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​Avalon

To the common observer, Avalon Island is wholly unremarkable, except perhaps in it being exceptionally inhospitable. 

It sits quite alone in the frigid and choppy waters of Hudson Bay, out of sight of any other piece of land large enough to perch on. The island itself is largely barren, a jumble of exposed rock covered in the leavings of the many seabirds nesting there.

The closest thing to a permanent resident on the island is a single dedicated ornithologist, who has a small cottage hidden away within the island’s single stand of trees. Yet, neither Dr. Danielle Mercer, nor the ptarmigans she studies, stay for the summer. They have better places to be while the weather is good. 

To an uncommon observer, however, Avalon Island is perhaps the most remarkable place on the continent. Those peculiar few might see, at the point where its single freshwater creek drains into the salty waters of the bay, a shimmering film wafting in the air, like a gossamer curtain made from the swirling colours on the surface of a bubble. 

That veil marks a gateway between worlds. Beyond any such portal lies the fairy realm, a magical mirror version of the bland, magic-free world outside. Through this portal, in particular, is a locale unique even within the fairy realm.

The space is so warped by the colliding magical fields that the island is smaller around than it is across, and the seasons change by location rather than by month. Despite the static seasons, a broad and ancient forest thrives. The trees don’t seem to mind or notice that some are trapped in a perpetual winter, while others are in continual bloom. At its centre is a butte, a granite pillar too tall and narrow to be natural, and too jagged and marbled to be artificial. It rises above even the tallest of trees, sometimes scraping the bottom of low-lying clouds. 

So obviously incredible is Avalon, that one can hardly blame wizards for claiming it. On it, they erected grand buildings of governmental importance: embassies, a parliament, and such. 

So inconvenient is it to travel to, that one can hardly blame them for abandoning that endeavour and turning it into a school, the complaints of children being much less worthy of consideration than those of nobles and diplomats. Its isolation is also advantageous as it keeps wizard kids contained and away from polite society during their most troublesome years.

The most troublesome of its students, by a considerable margin, was Kuro. 

While most children were learning to read and write, he’d been learning to pick locks and pockets. While others were playing sports and making friends, he was scaling buildings and burgling apartments. His criminal nature had most recently resulted in him escaping from prison, only to break into a palace and kidnap a princess. 

The imprisonment was technically unjust given that the warden was secretly Claudius Roche, the most wanted criminal in the three kingdoms. Kuro’s kidnapping of the princess was broadly celebrated, as the princess in question was his friend Marie, and she was being held against her will by her own regent, who was also secretly Claudius Roche. 

While Kuro’s recent actions were not actually criminal, the fact that he had done them made a lot of wizards uncomfortable. He was just a student, after all, and not a very good one. He shouldn’t be outperforming experienced wizards. 

If asked, he would argue that the only thing he’d done that a proper wizard hadn’t was try. 

In the process, he also had the audacity to discover that Roche had made copies of himself by taking over the minds and bodies of people in positions of power. That a teenage criminal uncovered that secret, and not highly trained members of the Royal Guard, was a bit embarrassing to say the least. 

And so, being the most troublesome of youth, Kuro was kept on Avalon Island even as all the other students, staff, and faculty were sent home for the summer. 

Officially, it was so he could make up for the classes he had missed while on the run from the law at the end of the previous school year. It was perfectly possible, however, to teach a single struggling student at the Bytown Orphanage, where he had spent his previous summers. He was being kept on Avalon because it was safer. He was trapped there, out of sight, and out of mind. 

A preferable situation for everyone, Kuro included. 

He really didn’t mind.

He also wasn’t trapped. 

Humans are unusual creatures. Much like cats, crows, foxes, and spiders, a select few can exist in both worlds, passing between the magical and the mundane. They can also see the threshold between those worlds. 

From within the fairy realm, that border appears along any saltwater coast. Anyone straying too close to the shore can fairly easily tumble out of the fairy and into the bland, only finding their way back in where the veil thins or tears.

Natives of the fairy realm—dragons, pixies, lutin, and such—cannot leave, nor even perceive the other world. Some doubt it even exists. To them, the shimmering sheet that humans see along ocean coasts is a myth, a fanciful human tale. The land simply continues on. The fact that the land washes back and forth as if carried along waves is no more strange to them than the changing shapes of clouds. That the distance between things should stay constant is a silly notion for people with poor senses of direction. 

Kuro, being neither fairy nor wizard, belonged in neither world. A side effect of him being a largely failed experiment in creating a half-lutin, half-wizard hybrid was that his poor relationship with laws extended beyond the criminal and into the physical. The border between worlds existed, but only so long as he was paying attention. With adequate distraction, he could walk through the fairy realm as one of the fair folk. 

That fact was not public knowledge. Few knew of Kuro’s abilities, and they had their reasons to keep it a secret.

Two were his friends. Charlie and Arthur learned of his capacity to leave Avalon when he had done so with them in his satchel. They knew that wizards barely tolerated his continued existence to begin with. If it came to light that he was no longer contained, he might find himself caged or erased. His friends were, at least for now, opposed to that. 

Two others were his fellow escapees from Niflheim Prison: Marie’s mother and Ms. Beatrice Crawley.

Marie’s mother held many secrets. She was secretly a changeling, the former queen’s body double, and a double agent for the fairy court. She kept those and seemed to think it useful to keep Kuro’s as well. On one hand, it was leverage to have over him, and on the other, it meant her adopted daughter had a back door off Avalon should she ever need it. 

Ms. Crawley was particularly inclined to keep Kuro’s secret, as she too was being held captive on Avalon Island. She had been imprisoned in Niflheim for the heinous crime of helping to create Kuro. That sentence had been commuted, reduced to a form of community service. She was being held on Avalon and forced to teach children magic. That is, she was being made to do her old job as punishment, the logic being that working with twelve- to fifteen-year-olds without pay was at least as harsh as any prison.

There was one more person who understood fully what Kuro could do. One who, by all accounts, should be the person most concerned with keeping him contained: Sir Talen Dubois, knight commander of the Canine Unit of the Royal Guard. 

Their relationship was complicated, to say the least. It’s hard to really get along when one of the pair keeps causing trouble for the other. If asked, both would accuse the other as being the villain in that regard. Talen had repeatedly forced Kuro into various forms of imprisonment and had hounded him across both the fairy realm and the Blandlands. And Kuro caused a terrible amount of paperwork for Talen.

Nonetheless, they had an understanding. In the mutually beneficial effort to avoid interacting with each other, Kuro would stay put on Avalon so long as he was left alone and well fed. 

That arrangement resulted in Kuro’s best summer to date, not that the competition was stiff, but he had learned to appreciate what little he had while he had it. 

Avalon was wonderful with nobody else on it. 

During the school year, Kuro had thoroughly explored the places other people avoided. He had favourite elephant ferns to climb on in the Spring Quarter, on which he could lounge while electric newts hunted minnows in the swamp below. There were ledges on the Summer cliffs where he could sit and watch the veil dance on the waves, just barely out of arm’s reach. When he needed complete peace, the Winter Quarter had forests of spruce trees eternally caked in snow, which soaked up all the sound and left him alone with his thoughts. And, of course, there was his home in Autumn, where the rustling leaves and musty scents of gentle decay hugged him like a cozy blanket. 

With everyone gone, though, he could explore the places people didn’t avoid. 

It was forbidden to enter another residence without invitation and escort. That was quite reasonable for reasons of privacy and theft prevention, though a bit onerous for someone who had never paid much attention to either. With the residents gone, there was no such prohibition, at the very least not one that had been passed along to Kuro. 

He considered, as he wandered the empty halls and developed opinions on the relative comfort of his fellow students’ mattresses, that folk rarely made rules against things that had never happened. In an effort to keep anyone from considering the need to invent a new policy, he ensured he left no trace of his passing. He smoothed sheets, swept floors, and relocked doors behind him. 

Summerhill Residence, home to the students of the southern kingdom of Tirnanog, had too much of everything: the wallpaper, too much pattern; the floors, too much wax; the cushions, too much stuffing; the curtains, too much fabric. The rooms, despite being twice the size of the ones in Autumn Lodge, felt smaller due to the clutter of cabinets, chairs, lamps, shelves, and desks.

While Summerhill might have been slightly claustrophobic, it was at least a place clearly meant to be lived in. The residence for the children from Acadia in the east, Le Chateau du Printemps, felt more like a work of art than a home for students. Soaring marble architecture, stained-glass windows, crystal chandeliers, and gilded wainscotting screamed “do not touch.”

Their beds, though, were much more welcoming than those of their Summer counterparts. The Summerhill beds were barely softer than the parquet flooring on which they sat, acting as anvils on which to hammer out the appropriately stiff posture of a respectable citizen of Tirnanog. The mattresses of Spring were like oversized marshmallows. One could sink so deeply into their downy softness as to require rescue. 

Vertheim was altogether different. Folk from Alfheim, in the North, in the snow, put a lot less stock in privacy. There was warmth and light in community, something their long dark winters otherwise lacked. They ate and slept all together in a single massive hall, nestled in furs around long firepits, whose ever-burning embers fought away the relentless cold of their quarter. Even their baths were communal, huge stone pools filled and heated by underground springs. 

While Kuro could not comment on the communal experience, he could confirm that floating in the mineral-rich waters, breathing the heady steam, could soak away even the deepest chill.

None could compare, however, to Autumn Lodge. 

The other residences would have been offended by even attempting such a comparison. The beds were lumpy, the windows drafty, the floors creaky. Even so, despite having free rein to claim any spot on the whole island to lay his head, Kuro found himself returning again and again to his squat log cabin half buried in fallen leaves. 

It was home.

For the first few weeks of summer, it was his alone. He shared the lodge only with an artificial raccoon. Autolycus was his familiar, and thus Kuro’s responsibility. Competent wizards prevented their familiars from causing trouble by unsummoning them. Kuro was not that kind of wizard, so he kept Autolycus out of trouble through a combination of feeding and pleading. 

He was frequently tempted to just pop the little pest. Wizard wisdom was that familiars were merely extensions of their makers. They could be disassembled and their memories reabsorbed at their creator’s leisure. Autolycus had been out and about for too long, though, and had developed ideas of his own, including the notion that he’d like to keep existing. Kuro had some sympathy for that desire. The fact that the tiny menace had nearly perished while rescuing Kuro and company from prison earned him some additional affection.

Affection he was rapidly eroding by stealing Kuro’s food. 

Food arrived daily via lutin post. To be more precise, ingredients did. Kuro was happy to cook for himself. It made him feel mildly competent, which was welcome after days attempting to learn magic and math under Ms. Crawley’s tutelage. 

She was a brilliant wizard and creative with her lessons. Any success Kuro had was entirely to her credit. She seemed to consider his failures to be hers as well. It was exhausting for both. 

As a small act of recognition for her dedication, he baked her cookies. 

“How are these so good?” she asked while shoving a third one into her mouth. 

They were simple oatmeal bacon cookies, so far as he was concerned. Perhaps the fresh honey he had gathered from the bees in the Spring Quarter gave them an aromatic boost, but she consumed them as though she’d not eaten in a week.

Perhaps an extended stay in Niflheim Prison made one appreciate home baking more.

Regardless, they served the dual purpose of expressing his gratitude and shortening a lesson on hexponential functions. It also had the unexpected effect of adding another mouth to feed.

Ms. Crawley was being sent frozen premade meals that were, in her words, “nutritionally balanced, and not much else.” The same as Kuro had been sent before he rebelled.

“Why don’t you cook for yourself?” he asked. “The lutin bring me fresh ingredients almost every day.”

Watching a full adult, a teacher no less, try to find a way to avoid admitting to a fifteen-year-old that they lack a basic life skill is extremely entertaining. Kuro couldn’t let it go on for too long, though. He owed his teacher a great deal, and she was still thin from her time in prison. So he invited her to start joining him for dinners.

Days later, while Kuro was cooking a spicy spaghetti and beetball dish, a lutin popped in with a letter for him. She asked about the aromas, and suddenly he had a second guest. 

Once one lutin knew, they all did. Kuro was regularly feeding between four and eleven additional, although very small, people each night. They didn’t even bother telling him how many were coming. He just had to guess based on what they’d left in the larder. 

He was fairly certain they were messing with him, too. 

They’d sometimes send him things with clear purpose. Sacks of potatoes, ground beef, and hamburger buns weren’t hard to interpret, and lutin were well known for their love of Blandlands-style junk food. More often, however, they delivered collections of ingredients that no sensible person would attempt to make a meal of. One night it was mangoes, radishes, fish fingers, and a twenty-pound bag of flour. They weren’t the best dumplings he’d ever eaten, but they turned out better than expected. 

“Have you thought about what courses you’d like to take?” asked Ms. Crawley as she paused between bites, giving herself time to decipher what exactly she was eating. 

“A bit,” replied Kuro and devoured another of his creations in an attempt to avoid the topic. 

They were allowed to choose what to study in high school. The simple set schedule of junior high, where he shared every class with all the other students of his year were gone. Everyone could take different courses to suit their interests. 

“Have you asked anyone for advice?” she inquired. It was delivered gently, as if she were genuinely curious about his process and not ready to release a barely contained flood of ideas.

He did not, however, want her advice. It would be sound, well considered, and based on experience and wisdom earned from her years working at the school. What she would not tell him was to just take all the same classes as his friends, which is what he wanted. 

She would also tell him that it was impossible to do so, because his friends weren’t all taking the same classes as each other. Arthur was aiming to be a Hound, Marie needed to learn to be a queen, and Charlie wanted to care for monsters. There was almost no overlap among the courses they’d be taking. 

Instead of yielding to Ms. Crawley’s offer, Kuro engaged with the half-dozen lutin who had shown up for dinner. He was starting to know some of them by name, which was harder than it should be. 

Being so small, barely waist high to a human, lutin’s height differences were hardly noticeable, and further blurred by their consistent wearing of pointed wool caps. Their small brown eyes and large pointed noses, an area of great variety among wizards, were almost identical. Their ears, though, were quite unique, as was the way each braided beads and buttons into the beards and moustaches. They all wore very similar woven red sashes, but each was subtly personalized.

The real challenge for keeping them straight, though, was the fact that they refused to stay still. Lutin believed distance to be an illusion, and location a state of mind. With barely a thought, they could instantly be anywhere they had ever been. So they came and went as they pleased, ignoring inconveniences like walls and continents, and often trading places with each other over the course of a meal. That meant the lutin who had sat next to Kuro at the start of the dinner was not the same by the end. Sometimes they’d decide they had somewhere else to be in the middle of the meal, and some friend would pop in to take their place.

That evening had been particularly unstable, as the lutin appeared to be taking turns either enjoying or daring each other to eat the dumplings. It wasn’t clear. 

“Do you like them?” he asked the young woman currently beside him, whom he was moderately confident was named Shingal. 

“I don’t think so,” she replied in her small chipmunk-like voice, then took another big bite. “Can I have the recipe?” 

“Are you stealing my recipes so you can feed these things to students?” Kuro asked, unsure if he was flattered or offended.

Shingal, however, was no longer beside him to answer. She was at the end of the table. The response came, instead, from his new neighbour, an elder lutin named Dugnut. “Not at all,” he scoffed at the accusation. “It’s not stealing if we ask for it.”

He couldn’t argue the logic—it was better justification than he’d used for most of his thefts. Conceding, he fetched some paper and pen and tried his best to remember how to make the dumplings, although his instructions did not include pilfering the cumin from Summerhill.

“Were you able to finish the worksheet on cuneiform inscriptions?” Ms. Crawley asked after he had finished authoring the recipe. Hidden in the question was a generous offer to stick around and help him with it.

“I should get the dishes done. Are you finished eating?” Kuro asked as a transparent means of avoiding the subject.

“Yes, thank you,” she said. Her eyebrows lifted just above the rims of her circular glasses, and the left corner of her mouth raised ever so slightly as she handed over her empty dish. She could see right through him and was quietly enjoying that fact.

He knew it, too, and it was infuriating. She had vastly more experience dealing with teenagers than he had being one. It put him at a terrible disadvantage. 

“Shall we use the high school enchanting room for our lessons tomorrow?” Ms. Crawley suggested as she reclaimed the grey morning coat she’d set aside during dinner and headed out the door. “The enchanting facilities are less battered than those in the junior high, and it saves me commuting down the butte.”

“Sounds good,” replied Kuro as he gathered the lutin dishes. 

They blinked away as he walked along the benches. It had bothered him, earlier in the summer, that they left without a word. But he’d come to understand they were being polite, and that they considered getting out of his way to be an act of kindness. He was already so slow, given that he could only move as fast and far as his feet could carry him, and slowing him further with idle chatter would be inconsiderate.

He had gotten used to it and come to expect it. 

Perhaps too much. 

He was attending to the stack of plates and silverware more than to the occupants of the bench along which he was walking. Those occupants were too engrossed in their conversation to notice his approach, and so he walked straight into Shingal, fully expecting her to vanish before he made contact.

Instead, he crashed into her, surprising both of them. 

As would any surprised lutin, she blinked away.

Kuro could not blink. Of course he couldn’t; he wasn’t a lutin. He was, however, half-lutin, which seemed to mean he could half-blink. He couldn’t do it himself, but he could piggyback if he happened to be holding onto a real lutin when they did it.

The lodge lutin knew about that but weren’t concerned because Kuro had been anchored by the Guard. They knew he couldn’t blink or be blinked because of the enchanted silver bracelet around his wrist. Removing it would be both criminal and explosive. 

What they didn’t know, what Kuro hadn’t told them, was that the bracelet was a fake. The real one had been swapped for a forgery with less magical power than a number two pencil. 

Having the bench beneath him turn suddenly into an uneven mass of shifting metal objects, and the oil lamp–lit Autumn Lodge dining hall be replaced with pitch darkness, was disorienting. Kuro, who under normal circumstances would have been able to recover, tripped and fell while dishware crashed and shattered around him, their clatter echoing around a huge, cavernous space. 

He could see nothing, but he could hear Shingal and her feelings on the situation. “Ooooh ... I messed up,” she squeaked.

Kuro was distracted from her self-admonishments, though, by the uncanny and overwhelming sense that a wall was looking at him. 
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​Scales

“Um, could you take me back please,” Kuro asked the darkness. 

Silence replied.

He had lost track of Shingal in his fall and was hesitant to try moving, given the broken glass on the ground around him and no sense of what lay beyond it.

“Are you still here?” he asked a bit louder. It was possible, likely even, that she’d blinked away again the moment they were separated. 

He had just long enough to imagine that he’d been forever abandoned in the blackness, that the cavern would be his tomb, before he got a response. 

“Shhhh,” hissed Shingal. “You’ll wake her up. How did you get here? I thought you were anchored.”

He had trouble imagining anyone could still be asleep after he smashed all those plates, though he wasn’t going to argue with his only way out. “Sorry,” he whispered. “It was an accident. I didn’t mean to follow you. Could you please bring me back?”

“I can’t bring you back after seeing this!” she replied. 

“Seeing what?” said Kuro. He couldn’t see his hand in front of his face, though that was slowly becoming less true. His eyes were adjusting to the darkness, and he could make out the very faint blue glow of luminous slime mould coating a cavern ceiling far above.

He guessed that she was emphatically gesturing at something based on the sound of ruffling fabric and the exasperated tone of her whisper. “The dragon!” 

That had the intended effect of thoroughly silencing Kuro. 

Kuro had never encountered a dragon before, as evidenced by his still being alive. 

He knew quite a bit about them but believed less than half of it. Wizards enjoyed adding a dragon or two to any story of adventure and danger. They were large and terrifying, and their habit of hoarding treasure, eating livestock, and indiscriminate burning made them excellent villains. Dragons were also quite rare, being dangerous creatures with valuable corpses; wizards had killed most of them and sold them for parts. He’d also read a book on how to tame dragons, which had sufficiently convinced him never to try. It was a hobby for people who weren’t concerned about keeping all their limbs.

Kuro felt the ground beneath him. The unstable pile of metal on which he had stumbled and fallen made sudden and terrible sense. He traced his thumb around the rim and across the surface of one of the many metal disks—a gold sovereign, Acadian. His pickpocket fingers knew it intimately. 

“I’m going to be in so much trouble,” muttered Shingal. 

He was confused why the lutin was still there. She could have blinked away, leaving him to get eaten and all evidence of her mistake to be slowly digested in a dragon’s gullet. She hadn’t left but didn’t seem to be making any moves to rescue him.

“You are definitely in a lot of trouble,” said a new lutin voice, this one from behind him. It was familiar, though it lacked the jovial tone it usually carried during dinners at Autumn Lodge.

“Lord Ingot!” squeaked Shingal.

“Of all the places on the planet you could have brought him,” Ingot sighed. “Why did you bring him here? We looked everywhere else we could think of before imagining you’d come here.”

“I’m so sorry. I was startled. I didn’t mean to,” she pleaded. 

“We’ll talk about that later, in private,” said Ingot. He raised his voice in impatience. Apparently, he wasn’t worried about the dragon. Of course he could disappear before the jaws clamped shut, if he needed. “Let’s get him back where he belongs.”

“After seeing this?” Shingal protested. “What if he tells someone? What if he comes back?”

“He hasn’t seen anything,” said Ingot.

It was true, even having adjusted to the darkness as best as his feeble eyes could, he was still almost blind. High above, a film of luminous slime mould glowed a barely visible blue. At ground level, he could make out only the faintest glimmer of the seemingly endless field of gold coins, like starlight reflecting off a lake on a moonless night. 

“Wizards have very poor night vision.” Kuro startled as Ingot’s voice was suddenly coming from right beside him. There was a sense of motion and a flicker of extra darkness across his field of vision, as though Ingot were waving a hand in front of his face. “And a terrible sense of direction.

“He has no idea where he is, so unless you told him something—”

The response to that statement came not from Shingal, but from what felt like the earth itself. A rumble like distant rolling thunder circled the vast space twice before bursting forth in a booming wave of hot air, like a volcano chuckling to itself. 

“The dragon’s awake, isn’t it?” Kuro asked. 

“Oh, Shingal.” In his mind’s eye, he could see Ingot burying his face in his palms. 

Then, in his mind’s ear, he could clearly hear a voice, though not of his own imagining: “Oh yes, the dragon is awake.”

It was a voice of whale song and tree trunks groaning in the wind, slow and sleepy yet incomprehensibly huge. Bypassing his ears, it spoke straight into his brain, drowning out all his own thoughts with its magnitude.

“M’lady,” Ingot said. “So sorry to disturb you. It seems our young Shingal has brought an uninvited guest.”

“I gathered as much.” The dragon did not seem upset, though it was hard to be sure. Perhaps dragons expressed their displeasure through what sounded like laughter and joyful sarcasm. “A wizard, no less. What an honour. Shall I illuminate the setting to better suit your eyes?”

The dragon exhaled a river of fire, which swirled around the full circumference of the cavern. Ingot and Shingal were nearby, both appearing unsurprised by the tornado of flame, which was the only reason he didn’t panic. For what seemed like minutes, Kuro’s vision was filled by nothing but the blinding brightness of those flames, until the air at the centre, where he stood, started to grow hot and thin. 

So hot were the flames that the piles of gold which had soaked in them were glowing orange, illuminating the cavern in the light of a fading sunset. 

He found that the layer of coins at his feet, covering the rocky ground, were just the overflow from an incredible hoard. Mounds of gold as tall as he were piled around a cavern big enough to play a lacrosse match in, audience included. He did not, however, see a dragon.

Until he did.

He had been looking for the dragon somewhere in the room. But the dragon was the room. Kuro had to spin to take her all in. 

Her body circled the cavern three times, a serpentine form interrupted only briefly by four muscular limbs. What he had initially believed were crystalline formations on the walls of the cave were her scales. Each one was like a cut gem: a scalloped, polished, iridescent jewel—shimmering like the veil in the light of the glowing gold. Together, the overlapping scales formed a mosaic of blues and greens, whites and reds, like swirls of ocean currents wrestling with flowers in the wind. 

Her head, he was not prepared for and found himself disbelieving it even as he gazed into her astonishing eyes. Her irises were a landscape of gold, copper, and bronze ridges around vertical slitted pupils of perfect black, bottomless wells of darkness. Scaled lips were pulled back to expose a menacing grin of curved, pointed, interlocking teeth, each easily as long as he was tall. Twisting elegant horns gave her a crown of ivory spirals, and a frill of extra-long scales about her neck looked almost like a lion’s mane made of cut glass. 

She was magnificent, monstrous, beautiful, and incomprehensibly large.

Unlike the stuffed and mounted dragon heads he had seen displayed by wizards—tiny, ugly, vicious in comparison—her face was full of life and expression. She appeared amused, curious, perhaps a little mischievous.

“I understand wizards to be quite dangerous,” she said, her thoughts crashing through Kuro’s mind like a stampede of elephants.

Then, faster than anything that large had any right to be, she pounced, her face stopping mere feet from him, her muzzle occupying his entire field of view. “Should I be afraid?”

She gave the air of a cat toying with a beetle she’d caught, deciding whether to eat it or just bat it around for a while to amuse herself. 

“Um, no miss,” he stammered. “I’m not a very good wizard,”

“My lutin tell me most aren’t.” He was tempted to correct the record as to what he had meant but was distracted by the need to maintain his balance as the dragon sniffed him hard enough to raise concerns about getting sucked into her nostril. “You smell delicious.”

That made Kuro truly fearful for the first time. Until that point, the calm of the lutin had convinced him he wasn’t in mortal danger. He found himself scrambling away as fast as he could at the threat of being eaten. 

There was nowhere to go, though. He was ringed by piles of red-hot gold, and the dragon could casually reach anywhere in the cave. 

“He’s the cook,” said Ingot plainly, apparently unmoved by Kuro’s imminent devouring. 

A rumble of interest sounded deep within the dragon’s body. She turned her head to inspect him first with one massive eye, then the other. “It’s that wizard?” she said. “The Kuro monster, the baker. Fascinating.” She drew out the last word, which rattled like a river of pebbles through Kuro’s mind. “Your cookies are outstanding. The dumplings, less so, but still agreeable.”

“You like my cooking?” Kuro’s mouth said, though his brain wasn’t fully participating in the conversation. Rather than dealing with the inescapable peril of the situation, it was busy distracting itself with puzzling out the mechanics of something so big eating a single cookie. A wheelbarrow full would barely be a bite for her. He noted, in his giddy haze of terror and awe, that there was a hint of fish and radish on her breath. 

“Mostly, yes,” she said. 

“Do you bring her the food I make?” he asked Ingot and Shingal.

Shingal jumped in. “Oh yes, she’s been enjoying the variety.”

Ingot cut her off. “Which was all fine and good until you brought him here.” He glared at his junior. “Now we have to decide what to do with him.”

“It’s no matter to me so long as he keeps baking,” said the dragon, appearing to have lost interest in the problems of tiny things. She pulled her head back to the perimeter of the cave and nestled in the coils of her own body. She lounged there, sleepily observing the guests in her cavern in the fading light of the glowing metal, now a dull cherry red.

Ingot massaged his temples to help work through his frustration. Through no fault of his own, he had just been saddled with the problem of Kuro. 

“We can just keep him in the hollow,” said Shingal, cheerily suggesting a lifetime imprisonment in complete darkness. “We can get an oven working here, probably.”

“The wizards will look for him.” It wasn’t the full-throated opposition that Kuro might hope for, but it was at least a defence of some kind. 

Shingal scoffed, “They’ll never find him down here.” 

Ingot blinked right up to her, finger in her face. “Never underestimate wizards,” he scolded. “You will rarely get a second chance to do so.”

She blinked back far enough to breathe but looked sufficiently shamed by Ingot’s admonitions to stay silent.

He continued. “The Hounds will catch his scent on us. Even if we can wash it clean, you’ll commit every other lutin who serves here to lying to wizards. That is, if we can even keep Kuro contained. Do you want to guard him day and night? He has a knack for escape. Do you feel that breeze? He’s already started feeling around for exits.”

The accusing finger levelled at him pulled Kuro into the conversation. “Sorry,” he said, “Force of habit.”

He hadn’t been having any luck, anyway. He’d seen a few crevices while the light was good enough to see anything, but they didn’t lead anywhere. The cavern appeared to be entirely sealed off.

“Is this all a secret?” he asked. This seemed like the time to present a stirring defence, to soften their hearts and urge them to follow their conscience. Unfortunately, that wasn’t within Kuro’s skillset. What he could do, though, was stay quiet. “I can keep secrets.” 

It had become almost too dark to see, but there was still enough of the dim red light to be startled when Ingot appeared less than a foot away from him. After a long hard look, the lutin asked, “Would you promise?”

“Pfft, you can’t trust a wizard promise,” sneered Shingal. “Everyone knows that.”

Ingot ignored her. “Would you, promise our dragon, to keep her a secret?” He asked it slowly, making it clear what he was offering, and what he was demanding: a fairy promise, old magic, names and truth and blood. 

Bindal had taught Kuro. Ingot knew that. 

Unlike wizard promises, which were merely words, these could not be broken. Trying was painful, succeeding fatal. 

That Ingot would ask him for such a promise made it clear how important this secret was. “I don’t know her name,” said Kuro as he searched the ground for a piece of the broken dishes he’d dropped. 

“We call her Mèrepogo,” he said with the affection of one speaking of a beloved grandparent. 

Kuro sliced the tip of his thumb as he spoke. “I, Kuro, promise you, Mèrepogo, that I will do all I can to keep you and this place a secret.”

“And to cook for me?” she mumbled sleepily into his mind.

He hesitated. She sounded playful, as though it may have been a joke, but at the same time he was afraid to offend the dragon or risk the trust of the lutin. “And to cook food for you when it will not risk exposing your secrets,” he said.

The power of the promise took hold. It coiled around his heart and bound him to its truth, bigger and stronger than any he’d made before. It felt as though he’d made a promise to the whole planet. He shuddered and fell to one knee.

She shivered as the promise ran along her length, scales rustling against each other like autumn leaves. “A wizard’s promise,” she said dreamily. “I’ve never had one of those before. It’s quite a rare treasure.”
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​​Three


[image: ]




​Summer School

Sleep wasn’t on the best terms with Kuro. It visited him only reluctantly, usually greeting him with nightmares, and abandoned him given the slightest excuse. With his head full of dragon, sleep stopped by only long enough to taunt him.

Unlike his usual anxieties—fear of failure, expulsion, imprisonment, execution—the thing keeping him awake was just the sheer size of her. Something the size of that dragon couldn’t fit inside something so small as Kuro’s head. Living things simply weren’t that big. 

He’d seen dragons before, stuffed ones anyway. Those had already been much too large. They could carry a full-grown wizard as a rider and swallow Kuro whole. Mèrepogo could carry most of the students of Avalon Academy without it slowing her down, and she wouldn’t notice if something as small as Kuro were wedged between her teeth. He was a shred of boiled spinach compared to her.

Also, she could talk.

Also, she liked his cookies.

These puzzles rolled around in his head all through the night, so he was in ruins by the time the morning pulled him from his bed. Even in the shadow of the butte, the sunrise was too early and too bright for his liking. He dragged himself to the lodge kitchen, only to discover that the leftover dumplings from the night before were gone.

“Probably to feed to the dragon,” he thought. “I was planning on having those for breakfast.”

He was halfway finished making himself pancakes when that thought reached the small part of his brain actually awake enough to consider it clearly, and he was mortified.

They were feeding cold, leftover fish finger and radish dumplings to their dragon. 

He doubled the pancake recipe and ran to pick some blackberries at the edge of Summer; he could eat leftovers of failed experiments, he was one after all, but he wouldn’t have them being served to anyone else. Especially not a dragon, particularly not that dragon.

Finally fed, with a warm plate of extras left for the lutin, Kuro ran to the centre of the island. Pulling his umbrella from his satchel, he called on the wind to lift him. She did, willingly and vigorously, though she had to fight with the local breezes. 

They were unusually opinionated that day. It seemed the gusts and eddies swirling around the butte were in a mood to fight with each other. Normally they would politely make way for the West Wind, but she and her passenger had to dip and dodge their way up the pillar. 

It was fortunate that his umbrella was overbuilt—Arthur’s mother had enchanted it to survive a hurricane—because he was bounced against the rock face multiple times on his way up.

The morning’s misadventures combined such that by the time Kuro actually reached the high school steps, he was exhausted, bruised, and late. 

So, probably good practice for the real high school experience.

The high school was nothing like the junior high. It had been built to be the seat of government for the whole of the confederation. While it had been abandoned by the nobility and infested by generations of teenagers, it maintained most of its original grandeur.

Obsidian gargoyles flanked the massive ebony main doors. Pushing his way inside, he found a grand foyer. Sweeping staircases, the kind designed for royalty to descend; statues of great wizards from each kingdom in emerald, ruby, and amethyst; and carefully calibrated lighting from floating crystals worked to optimise the impression of power and beauty within the space. 

A single ill-matched character interrupted the unblemished perfection of the foyer and was at least partly to credit for the mirror finish on the floors. On his knees, polishing the plaque at the base of a statue made entirely of diamond, was a middle-aged man in blue coveralls. He had the strong, calloused hands of a tradesman and the furrowed brow and drooping eyes of one whose work was Sisyphean; no matter how well he cleaned, the dirt would return. While he maintained the school with relentless dedication, he did not pay the same attention to himself. His coveralls had patches sewn on top of the patches, and his hair looked to have been self-cut without the aid of a mirror. 

He pulled his poorly trimmed hair from in front of his eyes to observe the person invading his space. “Students!” he exclaimed in sudden panic. “No, I should have a whole month!” He pulled a notepad from his pocket and started flipping pages furiously while muttering to himself. 

“Morning, Merle,” said Ms. Crawley to the janitor as she strolled into the hall. “You’re late, Kuro.”

“So are you,” he replied. 

She affected a stern glare designed to remind children which of them was in charge. “I was watching from my balcony, drinking a second cup of tea. I wasn’t going to arrive early just to sit alone in the classroom.”

“No,” asserted Merle, interrupting them. “You’re early. You both are. School doesn’t start for weeks yet.” It was half an accusation of villainy and half a desperate plea. The possibility that he’d counted the days wrong and students would be invading his pristine school sooner than expected was devastating.

Ms. Crawley expressed sympathy for the embattled custodian. “I’m so sorry, I should have said something. This is our summer school student, Kuro. We’ll be using the enchanting lab today. Kuro, this is Merlin Clark, the school custodian and groundskeeper.”

“Pleased to meet you,” said Kuro and gave a slight bow.

The janitor did not return the greeting. “Oh, you’re that kid,” he grumbled. He looked Kuro up and down, committing him to memory through narrowed eyes. “Well, I just finished getting everything working again in there, so don’t make a mess.”

“I’ll clean up after myself, sir,” assured Kuro. 

Kuro might have claimed to be five fish in a trench coat given the look of utter bafflement on the janitor’s face. “You will?” he said. “Sir?” he added. Then, muttering to himself as he went back to polishing surfaces, he said, “What a strange kid.”

The enchanting lab was, indeed, pristine. The workbenches had not a dent from an errant hammer swing, notch from a clumsy chisel stroke, or scorch mark from an erupting rune. There were no bent heddles on the looms, no burn holes around the forge, no bloodstains on tool handles. One could believe that no student had ever set foot in the room.

“Today, we’re going to apply the theory we’ve been learning in our lectures.” Ms. Crawley began their lesson as if there were a full room of students. “We will work to apply a single simple idea via runic phrase. We will be using paper for this exercise, as it is a very cooperative medium for enchanting. It is absorbent of both ink and ideas. And, having already been pulverised and pressed into a new form, it is less reluctant than other material to being reformed again.

“It is, however, flammable. So, we need to exercise some caution.”

They then spent a happy morning together writing the Elvish word for “curl” on endless strips of paper. Kuro was quite pleased with some of his results. 

His handwriting was historically uneven and messy. He hadn’t had much practice in his early life and was still playing catch-up on that front. Given the hours and encouragement to go slowly, and attend to every stroke of his fountain pen, he eventually achieved some elegant calligraphy.

It did not, however, result in a curled piece of paper.

While that did not bother Kuro, it was starting to frustrate his teacher. There were only so many times she could demonstrate a technique or gently critique his process before his repeated failures began to wear on her. She stopped him from creating yet another carefully penned failure. “Can you describe the shape of your thoughts as you’re writing?”

Dragon. They were dragon shaped. 

They were a snake made of ruby, emerald, and sapphire, with alligator teeth and antelope horns, an affection for gold, and a taste for cookies. 

He couldn’t very well tell her that. He couldn’t even think it too loudly. 

“Do you have any suggestions on what classes I should take?” he asked instead.

She attempted to scrutinise him in a judgemental, teacherly fashion, but one raised corner of her mouth betrayed her true feelings. “You’re not interested in my council at dinner time, but you’re happy to interrupt class for it?”

“I just had more time to think about it,” he said, assembling the lie slowly, word by word, in what must have been painfully transparent to his teacher.

She observed the hundred curled pieces of paper in front of her, some coiled so tightly they were indistinguishable from solid wood, and an equal number of perfectly flat strips in front of Kuro. “Perhaps a break is in order.” She briefly considered how best to share her wisdom before saying, “Your course selection depends largely on your career aspirations.”

She then waited for Kuro to respond as though that were a question. He waited for her to continue. If it were a question, it wasn’t one he had an answer to. 

She sighed, and Kuro empathised with her weariness. She was working very hard to turn Kuro into a functional wizard, and he habitually reminded her of the magnitude of that task. “Well, for those who wish to keep their options open, the core courses would be advanced spellcraft, elementary enchantment, music theory, at least one of the maths, and a language or two.”

“Are there any that I might be able to pass?” he responded.

Ms. Crawley, to her credit, tried to argue with him. She truly believed that he was secretly a capable wizard, that all he needed was a bit of patience and a nudge in the right direction and he could be as good as any other student. Her faith in him was kind, encouraging, and entirely misplaced. 

While she attempted to convince him that he was fully able to succeed in any academic pursuit he set his mind to, his mind wandered to other things. 

He had a thought that he very nearly thought might be brilliant. Could he take courses which helped him keep his promises? Ones which would conceal his motivations, make normal some of his strangeness, and help him understand what he was and wasn’t supposed to know. “Is there a course on monsters?” Worried that might sound too strange, he added, “In case I wanted to work on Charlie’s farm someday?”

Crawley sighed deeply and reluctantly said, “Megafauna biology.”

“Is it bad?” asked Kuro, trying to understand her hesitance in even saying the name.

“No,” she replied in a way that clearly meant “yes.” 

“It’s just that Mr. Sigurd never left his dragon phase, so he spends most of the course talking about animals you’ll likely never see, and certainly not keep on a farm.”

It was all he could do to keep himself from shouting “that’s perfect.” Instead, he tried to express a restrained curiosity. “His dragon phase?”

Ms. Crawley expressed a restrained eye roll. “Most wizards, at some point in their lives, become enamoured with dragons. It is a silly thing, as few wizards will ever encounter one. For those who do, it will likely be brief and fatal. Most grow out of it in childhood. For some, it becomes something of a chronic condition.”

“Did you have a dragon phase?” asked Kuro.

A wave of embarrassing memories washed over the teacher, stiffening her already rigid posture even further, and filling her pallid complexion with a warm blush. “Shall we return to enchanting our paper?”

He gave his best effort, but the closest he got to curled paper was a slight rumple due to applying an excess of ink. His mind wandered away from enchantment and landed on another idea. “Are there any cooking classes?” he asked.

His teacher blinked several times as she cycled through possible reactions. The first several were shades of disapproval. She was, after all, a proper academic. Folk like her didn’t study such common things as cooking. “There is a household management course,” she said, trying to hide her low opinion of the subject. “It’s meant for folks who aim to work as seneschals for noble houses and might have to train and supervise strays. That includes a substantial cooking and cleaning component.”

“That sounds great,” said Kuro, finding himself actually looking forward to the class. 

“It is a second-year course,” cautioned Ms. Crawley. “You would need a teacher to provide a recommendation.”

The very flat pieces of paper on the table in front of him read like an essay on why that was unlikely. Disappointing. It seemed like such a good plan. At least he had something to look forward to for the next year.

“I might be convinced to give such a recommendation,” she continued, with a tone that implied he was not going to like what came next. “So long as you agree to take something more academically rigorous as well.”

That was a cruel bargain. “Like what?” he asked, not wanting to make the first move in this battle of wits.

“Enchantment,” she suggested, with a sweeping gesture at the beautiful workshop they occupied. 

He responded with a sweeping gesture of his own, across the collection of uncurled papers.

She conceded that front. “Either of the evocation courses, transmutation or kinetics,” she suggested. 

“They put me in a padded corner and reinforced the windows in junior high evocations.” The wind helped articulate his argument by scattering the collection of papers on the table.

Undaunted, the teacher continued. “Conjuration.”

“I have successfully conjured one thing, ever,” said Kuro. “And can’t unconjure him. Do we want an island full of fake raccoons?” He decided it was time to give a counteroffer, as she was running out of her favourites. “What about alchemy?”

She paused for a moment to choose her words carefully. “You may not be able to work with Arthur in high school as much as you have in the past.”

“He isn’t even taking it,” said Kuro.

That startled the teacher. “I was told it was his best subject, and that you ...”

She clearly didn’t wish to finish her sentence given how long it lingered, so Kuro generously interrupted her. “Arthur’s terrible at alchemy. It’s the changeling thing. His sense of smell isn’t consistent. Same with his taste and colour vision. It’s hard to develop a sense for mixing when your senses don’t stay the same.”

Ms. Crawley muttered “But Professeur de Rigueur said that you—”

Kuro nodded knowingly, enjoying having his brilliant teacher briefly at a disadvantage. “Arthur’s been cheating off me since first year. We usually just trade potions if his doesn’t turn out right. De Rigueur isn’t very observant.” 

“He didn’t notice for fully three years?” She cocked her head and crossed her arms, disbelieving a teacher could be that oblivious.

“He thought Arthur was being generous by helping me,” explained Kuro. “So, he purposely didn’t pay much attention. Also, I’m pretty good at being sneaky.” He drew her attention to the table where his failed enchantments once lay. It was now largely populated by successful attempts, though they still contained Ms. Crawley’s handwriting. He wasn’t that good.

“When?” she said but failed to finish the question. Instead, she engaged in trying to work out how the swap had happened right in front of her.

“The same time I stole your pocket watch,” said Kuro. 

“You didn’t,” she gasped, then scrambled to search her vest pockets for the silver timepiece. Finding it still there, she glared at Kuro.

He grinned. 

The glare melted away, and the look that took its place unsettled him to his core. A broad, warm smile took over her whole face. Her hawkish eyes became squinty with delight. “Did you just tell a joke?” she said with the joy and pride of a parent hearing their child’s first words.

That smile made him feel all sorts of confusing things. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to hug her or actually steal her watch. He considered doing both. “Yeah,” he defended. “I tell jokes.” In an effort to escape his emotional turmoil, he returned to the previous subject. “So alchemy, then?” 

“And spellcraft,” interjected Ms. Crawley.

He nearly managed to contain a profanity. He hadn’t distracted her as much as he hoped. 

“Applied or advanced, I don’t care which,” she concluded. 

“Which one has more grades for written work?” he asked.

“Advanced.”

“I’ll do that one then.”

She shook her head at her pupil. “You’re really trying to avoid doing any actual magic, aren’t you? A stray could pass these courses.”

“Of course,” he replied. “I don’t want to fail.”

“You,” she pointed a finger at him, in case he was unclear whom she was addressing, “are as much a wizard as any other at this school.”

That was less a compliment to Kuro as she seemed to think it was.

“You think a bit differently, and you had a tough start, but you can do anything the old magic noble kids can. Don’t shake your head; I’ve seen what you’re capable of. Do you know the two most important factors for becoming a powerful wizard?”

Kuro searched through old memories of lessons from his first year on Avalon. “A strong connection to the magical field and ...” he trailed off, unable to recall a second point ever being raised.

“Arrogance,” Ms. Crawley said firmly.

That was not something he could have predicted. He burst out laughing.

“I am deadly serious,” she said, though a slight smile betrayed at least a little amusement. “Have you noticed that the most powerful wizards are a bit, oh how to put this, insufferable?”

He had. He really and truly had.

“It takes a certain degree of confidence to invoke magic. The foundation of all spellcraft is the interaction between your thought patterns and the magical field. Connection to the field is fundamental, but so is the belief that it’s going to work. One cannot cleave a mountain in two or weave a net of lightning without a fair bit of narcissism. We don’t typically tell that to our students, as a room full of teen wizards is rarely in short supply.”

“But,” Kuro started to argue. 

Ms. Crawley didn’t give him the chance. “But you’re not a real wizard? Is that it? You’re a half-lutin, half-wizard criminal?”

He didn’t like how transparent his feelings were to this woman.

“I know very well what you are; I helped create you.” It wasn’t something she was proud of. His manufacture was a violation of so many laws and taboos, they were hard to list. It did, however, help to drive home the point about the arrogance of wizards, especially young ones. “Do you think I did a poor job of it? Don’t insult me.”

That was a clever tactic, he thought, if a little cruel. He considered her a brilliant wizard, and she knew it. If he couldn’t believe in himself, maybe he could believe in her instead. 

“What’s more, you’re the Winking Weasel, thief of legend before the age of ten,” she added.

“But that wasn’t magic,” explained Kuro. “I just took things when people weren’t looking.”

“From the pockets of adult wizards,” argued the teacher. “Perhaps it isn’t magic, but it does take a certain degree of—how best to put this—confidence.” 

“I can see what you’re doing,” said Kuro.

She rested her chin on her hands and proffered a smug smile. “Is it working?”

He scowled in response. 

“Think on it a bit.” She stretched and dismounted her stool. She walked around the bench to pat Kuro on the back. “Let’s break for lunch. Join me in the evocations classroom when you’re finished; we’ll see if we can’t blow out some windows there.”

“Sure thing.” He used her arm for balance as he hopped off his own stool, which, like the benches, was annoyingly meant for full-sized high school students. “I’ll just clean up. I promised the custodian.”

Ms. Crawley nodded with approval and moved to leave. She paused, though, at the door, to look back at her student. “You’re good at alchemy?” she said, though more to herself than him, then wandered off in bemusement.

He checked the watch he’d slipped from her pocket. Plenty of time to clean up and make lunch. He was used to skipping the occasional meal but did not want to fail to feed the dragon. He had collected only half the papers, however, before he felt a hand on his shoulder.

Then the lights went out.

He jumped away from the contact, tripped over a bucket, and smashed into a wall, neither of which had been there moments prior.

“Quiet,” hissed a tiny voice. 

“Sorry,” he replied instinctively. Though once he worked out what had happened, he decided that he wasn’t. 

He’d been kidnapped by a lutin. 

“You were talking about dragons,” scolded someone who sounded a lot like Shingal. “You promised.”

“I promised to keep Mèrepogo a secret,” corrected Kuro. He felt around, trying to get a sense of the space. It wasn’t the dragon’s den. It was too small, the walls were flat stonework, and there was a collection of wooden poles within reach. “Wizards talk about dragons all the time; it would be suspicious if I didn’t.”

His kidnapper produced a grumbling sound, which indicated some level of disapproval. 

He continued his defence. “I need to know what normal wizards know about dragons, or else I might say something I shouldn’t, and if I’m taking a cooking class, people won’t think it’s weird that I’m cooking stuff all the time.”

More grumbling. It was the grumble of someone who couldn’t find a hole in an argument but still didn’t believe the arguer. “You can’t trust a wizard,” whispered Shingal. 

Further discussion was interrupted by the sound of a key entering a lock quite nearby. 

“I’m watching you,” warned Shingal before she blinked, leaving Kuro behind.

He was briefly blinded by the flood of light as a door swung open. When his eyes adjusted, he found himself facing Merle, the custodian. “What are you doing in there?” he snarled.

Kuro discovered he had been left in a janitorial closet, surrounded by brooms and mops, one foot in a bucket. “Looking for cleaning supplies,” he said. “To clean up. I said I would.”

“The door was locked,” Merle said, a statement layered with accusations and questions.

Kuro affected the most innocent grin he could while he lied, “I picked it, then it locked behind me. Thank you for letting me out.”

The custodian clearly didn’t believe him but couldn’t imagine a better reason for a student to be trapped in a broom closet. 

The suspicion deepened when Kuro was surprised to find they were on the second floor and took multiple wrong turns on the way back to the class. Merle followed the whole way and supervised the actual cleaning. 
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