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  Prologue



Sakura




Well, it isn’t every day you help a dragon, is it?

Not that I’m trying to brag, of course. But I think what strikes me most about this whole affair was how unusual it was. It was odd in the first place, really, not to think of Daisy and Sir Rowan in the same sentence. When I first arrived in Belville, before the Pomegranate Café was even a whisper in my mind, they were together. I suppose I’d simply assumed they would stay that way forever. There is something awfully timeless about dragons and knights, after all.

. . . But now I’m starting to ramble. Let me set the scene instead. It was summer in Belville, the Pomegranate Café’s first summer, and nearly the summer solstice—you might also know it as Litha or Midsummer. I was determined to make Midsummer’s Eve the biggest party the whole mountain had ever seen. This was a bit of a tall order, since rumor had it that on the previous Midsummer’s Eve, Red the alchemist had solved a centuries-old cold case in the hapless local Witch’s basement.

Some Witches simply have no luck.

I, of course, know better: I make my own luck. I started planning my party early, and all my plans were skeleton-free. The thing about Midsummer is that it’s all about abundance and celebrating what’s right in front of you, the simple, natural things. It’s a beloved holiday of wild gods and of pixies—some people will tell you the fairies are the ones who love it, but that’s patently untrue. “Pixies play on Midsummer’s day,” as the saying goes.

Now, I’m not much of one for pixies, myself. You’ll hear all about them later on, from Daisy, and I’m sure you’ll be able to guess why I usually avoid them. However I certainly wasn’t going to ban them from their own holiday. I decided to build a café menu based on favorite midsummer foods like honey cakes and floral flavors, and that meant I needed one flower in particular: wild meadowsweet, which the pixies call Queen of the Meadow.

So, off I went to the florist, A Petal in Time. Out of stock, they tell me, as if Belville wasn’t surrounded by a massive and plentiful forest! Well, I went to Red’s alchemy shop at once, and to be honest I was glad to give her my business instead, because Red is a dear friend. She can always be counted on to have odd plants around. And what did Red tell me? All of the meadowsweet on the entire mountain was now under the protection of Daisy’s pixies, who had apparently taken up an interest in gardening.

I never did see why gardening should get in the way of a good party.

Red offered to put me in touch with the pixies, of course, because she’s a dear and can’t help but help. Her plan involved having me talk to Sugar, a rogue pixie who seems to haunt Red’s kitchen. I knew right then that something was up, and I was right. That’s where the real adventure began.

I’ll tell you one more thing, because I know that our star-crossed lovers won’t: when I moved into town nearly a year ago, everyone knew about Sir Rowan and Daisy. You might say they were a sort of power couple around town. One name went with the other—like pixies and midsummer, or romance and tea—and honestly, their love was the sort of thing that inspires stories. (In fact, Red did get the two of them to write their origin story, and you can find it in Belville’s bookstore to this day, because Luca—that’s our bookseller—is a determined romantic.)

Well, nice as it was, all of that ended as summer began. No one knows exactly what happened; if I had to bet, I’d imagine it has something to do with knightly honor gone too far—never could stand the stuff, myself.

Oh, but you don’t want to listen to my speculation. What you really want is to hear the story from the romantic couple themselves!
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Daisy




If I’m completely honest with you, I made a mistake.

I knew that, even then. But I couldn’t figure out what the mistake had been.

I’m Daisy, by the way. You’d think that I’d have the hang of this by now! I suppose I am not a natural storyteller. You see, I am a guardian—I come from a family of them. My family has protected the mountain pixies from the town pixies down in Belville for a long time. There was a feud between different groups of pixies once, though it’s mostly over now. None of the pixies on either side seem interested in causing trouble these days—or if they do, they don’t let me see it, since I’m a dragon.

Naturally I don’t go around town as a dragon, though. I have a charm that helps me change into human form, which is helpful for talking to people and even for helping the pixies. I don’t have much magic myself, especially when I’m human, but they—the pixies, I mean—have magic by the bucketful.

Maybe that’s the problem, come to think of it. Because when you have a little magic, you inevitably want more, and then you start looking to control the future . . .

Anyway, I had meant to start telling you about the day I went to talk to Sakura at her charming café. That’s probably not the right place to start the story—probably I should start by talking about how and why I broke things off with Sir Rowan. But I just can’t talk about that yet.

And now that I say that, I realize that going to see a shadow witch about love was probably also a mistake.

But it was also a business meeting, of sorts. We sat in the back corner of Sakura’s café with tea and lemon cakes and she was going on at considerable length about her plans for a magical party on Litha, the summer solstice . . .

“It’ll be the biggest thing we’ve done since Valentine’s Day. It’ll go all night, and then we’ll watch the sunrise together. Witches often use meadowsweet in divination, you know, so I was thinking we’d set out little ‘see your future’ kits with a sprig of the flower and a white candle at each table, inside and out on the patio—if you agree, of course. Just for fun. People can burn the flowers and see what images pop up in the flames. I’ll have lots of fire protection spells up, of course. That’d keep everyone occupied at the beginning of the night, and then we can tell stories afterward, like in previous Midsummer celebrations. Plus we’ll have flower teas, and Glacial’s already baking up all kinds of special treats. And Ryuko and Dusty have promised that by then, the second floor will be open, so I’m thinking we could do a shower of flower petals from the balcony! What do you think?”

Sakura finished talking, briefly, with her pale face flushed and blue eyes bright. Even though she deals in shadow magic, everything about her is bright, and rounded, and soft, and she always made me feel rather gangly and awkward even though I liked her immediately. White hair cut smooth and short framed her face, though she has never struck me as old. Her bright pink Pomegranate Café apron layered over a fluttery white dress and animated movements added to her energetic air. I looked up, following the gesture of her hands, and nearly hit my head on a shelf tucked just above a miniature moon lamp.

“I always forget about people being tall,” Sakura clucked sympathetically. At just barely five feet, she fit into the little tea nook perfectly. “I always pick this table back here for quiet conversations, and forget about that shelf! I can’t tell you how many times Ryu has hit his head, exactly like you did. Maybe we’ll have to move it. I’ll add it to the list for later. They only do work on the building after we’ve closed for the day, of course.”

“Of course,” I agreed, my head swimming. It wasn’t because of the bump. Until about a year ago, I lived entirely alone—well, alone with my pixies—in a cave on the mountain. Carpenters and tea rooms and quiet conversations still gave me feelings of nausea sometimes.

Especially without Rhys—or rather, Sir Rowan—nearby.

I tried to clear the thought from my head, but I think Sakura saw it. Can shadow witches do that—read thoughts? I’m not sure, but I’ve always had a suspicion that Sakura can. Sometimes I think she seems like a pixie, but then she does something completely unexpected and catches me off guard.

“That’s enough about me and my plans for now,” she decided, giving me an unsettlingly perceptive look. “We can iron out the details of the flowers and the party later. Call me silly, Daisy, but I get the feeling there’s something else you wanted to discuss.”

“Well, I . . .”

“When I asked Red about taking you a message and she told me to talk to Sugar, of all people, I knew something was up. I figured she’d tell me to talk to Sir Rowan, since he works for her and all. And in his spare time, isn’t he supposed to be the go-between for the pixies and the town?”

“Well, yes, technically, but that’s just old superstition really, especially now that the different groups of pixies get along alright. He should be free to—”

“But I let it go at first,” Sakura continued blithely. “Until now. I had expected to deal with you via messenger, be it Sugar or knight. And yet here you are, in person. I can count the number of times I’ve seen you in person on one hand, Daisy.”

“Yes, well, I’m trying to get better,” I mumbled.

“Oh, don’t go to any trouble on my account. There’s nothing wrong with being a recluse, especially considering you do have a very important duty, up there on the mountain.” Sakura gave me another searching look and I shrunk into my shoulders, trying to hide. “I’m only thinking that, since you are here in person when we could just as easily have traded messages about the meadowsweet, you must want something from me.”

“I—want something?” I sounded more like a mouse than a dragon, I know. It was the truth of it that startled me. I hadn’t expected townsfolk to be so involved in my affairs!

Another mistake.

“Yes, and I’m more than happy to oblige, believe me.” Sakura settled her elbows on the table and her round chin in her hands, smiling brightly. “So what is it? Would you like to talk something over? Something to do with Sir Rowan, perhaps?”

“No,” I said. Probably too quickly. Sakura’s white eyebrows rose, and before she could ask anything, I hurried on. “It’s just that—well, the pixies have been telling me—I’ve been—lonely,” I said at last, only barely avoiding the word that the pixies had actually used, which was mopey. “I know with your café you see all kinds of people, and R—well—I’ve heard you’re very good about relationships. So I was thinking, maybe, you might . . . That is, would you—do you think you could—set me up on a date?”
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Rhys




I am not accustomed to telling stories in this manner. Normally I keep careful notes in my journal, and, if curiosity strikes later, I refer to those notes to recount past events.

However, I must admit that the notes in my journal from the time period in question are very scant.

Would that my memory was less vivid . . .

Nonetheless, I remember very clearly watching Daisy enter the Pomegranate Café. I did not wish to. I was not trying to observe the way her yellow summer dress outlined the grace of her figure or the glint of her red hair in the afternoon sun. But as I was stocking the front windows of Red’s Alchemy & Potions, I had no choice but to notice Miss Sakura’s latest customer.

Especially one as beautiful as my lady.

But she wasn’t my lady, not anymore. For days, I’d attempted to remind myself of that fact. I’d even written it on a napkin in the tavern—I couldn’t bring myself to actually write the facts of the matter in my journal, which was languishing in my old room upstairs. All the reminders failed to make my new world feel any less surreal. So, I must admit, I’d finally lapsed into a kind of dreamlike denial. There was a certain reason to it: I couldn’t accept reality, so therefore I would dwell in a realm that was half memory, half wish. It is not as uncommon as one might hope.

Unfortunately, it had been nearly a full moon of living this way, and the people around me were beginning to notice.

“Here, I just finished the last batch of fertilizers. I thought the colored bottles would look good in the window with the gardening display—but let’s put them somewhere they won’t get too much direct sun, otherwise who knows what kinds of bacteria we’ll be growing . . . Sir Rowan?”

“Hmm,” I replied.

Miss Red, my employer and the alchemist alluded to in her shop’s name, went on to say something which various witnesses have since informed me was along the lines of, “Because the last thing we need is a repeat of that worm affair that took over Sakura’s café, right?”

I continue to insist that what I heard was . . . well, something to do with the café. And perhaps the word “fair.” It’s just possible that I wasn’t actually listening. Miss Daisy had disappeared into the café, and suddenly I was very thirsty. So, I assumed Miss Red meant to ask me to fetch tea or some other sundry café beverage; accordingly I stood and said, “Good idea.”

When Miss Red failed to get out of my way, and in fact continued to stare at me with an unbecoming scrunched-up look on her otherwise astute face, I began—very slowly—to realize something was wrong.

“Worms?” she asked, a flush rising behind her light brown skin. She set one gloved hand on her hip. “Worms are a good idea?”

I cleared my throat. “I don’t recall worms entering the conversation.”

“I don’t think you were having a conversation,” Miss Red retorted. I have found it is nearly impossible to argue with her in her own shop. The gloves, combined with some brightly-colored lab coat and a pair of goggles pushed up over her forehead, are her constant uniform, and they are clear evidence of her authority. In fact, everything about Miss Red is practicality itself: black hair pulled into a ponytail, a level, mellow voice, clear hazel eyes prone to scrutiny. She has always been a bit too smart for her own good.

“I merely supposed, miss, that you wanted something from the café—”

“I think I’d prefer a finished window display,” my employer said dryly. I followed her gaze and saw that the specialty flower pots I’d been stacking were only half set, more a jumbled heap than a tidy pyramid. Likewise, the preserved blooms I’d intended to arrange into an eye-catching bouquet were scattered all across the floor of the bay window.

The disconcerting fact I have noticed about living in a dream-like state is that time becomes very slippery. Though I’ll admit it took me longer than usual to think through new circumstances, apparently it had taken me much less time than usual to react. Looking at the mess in Miss Red’s window, the only conclusion possible was that I’d stood too fast and knocked everything over.

And where, I couldn’t help but wonder, is my lady now?

She might have already had her tea and left the café by now.

“Go easy on him, Red,” a voice came from the back of the shop, where the sales counter stood. Barked is the appropriate word, both for the speaker and the tone. William, Red’s companion and arcane familiar, appears to most as a rather large, rather shaggy black dog. Despite this he has considerable magic of his own, and has always had the kindness to look after me as a fellow magic-user in an otherwise very scientific shop. I do not often need such looking after, but I will admit that in that moment I was very grateful for it.

Of course, alarm eclipsed my gratitude as William then added, “He’s got a lot on his mind, since he and Daisy broke up.”

I will note here that arcane familiars, being magical beings created by sorcerers who themselves often eschew society, are not known for their tact.

The skepticism written across Miss Red’s face was now replaced with concern. “You and Daisy what? How is that even possible? When? I’m so sorry, Sir Rowan!”

She immediately set her box of fertilizers to one side and took my arm, leading me to the back of the shop. At that point, I’d been working for Miss Red for more than a year, and had had ample time to observe her and William. In that detached, dreamlike way, I knew exactly what they would do: shepherd me into the overstuffed chairs in the tea corner, usually reserved for customers waiting for special orders, and there ply me with whatever experimental tea Miss Red had concocted that morning, and speak over each other in their efforts to be helpful and kind. They would eventually get the story from me; of that I was quite certain, and there was a sort of relief in that certainty. I have been alive for centuries, and yet I have not ever come across such insistent—and inquisitive—coworkers. But I have always wondered if perhaps I needed them.

Still, it must be said; as grateful as I was for William’s concern and Miss Red’s curiosity, my inner dream world was awash with longing to be called by my personal name, one I had only ever given to my lady.
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Daisy




“Alright,” said Sakura, as she poured herself another cup of creamy earl grey tea. “I might be able to help you, Daisy. Let’s get an idea of what you’re looking for first. Do you have any hard ‘no’s? You know, things that you wouldn’t want in a potential date. Aside from the usual obvious red flags, of course.”

“No knights,” I said promptly. I did my best to hide my wince behind my own teacup, but it was empty, and I think the shadow witch noticed . . .

. . . But she was good enough not to mention it. “That’s doable, seeing as there’s only one in town that I know of.” She did slide me a look then, but I ignored it, doing my best not to fidget in my seat. Or blush. Humans really are so vulnerable to this sort of thing!

After what seemed like an age, Sakura finally went on. “So what are some things you would like in a date? You know, personality, values, that kind of thing.”

The question scared me at first. I actually hadn’t thought that much about all this. I didn’t want to admit that to Sakura, though. The last thing I needed was another lecture from a well-meaning bystander. I’d been getting nothing but unsolicited advice from the pixies for weeks.

I tried sipping at my tea to stall for time, but, of course, it was empty. Without a word, Sakura reached out to fill it for me. That gave me an idea.

“I’d like someone kind,” I said, all in a rush, as if I was afraid it’d hurt.

Sakura nodded as she pushed milk and honey in my direction. “What else?”

“Thoughtful,” I added. But then, not wanting to seem like I was just describing her, I hastened to add a few more things. “And respectful, of course. Of me and the pixies, I mean.”

“That’s a given,” Sakura agreed.

“And—well—I am very old, myself—you might have known that. Or guessed it. So, it’d be good to find someone who . . .”

“. . . has a similarly long lifespan?” Sakura asked.

I wondered if she was making fun of me—I’m well aware that most humans consider dragons to be very strange, or even almost divine. I wondered if perhaps it struck her as funny, that I should hope for someone at least somewhat similar to me, especially in such a tiny alpine town. (Not that I could ever bear going all the way to a city—could you imagine?) But for as close as I looked at her face, I couldn’t see any trace of amusement. Eventually, I nodded. “Or, at least, someone who doesn’t mind if I’m—well—a bit ancient, really. And obviously very devoted to my—duty.” It seemed strange to call guarding the pixies work.

“You mentioned that part already,” Sakura reminded me. She wasn’t unkind—she had the sort of practical attitude I’d often noticed in Lavender, the local innkeeper, when discussing business. “So far, we have kind, thoughtful, respectful, and preferably old. Or ageless. Anything else?”

“Er . . . Obviously they’d have to be okay with, well, me . . .”

“Daisy.” Sakura reached out and put her hand over mine, which without thinking I’d clasped nervously around my necklace. “Sweetie, you’re just describing the bare minimum here. I’m definitely not going to set you up with some jerk who’d have a problem with you being who you are, or with the pixies, for that matter.”
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