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​Chapter 1: The Shattered Spire
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The two stallions faced each other beside the Lake of Sundered Blue. Only one of them could keep his horn—that was the oldest unbreakable law of a unicorn duel. 

King Highbolt tossed his head, his spire glinting like a blade rising from his gray mane. “I won’t let you wet a single hoof in these sacred waters, Lord Ash!” he vowed. For this lake was unlike any other; clouds swirled in its odd sapphire reflection that never matched the clear amber sky above. The world possessed many realms twisted together like the whorls of a flower—and Sundered Blue was gateway to all of them. 

“No need to resort to blustering, Sire; for what it’s worth, you’re truly a fine young king,” Lord Ash said as his tail gave a lazy flick at a passing fly. “But even in the prime of your strength, is it wise to quarrel with the Red Unicorn?”

“Filthy kinslayer!” Highbolt stamped his hoof and shattered a quartz boulder jutting from the grass to glittering shards. “You have no right to call yourself ‘unicorn’ anymore,” he snapped.

Lord Ash gave a delicate sigh as the quartz dust settled. “I never claimed that title, it was a gift from many of your herd—their last cry, you might say.” 

He jerked his head once, and Highbolt shuddered as warm red droplets splattered the turf between them. Lord Ash still wore the form of a snowy unicorn, but the golden spire welded to the base of his fractured horn dripped beads of blood that matted his mane into dreadlocks and dyed his coat with a fresh scarlet tinge.

“Now be a good little champion and let me and mine go without a fuss,” Lord Ash continued. “I should think you glad to see me gone from your pastures.”

Highbolt resisted the temptation to step aside and let the nightmare that had stalked the unicorn herds of Arvustel for generations simply dissolve in Sundered Blue. But even without the blue seer eyes marking him as a sage, Highbolt knew better than to unleash this twisted menace on other realms . . . whatever the Red Unicorn wanted there would surely come back to haunt—no, destroy them all. 

“Why so eager to abandon your territories here after spending centuries to steal them?” Highbolt demanded suspiciously. 

Lord Ash snorted in derision. “Keep your measly grazing lands, I have no need of them now.” His eyes danced with the flames of a ravenous new hunger. “The ancient magic of Renatus rises again—the spellfire hiding that lost wonder in the Mortal Realm finally fades!”

Highbolt froze as the name “Renatus” sounded against his spire like splintered crystal. There was another name for the power of that long dead god, but he hesitated to speak it aloud. “The curse of the Grandfather Dragon will kill any fool who dares claim it, and slaughter the whole world with him!” he warned. “Even you must know that.”

Lord Ash bared his teeth in a bone-crunching snap. “Never presume to tell me what I know of limits again, my young king.” Sparks flew as he raked a sharp rut in the ground. “According to all laws, I should already be ash, dust like that once mightiest Renatus! Yet here I stand before you. Move aside.” He lowered his dripping ruby horn to signal the start of the duel. “I will not ask again.” 

“Nor I yield,” Highbolt said, lowering his own horn. 

Cheers and murmurs echoed across the meadow surrounding Sundered Blue as the two stallions took their stances, but only from the left side where the noble herds of Arvustel pressed in a nervous crowd to witness their king do battle. To the right, a knot of Lord Ash’s marauders at least thirty-strong in number waited in silent contempt. The ribbon of liquid scarlet circling the base of their horns was the only mark that distinguished them from their unicorn kin as thieves. As murderers . . . . 

These beasts would never honor the law of the shattered spire. Highbolt would crush their master so completely that even they must cower before him! 

Every grain of sand for a hundred leagues trembled as the two stallions charged each other with their horns radiating light sharper than a star’s keen-edged ray. But confusion filled Highbolt as he traced burning black lines trailing Lord Ash in the grass like twin snakes. Ley lines? That magic was too powerful to command, wasn’t it? Dread pierced Highbolt as forks of lightning leapt up from the dual lines in the ground. They twisted around the Red Unicorn’s spire in a crown of white thorns, magnifying his strength a thousand fold. Only a god could channel the wild veins of raw magic flowing through the earth and survive—or a monster. 

But Highbolt was neither.

The force of the two spires grinding together blasted a storm of torn branches and shredded leaves a mile high into the sky, and then there was silence . . . almost. A tinkling smash filled the air as Highbolt’s horn cracked neatly in half. The twilight gray king of the unicorns stood straight and tall as the splinters of his own spire rained down over him. Nor did he allow a single quiver to shake his body as the main shard of his broken spire landed before Lord Ash. 

The rules were absolute. “To the victors go the spoils,” Highbolt said amid the shocked gasps of his herd. 

But Lord Ash ignored the horn shard, stepping forward to whisper next to his ear, “You flatter yourself, Sire. We’ve evolved far beyond the need for such base magic as yours.” 

A searing pain stabbed through Highbolt’s skull as Lord Ash kicked the broken spire to the right side of the meadow. It was swiftly ground to dust under the sharp hooves of his red-rimmed marauders. Only pride kept Highbolt from collapsing from the pulsing agony of his wound. Such foolish pride to think he could beat Lord Ash. The Red Unicorn’s power might very well tame the curse of the Grandfather Dragon, after all; he couldn’t let him reach the waters of Sundered Blue! As Lord Ash trotted away, Highbolt marshaled his remaining strength. He would lunge forward and ram the jagged base of his broken horn into the monster’s throat—

All his muscles locked as a vision seized him. 

His seer eyes clouded over as futures spun and un-spun before him: The Lake of Sundered Blue boiling crimson as countless realms were trampled by Lord Ash’s marauders, the unicorns of Arvustel winking out like fallen stars as they were hunted down to the last foal, and then, when he was almost ready to burn with the flames of the wailing, a new shadow rose. The form held barely a destiny at all, but hope surged within the king’s breast; surely this was a hero! And rather a scrawny one; the figure only shrank smaller as Highbolt strained to perceive the hero’s true form. Soon the shadow was only a fragile lump that hummed with the whir of wings. No, not wings . . . a beating heart? This trick of seer-sight utterly appalled him!

Alarm filled Highbolt as he found himself intoning in a chill, flat voice, “Beware, Lord Ash—a child of mortals will steal all your dreams.” His vision cleared as the images dissipated and left his body cold and trembling from the strain of prophecy; or was it his own disbelief? The sheer lunacy of what he said, the impossibility of what he saw—

None of it was lost on Lord Ash. 

The Red Unicorn paused midstride. “One of those groveling human creatures?” he said with incredulous contempt. “You cannot be serious.” He guffawed, his marauders quickly joining him in a raucous laugh. “It seems you’ve lost more than your horn, your Majesty,” he said as their laughs died down to mocking titters. “I’m afraid no one believes you—you’re just a stupid horse now.” He let out a fierce bray that shook hoof and spire to the core. “Come. Let us take our leave of these meager pastures! Our prize awaits us in the Mortal Realm.” 

Highbolt swayed in helpless fury as the Red Unicorn charged forward into the Lake of Sundered Blue. He disappeared with a wavering ripple that made no noise at all, not even a splash. The thundering hooves of Lord Ash’s marauders followed close behind, their final passing more silent than a breeze as they hit the water’s surface and vanished into the unnatural sapphire depths. 

Highbolt forced himself to stand until the last of Lord Ash’s marauders no longer haunted the realm of Arvustel, for even hornless he was still king here. His forelegs buckled and he collapsed to the meadow with a groan. No longer bound by the laws of the duel, his attendants galloped towards him in a panicked wave. A black filly caught somewhere between her sleek and scruffy years charged to the front of the fray. But Highbolt knew immediately by the fierce gleam in her eyes that she wasn’t coming to his side. She was running away, towards the shore. 

“The curse of the Grandfather Dragon can also heal you, Father,” she shouted. “I will find it first!” 

“No, wait!” King Highbolt cried as he struggled to stand again, but she slipped past him like a wily wisp of mist and leapt soundlessly into Sundered Blue. A pang of anguish stabbed him even as his fading consciousness slid towards oblivion: he never got the chance to warn his youngest daughter. She must not be first. The end of his vision had held only darkness for the one who dared to claim the ancient magic of Renatus first—that one would surely die.
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Boiling hot ogre blood pocked his armor with hissing poison, but Foxkit charged the snarling beast. He’d never made it this far in a hundred dreams! He hacked at the ogre’s warty gray hide again and again. One. I. Two. Won’t. Three. Fall. The third swing of his broadsword sent the ogre’s head flying through the air, its mouth still frozen in a fanged grin. The crowd ringing the jousting arena erupted into cheers as the monster’s head landed with a thud at the foot of the royal dais. But the hollow thunder in Foxkit’s heart echoed far louder. He couldn’t fail now, could he? 

There was no falter in his steps as he strode forward and bent on his knee before the king and queen. A blinding halo surrounded the monarchs from the weight of gold thread and glittering jewels adorning them so that he could never quite see what their faces shared with his own. Did the freckles dusting his nose come from his mother, or did his father’s beard flame red? Yet Foxkit didn’t dare brave the glare to meet their eyes. The disappointment in their coal-bright gaze would sear him a thousand times worse than any ogre’s poison . . . No, this time, they must accept him!

“Have I—” he paused. “Does my gift please you, Majesties?” 

“Rise.” Foxkit’s heart skipped a beat as Father’s deep voice boomed over the crowd, brimming with pride. “Rise, knight and son—the true strength of our kingdom!”

“Take your place beside us,” Mother said in warm tone that wrapped around Foxkit like a soft veil. “Once child, now champion.”

He raised his gaze to the slim gold circlet that his mother held up in her hands like a dazzling band of sunlight. All he had to do to claim it—all of it, family, home, and fortune—was stand. But the brittle ache spreading up his ankle bone warned Foxkit that the dream was ending now, as it always did; before the crown could touch his brow, or the true feelings in his parents’ eyes could ever reach his own. None of this stopped him from struggling to rise even as his traitorous right leg crumpled underneath him, twisted and thin. 

“Wait, Father, please, Moth—I can stand!” he cried, reaching out his hand to grasp the hem of their robes.  

But the king and queen had already turned their backs on him, retreating from the dais, vanishing like two stars slipping into darkness. Foxkit cursed himself for ever daring to look up. Why bother? He would fall—

Always. 

The prick of splinters jolted Kit awake, and he grimaced as he realized that he’d dug his fingers into the rough wooden planks of the wagon. But he also welcomed the pain: anything to escape the dreams that stalked him most nights. No matter what grand fool fate he dreamed up for himself, his lame leg always betrayed him in the end—though there were a few advantages to being cursed cripple-born. All right, mostly just the “oakenstaff.” 

Pulling his crooked oak crutch free from the pile of orphans crammed around him, Kit aimed the tip towards the front seat of the wagon. He hesitated for only a few seconds, swallowing a gulp deep down into his empty stomach as he dared himself to do it. The wagon must’ve rolled over half the kingdom of Havardale already! Somebody had to risk begging for a crumb or they’d all starve by midday. It was better if it was him.

Kit rapped on the narrow seat back before he could chicken out. “’Scuse me, but is it too early for a nice cup of home-boiled slop?” he asked.

His five companions perked up at the mention of breakfast, a few stomachs grumbling loudly. But Kit winced as an even louder growl told him that he’d riled the Beast. Too bad he couldn’t trade her for the nightmare ogre he thought wistfully as the wagon rolled to a sudden violent stop. Kit coughed as the other orphans slammed up against him. 

“You want slop, boy?” Mrs. Fairchild growled, her frizzy orange hair escaping from her bun like rusted nails as she twisted around in her seat and raised her fist. “I’ll turn your brain to slop for stirring a racket—”

Kit braced for a blow and even felt the air brush his face. But only the smack of knuckles meeting a palm hit his ears as the second driver caught Mrs. Fairchild’s fist in his own hand. “Ah, come now, Gretchen my peach, don’t blame Foxkit for his keen state of anticipation,” Mr. Fairchild said in a syrupy-smooth tone. “After all, we promised our little Silver Pennies a surprise, didn’t we?”

Despite missing her blow, Kit’s dread rose as Mrs. Fairchild’s face shifted into a grotesque mockery of a smile. “That we did,” she chuckled. The Fairchilds wore matching wide grins as they ushered the orphans out of the wagon into a meadow still glimmering with morning dew. 

Lil and Vi yawned as they stood beside Kit. “I wish they’d stop that,” the two girls whispered in unison as they threaded wooden flower beads into each other’s blond braids. “It’s creepy.” 

Kit stifled a laugh at their joint pronouncement. No one could spot fakery better than the near cousins as they regularly amused themselves by using their uncannily similar looks to pass as twins. A queasy knot twisted in his middle, for Kit knew that Lil and Vi were right: the Fairchilds’ faces, more used to scowling, already strained against the unnatural effort of smiling. It was the same weaselly grin they’d worn when they herded all six of the Silver Penny orphans into their rickety wagon before dawn with promises of a picnic and sweet surprise.

Sure. Sweet as slime! “What do you suppose the Fairchilds are planning to feed us?” Kit asked. “I bet it’s something warty like a toad.” His stomach twisted with a hollow pinch and he realized he’d even eat a toad now.

Nobody answered him as the first ray of sunlight cleared the horizon and hit the round slab of wood that Mr. Fairchild held up as grandly as if it were a silver platter.  

“I call this the sunrise special!” Mr. Fairchild said, pulling off the upside-down bucket topping it. 

The orphans’ gasps shivered on the chill dawn air as a beam of light revealed a lop-sided white mound, glorious in its lumpiness. 

Kit felt a tug at his shirt and glanced down to find a pale hand clutching the fabric tightly. Tad always pulled his gray cap low over his ghost-white thatch of hair to shield his weak eyes from sunlight, but even so Kit caught the solemn wonder reflected in his cracked spectacles. 

“Is that . . . ‘cake’?” the boy asked. The seven-year-old kept his voice as dry and dignified as a seventy year-old man, but the gleam in Tad’s lavender gaze magnified his hunger a hundred times over. Neither of them could keep their ravenous hope in check for long. 

“It sort of looks like the thing,” Kit admitted with the greatest reluctance. 

He’d caught glimpses of such sugar-dusted wonders in the shop window of Witherbee’s bakery before. Heaps of frosting dripped down the sides of this one like melting clouds. But no one at the Silver Penny Orphanage ever got cake! Not for birthdays or holidays or any kind of day—just bowls of gloppy gruel without even a single wrinkled raisin. Dismay filled Kit as the swiftest and smallest of the Silver Pennies made a running jump for the white mound.  

“Think it tastes like cake, too?” Minnow shrieked, her dark ringlets bouncing in a tangled storm. 

“Mind your manners, little lady,” Mr. Fairchild chided, side-stepping her leap. The orphans crowded around a large flat rock as he set the wood slab on it and Mrs. Fairchild hacked into the cake with a rusty kitchen knife that she pulled from her boot. 

Only Kit hung back alone. 

Mr. Fairfield almost always gambled away the few coins the town paid for the Silver Pennies’ meals at dice games in Witherbee’s taverns. As for Mrs. Fairchild, she didn’t believe in feeding orphans; Kit always supposed that wastefulness was against her conscience as she begrudged each spoonful of slimy gruel the orphans swallowed as if it was a mouthful of rubies. So why the sudden spare coin for pastries? He couldn’t let the others cloud their heads with hunger pangs. The cake could be poisoned!

Kit grabbed Minnow by the collar before she could bury her face in the chipped plate that Mrs. Fairchild held out to her. “Wait, don’t!” he ordered. The tiny six-year-old girl struggled and scratched more fiercely than a rabid badger in his hands; only Tad could calm her down when she got like this. Ever since Minnow had dragged that half-blind albino out of a ditch last summer, she considered him more or less her favorite pet—er, person. 

“Tad,” he pleaded, “Please get her to hold off for just—”

“I decline,” Tad interrupted as he seized the plate from Mrs. Fairchild for himself. “Only fair for free grub to be a free-for-all.”

“You see, why wait?” Mr. Fairchild said as he ran a finger through the edge of the cake. “I’m hurt by your mistrust, Foxkit.” He licked the frosting clean with a smack. “Devastated, more like.” 

His foot slid forward and unbalanced Kit’s crutch, forcing the boy to let go of Minnow before he toppled over. Minnow snatched up a cake serving, and Kit didn’t even have time to protest as Mr. Fairchild swiftly shoved a high-heaped plate into his own hands. 

“Don’t let it spoil now,” Mr. Fairchild said. His voice fell softly and yet still ten times sharper than the knife in his wife’s hands, reminding Kit of all the ways his temper could be worse than the Beast’s . . . .

Kit sniffed the slice of cake. It smelled delicious, but somehow that only terrified him more. True, Mr. Fairfield had tasted the frosting and the other orphans had already wolfed their slices down, and none of them had croaked or turned green and sprouted any warts. But at fourteen years, he was the oldest orphan, and his fourteenth sense told him the cake was a trap. His mouth watered for just one nibble, but biting his tongue hard, Kit flipped the cake into a patch of tall grass in the meadow before he could change his mind. He just couldn’t trust the Fairchilds’ sudden attack of kindness anymore than he’d trust a troll to choose a platter of boiled rutabaga over orphan dumplings—

His thoughts scattered as Mrs. Fairchild’s bony fingers lunged forward and gave his ear a fierce pinch. “Clumsy whelp!” she snapped.

Kit found himself oddly relieved at the return of her familiar waspish tone; her bizarre show of tender care had seriously unnerved him. “Sorry, Ma’am,” he said, and then winced as her knife swung and cut him another slice of cake. Now he was certain something stunk underneath the cake’s creamy façade—the Fairchilds’ would never lavish one, let alone two slices of heavenly dessert on a grubby orphan. Yet Mr. Fairchild was already handing the near cousins their third helping. The other orphans were gobbling the cake up with such gusto it unnerved him; something was off about their behavior. An elbow dug into his side and jolted him out of his rising panic. Kit turned to find the Mazak boy licking frosting from his claws. 

“Selfish!” he teased. “You should’ve given me your slice if you were just going to waste it. Can I have your next piece?” 

Kit pushed his tangled red hair out of his eyes as he rubbed his sore ear. Mrs. Fairchild’s pinches would only get harder if he didn’t eat his share. “Maybe next time, Wilton—” 

The Mazak boy elbowed him harder, his black diamond-shaped pupils flashing with a familiar show of hurt indignation. “It’s Charles, remember?”

“I forgot,” Kit said. “Charles” changed his name each week because the desert-dwelling Mazakim only shared their real name with family, and he hadn’t found a fake name that he liked yet. Kit had thought “Wilton” would definitely stick this time. Oh well, there was always next week, right?  

Wrong. 

He nearly fell over as Mrs. Fairchild shoved a second slice into his hand. Kit was just considering taking a small bite when he noticed Charles’s eyelids drooping shut. Lil and Vi nodded, too, their braids falling into each other’s faces. Even the usually rowdy Minnow leaned against the slumping figure of Tad, drool slipping from her mouth as she dozed off. They were all dropping like a pile of stunned sheep. The cake had been nothing but a rotten trick, after all! And the frosting had looked so fluffy . . . .

Kit mashed the tip of the cake against his chin and pretended to sway with drowsiness like the others. He tossed his slice into a creek when he thought Mrs. Fairchild wasn’t watching. She was.

“Now you’ve done it!” Mrs. Fairchild growled. She grabbed a fistful of cake and slammed it onto a plate. 

“Not hungry,” Kit said, clamping his mouth shut as the Beast advanced towards him. Balancing on his good leg, he swung the tip of the oakenstaff out and flipped the plate she carried from her hands. 

Mrs. Fairchild froze as she squeezed globs of frosting between her empty fingers. “Nasty little ingrate, how did I get stuck raising you? My Dirk never would’ve caused such a fuss.” 

Now Kit was certain he was about to be pummeled into a small puddle of orphan slop. Mrs. Fairchild’s dead son was her greatest resentment in life, and she only ever mentioned the Handsome Dirk when she meant to punish the Silver Pennies for the insult of their existence. But it wasn’t his fault Dirk had gone and died in a drunken brawl over a dice game years ago! He tensed as Mrs. Fairchild pulled in a deep, shuddering breath, but before she could charge her husband clapped a hand on her back. 

“Leave him, sweet pea,” Mr. Fairchild ordered. “We don’t want to be late. Besides—” He smirked through the ragged edge of his sandy-brown mustache. “The cake was for the runners.” He reached into the crumbled remains of the cake and fished out a small wooden squiggle buried at the center. “Guess it was too weak to work on all of them, cheap thing.” 

Kit flinched as the figure of a coiled worm snapped to dust in his fingers. A hungerbait charm! Suddenly he understood why the other orphans had torn into the dessert with such careless abandon; a spell had hooked their empty stomachs. His hand twisted around the oakenstaff, a helpless rage building inside him as he watched the Fairchilds bundle each sleeping orphan back into the wagon. 

“What are you going to do with them?” Kit demanded, but they ignored him. His mind raced with horrible possibilities: maybe the Fairchilds planned to dump the wagon load of orphans off a cliff, or sink them alive in a bog, or—there was one fate no Havardale orphan dared name even in their thoughts.  

He stiffened as Mrs. Fairchild pointed at him. “Are you quite sure we shouldn’t take the boy?” she asked, sounding hopeful. 

Mr. Fairchild spat over the side of the wagon. “Nah. Not even the March Gorge will take a cripple.” 

The March Gorge! Kit shivered as a chill spread from the inside out. No wonder the Fairchilds had laced the cake with a sleeping potion to keep them from running off.  Every orphan knew about the farm at the south end of Witherbee county. The Stiles family had owned the swampy tract of flea-bitten land for generations—and they were always in need of new “help.” Many unwanted children went in to work at the March Gorge, but he’d never heard of any that came out. 

Even Kit’s good leg trembled as he limped towards the wagon, a wild surge of terror and determination warring inside him. “I can work twice as hard as anyone even with my bad leg. Take me, too—”

A muddy boot to the chest knocked Kit to the ground. “Too bad,” Mr. Fairchild said. “We’re full up.” He jumped down from the wagon’s front seat and gave the boy a mocking bow. “Besides, the royal court should come calling any day now, fancy little Prince!” Both of the Fairchilds guffawed. 

Kit flushed hot at the memory of sharing stupid stories about all his grand dream families. Now he was about to lose the closest thing he’d ever had to a real family. His own parents had dumped him as a babe at the orphanage with nothing but a scrap of paper—Foxkit, we won’t leave you, the torn note had lied. Fourteen years he’d waited as their paper promise disintegrated in his fist and the companionship of the other Silver Pennies filled in the hole left by his rotten parents. Now he’d never know which name the Mazak boy finally chose, or learn how to shoot slingshots as quick as Lil and Vi, or practice calligraphy with Tad, who could already trace perfect letters in the dirt with both eyes closed. And then there was Minnow. He wasn’t sure he’d miss the sharp mark of her tiny teeth, but he would miss how she looked up to him when he taught her how to whistle on a blade of grass. He couldn’t let them go to the March Gorge!

“I won’t let you take them!” Kit shouted as he hung onto Mr. Fairchild’s leg, but the man shook him off and squatted down where he laid face-first in the grass.  

“Poor Foxkit,” he chided as he tousled the boy’s hair, “this parting wouldn’t be so hard now if you’d just let the charm do its work—you’ve always been too stubborn for your own good.” His tone shifted deadly soft with sincerity. “Touch me again, and the wheels might just slip back and give you another lame leg.” 

Despair pierced Kit as he watched Mr. Fairchild slide up beside his wife on the wagon. He was forced to admit that he just wasn’t strong enough to rescue the other Silver Pennies on his own. Sure, the task might not be much for a full-blown hero armed with useful sharp things like swords, maces, and javelins, but it was impossible for a string bean boy with a lame leg. Unless . . . a half-grin twitched the left corner of his mouth as Kit realized he didn’t have to save the orphans at all; he just had to steal them. Much easier! And he did have his oakenstaff. Tightening his hold on his trusty companion, Kit rose to his feet and crept forward as the Fairchilds argued. 

“Confound you and your ‘lucky’ gambles, Geoffrey!” Mrs. Fairchild snapped as she gathered the reins up. “We wouldn’t have to dump the brats for mere pennies if it weren’t for your habit of losing.”

Mr. Fairchild pulled a pair of grimy ivory dice from his pocket and tossed them in the air. “Ah, come now, honey pear! You know Lady Fortune always favors the bold—” He bellowed as Kit landed a blow from the oakenstaff squarely across his knee. The yellow dice scattered as Mr. Fairchild flailed and slipped off the seat, taking his wife with him.

Sheer exhilaration shot through Kit as he pulled himself into the wagon and flicked the reins. He couldn’t believe he’d beaten the pair so easily! But no matter how hard he shook the reins, the horse refused to budge an inch. “Be a good princess, go!” he begged without success. So he switched tactics. “Ah, come on, move, you bandy-legged nag!” 

The old brown mare continued chewing a tuft of grass with maddening calm. The hair on the back of Kit’s neck prickled with the promise of pain as the Fairchilds untangled themselves and rose to their feet. 

“I’m going to twist your ears right off your puny little—” The Beast’s growls cut off abruptly as Mr. Fairchild stepped in front of her and held out his hand to Kit.  

“Don’t do anything hasty now, boy,” he said as he inched forward another step. “Let’s stop and think about where you’re going.” He chuckled softly. “The March Gorge is the only place hereabouts that will take unadoptables. No one else is going to open their doors to your sniveling lot.”  

Mr. Fairchild’s taunt seared through Kit hotter than a brand. He was right—nobody wanted a cart full of dirty homeless children rolling into their town, especially not ones with horrid, unadoptable flaws. A useless lame-leg like himself might be an annoyance, but if anyone found out Lil and Vi were Noxfever survivors, villagers might drive them out with scythe and torch. And while the near cousins covered most of their plague pock scars under long sleeves, Charles would never file his fangs down or blunt his claws to disguise his reptilian heritage even though many cursed his kind as famine bringers. Only pearl-toothed, ringlet-capped Minnow betrayed no flaw that eye could catch—but her vicious temper had already cost her two sets of would-be parents when they refused to take her sickly albino, too. All six of them made a rare unlucky set . . . . 

The Silver Penny orphans had nowhere to go. 

The rough leather of the reins cut into his hands as Kit clutched them tighter. He wished he could make himself believe that somewhere there really was a cheery home waiting for all of them to pile through the threshold without knocking, if only he could find the right door. But “somewhere” fizzled out flat and stupid in his mouth, so Kit didn’t bother spitting it out loud, and even if “nowhere” tasted like the nasty truth—

“Anywhere is better than the March Gorge,” Kit retorted. 

He flicked the reins hard enough to send a cloud of dirt rising from the old mare’s flanks. Stones rattled under the wheels and drowned out the Fairchilds’ curses as the horse broke into a gallop across the meadow. His heart rattled even louder in his chest. They were getting away, who cared where! Dandelion puffs broke and sent silver clouds of seeds flying over his face, a sparrow trilled overhead, and for a moment Kit could almost believe that luck had taken an interest in his side just this once—

Nope. 

The horse veered off the meadow towards the west-side woods. Ancient oaks and tall pines smothered the air in shadows as the wagon crashed through the border. Kit ducked as a branch slashed at his cheek, the twigs seeming to reach towards him with bony fingers. Anywhere was better than the March Gorge . . . except the Galefang. The stories about this forest didn’t have happy endings. Kit thought hard, but he couldn’t think of any. Not one! Sensible folks in Havardale kingdom went leagues out of their way to avoid the monster-infested Galefang. Rumor had it that packs of dire wolves bigger than ponies ate unwary travelers and ground their bones to splinters between their fangs. Bats the size of foxes sucked the blood from people’s shadows until they dropped dead, and willow-o’-the-wisps led people into bogs.

Kit pulled back on the reins until both his arms felt like they were tearing off. “Whoa—please slow down, you tick-brained horse!” he shouted. The reins slipped from his hands as the wagon hit a pothole the size of a prize pig. Kit tumbled backwards on top of the other orphans, hanging onto the side as the wild horse pulled the wagon deeper into the forest, seeming to go leagues with each leap. 

It was awfully easy to start a horse. But Kit had no idea how to stop it.

Splinters flew as a back wheel on the wagon cracked. He closed his eyes, certain they were about to be smashed against the ground—

Light exploded against his eyelids and he blinked. A star—no, a girl stood in the middle of the path. Cloaked in pale green, he caught only a glimpse of her stunning dark skin and strands of black hair that glimmered like a rock under water, shiny and smooth, all the way to down to her knees. Kit forgot how to breathe for a moment as the strangeness of her beauty stunned him like a blow. She wasn’t the least bit pretty in the usual way—her silver eyes were widely set apart and her nose was peculiarly small, but how she shimmered! She raised her hand, and the wagon came to a rambling halt as the horse slowed to a stop.

Her shimmer faded as she approached the wagon. The girl completely ignored Kit as she freed the horse from its harness. “Poor thing! Did they run you ragged?” she whispered as she patted the mare’s heaving flanks. “He called you what? Forget that nasty tick-brained, two-legs and I’ll find you some clover.” The girl turned towards the trees and the horse followed after her, leaving Kit and the five sleeping orphans in the broken wagon. 

Kit knew he should thank the girl for saving them, but really, she was rather rude, stealing the horse that he’d just barely stolen. “You have two legs, too, you know,” he called after her.

Startled, the dark-haired girl turned around and frowned at him. “Now you’re just imagining things.” 

A fat raindrop smacked Kit in the eye. He blinked and the strange girl vanished with the horse. But the rain kept falling. Kit wished he could un-imagine the weather. 

He covered the orphans with the wagon’s hole-filled tarp as storm clouds swiftly ate up the last blue patches of sky. No one could move until the sleeping potion wore off, but at least the rain might delay the time it took for some hideous beast to catch their scent. There was nothing to do but avoid being eaten now. Kit stood guard over the pile of dozing orphans, his knuckles whitening as he planted the oakenstaff in the mud. 

A cold autumn wind moaned through the branches like a chorus of ghosts and the rain intensified its lashing, yet still no dread-fanged creature attacked them. Kit was beginning to feel mildly lucky again when the thunder woke up little Minnow first. She started smacking Tad to make him suck in air as she thought he’d stopped breathing. His indignant howl roused Lil and Vi, who grumbled as a freezing wind hit their faces. Charles woke up last. Always the sensible one, he demanded to know why they were lying in a horseless wagon in the Galefang during a storm instead of stuffing their faces with cake in a sunny meadow. But even he fell silent as Kit shared the Fairchilds’ plot to send them all to the March Gorge in their sleep. 

Charles shook his head. “I knew that cake was just a lie wrapped in frosting!”

“Did not,” Lil and Vi interrupted at the same time. 
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