

    
        
          The Last Dragon

        

        
        
          Misfits & Magic, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Jill Andrews

        

        
          Published by Jill Andrews, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE LAST DRAGON

    

    
      First edition. October 18, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Jill Andrews.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8237103991

    

    
    
      Written by Jill Andrews.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Prologue: A Note of Mystery

Chapter 1: The Wizard Incident

Chapter 2: A Friend Lost

Chapter 3: Gone, and Also Forgotten

Chapter 4: Desdemona

Chapter 5: Finding Outlaws

Chapter 6: The Cabin

Chapter 7: Spells and Portals

Chapter 8: Almost Like Old Times

Chapter 9: The Scene of the Crime

Chapter 10: The Bard, the Witch, and the Donkey

Chapter 11: Banshee Law

Chapter 12: Into the Woods

Chapter 13: Arddun’s Snare

Chapter 14: Arddun’s Magic

Chapter 15: Arddun’s Spirit

Chapter 16: Arddun’s Aid

Chapter 17: Ominous Clouds

Chapter 18: That Sinking Feeling

Chapter 19: Dark Memories

Chapter 20: Athru

Chapter 21: Hope Amid Death

Chapter 22: There’s Something in the Water

Chapter 23: The Well

Chapter 24: Realm of Sorrows

Chapter 25: Beautiful and Deadly

Chapter 26: The Forges of Myrkva

Chapter 27: Dragon Bones

Chapter 28: Enemies in the Dark

Chapter 29: Masking and Mimicry

Chapter 30: Infection

Chapter 31: The Fomori

Chapter 32: The Monster

Chapter 33: The Maiden and the Madman

Chapter 34: Flashbacks

Chapter 35: An Unexpected Reunion

Chapter 36: The Strength of Emotions

Chapter 37: Gwydion’s Plans

Chapter 38: Heartache and Healing

Chapter 39: Escape

Chapter 40: Dragon’s Fire

Chapter 41: Surviving Aunios

Chapter 42: A New Family

Chapter 43: The Mainland

Chapter 44: Happily Ever After

Epilogue: The Crow Herself

Acknowledgements

Sign up for Jill Andrews's Mailing List

Also By Jill Andrews

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Prologue: A Note of Mystery
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I sniffed the air appreciatively. Although trees filled the horizon in every direction, swallowing up the path before and behind me, the evening breeze carried a hint of salt. It conjured up memories of my home village, no more than a day or two’s travel away.

The inn ahead wore a shingled roof and displayed panes of glittering glass in every window frame. Each of the grand carriages lined up near the stable cost more than I earned in a year. The pair of matched dapple-grey geldings at the hitching post, scrubbed to perfect silver in spite of the rust-red dirt roads, looked down their long noses at my patched linen dress and worn, dusty sandals.

I pulled the folded note out of my traveling bag, brushing my fingers across the silky-soft fur of the sealskin buried at the bottom of the bag in passing, and squinted at the firm script in the dim, evening light.


I hear you have a new tale to tell, and I'm curious to see if you've gotten it right. I trust you're familiar with the Gilded Pearl, that ridiculously stuffy establishment on the way to your home village? It's not really your sort of place, but they do have very comfortable chairs and passable wine. Be there within the next two weeks, and tell your new story. If it's good, I'll buy you a drink. 


It was signed E. S. T. and finished with a black wax seal and black silk ribbon. The note had been left for me at one of the taverns I most often frequented, though the tavernkeeper was unable to tell me who had given the paper to her.

Driven by insatiable curiosity, I found myself entering the Gilded Pearl well within the time frame specified in the note. My eyes darted around, searching for some sign that I was recognized, anything to identify E. S. T. Not that I knew what to look for. They could be anyone. None of the inn's patrons gave me a second glance. None of them looked out of place, except myself.

The man at the front desk wore silk. A potent aura of perfume surrounded him, too sweet and fruity for my taste. He wrinkled his brow at the sight of me. 

"Can I help you?" he asked, disgust thick in his voice.

"My name is Niamh, the shanachie." I infused some of my selkie magic into my voice, hoping its persuasive powers would keep me from being thrown out.

He frowned and checked a piece of paper, then brightened up. "Ah yes, Niamh! You are expected. Go right in. The patrons will love hearing your tales, I'm sure."

I decided not to question it. If these people liked my story, I might earn quite a bit of money. I entered the inn's main room and found a chair by the marble fireplace. My mysterious friend was right, the chairs were quite comfy. Again, I scanned the room but saw no one of interest. When would I meet the sender of the note? I hoped my tale was up to their standards.

Emptying my head of doubts, I cleared my throat and tossed a handful of powder into the fire. The flames leaped up and flared in a rainbow of colors, attracting the attention of the inn's posh clientele. Once all eyes were on me, I began.

"I have a tale to tell you. A tale of magic, of mystery, and of companionship. This is the story of the last dragon, and it begins along the borders of the land of Ebora, long ago... "
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​Chapter 1: The Wizard Incident
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The nicest thing about Cu’s Cross, Rose reflected as she strolled down the main street, was that its residents were all kind to her. Over the past few months, she, Gabe, and Nemo had bought a house in the little town and turned it into an apothecary shop. Rose’s reputation for healing skill had quickly spread, and the town welcomed her and her friends with open arms. She felt safe moving around the town unaccompanied, both because she had learned the layout and because she trusted her fellow villagers to help her if necessary. 

“Mornin’, miss Rose,” called the local baker.

She could smell the bread he carried from across the street. “Good morning! How’s your son’s hand doing? Is my ointment still helping the burn?”

“Oh, it’s nearly healed now, hardly even a scar left,” he assured her. “Thanks for asking.”

Rose continued on, threading her way through the bustling market with the help of her cane. Cheerful greetings reached her ears from all directions, and she smiled happily at each. The sun sat hot on her shoulders, but a light breeze kept the heat from being stifling. At the far side of the market, she found her way into a narrow alley. Here there were more shadows than sunbeams, which cooled the air in spite of the lack of breeze among the densely packed homes. Her cane splashed into water, and she sidestepped before wetting her feet in a puddle. 

A whiff of air carried with it the sharp scents of ink, burnt minerals and bitter herbs, the signature odors of a wizard’s trade. Odd, Rose didn’t remember any wizards living in Cu’s Cross. Perhaps one was passing through town or visiting a friend. 

Reaching her destination put thoughts of the wizard out of her head. She knocked lightly on the rough wooden door and waited a moment.

“Ciara, it’s Rose. May I come in? I’ve brought your medicine.”

The quavering voice of an elderly woman answered. “Hello, Rose. Come right in, the door’s not locked.”

Pushing her way inside, Rose found her way to the bedside. Ciara suffered from severe arthritis and rarely got out of her house, which was why Rose had taken to delivering the old woman’s medicine herself. She unpacked several glass jars from her satchel and set them on the table by the bed, then gathered up the empty ones to take back.

“How are you feeling, Ciara?”

“Oh, not too bad. Your remedies sure help these old bones, dear. Thank the Guardians you came to town.”

“I’m glad I can help a little,” Rose replied. 

“More than a little! Don’t sell yourself short, child. Why, this time last year I could scarcely move without pain,” Ciara protested. “I’ve even managed to do a little weaving this month.”

“That’s wonderful,” Rose said.

“Speaking of which, do you know if Deirdre has returned yet? I asked her to repair part of my big loom before she left, and I never did get it back.”

The blacksmith had abruptly closed up her shop and gone on a journey without explanation not long after the destruction of Ebora castle. Speculation on her whereabouts ran rampant among the townsfolk, as Deirdre had never seemed like the adventurous type. She had not even left word on when she would be returning. Now they had to travel to one of the neighboring villages for metalwork, and Deirdre’s little forge sat empty and cold with no one to tend it.

“No, I don’t think she’s back,” Rose said. “But I can stop by and check for you, if you want.”

“That would be lovely, dear. But don’t let me keep you! It’s too nice of a day for a pretty young thing like you to stay indoors. Go on now.”

“All right, if you’re sure you don’t need anything else,” Rose said. “Don’t hesitate to send for me if you need me.”

Humming to herself, Rose closed Ciara’s front door and headed out, her mind already focused on the rest of her to-do list for the day. Nearing the end of the alley, footsteps passed by, and that wizardly aroma returned full force. Rose thought little of it, in a hurry to get back home to her friends and her work. Then the footsteps paused, spun around, and rushed back towards her. Rose had no time to react. Someone slammed into her, forcing her up against the wall of the house behind her. She dropped her cane with a clatter. Rough edges of stone dug into her back, and she cried out in fear. A dirty cloth pressed over her mouth, stifling her voice. 

“Be still,” her attacker murmured, his rancid breath hot on her cheek. “Don’t struggle.”

He grabbed her arm and twisted it so the inside of her elbow was exposed. Something sharp pierced her skin, and blood ran down her arm. She whimpered in pain, and her eyes filled with tears.

“Don’t cry, it’s not that bad,” the man muttered. “See, I’m all done.”

In an instant, he had released her, and his steps retreated down the alley. Breathless with fear and anxiety, Rose stood frozen. The sounds of the lively village fell on her ears as if through water, muffled and distant. Warm liquid trickled over her hand and dripped steadily to the ground. As her senses returned to clarity, a stinging pain in her arm reminded her of her wound. She explored it with her other hand and pressed her handkerchief to the cut until the flow of blood stopped. 

Using magic to heal would have been faster, but the laws of elven healers forbade her from using her magic on herself. That would be selfish. Her magic was meant to be a gift to others, not a quick fix for her own benefit. Once the cut was tended to, she drew a shaky breath. A quick scan of the area with her empathic abilities revealed no sign of anyone else nearby, to her great relief.  She felt around for her cane. Cold, rounded cobblestones met her touch. The ground sloped towards a wall, and she crawled downhill until her hands found dirt studded with small clumps of grass and moss. There, among the roots of a stunted bush, she finally grasped the smooth, polished wood of her cane. 

Straightening up, she wiped her hands on her skirt and hurried towards home as quickly as she dared. Gone was the feeling of safety and welcome. She flinched at every voice and step, worried it was her attacker coming back to do her more harm. A hand gripped her shoulder, and she pulled away with a gasp.

“Easy, Rose, it is only me,” Nemo’s monotone voice stated. “What happened to you? Your dress has blood on it.”

Rose threw her arms around the banshee’s lanky form. The rough texture of Nemo’s linen tunic, familiar and reassuring, soothed her. After a moment, Nemo returned the hug.

Soon, Rose found herself pouring out her tale amid sobs of relief. “I’m so glad you’re here. I thought you were still out hunting.”

“The hunt ended quickly today. Can you describe this man at all?” Nemo demanded. “Gabe and I will find him and take care of him for you.”

“I can’t,” Rose said. “I’m sorry. It happened so fast...all I know is he smelled like a wizard. Please don’t leave me.”

Nemo patted her back awkwardly. “All right, I will not leave you. Come on, let us go home. We can make a plan there.”

***
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NEMO HITCHED THE QUIVER of arrows on her hip into a more comfortable position and loosened her dagger in its sheath. She kept a steadying hand on Rose’s arm as they walked, aware of the way her friend’s body seized up at unexpected sounds. With each little jump, Rose crept closer and closer, until Nemo finally put her arm around the elf’s shoulders and held her tightly against her own side. This seemed to soothe Rose’s anxiety a bit. 

Nemo scanned the busy streets with suspicion. If she found the man who had laid a hand on Rose, he would not live to see another day. Alas, no one looked out of place. Even the pickpocket furtively lingering at the end of a nearby alley was known to her. She narrowed her eyes at him, and he shrank into the shadows. He was a thief, but he would never harm Rose. Of that, Nemo was certain. She steered Rose onto a quiet back street, too small to be worthy of stone paving. The packed dirt muffled the sound of Rose’s shoes and cane. Nemo’s own feet, always bare, made little sound on any terrain. 

Before long, they had reached the back of their cozy little apothecary shop. Its stone walls, softened by a profusion of climbing plants, had an inviting air. In the small yard, Gabe toiled industriously to clear loose stones from a patch of earth where Rose wanted a new garden bed. Rich, damp earth coated his granite hands like gloves made of mud. He looked up at their approach, a bright smile splitting his rocky face and glittering in his garnet eyes. The joy faded as he took in Rose’s bloody and disheveled appearance. Leaping to his feet, he jogged towards them. The ground shook at his approach. 

“Rose, are you all right?” he asked.

“She was attacked,” Nemo said. “By a stranger, a wizard, she thinks. She is not badly hurt.”

“Are you sure she’s all right?” Gabe asked.

“Yes, I’m fine, Gabe. I’m quite glad to be home, but I’m fine,” Rose said. 

“Let’s go inside,” Gabe said. “We can talk in there where it’s cozy.”

He led the way through the tall, wide back door. This building had once belonged to a centaur, and unlike many homes its doors and hallways had room for his large frame. Nemo followed him inside, still supporting Rose. A dangling collection of little bells and bits of crystal jingled pleasantly as the door swung on its hinges.

The interior of their home and shop, dimly lit by the glow of the squat wood stove in the corner and a couple of enchanted glass baubles, smelled of herbs, spices, and baking bread. Nemo settled Rose on an overstuffed chair and draped a quilt around her shoulders. The elf sighed and nestled into the cushions. She looked better now, Nemo thought. 

“Do you want to tell Gabe about it, or should I?” the banshee asked.

“I’ll try,” Rose said shakily. “I visited Ciara, as I often do. She was feeling better, so I didn’t spend as long with her as I had planned. Then, on my way home, a man cornered me. He cut my arm and took some blood, then let me go. I don’t understand...I didn’t do anything to him. I didn’t even know him. Why would he do that? It was frightening.”

As Rose spoke, Nemo watched the anger grow on Gabe’s face. As expected, the stone giant was livid. He ground his hands together, showering the floor with bits of dried mud.

“He did what?! I’m gonna smash him flat,” Gabe boomed.

Nemo shook her head and silently pointed to Rose. The elf’s face was tense and tear-streaked, and Gabe’s wrath, while well-intentioned, only caused her more distress. Nemo glanced past Rose and noticed the tea kettle sitting on the wood stove. Tea would help. She set about making a nice pot of mint and chamomile tea as they continued talking.

“We’re not gonna let him hurt you again,” Gabe promised, voice softening. “I’ll go with you every time you go out.”

“Thanks, Gabe. I think I’d like to stay home for a few days at least, just to be safe.” Rose gave a wobbly smile.

“Whatever you need,” said Nemo. “Here is some tea. Drink it, and you will feel better.”

Rose wrapped her hands around the mug and sipped. A cart rattled by outside the window, its driver shouting at someone further down the street. She flinched at the noise and pressed herself deeper into her chair. Nemo went to sit by her side.

“It is all right. Gabe and I will keep you safe,” she said. “Nothing can get to you while you have us.”

Days passed. The garden patch that Gabe had cleared for Rose sat empty, because she refused to venture outside even to their own yard. She kept up with the crafting of salves, potions, and other healing products, but when customers stopped by the shop she disappeared into her bedroom. Nemo took over most of the face to face interactions with clients, with Gabe’s occasional assistance. She knew she lacked Rose’s charm and hospitality. Fortunately, the people of Cu’s Cross had become used to her ways and no longer feared her.

“How’s Miss Rose this morning?” the local baker asked, poking his head in. “Brought her some fresh scones. Hope they cheer her up a bit.”

“Thank you, I am sure she will appreciate them,” Nemo said, taking the offered basket. 

Warmth radiated from within the clean linen cloth that lined the basket, along with the aroma of rosemary and sage. Nemo gave it a discreet sniff as she set it aside to bring to Rose. She would test the scones first, just to be sure they were safe to eat.

“Any news about that wizard?” the baker asked. “Did you catch him yet?”

“No.” 

Nemo had searched and searched, but no trace of him could be found. He had not stayed in the local inn, nor had he been seen in any of the roadside taverns within a day’s travel. Indeed, no strange wizards of any description had passed through the area lately.

“Well, we’re all still on the lookout,” said the baker. “This used to be a fairly safe area. It’s a real shame. First sidhe, then dark magic, and now this... What is the world coming to?”

“Thank you for keeping an eye out for trouble,” Nemo said.

The baker nodded. “Rose is part of this village now. You all are. I, for one, want to make sure you feel safe enough to stay. You’ve made our lives better.”

“You have made our lives better too,” Nemo said. “This is a nice place to live. I am sure Rose will feel up to talking with everyone again soon.”

Once the baker had gone, she carried the basket of scones to Rose’s room and knocked softly on the open door. “Hello, Rose. I have scones for you.”

Rose stood up from her cozy chair and approached the door. “Was that the baker I heard? How kind of him to stop by. Next time you see him, please tell him I appreciate his thoughtfulness.”

“You could tell him yourself,” Nemo proposed. “I will come with you, if that helps.”

Rose took half a step back. “Oh...perhaps one day. Today I will stay in, I think.”

“It is nice out. Gabe has been working on your garden. I am sure he would like to show you what he has done,” Nemo tried again.

“I’d rather not. But thank you, Nemo.”

Nemo left the basket of scones on the table next to Rose’s chair and went back to the front to mind the shop. Such a shame that Rose would not go outside. It would do her a world of good to get some fresh air and chat with the kind villagers once more. If only she could be convinced to try. Nemo did not want to pressure her, however. She would just have to hope things got better.

Days turned into weeks, and the time passed without another incident or visit from the strange wizard. 

After a while, Rose agreed to spend a few minutes outside in the walled back garden, but only when she was accompanied by one of her friends. Gabe, ever eager to be close to Rose, often kept her company on her brief visits to the outdoors. He finished clearing all the rocks from the packed earth of the back garden area, tilled the ground until it was soft and ready for planting, and laid neat little stone borders around the new flower and herb beds. Nemo, who usually ventured out hunting and exploring in the wilds around Cu’s Cross for days at a time, stayed closer to home in case danger arose. She gathered wild plants for Rose’s herbal concoctions, made deliveries to customers, and managed the shop. In between, she visited the inn to keep up with local news. 

“Erik, any word?” she asked, sliding into a seat at the bar one evening.

The usual crowd filled the inn, farmers, villagers, and the occasional traveler passing through. Patrons sat in clusters of two or three, talking quietly amongst themselves as they enjoyed the good food and drink for which Erik’s inn was known. On this particular evening, no shanachie or musician was performing, which made for a less boisterous atmosphere. Nemo could actually hear herself think.

“Nothing,” the innkeeper said, shaking his head. “Not even a whiff of magic. Not so much as a hedge witch has come through here. Sorry, Nemo.”

“You still looking for that wizard fella?” one of the local farmers asked. “Isn’t it time you gave that up? He’s long gone, if he ever existed at all.”

“He did exist,” Nemo said. “Why would you say he did not?”

“No one saw him. Maybe Rose ran into a branch and scared herself. She’s awful timid, you know.”

“I do not doubt Rose’s word.” 

Nemo was inwardly indignant at the very thought. Rose would not lie, and she was no foolish child to be so upset by a mere accident. If she said it had happened, it had. That was that.

“I think you’ve had enough to drink, friend. This rudeness isn’t like you,” Erik told the farmer. “Now Nemo, he didn’t mean that. It’s just that we’re not used to so much unrest and excitement around here. Honestly, wizards aren’t common in these parts, as I’m sure you know. The attack on Rose has people scared, and some would prefer to think it didn’t happen. It’s easier that way.”

Nemo frowned slightly. “But it did happen. There is nothing else to think.”

“Not everyone sees things in black and white the way you do,” Erik said.

“I do not know why. Wishful thinking saves nothing.”

“True enough.”

“Do you think it was a targeted attack on Rose, or just a random act of violence?” a woman at the bar asked.

“There is no way to know for sure, but Rose thought the wizard seemed interested in her specifically,” Nemo said.

“I think it was random,” said the woman. “No one in their right mind would go after Rose on purpose. She’s too well protected, with you and Gabe about. Even a wizard would think twice before going up against you.”

Nemo sighed as the memory of her last encounter with Llyr came to mind. “You would think so, would you not? I have found that wizards do not make sense.”

“Well, either way, it happened weeks ago. If there was still danger, someone would have seen something by this point,” the woman said. “Rose’s attacker is long gone, I’m sure.”

There was a murmur of agreement from others at the bar. 

“We must remain vigilant,” Nemo said.

Erik sighed. “For how long? We can’t spend the rest of our lives looking over our shoulders, waiting to be attacked.”

Nemo shrugged. “Why not? That is what I do. I intend to keep on seeking answers, whether you do or not.”
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​Chapter 2: A Friend Lost
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Nemo reached across the quilt to cut herself another slice of berry tart, staining her fingertips purple and crimson with the sweet-tart juice. She licked some of it off, wiping the rest on a clump of grass. Rose made the best pastries, in her opinion. Not that the banshee had much experience with pastries. Before meeting Rose, she had always opted for the plainest, most practical fare available. Since the grand opening of their apothecary shop, however, Rose had been slowly introducing her to the many wonders of the baking world.

Nemo had spent the morning harvesting herbs with Rose and Gabe, and they had all agreed the weather was too perfect to waste. With their work done for the day, they packed a basket of food and ventured out into the golden afternoon light for a late lunch. They spread their quilt in a nice little meadow carpeted with wildflowers and settled down to enjoy some well-deserved rest. To Nemo’s relief, Rose was now willing to venture out of the safety of their home, as long as Gabe and Nemo accompanied her. For their part, Gabe and Nemo worked hard to make these little excursions pleasant and relaxing, building up their friend’s confidence.

“Would you mind pouring me another cup of tea, Gabe?” Rose asked, holding out her earthen mug.

With a cheerful grin, the big stone man complied. A lazy bee buzzed around Gabe’s lopsided flower crown, then investigated the three friends’ lunch.

“This tart is excellent, Rose,” Nemo said. “Where do you get such amazing recipes?”

“Oh, you know how it is,” Rose said, blushing. “It’s an old family recipe my mother passed down to me when I was little. I’m sure you learned family secrets when you were a child as well. Who taught you to use a bow?”

“When I was a child.” Nemo repeated the phrase slowly. “I do not remember being a child.”

“Really?” Rose leaned closer, attentive.

“In my earliest memory, I am fully grown,” Nemo said. “I do not think I have ever seen a banshee child.”

“But they must exist. Surely you don’t just appear out of thin air as adults, right?”

“I do not know. I did ask, but my tribe had no answers for me. They did not seem to understand why I would even want to know where I came from, or how I came to be,” Nemo said.

“So none of them know where banshees come from?” Gabe asked. “That’s really odd. Weren’t they curious?”

“Either they did not know, or they would not say. I cannot tell the difference. It is part of why I left the tribe. I did not like not knowing, and I hoped I might learn.”

“And have you learned anything since you left?” Rose asked.

“No. It is not mentioned in books, as far as I know. Part of why I was in Ebora to begin with was to access the libraries. There were books about banshees, but they were not helpful. I should not have been surprised. My people are secretive, and they keep to themselves. If even a banshee does not know, why would an outsider?”

“That’s sad, Nemo. I’m sorry you don’t know where you’re from,” Gabe said. “Maybe we should try to find out together.”

“I have all but given up on that,” Nemo said. “I may never know where I came from, but I do know where I want to be now. Right here.”

“We’re glad you’re here too,” Gabe said, patting Nemo’s hand.

“Indeed. And if you ever do decide you want to try to find out where you’re from, we’re with you.” Rose breathed in deep. “I just love the smell of growing things, don’t you?”

“It’s really nice,” Gabe agreed.

Nemo closed her eyes and mimicked Rose, letting the scent of her surroundings wash over her. The air carried the scent of freshly-turned earth from the field nearby, where a farmer toiled over his fall crops. Mixing with the drying herbs from their morning’s work, the smell was pleasant. Fresh earth, crushed grass stems, honey, pastry crust, cheese, that herbal wash Rose used on her hair... and rot. Thick and slimy, the discordant odor pushed its way to the front, drowning out all else. 

Rose gagged. “Oof, that’s potent.”

Nemo opened her eyes and looked around for the source of the smell. Odd that none of them had noticed it when they were choosing the site for their lunch. Nothing out of the ordinary presented itself. The breeze blew across a nearby field of grain, the stems tall enough to hide just about anything among their rustling blades. Perhaps there was something dead in the field.

“Do you want to move?” she asked, still studying the way the grain heads bobbed in the wind.

There was no reply, so after a moment she turned to look at Rose. The elf stood transfixed, a look of horror and confusion on her face. She twisted her apron tie in her hands and shuddered.

“Rose, are you all right?” Gabe asked.

“Something is very, very wrong,” Rose gasped, putting a hand to her chest.

“Do you feel ill?” Nemo asked.

“No, it’s not me. It’s out there.” Rose pointed towards the grain field.

Nemo looked again. The heads of grain tossed and rustled as before, but this time they moved against the wind, unnaturally. Something, a great many somethings, raced towards them under the cover of the tall stems. She reached for her bow and set an arrow to the string.

Gabe stepped protectively in front of Rose. “Whatever it is, it’s not gonna hurt you.”

A humanoid figure burst out of the field and ran towards the three friends. It reached out as if pleading for help, then tripped over a hidden branch and fell. Without missing a beat, it clawed its way back to its feet and continued as if nothing had happened. One arm dangled at a sickening angle, the bones obviously snapped, yet the creature seemed to feel no pain.

It was followed by others of various shapes and builds, all running. As they grew closer, the putrid smell increased. All had ashy skin and a strange, lumbering gait. The first one wore elvish clothes, though they appeared far filthier than any elf Nemo had ever seen. Others seemed clad in the fashion of human farmers and hunters.

“Do you need help?” Gabe asked, his voice puzzled. “I think you broke your arm. Rose can help.”

Almost upon them, the creature let out a guttural snarl and lunged. Up close, Nemo saw that it was indeed an elf, though the skin clung to its bones like dry leather under sun-faded and tattered clothes. Its eyes were missing from gaping, empty sockets, and bits of the dry flesh had been pecked by birds. This was an elf long dead. It should have been lying on a platform of wood, high in the mountains, waiting for nature to claim its form, not standing before them snarling.

The dead didn’t rise. Nemo felt sure of that, or at least she had until her eyes told her otherwise. Yet upon closer inspection, every figure running towards her was obviously dead. A human’s jaw hung slack and loose, and another had a gaping slash in its chest. Morbid fascination held her in its sway. She stared in shock.

“Nemo!” 

Gabe’s bellow cut through her thoughts, shaking her back to awareness. He swatted away the first couple of assailants, pushing them back several feet. They staggered, caught their balance, and swarmed in again. 

Nemo let her arrow fly. It pierced the eye socket of one of the attacking creatures, yet it kept coming. In spite of pouring arrow after arrow into the dead, they refused to fall. Gabe had similar results. Though he battered away for all he was worth, the creatures wouldn’t stay down. With shattered limbs and cratered skulls, they got back to their feet and renewed the attack. It was all Nemo could do to keep them at arm's length, out of reach of Rose. She quickly ran out of arrows and resorted to using her bow as a quarterstaff.

Gabe finally downed one, smashing it to a greasy pulp with his strong fists. Nemo lacked the physical strength to do the same, and every moment it seemed more and more joined the fray. They all acted under a single minded purpose, clamoring and reaching for Rose where she stood between Gabe and Nemo. 

With a heavy thud, a large body slammed into Nemo, knocking her aside. A muscular centaur, its head hanging at a sickening angle, swept past her. Rose screamed as it snatched her up. In the blink of an eye, it turned and thundered off across the field the way it had come. 

“Rose!” Nemo shrieked.

“No!” Gabe shouted.

Amid the still-attacking enemies, they couldn’t reach her quickly enough. Nemo spread her wings, but grasping hands clutched at her and pulled her back to the ground before she could get away. Like a battering ram, Gabe flattened everything in his path, but he was too slow. The centaur had vanished from view within seconds. Gabe ran a few steps, but he soon came to a halt. He had no hope of catching up. Torn between staying to help Gabe fend off their attackers and pursuing Rose, Nemo hesitated. 

As if puppeted by one mind, the remaining creatures suddenly stopped their attack, closed ranks, and ran off. Their horrid stench lingered on the air, a reminder that the idyllic afternoon was not as lovely as it seemed.

“Rose,” Gabe sobbed, reaching towards the horizon where she had disappeared. “Rose, come back!”

“We should have known better. We should have been more careful.” 

Wracked with guilt and horror, Nemo paced around the picnic site. She shook off some of the clotting blood the undead had left on her fingers and shuddered. She was not easily rattled, but those creatures had been horrible. She had promised Rose that she would be safe with them. Now Rose had been kidnapped by the dead.

“You will not see her again,” said a soft voice. “I suggest you forget all about her, for the sake of your own safety.”

Nemo whirled around, teeth bared and hands raised threateningly. Her eyes met the figure of a tall man in a grey cloak. Though his hood cast his face in deep shadow, she knew him. Memories of being held against her will, tortured and questioned, filled her mind. The man held his hands out in a disarming gesture.

“You!” Nemo growled. “I know you. You are the spy who followed us, the man from the bandit camp. You had Athru’s men kidnap me to try to get to Eryll!”

“Did you take Rose? Give her back!” Gabe demanded, taking a swing at the grey-cloaked man. 

His fist went right through the form, which flickered and wavered, then reformed into the appearance of solidity. There was a chuckle from under the hood. This was no real person, this was an illusion or projection of some kind.

“Coward. Show yourself. I am not bound and helpless this time,” Nemo said. “Do not hide behind magic. What have you done with our friend?”

“We want her back,” said Gabe.

“Do not worry, she will not be harmed. She belongs to a greater purpose now, and she will help us do wonderful things,” the man said. “She will be returned to you once her work is done.”

“You have no right to steal her away for any purpose,” Nemo said. “If your cause was truly good, you could have simply asked for Rose’s help and she would have given it freely. The fact that you resorted to kidnapping means it is evil.”

“I am not here to argue, only to warn. Pursue, and you will be destroyed,” the man said calmly.

“We will never stop looking for her,” said Nemo.

The grey man clasped his hands in front of him. “You can certainly try, but you will never find her. Truly, this warning is for your own good. Let her go. Give up. You still have each other, after all.”

“Give her back,” Gabe growled. “If you don’t, I’ll–I’ll find you, and I’ll make you.”

The figure laughed and dissolved into a cloud of tiny, flickering lights that drifted away on the breeze.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3: Gone, and Also Forgotten
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Nemo looked at Gabe. “We will get Rose back if we can.”

Gabe’s eyes lit up with hope. “You have a plan?”

“I am a decent tracker. Those dead things surely left signs of their passing. If we follow them, they will lead us to Rose, I am sure of it. Let us go home and pack.”

It didn't take long to make preparations for the journey. Nemo's bag was always packed, and Gabe needed little traveling gear since he was weatherproof and required no food. The banshee bought some provisions and met Gabe in front of Rose’s little shop. Gabe had locked the door and tacked a scrawled note to the shutters. It read, “Bee Bak Sune.”

He had worn a path in the grass by pacing. "You sure we can find them?"

“I hope so.”

The trail was easy to follow, as Nemo had hoped. These dead things flattened every bush and twig in their path, plowed straight through mud puddles most creatures would have avoided, and left tracks by the dozen at every turn. They seemed to travel in one large pack, marching onward with a singleness of purpose that kept them all together. Though she studied the tracks for signs of any individuals branching off from the rest, all the footprints stayed in a tight bunch. 

They were clearly not worried about being followed. Did dead things worry? Did they think for themselves, or was the grey man piloting them from afar? Never mind trying to figure out how he had made them live again. It made no sense. Nemo shook her head. It did not matter. None of it did. All that was important was getting Rose back before that man hurt her.

The creatures’ path led through field and woodland, leaving trampled hedges and broken fences in their wake. Nothing got in their way or slowed their pace, not even their own destruction. Scattered bits of flesh, caught on fence nails and branches, twisted and writhed unpleasantly as they struggled to rejoin the rest of the body they had come from. Severed hands crawled, and once Nemo even thought she saw a battered head rolling along the ground ahead of her. All Nemo and Gabe had to do was follow the swathe of destruction. The scent of decay grew ever stronger as they went.

Weaving through the remnants of a shattered hedgerow, Nemo nearly stumbled into a small hollow in the field beyond. At its lowest point lay a jumble of grotesque, limp bodies. The dead, now still and silent, appeared as though the unnatural life had been abruptly torn out of them. Gabe plunged into their midst, searching for any sign of Rose amid the grisly pile of flesh, bone, and fabric.

“She’s not here,” he said, wading back out. Rotten fluids clung to his stone hide. “Where did she go?”

Nemo covered her nose and mouth against the stench. “She cannot have disappeared into thin air. Someone has to have continued on. I will pick up the trail again.”

There was no sense trying to understand what had happened or predict what might come next. In such completely new territory, Nemo’s brain could find no patterns to fall back on, no concept of what to expect from the enemy. She circled the hollow, searching for any sign that someone or something had come out of it. Finding no tracks, she widened her search area. Still nothing. 

Something fluttered and waved from a low-hanging tree branch ahead. A bit of parchment, perhaps. It had markings on it, but she was too far away to see it clearly in the evening gloom. Nemo moved closer. The markings became clearer as she approached. They were runes, glowing faintly at first but brightening with every step she took. A low hum, like the droning of a nearby beehive, filled the air. She slowed down, wary.

Gabe bumped into her from behind, catapulting her forward with his bulk. “Oops, sorry Nemo! Did you see the paper? What does it say? Is it from Rose?”

“Gabe, no! Get back, we do not know what that might do!”

The hum increased to a shrill whine, and the runes flashed.

***
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BRIGHT, MORNING SUN streamed into Nemo’s watering eyes. Wait, that could not be right. A moment ago it had been dusk. Her feet ached, and her dry tongue begged for water.

Looking around in confusion, she saw Gabe nearby, scratching his head in puzzlement. The lower half of his body was festooned with shreds of vine and smears of mud and algae. Upon further investigation, she was in a similar state.

“What happened? What are we doing out here?” Gabe asked.

Come to think of it, where were they? Nemo did not recall taking a stroll out into a bog. In fact, she would have normally flown over such a place instead of walking through it.

“I do not know,” she admitted. “But we cannot be that far from home.” 

“Did we find Rose?”

All the worry of the previous day came crashing back in. Nemo remembered following the trail of Rose’s kidnappers to the hollow, hunting for clues to Rose’s whereabouts, then... nothing, until the sun woke her.

“I do not think we did. Something got in the way,” she said. “Some kind of spell, I think.”

“We have to find her,” Gabe said.

“I know,” Nemo replied. “But we are out of our depth here. You and I know nothing of spells and magic. If our enemy could so easily turn us aside last night, there is nothing to stop him from doing it again if we keep pushing. He obviously knew we were following, and he was ready for us.”

“So what do we do?”

“Let us go back to Cu’s Cross. Perhaps Rose will have gotten away and returned there. If not, we will try to get help from a mage. Someone must know how to explain what we saw, at the very least.”

It was a good thing Nemo was so familiar with the area around Cu’s Cross. That meant she knew the only boggy ground within a day or two’s walk lay to the south of the town. She might not recall how she got there, but she did know how to get back. 

The way into town passed Deirdre’s little forge, as dark and empty as ever. It had stood empty for months. Perhaps someone had used it as a hiding place. Nemo peered inside, just in case. The shop, lit only by the light of the windows, appeared undisturbed. Over time, farmers had come and taken most of the tools and implements, leaving behind a stack of papers recording their names and intention to pay when Deirdre got back. Arms and armor still hung from the walls in plenty. The only weapon missing was that big axe that had hung in the back corner. Deirdre might have taken it with her, though it seemed much too large for her to wield herself.

The forge room lay cold and still. Cobwebs festooned the racks of tools and bars of metal, and a thick layer of dust coated everything. Nemo walked through the room and out the back door, to the shed where Deirdre kept the charcoal for her fire. There was no sign that anyone had used the property as a place to hide. Nemo returned to the road, and she and Gabe kept going.

Alas, upon returning to the little apothecary shop, they found it just as empty and still as they had left it. No one had disturbed it, and Rose had not made it home. A handful of notes from the townsfolk were tacked to the door, requests for potions and medicinal salves. The number of notes seemed high for one day’s accumulation. How long had they been away?

“She’s not here. Now what?” Gabe asked with a huff of frustration.

Nemo’s head hurt. Was this how Tris had felt with everyone looking to him for guidance? “Let us ask around town. Perhaps someone saw something.”

“I can do that!” Gabe exclaimed, clearly itching to do something helpful. 

He charged off down the street. Nemo ran a hand through her already wild hair, trying not to get bogged down in heavy emotions. Emotions never did help in this sort of situation, but how could she not worry? Poor Rose must be so scared. 

People always thought that being a banshee meant Nemo did not have emotions. That was not true, although her monotone voice and blank face lent credence to the belief. She felt grief, fear, joy, and many other things, though she had come to realize that her feelings were somewhat dulled and diluted compared to those of her friends. Among the banshees, expressing emotion was discouraged. All strived for the perfect calm of dispassion. 

Being around Rose and Gabe offered a refreshing new perspective. Gabe’s childlike wonder, Rose’s deep, abiding love, these things brought color and life to Nemo’s world in ways she had not considered before. Emotion did not make them weak. It made them more. Part of her wanted to be like them, but part of her still clung to what she knew.
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THE MAIN STREET BUSTLED with life, as usual. It didn’t seem right that the world just kept on going without Rose. Not far from the apothecary shop, one of the villagers paused to wave at Gabe. Her two young children peeked out from behind her skirts with shy smiles.

"Hello, Gabe! How's it going?"

"Not good, Moire," Gabe said. "Have you seen Rose? She got kidnapped."

Moire looked puzzled, but sympathetic. "I’m sorry, who?"

"Rose. My friend Rose. She's got red hair and pointy ears," Gabe said. "She fixed those cough drops for little Conall last week, remember? Somebody took her, and I need to find her."

"Sorry, I don't know who you're talking about." Moire frowned. "Wait...sorry, still not ringing a bell." She rubbed her temples, eyes strangely unfocused and distant. "I didn't know you were expecting a visitor, or I'd have kept an eye out."

"She's not a visitor. She lives here, and someone stole her from me. How can you not remember her?" Gabe clenched his fists. "Gotta go. I need to find her."

Gabe checked the community herb garden, where he and Rose spent a good part of every day. Never mind whatever had been going on with Moire, surely someone here would remember Rose. Several other villagers were there, tending to the healing herbs.

Careless of the fragile plants, Gabe plowed through the flowerbeds towards a tall, blonde woman who was gathering foxglove flowers. "Aisling, have you seen Rose today?"

Aisling sighed. "Gabe, I just finished planting that bed. Stick to the paths, that's what they're for. Now, what was your question?"

Gabe guiltily shuffled onto the gravel path. "Sorry. I'm worried about Rose. She got kidnapped, and I don’t know where she is."

"Who's Rose?"

Gabe's jaw dropped. "Rose. She runs the apothecary shop. The one over there."

"I'm sorry, Gabe. I don't know who you're talking about." The woman gave him a pitying smile, her eyes as vague and out of focus as Moire’s had been. “But I hope you find whoever you’re looking for.”

***
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NEMO PACED UP AND DOWN inside the apothecary shop, thinking hard. Everything had been fine until the sudden attack by the unknown wizard. There had never been any sign that Rose had enemies, unless she had somehow made some by association with the Aunios incident. And if that was related, why had Rose been the specific target? Nemo and Gabe had an equal part in that fiasco. One might even argue that Nemo would have been easier to kidnap, given her habit of roaming the woodlands alone.  

She cast her eyes around the shop, hoping for a clue. A few parcels sat by the door, wrapped and labeled for customers to pick up, but there was no hint of anything unusual. It was just another day, like any other.

The doorbell jingled as a young centaur poked his head in. “Hello, Nemo! Just picking up some hoof ointment for my ma.”

“Hello, Aurne. Have you seen Rose today, by any chance? Or has anything strange happened around here lately?”

“Who?” Aurne tapped a hoof thoughtfully, a sleepy, confused look on his face. “What?”

“Rose. She made the ointment you are picking up.” The corners of Nemo’s mouth turned downward. Something was very, very wrong. “Do you not remember her?”

Aurne shrugged and swished his tail apologetically. “Sorry. Anyway, I got to get home. See you around.” He left quickly.

No sooner had the centaur left than Gabe burst in. “Nobody remembers Rose! I asked everybody!”

“I had a similar experience,” Nemo said. “It must be that grey wizard’s doing. Surely these people would not forget her so easily on their own.”

“Are we gonna forget her too?” Gabe’s voice cracked.

“We have not yet,” Nemo pointed out, hoping she sounded more confident than she felt.

“What do we do next?”

“There is a mage, a wizard I think, residing in a village called Char, about two days away. Maybe she can help get us some answers. She may at least know how to reverse whatever spell has caused people to forget Rose, or perhaps protect us from its effects.”

“You think so?” Gabe asked. 

“I hope so,” Nemo said. “Come on, let us lock up the shop and go find some help.”

Methodically, she went to work. The fire had to be doused, the indoor plants watered, the laundry brought in from the clothesline outside. A gnawing anxiety coiled in her chest, for with her hands busy, her mind was free to run. Would she and Gabe forget Rose? Had she already begun to forget, and would she know if she had?

Outside, she heard splashing as Gabe watered the garden. He dragged a large, flat stone over to the mouth of their well and covered it, as he did whenever they planned to be away for long. There was no need to risk pets or children falling in when they weren’t home to rescue them. 

Gabe came back inside as Nemo was finishing her tasks. He gave her a wobbly smile. “Do you need to do anything else before we go?”

“No, I am ready,” she said. 
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​Chapter 4: Desdemona
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Nemo locked the front door, and they started down the road towards the town of Char. A light rain began to fall as they walked, dampening the top layer of dust into slick mud. They passed a few other travelers, most of whom seemed to be locals going about their business. 

A two-wheeled cart rattled up alongside them, pulled by a donkey with absurdly long ears and an air of grandeur that didn’t match up with his common harness and scruffy coat. The cart’s driver, if he could be called that, sat under a canvas cover with the driving lines draped over one upturned boot. Both his hands were busy strumming away on a battered lute, and he sang in the cracked voice of one just coming into manhood. Occasionally, his donkey let out an accompanying bray. The young bard’s clothes might have been fine and expensive once, the height of fashion. They were not so now. A flowing silk shirt, the color of mustard, hung over his torso as only something several sizes too large could drape. It had been patched in several places by an unskilled hand. His breeches seemed to be the correct size, though much worn about the knees.

He sat up straight at the sight of the traveling duo, setting aside his lute with a discordant jangle of strings. “I say, excuse me!”

Gabe waved. “Hello! I like your music.”

“Why, thank you. If I may ask, what are you? I don’t think I have ever seen anyone quite like you two.”

“I’m Gabe, and this is Nemo,” the stone man announced cheerfully. “She’s a banshee. I’m a talking rock.”

“How fascinating,” the young man said, leaning out of his cart at a precarious angle. “Well met. I’m Rolandus, the traveling bard. Surely you’ve heard of me?”

“I have not,” Nemo said.

Rolandus seemed to visibly deflate. “Oh. Well, now you have.”

“Where are you going, Rolandus?” Gabe asked.

“Oh, here and there, hither and yon. Wherever the fancy takes me, you know?”

The donkey gave a snort that sounded critical and Rolandus frowned. “I mean, wherever my friend here wants to go. He knows the area better than I do, after all.”

“He’s in charge?” Gabe asked, holding a clump of fresh-picked grass out for the donkey to nibble.

The long-eared beast accepted Gabe’s offering and munched away contentedly. 

Rolandus looked indignant. “No! This is my cart and my adventure. Kieran is just my bodyguard.”

“Your bodyguard is a donkey?” Nemo asked, intrigued in spite of herself.

The donkey gave a mournful bray, spitting bits of half chewed grass all over Gabe.

“He’s not a donkey,” Rolandus said.

“He looks like a donkey,” Gabe said.

“He’s cursed, or something like that. I don’t know the exact details. We ran afoul of a scruffy-looking wizard chap a while back, and I guess he didn’t like our music. I can’t imagine why. He told us to leave the tavern where we were playing, and I said no. There was a flash of magic, lots of shouting, and the next thing I knew Kieran had jumped in front of me. He dragged me outside and we fled. It was all very exciting. But anyway, next thing I knew, he had gone all furry and was turning into a donkey.” Rolandus shrugged. “I was tired of walking everywhere, so I got us a cart and a harness. Honestly it’s been quite convenient for me, but the old fellow does seem to be rather depressed about the change. That’s why we’re heading to see the wizard in Char. Hopefully she can reverse the curse and turn him back into a man.”

“We’re going to see that wizard too,” Gabe said. “We had to fight dead people, and then our friend was kidnapped, and then people started forgetting she existed. We need to talk to a magic person and see if something can be done about it. Ooh! I wonder if your nasty wizard was the same one that hurt our friend Rose.”

Nemo frowned inwardly, making a mental note to tell Gabe not to share their business so freely in the future. “I wish you success. I have heard that Desdemona of Char is a skilled wizard.”

Rolandus was clearly curious about what Gabe had said. He ignored Nemo’s comment. “Dead people? Do dead people come to life around here? I’ve never heard of such a thing. How does that work?”

“We do not know, which is why we are seeking help,” Nemo said.

“This area must be more dangerous than I thought,” Rolandus said. “Since we’re all going the same way, let’s travel together. I can entertain you with my music!”

“Oh, no–” Nemo started.

“Yes, please!” Gabe boomed. “I love music.”

For the rest of the day, Rolandus and Kieran stayed close to Nemo and Gabe. Rolandus sang and strummed his lute almost constantly. He had far more enthusiasm than skill. Over time, Nemo began to sympathize with the wizard that had cursed Kieran. Had she had magic, she might have been tempted to try silencing the young bard herself. Gabe seemed to enjoy the performance, though, and for that Nemo could tolerate Rolandus’ caterwauling. Gabe could certainly use a distraction from his worries. 

As the sun began to set, they found themselves on the edge of Char. It had a dingy look to it, in spite of the large, well built houses and wide, paved streets. A constant smell of smoke filled the air from the town’s many charcoal pits, where most of the surrounding area’s charcoal was made. Even Deirdre’s forge was supplied from Char.

Rolandus finally stopped singing and had a look at their surroundings. “Well, this is all rather dreary, isn’t it?”

“Nemo, do you know where the wizard lives?” Gabe asked.

“I think I can find her,” Nemo said.

“While you’re looking for her, we’ll go find an inn. I can’t stomach sleeping on the ground for a single night more, and I know Kieran can’t wait to have human food and drink.” Rolandus said. “Good luck, and I do hope I see you again. You’ve been a lovely audience.”

“You’re a really good singer,” Gabe said. “Bye! I hope you’re able to reverse the curse!”

Nemo allowed herself a small sigh of relief once the cart had disappeared around a corner. “Come on, Gabe, let us find this wizard.”

The wizard’s house turned out to be easy to find. A bright white cottage, in stark contrast to the smoke-stained, peeling walls of its neighbors, sat surrounded by a multitude of flowers that seemed a little too perfect to be natural. Not a weed reared its head, not a wilted leaf or broken stem in sight. A sign out front read: Desdemona’s Enchantments, Fortunes, and Curiosities.

“That has to be the place,” Gabe said.

He marched up and pounded on the door, leaving a little crater in the smooth, painted surface of the wood. It filled itself in and vanished within seconds.

“Please ring the bell,” a too-cheerful voice called from within.

“Would you please let us in? Our friend is missing and we need your help,” Gabe bellowed woefully.

“Please ring the bell for service,” the voice said again.

“But...you already know we
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