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      FOURTEEN YEARS AGO

      “Papa! Read to me!” Flying off her bed as he walked into her room, Mitchi leapt into her father’s arms. His whole body shook with his full belly laugh.

      “Sure, Princess. Go grab the book.”

      Her father sat her on the floor, and young Mitchi skipped to the bookshelf. She pulled one of her two favourite tomes from the shelf in the small bedroom. She did not have much—only one doll her mother made her, two dresses, and two books. She couldn’t read yet at age three, but she loved the books because her father had given them to her. They had images of animals on the covers—one was a dragon, and one was a Wyvern.

      “Wy-ben! Wy-ben!” her young voice sang, slinging the heavy tome onto the bed and climbing up after it. Her father chuckled and sat on the worn mattress, pulling the feather-down duvet around her tiny body. The mattress creaked, sinking under his weight. He frowned at the hole in the material and the feathers poking through. They didn’t have the money to replace the mattress, so it would have to do. Things were still slow business-wise since the war had ended. Their town had barely recovered. Not many had. Bridgeport was all but left in ruins. He didn’t know when their next sales in the bakery would come. Traffic was non-existent these days. Many people were killed in the Magic War…

      “Papa, Wy-ben story!”

      His thoughts snapped back to his daughter. He smiled at her sweet, round face and bright red hair. Her round eyes gazed up at him patiently.

      “Okay, darling. Where were we…”

      This story wasn’t a fairytale. It was his diary from the frontlines of the Magic War. It had ended almost three years earlier.

      “The shadow lady. I want to know about the shadow lady!”

      “Okay, the Shadow Woman stood at the top of the Wyvern tower and raised her hands, and all the magic users fell to their knees.”

      Young Mitchi gasped.

      She had searched far and wide for the perfect army, for all the creatures with magic in their veins, amassing all remaining magic wielders and magical creatures. She had Pegasus, unicorns, dragons, and Griffins. She even saw a minotaur, which made her smile. But she wasn’t done yet.

      One experiment was close to her heart, for she had captured a boy. A boy whose parents had listened to her call; the boy wanted to be close to them. Shame. For them.

      This boy was young, thus easily malleable. Younger than any other who had come before. But the boy didn’t have magic in his veins. That didn’t matter to the Shadow Woman. She wanted someone young with no magic to create her weapon.”

      Mitchi’s father paused, scratched his greying beard, and turned the page, wondering if the story was too dark or scary for his young daughter, but Mitchi only listened intently. Her eyes were large in her small, round face surrounded by ruby-red curls. She hadn’t cowered yet, so he continued.

      “Once her experiments were over, everyone would be under her control. Their bonds with their soul would be severed, and they would be free to bond with her creatures, the ones created with shadow and blood. They would join her shadow made in her Wyvern tower forevermore.”

      Mitchi’s father snapped the book closed, causing young Mitchi to jump and hide her face in her father’s chest.

      “Okay, that’s enough for tonight. I don’t know why you like that story. I think it’s way too dark and sad.”

      “But Papa, will the boy ever be saved?”

      “I don’t know. Sorry, Princess.”

      Mitchi frowned as her father kissed her on her forehead and snuffed out the candle on her nightstand.

      “Goodnight, Princess,” he whispered, kissing her forehead.

      But Mitchi was asleep, no doubt dreaming of shadows and boys in towers…
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      PRESENT DAY

      MITCHI

      “Mitchi, be careful. You know there have been increased sightings of the beast lately,” said her mother, standing in the doorway to the barn. Mitchi pulled the girth strap tighter around her mare’s belly and went about doing the last checks. Riding calmed her. Riding kept the magic at bay.

      “I know, Mother. I always stick to the paths in the woods. Anyway, Sprite always lets me know if there’s anything nearby, don’t you, girl?” She patted her chestnut mare’s velvet neck and scratched her forelock, where she knew she loved it, before leading her out of the stables.

      Her mother released a shaky, frustrated breath and put her hands on her hips. As her daughter climbed onto her horse, she busied herself brushing flour off her apron, which was covered in it after a busy morning at their family bakery.

      “Okay, but I don’t know why you must go out on a ride now. It’s only lunchtime. It’s the middle of the working day. I need you at the shop.”

      “Mother, I’m only going on a short ride. I’ll be back soon.”

      Her mother sighed and walked back toward the house and shop.

      Mitchi smiled and climbed into the saddle, gave Sprite, her horse, a light kick, and they burst forward, cantering out of the farm gates and toward the woods.
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      The Dragonwoods seemed darker than usual at this time of day. Typically, they didn’t bother her. Being surrounded by trees often brought a sense of peace. She felt they grounded her magic, keeping it at bay. But today, she felt a darkening at the edges of her magic, something resisting it. A sense of dread settled over her like a cloak, a shroud of darkness.

      She pulled her red cloak tighter to ward off the feeling as a cold breeze filtered through the trees. She shivered, but it had nothing to do with the cold.

      She hated the red cloak, but it had been a gift from her late father when she was a child. She only wore it to keep her mother happy, and it clashed with her bright red hair. One day soon, she swore she would buy herself a new cloak in a different colour.

      Cantering through the woods, it was then that she felt it.

      There was something or someone else here with her today.

      They had slowed to a walk, so she urged Sprite into a trot, but the mare suddenly stopped and whinnied. Mist had begun to creep in around them. She pawed at the dirt path, her nostrils flaring.

      “Sprite? What is it, girl? You can feel it, too, can’t you?” She patted her mare’s neck gently, trying to soothe her.

      But then came a beastly cry from deep within the forest. It wasn’t a roar but more like a screeching cry. It ricocheted off the trees and seared through her body into her bones. Sprite reared up and cried, throwing Mitchi backward into the dirt.

      Mitchi screamed, trying for purchase on the reins, but it was no use.

      “Sprite!” But the mare, too spooked by whatever had made that noise, galloped off at full speed, leaving Mitchi alone in the forest with the thing. Another ear-piercing screech filled the air, and then, flying over the tree canopy, she saw a large crimson-winged beast.

      Mitchi sat still in the dirt, frozen in place.

      The beast, which she believed was a Wyvern from the stories her father had read her, screeched a piercing sound that haunted her once more. His eyes were trained on her. She crawled backward into the brush as the Wyvern approached. She managed to scramble to her feet as the Wyvern grew closer. It was a deep red colour, with razor-sharp teeth and giant talons. Its skin was scaly and shimmered like rubies in the sun, as her mother said of her hair when it shone in the sunlight.

      But Mitchi cared less about the shimmer of the beast’s scales and more about the sharpness of its teeth and talons as it flew ever closer to her. She finally managed to climb to her feet and ran into the woods.

      She ducked into the hollow of a dead tree and hid from the Wyvern. She shouldn’t have been so careless. Her poor mother would have a conniption when Sprite returned without her.

      The trees around her began to shake as the Wyvern searched for her. A great crashing sound like thunder surrounded her as the Wyvern ripped out trees from their roots in its search.

      Oh my God, she thought. It was hunting her.

      She stayed hidden in the tree hollow, shaking in fear. Through the trees, she could see the scarlet Wyvern. His russet membranous wings stood out against the muted greens and browns of the woods. She even spotted a few tears in its wings. That’s how close the Wyvern was.

      And then, just as suddenly as the Wyvern appeared, it rose into the sky again and disappeared. Its cry faded into the distance.

      To be safe, Mitchi waited a little longer until she was sure she could no longer hear the Wyvern – the whoosh of its wing beats or the screech of its cry, and then she ran home.

      When she burst through the bakery’s back door where she knew her mother would be working, her face was flushed and sweaty, and her strawberry-blonde hair escaped its braid.

      “Mother, you won’t believe what I saw!”

      Her mother left the larder carrying a tray filled with pickled fruit. Their bakery made bread and the tastiest fruit tarts in the region. These were popular creations and sold out most days. It was Mitchi’s job to pick and preserve the array of fruit for the tarts sourced from their orchard out back.

      “Mitchi, I told you to stop daydreaming. Help with the next batch of peach and apricot tarts. We’ve just had a big order.”

      That surprised her.

      “Oh? From whom?” She quickly donned an apron, pushing aside thoughts of her escapades with the Wyvern to help her mother.

      “From the palace. One of the kitchen staff will be here bright and early tomorrow morning, and we need two hundred tarts!”

      “Gods.” She smiled, the news putting a bounce in her step. She tied up her waist-length hair as she went to work, placing a piece of fruit into the tart crust her mother had recently rolled and a piece into her mouth, garnering a scathing look from her mother.

      “Who knew the palace would want tarts from us, a small family bakery two towns from the palace walls?”

      “Because we are the best and only bakery in the kingdom now after the other one in Bridgeport burned down. Remember?”

      “Oh, yeah. I remember people saying they saw dragons flying in the vicinity and that they burned down half the town.”

      Her mother scoffed and whipped her with a cloth. Mitchi yelped but continued to smile as she got to work.

      “I swear, girl, if you continue to let the stories rule your head, we’ll never get any work done.”

      “But they’re not stories! Mother, you wouldn’t believe what I saw in the woods.”

      “Enough, Mitchi! Now hurry. I must get these in the oven tonight.”

      She knew her mother would never believe her. But she knew what she’d seen.

      But the question she most wanted to know was, why was it hunting her?
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      RYLAND

      Ryland checked his pocket watch. It was almost time for a break. His feet were sore, and his back was much more painful still. But he didn’t complain. Even though he wanted to do this job, he didn’t need this job. He felt like he had a purpose stalking the grounds at night, a wraith in shadow. No one knew who he was. He liked it this way. He was free to do as he pleased. Keeping his home safe from unseen threats… speaking of… a scuffle in the dirt to his right had him reaching for his dagger.

      He’d heard about the attempts to rob the palace lately. Someone, or something cloaked in shadows, had gotten as far as the inner wall of the palace a few nights ago, but by the time the hellhounds reached the palace wall, the very one leading to the prince’s bedroom, the Shadow Thief was long gone into the night.

      He intended to catch the thief who threatened the royal family and the secret they harboured behind palace walls. No one knew who the silent assassin was or if they were assassins. He had to find their purpose before the royal family was hurt or worse.

      A flutter above, and then to his left, Ryland was confused about which way to run first. Were there multiple thieves at work tonight? Should he call for backup from one of his colleagues?

      Another flutter from above, the sound of a cape in the wind, had him making up his mind. He scaled the outer wall in two steps, something he had trained to do since he was young, scaling the tallest trees in the Dragonwoods with his friends.

      As soon as he was atop the wall, he collided with somebody, and they began to fall backward. There was nothing but space and night. The thief was petite, much smaller than h*is muscular frame. Was it a boy? A woman, even? He could see nothing but the Shadow Thief’s eyes as they fell, and they were as dark as a moonless sky. Just before they could register what was happening, they landed in a bush in a tangle of limbs.

      Ryland had trained for this, but it seemed the Shadow Woman had also trained for it. She rolled over so she had power over him. She straddled his body, pinning him to the ground, holding a thin silver dagger to his throat. The blade glinted in the moonlight.

      “Who are you?” he asked, his voice gruff and winded from the fall.

      “You probably don’t remember me. I want it to stay that way. So, pay me no mind, Prince. I am but a shadow in the night.”

      His eyes widened in surprise. Did she know who he was?

      “How… Who are you?”

      “Shh,” she warned, placing a gloved hand over his mouth. She glanced around. “Your friends are coming. Hellhounds too. I can’t stay.”

      She leapt off him, agile as a cat, light on her feet. She wore a mask over her mouth and nose and a hood over her head. All you could see were her molten red eyes.

      He was confused.

      “Why do you return night after night? What do you want?”

      As she started away and placed her dagger back in its sheath at her thigh, she looked back at him.

      “Because I know what secrets you hold behind those walls, Prince. And I want them. One day, they and you will belong to me.”

      “What are you talking about? You can’t own me,” he chuckled.

      Before Ryland could speak, the mysterious woman of shadow was gone, disappearing into the night as if she had never been there at all.
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      RYLAND

      A mighty roar bellowed from within the stables, followed by the hurried footsteps of yet another Master of Beasts. Ryland adjusted the scaled cuffs around his wrists and let out an exhausted sigh. The remnants of his shadow self simmered underneath his skin. He could feel its raw power, just waiting to be unleashed. But he couldn’t. Not here. Few knew his secret.

      “Your Highness, I simply cannot do this! That dragon cannot be trained. That’s the second time she has tried to eat me. Thankfully, the anti-fire restraints are doing their job, and she can’t incinerate me.”
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