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AUTHOR'S NOTE




As a special treat for my newsletter subscribers, I used to write a little flash fiction story every month - something that’s very short (almost always under 1000 words, and at times even less than 500 words), and something that was sparked by my love of fantasy. The magic in these stories can range from the epic sword and sorcery kind, to the often overlooked magic that can turn a mundane situation into something a little more unusual. This collection contains some of these stories. I hope you enjoy them.




If you’re new to flash fiction, might I suggest you read this book slowly. It’s not meant to be devoured in one sitting. Give the stories a chance to breathe - I promise you’ll appreciate them more this way!




This novel makes use of UK English spelling and syntax.





THE FORBIDDEN HATCHLING




Owain wiped a trickle of sweat from his brow. Somewhere deep down below in the bowels of the fortress, some poor grunt was diligently stoking the fire that ran through the piping hidden behind thick stone walls all the way to the Hatchery, high up in a tower, where Owain now stood perspiring as he scanned this season’s batch of candidate eggs.

The harvest must have been good fifty years ago, because the shelves in this wing of the Hatchery were filled to the brim with rainbow-coloured eggs the size of Owain’s head, some smooth as silk, others jagged and coarse enough to grate skin off, but all glittering like forbidden treasure in the warm glow of the lamp swinging overhead. Having had the required amount of time to grow within those protective domes, the heat would now entice the little dragonets inside to finally emerge. 

Owain’s heart fluttered at the thought. He’d been apprenticed to the Master Hatcher for almost a year now and was yet to see a hatching. Dragons were a long-lived species and, under normal circumstances, their eggs could take as much as a century to fully develop. But ever since the legendary Grigor the Great had slain the dragon queen and subjected the beasts to slavery, fighting as war mounts in the Warlord’s endless conflicts, the Hatchery had been charged with propagating dragons as fast as possible. The previous hatching had been almost two years ago. A fine batch of fighters, Master Dafydd had called them.

Movement caught Owain’s eye, and he gasped as a gold-flecked emerald egg started trembling. The air crackled, as if a lightning storm were brewing.

“Master!” Owain shouted, fumbling for his leather gloves. “Come quickly!”

A loud CRACK rent the air as the egg splintered and split open. Owain’s hands trembled as he carefully pried the shell’s pieces apart to reveal the dragonet inside. 

His breath hitched in his throat. Delicate iridescent wings unfurled as the tiny creature wobbled onto unsteady legs. Its scales were not the traditional hues of fiery red or obsidian black Owain had been taught to expect, but a luminescent silver that shimmered in the low light. The creature’s eyes were large and intelligent and sparkled with an ancient wisdom.

Owain’s heart swelled with a mixture of emotions – awe, wonder, and a profound sense of protectiveness. The dragonet reached out a clawed talon and gripped one of Owain’s fingers in its tiny palm, and the apprentice knew immediately that an unspoken connection had formed between them, even as he heard his master’s gasp behind him.

Owain turned to see Master Dafydd’s face pale.

“A white hatchling!” the Master Hatcher hissed. “We must kill it now, before it’s too late.”

“Why?” Owain asked, alarmed. “We’ve waited fifty years for it to hatch!”

“And the dragons have waited centuries,” Master Dafydd spat. “That, my young apprentice, is a queen, and we cannot let her live.”

Ice clawed down Owain’s spine. He glanced at the dragonet, who was watching them attentively, as if it understood every word they said. “It’s just a baby. What harm can it do?”

“It will grow, and it will resist servitude, and it will inspire the rest of its kind to rebel against us. It must die now.” Master Dafydd’s hands shook as he glared at the dragonet. “Keep that thing contained. I will be right back with a dragon’s bane potion.”

Owain nodded, swallowing nervously. He listened until his master’s stomping footsteps faded away, and then he turned back towards the dragonet. The hatchling teetered, unsteady on its feet, and Owain steadied it instinctively. He swallowed back a sob as the baby dragon nuzzled his gloved hand affectionately.

“No,” Owain whispered. “This is wrong. It’s just a baby.”

All his life Owain had watched the dragon riders set out to war, his father at their head. He’d wanted to be one of them too, at first. But as he grew older, what had once seemed normal began to trouble Owain. He’d seen how the warriors treated their dragons – like dumb beasts, beating any signs of dissent out of them until they had reduced the magnificent creatures to nothing more than carrier mules, albeit ones that could tear a horse limb from limb. Dragons mated for life, but partners were separated and died as the Warlord saw fit, and the sole egg a female produced during her lifetime was harvested as soon as it was laid and taken to the Hatchery. Instead of becoming a warrior, Owain had apprenticed to the Master Hatcher, hoping that, somehow, he could make a difference in the dragons’ lives.

And now, perhaps he could.

Owain took a deep breath. Then he scooped the dragonet into his arms and tucked it underneath his cloak, wincing as the hatchling’s body heat burned against his chest. A soft vibration, almost as if the little creature were purring, thrummed against his ribcage as it snuggled in closer and a smell like burnt metal reached Owain’s nose. 

His heart lurched into his throat as he heard Master Dafydd stomping up the stairs again. He looked around. There was nowhere to hide, and nowhere to escape.

Except through the window.

Owain hesitated only a moment before he threw the window open. A cool breeze ruffled his hair as he leapt into the sky, the dragonet still cradled in his arms. The hatchling screeched, and an answering roar shook the night.

As they plummeted towards the ground, the sound of enormous wings flapping suddenly filled the air. Owain cried out as huge talons wrapped around his body, wrenching his fall to a stop. He looked up at the dragon who had caught him. It was his father’s mount, the chain it had been bound with dangling from its neck.

An alarm rang out, but Owain’s lips curled into a smile. The Hatchery dwindled below as the dragon soared higher, carrying the erstwhile apprentice and his precious cargo towards freedom and the hope of a better future.





WORTHY


“You don’t have to do this.”

Satya stood on the edge of the precipice, letting her eyes follow the rope tied to a stake driven into the rock, across the chasm and all the way to the stone pillar on which the Holy Temple of Ascension glowed with the rosy tint of dawn. A breeze ruffled her dark hair as the taut rope swayed slightly. “Yes, I do.”

Beside her, Alani sighed. “Can’t you at least wait until the wind’s settled?”

Satya shook her head. “This year’s crop of acolytes will be here within the hour. It’s now or never.” Anticipation fluttered in her chest. Soon, she’d know if she was worthy. 

If not, she’d be dead.

She turned when she felt Alani’s warm hand squeeze her own. Her sister’s eyes were dry, but Satya felt the tremor in her grip.

“You don’t have to prove anything to me.” 

“I know,” Satya said. She pulled her hand from her sister’s and took a deep breath.

Then she stepped onto the rope.

It shifted beneath her, and Satya’s heart lurched into her throat. She heard Alani’s stifled gasp as her gaze fell to the sheer drop far below. The chasm was so deep, the bottom was lost in darkness. For a moment, Satya imagined her body tumbling into those depths. 

She clamped her jaws together and straightened her arms out, lifting her eyes back towards the temple. “Balance
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