasn’t likely to trip over a root, even under the trees.

      However, his vision lacked details. While he could see the trunks, he couldn’t make out the bark. He knew that he wouldn’t be able to see the rings of a bullseye from ten yards away.

      Instead of skin, he was now covered with fine scales that worked like armor. He couldn’t really see the color—he only later learned that his back was a dull, greenish-brown, while his belly was a greenish-yellow, the same color as the light that had surrounded the wizard’s spell.

      Not the worst colors for a dragon, but certainly not awe-inspiring.

      As Killian slither-paced, he kept asking himself what was he going to do now? He had to get back to his soldiers, those men and women who were dependent on him to lead them into battle come morning.

      Though he was still learning what all the scents were that his newly improved nose (and tongue) brought to him, he thought it was still late at night. He couldn’t smell the dawn in the air.

      When had the wizard shown up? Had Killian actually fallen asleep so early and so easily because he’d been bespelled? Thinking back on it, that might have been the case. Though there were occasionally nights before a battle when he slept well and deeply, generally, he slept tense and was awake half the night, still determined to be brilliant regardless.

      How had the wizard gotten into his tent? How many of Killian’s guards had the wizard subdued in order to reach him? (Killian didn’t learn until much later that the wizard hadn’t had to kill anyone. He’d merely bribed one of the cooks with fresh meat to get himself let into the camp, then had hidden himself. Though Killian had known that an army marches on its stomach, he hadn’t realized just how easily disgruntled cooks were.)

      Eventually, Killian decided that he had to fly back to the camp, to see whether or not he could convince his people that he was, in fact, him.

      There wasn’t time to try to reverse the spell. Maybe later Killian could find someone to do that, though at this point, he wasn’t sure if he was ever going to trust any sort of magic user within fifty yards of him.

      Killian heaved himself into the air…and nearly fell flat on his snout.

      What?

      He’d certainly been able to fly earlier. Then again, that had been an act of desperation. He unfolded the great, leathery wings from his back and heaved himself up again.

      At least this time he was prepared for the sudden return to earth.

      What was going on? Why couldn’t he fly now?

      After much longer than Killian wanted to admit, he finally figured out what the trick was: he couldn’t think about flying. At all. Flying was a natural thing for a dragon to do. He didn’t even need his wings. All he had to do was just assume that he was airborne, and he would be.

      When he overthought it, he nearly impaled himself on the trees below.

      So while consciously not thinking, Killian slowly flew himself back to the camp. He smelled it long before he saw it; the smoke from the wood fires, the meaty scent of people, the sheep-like smell of the woolen fabric of the tents, the cold metal scent of the weapons and armor that many of his fighters armed themselves with. He also heard the camp rustling in the night, like a quiet windstorm in the trees up ahead. When he focused, he could make out snatches of conversation.

      He flew over his old tent—the side still rent and violated. His leaders had gathered together there. At least they appeared to have realized that it wasn’t him who had been lying there, but that damned wizard. Who was, indeed, dead. Killed by acid.

      Served him right.

      A part of Killian wanted to land, but something still cautioned him to wait.

      Was he afraid his guard would turn on him again?

      No, something else was unsettling. (Beside the fact that he was now a dragon and unable to speak.)

      Killian took another turn over the camp, letting his nose lead him.

      There. To the side.

      The camp was on top of a large ridge, on the southern side of the battlefield. The front of the hill sloped more-or-less gently down onto the cleared area. The back of it was a craggy cliff, steep with many boulders.

      Not unassailable, but not an easy climb, either.

      Killian hadn’t bothered flying over his enemy’s camp, though he would get to that soon enough, to see what he could learn.

      For now, something was still disturbing him about his own camp.

      There, on the far side. Killian smelled something he could only at this time describe as being off.

      It wasn’t the scent of the dead.

      No, these were the living. And they did not smell like his guard or his soldiers. These people had a spicier odor, somehow. Maybe the peat they used in their winter fires was wetter, or the wool they used for their cloaks had been dyed using different dyes.

      It took Killian a third turn to spot them.

      A long line of men slowly climbing the ridge behind his own camp, where his own guards wouldn’t see them.

      King Harald obviously wasn’t planning on waiting until morning before starting the battle. Plus, all the commanders were up here.

      He probably figured they’d be in a panic because Killian would be dead, or disappeared, a snake slithering away into the night.

      Damn it! But how could Killian tell the others? Warn them of the coming soldiers?

      Certainly, he could attack the group, but some might still slip through. These weren’t regular fighters, he could tell, but more like trained assassins.

      Killian folded his wings and willed himself to land in front of his old tent.

      He mostly stuck the landing. Might have skidded a few feet and come down harder than he expected.

      At least the sound of his long body hitting the earth brought all the leaders who’d been inside his tent out.

      Killian tried to greet them, but only a muted, “Arrrggggh!” came out.

      Plus some acid, which he thoughtfully spat out to the side.

      “It’s him! It’s the dragon!” Asherly said, the leader of the guard.

      “Are you Killian?” Moanithia asked. She led the archers, and in many ways, was the fiercest of all the leaders.

      Killian nodded his head vigorously.

      “Are you lying to us?” Gabija said. He was the leader of the berserkers, those shock troops who gathered at the front of the line and eagerly threw themselves at anyone who stood in their way.

      Killian hadn’t wanted to use them, given how crazy the berserkers were most of the time. They frequently turned on their own comrades once they ran out of enemies to kill. However, when Gabija said that he could lead them without the usual consequences, Killian had taken him up on it.

      “No, I’m not lying to you,” Killian tried to say, though it came out completely garbled. At least he was able to shake his head no at the same time.

      “Why’d you ask it something like that?” Asherly said. “Of course it’s going to deny that it’s lying to us.”

      Gabija shrugged. “Wanted to see if it’s an intelligent beasty, if it understood what we were saying. Sometimes my troops, well…”

      Killian was suddenly so glad he’d accepted Gabija’s group.

      But before anyone could ask Killian any more questions, he needed to show them what he’d seen.

      He turned and moved away from them, then looked back over his back. (He didn’t really have shoulders anymore, just a solid torso. So he didn’t just turn his head anymore. The upper half of his body rotated. It felt very odd.)

      When no one followed him, Killian returned to the group. They were whispering at each other about whether or not they should trust him or not.

      He cleared his throat—those whisperers were never going to hide their words from him, not with his enhanced abilities.

      Unfortunately, clearing his throat meant spitting again, a long stream of acid that he hurled to the side before turning back to the gathered leaders.

      They looked at him with what he assumed were various degrees of disgust on their faces. While he could see each person, the details were indistinct.

      He’d have a much easier time recognizing people by scent rather than by face, now.

      Killian slithered away again, looking back to see if at least someone would catch a clue and start to follow him.

      “I’m gonna see what the beasty wants us to do,” Gabija announced to the others, stepping forward.

      Again, Killian thanked whatever god had prompted him to accept the berserkers as he led the way. They stopped a couple of times as Gabija picked up a few of his choice fighters to follow along.

      When they reached the edge of the camp, Killian slithered away to the side so that Gabija could look over the edge.

      Could the berserker even see the fighters? They were as clear as ants on snow to Killian at this point, given his enhanced ability to see at night.

      But Gabija didn’t merely rely on his eyes. He also lifted his head like a good guard dog and sniffed the air.

      Killian noticed a couple of his fighters doing the same.

      “There’s fighters down there,” one growled softly.

      “And aren’t they going to be in for a surprise?” Gabija said just as softly. “Thank you, beasty.”

      Killian gave a quiet snort. He wasn’t some well-trained animal who’d just preformed a trick.

      Hopefully, he could convince the others of his usefulness.

      Even without words.
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