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Chapter 1: Abandoned
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Cracking, splintering, a steady prick at my skin, it hurt and I fought to stop it. There was peace in the darkness and the growing light in front of my eyes was waking up the pain. The more I resisted, the more it grew. Feeling returned to my limbs and the ice began to pull away. 

Gritting my teeth, I contorted my body as the cold became apparent. I wanted to go back to the warmth the darkness offered. The bitter temperature clung to my skin. I want it to stop, to go away and leave me alone. It wouldn’t. Instead, it coursed through my veins and ate its way into my chest.

I couldn’t take it. I had to escape.

My eyes shot open and I let out a cry of pain. It burned and my bones ached. All the sensations of being encased in ice rushed forward. Twisting my torso, I ripped my arm free from the sheet of ice that had formed around it. I forced myself into a seating position and scraped at the ice wrapped around my other wrist with my nails. 

The sharp edges dug into my fingers. I kicked my legs free. The silk sheet that had been placed over my body made it easier to escape. I jerked my arm out with enough force to send me toppled off the altar. 

I could see my breath as I laid there shaking on the ground in the ice and flake of snow. The frost didn’t attack me, but it hurt all the same. I slowly lifted myself off the ground and leaned back against the platform. 

Scanning the area, I didn’t see anyone. There was no reason for me to be awake. Zoran hadn’t freed me from the frost. By the appearance of the room, it didn’t look like he had returned since he left me there.

I tried to stand but my legs crumbled under the weight. Breathing heavily, I pulled myself onto the platform and ripped a section of the silk sheet away from the ice. After tying it around my waist, I scanned my pale legs and arms. My skin had a bluish tone. I looked dead. Maybe I was dead. I didn’t think firebirds could die, though.

Holding onto the edge of the altar, I tried to stand. It took a few seconds to gain my composure before I attempted to cross the room. It was hard to balance, and I felt extremely clumsy, but I made it to the door. 

I pounded my fist on it. “Zoran!” I yelled in a hoarse voice. “Zoran, please let me out. Please,” I begged. I leaned against it, having used nearly all the energy my body had to offer. “Please,” I whispered. 

Running my fingertips down the cold stone, I grabbed the handle. I closed my eyes and prayed that Zoran hadn’t locked me in. I let my weight fall forward and the bolt clicked to the side. Covering my mouth with a shaky hand, I felt like crying. Warmth, I was going to be warm again.

I pushed it open and squeezed through. I quickly shut it behind me so the frost didn’t escape. 

“Zoran,” I called. Dropping to the floor, I curled into a ball and rocked from side to side. I was so cold. My body ached from it. I want him to come and ignite his inferno inside me once again.

Movement echoed from one of the tunnels. 

“Zoran,” I called. “Please, Zoran. I need you.” I used the wall as a support as I staggered after the sound. “I’m so cold. Zoran?” I stumbled forward, hugging my arms around me. 

The noise became louder. 

“Zoran?” I peeked around the corner. 

My eyes grew wide when I saw the beast. I toppled onto the ground. It lunged at me, and I threw up my hands to protect myself—ice burst from my fingertips. The beast swung its head around, sending shards in every direction. I held out my arms to see a thin layer of frost covering my skin. It slowly disappeared. I glanced at the dragon, who was pawing at his face to get the ice off. 

“Yuki?” 

The beast lifted his head and fluttered its wings. 

My mouth fell open as I stood. “How? You’re so big now.” 

He wasn’t quite the size of Uther, but he was still a full-grown dragon. 

I helped him pick the ice off his snout. “How long have I been down here?”

The dragon bumped me with his muzzle, nearly causing me to fall over. 

“Don’t,” I warned. “I’ve been in an ice block.” 

The dragon let out a low murmur and rolled his eyes. 

“I’m tired and cold. You would be too.” 

Yuki retained his unimpressed expression. 

I glared back. “At least, try and act excited to see me,” I muttered as I trudged toward the stairs. I peered up the spiral staircase and sighed.

The dragon appeared at my side and rested his head on my shoulder.

“I don’t think I have the energy to do this.”

He nudged me with his nose. 

“Stop that.” I waved my arms to get him away from me. “I told you.”

He laid down, waving his head to tell me to climb onto his back.

“Not funny,” I said, rubbing my arm. “I’ll fall off and who knows what will happen. A fireball or a giant ice cube, I don’t want to be either right now.”

The dragon huffed and shifted his weight.

“Fine.” I clambered onto his back and laid against his neck. “Don’t do anything crazy, okay?”

Yuki walked down a tunnel that opened up into a vast underground cave. I looked at the ceiling to see an opening. That was a sharp incline, too sharp.

“Don’t you dare.” 

I tried to climb off, but it was too late. Yuki spread his wings and took flight. I clung to him as we flew straight up. 

“Stupid beast!” I yelled as the wind rushed past. “I told you no!”

He shot through the opening and leveled out in the clear blue sky. Yuki started to glide.

Breathing heavily, I sat up. “After everything I said, you still....” I peered out across the garden.

It was nothing more than twisted, blackened remains. The plants were dead. The lava river was gone. It was just a deep trench in the ground now. Yuki flew to the balcony outside Zoran’s palace. He landed, and I slid off. 

The curtains that fell over the arches were torn, and the stones had deep gashes taken out of them. I moved closer and parted the tattered fabric. The room had been deserted. The majority of Zoran’s things had been taken and what he had left behind was broken and scattered about the floor. 

Yuki poked his head inside and sniffed the air.

“He left us,” I whispered.

Yuki nodded.

“Did it happen right after he froze me?”

The dragon nodded again. 

“He planned this. He planned to leave me in an ice block and abandon the both of us.” I shuffled over to the bed, half of which was on the floor, and sat down. 

Yuki crept to my side and laid his head near my leg. 

“I can’t believe he did this. After everything he said about firebirds and what happened to the dragons, he left us.”

Yuki let out a low whine and prodded my leg with his nose. 

I forced a smile and patted his cheek. “At least you stayed, right?” I took in a deep breath. “Zoran’s a typical god. Self-centered bastards, all of them. Why would I want to live with him again? I’m free now,” I stated. “I can go and do what I want. I don’t have to listen to him belittle me anymore or make fun of my powers.” I rubbed my palm. “We’re better off without him.” I wiped my face on my shoulder. “Besides, the dragons being killed was his fault. If he had done as Adeus wanted, then the dragons would be alive. The garden too, and everything would’ve been fine if he wasn’t such an asshole.” Falling over my knees, I pressed the heels of my palms to my eyelids. 

Yuki rubbed his nose up and down my side. 

With a deep breath, I turned to the dragon. “I’m just so cold, Yuki. That’s why I’m like this. I’m just tired of being cold.” I fell back and curled into a ball. 

I wanted to go back to sleep, only then did it not hurt. I hate this world. I hated that damn god even more. A blanket was dragged over me. Glancing over my shoulder, I smiled at Yuki. He looked happy. It must have been lonely for him to stay here by himself. 

Rolling over, I ran my hand under his chin. “Stupid dragon, you should have gone with him.”

Yuki huffed cold air in my face. 

I waved it away and glared at him. “I was kidding.”

He gave me a smirk before lying down with his wing stretched out over me. His body was still colder than I would’ve preferred, but it did offer some warmth. 

I moved closer to him. “Is this what it feels like for you, Yuki?”

The dragon groaned. 

“We’re not meant to be cold,” I whispered. “We’ll find Zoran. We’ll find him and make him fix this.”
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Chapter 2: A Warm Cup of Tea
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I lifted the lid off a chest and rummaged through the contents. Nothing. Just a bunch of old yellowing papers. Picking up one of the scrolls, I unrolled it. The symbols didn’t mean anything to me. Knowing Zoran, he made up some stupid language to protect his secrets on how to make foot fungus cream. 

Yuki stumbled through the clutter, knocking over boxes as he went.

“Did you find anything?” 

He flicked his head and the chest dangling from his mouth fell open, spilling clothes onto the floor.

“Thank the gods.”

I untied the sheet from around my waist and searched through the pile. I managed to find some clothes that would work. After pulling on some black pants, I yanked a white long-sleeved shirt over my head. Grabbing a red and black coat from the pile, I put it on. 

“Shoes?” I asked while doing up the three buttons on the front. 

Yuki shook his head.

I sighed. “Figured. Those are going to be harder to find. I’ll go look by the bathroom. You try over there by the windows.”

The dragon nodded and whipped around, nearly taking me out with his tail. 

“Clumsy dragon,” I muttered, wandering off toward the back of the room. He was going to take my head off one of these times if he didn’t watch what he was doing.

I checked all the boxes along the way. Most were empty. I located Zoran’s workstation among the mess. The shelves were bare and his piles of scrolls were gone. It was starting to set in that Zoran really did have no plans of ever coming back for us. I picked the stool off the floor. Sitting down at the desk, I laid my head on the stone top. After telling me so many times that I was his property, he left me. His insane brother had tried to kidnap me and even went as far as to kill the dragons and this is Zoran’s solution: to abandon us. 

I slammed my fist down. “Bastard,” I said under my breath. “Selfish asshole.” I wrapped my arms around my face and closed my eyes. We were free now, at least. I was free of the gods. I’d never have to answer to Zoran again. A stack of crates toppled to the floor. I looked up to see Yuki with a pair of boots in his mouth.

I smiled at him. “You’re far better at this than me.” Standing, I grabbed them. The dragon’s green slobber dripped off the laces. 

“Eww... thanks.” I used a tattered piece of fabric to wipe it off before seeing if they fit. They were a little big but they’d work. “Alright.” I straightened my coat. “Let’s go see what’s going on out there in the world.”

Yuki snorted at me and looked away.

“What?” My shoulders dropped. “That’s why I wanted the clothes. I can’t wander around and have someone catch me in just a sheet.”

He ruffled his wings and locked eyes with me.

“Oh...” I sucked in my lips. “I guess someone seeing a dragon wouldn’t be a good thing either.” I thought for a moment. “I’ll have to go on my own, then.”

The dragon tensed up and took a defensive stance.

“Come on,” I exclaimed. “I’m not staying here. Look at this place, Yuki.” I scanned the room. “He left us and I want to know why.”

The dragon growled at me.

“I can’t die”—I locked eyes with the beast—“and I’ve spent who knows how long frozen and trapped in that pit. There is nothing those people can do to me. Hell, if I’m lucky, they’ll try to kill me and I’ll burst into flames. Ice power might be okay with you, but it isn’t for me.”

The dragon sighed and flopped onto his side. 

“Don’t act like that,” I breathed, rolling my eyes. “I’ll be back later tonight.”

Yuki growled to himself and tapped his tail on the ground. 

“Such a dramatic creature. I’ll be fine. I promise.” 

Leaving Yuki to mope, I slipped my hands into my pockets and made my way to the stairs. The stones were cracked. A ceiling fixture had fallen onto a section, breaking the railing. I shuffled around the hole and hurried to the bottom. This place was falling apart.

Stepping out into the garden, I stood there for a moment. It was just a barren ash pit. Everything was dead. Continuing toward the gate, I walked past multiple dragon skeletons. Human remains were scattered among them. 

The tunnel’s floor was the same. It had turned into a graveyard. Why would Adeus do this? It wasn’t right. I kept my eye pointed at the ground and hurried through. Walking into the sun on the other side, I was confused by the flowers, some new, other wilted, piled around the entrance.

“What the hell?”

I jogged further out and looked up at a newly carved archway depicting two dragons emerging from flames.

“Whoa,” I breathed. Things had changed while I had been asleep.

In the clearing, pillars with images carved into them were spaced around a statue of a man. I circled the base and stopped at the nameplate. “Zoran, Third God of Fire, Keeper of the Dragons,” I whispered. I gazed up at the man’s face—that bastard. So this was what he had been up to, converting all the villagers to worship him. Zoran was no better than his brothers now. 

I started up the trail to Gail, lost in my thoughts. What was going on? 

“Damn bastard.” I grabbed a stone and hurled it over the edge. “Pathetic god.” I picked up another and threw it toward the statue below me.

Zoran had always been selfish but this was ridiculous. Even the mortals were mourning such a horrible person. I stopped. What if Zoran had died? What if Aedus had found a way to kill a god? I sucked in my lips. He could kill me, then. A firebird would never be as resilient as a god. Forcing the idea from my head, I continued on. 

The thought lingered. 

It made sense, though. Zoran could really be dead.  

I reached the top of the cliffs to find the village in ruins. The lookout tower was half knocked over and the nearby buildings were falling in on themselves. Wandering down one of the streets, I searched for any signs of life. There were none. The people of Gail had abandoned the town. Entering the square, I went to the spot in the dirt which had once been permanently scorched. The burn mark was gone. All the evidence of what had happened here had been erased. I walked across the clearing to the governor’s house. 

The handle wouldn’t turn. I slammed my shoulder into the door and it broke free. Fanning away the dust, I entered. No one had been inside this building for a while. A thick layer of dust covered the floor and disheveled furniture. I went to the governor’s office. The room was empty except for some papers on the floor. Kneeling down, I picked one up. It was a town ordinance, and the name signed at the bottom was one I didn’t even remember. It must have been the man who replaced Lockhart after what had happened the last time I was here. I examined some of the others but nothing useful was written on them.

With a sigh, I went outside and searched the rest of the nearby homes. It was the same outcome. Everyone was gone. 

I started down the road that led to the forest. There wasn’t much hope of finding anything if the main part of town was empty, but I didn’t have any other option other than to go back to the garden. 

I arrived at Hobbs’ old shop. Rubbing the dust from the window, I peeked inside. The place was still overflowing with junk. Gods and physicians were all hoarders, I decided. A smile fell on my lips as a thought entered my mind. Maybe he had another one of those fireboxes. I opened the door, ringing the bell attached to the wall.

“I’ll be right there,” yelled a voice from upstairs. 

I nearly fell onto the ground and clasped my chest. Someone was actually here. I did a quick scan of the place to see that the floor was swept. It was a mess inside but it was free from dust, unlike the other houses. 

The back door swung open. “How can I help you?”

Our eyes met, and we both just stared at each other. 

“Hobbs?”

“Fin? Blesses the gods, it’s you.” The old, round man wobbled over to me. 

The hug that followed caught me off guard.

“You’re freezing?” He looked at me, confused. “Well, I can fix that, come, come.” He waved me to the backroom. “I’m warming up some tea. Would you like some?”

My stomach growled. 

“I have some hazelnut bread as well. I traded for it with a young woman just a few days ago.”

I followed him to the back staircase. I had never been to the second floor and quickly found out Hobbs’ apartment was just as cluttered as his shop. 

“Sit, sit.” He ushered me to a chair near the fireplace. 

I sat down and stared at the red stones sitting at the bottom. A tea kettle was hanging above them. Heat was radiating off the rocks and I really wanted to put my hand under them. Cluttering the arms of the chair, I refrained myself from moving.

Hobbs carried over a tray and set it on the table between us. He sat in the other armchair closer to the fireplace. I snatched a piece of bread and quickly ate it. That one slice had awakened a deep hunger inside me. I ate the rest without much thought. 

“Would you like more?” asked the old man, who just sat there watching me.

I nodded. “Sorry,” I breathed. “It’s just, I haven’t eaten in a while.”

“He really did freeze you,” whispered Hobbs. He went back to his little kitchen and brought over another loaf of bread and some meat. 

I ate it slower this time while the old man tended to the pot hanging in the fireplace. “Did Zoran tell you that?”

“Oh, no,” said Hobbs. “Zoran left without saying a word to anyone. After what happened to the dragons, I don’t blame the man. He loved those dragons. Their lives were far more important to him than any mortal.”

Swallowing the food in my mouth, I sucked in my cheek. “How long has it been since he left exactly?”

The old man looked up at me with his green eyes. “When did you wake up?”

“Today.”

Hobbs nodded. “No one was sure what he did with you. One of the mages I traded with saw Zoran right before he completely vanished. When you weren’t with the god, we assumed he locked you away somewhere in the palace.”

“The frost,” I muttered. “The bastard froze me and ran off.”

“How did you get out?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know.” I glanced at my hand. “My body feels weird now. It’s cold, but it’s not shutting down like it used to.”

Hobbs sank into his chair. “Sounds like one of Zoran’s concoctions. He really is a brilliant man.” Using a hot pad, he grabbed the teapot’s handle and poured the orange liquid into two cups. He returned the kettle to the fireplace. 

Steam rose up from the tea. I snatched it and downed the cup. The warmth ran down my throat and settled in my chest. “Finally,” I sighed.  

“Fin, can you create fire?”

I examined my open palm. “I don’t know. I haven’t been able to since I woke up.”

“Do you mind trying?”

“Yeah, sure. I’ll try.” Focusing on the warmth pooling in my stomach, I tried to create fire. A small flame grew. 

Hobbs’ eyes grew wide. “Curse the gods, it has been so many years since I’ve seen such a beautiful sight.”

The liquid in my stomach started to cool. Ice shot up from my hand and hit the ceiling. I flung myself backward, causing the chair to topple over. Clambering to my feet, I stared at the string of ice. It broke off the ceiling and shattered on the floor. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” I knelt down to clean up the pieces.

Hobbs held up a hand. “Now I know for certain that Zoran has done something to you.”

I tipped the chair back up. “Do you know how to fix it?”

The old man sighed and stared at the rocks in the fireplace. “It’s been 217 years since I’ve seen fire. Those rocks are doused in a potion that makes them produce heat, and in a couple of months, I’ll have to do it again.”

“You’re not simply an herb physician like you led people to believe.” I turned my head toward the stones as I put the ice in an empty coal bucket. I really wanted those rocks. “You’re a mage, right?” I said. “No wonder Zoran did business with you.”

Hobbs chuckled to himself. “How else would I still be alive? If I had only figured out how to prolong my life when I was younger.” He pointed his finger at me. “That’s the real trick. Don’t waste your youth, Fin.” He took a sip of his tea and settled into the cushions. 

“Still too hot?”

The old man nodded. “You can have the rest if you like. I can always heat up more.”

“Thank the gods.” I grabbed the kettle. The heat seeped into my fingertips. Falling against the side of the fireplace, I held the pot to my chest. “This must look rather pathetic.”

“A creature of your type trapped in ice for centuries”—he gave me a soft smile—“I’d expect nothing else from you.”

I stared at the floor, clutching the pot tightly. “The cold still hurts.” I pulled my knees closer to my chest. “I wish Zoran would come back and fix me.”

“We all do, Fin. We all do.”
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Chapter 3: Heating Potion

[image: image]




Hobbs had gone downstairs to gather a few things while I sat close to the fireplace, eyeing the red rocks. The teapot had cooled off, and I really wanted those stones. Reaching out my hand, I placed it over them. Warmth ran across my skin, spread through my arm, and went straight to my core. The feeling was one of pure bliss. Laying down, I slipped my hand beneath the stones. It was like old times, hiding in the woods with only a few embers to dull the ice living inside me.

“I think I found what you need.” The old man closed the door with his foot. He carried the supplies over and laid them out on a table near the fireplace. 

I didn’t move. The warmth felt too good. 

Hobbs shook his head when he spotted me. “Zoran is a difficult man but what he’s doing to you is pure torture. The fire creatures of this world are his responsibility. I know what happened to the dragons was unfortunate, but to abandon all the others that depend on him is shameful.” He hung a pot over the stones.

Hobbs started measuring and dumping different ingredients into the water.

“What is it?”

“A potion used by travelers of the high mountains to keep warm.”

With a sigh, I slumped down on the floor. “What happened to the town? I know everyone would be dead by now, but I didn’t expect to find Gail abandoned.”

“They moved.”

“Where?” I lifted my head.

“To the bottom of the ravine. When Zoran took back his fire, all the creatures living in the ravine went into hibernation. Others may have even died out.”

Tar beetles and lava snakes, I didn’t feel bad for either of them. 

“The winters are too cold to live up here without fire, and the stones are expensive. Most only take them out to cook with before putting them away to preserve their heat. Lucky for you”—he glanced at me—“I make them, so my supply isn’t as limited as the townspeople.”

“Wouldn’t your stones be considered magic?” I clutched one of the rocks in my hand. “I’m surprised they’ll allow it.”

“The people have changed, Fin. They have more to worry about than shapeshifters nowadays. Especially after your last visit to Gail.”

“I didn’t mean to,” I muttered. “My anger got out of control and the fire just reacted. I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone.”

Hobbs stirred his pot. “They barely finished rebuilding when fire was taken away. I tried for days but couldn’t even make a spark.

The old man stood and went to his chair. “Everything in this world is a gift from the gods, Fin. It can be taken just as easy as it was given.”

“No man should have that kind of power,” I replied. “Especially a self-centered bastard.”

“Gods have flaws just like mortals do.”

“Don’t defend him,” I stated sharply. “There’s nothing to admire about a man who leaves everyone to die.”

Hobbs sighed and leaned back in his chair. “He’s not of our world. You and I aren’t even of the same world. My potions only prolong my life, and one day I will die. Not you, though. You’re just shy of being a god yourself. You’re more like him than a mortal.”

“That’s a lie,” I muttered. “I still have a conscience. I care about life. Zoran never did. He doesn’t know guilt. He told me so himself.”

“Fin, you woke up today and found out that everyone you once knew is gone. They all passed away long ago. I’m the last familiar face, you know.”

I glanced up at him.

“This is the first time you’ve experienced loss. Now think what it’s like to be a god.” He sighed and settled into his chair. “There’s a reason they don’t associate with mortals. Their hardened exteriors are so they don’t grow attached. Weaker gods have driven themselves mad with grief. Zoran is heartless because he has to be. The fact that he shows any kind of emotion toward you is quite surprising, actually.”

“He didn’t,” I muttered. “He never cared about me.”

“I have many friends, Fin. Some of which live in Brite. A mage’s best customer is a god, you know.” He checked the pot that had started to simmer. “Zoran cared about you. Most of the time, he hid it, but the people of Brite saw it just for a moment.”

I looked away. Hobbs was a delusional old man who knew nothing. I lived with Zoran. I knew the god and he was none of those things. The fact that he left me proved it. 

“I need to go back to the palace soon. Yuki’s waiting.”

“Yuki?” He took the pot off the hook. 

“Yeah.” I thought for a moment about whether to say anything more about the dragon. “Yuki, I told him I’d be back before nightfall.”

“Another one of Zoran’s pets?”

I nodded. 

Hobbs poured a little bit of the liquid into a cup. “Here. It’s finished.”

Sitting up, I took it from him and drank the hot liquid. The warmth shot to my limbs.

“More.” I snatched the pot and started drinking straight from it.

“Fin, Fin, wait.” He pulled it back.

“I want it,” I breathed. My internal temperature was increasing. I wanted it all.

“Fin, look at your hands.”

Peering down at them, I saw the flames coat my fingers. The immediate urge to drink it all left but the nagging edge of the cold remained. The fire went out. “Why is this happening to me?” I pulled on my hair. “This never happened before. I shouldn’t be fighting to stay warm. I’m a firebird!” 

The old man nodded. He wandered off to the kitchen and came back with a large bottle. He poured the rest of the steaming liquid into it. After screwing on the lid, he offered it to me. I took it from him and lifted myself into the other chair. 

“I think I should be heading home.” I tightened my grip on the potion. “Thank you for helping me out.”

“Come back when you run out. I’d love to trade you for some of those herbs you used to gather for me. It’ll help replace some of the ingredients.”

I nodded. “Of course.” I stood and with a nod, headed for the exit. “I’ll see you soon then.”

“Oh, Fin.”

Halfway through the doorway, I turned back.

“There’s a hot spring not too far from the entrance to Zoran’s garden. It’s heated by Masou’s fire and boils up from below the surface. It might help regulate your temperature for at least a little bit.”

“Thank you. I’ll try it out.” I closed the door and walked down the narrow staircase. Outside, I clenched the bottle in my hands. I really hoped this wasn’t going to become my only source of heat. Holding the container to my chest, I started the long walk back to the garden.
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Chapter 4: Mob Mentality 
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I sat in front of the fireplace in Zoran’s chair. Fire flickered across my fingers but it was only a matter of time before ice replaced it. Yuki was sprawled out on his back, blowing snowflakes that fluttered to the ground. I glanced at the bottle on the table. It was already half gone, and it had only been two days since I went to Hobbs. Self-control was not something I was good at when it came to the cold. 

“Yuki”—I peered over at the dragon—“grabbed some more wood. I’m going to try and start a fire again.”

The dragon rolled over and sighed. Using his tail, he dragged some broken crates over. I picked up some of the pieces and tossed them on top of the charred chunks of wood. It hadn’t been caused by fire, though. It never burned. The wood simply turned black. Kneeling on the floor, I added them to the pile and slipped my hand into the center. The fire grew from my fingertips. Nothing. 

“Come on,” I said through gritted teeth. “Light. Light!” Fire burst from my palm, sending pieces of wood flying everywhere. “Damn it!” I snatched a charred stick and threw it across the room. “Why isn’t it working?!” I pulled at my hair. 

Yuki shrugged and continued to blow snowflakes.

“For a dragon, you really are useless.” I walked to the bed and flung myself on top of it. 

He snorted at me. 

I rolled over and glared at the wall. Why would Zoran do this? I didn’t understand what would possess the god to take fire from even me. Sitting up, I climbed off the bed. “I’m going for a walk.”

Yuki’s head popped up.

“I’ll be back by tonight. Don’t worry.”

The dragon glared at my back until I left the room. I hurried down the steps to the garden and trudged through the ash, not paying attention to the ruins around me. This place was depressing. I’d leave but I didn’t have anywhere else to go. Maybe Brite was in better shape. On the other side of the tunnel, I passed the memorial and continued on down the ravine. 

I met a couple travelers along the road. Keeping my head down, I marched on and they didn’t bother me. It was weird to see how much it had changed. The lava was gone. The jagged rocks still remained but the ash had blown away. I glanced at the deep cut in the earth. Some of the holes disappeared deep into the mountainside. Maybe the lava snakes had escaped the cold through them.

Continuing on, I arrived at the cave where the tar beetles had once lived. The lake had hardened in a giant swirl. I walked out into the center and pressed my hand against the cold black rock. I wanted the lava to come back. Hell, I’d take being attacked by a lava snake if it meant things would go back to how they were. 

“Zoran,” I muttered. I clenched a stone in my hand. It glowed red as I poured my hatred into it. 

I heard footsteps approaching and dropped it. A man with a wagon was coming my way. I quickly hurried off into the cave. A sign was staked into the ground. It read: hot spring.

“Thank the gods,” I breathed.

Hobbs had mentioned there was one nearby, and the temptation wasn’t something I’d even try to resist. I took off down the trail, trying to keep from breaking into a jog. I felt the humidity on my skin as cooler pools of water started to appear near the cave walls. 

It wasn’t hot enough. The farther I went, the higher the temperature climbed. I couldn’t take it anymore and started running. I could see the steam rising off the water. Skidding to a halt at the edge of the main pond, I dipped my hands into the water. 

“Yes,” I breathed. Curse the gods, it was heaven.

After a quick scan of the area, I started taking off my clothes. I set them, along with my boots, in a pile out of the way. I stepped into the water and fire nearly exploded from me. It was amazing. I waded further in until it reached my waist. 

“Finally,” I breathed, soaking in the warmth.

I dipped my head under the water and swam to a waterfall in the far corner. I sat beneath it and let it pound against my back. If only I could make the water boil. Holding my hands out in front of me, I caused fire to rise from my fingertips. I slowly dipped them into the water. The flames went out but heat still pulsed from my hands.

It was working. Closing my eyes, I focused on making the temperature increase. “Yes,” I hissed. My head rolled back. I could do this myself. I didn’t need Zoran. I was my own master now and I had found my heat source.

A bang shook the cave when I erupted. Fire roared around me. Too hot! Way too hot! Cursing under my breath, I stopped and the flames died down. Water ran back into the pool, more dripped from the ceiling. I sat in the little puddle that remained. I guess even after 217 years, I still needed some practice.

***
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I TOSSED MY BAG ONTO the table. Three weeks of being awake after sleeping for centuries and I had reverted back to being the herb boy for Hobbs. Between the potions and the hot pools, it was just enough to keep me sane. 

Yuki was gnawing on some bone. It was rather large, and I hope it wasn’t from anything that lived too close to the palace.

“Anything happen while I was gone?”

The dragon shook his head.

“Of course not.” I slumped into the chair by the lifeless fireplace. “Nothing ever does.” I glanced at him. “Maybe we should go somewhere else? Start looking for Zoran?”

Yuki snorted at me. 

“It was just a suggestion,” I muttered. “I’m not partial to this place like you.” Opening my bag, I lifted out the bottle and took a drink. Warmth spread, but this wasn’t going to cut it for me. 

“I’m going to the hot pools.”

Yuki snarled and glanced outside.

“It’s not that late.” I gathered my bath supplies. “I’ll be back later.”

After leaving the garden, I found the walk to the hot pool was rather uneventful. Nothing changed. I had lost hope that Zoran would figure out I was awake and come back. The man had never given a damn about me. I arrived at the entrance of the cave and peeked inside. It was dark. Perfect time of night to keep the villagers out so I could be alone. 

Holding a flame in my hand, I hurried to the back of the cave. I slipped out of my clothes and tossed them to the side. 

“Yes,” I breathed as I stepped into the water. 

Heat radiated from my body, creating a soft red glow. I floated from one side to the other. I could live in this pond. Wading back to where I had thrown my bag, I pulled out some of Zoran’s soaps I had found. I took the one with a silver liquid to the waterfall. Taking out the cork, I let a little of it pour out. The liquid bubbled slightly before spreading into a silky layer on top of the water. It gave off the scent of fresh rain. I returned the bottle to my bag and went to the rocks by the waterfall. Laying my head back, I let the water pound on my shoulders. I wish I could take the pool back to the palace. I’d never leave, then. Yuki could even enjoy it since he wouldn’t have to worry about humans seeing him. 

Sticking my head under the waterfall, I scrubbed my hair and stood there with my eyes closed for a moment. Some days I wished I was still in the frost. At least, when I was asleep, I didn’t have to feel anything. 

I let out a deep breath and slipped off the ledge. Ducking my head under, I laid down on the sandy bottom and held my breath. Opening my eyes, I stared at the soft reflection in the water created by the glow of my skin. I wondered if it was possible for a firebird to drown, or did we just blow up? Maybe we fell asleep. Closing my eyes, I resisted the urge to surface. I’d happily sleep for eternity at the bottom of this pond.

Sliding a foot beneath me, I shot up and gasped for air. Shuffling echoed off the cave walls. A blue light was reflecting off the rocks. I froze at the sound of heavy breathing and slowly turned.

The red glow left my skin. I hadn’t been alone.

A man stood there with two others, holding a lantern with blue rocks shining inside. All were at different levels of being clothed with wet hair. 

The largest one had a rock in his hand. 

“What kind of hell demon are you?” breathed the one holding the lantern with a quiver to his voice.

I side-stepped toward my clothes.

“Don’t move.” The tallest of the group took out a pocket knife. He pointed it at me with shaking hands. 

I stopped. Now what? I had to find a way out of here that didn’t end with me exploding. Dipping my hands under the water, I let the heat build. These men were mortals. If I created fire, they would really think I was a demon. It was better to be feared than hunted. That was a lesson I had learned from the gods.

“Let me go,” I stated.

The three men took more defensive stances. 

I slipped lower into the water. “Move back,” I stated.

“What?” said the man, holding a pointed rock.

“Move back.”

They narrowed their gazes at me.

“Fine.” I released the fire and blasted the pool. 

Their eyes grew wide as they stumbled to get out of the way of the wave of boiling water coming toward them. I took the opportunity to run to the edge and grabbed my clothes. I hurried into my pants and shoved everything else in my bag. 

Steaming puddles kept the men away. The largest one was clutching his scorched wrist. They were still blocking the exit. I looped the strap of my bag around my neck. Standing in one of the pools of water, I lifted a hand. The tallest one of the group screamed and made a run for it. The other two didn’t look as skittish and held their ground.

“Please, just go,” I begged. “I’m not trying to hurt anyone.”

The large one shook his head. “Others are coming. It won’t be long before they get here.”

I cursed to myself. Well, that made things more complicated. “Don’t get too close,” I warned. “I’m still learning to control it.”

They gave me confused and scared expressions. 

I took in a calming breath. “Okay,” I whispered. “Focus.” 

The fire began to build in my chest. It boiled up from my core and coated my skin. It grew in my outstretched hand. The fear I saw in their eyes was startling. To them, I really was a monster. Both dropped what was in their hands and ran. 

The fire died down. No explosions. I smiled to myself. I was getting better at this. I picked up the lantern. The glass on one side was broken, but the rocks would be useful. 

Hurrying outside, I peered off in the direction of the town. I could hear the two men’s voices yelling for help. 

“Great,” I muttered.

I smashed the lantern on a rock and took out the stones. Grabbing my shirt, I wrapped them up to hide the light and shoved them in my pack. The voices were growing louder. 

“Damn it.” I raced toward the garden. 

I really hated this mob mentality that happened every time I was around mortals. If they weren’t trying to kill me, they were trying to make me explode. I arrived at the shrine outside the tunnel and slowed to a stop. Trying to catch my breath, I peered back but didn’t hear anything. There were no lights following me either. 

“Damn you!” I snatched a rock off the ground and hurled it at the head of Zoran’s statue. “You fucking bastard.”

My one guilty pleasure was gone. They’d never let me get near the hot pools now. Picking up a couple more stones, I threw them at the statue’s face. I wanted to break his head clear off, but I’d be satisfied with knocking off his nose.

My anger died down, and I wiped my face on the back of my arm. Maybe tomorrow, I’d see if the frost would let me go back to sleep for another couple of centuries because I hated being awake in this new world.
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Chapter 5: Trapped 
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They were searching for me. I could hear their voices on the other side of the tunnel as they tried to hunt me down like an animal. I was a demon once again. It made the fire in me boil and spread across my shoulder as I glared at the fireplace. I hated it. I hated this world. 

Yelling out in frustration, I grabbed the arm of a table chair and hurled it against the wall. Yuki bowed his head and simply watched. 

“Why would he do this?!” I stated. “There’s no point. I’m a firebird. I can’t live in a world without fire.”

I stormed from the room to the spiral stairs that led to the basement. I took the steps a couple at a time. This world was infuriating. I wanted to go back to sleep and return to the darkness until that bastard god fixed the realm of mortality. Hurrying to the frost chamber, I pushed the door open and stepped inside. 

Nothing. 

The ice covering the ground didn’t come to life. I dropped to my knees and released the fire. The frost crept toward me.

“Yes,” I whispered, letting the flames grow. 

The frost touched my leg and I lurched back in pain. Cold, it was so damn cold. I forced myself to keep going. My eyes were watering. The tears froze as the frost swept over me. It burrowed into my chest straight to my core, but I remained awake. Sleep did not come.

“Please.” I clenched my hands. “Please, work.”

The frost reached my fingertips. The flame turned blue and coated my skin in ice.

“No!” I slammed my fists on the ground. The blue fire shot out of them. “I will kill you, Zoran,” I whispered. “I will freeze you with this curse.”

***
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WITH MY HEATING POTION in hand, I sat in front of the dead fireplace. I felt no more alive than it. Yuki’s tail tapped rhythmically against the stone. The dragon sighed, hitting me with his icy breath. 

“It’s not like we can go and play,” I muttered, taking another drink from the bottle. I shook it and found it was nearly empty. “Damn.” I rubbed my forehead. “Hobbs needs to teach me how to make it myself.” Rising to my feet, I straightened out my crumpled clothes. “It would save me the trip.”

Yuki rolled onto his side and glared at me.

I offered him the bottle. “Do you want the rest?” I smiled to myself. “It would be nice to see a fire-breathing dragon again. How about it?”
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