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        Surrendered magic of a Chimera’s roar

        is locked away in enchanted ore

        until what was given to the pine

        is bestowed to a child of the donor’s line.

      

        

      
        With this debt, honor is paid

        to a world destined to be remade.

        And what was locked away in enchanted ore

        shall finally seek justice from a heartless war.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            THE MOST LEGENDARY VIEW IN RUMFOOT HOLLOW

          

        

      

    

    
      Enelope Noe, the two-thousand-three-hundred-and-first Chimera of her family line, reached forty-ish feet off the ground when the branch she grabbed cracked.

      “There goes another one,” Pemprin muttered as Enelope lashed her arms around the ancient trunk of the Grail Tree.

      “Why would you say that?” Arcamo gasped.

      The red snake-locks that covered the Forest-Oblin’s head slithered across his crown. They coiled around the twigs of mountain laurel he tucked behind his ears and wagged their pink, reptilian tongues at Pemprin.

      “Why not? No wonder there are so few Chimeras left in the Mundus if they pull stunts like this,” she shot back.

      “It’s not helpful,” Arcamo said.

      “I didn’t stop my important business to be helpful,” Pemprin replied.

      “Why did you?”

      “As a future High Mage, it’s my job to know what is happening with my peers. If you’re breaking the law, I need to be able to plan accordingly,” Pemprin claimed.

      Enelope ground her teeth.

      “Watch out, Arc,” she called below, perfectly at peace if Ms. Future High Mage got hit with a falling stick.

      Arc jumped back. The branch hit the ground with a dull thud, landing two feet from where her best friend stood.

      “She’s not wrong, Enee. Remember the plan? Timing is important. The longer you climb, the greater the chance that someone will see you. The Accords may be old, but you’ll get in serious trouble if someone reports you. A visit from the Guard kind of trouble,” Arc reminded her. Again.

      She loved Arc more than peanut butter and Mixed Magic Arts fighters, but the Forest-Oblin’s gift for planning, mostly planning how to avoid disaster, came at a price. Worry. The Foblin generated an endless supply of it.

      “I know,” she said.

      Enee couldn’t turn back now. No risk, no reward. Besides, as a Chimera, she had a certain honor to uphold. Sure, Enee didn’t look exactly like the legends. Who could live up to the exaggerated textbook definition of a fire-breathing monster with what appeared as a Lion’s and a Goat’s head and a Snake for a tail? Please.

      Who ever heard of a real Chimera breathing fire?

      Enee sighed. Pemprin could stuff it. But Arc? He’d spent too many afternoons humoring her scheme and tallying up the consequences for her to completely ignore the risks. Was moderately ignoring them a good compromise?

      “Did either of you stop to think about what would happen if this woke the Grail Tree? It’ll start spewing poison. That’s the whole reason why the Alchem brokered the Accords during the Crusades. Leaving the Trees alone keeps us safe,” Pemprin said.

      The laugh that forced its way out of Enee’s throat was so sharp it almost threw her off-balance.

      “Those rules were only made to save face over a stupid war and the stupider idea of trying to cut down the Grail Trees to justify it,” she argued.

      Yeah, yeah. Enee’s comeback made her a hypocrite, especially since she climbed the Grail Tree specifically to try to claim the one thing every Alchem king said they wanted during the Crusades: a Grail Stone. And where does a king find a Grail Stone? Stubbornly fixed to the very top of a Grail Tree’s crown. In her defense, she didn’t intend to poison Rumfoot Hollow. She simply aimed to collect on the debt the Trees owed the Chimeras.

      She believed in this debt as surely as she knew the names of the remaining one hundred Chimera families. Their help in defending the Grail Trees centuries ago against the Alchem kingdoms was why only a Chimera could touch them today without, well, dying. Before the Crusades, the Grail Trees allowed everyone to touch them.

      Back when they believed people were kind.

      Back when they never imagined they’d need to transform into something more lethal than a war capable of swallowing the world.

      Given that Enee felt fine and wasn’t flailing around like an overcooked egg, this Grail Tree still remembered the Chimeras as allies, even if it was just a memory locked away in a sleep so deep that not even generations of horrors could find it.

      “What history book did you get that lie from? As the next generation, we have a duty to honor the rules that protect us,” Pemprin said.

      “Oh yeah? Then what are you doing with that?” Enee retorted, glancing at the enchanted object Pemprin carried.

      The air around the Tree had thickened with static the moment Pemprin graced them with her presence. Magic. The tangible, electric fingerprints of a triggered spell prickled against Enee’s skin. Although Pemprin couldn’t wield magic herself, yet, the Prayer Nut in her hands could.

      Enee looked around the Grail Tree to see if Pemprin had brought anyone else. To her surprise, Keeper and the other girls who circled Pemprin at school weren’t hiding in the bushes. She had come to the woods to practice magic alone.

      “I—I was only rehearsing my spells, as every Alchem student preparing for the EMD should be doing,” Pemprin stammered.

      “Then where’s your supervisor? Or is that one of those rules not meant to protect us?” she snapped.

      Enee dug her nails into the bark until they threatened to chip. She needed to focus, and this wasn’t helping.

      Pemprin ran her thumb blindly over the ring she wore on a chain around her neck.

      “Being supervised at this stage is unnecessary. Nobody can wield magic until after their Examination of Magical Dormancy and they receive a Familiar,” Pemprin added, neglecting the part where anyone could wield magic with an enchanted object—even a magicless Chimera.

      That is, if you could get your hands on one. Enchanted objects took time, decades if not centuries, and money to make. As a member of the Pendra family, daughter of the country’s current High Mage, the girl probably pooped enchanted objects while the rest of the Mundus got along with trinkets charmed with spells that faded over time like cheap print on a T-shirt. But Pemprin knew this. Moreover, she knew Enee knew. That meant only one thing: the would-be-mage was rehearsing her excuses.

      Enee took three slow breaths to carve out a calm space in her mind. Pemprin wouldn’t tell on her. She had gone to school with Pemprin long enough to know she cared how others saw her. Breaking the rules, or even witnessing the rules being broken and not rushing straight to the nearest adult, didn’t speak highly of a future High Mage. Nor would reporting her make the girl any friends. No matter what Enee did, Pemprin didn’t want to get caught either.

      That had to be enough. She didn’t have the luxury of believing otherwise. Enee needed the Stone. Mama needed it.

      This task was all Enee had to offer, and she wasn’t going to screw it up. If she couldn’t help Mama somehow, how could she call herself a Chimera worthy of the family name? Having only one head and a body with a sad layer of peach fuzz the color of a baked rind didn’t exactly make her heritage proud. At least she had a few snakeskin patches, mismatched eyes, and velvety ears. Otherwise, Enee looked like any other chump in the Alchem community. No offense to Alchem chumps.

      Arc whined as another branch broke. He’d deny it when she came down, but nobody could fool her ears—being as long and soft as a Goat’s had to have some benefits, after all.

      “I will not begin my political career by being a part of a Chimera scandal. But if she’s still climbing when I get back from my practice session, I will report you both,” said Pemprin.

      “There won’t be a scandal,” Arc rallied, but Enee could hear the strain it took for him to say it.

      Her climbs fell into the muddy middle of their friendship, the part where all his plans and her actions butted heads. But that’s how a first-grade Arcamo Landem became friends with the wild-haired Enelope Noe. He came to the first day of school with a posterboard-perfect presentation on Glamour Snails. Enee came in with a sharp set of teeth that bit the classmate who derailed the whole thing by stealing Arc’s work and sneering, “What’s a snake-curse like you going to do about it?”

      The words feral and friend met in that space, fitting perfectly hand-in-hand on that day. And every day since.

      “Besides, there are probably better ways to earn money than this,” Pemprin said, still rubbing the ring she wore as she walked away.

      Only after Pemprin left did Arc speak up.

      “Can we stop for today?” Arc suggested. He cradled the heads of his snake-locks as if to protect a pair of fledglings from the rain.

      “Not yet.”

      Enee wanted to go farther than before. How did she expect to improve if she didn’t go farther each time? But the wind that stirred the forest floor made the Grail Tree sway, catching on the needles that stretched longer than her arm. One branch, one step. She tried to ensure her long braid didn’t snag on the way up. She couldn’t risk having any evidence hiding in the weave that’d make Mama suspect anything. But that was easier said than done. Even bound in an industrial-strength golden cord, her hair went down to her calves.

      She eventually passed the point where the crowns of the surrounding trees bowed beneath her. All the evergreens and oaks fell short of the massive Grail Tree. Here, she braced herself against a perfect quad of thick branches that faced the old, sleepy hills of Rabot County. The tree-speckled mounds hadn’t had a growth spurt since the old Crusades when Drakes were said to be as large as the cargo carriages that rumbled along the tracks stretching from the nose of Pendra-North to the continent’s dragon-like tail. Back then, the Drakes snatched full-grown Oblins from the fields. Today, the only things they stole came from feeders meant for feathery, seed-loving Aves and dumpsters.

      Nestled in the cradle of slopes, Enee could make out the nearest town. The old brick of Rowbuirin’s central square blended with the changing autumn leaves, accented with the chalk-white steeple of the Meetinghouse of Elmos and surrounding shops. Using the steeple as a marker, Enee gazed outward to find the town hall. From there, she found The Mitey Bean Cafe, the fire station, the WyrmMart, and all the other odd-and-end places she visited while Mama worked.

      The farther out Enee looked, the sparser the buildings became, either hidden by forest or kept clear for swaths of farmland that spat out more rocks than squash. She found the paddock for the Night Mares that haunted Rowbuirin Castle, populated by the oldest and deadest family that descended from the region’s namesake. Over the summer, the tourist trap was featured in the “Discover Rabot County” campaign. The castle was a dot on a pilgrimage that began and ended with two major metropolises, where the Crusades in this country began and ended.

      Enee wanted to turn around and see her corner of the Mundus, but to turn would mean risking a slip. So, for the moment, she let herself imagine the thousand-plus acres of Rumfoot Hollow and the hidden mushroom village of Porto Bello. She traced the footpaths into the wetlands that bordered the town line of Redwick. She flew over the school grounds and the Dryad Grove, spinning circles around the Landem Estate and gliding over the calm waters of the Churchmere and its liquid cathedral filled with the echoes of those who once lived.

      The wind picked up again, and Enee hugged the trunk for support. At this height, she could wrap her arms around the Tree and almost have her fingernails touch. She still had what? Two hundred and fifty feet to go? The royal amethyst color of the gem was barely a speck against the paling afternoon sky.

      “The wind’s getting stronger,” Arc called.

      “I’ll come down as soon as I reach the benchmark,” Enee said.

      She had to do that, at least. She kept climbing, staying as close to the trunk as possible. Twelve feet. Ten. Five. Enee passed the little notch she’d carved last time, reaching a new set of branches. Large patches of crusted gray sap guarded the base of the needles above her head.

      Had the sap been this dark last time? Enee brushed away the thought. “I did it! I’m past the marker,” she called, keeping as clear from the sap as possible. Even dry, that stuff could melt Arc’s face off.

      “Okay. Good. Climb down.”

      “Hold on. I need to make a new notch.”

      Enee pulled out a pocketknife. Steadying herself against the branches, she unfolded the smooth blade. Just one notch.

      Please don’t wake up, she prayed to the sleeping Grail Tree.

      If seven and a half centuries hadn’t woken them, a pocketknife wouldn’t. Still, Enee didn’t take the cut lightly. She only did it because a small cut was the easiest and least noticeable way to track her progress. If she used ribbon, there was a chance it’d be seen or taken by a roosting Drake. This way, the cuts were invisible to all but her.

      As she cut, a drop of sap came out. That, she expected. She did not expect the sticky goop to be black. The change in the weather that came with the autumn had to have been the culprit. Right? Enee put away the knife and began to climb down.

      “See, nothing to worry about,” she called. Her muscles quaked, and the exhaustion made her laugh.

      “Celebrate when you’re on the ground,” Arc said.

      Enee sighed. Getting down meant dealing with everything, like the EMD or school. Only when Enee climbed, ran, or rode her Steed did the noise of the Mundus clear ever so slightly. She didn’t worry about Mama as much, or her classmates’ special blend of thirteen-year-old cruelty. All that stood before her were branches. An unmarked trail. A distance to beat. A Stone to claim.

      The static filled the air again, and a shift in the light filtered through the canopy.

      She looked down to see if Pemprin had come back, but when she went to grab the branch she thought came next, her fingers wrapped around a fistful of air.

      Amateur move. Both feet slipped out from under her.

      “Enee!” Arc cried.

      Everything was muted beneath a violent hiss. The hissing of the wind. The hissing of the branches as they slammed around her, offering only slick needles for her to tear apart. The hissing of—Snakes? Her stomach lurched, and the Grail Stone vanished from sight as Enelope Noe, the two-thousand-three-hundred-and-first Chimera of her family line, plummeted out of reach.
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            A TOUCH OF MAG-ICINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Enee gave the deepest, dumbest sigh of her life. She couldn’t believe it. Thirteen years without a single broken bone. Over.

      “We’re almost done,” Dr. Sable promised.

      He guided an elm wand across her arm. She could feel the break healing with each pass. The worst part of the process was the doctor’s hand. Dr. Emery Sable had the bluest, coldest hand of any mage she’d ever met. Although every member of the Alchem had an Elemental ancestor, Enee had never met anyone who must have had a Land Elemental in their family tree from the iciest corners of the Mundus. A Yeti? A Snow-Oblin? Or maybe a Frost Giant?

      Not even the doctor’s Familiar kept his hands warm. The Drake coiled around his one blue arm as if to replace the sleeve of his lab coat. Hot vapor spiraled from their nostrils with each breath, making their scales glitter like a box of lit matches.

      Dr. Sable caught her staring and smiled. “Her name is Ella. You can pet her if you want.”

      Ella cracked open a drowsy, purple eye.

      “That’s all right. Ella seems busy,” Enee said.

      The doctor chuckled. “So, what happened?”

      Explain. Get the bone fixed. Get out. Before Enee started climbing the Grail Tree last summer, she and Arc had gotten their stories straight. Falling, broken bones, and even death were always possible outcomes. Arc drew out a table with every injury imaginable and matched it to an excuse. The table covered everything from sap stains to funeral arrangements. Scrapes? A slip on the Stone Troll Wall. Burns? An incident with a nest of Sun-Stinger Drakes. Bruises? A fall from her Steed, Knoble.

      “I was climbing a tree with a friend. I slipped,” she said.

      True-ish.

      Enee could have taken full advantage of the fact that she hadn’t crossed paths with Dr. Sable before. He didn’t know her well enough to smell the difference between her lies and the truth. After all, she’d only been to the doctor twice, and she didn’t remember either time. Who wanted to remember being born or getting shots against the odd and end things that Mama deemed more threatening than seeing a physician? But they weren’t alone.

      Mama stepped around the observation table to face her. The Chimera stood a good two feet taller than Dr. Sable. Now, Mama looked like a true Chimera of legend. Well, almost. Disregard the two missing heads they lost in the years before Enee’s birth. But even without Oma and Nama, and how they seemed ready to keel over from exhaustion most of the time, Mama was formidable and, for a brief moment, skeptical.

      They refocused on Dr. Sable and watched him as if he were covered in venomous fangs. They tracked every finger that ran over Enee’s arm and noticed each shock of cold that made her flinch. Would cracking a joke help? She could bet Mama her favorite Mixed Magic Arts card that Dr. Sable had a great-great-great-great-great grandma Frost Giant named Nancy.

      No Nonsense Nancy, the Brawler.

      Mama wouldn’t laugh. Not here. Doctors were dangerous. Dangerous enough that they refused to let Arc come with them to the clinic. They didn’t even let their landlord, Mr. Loch, stay, and he carried her all the way to town after Arc’s valiant search for help. The fewer people involved, the better.

      Thick black rims surrounded Mama’s weary sienna eyes. The rims carved a resting I will eat you expression onto their lion-face. Enee didn’t have to be a genius to know what this face meant. Mama twisted the friendship bracelet Enee made nearly a decade ago in circles. She tried not to stare, but not staring meant her eyes fell on Mama’s apron. One glance at The Mitey Bean’s logo and Enee felt queasier than when she heard her bone snap like a riding crop.

      The lies are necessary, Enee told herself.

      The whole town would riot if she ever admitted to climbing a Grail Tree before she claimed the Stone. If something went wrong, Mama needed plausible deniability. Plus, they had enough on their plate.

      “Take it easy with this arm for a few days. By next week, you’ll be right as rain. As far as breaks go, this one was pretty fortunate,” said Dr. Sable as he finished.

      Enee dedicated her good fortune to rule number one: always have a spotter. The moment Enee began to fall, Arc must have whispered to the forest in his Foblin tongue, calling for anyone or anything to intervene. A wriggling horde of Snakes answered the call. They darted beneath the Grail Tree and cushioned Enee’s landing. Thank goodness for Elemental friends.

      “All right, give it a test drive,” said the doctor.

      Enee hopped off the table and stretched out her arm. A distant ache of pain shot along the bone, making her gasp.

      “Easy. You still need time to heal. I only mended the bone. The rest will take time,” he warned.

      Enee grimaced. Every word out of his mouth needed to be taken with a grain of salt. No offense to Dr. Sable. A mage doctor could fix an arm on a good day without breaking a sweat. On a bad day, their decisions cost people their lives. Or their heads.

      But he hadn’t been horrible. Enee held out a hand.

      “Thanks, Dr. Sable.”

      The doctor hesitated, glancing at Mama. When Mama didn’t move, he smiled and accepted the handshake that made Enee temporarily experience the tundra of Eythor Southland.

      “Are we free to go?” Mama asked.

      “I’m ready,” Enee said.

      The sooner they left, the sooner she could lead Mama far away.

      “I do have a few questions, if you don’t mind. There are some gaps in your chart that I would like to fill. It’ll make the process faster next time.”

      “There won’t be a next time,” Enee promised, more so to Mama than to the doctor.

      Mama gave her a gentle nudge.

      She sighed. If they were okay with staying for a few more questions, she would be okay with it, too. She hopped back onto the table and pulled the end of her braid into her lap. She twirled the hair at the tip and imagined it was the Snake she was supposed to be born with.

      “Ask away.”

      “It says you’re the latest Chimera of your family line. Correct?”

      Enee nodded. Yes, a Chimera of legend. Part Lion, part Goat, part Snake—or, at least, what looked like these Elemental beings. Three heads. Three hearts. Strongest of warriors. Most loyal of compatriots.

      “Fascinating.”

      Enee dug her nails into her braid. “Next question.”

      “Apologies, Enelope. You are my first Chimera patient. I want to be thorough. There’s plenty of medical history on the Alchem and Elementals, but the field is lacking regarding Chimera health. I prefer to be prepared should you need to come in again,” Dr. Sable explained.

      “Enelope. Or just Enee, like any,” she corrected.

      She bet all her MMA cards that curiosity had more to do with the questions. Only a hundred Chimera families remained. Before long, they would face the same fate as the Dragons. Was that what Dr. Sable noticed when he examined her ears and glanced at her snakeskin patches? Did he see what would one day become the footnote of a legend as he shone light into her mismatched eyes, which were so similar in tone that most couldn’t tell one was green while the other was brown?

      “Only one head?”

      Mama twitched, and Enee made every effort to sit up straight.

      “Yes.”

      If only she looked more like Mama, with a lion-face, eyes like a corn moon, and shoulders that could hold mountains. Scars from a “necessary” surgical decision that cleaved away two of Mama’s heads made them seem like not even the Midst of the afterlife would dare keep them.

      “Does she have a twin or triplet?” the doctor asked Mama.

      “Only the one,” Mama said.

      Chimeras only had one cub in their lifetime. Sometimes, a twin or triplet. The rule of thumb was that if there was more than one, the cub usually had a single gender and a single head. Enee had no siblings. She had a substantial pair of ears that were long, silky, and prone to high-quality earwax.

      “Yes, I suppose there’s no golden rule regarding Chimeras,” Dr. Sable said. “It doesn’t seem like you’ve been in for any check-ups. Have you had any other illnesses or been prescribed any medications? I know most Chimeras are recommended to be put on stabilizers to help regulate any mood swings. Would you like me to⁠—”

      “No,” Mama and Enee said it in perfect sync, making Dr. Sable jump.

      “I am perfectly healthy,” Enee added with a smile. She was perfectly healthy. As far as any doctor was concerned, that’s how it had to stay.

      “Right. And it says here that you’re thirteen,” said Dr. Sable, trying to clear the shake out of his voice. “Are you taking the EMD tomorrow?”

      Enee sank a little. What a stupid question. Did she have a choice?  “Yes.”

      She shouldn’t have let the EMD bother her. If anything, the test was the least of their problems. Just look at Mama. They spent the last thirteen years straddling the line between being a Chimera and a probationary citizen of Pendra-North. And yet, Enee couldn’t deny how the test made her feel. Wrong. She already knew what the EMD would tell her. Couldn’t Enee skip the part where everyone else had to get confirmation that she didn’t have a single connection to magic, unlike everyone else in the Mundus? Let the Alchem split themselves between those who can and can’t wield. Let her Elemental neighbors stand in attendance, with magic already at their fingertips. Enee would gladly be anywhere else.

      “Don’t worry. It all works out how it’s supposed to. You probably received a resonance test at birth to verify your missing connection. The EMD won’t tell you anything new. Your part will take only a minute, two minutes, tops,” the doctor promised.

      Easy for him to say. He obviously passed his exam a million years ago. He literally just fixed her broken arm with a twig. Frankly, not having the potential to wield wasn’t the problem for Enee. Like Dr. Sable, a member of the Alchem only had a chance of being able to wield magic. The rest of the Alchem lived on with their magic kept dormant, opening shops and running cafes with monthly poetry slams run by passionate, often messy, Muses.

      Elementals had it simpler. They could wield from birth, and they could take up the professional title of mage with the right training. Arc had magic but zero interest in becoming a mage. Unfortunately, being able to wield meant he had to study as if he were to use magic professionally. The Mundus couldn’t have haphazard wielders, after all.

      The problem came when a creature popped up without a connection to magic. Do you know how many species in the Mundus didn’t have a connection? One. The Chimeras. And the exam reinforced the idea that they existed as something else.

      “Done?” Mama asked.

      “Do you have a family emergency contact I can put down?”

      Enee looked at Mama. Chimeras weren’t like everyone else in the Mundus, with families all jumbled together with dads, moms, and generations that watched each other grow up. For them, family boiled down to one parent and their cub, or cubs if luck was on their side. And GrandMamas didn’t usually make it long enough to be a part of the equation. Or didn’t want to be a part of it.

      “No. I may have another contact I can give, but I need to check with them first,” Mama said cautiously.

      Enee knew they were thinking of the Whittles. She wouldn’t mind having them in an emergency, but why would they give out the names of the few allies they had to those who hadn’t earned their trust?

      “Done?” Mama repeated.

      There were probably many more blanks they hadn’t filled over the seven years since they’d moved to Rabot County from Camoya, but one glance at Mama and the doctor thought better than to keep them any longer.

      “Yes, that’s it. I’ll send a report to the proctor conducting your EMD so they know about your arm. This shouldn’t be a problem, but it’s standard practice not to have any magical procedures done within fifteen hours of the exam to prevent a false positive.”

      Enee dug her fingers into her palms.

      “It’d take a lot more than a broken arm to turn me into a mage, Doctor,” she said.

      The doctor led them back to the receptionist.

      “Go on,” Mama told her.

      She didn’t argue. Enee didn’t want to see Mama speak to the receptionist. She didn’t want to see how much this would cost them. Probationary citizens, like Mama, and their kids weren’t covered for most medical stuff. Say, like, stupidly falling from a Grail Tree and breaking your arm.

      Outside, Mama had propped their bike against the building. The empty bags Mama used for Mr. and Mrs. Whittle’s weekly grocery run filled the bulky front carriage, leaving the rear-facing rack free for Enee to sit on. She waited until Mama came out before climbing on. Without a word, Mama wrapped their tail around Enee and pedaled away. The scarring left by Oma’s absent head made the end of the tail pink and knotted.

      “I’m sorry I made you come here. It won’t happen again,” Enee croaked.

      She felt Mama’s sigh—the sigh of a long day that not even caffeine and a month of sleeping in could cure.

      “It will, and I doubt it will have anything to do with climbing a tree.”

      Enee blanched.

      “Just not too often, okay?” Mama said, too tired to truly uncover any of Enee’s secrets.

      “Okay.”

      Mama pedaled through town. Enee glimpsed the shops and the post-workday crowd. Rowbuirin wasn’t big, but it had all the locals wanted. Lattes, second-hand clothing, books, pets for sale, a bank. The stores lined both sides of a four-way intersection stamped into the hill like a fallen cross.

      “Do you think we could stop at the WyrmMart before heading home? I want to see if they have more tomatoes,” Enee asked.

      “For Arc?”

      “Yeah.”

      She owed her life to Arc. What he’d done required more than a simple thank-you. A sack of rotting tomatoes would be perfect.

      Mama veered towards the WyrmMart and parked on the sidewalk.

      “We’ll both go. I needed to go to the pharmacy for the Whittles today anyway,” Mama said.

      They left the bike on the curb, not bothering to lock it. Folks knew who it belonged to. If they didn’t, they’d quickly find out.

      The inside of the WyrmMart was, well, wyrm-sized and had nothing to do with the actual sale of such an Elemental. Several patrons inside caught sight of them and scooted out the door, nearly clogging the exit until they learned to take turns passing through. To them, a small space with a big Chimera smelled like trouble.

      While Mama hunted down the pharmacist to check for Mr. and Mrs. Whittle’s order, Enee found the manager’s office. The door, as usual, was propped open. Nola Kannon sat behind her desk, scribbling her way through a stack of paper.

      “Hi, Nola,” she called, giving the doorframe a knock.

      The store manager jumped in her seat, swiveling her beaked face toward the door. If Nola had intended to smile, she failed miserably.

      “What a nice surprise. Hello, Enelope,” she said.

      “I’m sorry if I’m interrupting. I was in town and wondered if you had more of those tomatoes.”

      Nola looked over her notes before dashing to the back storage bins.

      “Is Chalice, I mean, your, uh… Are you alone?” Nola asked, looking for Mama as she handed Enee a clear plastic bag filled with two dozen rotting tomatoes.

      “Mama is at the pharmacy,” Enee corrected, gently steering Nola away from the public name they never used. “Thank you for the tomatoes.”

      Enee added a smile, trying to keep her vibe as close to don’t worry, Mama won’t eat you as possible. Apparently, she needed to work on her vibes. Despite having known Enee since before her canines came in, Nola never seemed at ease with either of them. She still refused to call Mama by their personal name. Then again, so did most people.

      “You have the EMD tomorrow, don’t you?” she asked, keeping her breath shallow and quiet.

      Nola’s question killed her mood. Still, Enee nodded.

      “Don’t worry. It’ll be over quickly,” Nola said, who looked more than ready to sink back into her desk chair. “My daughter, Estel, and I will be in the audience. You know Estel, yes?”

      Enee frowned. “Yes, I know Estel. We don’t really hang out.”

      Nola relaxed back into her chair. “Ah, well, it’s a big school.”

      Not big enough.

      Enee desperately needed to run, climb, or ride until her lungs burst. Until her worries faded to just her and the dirt. Just her and Knoble. Just her and the next tree branch. The feeling must have been written all over Enee’s face when she and Mama jumped back onto the bike. One look and Mama knew exactly what she needed.

      “Fast?” Mama asked.

      Enee clutched the bag of tomatoes. “Fast.”

      Mama pedaled with maddening speed towards the Hollow, leaving the town of Rowbuirin behind in a cloud of dust.
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      Stand on the tallest tree in Rumfoot Hollow, and maybe you’ll find the entrance to Enee’s apartment complex. The Hollow, however, knew how to hide things. To find Porto Bello and its towering mushroom buildings, you had to remember where you lived and how to get there. Luckily, Enee had a great memory. If the information proved important.

      Mama stopped the bike where the road opened to the main entrance and its wide, hand-hewn sign.

      “Go on ahead. I have some work that I want to finish for the Whittles before it gets dark,” they said.

      Enee knew they owed the Whittles a lot, and Mama showed their appreciation for all they did in the only way they knew how. Hard work. One of Enee’s hearts wished Mama could work at the Whittles’ apple orchard full-time, so they didn’t have to juggle life around the whims of a job deemed stable enough for a probationary citizen. But that was impossible. The Whittles would have to go through a lot of paperwork to prove that an orchard could properly employ someone with a mountain of citizenship dues hanging over their head.

      “Will you be gone long?” Enee asked.

      She looked to Mama’s calloused paws and followed the trail of scars that mapped their time as a cadet in the Guard and every odd job afterward. She counted each carefully made braid of their mane, girdled in shorter versions of her own golden hair cord. Mama used
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