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Fairy tales always begin with Once Upon a Time.


Quests begin with Once Upon a Calling…
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Chapter One


Dessalyn | The Dream





The sky bleeds copper, thick and viscous as if the sun itself has been wounded. 

I walk through the bones of a kingdom I don’t recognize, though my feet seem to know every crack in the once polished marble floor. Empty towers stand like the ribs of a beast half-buried in ash. The hot air stinks of wet earth, dragon smoke, and the metallic tang of endings. A battle that’s been lost.

A familiar sensation sits in my stomach. For some reason, I’m sure I’ve walked this path before. Regardless of my gut, my mind tells a different story. I’m not supposed to be here.

I keep walking.

My boots crunch over shattered tiles that once made a mosaic of five crowns—four still glisten gold under the dust. The fifth is cracked straight through, the color leeched from it.

Wind howls through the arches above me. I hear a voice calling my name in a language I shouldn't understand.

“Dessalyn. My storykeeper.”

Not a whisper. Not a plea. A command.

My heart stumbles, my mouth goes dry. Run, my brain commands.

My feet stay planted. The floor under me, the crumbling walls around me, the bleak sky above…it needs me. I will not leave it.

So I stand my ground and turn.

A shimmer of magic ripples out from me. I’m a disturbance in this place, a rock dropped into standing water. The air coils around my throat—wet, hot, and choking. My vision blurs, then clears, revealing a new scene.

At the far end of a ruined hall, a figure sits on a half-crumbled throne. He’s draped in royal crimson, the fabric stained and edged with soot. Long, dark blond hair brushes his broad shoulders and covers his face as he rests his forehead in his hands. Thick, gold bracelets glint around his wrists, but they’re as cracked as the stones. The crown on his head glints like dragonbone.

My breath catches. Something in my chest reacts—like a string pulled tight.

The crown. The throne. His cape.

A prince?

Drakenholt. The name echoes in my head, creating a new ripple. One of the five kingdoms of Edeia, Drakenholt’s legends are whispered about in fireside tales and warnings, where shapeshifters, dragons, and wild, ancient magic rule.

The stuff of fairy tales. Stories that I’m quite familiar with. I write and translate them every day to keep the realm running smoothly. But this…This is no happy ending.

A new thought tickles the edges of my mind. Is this my quest? To find something or someone in this kingdom? To save them?

Too late for that, if this dream is any indication.

Sadness blooms in my chest. I’m always too late. Just like I was with Mom.

At twenty-four, I still haven’t received my fated quest from the sentient book of Lore. As a citizen of Evermere, the Kingdom of Heroes, I am destined to receive a quest that will change my life. My calling will come with a noble warrior. A valuable sidekick. Trials and obstacles, but also courage, skills, and resourcefulness to overcome them. A happy ending. 

Not this—a burned-out, ruined kingdom. A dying story.

Since Mom’s death, I’ve experienced nothing but death, destruction, and twisted tales. 

Perhaps this is where I’m meant to be, but even so, what if I’m not ready? Worse, what if no story will ever choose me at all? What if I’m not meant to have a happy ending?

The fear haunts me more than I care to admit. I’m not good enough. Not brave enough. Not meant to be a heroine. I’m just a Lorewyn without a quest, fated to watch others finish their stories while mine never begins.

A strangled sound comes from the figure on the throne, sending feverish shivers down my spine. My memory pushes a new thought to the surface.

The crown prince of Drakenholt.

I rub my temple where the words press against it. If that’s true, shouldn’t I know him?

I’ve read tales about a prince who breathes life into stories. Legends that claim he speaks and tales come to life. That his stories can heal a broken heart. Grant a dying wish. 

He’s not so different from my sister and me, the lorekeepers of Evermere. Our business, our mission, is to save and share the realm’s stories. Is that his mission as well?

I scan the destruction of the palace around him. Destroyed pillars. Giant tree roots that have cleaved through the floors. Broken stained-glass windows. Smoke and ash, hanging in the air.

Did he do this? Did he destroy his castle and throne?

Why?

Where is his family? The courtiers? The citizens of this place?

Did he…murder them?

Another sound slips from his mouth, raw and ragged. But it’s not the sound of a man. It’s feral, deep, wild. The sound a caged monster might make. Rage rides it, and his shoulders shake with a kind of savagery that claws at my ribcage and makes my already uneven breathing falter. 

Instinct yells at me again to run. To fear the man, the monster on his wrecked throne. 

It’s only a dream, my logical brain tells me, trying to override my instincts. My emotions join it. His anger is underlaid by sadness. A sadness that causes an ache in my chest. He’s grieving a loss.

My own grief responds, pulling me closer.

For now, I’m convinced this is a quest. My quest. I don’t know where it’s leading me, but as with all quests, the journey must always move forward. There is no turning back.

The heat intensifies, and the ash thickens, cloying and bitter on my tongue. My breath gasps in and out of my lungs, and the ripples caused by the movement spread to him. Engulf him.

He tenses, his head lifting a fraction. Something dark dangles from a chain around his neck. An obsidian pendant. On it is an engraved sigil, cracked through the center. I can’t make out the design, yet I’m certain I’ve seen it before.

The urge to understand it forces me to take another step. My fingertips itch to touch it. I know so little about Drakenholt and its history. How does it fit with his story?

With mine?

Knowledge always came with a cost. Am I willing to pay it? “Who are you?” I whisper.

His head lifts slowly, the outline of green scales shimmering on his neck.

I suck in a breath at the sight, and my entire body recoils.

Eyes like wildfire lock on mine, and I tremble, realizing the flames reflected inside them can burn.

Then, everything goes white.
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My fist grips the cotton blanket so hard my knuckles protest. The room is gray, the sun not yet fully risen. I blink into the shadows and try to remember where I am. Who I am.

Outside my open window, a rooster announces the dawn. Sparrows chirp. The scents of morning dew, ink, and lamp oil tangle in the air. I’m in the cottage. I’m home. 

It was only a dream. I’m not the heroine of a story, and it was no quest. I’m just boring, responsible Dessalyn Lorewyn, awake at dawn to face another day in Fablehollow.

I push strands of hair from my eyes and force myself to sit up. Sweat beads at the back of my neck, and my sleeping gown clings to my damp skin. I toss back the sheet, only to find it tangled with my legs. Fighting it off, I swing around and press my bare feet to the stone floor.

My room is small but stubbornly mine, tucked between the scriptorium and the crooked chimney wall of our cottage. The ceiling slopes low over my bed, patched where my father once stopped a leak with story parchment. The parchment is still there, warped and stained, but holding.

A built-in bookshelf along the far wall is brimming with half-translated manuscripts, dog-eared fables, and my journals. I’m not sure why I write in them, detailing one boring day after another, but sometimes, it feels as if I’m tracking time with the entries.

Especially since Mom died. If I don’t log the days, they blur into one. A part of me wants to believe that she’s reading them as I write, keeping an eye on me and Calliope, my sister, from her place in the Fade. 

A pair of garden boots, striped with mud, sit neatly at the edge of the rug. The rug itself—faded blue and frayed on one end—was a gift from Calliope, who claims it once belonged to a desert prince. I’m not sure if that’s true, but I love the romantic sound of it. I love to pretend it has traveled far and that one day, the prince will show up here, looking for it. He’ll fall madly in love with me and whisk me away to his desert castle.

Pure fiction, that is. Even if such a prince did appear on the doorstep, would I leave Fablehollow and what’s left of my family? My insides are at war over that idea, but how can I have a grand adventure if I never leave home?

I rise, clean up in my tiny washroom, and pull on a clean moss-green dress. The fabric is worn but buttery soft. My mother’s pendant hangs around my neck, and I rub it, her presence ghost-like in the aftermath of the dream, whose edges are already fading.

I’ve had them since I was a babe, and they often feel more like nightmares. She always comforted me after them, and although I’m no longer a child, I still long for her guidance. 

Of her two daughters, I’m blessed—or cursed, depending on how you look at it—with her visions and prophecies. Sometimes they come to me in dreams; other times, when I’m fully awake. They are never subtle nor straightforward, and I’m not gifted at deciphering them. Not like she was.

I wish you were here, Mom. Stars, I miss you.

I snatch a journal from the highest shelf and scribble down what I can still remember of the dream. Even as I write, I feel more of it trying to slip away, the words struggling to come forth from my quill. No matter how I try to recreate the images in my head, I can’t seem to do them justice in writing.

The band on my braid came loose during the night, so I set the journal aside to attend to it. On a stool in front of a cobbled together dresser with a cracked mirror, I run my fingers through the tangles. My reflection stares back at me, split in the middle. 

The comb and brush on the dresser do little good with the snarls. Another thing I miss—my mother’s ability to brush out my hair and make it cooperate. My fingers catch on a particularly intricate knot, and my mind flashes back to the twisted and chaotic throne room.

The prince of… The name of the kingdom teases the fringe of my memory. What was the name again? 

I close my eyes to recall the details better. The smoke and ash. The crumbling throne. The look in the prince’s eyes when he lifted his head.

Drakenholt.

That’s it. I whisper the name aloud, but it feels odd on my tongue, as if I’m rolling marbles around on it. Why does it seem so familiar when I can’t recall such a place?

I itch to search our library, but as the rooster crows right outside the window, reminding me of the time, I decide it will have to wait. There is much to be done before we open the shop.

I give up on the knot. Calliope will have to help me with it later. I hastily reweave my uncooperative locks, tie a ribbon around the braid’s end, and grab my boots. 

The floorboards creak under my steps as I leave my room, careful not to wake my sister. Her door is open enough to reveal a tangle of quilts and curls. A soft snore drifts out—delicate and defiant, as if she’s making a point even in her sleep.

Although Calliope doesn’t have Mom’s gift, she always claims that dreams are where the real work happens. That we plow our subconscious like we till our garden, digging deep, cultivating and processing emotions, and mulching those no longer needed. I wonder if that’s true, and what it might mean that I’m dreaming of a dying kingdom.

A shiver passes over me. Was it simply a dream, or a vision of the future? Is it possible Drakenholt is going to fall?

An odd question, since I’m not sure it even exists.

My gaze snags on the hall mirror beside Calliope’s door as images come to life in its reflective surface. A grand ballroom filled with men and women in dazzling gowns and formal dinner wear, twirling to music. The ruined throne in perfect shape, with an older man sitting on it, his regal wife next to him, and a baby on her lap. Their older son, a handsome but arrogant prince, smirking behind a goblet of wine…

The crown prince. I know him.

Before I can focus on him, I see my mother, standing proud in a simple dress the color of sunflowers. She’s addressing the king.

My heart clenches, my entire body going rigid. My voice comes out soft. “Mom?”

The moment it leaves my mouth, she turns her head to look at me. Our eyes meet, but too late. She and the scene vanish in a swirl of smoke.

For a long moment, I stare at my reflection but see her face instead. It blurs at the edges. Her eyes fade. Her mouth becomes washed out.

No, no, no.

I’m forgetting my mother’s face.

Her likeness disappears entirely. All that remains is me with a giant crack through the mirror’s surface. I reach up to run a finger along it. Did that just happen? I know it wasn’t there yesterday.

I heave a guilty sigh. Must every mirror I stare into reward me by breaking?

Calliope’s cat, Marsh, skirts past my ankles, startling me. He jets into her room, all long, dark hair and poofed tail. 

Shaking off the vision, I take a few deep breaths to calm my heart. I pad to the scriptorium, where the door is invisible to all but us Lorewyns, and only those of our bloodline can enter. When I hold out my hand, the knob appears, and I crack it open to make sure all is well. 

The scent of ink fills the room, sharp and comforting. Along with it, I catch a whiff of jasmine, and my heart aches as it always does when I smell my mother’s perfume. It clings to the parchment and furniture as if she were in here all night, working away.

Candle stubs line the writing table and desks, half-melted into the trays we keep forgetting to replace. Someone left an uncorked bottle of violet ink open on one of the desks. Probably me. The magical liquid hums softly, a song ready to record the next story. 

Next to it lies our mother’s heirloom quill. A purely Fae device with a soul all its own, it refuses to write falsehoods and glows in the presence of corrupted text.

Lining the walls, the volumes on the sacred scriptorium shelves beckon to me. A rabbit hole that I can get sucked into for hours, days. Vellicor, the sentient book of Lore, rests in its cradle, slumbering like my family. Bulin, the owl who guards it, watches me with his dark, detached eyes. Another purely Fae creature, he never eats or sleeps. His only purpose is to safeguard the book.

While Vellicor lies silent, I swear I can feel it eager to spring to life. Could it finally be willing to reveal my quest? I’m nothing if not stubborn, and I wait long seconds, my skin prickling with anticipation. 

But Vellicor does not wake, does not open.

Not today. I release a sigh, a mix of relief and disappointment. Yet, in my heart, I refuse to give up hope.

I close the door quietly and move on.

At the end of the hall, the mercantile stretches wide and crooked, all warm wood and mismatched shelves. The growing dawn light seeps through the stained-glass transoms, spilling soft color across the floor—blue, amber, green. My mind flashes back to the prince and his ruined throne room. I rub my chest where a new ache, this one yearning to go to him, mingles with my grief. I want to help him, but how?

It was just a dream, I tell myself. If such a prince exists, he’s probably waking up to his lover after a night of debauchery. Someone will bring him breakfast, draw him a bath, pick out his clothes.

How different his life is from mine.

Father is asleep again in his chair in our tiny living room. His boots are off and scattered on the threadbare rug. One hand lies tucked under his chin. His spectacles are perched on the bridge of his nose, and an open volume rests on his chest. Something old and thick, the fraying thread whispering of neglect. I make a mental note to mend it later.

He hates it when his neck locks up after sleeping in this position, but something about the quiet, the early hour, the way his breathing rises and falls—I don’t want to break it by waking him. He spends most nights since Mom died pacing the back porch, the garden, the woods. It’s good that he succumbed to sleep last night. 

I glance back toward the scriptorium door. He claims stories find us when we’re still enough to listen. Something definitely found me last night. 

I must feed the animals and make breakfast. Then it’s a full day running the shop. But tonight…tonight I’ll end up in the fabled library to write and rewrite, to translate and fix bindings.

And I’ll search for legends about a prince who’s part monster and waits in ash and agony.
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