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One
Bytown Royal Orphanage
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A decaying fortress sits alone at the end of a cracked and broken country lane, without another building in sight. Its solitude is in no small part a symptom of its appearance. It is so dismal and threatening that no other building would approach it; not even the bravest and most stalwart edifices would dare share a landscape with that miserable architecture.

The fortress is a concrete monstrosity, grey as a November rainstorm and streaked with orange from the rusting barbed wire that tops its featureless walls. Its single entrance, a massive iron door, carries a dozen different locks barring entry or exit. Above that door are two sets of words. One, the fading stains left by the corroding letters that once marked this place the Bytown Confederate Jail. Those words were now poorly concealed by a roughly carved wooden sign claiming the old prison’s new purpose, Bytown Royal Orphanage.

As with so many things in the fey realm, the exterior of the orphanage has little to do with what is inside. Behind those imposing walls is a secret sanctuary seen by few besides the children who reside there. The space within the walls is a sea of green grass and fruiting trees. Cobblestone pathways connect colourful wooden cottages to a large central manor from which waft the scents of baking bread and cinnamon. The only inner reflections of the outer decrepitude are the grey stone walls surrounding the haven, but even they fail to interrupt the coziness of the place. They have been left bare not to darken the interior but as an enchanted canvas for chalk drawings, bringing the children’s sketches to life. 

At the centre of it all stands a bronze statue of the man who founded the orphanage, the man who saw the potential of the derelict and decommissioned old prison and repurposed it to house and protect the wards of the state. The statue is of a rangy man with a piercing gaze and a wry smile. He wears a long coat of military cut, and a massive wolf sits at his side. It is a statue of Talen Dubois, knight commander of the Canine Unit of the Royal Guard, and it was this statue that Kuro was trying very hard to destroy. Kuro had a troubled history with Talen Dubois. The commander had arrested him less than a year prior for attempting to prevent a burglary. It was incredibly unjust that Kuro would be chased down and imprisoned for his good deed, though Dubois had little sympathy for that argument. It was nearly the only legal thing Kuro had ever done. He had spent most of the thirteen years of his life as a burglar and pickpocket. 

Once in the clutches of Dubois, Kuro had been held captive, interrogated, and experimented on before being sent to the Avalon Academy boarding school, which served as his prison. Dubois had even held Kuro’s cat hostage to ensure his cooperation and good behaviour. 

Despite Kuro’s dislike of the man, that was not the reason he was trying to destroy the statue. Kuro was not a naturally destructive boy. Destruction was noisy, messy, and drew attention, all things that were contradictory to his preference, which was to spend as much time as possible hiding.

He was not being allowed to hide, though. He had failed a class in his first year at school, and for that he was spending his summer suffering through evocation lessons so that he wouldn’t be held back and made to repeat the year. 

Kuro struggled to decide whether repeating would be so bad. On the one hand, he would do much better the second time around, and he might feel prepared for his second year by the end of it. On the other hand, Charlie, Marie, and Arthur would advance without him, leaving him alone and friendless in class. 

Which option Kuro would choose was a moot point, as it would require a miracle for him to pass the test coming at the end of summer break. Kuro was terrible at evocations.

It wasn’t for lack of trying on anyone’s part, though. He had hours of formal instruction every weekday from the matron of the orphanage, Miss Brigid, and the older children took turns tutoring him in the afternoon. 

His favourite tutor was Meredith Thrump. Despite, or maybe because of, being twice the size of any other student and having a smile like a crocodile, she was kind and encouraging. She’d taken Kuro’s side during the school year when he’d been falsely accused of stealing and had even helped clear his name. Unfortunately, her kindness did nothing to help Kuro succeed at anything. She could spend an hour watching him fail to make a pea hover, saying, “you’re doing great,” “you’ll get it next time,” and “you’re really getting better,” without any of it being true.

Arie Vanderbosch wasn’t much better. He was a firefly, someone born in the mundane world who had found his way into the fey realm. He kept trying to explain things in terms of Blandlands stuff. To boil a glass of water, he gave advice like “focus your thoughts like sunlight through a magnifying glass” and “condense the magical stream into a cone like the flame of a blowtorch.” Kuro, having never used either a magnifying glass or a blowtorch, had trouble applying the advice. 

Johannes Plumb was even less helpful, as he didn’t say or do anything. He was a typical wizard in that he was extremely lazy and disinterested in any problem he couldn’t solve with magic, and Kuro was exactly that sort of problem. He supervised Kuro’s practice by napping in the shade with firm instructions to Kuro not to wake him unless something was on fire. 

Kuro’s final tutor was Belladonna Lamorak, and it was on her orders that Kuro was attempting to deface the statue of Dubois. She had no more love for the Hound than Kuro since Dubois had arrested her for committing the crime that Kuro had tried to prevent. 

She had blamed Kuro for her capture, but after a series of ill-fated revenge attempts, which led to Bella nearly losing an eye and Kuro nearly losing his life, they had come to something of a truce. Someone else, though, had taken up Bella’s flag and quest for vengeance against Kuro: Azalea Lamorak, Bella’s little sister.

Azalea was a year younger than Kuro and had not yet started school, so he had met her only after arriving at the orphanage. Within an hour of meeting, she had declared herself his mortal enemy. 

She was a sickly girl, with her nose fixed permanently in a book. She let dark hair fall in front of her face so that she always seemed to be peering through a curtain of hanging vines. Even on the hottest days, Azalea wore all black and shrank from the sun like a vampire. She cultivated an aura of gloom and had an arsenal of disdainful looks to unleash on anyone who interrupted her reading: from sullen glowers to violent glares. The only person whom Azalea had any affection for was her big sister, and in that lay Kuro's problem.

When Azalea had seen the scar that Kuro had given Bella, which ran from her eyebrow down to her cheek and made her one pupil look like a cat's, she had sworn vengeance. Bella had forgiven Kuro and had even liked showing off her scar, but Azalea's fury could not be assuaged. The fact that Kuro had also ended up in the hospital after that fight didn't matter to her, nor that Bella had attacked Kuro in the first place. All she cared about was that someone had hurt her sister and still drew breath.

Azalea was wary of attacking Kuro directly. Instead, she lurked menacingly. Wherever he went, she seemed to be there, watching him from around a corner or through a window with dark angry eyes. She made a point of reading books with titles such as The Modern Baba Yaga: A Compendium of Curses, A History of Assassinations in the Three Kingdoms, and Poisonous Plants of Tirnanog. 

She kept careful watch from the shade while Belladonna tutored Kuro, staring from the shadows of the manor like a graveyard statue. 

Under Azalea’s watchful gaze, Belladonna instructed Kuro to ruin Dubois’s bronze likeness, though it wasn’t purely out of spite. She insisted that there was an educational purpose to the vandalism.

Bella had a very different method for teaching than anyone else. “They always try to make us start small,” she had said. “Small, safe, calm, and controlled. It’s way easier to start big. Find the feeling, make it work, and get it under control later.”

To her, feelings, big feelings, were the basis of evocations, and everything else was just trying to put reins on the outcome. She had shown with a sharp glare how anger could be directed to create heat, boiling a full kettle in a matter of seconds. Kuro hadn’t much experience with anger, but he did manage to boil his little cup of water and ruin a small portion of the tabletop where he was practicing. 

Their efforts with cold were reversed. Bella demonstrated how concentrated fear could chill, freezing a glass of water solid in mere minutes. Kuro had drawn on his deep reserves of fear and not only frozen his cup but burst two pipes and shattered a window with the sudden cold snap that filled the manor hall.

He was then forbidden from practicing indoors, and it became quite clear to Kuro why children were taught to start small. Were they to try it at school, the damage caused by a full class of children using Bella’s methods would level the building. 

Relegated to the courtyard, Bella set Kuro against the statue of Dubois with aims of getting him to finally evoke some electricity. “Lightning is all about the difference between two things,” she explained. “Focus on the difference between you and your target and let that feeling build.” 

Kuro could feel the small hairs on his arms and neck stand on end as Bella demonstrated. She held out her own amber rod and scowled at the statue. “When the charge gets too big”—a blinding flash and a crack like splitting wood shattered the peace of the orphanage yard as lightning arced between her rod and Talen’s forehead—“nature will balance it out.” 

She smiled with grim satisfaction at the small pit her lightning had dug into the bronze and handed Kuro the amber rod. 

The rods were important. Lightning always has two ends. If one were to attempt to evoke it without a rod, then it would arc to their body instead. In class they had used small pencil-sized rods, one in each hand, while they attempted to get a spark to jump a gap narrower than a finger. This rod was the size of his forearm, and Bella was encouraging him to arc a couple of yards.

Kuro did as he was told. He focused on the differences between him and Dubois and let them charge the air. It wasn’t hard. Bella had chosen his target well. Dubois was tall, strong, handsome, and confident. He was rich and powerful, the head of the Hounds, a knight commander in the Royal Guard. People respected him. People feared him. He was Kuro’s captor, Kuro his prisoner. He was the law, Kuro a criminal... 

Crack!

A blinding bolt of lightning arced from the statue to Kuro’s left palm. As before, Bella’s methods worked, but not without collateral damage. He was so focused on making something happen, he’d failed to notice where the charge was building. His arm recoiled by reflex, punching himself in the face. Bella swore, Azalea cackled, and Kuro collapsed. His arm simultaneously went numb and screamed in pain. 

Five minutes later Kuro was sitting on a table in the dining hall while Miss Brigid smeared his hand with burn salve and tore a strip off Bella. “Of all the irresponsible, unthinking, reckless things you’ve done, Belladonna, this might top the list.”

“He’s fine.” Bella rolled her eyes at the accusations and slouched against a wall.

Kuro was feeling better. The initial pain from the shock had faded to a dull ache, though his arm still felt like rubber, and his whole left side tingled. 

“He is not fine!” the matron replied as she wrapped gauze around his hand. It was impressive how gentle she could be while shouting so loudly. “You’re bloody lucky the shock didn’t stop his heart.”

“It worked, didn’t it?” Bella argued. “It’s the first time he’s ever made lightning.”

It was true. It had been some of the easiest magic he’d ever evoked and hurt less than some of his failed attempts at school. The only thing easier was summoning the wind that helped him run and jump, and he didn’t know how to do that—it just sort of came naturally. 

Miss Brigid was unconvinced. “The efficacy of your methods is not what’s in question. It matters precious little how well they work if the student doesn’t survive the experience.” Bella tried to defend herself further, but Miss Brigid did not give her the chance. “You are not to tutor Kuro anymore, understand?”

“Not much of a punishment.” Bella shrugged. “It was a chore anyway.”

“Oh, that is not your punishment.” The matron taped down the last of the dressing and stood up to properly face Bella. “We will speak of that later,” she said with a promise of unavoidable misery.

Bella scowled, muttered something under her breath, and turned to leave. Kuro felt like he should say something. He wanted to apologize, or thank her for her help, or both. It was hard to craft the right words to thank someone who had nearly gotten him killed minutes earlier, though.

Before Kuro managed to say anything, Bella paused at a bowl of fresh peaches on a table near the door. “By the way, there’s something nobody seems to have noticed about him that might be worth knowing.”

She picked up a peach and tossed it at Kuro. He snatched it out of the air before it hit his face, then dropped it as the impact with his burned hand shot tendrils of pain up his arm. 

“He’s left handed.” She departed without giving the fuming matron a chance to tear into her anew. Azalea followed, backing out of the room with her ferocious eyes fixed on Kuro through a curtain of black hair.

Bella’s accusation stuck with him over the week as his hand healed. 

She was mistaken; Kuro wasn’t left handed. He used to be, but not anymore. It was one of his many failings, one of the few his creator had been able to fix. Phineas Hearn had trained it out of him. Proper wizards were right handed. Magic was done right handed. Writing was done right handed. Being left handed was incorrect.

Why, though, had Bella thought he was left handed? And why did he try to catch the peach with his left hand? That was particularly foolish since his hand was injured. He’d just acted on instinct. 

He pondered it one night as he sat down to write a letter to Charlie, his best friend from school. He watched as his right hand clumsily scrawled out stories of his recent misadventures. He thought about switching hands. Could he even do it? Was he allowed? Going against his master’s orders was potentially fatal. 

His former master, Kuro reminded himself. Phineas Hearn wasn’t his master any longer. Kuro hated Phineas. Properly hated him. He was a cruel, violent, arrogant murderer. If being right handed was what Phineas considered correct, then Kuro would be the most left handed wizard in the fairylands. 

He switched his pen to his left hand and started to write. He was afraid at first that it was against some long-forgotten order, but he did not feel the slowing of his heart that accompanied disobedience. Of course, it would have been absurd to forbid Kuro from using his left hand. Kuro had been a pickpocket and thief for his former master; using two hands was a necessary part of that job. It was just improper to favor the left. 

Kuro wrote with an enthusiasm and vigor he’d never had before. Despite his hand still being sore, he filled pages. Suddenly the simple act of writing was an act of rebellion against Phineas. The writing wasn’t neat or fast or orderly, but that wasn’t any worse than normal. It felt better, more natural. Like he was unpracticed instead of incapable. He didn’t know if that was just in his head, and he didn’t care.

He wrote the longest letter he ever had to Charlie, three pages of rambling about his little room in the cottage, the lightning bolt, Azalea haunting him, the peach trees, the chalk drawings, anything he could think of on which to spend ink. He signed his name with a flourish that tore a hole in the page and jammed the whole thing into an envelope. 

Charlie was out on her farm in the Western Wildlands, raising all manner of strange beasts. He hadn’t heard from her yet, though this would be his third letter to her. He hadn’t heard from Arthur either. He tried not to let it bother him. They were probably both busy with their families and summer activities. They weren’t trapped in a renovated prison with nothing to do. 

Marie would have been diligent about replying, but he couldn’t send letters to her. She was out in the Blandlands, and the lutin post could not reach her. Sending her a letter would involve finding a way out of the fey realm, locating Blandlands postage and a mailbox, and waiting days or weeks for it to arrive. Even then, she’d have no way to reply.

Arthur was quite the opposite. He was only a few miles away, in Bytown. But Kuro had to be somewhat more cautious with the letters he penned to his school roommate. Arthur was a good friend, but he was also the adopted son of Talen Dubois, and Kuro had no doubt that Dubois would read his son’s mail. More than that, Arthur adored his dad, and Kuro did not wish to damage the friendship by expressing his true feelings about the Hound. 

Kuro began to write Arthur a letter, leaving out the bits about destroying government property and melting chunks off the statue of Dubois. He had only half a page filled before he was interrupted by a quietly furious voice from outside his room. 

“You ruin everything.” 

Kuro was so startled by the sudden accusation that he jumped from his seat to the ceiling, propelled by a magical burst of air. The explosion sent his chair flying and filled the air with the loose papers that had been on the desk. He clung to the rafters briefly as he searched out the source of the voice, but his wounded hand refused to carry his weight, and he tumbled back to the floor. 

Dark eyes peered down at him over the edge of his windowsill. It was the familiar glare of Azalea. 

“I’m sorry,” Kuro said instinctively before realizing that he wasn’t sure what he’d done wrong.

He was given no more explanation, just a final murderous scowl before she sank below the window and was gone.  
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Two
Market Day
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Kuro scratched another chalk mark on his wall to count off yet another summer day. The enchanted chalk he’d borrowed from the younger orphans made it hard to keep an exact count, as the markings kept wandering off, but he felt enough of the wall must be covered now to mean summer would soon be over.

There were still no letters back from his friends. He thought at first that they were just slow to respond. When the delay strained that explanation, he started to worry that they didn’t care about him. After sending nearly daily letters for the better part of two months without a reply, though, he thought that they would at least write him to tell him to stop. Having run out of sensible reasons for their lack of response, he was beginning to resort to ideas of grand conspiracies.

Depending on the hour, Kuro was sure that Dubois, Phineas, or Ms. McCutcheon was intercepting his letters to prove crimes, regain control of him, or catch him cheating at his schoolwork. On particularly creative days, he thought they might all be working together.

He was spared another day of failing at magic and musing about the villainous schemes behind his missing mail, as the orphans were headed to Bytown to get supplies for the coming school year. It would be the most exciting thing to happen since electrocuting himself the month prior, and with luck, much less painful. 

He heard Miss Brigid summoning the children to the bus that would take them into town. Kuro would have preferred to walk; it was only a few miles along the fairy road to the market, and he would much rather stretch his legs than ride in a vehicle. The other children were less keen on the idea, and Miss Brigid said they would be purchasing more than was practical to carry back. 

Kuro would have offered to carry everything if it would have changed her mind. He couldn’t imagine that they’d need to buy more than would fit inside his magical book bag. It was big enough on the inside for him to comfortably spend an afternoon inside it writing letters. He knew that for certain, as he’d done it regularly to avoid Azalea. 

It was probably best that he kept that hiding spot a secret, even if it did mean enduring the nauseating experience of riding a bus. 

He jogged out to join the other students boarding the big yellow school bus. Those not yet of school age were complaining loudly about being left behind. Their minder for the day did nothing to quiet their complaints, as Bella was at least as upset as they were. She sulked against a tree while the children boarded the bus. It seemed that the previous year she’d used the excursion to craft a plan to steal shoes, and her Bytown privileges had been entirely revoked. 

If Bella was grouchy about her abandonment, Azalea was furious. Shopping for her first year at school without her big sister was unthinkable, and she snarled at Kuro as he boarded the bus. 

He sat as far from her as possible for the trip, which unfortunately meant that he was at the back of the bus. The other children liked it there and fought over the back seat. Kuro couldn’t understand their feelings. The back had bigger bumps and lurched more violently as it rolled down the bumpy lane. Kuro was already regretting having eaten breakfast by the time they turned on to Zephyr Way, the fairy road to Bytown. 

They shot along the straight and level fairy road for only a few minutes before the city came into view. Despite having lived in Bytown most of his life, Kuro had never seen it clearly from the outside; there wasn’t anything to steal out on the open road, and so he’d never gone. 

Bytown was the crossroads of the commonwealth, where several fairy roads met, as did people, money, and trade. The lowtown, the part Kuro knew, with the market and the houses of the common people, ringed the base of a large hill. As the hill rose, so did the size and grandeur of the buildings, growing through mansions to palaces at the peak. In the very centre stood an obelisk of dark stone, the Granite Citadel. That was the home of the Royal Guard and a place Kuro was far more familiar with than he wished to be.

The city approached them much faster than they moved towards it, as was normal on the warped space along the fairy roads. Soon they were among the low houses and outlying shops. They stopped at a few, all piling out to pick up new uniforms, shoes, and a surplus of socks. Kuro needed very few new things, as he had, rather disappointingly, not grown out of his clothing from the past year. The only new clothes he got were trousers. He had worn through the knees of his first pairs so badly that paying for the magic to fix them would be more costly than just getting new ones. 

In a fit of blind optimism, Miss Brigid bought the pants a size too large in hopes that Kuro would grow into them. 

Clothes bought and stowed, they drove on to the market proper to gather pens, pencils, and notebooks. The junior high students were then released to explore on their own while the older students shopped for the more specialized beakers, bells, bones, and other sundry oddments required in the high school courses. 

“Partner up and don’t cause trouble,” said the orphanage matron. “Make sure you stay in sight of the clock tower in the middle of the market at all times. Be under it by three unless you want to be sleeping in the streets tonight.” She darted a quick look at Kuro and reconsidered her threat. “If anyone is more than five minutes late, I’ll have the Guard scouring the continent for you.”

The warning was unnecessary. While Kuro longed for the freedom of his life on the streets in Detritus Lane, his memories of the hunger and cold were still fresh. The thought of escape never grew beyond a flight of fancy. The other half of her instructions, however, were more troublesome. Kuro had failed to make any real friends at the orphanage. The only reason Kuro had any friends at all was that Charlie had forced it on him at the start of a school year when nobody knew anyone yet. In a place where everyone had known each other a lifetime, Kuro had felt like an unwelcome invader. Now, the few other junior students paired off and disappeared into the bustling market. All except one.

Azalea. 

She didn’t have any more friends than Kuro at the orphanage. Without Bella by her side, she, too, was abandoned. She considered Kuro coldly for a moment, appearing to weigh her options. Calculations complete, she fixed Kuro with a deadly stare and said, “Come on, then.”

“Where do you want to go?” asked Kuro.

“The clock tower,” she said without further explanation and began to march for the centre of the market.

That made a sort of sense. Neither of them wanted to be in each other’s company, and Kuro expected that she had a book stashed somewhere in her layers of loose clothing. They could pass the hours in the shade of the clock, vigorously ignoring each other.

Kuro couldn’t pretend not to be disappointed. He had hoped to visit Mr. Schumacher at Wing-Tips, the enchanted shoe shop. He’d even schemed about slipping away down Detritus and seeing his old acquaintances, Mrs. Vulch and Father John. Maybe he still could; Azalea certainly didn’t want his company. Although she wasn’t inclined to allow him peace and freedom if she could help it.

They wove through the customers of the open-air stalls that ringed the clocktower. Breaking through the crowd, they could see the structure clearly. It was a marble monument to the Confederation with a domed top and three clock faces set into it facing the three capital cities. The dome sat on eight tall columns, which in turn stood on tiers of round platforms forming a series of steps. All together it was something of a raised gazebo just a bit too tall and narrow to hold any kind of gathering in. 

Kuro had been chased off the clock tower in his old life when he’d tried to use it as shelter from the rain. It was too nice for beggars.

As always, a guard was present. A peacekeeper in a blue uniform coat dutifully patrolled around its base, making the visitors to the market feel safe from people like Kuro as they sat on its steps eating their ice creams and candy apples. 

Kuro’s mounting of the steps drew the attention of the guardswoman, but she did not yet move to force him or Azalea away. Students were better than street rats in the eyes of the guard, but only marginally. Urchins were at least more considered in their mischief and vandalism. 

“Do you know much about this monument?” asked Azalea as they climbed the last step and stood within the circle of pillars.

“I suppose not,” Kuro replied. He wasn’t aware that there was much to be known about it. 

“It’s where the war of the three kingdoms began and ended. The kings of the Summer, Winter, and Spring Courts fought a three-way duel here to decide who would rule the continent. It ended in a draw with all of them dead, which started a war.” She spoke with a threat in her voice that seemed out of place for a history lesson. “It was also where their heirs returned to sign a truce so they could fight together against the growing threat from the West. Ever since then it has been a place where people of different kingdoms come to settle matters of honour.”

“Oh,” replied Kuro. “Neat.”

Azalea stopped talking and began to dig something out of her layers of loose black clothes, and Kuro assumed the lecture was over. It was a shame, too; Kuro would have been interested in knowing more. He resigned himself to an afternoon of boredom and moved to find a pillar in the shade against which to lean. But Azalea did not retrieve a book as Kuro had expected. She instead pulled out an amber rod, which began to crackle and spark with electricity. 

“I, Azalea Lamorak, squire of Summer, sworn protector of the throne of Tirnanog, demand satisfaction for crimes against my family and dishonour against my house.” She didn’t shout it, but she was loud enough that anyone in the area would have heard her clearly. 

“Sorry, what?” Kuro asked. He’d heard the words but was having trouble assembling them in a way that made sense, and the lightning arcing from the amber rod distracted him.

“I am challenging you, Kuro Hearn, to a duel,” she said firmly. 

Kuro was dumbfounded. That was ridiculous. Real people didn’t duel. Only rich people with more power than sense dueled. He looked to the guardswoman to stop this silliness, but rather than storming up to lecture them for disturbing the peace, she was moving onlookers to a safe distance. 

“What say you? Have you any honour?” Azalea demanded as a small blazing orange ball of fire formed in her free hand.

Kuro took a deep breath and stared Azalea dead in the eye. He gathered all his will and magic about him and did the only thing he could do when posed with such a challenge.

He ran away.

With a panicked squeal and a burst of wind, Kuro launched himself from the clocktower. He threw himself into the crowd. Instincts taking over, he found his bearings and headed for Detritus Lane. There he could hide. There he could be safe. 

Kuro was fast, but the crowd was slow. Their clumsy efforts to get out of his way interfered with his escape, as the forest of moving legs was harder to dance through than if they’d just stayed still. They were much faster, however, at making way for an angry girl wielding fire and lightning. 

He broke through the mass of onlookers and out into the market stalls. He dove over the first he saw and rolled behind the next, working to keep something solid between him and Azalea. 

A melon bursting over his head as he ducked around a fruit display told him that she was still too close for comfort. The final dash from the vendors to the entrance to Detritus would be dangerous—he’d be exposed to her assault for a few yards—but it was his best hope of a permanent escape. He could run in circles around the market all day, but eventually he’d get tired, or she’d get lucky. 

He waited for another crack of lightning to sound before he made the dash. The brief time before she recharged her rod would give him the best chance of covering the distance unscathed. She could still fling that ball of fire at him, but in Kuro’s experience, it was easier to ignore a serious burn than electrocution.

With a burst of air that overturned a newsstand he had ducked behind, Kuro threw himself across the divide between the market and the entrance of the lane. 

He heard a cry of anger and saw a ball of fire fly past him. The beggars by the lane scattered as it exploded against a wall, leaving a black stain. Kuro was lucky. Azalea was dangerous, but her magic was clumsier than her big sister’s. He covered the final span of cobblestone to the lane uninjured.

He made a hard left and suddenly he was home. His feet knew the feel of the broken pavement. His lungs recognized the musty air. The shadows of the too narrow street welcomed their wayward son. 

Kuro couldn’t savour the moment for long. Azalea had not given up the chase, and while Kuro now had the advantage of the lane, he was not yet safe. He started to run, but he didn’t need to get far. There was a culvert nearby that would bring him out to the Blandlands. Should Azalea follow, her magic would not. If she wanted to continue her duel, she would have to do it with her fists, and Kuro wasn’t terribly concerned about the flimsy blows of the sickly girl. 

Kuro felt a wave of heat pass him by as another ball of fire missed its mark. He skidded to a stop and pulled himself into the corrugated steel pipe that would lead him to safety. 

A deafening crack and a painful tingling in his hands announced a bolt of lightning hitting the pipe, but the metal absorbed too much of the attack to slow Kuro down. He slid out into the Blandlands, coated in the sludge that had accumulated in the pipe, but safe at the edge of a busy street.

Azalea rolled out moments later. She was soaked in sweat and slime and gasping for breath as though she’d run miles. Not imagining that Kuro would just stand and wait for her, she ran past him out into the street.

Tires screeched and horns blared as oncoming traffic swerved to avoid the girl. Kuro grabbed her and pulled her back to the safety of the sidewalk. 

She threw him off as though he were trying to murder her and rounded on him, levelling her amber rod at his chest. 

There was a lengthy and increasingly awkward pause as nothing happened. Azalea grew frantic as she tried to summon fire to her aid as well, while Kuro just rocked on his heels patiently, waiting for her to figure out what had happened. 

Finally, her single-minded fury began to fray, and she looked around. Anger turned to panic. “Where are we?”

“Montreal,” said Kuro. He knew this Blandlands exit well. There was a very good bagel shop nearby that often threw their leftovers away in the evening. 

“In the Blandlands?” Her senses returned all at once. She saw the cars, the people, and the buildings, felt the absence of the magical field that powered her attacks, and noticed the muted sounds and washed-out colours that gave the Blandlands their name. Her eyes went wide with an equal mix of wonder and terror.

She watched the endless streams of cars and trucks zip past. She stared at each Blandlander that walked by as though they were exotic creatures. She peered into the nearby windows, looking at the electronic screens and piles of manufactured goods in disbelief.

As the thrill of the chase drained from her, her breathing became more laboured. A hard sprint was a strain for a gaunt and frail bookworm who rarely left the confines of the orphanage, especially one that ended in the foul air of a city street in the Blandlands. She clutched at her chest and doubled over as a wracking cough took her. 

Kuro initially felt victorious, having outmatched a dangerously violent wizard, but as her coughing failed to subside, he started to worry. She was coughing badly and was growing weaker from it.

Kuro guided her toward the culvert back to the fey realm. She fought him weakly, refusing his aid but unable to navigate herself while coughing so badly. 

He shoved and dragged her through the pipe back into Detritus Lane, where they both collapsed, Kuro from the strain of moving the uncooperative girl, she from the continued coughing fit. 

Unfortunately for Kuro, Azalea didn’t need to be able to run or speak to evoke her lightning. Once on the right side of the veil, she had her magic back and started to gather a charge on the amber rod. 

As Kuro prepared to start running again, he found that his feet had no purchase on the ground. A strong hand gripped his and Azalea’s collars and began to haul them down the lane.  
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Three
A Wolf in Uniform
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“Do you plan to make visits to my office an annual tradition?” asked Talen Dubois, knight commander of the Canine Unit of the Royal Guard, head of the Hounds. He sat behind his desk and tapped his fingers in irritation. His familiar, the huge wolf called Garmr, padded around the office, growling and looking like it was considering when might be the most appropriate time to eat Kuro.

The fact that Dubois had come himself to arrest Kuro and drag him back to the Granite Citadel for interrogation was not a good sign. Normally a couple of kids fighting in the street wouldn’t warrant any more than a low-ranking peacekeeper. Dubois was keeping a personal eye on Kuro, meaning either that Kuro was still in danger, as Dubois had implied at the beginning of summer, or that the Hound still believed Kuro himself was a threat. 

“I’d rather not,” Kuro mumbled, averting his gaze. “I don’t really like it here. Can I go?”

“Go?” Dubois threw up his hands at the suggestion. “Do you have any idea of the trouble you’re in?” 

“Not really, no.” It was an honest answer. He didn’t think he’d done anything illegal. If not allowing someone to murder him was a crime, he felt he should just give up any hope of escaping a life in prison.

“Fighting in the streets, destroying private property, unsanctioned trips to the Blandlands!” Dubois pointed an accusing finger at Kuro.

“Which of those is illegal?” Kuro asked.

“All of them!” 

That came as a shock to Kuro. Destroying property made sense, though he didn’t remember damaging anything himself. But he’d seen fights outside pubs many times without anyone getting hauled in by the Guard, and he’d been to and from the Blandlands almost daily for half of his life. He didn’t want to think about the prison sentence he’d earn if that was against the law. 

“All I did was run away,” defended Kuro. “Why am I in trouble?”

“Oh, you are not the only one.” A knock at his door interrupted. “That will be our other troublemaker now, I expect. Come in!”

A young Hound with a border collie at his heels opened the door and ushered Azalea inside before leaving again. Azalea strode into the office imperiously, glancing disdainfully at Dubois.

“Has the lady recovered?” asked the Hound with a slight bow.

“Quite” was all Azalea replied. She was no longer coughing, and her clothes had been cleaned and mended, while Kuro still sat soaked in sludge, with melon shrapnel in his hair.

“Would the lady kindly take a seat,” Dubois continued, his posture and attitude entirely different toward Azalea than they had been moments before to Kuro. “I have some questions about the events of today.”

Azalea did her best to maintain an air of confidence as she climbed into the second chair across the desk from the Hound, but Kuro could see it was a front. She shrunk away from the prowling wolf and had trouble meeting Dubois’s accusing eyes. 

“The first and least of my questions,” Dubois said, “is what exactly were you doing?” He leaned back in his chair and pressed his fingertips together thoughtfully, as though he’d just made a move on a chess board and was waiting for his opponent’s response.

“I was engaged in a duel, and you had no right to interrupt,” Azalea replied.

“On what grounds was the challenge offered?” asked Dubois as though Azalea’s claims were entirely reasonable, and he just needed to fill out a form with the details.

“For the honour of my family,” said Azalea. “Kuro Hearn, a child of our ancestral foe, has assaulted my sister twice and demeaned her on several occasions without redress.”

Kuro didn’t fully understand what Azalea had said, but something seemed off about it. Dubois caught it as well, though it looked like he’d expected it. He feigned a small amount of surprise. “Our records don’t show Kuro having any known parents. Does the Lady have information she would be able to share with the Royal Guard on this matter?”

“He’s Phineas Hearn’s son.” Azalea pointed an accusing finger at Kuro. “One of Claudius Roche’s men. They killed my parents.”

“I fear the Lady may have been misinformed,” said Dubois. “Kuro was Hearn’s servant, not his son. And an unwilling one at that.”

Azalea looked at Kuro, face still full of anger but showing the first moment of doubt he’d ever seen in her. “He still attacked my sister.”

“It’s news to me that Dame Lamorak is not in a condition to defend herself. Is Belladonna unwell?”

Azalea crossed her arms and sank into her chair. 

Dubois leaned forward in his. It seemed to Kuro that he had planned this whole conversation and was manipulating it to an end of his choosing, though Kuro couldn’t yet see his goal. “To an untrained observer, one might think that you challenged a commoner to a duel under the pretence of defending the honour of someone more than able to defend it herself, when your actual cause was something more akin to a blood feud.” He looked down at Azalea as a judge about to hand down a death sentence. “Blood feuds of that kind are quite illegal. They’re the sort of thing that can strip you of your title and even get you exiled.” 

Azalea was beginning to look very tense. Her initial confident posture had entirely dissolved, and she looked like she wanted to escape the Hound’s office even more than Kuro did. She could say nothing in response.

Dubois smiled. It was a wolfish grin, the smile of a predator that has caught its prey and knows it. “However, a more charitable witness to the events might see it differently. It would be unseemly for Belladonna to challenge someone so much younger than her to a duel of honour, would it not? It would be unbearable to a family of knights to carry the stain of those insults, but she could not possibly claim honour in challenging Kuro herself, could she? So, the duty must fall to you.”

Azalea straightened and looked back at the Hound in confusion. 

Kuro wasn’t confused, or even surprised. Dubois had done the same thing to him the year prior. He’d known everything he’d needed to before the conversation had even started. He walked her into a trap, snapped it shut, and was now offering her a narrow avenue of escape. What Kuro didn’t know was why he was still in the room. He didn’t imagine that Dubois would have kept him present without a reason. Dubois did not keep him wondering long.

“It would also save a lot of trouble if the chaos you caused was done in the course of a legitimate duel. Any damages would just have to be paid for by whoever caused them, rather than being criminal offences. Also, the exit to the Blandlands might be considered a clever strategy in a duel instead of a legal issue.” Dubois now shifted his attention entirely to Kuro. “You did accept the duel, didn’t you?”

Kuro sat caught in Dubois’s accusing stare, uncertain what the Hound wanted from him. Was he meant to lie to protect both himself and Azalea, or was this a trap, and the lie would just add to his lengthy list of crimes? He was caught in Dubois’s chess game but couldn’t see the board. He looked from Dubois to Azalea and back, hoping for some sign of the correct path. Neither the truth nor a lie was a good choice, so he did neither. “I didn’t know if I was allowed to refuse” was all he said.

The corner of Dubois’s mouth turned up, betraying a hint of pleasure at Kuro’s response. 

Azalea was less restrained in her reaction and let out an audible sigh of relief. The gasping breath that followed implied that she’d been holding it for some time.

Dubois scribbled some notes, which he punctuated with a satisfied flourish. “I’m glad that’s resolved; much less paperwork this way.” He smiled briefly before returning to his interrogations. “My next and rather more serious question: Azalea, where did you learn that kind of magic? Or magic of any kind, for that matter. You’re not school age yet.”

“Nowhere,” replied Azalea, her momentary relief snatched from her. 

“Really?” Dubois looked a little bit eager to hear whatever Azalea could say that might explain her remarkable abilities. 

That explanation was not forthcoming, however. She squirmed under Dubois’s gaze and tried to hide behind her own hair. 

The lengthy, uncomfortable silence gave Kuro a chance to reflect on Azalea’s magic. She had hurled lightning and fire around pretty well. She was much better than Kuro, and she hadn’t even been to school. He was annoyed at her for that. He’d spent a whole year trying and failing to master basic evocation, and she was doing it easily even while running. How could she have learned it if not taught? Bella was probably teaching her in secret. The magic was just like what Bella had taught him before those lessons had been stopped—lessons that Azalea had attended without fail.

“It was me,” Kuro said aloud, surprising everyone, including himself.

“Sorry, what?” said Dubois. Kuro had a moment of satisfaction at derailing Dubois’s carefully constructed conversation.

“She learned the magic from me,” Kuro tried to clarify, but Dubois interrupted with disbelief.

“Not to insult you, Kuro, but your talent with evocations is . . . still developing. You can’t expect me to believe you trained someone to be better than you.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Kuro interrupted the Hound right back. “She’s been at all my lessons, every day, all summer, watching me. It was kind of creepy.”

Dubois tapped his fingers together as he inspected Azalea’s reactions. “Even if I were to believe you, it doesn’t explain how she can throw a bolt of lightning clear across Bytown market square. Did someone teach you how to do that?”

Kuro nodded. 

Dubois’s surprise quickly transformed into an unpleasant understanding. He buried his face in his palm. “Belladonna,” he growled to nobody in particular. He recomposed himself and fixed Azalea with a deadly serious gaze. So as not to be left out of the threat, his wolf did the same to Kuro. “That is not the sort of magic that should be taught to children. By all rights, Belladonna shouldn’t even know how to do it yet. That’s combat magic meant for soldiers and knights.”

“I am a knight,” snarled Azalea, slamming her hands down on Dubois’s desk. 

“Not yet,” he replied coldly, unfazed by the outburst of the child across from him. “Your sister, despite her best efforts, has neither died nor been stripped of her title. You are merely a squire. Regardless, nobody should be getting combat training until after they graduate, and you haven’t even started school. Have some patience.”

That suggestion enraged Azalea. “Do you expect me to wait until I finish high school to avenge my parents?”

Dubois’s aggressive posture softened a calculated amount, no longer threatening but still commanding. “Lady Lamorak, Azalea, the war is over. It was over a decade ago. Nearly everyone involved in the Coup d’Été is jailed or dead themselves. You’re chasing ghosts in the name of vengeance. Do you really think your parents would want you hunting down the children of their enemies?”

“I should be ready to defend the throne!” Azalea retorted.

“The Sun Throne is empty,” replied Dubois gently, pretending at a sympathetic tone. “The entire royal family was killed in the Coup d’Été.” 

“All but one,” argued Azalea.

“The heir to the throne is unaccounted for, yes, but being missing doesn’t mean they’re alive. It’s been thirteen years. There’s nothing left to avenge, and nobody left to defend. The surviving Tirnanog nobility have their own knights and guards, and they like it that way. They’re looking for excuses to strip you and your sister of your titles. The old Knights of the Sun are an inconvenience to them. Don’t betray your parents’ memory by losing your title to petty squabbles.”

Azalea slumped in defeat. Dubois had won, but his victory over the young girl was not yet complete. 

“There is one more small matter, before I let you go,” said the Hound, trying to hide the pleasure in his victory from his voice. “Who is the victor of the duel?”

Given that Kuro hadn’t even fought back, it wasn’t really a question. He pointed at Azalea, happy that the whole business was done with.

Dubois screwed up his face in annoyance. “It would be convenient if the two of you could agree.”

Confused, Kuro looked to Azalea to find her finger in his face. “Why are you pointing at me?” he asked. “I didn’t win. I never even cast a spell.”

“You still beat me,” she replied glumly. “I was incapacitated. That means you won.”

“That wasn’t anything I did,” Kuro argued. “You can be the winner. It’s fine.”

“Don’t insult me.” Azalea was starting to get angry. “I don’t need your charity. Take your victory.”

Kuro didn’t care about victory; he cared about not getting into more duels. “Which one will make you not try to fight me again?” 

Azalea was getting impatient with him. “I yield to you, Kuro Hearn. The affront to my family’s honour has been settled.” 

She was so forceful that Kuro couldn’t bring himself to argue. He cowered in his chair and just said, “Okay.”

Dubois appeared quite pleased with the end of the whole affair. Garmr’s tail was even wagging. “I’m glad that’s settled.” He made some notes and then added, more to himself than to the children, “He’s not a Hearn, though. We should probably get him a real last name soon. Hate to have this sort of thing happening again.”

Dubois returned Kuro and Azalea to the market himself, which earned a lot of attention from the market goers. Talen Dubois, knight commander of the Hounds, was famous, and the recent duel was clearly the talk of the town. People were pointing and whispering as they passed. In a place where Kuro had spent years trying his hardest to be invisible, it was deeply uncomfortable having the eyes of the whole market on him. If it weren’t for Garmr loping at his side, he probably would have bolted.

Trapped as he was, however, the unpleasant situation presented an opportunity. Kuro gathered the courage to ask a question that had been eating away at him all summer, which he had no way to answer without the Hound’s help. “How is Ms. Crawley?” he asked. 

His favourite teacher had fought to rescue Kuro from Phineas Hearn, and in doing so, she had exposed her former association with the man. That had gotten her arrested, and Kuro couldn’t help but feel responsible for that.

“Bored,” replied Dubois. “Otherwise, fine. She’s still under house arrest awaiting a formal trial. She’d probably enjoy letters from you if you sent them. I could give you the address.”

Kuro was suspicious of how openly helpful the Hound was being. “Are you reading her mail?” he asked.

Dubois shrugged. “Would you write anything that shouldn’t be seen by the Guard?” he replied. 

They were a few minutes early to the meeting spot under the clock, but that didn’t prevent Miss Brigid from being angry beyond words. Her face flushed, and she puffed her cheeks as she tried to contain her fury while Dubois assured her that “everything was taken care of” and “there would be no further trouble.” If anything, that made her angrier. His pleasantries and platitudes took the teeth out of the fiery tirade she had prepared. 

Kuro didn’t know what Dubois was trying to do by placating the matron. He had a hard time believing that Dubois would do it all just to avoid the paperwork of arresting them. The Hound had a lot of faults, but laziness wasn’t one of them. He wondered if it was related to Azalea. Maybe he was protecting her for some reason. Perhaps because she was from an old noble family, or maybe to trap her in the same way he had trapped Kuro. Dubois had an encyclopedia of Kuro’s crimes and could jail him at any time if he wished. Now he had similar leverage over Azalea and probably Bella as well. Dubois was building a collection of people who couldn’t say no to him. 
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Four
Trials Beyond Measure
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The final week before school was thankfully very busy. Kuro’s chores at the orphanage had been doubled, and new ones had been invented as punishment for the duel. It was a gross injustice that he was disciplined for being attacked, but Kuro was getting used to it. Besides, the extra work helped him keep his mind off his lack of mail and his upcoming ordeals. 

Kuro had to endure two more trials before he would be free of the walls of the orphanage: his evocations test and a haircut.

He wasn’t certain which he dreaded more. The test would be excruciating: hours of written exams followed by practical demonstration of his abilities. The outcome of that was all but certain. He wasn’t consistent with any of the skills and hadn’t once successfully moved anything via telekinesis. He couldn’t imagine them passing him into the next grade without his being able to do one of the first things students learned. It would be an afternoon of desperate struggle toward an inevitable failure. 

The haircut was a whole different kind of anxiety. He’d never had anyone else cut his hair. The idea of sitting entirely still while someone played with blades around his head and neck was terrifying. Given the choice, he’d rather duel Azalea again. 

When the fateful day came, Kuro was as mentally prepared as he could be. That is, he had barely slept or eaten. What sleep he did get was full
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